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Pr ol ogue

KESTREL | ooked past the flane toward the cabin door and estimted his chance of escape if
sonmething were to go awmy. Like the lairs of npbst w zards, there were no wi ndows in any of the
wal | s; the distractions of the outside could well be done without.

He gl anced back to the center of the roomat the figure standing in the chal k-drawn pentagramt hat
surrounded the firepit. Phoebe was not reputed to be a wizard of prowess and it was no sinple
devil that she was trying to sumon.

If only she had been as greedy as the rest! The price he asked for an entire wagonload just |ike
t he branches he waved in front of their faces was usually | ow enough to hurry all of their

t houghts away fromtesting what they were to receive. Sone stored it all in their larders wthout
even bothering to examine any of the |eather sacks. Usually he was well into the next kingdom
before they |l earned that a sinple woodsman had gotten the better of the bargain rather than they.

But this one chose even to doubt that the sack he brought inside contained only anvilwod and
not hi ng el se. She had insisted upon a test to see that nore than just the nerest of inps was
contacted through the realns, once the fire was lit.

Kestrel |ooked around the cabin. Thick beanms bridged stout walls of white plastered nud. On the
left, a bed of straw with roomfor only one stood underneath a shelf sagging with rolls of
parchnent. Behi nd Kestrel and extending along the wall on the right were tiers of wood-franed
cubbyholes rising to the high ceiling, a

1
r

1 scranbl ed collection of nail ed-together boxes and w de-nmout hed bins.

In nmost of the openings Kestrel could see the contents stuffed nearly to overflow ng and spilling
onto the wood-pl anked floor with goat-bl adder sacks, vials of deeply colored powders, dried lizard
tongue, sunflower seeds, licorice, and aromatic woods; this was as well stocked a w zard' s |arder

as Kestrel had ever seen

Kestrel |ooked again at the wizard staring intently into the flanme. He had sought her out because
of the tales of her wealth. Al the practitioners in the Brythian hills, though they thought
little of her skill, admtted that she was the richest. But if not for that, his interest m ght
have been piqued anyway. Rather than in ratted tangles, her well-grooned hair fell in a cascade of
shiny bl ack down the back of her robe. The broad and youthful face was clear and unwinkled. It
carried the open sinplicity of an unspoiled peasant girl, rather than the sonber broodi ngs of one
who dared to thrust her will through the fire. The sash of the robe, adorned with the |ogo of
flane, attenpted to pull tight a waist a bit thicker than the current fashion. But at the sane
time, it accentuated curves that woul d ot herwi se be hidden. Despite her caution, her manner had
been quite warm She did not display the disdain that vindicated in part what he did.

Kestrel ran his hand down the back of his head, feeling how well the thinning hair still covered

t he begi nning of a bald spot. He inmagi ned how he nust have appeared to the w zard when he had
knocked on her door barely an hour ago—brown curls on top, what there was of them deep-set eyes
about a long slash of a nose, and wide lips in a sincere-appearing smle. H's clothing was plain
but still fairly new. The road dust on tunic, |eggings, and boots had just been applied around the
bend fromthe cabin, rather than being the result of a three-day journey, as he had said.

How nmuch had his ease in gaining entrance, Kestrel wondered, been because of other thoughts in
Phoebe's m nd, rather than the possibility of acquiring sone of the rare anvilwood that peeked
fromthe rucksack on his

back. He savored the nental inmage which suddenly sprang into his mnd. Wiat would it be like to

of fer a wagonl oad of true potency instead of the disguised snags and rotten branches and to ask a
fair price, rather than display an apparent ignorance of the value of what he possessed, or not to
hurry away before his deception was di scovered?
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No. He shook his head sadly. He could not take the risk. He had to take advantage of the base
i mpul ses of others. It was his only defense. Long ago, he had trusted—and the scars stil
remai ned.

Phoebe suddenly stiffened. "I amyours to command, master," she said.

Kestrel immedi ately sensed that sonething was wong. The air above the flane shi nmered and danced.
A hand energed from nowhere, and then a head with features nore plain than bizarre. The denmon was

no towering giant with nmenacing fangs and crackles of |ightning, but Phoebe's jaws went slack and

her hands fell to her sides all the sane. She had not won the contest of wills; the denon had done
so, instead.

Kestrel made a step to the left and then hesitated. The denmon ni ght be content with domi nation of
the wi zard and pay no attention to himas he slowy glided past. It was still nmorning. He could be
wel|l away before nightfall and anyone el se suspected. On the ot her hand, he woul d be abandoni ng
what little anvilwood he had remaining with nothing to show for it.

In nixed fascination and fear, he watched as the denon continued to tear apart the fabric of
reality and energe into the real mof nen.

PART ONE

The Real m of Daenon
CHAPTER ONE
Astron's Trek

ASTRON ran his tongue over the stubs of fangs he had filed away. In the palmof his fist, now
clinched with tension, he felt nails ground short in the nanner of men. Only two snmall knobs
protruded from his back where one woul d expect the powerful w ngs of a splendorous djinn. Unlike
his clutch brothers, Astron had no real weapons with which to fight.

The broodnothers' talk was that Elezar's nmobod was nost foul. Only the foolish or those consuned by
the great nonotony would elect to be near a prince of denbns when his disposition was | ess than

i deal . Far nore pleasing were the thoughts of the cozy contours of Astron's own den where he could
spend eons rearranging the small collection of artifacts he had managed to keep for his own. If
hints of boredomdid begin to grow, he could catal ogue nore of the names that the skyskirr gave to
their lithons or even start his investigation of what men called | ove. The sumons of his prince
easily could have waited until the next schedul ed tine.

Astron | ooked about the outer perineter of Elezar's domamin. He was standing on a thin plane of
matt er whi ch hung suspended in the bl ack expanse that constituted the real mof the denobns. On the
flatness were massed the splendid dones of his prince, mghty structures that soared into the

bl ackness and bl azed with color. In the distance other pinpoints of |ight shone against the
background of ebony, sone steady and pure, beacons of the princes who did not choose to hide.

O hers flickered at the edge of visibility, lures for the unwary or perhaps evidence of the

enor nous weavi ngs of warring djinns.

Astron gl anced down at his feet and the snmooth surface of the plane. It glowed with a soft

i ridescence, pleasing to the eye. Pathways to the various dones were subtly marked for those who
knew t he signs. Behind him the plane ended abruptly not far from where he stood, the edge
sculpted in a graceful pattern that encircled the entire periphery. If he peered over the side,
Astron knew, he would see a scene very sinilar to the one above—glimering lights in a pitch-black
sky.

Astron picked out a trail and followed it into the mdst of the domes. The ones near the periphery
were squat and ornate, no nore than sinple henm spheres encrusted with arabesques and intricate
designs, lairs for brood-nothers and little nmore. Behind themtowered the true nmarvels of Elezar's
domain, stiletto spires that soared to heights far beyond what their delicate walls would seemto
support. In clusters and splendid isolation, they sat atop broad vaults and fluted ellipsoids;
over a sea of juxtaposed and intersecting bubbles they pierced the enptiness of the void. Fierce
lights of |avender and orange upwelled fromports cut into the roofs of the donmes. I|ntense beans
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ricocheted fromshiny mirrors on the spires and scattered fromcurves and planes glittering with
twinkling jewels. Elezar did not hide his domain fromothers who hoarded their meager store of
matter in the blackness of the realm

Astron quickly threaded his way between the outer domes and then entered an archway that opened
into one of the larger central vaults. He paid no attention to the snmall devils huddl ed around the
lump of rock in the first chanber, nor to the manner in which the stone jerked and bobbed above
their craned necks. Levitating a boul der was beyond his abilities, even if aided by the will of

ot hers.

He passed sleeping lairs resonating with deep snores, treasure vaults crammed with artifacts from
dozens of realns, quiet roons of dark contenplation, and weaving al coves shimering with half-
finished constructions. Finally he entered the grand rotunda itself at the very center of the
donai n.

8

Astron saw that the great hall was nearly enpty. Except for Elezar, in the pit at the very center,
sitting on a pillow of silk and down, and a swarm of inps buzzing about his head, no other denobns
were present. The prince was clothed in a glittering robe of deep sea-green, covering all of his
sl ender body, except for his fingertips. Delicate features, an upturned nose, thin lips, and ears
that were barely pointed scul pted a narrow face. Straw pale hair ran over a brow flecked with
gold, and hal f-cl osed eyes gl owered under |long curving | ashes. No great scales or hair-pierced
warts marred the snooth skin. Like Astron hinself, Elezar could pass unnoticed in the real mof nen
if he were not too closely regarded.

Astron saw the di scontent snoul dering behind El ezar's eyes and felt his |linbs begin to tighten
Slowy he started down tile-covered steps toward the prince, barely bothering to notice if any
weavi ngs had altered the shape of the rotunda since his last visit. As before, the ceiling was a
large inverted bowl with a span greater than the outstretched wings of a hundred djinns. Sprays of
soft colors caressed its glassy-snooth surface and glowing crystals throbbed with light all around
t he peri phery.

A dozen entrances pierced the circular wall which supported the dome, each franed with fluted
colums and interspersed with scul ptures of heavy netal or artifacts wested from other real ns.
The flooring was a series of concentric circles, each one a step lower than the |ast and
converging on the pit in the very center.

"You are |l ate, cataloguer."” Elezar's soft voice floated upward fromthe hub. "Surely even one
whose only concern is the making of lists nust know the folly of displeasing a prince."

Astron's arms and |l egs tightened further. Even his stenbrain stirred fromits slunber. The
broodnot hers had been right; the prince was troubled and did not care if his irritati on showed.
Wth eyes discreetly averted, Astron descended the renaining distance to the pit and squatted
unconfortably on a snmall cushion at Elezar's feet.

The prince waited a | ong nonent before he spoke

again, eyeing Astron with a cruel snmle. "If |I had not watched the hatchings nyself, | would not
believe that the denon that huddl es before ne is no less than a splendorous djinn," he said.

Astron kept his head down and sai d not hi ng.

"And what of the broodnothers, mghty catal oguer?" Elezar stepped forward and thrust his toe into
Astron's ribs. "What of the carriers of our seed? Do they trenble with anticipation in your
presence? Does their skin grow noist at your touch?"

The prince paused and then kicked forward a second tine. Astron felt a stab of pain in his side,
but did not nove. It was but a nere token of what Elezar could do if he unleashed his great power.

"Or perhaps, instead, they nmerely confide their whispers, as if you were one of their own," El ezar
continued. "Yes, as if you served no nore purpose than they. Wiy should you not retire to their
dens and prove your worth by becom ng a wanner of eggs?"
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Despite the iron-tight bands of his will, Astron felt his stenbrain stir. Eggwarner indeed. Only
the deforned and sl ow of wit were charged with such a task. His value to the prince was far
greater, as he had denonstrated dozens of times before. Wio el se had deduced the neaning of the
cakes of congealed fats that nortals called soap, the purpose of the forged netal they thrust into
the nmout hs of horses, or, the nost perplexing of all, why their warriors grasped right hands in
greeting?

He opened his nouth to speak, feeling the words rush upward sharp and cutting, but at the |ast
monent he slanmed his teeth together, biting off the sound. Deliberately he pushed the hot

t hought s away and concentrated instead on visualizing the safe and confortable contours of his own
lair. Let the prince say what he woul d, Astron would not be provoked |i ke sonme minor devil.

For a | ong nonment nothing nore happened. Then Astron saw El ezar's shadow retreat and heard the
swi sh of silk as the prince sat back down on his cushion. Cautiously Astron raised his head upward
and judged that finally he nmust speak.
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"I have been of use to ny prince in the past," he said. "Perhaps there is sone additional service
that is to be perforned as a result of this sumons."

El ezar took another nonent before answering. "Any of your brothers would have replied with bolts
of power, even though it would have surely neant their death," he said. "How could even one such
as you retain clear thoughts after what has been spoken?"

"l amnot |ike ny brothers,
have chosen to notice."

Astron said quietly. "I amdifferent in nore ways than those that you

El ezar grunted. "And it is those very differences upon which I amnow forced to depend,"” he said.

Before Astron could reply, the prince | ooked up into the cloud of inps above his head and gestured
rapidly with his left hand. Instantly the swarmbegan to twinkle rapidly with a kal ei doscope of
color, each sprite brightly glowing in a vivid hue. Their |azy hovering changed into a conpl ex
tangl e of |oops and dives. Astron saw a pattern suddenly energe fromthe random notion. Arcs of
fiery red inps, like droplets of nolten |ava, soared upward in a central colum and then cascaded
over onto waves of eneral d-green that seenmed to dance in enpty air. Blues and yell ows threaded
through the rest, knitting conplex tapestries that pul sated and changed in subtle ways that one
could not quite follow

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the synchronized display w nked out. The cloud of inps returned
to their ainmess hovering above the prince's head. The nmenbranes retracted and El ezar's eyes
refocused. H's brow winkled with a scow .

"More than three eons it took to train themall." El ezar waved at the swarm "Three eons for that
one clutch alone." The arc of his armcontinued around the expanse of the rotunda. "I will not
give them up, cataloguer. Not themor a single dramof hard matter in ny domain."

"You are anong the mghtiest of princes," Astron said. "And the djinns who obey your commands
nunber nore than those of any other. What denmon coul d possibly challenge you for possession of 2"
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"Your skill is supposed to be one of naking lists," Elezar interrupted. "Your know edge of the
other realns is the nost profound of any in nmy retinue. Tell me quickly then, what are the seven
|l aws that govern the affairs of men?"

Astron winkled his nose, puzzled. Such know edge was w despread throughout the realm Even the
prince himself woul d have at |east a casual acquaintance with the seven | aws. Wiy woul d El ezar
choose to exercise himthrough a menory drill |ike a broodnother instructing her scion? Astron
started to ask the reason for the question but then saw the frown deepen in Elezar's face.

"The first two |aws are the concern of wizardry," he said quickly, "the |aw of ubiquity—lane

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (4 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:04 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

pernmeates all, and the | aw of di chotonmy—doni nance or submission. It is through fire that the
barriers between our real mand the others are broken. And when, through it, we contact a dweller
on the other side, one nust end up the controller of the other; there is no m ddl e ground.

"Of all the realnms, ours is unique. The fires of the other universes connect themonly to us and
never to each other. If ever nmen, the skyskirr, the fey and all those who exi st el sewhere interact
it is because we have brought them together

"And al t hough these others can coexist side by side with no threat fromone to another, our own
i nvol venents are rmuch nore tightly bound. Whenever one of us |eaves our realmto sojourn
el sewhere, it nust be as the master of the one who has summpned or else as his sl ave.

"But you know all of this quite well, nmy prince. None |ess than you organi zed the great plan to
conquer the entire realmof nen and bend it to your will but a tick in time ago. Had it not been
for the one that the nmortals call the archi mnage—=

El ezar's hands cl utched spasnodically and Astron veered back to his original course. The prince
did not like to be remi nded of his defeat by a mere human. "The next is the rule of three," Astron
rushed. "Or as it is comonly cast—thrice spoken, once fulfilled. The
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proper chants intoned three tinmes over give nmen the power of sorcery and illusion to cloud the
m nds of one another.

"The maxi m of persistence is the fourth. As the nmagicians in the guilds like to state
it—perfection is eternal. If certain precise rituals are enacted flaw essly, then itens can be
produced that will last as long as the life of any denon.

"The fifth is the doctrine of signatures—the attributes without mirror the powers wthin. Based
upon cl osely guarded secret fornulas, those that nen call alchem sts brew strange concoctions that
soneti mes produce remarkable results. Far nore powerful would be the craft if chance did not play
a role in every successful brew ng."

Astron again gl anced at El ezar's hands but saw no change. Sonehow the listing of the |laws of magic
was bound up in whatever was vexing the prince.

"The last two are the principles of synmpathy and contagion,” Astron hurried to finish. "The

t haumat ur ges who use them speak of 'like producing |ike' and 'once together, always together,' but
synpat hy and contagi on are what they nean. By taking a small part of a whole and exercising it in
a sinulation, the rest of the bulk is forced to act correspondingly. It is the craft by which nmen
build their walls and transport heavy burdens."

"My prince," a deep voice suddenly runbled fromone of the rotunda entrances, "the signal lights
have been blinking. Caspar with his retinue is now on his way. There are twenty-two djinns of
lightning and | esser devils as well."

On the rimof the rotunda, the entrance was darkened by the massive formof a colossal djinn, his
folded wing-tips scraping the archway as he entered. Powerful black nmuscles rippled across his
chest as he noved. Slitted eyes of piercing yellow glowed in a face of darkest jet.

"What is your command, ny prince?" the djinn asked. "Though we are fewer, ny clutch brothers and
can nake his landing one that will cost."

El ezar turned to answer, "No, no, Del it nan. To
13

meet Caspar on his own terns is surely a strategy of defeat. Invite himin unchallenged. W wll
use the tine to our advantage."

"Adjinn lives to fight, nmy prince," Delithan runbled. "He exists only to rip matter asunder and
drink deeply of its dying shrieks. If that is denied, there is little that restrains surrender to
the great nonotony."
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"There will be nmany nore battles in the epochs to conme, Delithan," Elezar said. "Do not deny
yoursel f the opportunity to engage in themby a m scal cul ati on now. Push aside thoughts of the
broodi ng doom As you have in the past, trust in your prince."

"An epoch ago, none could call hinmself master of my lord," Delithan said. "But now there is indeed
one who can so claimand he is only a man. Perhaps Caspar too is nmightier and the conming struggle
is the last."

Wth a sharp crack, a spark of blue light suddenly arched fromElezar's left thunb to his
forefinger. His armswing out fromhis body in the direction of Delithan, a mask of anger etching
the fine lines of his face. The huge djinn brought an armup over his eyes. The pale outline of a
shield began to materialize in front of his chest.

For a nonent the two demons stood frozen, the crackle of ionization covering any words that they
m ght have spoken. Then, as quickly as it had sprouted, the arc of energy in Elezar's hand w nked
out of existence. His face softened. He rotated his palns upward in Delithan's direction

"Caspar has grown so bold as to attack me in what all the princes acknow edge as ny strength,"

El ezar said softly, his sudden outburst back under control. "It is a foolish boldness for himto
do so and | will not reply in kind. There may yet be the thrill of battle for you against his
djinns of lightning, Delithan, but as long as | amyour prince, it will be a time of nmy own
choosi ng. Now take your clutch brethren into the void as | have commanded and escort him here

wi t hout incident."

Delithan's shield disappeared before it conpletely fornmed. He hesitated a nonent and then dipped
hi s head

14

i n acqui escence. Stooping to clear the archway, he turned back the way he had come. "A djinn lives
to fight," he runbled as he left.

"Caspar," Astron blurted as El ezar turned back to face him "Caspar of the |ightning djinns.
Though his nunbers are large and mighty, he would not dare to chall enge you wi thout due cause.
None of the other princes would permit it. They would rally to your aid and against all he has no
chance. "

"His attack is not one of djinn against djinn," Elezar said. "Instead it was sonething quite
unexpect ed, although, of course, | showed no surprise." Elezar paused. H s eyes flared. "He has
posed a riddle, cataloguer, ariddle to test the prince nost noted for cunning of all those who
rule.

"The stakes are fanmiliar, the ones | have accepted fromdenons with far keener nminds. |If | answer
correctly, then Caspar and all who follow himare mne to do with what | will. If not, then | and
my domain are his."

"Ariddle?" Astron said. "Then surely there is no threat at all. The likes of Caspar could not
fornmul ate a puzzle that would | ong give pause to one such as you, nmy prince. And if you were—were
too busy to answer yourself, then many in your domain would have sufficient wit to fornulate the
sol ution."

El ezar ignored Astron's words. "You were telling ne of the laws that govern the real mof nmen. Wat
of the netal aws which He behind then®"

"Of the three of them| know far less," Astron said. He felt his stenbrain again begin to stir.
El ezar was noving on to things with which he was far less famliar.

"Three of them" Elezar repeated. "So you state that there are ten | aws rather than seven?"

"No, the three netalaws are quite different fromthe rest,"” Astron said. "Each of the other
real ms, that of nen, the skyskirr, the fey, and the others, is governed by seven |laws of nmgic out
of infinitely many. The netal aws govern which ones are active and how they are changed."
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El ezar | ooked over Astron's head to the far side of the rotunda. Translucent nenbranes flicked
down over his eyes to renove external distractions as he defocused in thought. "The netal aws were
known by sone of the nobst ancient princes,” he said. "Even if we could not use them oursel ves, we
understood their mani pulations well. And in the real mof the skyskirr, they are all-inportant;
conpared to them the |laws thenselves pale into insignificance."

El ezar stared back at Astron. "But in the realmof nmen, for epochs none realized that such things
as metal aws existed. For the nortals, there were only the seven | aws of magic as you have stated

them constant and unfailing. Humanki nd spent their brief lives entirely ignorant of the greater

powers that slunmbered all about them"

The prince paused. "So you see, it is indeed possible. Caspar's riddle mght be a valid question
one with a definite answer. Ah, for the answer." El ezar | ooked away. "The answer that would give
me victory over yet another who thinks his power greater than mne."

The prince ran his slender tongue over his |ower Up, apparently savoring an imagi ned victory. He
smled and waved to the hovering inps for another display. But as the conpl ex pattern forned.

El ezar shook his head and notioned themto return to stillness. He | ooked back at Astron. "But |
have no ready reply, catal oguer," he said. The words were forced and cane with difficulty. "I

stall for nore time and Caspar guesses at ny weakness. He even taunts ne with clues, so sure is he
that | will fail."

Astron felt his thoughts suddenly boil and tunble. Elezar, El ezar the one who was gol den—ef al

the princes, he was the one with the keenest mi nd. The others night wage their ganes of power by
mustering great arrays of djinns into eye-blinding battles, but Elezar time after time bested them
all with deft strokes of high strategy or bound up the outconme in riddles for which only he could
unravel the answer in the end.

And if this tine El ezar could not provide the solution, then there was great peril for all that he
conmanded as
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well. The barely controlled rages of Caspar were well known throughout the realm None w thout an
equal appetite for ripping things asunder could hope to survive for long under the rule of a
prince of lightning. Astron | ooked down at his short nails and flexed the wings on his back that
wer e never there.

But mixed with all of that, the surprise and the fear, there was something else that churned with
the rest—a riddle, a riddle that even Elezar hinself could not solve, a nystery that |ed perhaps
even to the real mof nen. Wat new and wonderful things m ght then be | earned by one sent to
observe or by one tasked to record the |abors of those questing to find the answer? \Wat increase
in power could cone to one who catal ogued rather than fought?

El ezar apparently did not notice Astron's nonentary inattention. The prince stood up and waved his
arms in the air. "As you have stated, catal oguer, for every realmthat we can contact, fire is the
medi um t hat breaks down the barrier between us. And for each of those connections, we are at the
mercy of those who dwell on the other realmto build the flane and send their thoughts through it.
We nust wait for the call, the tugging at our own being, before we can begin the struggle that

mat ches our wills against theirs.

"How nmuch nore powerful we would be if we could initiate the interaction, to go forth into the
other realns at our own choosing rather than await events of chance. That is the essence of
Caspar's riddle, cataloguer. He states that the power of the laws and netal aws pale for the one
who has the answer. It is the ultimte precept, he says, the underlying principle upon which al
else is built."

El ezar brought his arms back to his chest. "The riddle is quite sinply stated: In the real mof
daermon, how does one build a fire?"

file:/l/G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (7 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:04 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

Astron saw the eyes of the prince again widen. He felt a rush of questions but knew better than to
speak.

"W have great control over the little matter that has been brought back through the barriers to
our realm™

17

El ezar continued. "W can weave and transformit into exotic shapes that please the eye for eons.
But sonehow, in all the epochs that | can renenber, no one in our realm whether mghty prince or
lowly sprite, has ever created a flame. None have been able to formthe dance of ions that signify
the conbination of air with other things. The answer indeed nust be the ultimte precept,

cat al oguer, and Caspar's riddle or no, |, anpbng all the princes who rule, will be the first to
find out howit is done."

"But how will you |earn?" Astron asked cautiously. "lIs it perhaps in the real mof nen that the
answer would Iie?"

"None in ny personal domain have any hint to the solution, catal oguer," Elezar said. "I have
decided that it is elsewhere | nust |ook." The prince paused and intensified his stare. "But there
is little time for undirected and random search. First, | nust ask the one who m ght have a
greater chance of knowing the answer to the riddle than even |."

Astron's interest suddenly vani shed. Cataloguing in the relative safety of the realmof nen was
one thing. Dealing with others of his own kind was quite another. And if it was the one he
suspected that the prince had in mind—

"Not old Palodad," he said. "The broodnot hers say that even m ghty djinns cannot return fromhis
domai n unscathed." He | ooked in Elezar's eyes and saw the prince nod slightly.

"Yes, Palodad," Elezar said, "the one who reckons."

Astron felt his stenbrain begin to struggle harder to free itself fromhis rational control

Know edge was power, it was true, but the risk nust be commensurate with the reward. Even with a
wel | - di sci plined phal anx of splendorous djinns, Astron would not care to enter the domain of the
denon reputed to be maddest of all. Besides, his specialty was in the other realns. It would not
make sense to send to the donmmin of another prince one without the ability to weave or fly. Surely
it nust have

18
been for something el se that El ezar had summoned hi m before the schedul ed tine.

"Whi ch of your phal anx have you sel ected to dispatch?" Astron nanaged to say through jaws draw ng
suddenly tight. "How have you bal anced between the need for strength in a far domain as well as
here to inpress Caspar when he arrives?"

"You are the emissary, Astron, you alone, the one | have sel ected above all others in ny domain."

"But | ama nere catal oguer." The protest rushed from Astron's lips. "Far nore do | know of the
wor ki ngs of nen than the traps in our own realm | serve better hel ping to unravel what
i nfornmati on anot her might bring back fromsuch a trek than braving the perils nyself.

"Look at ny fangs," Astron said as he spun quickly around. "See again the stubs on ny back. My
role is to observe and record. It is the calling of the devils and djinns who can weave to perform
actions for their prince."

El ezar shook his head slowy. "The broodnothers are nost likely correct; Palodad's lair will be
dissimlar to any other in the realm But it is because you cannot fight that | have chosen you,
catal oguer. The unfamiliar will not provoke you to rage. You above all else will keep your
stenbrai n under control, because you nust."

Astron | ooked beyond the prince to the cool serene walls of the rotunda, famliar sights that he
had viewed many tines before. He thought of the conforts of his own lair with the artifacts whose
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purposes were yet to be discovered. Even the realmof nmen with the strange custons and exotic
structures was to be preferred to the dangers that lurked for the unwary in his own realm He felt
the tug and pull of his stenbrain straining to be free, to run anok and control his linbs in a
frenzy of chaos and sel f-destruction.

"There is nore at stake than the rule of ny domain," Elezar said. "Caspar will treat ny own djinns
with dignity, grant thema final battle that would satisfy even their lusts for destruction." He
paused and bored his sight into Astron. "But as for you, ny w ngless one, a

19

ninble wit and know edge of arcane lists will have little value for him At best, your torture
woul d serve as a noment's distraction. You m ght hope that the process would not be a lingering
one."

Astron | ooked into El ezar's eyes, searching for even a hint of indecision, but saw only the
resol ve of a prince. H s shoul ders slunped. The |ast thoughts of his den faded away. For a nonent,
he did not speak, but finally he willed his tongue to nove. "Arrange for the djinn who will
transport ne," he said softly. "I will performny duty as the prince conmmands."

CHAPTER Two
The One Who Reckons

As the dimy flickering light grew brighter, the overwhel ming enptiness of the real mbegan to
fade. Astron craned his head upward at the djinn who carried him each shoulder tight in a
unflinching grip. The denmon showed no change in expression as they closed on their destination
the boredom of flight just another indication of the encroachnent of the great nonotony into its
nm nd.

Looki ng over his shoul der, Astron could no |onger distinguish the shine of Elezar's donmain. It was
lost in the sparse scatter of glowing dots that gave a feeble hint of pattern in an otherw se
featurel ess expanse. Despite countless eons of slowy westing matter through the flame fromthe
ot her universes, the great vastness was still the true character of the realm Only in the snal
confines of one's own lair or in the everchangi ng patterns of the donain of a prince could one
tenporarily forget the neagerness that enshrouded inp and djinn alike.

Endowed with the power to cover great distances alnbost without effort and the ability to transform
what ever
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one saw into unlimted other shapes, the cruel jest of it all was that there was so very little on
whi ch those powers could be exercised. It did not take long before the farthest corners of the
real m had been explored, all the interesting weavings forned and destroyed, and the bizarre
nmysteries of nen and those of the other real ns sanpled and discarded. Utimately all that was |eft
was to sit and wait, contenplating the curse of an imortal lifetinme—sit and wait until the great
nonot ony drove one to surrender to the stenbrain and self-destruction in a new and interesting
way.

Astron shook his head free of the brooding thoughts as the features of Palodad's |air became nore
clear in the darkness. Just as the other donains, the domain of the one who reckoned hung in
space. Unlike Elezar's, however, it cast forth no shafts of brilliant light. Only the glow of a
single inmp marked the entrance to a long, sloping tunnel that led to Astron knew not what.

After he was deposited at the entrance, Astron bade the djinn to wait and cautiously entered. He
felt the snooth surface of time-worn stone beneath his feet—true stone of condensed matter,
rather than a web of fleeting energy that nmerely hinted at substance. Around his head and

shoul ders, the gnarled tunnel walls squeezed downward in the total darkness. The solidness of the
steps was a surprise and the darkness too much a reninder of the cold and depressing enptiness of
the realm But there was no other choice. Astron clasped his fingers into fists and began
descending as rapidly as he could, each step | ess than a heart beat.
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I mges of what could come to pass if indeed he did not succeed flitted through Astron's

m nd—€aspar's rasping | augh, the small nmites that craw ed in the greasy stubbie on the prince's
chin, his mnions ripping asunder the delicate colums and dones that Elezar had taken eons to
weave, dem gorgons crushing the skulls of the inps in their nmassive hands and degutting the |arger
devils with searing bolts of flane.

Astron tightened the coils of his fists. He for one was not ready for such a fate. H s hatching
had been | ess
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than an era ago. The great nonotony did not yet danpen his will to live as it did for sone of the
ot hers, who had sanpled a dozen times over all that Elezar had to offer, others who would have to
be goaded out of a jaded lethargy even to die. No, if and when they came for him surrounding his
slight body with stares and gloats, it would be far too soon

Astron grimaced. If and when they cane, he hoped that for once he would have the strength of his
clutch brothers, strength to deny to Caspar any satisfaction, strength to be able to | ook back
wi th unblinking eyes and stand silent, even though they pulled away his fingers and toes one by
one.

It was all because of arrogance, Astron thought. H s prince had been too proud not to accept
Caspar's challenge on the terms with which it was given. Elezar should have deni ed the fairness of
the riddle. But he was too concerned about what the other princes would think if he refused a test
in which, after all, he was supposed to be the strongest of all

The tunnel turned sharply to the left w thout warning, and Astron banged his head against a
jutting overhang. Hi s thoughts jangled back to his inmediate concern. "More than a mllion steps
in total darkness,” he nuttered. "This Pal odad constructs an approach of nore than a mllion when
a few hundred easily would do. Even a subline devil guards his lair with only fifty. Fifty steps,
t hough he ni ght weave the essence of a rose."

Astron rubbed the throb in his tenple with one hand while he cautiously extended his other
forward. "There nust be sonme truth to the accounts,” he said to hinself. "Wat sane denon woul d
dare to be so wasteful ? To squander his wealth on stride after stride of featureless rock when he
coul d occupy hinself for epochs building intricate scul ptures instead."

Hi s question echoed unanswered down the dark tunnel and Astron paused a nonent nore, trying to
will hinmself into placid conposure. To approach in a state of visible apprehensi on would place him
at an inmedi ate di sadvantage. He was, after all, the em ssary of a prince

22

He squeezed his fists all the tighter and set a grimmask on his face. In silence, he trod the
| ast ten thousand steps, not even bothering to count.

Finally he reached the entrance barrier and pulled it aside. The tunnel suddenly blazed with
light. Translucent nmenbranes flicked over his eyes as he stared into the brilliance. The drone of
tiny wings mxed with the slur of countless curses, creating a din that assaulted even the nost

i nsensitive ears.

He saw the walls expand outward from where he stood to forma giant sphere, dotted with smaller
gl obes of incandescence that banished all shadows fromits interior. He stood on a | edge that
circumavi gated this globe, a snall pathway that gently curved and finally di sappeared out of
sight on both sides behind the massive constructions that filled the encl osed vol une.

Directly in front, a causeway arched fromthe ledge to link with the nearest of the structures.
The edifice | ooked like sonme gigantic ganeboard, a collection of tightly packed cubical cells
built of rusty iron spars with row upon row of repeated patterns form ng an i mense verti cal

pl ane. Thousands of cells were stacked into a single colum, and thousands of col ums ranked
together fromleft to right.

Each cell was occupied by an inp, nostly rock gremins with pale green skin, waited eyelids, and
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thick | eathery wings. But here and there, Astron saw other types, waterw sps, snoul dering
fifenella, and pigmy afreets alnost as tall as the span of his forearm

Every inp, regardl ess of type, was collared with iron and linked with short pieces of chain to the
lattice. The inhabitants of each row were joined together by | engths of rope that draped from cel
to cell and | ooped around right wists outstretched rigidly above slunbering heads. The end of
each rope ternminated on a separate shaft of steel at the edge of the lattice that ran to other
constructions farther back in the sphere.

More cords dangled from shafts above each colum, connecting the left wists of the denons
positioned in the sanme vertical line. Although all seem ngly were asl eep,

23

about half had their nouths open and | ong dangling tongues oozed a drool onto those confined
bel ow.

As Astron watched, a shaft on the side suddenly twitched away fromthe lattice, joggling the armns
of the row of gremins to which it was connected. They all sprang alert. An instant |ater one of
the rods on the top also lurched fromits resting place, waking a colum as well. Another nonment
passed with the aroused denons tensed and eyes open w de. Then, alnost as quickly as they had
wakened, they returned to their rest, facial expressions the same as they had been before. They
all returned, that is, except for one, the one who had been conmon to both row and col um, the one
who had had both arnms tugged.

The selected inp waited restlessly until another gremin, free-flying and unfettered, buzzed into
view to position itself in front of the lattice

"Bad news, mintbreath. It's a tongueout," the newconer squeaked. "And fromthe way things are

cycling, | doubt another change will conme for an eon or so."

"G me a break," the awakened inmp answered. "I'm way ahead on tongueouts. | had to drool for over
an eon just a few cycles ago. My jaw still aches fromthe effort. And | can renenber ny state in
my head just as well as you. Wake nme in an era and | will still recall whether | had been set to

be in or out."

"Tongueout," the hovering grenmin insisted. "Or do you want nme to report you stuck? If the upkeep
crew replaces you, then you will be sent to the register pit. At |east here you get to sleep nost
of the time."

The inmp in the lattice grinaced and then finally spat out its tongue at the nessenger. Wth a
grow he pitched his head forward on his chest, letting his body dangle fromits fetters. The
fluttering gremin then flew away just before another tug on the rods aroused a fifenella and the
cycle started again.

Astron shifted his attention to other lattices nearby the first. Sone were identical in
construction, giant arrays of sleeping inps. In others, tall columms of sprites were bound spread-
eagled with a linb stretched tight to-

24

ward each corner of its cell and the fetters running fromthe leg of one to the armof another. In
spasnodi ¢ waves the denons twitched and shuddered, jiggling the left leg if only one armwere
tugged and the right if both were stretched instead.

In yet other cages, mighty djinns flipped frombeing erect to standing on their heads in response
to the jabs and pokes of their neighbors next in line. Back into the recesses of the cavern the
junbl e of inprisoned denons filled the span of the eye, islands of symretry joined in a chaotic
web of lines, shafts, and darting inps. All of it was alive with jerk and tug, great rolling waves
of activity that coursed and pul sed in patterns that could not quite be followed.

Astron's mind whirled. He had been prepared for strangeness. If nothing else, his many trips into
the worl ds of nen had accustomed himto the unusual. But the expanse was too great. Never before

file:/l/G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (11 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:04 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

in his own real m had he seen so nuch matter concentrated in one place. Countless numbers of
fetters and chains, cell placed upon cell, lattice after lattice, receding into the distance.
El ezar was reputed to be anong the richest of the princes, but all his fanciful domes would be
| ost anpbng the massive constructs in the sphere

"Wth no matter for paynent? One dares to come with no matter?" A raspy voi ce sounded over the
noi se.

Astron | ooked upward and saw a platformthat jutted fromthe wall of the sphere sonme hundred spans
above where he stood. Descending fromit in a rope-hung bucket was a denmon of about his size
al t hough certainly not his shape and form

The posture stooped; a long curved neck cantilevered fromthe deep valley between bony shoul ders.
The scal es of the face were cracked and peeling. Near the gnarled ears, sonme scales were nmssing
al t oget her, revealing a pul sing underlayer that quivered like freshly flayed flesh. Eyes squinted
out fromgriny hollows, one rheunny with phlegmand the other jerking in erratic directions,

i ndependent of its nmate. Emaciated arnms termnated in three-clawed hands, one w apped pernanently
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about a crystal of sone polished netal, the webbing between the fingers spread |ike a threadbare
cape over the gleaning surface.

"And no wings as well, | see," the voice continued as the basket descended to eye level. "Quite
presunptuous to cone without wings to get you fromhere to there."

Astron stared at the denon as it slowy swing a spar fromthe basket over to the | edge and hobbl ed
across. "I amunfanmiliar with the tradition of this donmain," he said slowy to the advanci ng
figure. "This is the first time | have cone. | act upon the request and demand of nmy—

"What did you say?" The denon cupped his free hand behind his ear. "This is the first what?"

"The first time," Astron repeated. "The first time that—=

The rest of his words were drowned in sudden | aughter. The approaching denon tilted back his head
and booned with a repetitious grate, each rasp nore dissonant than the |ast. Astron opened his
mouth to speak again, but then thought better of it, waiting instead for the other finally to

| apse back into silence.

"Time," the denon repeated with his last rasp. "Not only tine but the first tine. Here, hatchling,
| ook at this."

The good hand reached into a small pouch hung over a pointy hip and produced a curiously shaped
gl ass, two bul bs, one above the other with a small constricted passage between and grai ns of sand
slowy draining fromtop to bottom

"This is tinme, hatchling. See it flow incessantly. In a continuous stream Eons, eras, epochs, one
after the other without seam wthout division, apparently without start and finish. There is no
first time, there is no last. There is only tinme and it is one."

Astron retracted his menbranes and stared at the figure before him The awe for the surroundings
gnawed at his resolve. "Pal odad?" he asked cautiously. "Are you the devil, Pal odad, the one who
reckons?"

"l amindeed he." The denopn straightened his back slightly, his demeanor suddenly sober. "And you
no
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doubt are the nessenger of sone prince who cannot see his way out of a problem This may be your
first visit, but across the eons it is but one of countless others."

"I conme by the comand of Prince Elezar,"
djinns for the right of suprenacy."”

Astron said. "He strives against Caspar of the |ightning
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Pal odad' s good eye brightened. He put away the sandgl ass and | ooked over Astron far nore carefully
than he had before. "Ah, Elezar, Elezar, the one who is golden," he said slowy.

"Yes, and as you say, | conme with ariddle that is in need of its key."

"If El ezar cannot answer, then it nust be a puzzle indeed," Patodad said. "I have advi sed hi monce
before on matters of great weight. If this is of Iike proportion, then a nere fistful of iron wll
not suffice for payment."

"Neverthel ess, the answers the prince nust know. "

Pal odad grunted. For a | ong nonent he stared un-blinkingly at Astron. Then he put away his gl ass
and turned to hobble slowy back onto the spar. "Cone," he called over his shoulder. "Come and
tell me what exactly perplexes the great Elezar so. | will elect to be flattered by his attention
even though it has been slowin coming. It certainly is about time he again has decided to ask for

my aid."

Pal odad suddenly jerked to a halt and snmiled. "Yes, it is about tine," he repeated with a rasp.
"About tine. It could be for nothing less." He tilted his head back and opened his nmouth into a
great circle. His laugh filled the air and echoed fromthe wall. For a dozen cycles of the nearest
lattice, the denon clutched his arnms to his sides, rocking back and forth, oblivious to everything
around him

Then, as abruptly as he began, Pal odad stopped and resumed his shuffle toward the bucket. "I had
instructed you to follow, " he called back as he entered the basket. "Or did your prince send just
an inmp still afraid of its broodnother?"

Astron | ooked again into the interior of the sphere, at the bound and jerking sprites. He heard
again the how s

27

of pain and mal edi ctions. The scene troubled himgreatly, far nore than any nystery in the realm
of men. A reluctance coursed through his stenbrain, putting stiffness into his Iinbs when he
commanded themto nove

"I will remain untouched,” he nmuttered to hinmself. "I need only stay until | have information for
the prince," Wth a pace no swifter than Pal odad's he noved toward the waiting bucket.

CHAPTER THREE
Lore of the Listnaker

ASTRON | ost track of the nunber of pulley baskets he rode before he finally reached Pal odad's
destination, deep in the interior of the sphere. As the | ast bucket whisked fromview, he found
himsel f in an open-top box of stone as solid as the steps that had led to the entrance of the old
denon's lair.

To his imediate left, in front of one of the four confining walls, a continuous belt noved on
rollers and creaked of f through a dark recess into the sphere beyond.

Directly in front stood a collection of glass jars, densely packed with swarns of swirling mtes.
Behi nd them were stacks of what |ooked Iike shall ow baking sheets, sone piled in precarious
colums and others only two or three deep littering the floor. Through an archway in the distance,
Astron saw a snall devil brushing a sticky glue onto the surface of one of the sheets and addi ng
it to another stack. A cloyingly sweet odor drifted fromthe glue and hung heavy in the air.

On the right, the wall was covered with tiny glowsprites, each one cramred between the |inbs of
his
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nei ghbors, but somehow arrayed in precise lines. The snmall denons w nked on and of f with random
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bursts of light across the spectrum Al the colors of the rainbow stirred in notley patterns,
each imp no larger than a thunbnail, but wth thousands of neighbors producing a pul sating and
al nost hypnotic glitter

"It is here that questions are conposed," Pal odad said behind Astron. "Here | affix the nmites to
the matrix and send the instructions to my minions who await beyond."

"But to what purpose?" Astron turned and shook his head, unable to contain hinself any |onger
"Way the million steps? How can so many subnit to such an exi stence?"

"These are the questions of your prince?" Pal odad asked.

"No, no, not these. His is much nore profound." Astron regretted the words as soon as they had
left his lips. They reveal ed that El ezar's nessenger was not totally uninpressed by what he saw
and hinted therefore that Pal odad's power might be the greater. The prince would not be pl eased.

"But nevertheless | am a cat al oguer, '
observe and record.”

Astron added quickly. "It is my nature to ask so that | can

"A catal oguer. Indeed." Pal odad paused and squi nted. "No doubt the |ack of wi ngs and protruding
fangs gives you greater satisfaction with your amusenent."

Astron turned away his eyes. Things were not starting well at all. "I am in fact, a splendorous
diinn," he said softly. "At least ny clutch brethren were. But | was hatched w thout w ngs and
grew in stature no greater than you see nme now. "

He hesitated a nonent and | ooked back at Pal odad. "But no natter that | cannot weave great

catacl ysnms or burst assunder condensed rock with the wave of ny hand. | am a catal oguer and a good
one. | filed nmy fangs nyself so that the effect would be conplete. Wth hood and cape | have
passed anpbng nen, raising not a nodi cum of suspicion. And yes, | even managed the domination of a

strong-willed one or two."
29
"No doubt," Pal odad said. "Even the snallest inp declares he has a few w zards under his spell."

"What | say is true. | have no need to speak otherw se."

"It does not matter." Pal odad waved the words aside. "I have little use for the boasts of others
in any case. The workings of ny domain tell me far nore of what has happened and what yet will
come to pass."” He paused and stared at Astron. "Perhaps, as a catal oguer, you m ght appreciate
that nore than the others. Tell ne your nane. W will see what | know of the followers of Ele-zar
the prince."

"It is Astron-Astron the one who wal ks. "

"Ah, Astron. It will be easy enough," Pal odad said, turning to pick up one of the nmetal sheets
fromthe floor. "Not thousands of syllables that record all of your exploits like some who have
cone. "

He pl aced the sheet on the belt and pulled a |l ever to stop it noving. Then he turned the Iid on
one of the jars at his feet, releasing a cloud of mtes. Muwving with a quickness that surprised
Astron, the old demon began plucking the tiny inps fromthe air one by one and affixing themto
the sticky surface of the sheet. Wth the netal ball in his other hand he snashed them flat so
that they would stay. In what seemed like an instant he had i mobilized several precise rows of
mtes, some with their heads aligned along the lines and others perpendicular to it.

Pal odad surveyed his handiwork for a nmonent and then kicked the enpty jar aside, waving the unused
mtes away. He hobbl ed back into the stacks behind them and returned a nonent after with severa
nore sheets, these already filled with inprisoned inps. He formed a chain of the trays on the
belt. Wth one final grunt, he pulled the lever to start themnoving toward the slit in the wall

"Pay attention to the glowsprites,” Palodad said. "It will take awhile for the fram ng
instructions to be obeyed. After that the inmages will unfold quickly enough."
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Astron | ooked at the random dance of lights on the far
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wal | . For a nonent nothi ng happened; then suddenly the pattern changed. The gl owsprites began
pul sing in unison, creating bands of color that seemed to nove across the wall. Kal ei doscopic

shapes formed and di ssol ved; scenes of other parts of Palodad s lair exploded into sharp focus and
then faded away. Faces of great djinns snapped into view, one after another, faster than Astron
could follow Then the flickering stopped. A single imge remained for himto view

Astron stared at what he saw. A slight denon sonehow famliar seemed to frown back fromthe plane

of the sprites. About the figure was a clutter of trays and jars. In the apparent distance stood a
gnarled old devil that |ooked exactly |ike Pal odad. He saw the second denbn scratch absently at a

pockmar ked cheek with a hand clutching a netal sphere and he whirled to see Pal odad do the sane.

Astron spun back to ook at the vision, took a step forward and extended his arm The inmage on the
wal | copied his notions. He touched his forehead and bared his fil ed-down fangs in a grotesque
grin, watching in fascination as the face staring at hi mresponded in kind.

"How i s this possible?" Astron asked. "For all of de-nonkind, none of us cast a reflection."

"Truly not." Palodad smiled. "Light is altered when it is scattered fromour bodies. It
subsequently can be adsorbed but not reflected again." He waved his armat the wall. "Wat you
observe here is nerely what | have instructed my sprites to do. They watch how you nove and then
each glows in the required hue and intensity to forman inmage that minics exactly. They forma
preci se copy so that you see yourself as you appear to others."

Astron | ooked back to the wall. He straightened to full height and squared his shoul ders, staring
intently at what he had never seen before. H's head was oval and symetrically forned, with the
smal | knobs where the horns of his brothers would be. No tufts of hair grew fromthe delicate
swirl of his ears, and on the supple pale flesh only a hint of scaling was visible in the gl ow of
the sprite light. The eyes were deeply set and the nose and
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lips atrifle large, but as he had said, wthout close scrutiny he could pass for a native in the
realmof men. It was for these features that he had found favor with El e-zar, he knew. The prince
hi nsel f was unli ke nost de-nonkind and, rather than nininmize the difference, he flaunted it.

"Evidently in the grand schenme of things," Pal odad said, "there was need to collect nore than just
superfi-cials about you, cataloguer. That is why the inage is so sharp and clear. Look to your
left. There is nmore that can be displayed than physical form?"

Astron wat ched a second pul sing of color next to his reflection. It quickly distilled into the

i mage of a brood-lair, with pieces of broken shell littered anong the coarse grasses. Four tiny
djinns, tufts of down still clinging to rapidly flapping w ngs, danced above the lair, while one
smal | er denmon cowered in the straw. Wth a shock, Astron realized what he was w tnessing. No sound
acconpani ed the ani mation, but he remenbered the shrieks an era ago as his brothers had swooped
down upon him claws gl eanm ng sharp. Even worse, he recalled, was the |laughter as they turned
aside at the last instant, barely avoiding contact. The two nore precocious of his brothers
already had felt the first intuitive grasp of weaving and fornmed bolts of crackling pain that they
sprayed upon Astron's back as they sped by.

Astron clinched his long, slender fingers as the nmenory of inpotency flooded through him Four
brothers, all splendorous djinns, and he with no nore power than a lowy sprite, able to convert
the air he breathed into food and water and nothi ng nore.

But before Astron could dwell further on the nmenory, the inage forned by the gl owsprites shinmered
and shifted. He saw hinself half grown, eyes wide with nenbranes pulled back as he exami ned the
object he delicately cradled in his hands. The devil who stood next to himin the image had his
arnms fol ded across his chest and a face show ng unconprom sing pride. Astron renenbered that he
had not cared.
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Acknowl edgi ng the magnitude of the feat that brought
32

condensed matter of such quality through the flane had not been in his thoughts at all. Slowy he
had | eaf ed through the delicate sheets that were stitched al ong one side, studying intently the
rows and rows of markings and occasi onal drawi ngs of other objects equally strange. Sonme he had
recogni zed—oi ns, belt buckles, forks; a random sanpling of things retrieved by other denpns on
their journeys through the flane. And for sone of these he suddenly had understood their use and
meani ng fromthe context in which they were drawn.

Astron nodded his head as he watched. He renmenbered the electric thrill that had arched down his
spi ne. Who anong all of denonki nd woul d have guessed that the cylindrical fingercap guarded a
human's fingertip against pricks fromthe tiny sword and trailing thread that bound together two
pi eces of cloth.

There was nore nerit than nere mass in an object fetched frombeyond the flane, he had realized.

There was know edge as well, know edge that m ght be of use to a prince who wi shed to astound his
peers. And with know edge cane stature and regard, even for a djinn without wings or the ability
to weave.

"All the artifacts that | possess,” he renenbered he had said, |ooking up quickly at the devil at
his side. "The web of the spider, the pollen of a flower, everything in exchange for this."

As the trade was nade, the inmage dissolved. When it refocused, Astron recognized a scene of only
mont hs ago as neasured in the real mof nen. He stood in his hood and cl oak besi de a cottage
hearth; only the |last enbers renmai ned of the evening fire. At a table across the room a hunman
serving girl stared in Astron's direction, her eyes w de and unblinking, totally under his
conmand.

"What are your instructions, naster, while | wait for you to return," she had said.

Astron renenbered his hesitation. He knew full well what woul d happen to her when she was found
after his departure. Men professed to feel conpassion, but they dealt with denon possession with a
zeal that was hard to
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understand. And she was not a w zard, boldly reaching into the flame to test her will agai nst
Astron or his kin. Only by accident had she | ooked too long into the hypnotic dance of the fire
and all owed Astron to pass through the barrier between the real ns.

El ezar woul d be satisfied enough with what has been | earned, Astron had deci ded. The purpose of
the little orb attached to the side of the door had been perfectly explained. None of the other
princes would guess that it was to be rotated before being pulled.

"Return to the way you were," Astron had said. "I release you fromny control. The prince cannot
care about one mind nore or |ess. Besides us, who in the two real ns woul d know?"

The scene began to fade. Astron turned away to face Pal odad. "How did you find out?" he asked. "I
have told no one of what | did. Indeed, why even bother to record ny affairs, rather than the
lives of the princes that rule?"

"l have the relevant information on themas well," Pal odad said. "Do not prejudge your role in the
schene of things. | am after all, the one who reckons."

The ol d denmon squinted his good eye at Astron, "The nore interesting question is not how, but why.
Way did you rel ease the human fenmal e when you had no need? Even wi thout w ngs, one woul d not
expect such behavior fromthe clutch brother of a splendorous djinn."

"I + do not know," Astron said. The vividness of the nenories was unsettling. The inpact of all he
had seen began to nunmb his mnd. H's thoughts started to go off balance. He felt his |inbs
tighten. Was his the nmadness that cane with the visit to Pal odad? Was his lair so overwhel mi ng and
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know edge so great that one could not hope to keep his own clear thoughts in the old devil's
presence?

Astron flicked down the nenbranes over his eyes and concentrated on the conforts of his own den

He had not one book by now but three. Sone of the strange synbo-logy that acconpani ed the pictures
he was beginning to understand. O all of Elezar's catal oguers, he was held in the highest regard.
He had pledged to his prince and had
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a mssion to perform regardl ess of the great powers exhibited by the old denon at his side. And
the results were needed quickly, before Caspar lost his patience and it was all too |ate.

Astron firned his resolve. He woul d not waver. Digging his shortened nails into his palnms, he
slowy, deliberately retracted his menbranes and | ooked at Pal odad.

"Questions concerning Astron, the catal oguer, will be for another tine," he said. "I am here now
by demand of Elezar, the prince."

Pal odad did not inmedi ately answer. He pointed silently at the inmagi ng screen indicating that he
coul d show nore, his lips curved in the hint of a nocking smle.

But Astron held his determ nation. The urgency of his visit locked firmy in place. He willed his
t houghts to cal mess and waited for the devil to speak

"Questions concerning the one who wal ks will be for when?" Pal odad asked at | ast.
"For another tine," Astron said.

"Yes, for another tinme, another tine," Pal odad echoed. He kicked one of the netal trays aside and
again dissolved in a fit of laughter. "There is no getting away fromit," he gasped. "It is always
a matter of tine."

The devil clutched his sides and crunpled into a ball at Astron's feet. Rolling about on the hard
stone slab, he flailed his spindly | egs and bell owed i ncoherently, giving no signs of ever

st oppi ng.

Astron waited patiently for a nonent and then scow ed in annoyance. Now with his focus away from
his own personal safety, the pressure to obtain results felt all the greater. He | ooked about for
the presence of a broodnother who nmight give aid to the stricken devil, but saw none. He hesitated
a nonent nore. Then with a shrug copied fromthe hunans he turned and began to wal k toward the
doorway behind the stacks of trays.

But Pal odad stopped | aughing before Astron had gone two paces. "You have not yet told ne the
question of your prince," the devil said calmy

Astron paused. Now there was no hint of nadness in Palodad' s tone. It was as if the devil was
totally unaware
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of his actions noments before. Astron shook his head, trying to toss off the behavior as he had
all the rest. Slowy he turned back to face the devil and waited until the old one was erect.

"Caspar's riddle is nost unusual ," Astron said finally after Pal odad had fi ni shed snmoot hing his
pouches and straps. "It is nost unusual that the likes of a lightning djinn would even conceive of
one of such difficulty.”

"But neverthel ess, apparently he did," Pal odad said. "How unlikely the conundruns, the agreenent
is no less binding."

The ol d devil paused and a faraway | ook cane to his eye. The corners of his nouth rounded in the
begi nnings of a grin. "So quickly now, state what it is that your prince wi shes to know. You
al ready have wasted enough of mny precious—
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Pal odad' s cheeks lifted further. The hint of a giggle started in his throat.

"How does one start a fire?" Astron interrupted quickly. "On the worlds of men, in the 'hedron of
the skyskirr, and in all the universes that we know, there is fire and flane."

"It is the neans by which the barriers between our realns are overcone and mind is |linked with
m nd," Pal odad said. "El ezar does not need the one who reckons to tell himthat."

"In every realmthere is flane except for one," Astron said. "Except in the real mof daenon
itself. We have pulled through the barriers artifacts that are solid and ones of |iquid and gas.
But never in all the epochs that any can renenber has there been fire in the domain of any of the
princes."

Astron stopped. He | ooked at Pal odad intently to j judge the old devil's response. For a |ong
nmoment nei- j ther noved; the only sound was the background cries echoing in the confines of the
sphere.

Then Pal odad shuffled to the jars on the stone floor and rel eased another swarm of mtes. For nany
cycles of the lattices, he grabbed themfromthe air and affixed themto one netal sheet after
anot her, feeding the com
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pl eted trays through the slot in the wall. Wen he was done he turned his attention to the

gl owsprites, watching closely the randomblink of colors and form This tinme they did not shape
coherent inmages, but Pal odad nodded and sniled, nunbling to hinself when he seened to distinguish
one particular pattern from another.

For how | ong he renmi ned waiting, Astron could not tell; but finally, one by one, the sprite
Iights winked out, leaving only a surface of nmuted gray.

"There is the matter of the paynent," Palodad said at |last. He rubbed the netal ball he carried in
his hand against his | eg and then | ooked absently at the shiny surface. "Did your prince del egate
to you the bargai ning as well?"

"Then you do know t he answer,"'
even as we waited."

Astron exclaimed. "You have calculated it with your strange devices

But Pal odad held up his hand before Astron could say nore. "As you have said, the riddle is nopst
profound. It is no wonder that even the |ikes of Elezar could not fathomthe direction in which to
proceed. "

The devil paused and fingered the pouch containing the hourglass at his side. "In fact, even | do
not bargain with the solution to the conundrum" he said. "I can only indicate where it is the
nost —the nost profitable for Elezar to look. As for the details of the answer, he will have to
find it on his own."

The sudden buoyancy of Astron's hopes drained away. Despite all the tales of the broodnothers, the
old devil knew little nore than his prince. Elezar already suspected that the answer |ay outside
of the realmof daenon. Merely being told where to seek would be worth far | ess than the answer
itself.

"You speak of payments,"” Astron said cautiously. "Surely a nere hint carries little value at all."

"Many ot hers have found my prices reasonabl e enough." Pal odad waved his armout across his lair.
"Wth each riddle | solved, | obtained a few nore spars, stone for another trio of steps, cages
for one or two nore inps. Each exchange in itself has not amounted to mnuch
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but over the eons | have managed to build all that you have seen. And, rather than waste ny wealth
on trivial anusenments for the senses, | have focused it on increasing ny ability to conpute, to
collect and store even nore of what happens in the realm and to predict with greater and greater
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accuracy what the future will bring."

Pal odad sm | ed and tapped Astron's chest with the ball he clutched in his fist. "Elezar chose his
em ssary well," he said. *'| get no great anusenent spendi ng eons maneuvering through conpl ex
negoti ations for the last dram of nass. Your prince nerely has to fetch for me something fromthe
realmto which | will direct him That will be payment enough."

"I'f what you desire is nore than base iron, then it will not be so easy for any of Elezar's
retinue to west it back through the flame," Astron said. "The prince will not care for an
agreenment that carries such a conplication."

"I amfully aware that the living residents of the other realnms can transport objects through the
flane far nore easily than can any of our kind," Pal odad said. "Elezar will have to enlist help
fromnen, skyskirr, or some other beings, it is true. But | have faith in his ability to figure
out a way."

"It is a conplication,
less ability to comply."

Astron repeated. "As Caspar presses for an answer, my nmaster will have

Pal odad scowl ed. He pressed the heavy orb of nmetal to his chest. "Tell himthat | will validate
his answer," he said. "Whatever he discovers, he can bring to ne before he risks exposing it to
Caspar. | will weigh the plausibility of correctness with the conputations that are at ny disposa
and no one else's in the realm In exchange for a nodicumof matter, he will know not only where
to |l ook but be certain that what he finds is correct.

"Tell him cataloguer. Tell himwhat | offer. He will ponder and then finally acquiesce. It is
only a question of tine."

Astron grinmaced, but Pal odad took no heed. He slapped his arns about his waist and staggered back
into the conveyer belt, howing in apparent glee. "Tineg,
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time, time," he gasped. "The focus always returns to tinme. Wien will it ever end?"

Astron slunped to the stone slab in frustration. He felt the beginnings of doubt that his journey
had acconplished anything at all. Perhaps all the talk of conputations and hints were no nore than
the ravings of madness, a perverted defense against a grow ng presence of the great nonotony.

He shrugged his shoulders. But if there were anything else to try, surely his prince would have so
directed him Pal odad represented the | ast hope, as slimas it was. In resignation, he watched the
old devil flail on the hard stone, waiting for the seizure to end.

Eventual | y Pal odad stopped and righted hinself, w ping away a nucus-filled tear as he stood. "You

shoul d now go," he said, waving to a bucket descending froma . |evel above. "Repeat to your
prince the offer I have made. Cone again and tell me when he has agreed. Then | will instruct in
detail where it is you are to search and what you will bring back for ne in exchange."

Astron nodded and rose to neet the descendi ng basket. The outconme of the neeting was far from
satisfactory. He doubted that the duty to his prince was yet quite conpleted.

CHAPTER FOUR
Pri nces of Power

THE dones of El ezar were just as Astron had left them He felt the talons release their grip on
his shoul ders and dropped the last few spans to the decorated plane on which the structures stood.

"Until the prince gives nme cause to return to Palo-dad's lair, | will have no further need," he
said to the
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diinn still hovering above him "Return to your own den
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and await command. "

The mighty denon gave no acknow edgnment. Wth one beat of his wings he soared rapidly upward. Soon
he was but a speck vani shing fromsight. Astron watched himgo and for a nonent nore foll owed the
flights of others as they transported objects and snmaller devils to and from El ezar's donai n.

He was a catal oguer, Astron thought, the best in all the retinue of his prince. He understood the
val ue of know edge and traded it for power far beyond what one woul d expect for one of his size
and lack of ability to weave.

He was a catal oguer and yet... He flexed his arms trying to inmagine for perhaps the nmillionth tine
the sensation of darting between the uppernost spires of his prince's towers, of swooping down
into the dark abysses, or even of visiting distant lairs without the assistance of a djinn
dangling himfromgreat talons and protecting himfrom danger

Astron closed his eyes, wiggling his fingers in exaggerated sl owness, straining for the feel of
the matter about him trying to caress its formand texture, nolding it into the shapes that he
commanded, and transformng even its innernost structure and bonding so that it becane as he
desi red.

But as al ways, the feelings did not come. His weight pressed all too firmy on the soles of his
feet. Hs palns and the tips of his fingers felt no nore than the tenuous-ness of air. He was only
Astron, the one who wal ked. Besides, there was no tinme for such reverie, he decided angrily. He
nmust report to the prince.

Qui ckly Astron navigated through the naze of peripheral domes to the nain rotunda. The slight give
of the thinly stretched web of matter to each stride rem nded himof the firmess of Pal odad's
crude steps of true stone. The outer passageways were enpty; the flitter of inps and bustle of
messenger devils had stopped. When he burst into the central rotunda, Astron found that every
denon in the donain had gathered. In concentric
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circles, they hovered and squatted; all eyes were focused on the hub in which were conversing no
| ess than two princes of the realm

Astron felt his linbs stiffen. He nmight already be too late. Caspar and his minions had arrived.
Astron saw El ezar sitting on the same pillow of silk and down. Ignoring the other cushions, Caspar
stood with arns folded across his chest, his massive torso rippling with nmuscle that seened just
barely under control. Deep-set and cruel eyes brooded under an overhangi ng brow, shadowi ng a face
that never sniled. Wth a wave of irritation, he brushed aside the nites that swarmed about his
chin. Small bursts of unwoven energy crackled fromhis fingertips, arching spontaneously from
joint to joint. In the dreans of nen, it was denmons such as Caspar that they feared the nost.

Astron hesitated. One part of his mind willed his legs forward to tell the prince what little he
had | earned. Anot her bade himto remain still; it would not be prudent for Caspar to hear the
extent of Elezar's ignorance. In nervous anticipation, Astron waited for sonme indication of what
he shoul d do.

"I have cone to settle our wager," the lightning djinn's voice runbled throughout the done.
"Ei ther you know the answer to ny riddle or you do not. There is nothing to be determ ned by
delay. Subnit to your doom as you have agreed."

The guard of col ossal djinns behind Elezar, six in all and each identical to the tiniest scale to
his brethren, tensed and bared their fangs, but the prince notioned themto remain calm

"Your haste hints of weakness," Elezar replied. "How bored has your foll owi ng beconme?"

"There is no trace of the great nobnotony in a single one." Caspar waved at the brace of

i eutenants he had brought with him now standing off to the side. He gl anced about the donme and
eyed the web of vaults and spars that held the expanse of the great roof aloft. "Every one of them
| ooks forward with anticipation to when they can reduce all of this to base iron."
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"And even if your challenge should prevail," Elezar said, "after the few brief nmonents of
destructive fury, what then? Wat new amusenents will you prom se? How can you hope to keep alive
their will and allegiance for even an epoch nore? In the end, you will |ose, Caspar. The eons and

eras stretch before you farther than you dare inmagine."

El ezar paused and | owered his voice to a whisper, although all present could still hear. "Are you
not al ready weary, Caspar? Does not the futility of it all begin to gnaw? WIl one nore orgy of
destruction be that nuch different fromthe last? Subnmit, submit to me, and at | east the ending
will be amusing for all."

"No," Caspar thundered. He unfurled his wings and rose a span above the fl oor cushions. The air
around hi s shoul ders began to crackle and hiss. Sparkles of color pulsed into existence above his
head.

The guard djinns quickly interposed thensel ves between El ezar and the other prince. Caspar's
lieutenants vaulted over the snaller denons between and formed a rank al ongside their |eader
their synchroni zed wing strokes creating a wind that whistled through the rotunda archways.

"Are these the actions of a prince secure in his conmand?" El ezar continued his questioning as the
dj i nns maneuvered. "Why do the imges | propose prick at your stenmbrain so?"

"I will have your existence to do with what | will," Caspar roared back. "It has been prom sed.
Agree to the conditions of the chail enge and surrender. If you do not, it will not only be the
lightning djinns that you nmust face. Al of daenon will aid my just cause.”

"And if you hurl one bolt at what is nmine before that surrender is nade, what then of the
agreement ?" El ezar said. "If a single atomof mnmy domain is disturbed before | accede you the
right, on whose side will the real mrender succor and aid?"

Pops of thunder expl oded from Caspar's hands. For a nonent, the intensity of the arching between
his fingers increased. Then the denon curled one hand into a fi st
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and snmashed it into the other, snothering the pul sating energy. He roared an incoherent bell ow of
frustration and waved his |lieutenants back to their positions. Sullenly he drifted to the rotunda
floor, again folding his arns across his chest.

El ezar's guard djinns resuned their positions behind the prince. For a |ong nonent there was
sil ence throughout the vast done.

"I will illustrate my point in a |less destabilizing manner," Elezar said at last. He notioned to
an archway and four devils responded by carrying in a sculpture on a stand of marble.

Astron saw that it was nolded in heavy bronze, a cluster of bubbles popping froma viscous broth,
a copy of an artformprevalent in the realmof the fey. As the devils positioned it between El ezar
and Caspar, six nmore denons waddl ed forward, each one squat and broad, with eyes that squinted
from between deep folds of flesh. They positioned thensel ves directly behind El ezar and gazed at
the scul pture from expressionl ess faces.

"Now pi ck one of your lieutenants,"” Elezar said. "I give himleave. He may do with this matter as

he wi shes. "

Al nost in unison, Caspar's djinns expanded their chests. Crackles of energy began to dance from
their fingertips and eyes. Their alertness for possible battle nmoments before was a nmere shadow of
the excitenent that gripped them now. Caspar grunted irritably and noti oned one near the mddle
forward. The selected |ieutenant quickly arched across the intervening distance and | anded with a
heavy thud near the scul pture. His eyes widened. He wiggled his fingers, letting short arcs of

pi ercing blue junp fromone hand to the other

"WAit a nonent until the shield denons are ready and then you nay begin," Elezar said. "1 wish to
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m nimze the effect of your craft upon the dome and the others who watch."

Caspar's lieutenants nodded. Astron heard the shield denbns begin to humin a six-voice harnony.
Si nul t aneously he saw the lightning djinn start to fade. On the top,
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bottom and each side of the denon, a plane of haziness began to form six sheets of grow ng
opaqueness that intersected and confined himand the adjacent scul pture into a box.

As if they were filling with fog, the surfaces grew |l ess and | ess transparent, finally hiding the
diinn totally fromview. The glow of inp light around the rotunda walls reflected diffusely from

what | ooked like a solid cube. The shield denpns had constructed a confining barrier, Astron knew.
Little energy could penetrate it fromeither side.

But then the interior of the cube pulsed with light. In a heart beat, Astron saw a searing bolt of
yellow rip fromthe djinn's hand and strike the sculpture with a devastating force. The power

rel eased was so i nmense that even the small fraction that trickled through the barrier was
sufficient for all to see what was happeni ng.

The scul pture ripped asunder where the bolt struck it at mid-height. dobules of nolten netal
sputtered fromthe point of contact. Two jagged hal ves ricocheted fromthe walls of the confining
box. Before the image faded, the djinn struck a second tine with two quick bolts that hit each of
the tunbling pieces. Again the netal shrieked and tore; four fragments bounced about the cube.

Wth increasing rapidity the djinn ainmed strike after strike at the fragnments, ripping theminto
finer shards and filling the confining volume with light. Astron flicked his nmenbranes over his
eyes. The outwelling residue of the destruction was too painful to watch directly, even with the
shield denons' barrier in place. Between spread fingers, he watched the djinn begin to froth and
gesticulate wildly, barely in control of hinself as he sought to rip the cloud of scrap into even
smal | er rubbl e.

The onsl aught continued unabated until only a hazy dust filled the cube. No recogni zabl e part of
the original sculpture remained intact or any of the netal of which it was conposed. Only notes of
transmuted matter bathed in the glow of the careening |ight.

Wth no nore targets on which to focus his power, the djinn finally stopped, slunping exhausted in
one cor ner
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of the box. Elezar notioned to the shield denons. The side of the confinement nearest to Astron
di ssol ved away as quickly as it had formed. Ami dst pul ses of escaping light and heat, the djinn
tunbled out to lie at Caspar's feet, linbs scattered haphazardly and with a smle on his face
beneat h gl azed eyes.

"Such is the armusenent that you offer to those who would foll ow you," Elezar said, "and to any who
has not tasted the pleasure of total destruction, the allure night be strong indeed."

The prince | ooked down at the djinn slowy regaining his conposure. "But | wonder, Caspar, nhow
that the experience has been savored, what nore can you promise that will not be repetition of the
sanme. And after the second, the dozenth, perhaps the hundredth tine, what then will be your hold
over this nmighty djinn?"

"You speak of events that are in epochs yet to run," Caspar said. "None of ny lieutenants, nor any
of the legions that they command, have tastes so jaded that they do not | ook forward to repeat for
all your lair the small sanple we have witnessed here."

"My point is not yet conplete." Elezar raised one robed armto cut off the other prince. "Let us
see first the principle upon which the allegiance to ny domain is founded."

As El ezar finished, a snall devil cane forward, barely larger than Astron hinself. He entered the
box fromthe open side and i nmmedi ately sank into a deep contenplation of the still swirling dust.
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For a | ong nonent nothing happened. Then a tiny spark of Iight blinked into existence before the
devil's eyes and, following that in rapid succession, a series of others.

Caspar rumbled with inpatience but Elezar and the concentrating devil paid himno heed. For a |ong
while nore, there was no visible change in the haze, but then Astron saw a sparkling precipitate
begin to fall to the bottom of the box.

"A significant fraction of the matter has been lost to light and other rays," Elezar said. "But it
is of no con-
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cern. The weaver will work with what is at hand. He will first reassenble the basic particular
conponents back into copper and tin, reversing the transmutations of your l|ieutenant. Then he will
reconstitute the scul pture, coal escing the particles together one by one, if need be."

The prince paused and | ooked at Caspar. "It took this one an era to make the first scul pture,
staring froma hoard of bronze another of mnmy mnions had obtained fromthe real mof the skyskirr.
It will take himeras nore to reconstitute it and restore what he had before or perhaps craft
sonet hi ng of greater beauty still. Eras, Gas-par, eras, not nere heart beats, and then it is done
He will be constructing, weaving, paying attention to painstaking detail to ensure that each
little note is in its proper place. It is a matter of rational control of the stenbrain, not
surrender to its lust.

"Eras and not heart beats, Caspar—that is why princes such as | will endure long after djinns of
i ghtning have | ong since surrendered to the great nonotony."

"The stronger shall endure the |longer," Caspar said. He notioned his lieutenant to resune his
position in line. "And there is little doubt between the two of us as to which it will be."

Caspar unfolded his arnms and stuck a bul bous thunb toward his chest. "My will has forever been ny
own," he said, "but in cold reality, Elezar, you can make no such claim" The djinn paused and

| ooked around the assenbl ed denons in the rotunda. "It is no | ess than another riddle. How can any
here choose to ally thensel ves with one who has been enslaved by a nortal ?"

"I't was no common nan," Elezar shot back. "No | ess than the archinage did | contest in wills. And
| am not ashaned of the result. No prince of the real mwuld have fared any better than I
Certainly not a coarse djinn who has not even dared to answer a single call when it has cone

t hrough the flame."

"So you assert," Caspar said. "Such is your interpretation of the events. But if this nortal is so
great that even princes bend to his will, why are there no others who also call himnaster
sonmewhere in the real n?"
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"l have spoken with accuracy," Elezar said. "The archmage knows quite well the folly of too nuch
interaction with our domains. It is a mark of confidence in his power that he has no conpulsion to
exercise it waste-fully."

"Spoken like a true slave of a domi nating master." Caspar |aughed. "Alowy inmp could not have put
it better. Cone, Elezar, Prince Elezar, submt to nme now before nmy foll owers discover that the
victory does not represent that great an acconplishnent.”

"I will not be distracted by your words." Elezar beat his right arm against his chest. Astro! saw
the agitation billowin his prince's face. He stirred unconfortably. Against Caspar, Elezar's
strength lay in his wits, not the plasma that gl owed about his fingertips.

"I'f dominance by a man is of such little consequence," Caspar continued, "then why does it upset
you so much that | discuss it openly in front of those who blindly foll ow? Perhaps there is nore
to the story that you have not told."

"Begone! " El ezar stood and shouted. "Flutter back to your rough stone lairs and await the answer
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to your riddle. I will reveal it to you when the tinme is proper.”
"I have cone for it now," Caspar grow ed, unfurling his w ngs.

"l said begone." Elezar clapped his hands together. The air above his head hissed. Traces of blue
spar ked about his ears.

Caspar flexed his fingers, letting small tendrils of light race up fromthe webbing near the pal ns
to the fingertips. "You warned of the consequences that would accrue fromthe rest of the realmif
I struck outside the bounds of our agreenent,” he said. "Do you not think that the other domains
woul d judge with equal disfavor one who professes to know what in fact he does not? Adnit the
truth, Elezar. You m ght once have been a prince, but now you are nothing nore than the dimwtted
doll of a man."

El ezar snarled, baring fangs that he sel dom showed to others. Wth a flick of his wist, a bolt of
i oni zi ng bl ue
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arced between the two princes, striking Caspar on the shoul der and spinning the djinn to the
ground. Caspar swooped into the air, a small rivulet of snmoke wi sping fromwhere he had been
touched. A glaze of pain clouded his eyes. Sparks showered off his knees and el bows into the air.

"The prince of lightning djinns does not subnit to such insult,” he yelled. "If you are so foolish
as to test the strength of me and ny lieutenants, then so shall you neet your doom"

Wth an ear-shattering roar, the djinn unleashed a huge bolt in Elezar's direction that slamed
past the weaving devil and into the mdst of the shield denmons. One was hit directly in the chest
and exploded in a spray of bone, sinew, and gore. Those on either side were hurled fromtheir
feet, colliding with Elezar's guards, who scranbled airborne to get out of the way.

Astron saw Caspar's lieutenant rise in reply; then alnost instantly the upper expanses of the
rotunda filled with brilliant bursts of light painful to see. All of Elezar's followers who had
surrounded the hub arose in a mass confusion, sone scranbling for exit tunnels and others surging
forward to aid their prince.

For a nonent, Astron hesitated, shouldering aside the inps and sprites | esser than he who raced
past. His stenbrain said to run but he knew that his duty was to help El ezar as best he could. He
heard the air inplode in a great clap of thunder and then the crash of falling matter from
somewhere across the rotunda. Shrieks of pain blended with the crackle of ionization; one of

El ezar's guards plumeted to the fl oor a wi ngspan away, the odor of charred flesh bubbling froma
snoki ng hole in his side.

Near the apex of the dome, two nore djinns converged on one of Elezar's |esser devils who had
soared forward into the fray. One nethodically countered strokes of crinson with |arger bolts of
his own, neeting the thrusts of energy head-on and dissipating themharnmessly into the air. The
ot her unl eashed hi s power uni npeded, each stroke blasting asunder a linb or wng.

The prince nust withdraw, Astron decided. Elezar's
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guard denons were too few. Despite their battle lust, they would not prevail against nmassed
lightning djinns in the confines of the rotunda. The prince nust retreat to a position where he
could direct all the denons at his conmmand—draw Caspar's ninions into separate battles where
superior nunbers could harry each one singly.

But how to withdraw safely? Astron's thoughts raced. Even though his nenbranes were down, he had
to squint his eyes against the fierce glare as he looked in the direction of the hub. He saw the
arcs of energy, his prince, the master weaver, the scattered shield denons, and El ezar's guards
trying to forminto sone sort of protective array.

Then, with a sudden flash, Astron realized what nust be done. He whirled about, [ooking for a
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devil to carry a nmessage to the prince but saw only chaos. There was no one to listen. He squeezed
shut his eyes for an instant, picturing the snooth walls of his den in which he stored his
artifacts and the confort of leafing through his books and deci phering their neanings.

"Duty," he nmuttered at last. "Wthout duty there is no purpose—enly surrender to the inpul se of
the stenbrain and the great nonotony."

Wondering if he would ever see his treasures again, he waved aside a cloud of inps wi nging past
and headed for the hub. A blob of plasma froma fallen djinn roared by his left, hitting a smal
devil in the back as he ran, incinerating the tiny wings and burning its way through to the chest.

Astron ducked away fromthe searing rays, scranbled over the body of another fallen denon, and
reached El ezar's cushion that had been hastily kicked aside. Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw
the figure of the prince, outlined against the fierce glow, blocking bolts of energy with his own
and yelling commands to his guards above the din.

Astron scranbl ed around the periphery of the hub to where the shield denons sprawl ed in disarray.
Their opaque screens had di ssolved but the squat denons were
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too slowwitted to do nore than nove a few feet fromwhere they had originally stood.

"Formyour barriers," Astron shouted to the one closest. "The prince commands and needs your aid."

The nearest shield denon grunted. The space between him and Astron began to fog as it had before

"Faster," Astron commanded, | ooking over his shoulder to verify that Elezar and his retinue stil
stood their ground. "And nake it horizontal, directly on top of your head."

The formng barrier began to tip toward the ceiling and Astron scranbl ed aside to instruct the
next in line. As he did, one of Caspar's lieutenants saw the activity, broke off his engagenent
with four | esser denpons, and dove to the attack. Astron saw the djinn fold his wi ngs and dive. As
pul ses of energy | eaped fromoutstretched fingers, Astron sprawled flat on the rotunda fl oor
feeling waves of heat roar past his head. He | ooked up to see the djinn swoop on by and then turn
to attack a second tinme. Astron rose to his knees and scranbl ed beside the shield denon
constructing his screen. The next volley spattered harmessly fromthe thickening barrier as the
djinn roared overhead.

Astron quickly instructed the other three shield denons that renmined alive. Before the djinn
could attack again, he was safely inside a box with an open bottomresting on the rotunda fl oor
The attacki ng denon rel eased three bolts in frustrated fury, then turned his attention back to
El ezar and the few remai ning guards that still stood hovering over their prince.

Wth the attention tenporarily diverted, Astron rearranged the positions of the shield denons,
rotating their opaque planes until they too were inside the protective enclosure they had created.

"Now, in unison, toward the hub," he comanded. "First the |left foot and then the right." The
strange nmechani cal way that men used to nove in synchronization was proving to be a nost usefu
pi ece of information. The shield denmons |unbered forward, their barriers
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bounci ng and bangi ng agai nst one another as they noved. The seals between the edges did not remain
perfect and backwashes of energy spilled inside to caromabout the interior. Astron danced about
to avoid the stray ricochets while he directed the denons forward, concentrating intently on how
many steps to take before he reached the vicinity of Elezar and his guards.

After a dozen steps, he conmanded a halt and then directed the denons controlling the shield
nearest the hub to rotate his barrier floorward. Astron threw his armin front of his eyes and

| ooked out of the enclosure. He saw El ezar down on one knee, his right armgrasping the other near
the el bow. The prince's face was frozen in a nask of pain as he steadi ed hinself anpong the dead
and dying at his feet. Two remmining guards stood on unsteady |inbs between Elezar and three
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towering lightning djinns. Behind themall, Astron heard Caspar's booning | augh as he urged his
m ni ons on agai nst the other devils who flitted about the huge hall.

"Quickly, nmy prince, you need shelter to conpose your thoughts," Astron shouted as he darted out
fromthe protecting shields. He side-stepped a spent pul» of energy and stunbl ed over snoking
cushions to El ezar's side.

El ezar turned slowy as he approached, released his injured armand prepared to defend agai nst the
new attack as best he coul d.

"No, it is the one who wal ks," Astron said. "Command those that you can into the shelter."

Three nore bolts of plasma screamed overhead. One of the remaining guards reel ed backward,
clutching his shoulder and vainly trying to stop the flow of green ichor froma gapi ng wound.
Astron shoved away the reluctance coursing up fromhis stenbrain and did what he had never dared
before, He touched El ezar's extended hand, wi ncing as nuch fromthe thought of contact as fromthe
prickles of pain created by the sparks that ran along the prince's palm

El ezar's eyes flared nmonentarily at the famliarity.
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but then in resignation stunbled backward with the tug. Wth his injured arm he sonehow waved
others to follow In a rush, all of the nearby inps, sprites, devils, and denbns abandoned their
def enses and scranbl ed after the prince.

Astron heard Caspar's roar as he realized what was happening. "After Elezar," the lightning djinn
shouted. "lgnore the | esser devils; we can nake game with them at our |eisure. Focus your
energies. Stop the one who dares to call hinself prince."

Bolts of plasma |anced into the protective enclosure as Astron and the others tunbl ed under the
uprai sed barrier. Shouts of agony echoed through the air. Astron felt sprays of wet stickiness on
his back as he directed the shield denmon to drop the open side back into place.

When the panel sealed with the others, the scene nonentarily plunged into near darkness. Except
for a runble transmitted through the floor, the sounds of battle faded away. Then, just as
suddenly, the top of the enclosure blazed with light, a diffuse glow that spread outward froma
focus and sl opped over the edges of the plane. The pul se decayed, but it was inmediately foll owed
by a pair and then a half dozen or nore as Caspar's djinns converged to attack

The shield denons inside of the protection were undi sturbed by the onslaught, however. The pl ane
pul sed and gl owed, but except for the inwelling light, they deflected the energies away.

Astron saw the bursts of energy nove nethodically fromthe top panel to the one nearest the hub
and then around to the others. Caspar was testing each one in the hopes of finding a weakness in
the defense. But all the shields held, each as well as the next.

Astron felt his stenbrain retreat backward fromhis consci ous thoughts. El ezar could not hold out
forever within the confines of the box. Eventually Caspar would think to attack from underneath
the thin flooring upon which there was no shield. But at |east it bought sone
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time for the prince to think and plan a counterthrust in conditions that were nore favorable. In
the diffuse darkness, he groped to find Elezar and tell him of what he had | earned in Pal odad's
lair.

CHAPTER FI VE
Through the Fl ane

"So even Pal odad did not know the answer," El ezar whi spered through pain-cl enched teeth when
Astron had finished reporting on his trip to the old one's domain. "All that he can offer is the
direction in which to |l ook and verification of what is found in exchange for sone exotic form of
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matter. It makes how the |ikes of Caspar cane upon the conundrum nmuch nmore a riddle of its own."

Astron shifted unconfortably. He had little room sandw ched between the | egs of a stonesprite and
with his back pressed against the barbed wi ngs of a nmessenger djinn. Elezar's ability to force
aside the distractions of pain, the bursts of light, and what was happeni ng outside of their

encl osure night indeed be the necessary talent of a prince, but it was disconcerting,

nevert hel ess.

The assault of energy against the barriers of the shield demons had continued unabated while
Astron had informed the prince. In dimoutlines, he caught glinpses of the destruction of the
rotunda and several of the other dones beyond. Muted cries filtered through even the thickness of
the woven walls as nore and nore of Elezar's followers were routed out of their hiding places and
made the sport of the lightning djinn's lust for battle and destruction. Soon all the rest would
be gone, and the attention of every denon that Caspar comanded woul d be turned to the box that
sat on the rotunda fl oor
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"How Caspar possessed the riddle is of little enough consequence," Astron said quickly. "And since
you struck the first blow, the lightning djinn will feel justified in his destructions, whether
you can solve his puzzle or not."

"The key is the disposition of the other princes who rule." El ezar weakly shook his head. "If |
can get word to enough of them undetected, then sufficient nmight can be marshalled to drive Caspar
frommy domain. And once he is renoved, the others will judge what he has already done to be
sufficient conpensation for ny nonentary indiscretion. He will be able to unleash his will again
only if | indeed fail to present to hima satisfactory solution to the riddle."

Al four sides of the enclosure flashed in unison. The flooring shook with a great spasm Astron
heard a prol onged runble and i nages of falling spires filled his mnd

"Al'l that you suggest will take tine," Astron said. "The aid | have rendered is at best only
tenporary.” Already his feeling of acconplishnment was fadi ng. The baser enotions of his stenbrain
had begun to reassert thenselves again. "Wuld it not be better now to focus on Caspar's inmmediate
threat to your well-being?"

"l nmust go by stealth to another node in the realm" Elezar ignored Astron's words. "One that is
dark and not the lair of any denon of power. Fromthere, | can dispatch ny nessengers while Caspar
di ssipates his energy with fruitless destruction here."

"But how will you journey there?" Astron asked. "Not—ot all of your present retinue are w nged.
The few djinns here cannot cany us all."

"Do not despair, walking one," Elezar whispered. "You still possess value. | would rather you not
be wasted as some lowy inmp. Look at those crowded about you. You are the only one with nore than
a feeble bulb of pulp riding atop his stenbrain.” The prince paused and then reached out and
squeezed Astron's wist. "Your missionis a different one, catal oguer, and | bid you to begin it
now. It is with you that | nust entrust the
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quest for the answer to Caspar's riddle. You are the one to bring true flame into the real mof
daenon. "

Astron's feelings bubbled. It had been quite enough to visit Palodad's lair once. He had returned
with what he could and had saved, at |east tenporarily, the prince as well. Wat nore reasonably
coul d be asked of one such as he?

Hi s stenbrain forced himto | ook through the translu-cence of the barriers, to estimate his
chances to skitter away while Gaspar and the others concentrated on nore inportant targets. But
even if he escaped safely, what if Prince Elezar then fell? Wat then would be the demands of
duty? What reason would there be for the existence of a catal oguer? Wuld there be any other
pri nce who woul d appreciate the value of one who only studied the puzzling details of other
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real ms?

The shriek and tear of natter fromoutside the barriers pushed its way into his thoughts. Astron
shook his head. The specul ati on was not the substance of a true riddle. There could be no other
choi ce.

"When Gaspar finally breaks through, be sure to cormmand a djinn to return nme to Palodad's lair,"
Astron said at last. "1 will tell himthat you agree and find out in which realmthe search is to
be conducted."

"No, no, not Pal odad," El ezar whispered hoarsely. "As the old one said, you will need the aid of a
being fromoutside of our realm A strong one with great will and equal to the task. You nust find
himfirst so that you will be ready."

"But where—

"Fromthe real mof men. You must go through the flane first to the real mof nen. Dom nate whomever
you contact and instruct that one to carry you to Al odar, the archimge. Only he will have the

wi sdomto deci de and choose anpbng his minions the one best for the quest. Have the archi nage
contact nme back through the flame so that we can agree on his succor and aid."

"The archimage," Astron said. "He is the one anong nen who has nastered all five of the norta
magi cs—+ndeed the only one to bring a denon such as yoursel f—=
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"That is why you must link minds with another nortal," Elezar said, "someone with | esser strength
or will whose mind you can control. Use the one you doninate to guide you to the archi mage. Then
you can converse with himw th your own faculties intact, rather than westle to speak freely
whi |l e under his power."

Astron started to say nore, then thought better of it. The groan of twisting matter and flashes of
crackling plasma had intensified rather than abated. It would not be | ong before Caspar, even in
his rage, deduced how to renew his attack on El ezar. H s decision had been made. No tinme nust be
wasted to ponder it nore. If Elezar commanded hi m el sewhere, then he would go. He nust neke
contact with a mnd that at that very nonent was probing into the real maake contact and hope that
his will would be the stronger

Astron twisted into a confortable position as best he could and fought to push the |ight and sound
out of his thoughts. He breathed deeply—a curious practice he had noticed in the real mof men—but
it hel ped no nore than it ever had before. Wth his nenbranes down, he tried to i nage the
enptiness of his own surroundings, vast expanses of black desert sprinkled with rare oases of
matter.

H s thoughts soared as his body could not, past glittering lairs swarmng with inps, feebly
glowing fortresses of devils who no |onger cared, and dark nodes uncl ai med by any prince. Astron

i magi ned hinmself in total darkness, undistracted by anything in his realm his mnd blank and open
to the tendrils of thought that pierced through the barrier from beings on the other side.

He willed his nmind to stillness, but even his stenbrain knew that he must be careful, avoiding the
lures that were the nost tenpting. As Elezar had said, he could ill afford a struggle with a

wi zard of great strength. The |law of dichotony adnitted no middl e outcone. Wen contact was nade,
one of the beings would dom nate and the other nust submit.

And yet it would serve no purpose for the battle to be
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an easy one. Control of the likes of a nmere serving girl did not provide the nmeans to gain
audi ence with the archimage of nmen. No, the linking of mnds nmust be chosen to be precisely
correct, a grapple with a being of sone j will and hence possessor of power, a being of
consequence but not so great that Astron would find hinself the one dom nated as the fina
connection was nade.
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Astron gingerly tested one probe and then quickly flitted to another. For a nmere instant, he saw a
vi sion of dancing flanme and behind it some gnarled w zard pushing with his thoughts and daring

nm ghty djinns to accept his challenge. Astron felt his way past a dozen nore, retreating from nost
with haste and discarding the rest as not worthy of even such a denpn as he.

Finally he touched upon one different fromthe rest—a being of inner strength, but also with a
softness that perhaps could be nolded to his desire. Astron tentatively let his own m nd engage
the tendrils of beckoning thought. He felt the essence of his being coil |ike snoke and intertw ne
with the wi sps reaching out for him First at a single point, then rapidly with many others, the
two m nds meshed and flowed into one another, preparing for the struggle that was soon to cone.

It was a fermale, he realized with a shock as the intinmacy increased—a fenmale and yet a wi zard
nonet hel ess. He felt her flow of will begin to stiffen and push back agai nst his own thoughts as
he tried to maneuver them so that they surrounded and confined. Astron increased his
concentration, imagining strong sinewy vines |ooping through a flimsy trellis and pulling it to
ground. H's hands tightened into fists. The nuscles in his back bunched in bul ging contracti ons on
his slight frame.

He perceived nore of the universe that was joined through the flame, a pentagram of chalk, the

wi zard in dark robes staring into a firepit cut through a planked floor, and the strong odors of
aromati ¢ woods. Behi nd her was another, a dark-headed nan with deep-set eyes of gray, his furrowed
brow beaded with sweat as he watched the struggle unfold.

Astron felt the interlocking thoughts lose all their
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pliancy, congealing first into stiff ropes and then bands of steel. At every juncture where they
crossed his own, there was a sudden tugging, an urging to push through the barrier and travel from
one real mto anot her

Astron set his teeth and pushed out with his arns against the protecting walls of the shield
denons. He wanted to vault through the flane into the other world, it was true, but only as he
willed it, a master of the one who beckoned, rather than as her slave.

The floor suddenly buckled and then spattered upward sprays of nolten netal. Two of the | esser
inmps a few feet away fromwhere Astron struggled screaned in pain as a ball of pulsing plasma tore
t hrough from underneath and bathed themin its destruction. A gaping hole fizzed and steaned where
monent s before had been a plane of matter

"Denmons, surround your prince,
l'ightning djinns do not pass."

Astron heard Ele-zar call out. "Guard the portal so that the

"Let none escape," Caspar answered. "W will catch and then fry themall. Pursue themno matter
where they flee. | will boil Elezar and his minions, even if they vanish to another realm"

Astron was only dimy aware of the scranble anmong the devils and sprites who had sought the refuge
with his prince. He struggled to concentrate on his own battle and strained to buckle the
resistance to his thoughts.

He heard anot her |oud crash that shook all of Elezar's domain with a shudder. The flooring split
asunder, disintegrating into disconnected platelets of twisted matter. Astron felt the support of
the shield denons tunble away and then a sense of falling into the enptiness of the realm

"Yield," he shouted across the barrier as he fell, "yield to himwho is the stronger." In
desperation he pounded his clenched fists to his chest and strained with a final gasp to end the
struggle with the w zard.

The inky bl ackness expl oded with painful light. A stab of singeing heat rolled across his back. He
heard death cries barely a span away. The panic building in his
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stenbrain pushed against its restraints. |If Elezar |ost now, what could his quest matter? It would
only be a question of time before Caspar's |ieutenants hunted himdown for a far nore ignoble
deat h.

But just as he prepared to relax his straining will and submt to his fate, he felt a reduction of
the tension and then a sudden col |l apse of resistance to his thoughts.

"I amyours to command, master,"” a voice said hi his head. Astron did not bother for one fina
| ook to see how those around himfared. Wth single-mnded dedication, he thrust hinself through
the barrier into the real mof nmen.
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PART TWO

The Real ms of Men and Skyskirr

CHAPTER Si x
W zard' s Wod

KESTREL shifted uneasily as the denon naterialized above the flane in Phoebe's cabin. In barely a
dozen heart beats, the creature stepped fromthe flane, apparently as solid fromhead to toe as
the wi zard he had just subjugated.

"1 am Astron, the one who wal ks," Kestrel heard the denon say. "I conmand you to take nme to
Al odar, the archinmage of all nmen, so that the nessage frommy prince to himcan be made known."

"I ama wizard of Brythia, the hindernost of the Southern Kingdons," Phoebe answered in a sl ow
nmonot one. "The great Al odar resides in Procolon far to the north, beyond Sam rand, Laudia, and
even Ethidor." She turned her hands pal ns upward and shrugged. "The petty squabbles of the princes
have cl osed the border between us. Unless you are willing to wait for several nmonths nore, you
will need the service of nmen-at-arnms to cross it, not the skills of a naster of the arts. Gve ne
sone ot her task, one for which there is sone hope of success."

Astron | ooked around the room "The rate of tinme is never quite the sane anong the real ns," he
said, "but several of your nmonths will be far too long." The denon's eyes fell on Kestrel as he
fini shed stepping clear of the fire that was fading into gl owi ng enbers and curls of snoke."If not
you, then perhaps your |ackey. Why can not he lead nme to the archi mage by your comrand, just as
you must obey ny wi shes as your own?"

"Ah, pause for a monent,'
suddenl y made

Kestrel said. "There is a slight error in your logic." H's nind was
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up. More anviiwood he coul d obtain somehow. Getting entrapped by a devil was another matter
altogether. "I am but a sinple woodchopper, not a hero fromthe sagas. | was just stopping by to
show ny wares. If the lady is not interested, then there is no obligation | have to her."

Kestrel stepped quickly to the side, aining to place Phoebe between him and the denon. He gl anced
at the door and cal cul ated how nmany nore glides it would take to be safely away.

"The task is as | have stated it," Astron persisted. "My control of your mnd, wzard, is not so
great to snother all thought. Performwhat | command and | shall set you free. Let your creativity
be the key to your rel ease.”

Kestrel slid two nore steps to his left. He kept his head down and avoi ded | ooki ng at the denon.
Catching a denon in the eye was to be avoided at all costs, he renenbered.

"Acting together, the wizards of ny local council mght successfully petition for a wit of safe
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passage, " Phoebe said slowy. "But it is difficult to get themto agree on anything so concrete,
especially if there is no gaininit for them"

"What then is the notivation that would prod themto act in haste?"

"The wi zards of ny kingdom are enanored of the tangible rewards fromtheir craft,” Phoebe said.
"It is to the golden brandels of Procolon or the magi c tokens of Plu-ton across the sea to which
they listen the nost."

"What of these things do you have?" Astron asked.

"My wealth is the greatest of any on the council, it is true," Phoebe said. "But divided and
spread anmong them the enticenent would not be all that strong. There are ten of them and each has
at least three-quarters of what you see here."

Kestrel stopped in midstride. Ten times three-quarters, he thought quickly. Mre than seven tines
the potential gain of what he had hoped for from Phoebe alone. If there were only a plausible
story with which to approach the entire council, sonething that would ap-
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peal to their individual greed but force themto act collectively, some dealing with the real m of
denons that no wi zard could afford to | et pass by. The allure would have to be quite spectacul ar
sonet hing that would withstand the scrutiny of not one but half a score.

Kestrel alnmost involuntarily jerked up his head and | ooked at Astron. The denon did not appear al
that ferocious. Perhaps, w th Phoebe under his conmmand, he had no lust for another. Perhaps, in

fact, the sagas were distorted and the risks far |less than the babblings that had been recorded.
It woul d be just what he expected of w zards—eoncocting a great peril to enchance their own

i mportance and the magni tude of their fees.

Kestrel had hoped for ten brandels from Phoebe's purse. If he could get the devil to agree, he

nmi ght | eave these hills with over a hundred. And besting not one but ten so-called masters in one
stroke would be all the nore satisfying as well. The nore he pondered it, the nmore the risks

di ssol ved away and the rewards grew increasingly tenpting.

"Your first instincts were correct," Kestrel called to Astron as he returned to Phoebe's side. "I
amthe key to getting the necessary petition fromthe w zards' council. Just do as | say, and we
both shall be conpensated as we desire fromour efforts.”

Astron winkled his nose. "As you say? It is | who have asserted the nore powerful will in com ng
through the flanme. | control the wi zard who called ne and, through her, any of those bound to her
own command. "

"This is not like that," Kestrel said quickly. "Your command of the wizard is part of the plan I
have in mnd, but between you and ne, it is nmore of a nutual agreement." He stretched his face
into a snmle. "A contract between partners that we both swear to uphol d—tike the formal exchanges
bet ween al chem sts and apothecaries for rare ingredients and tested fornul as.”

"I'f not the wi zard, then who is your prince?" Astron asked. "And what do you nmean when you speak
of contracts and swearing to uphol d?"

"I ama free man and have obligations to no one, nei-
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tiier king nor master," Kestrel said. "My will is nmy own." He saw the denmon's face distort further
and he rushed on. "The inportant thing is that we agree to act in each other's behal f—en our
honor, not by threat of penalty but by being true to our innernost values of being."

Astron did not speak for a long while. He | ooked fromthe placid face of the one he controlled to

Kestrel's sudden enthusiasm "In ny realm one serves a single prince and no other," the denon
said at last. "Breaking allegiance is such a personal shane that the will to resist the great
nmonotony is shattered as well. |Is that what you nean by contracts and honor ?"
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"Why, exactly so," Kestrel said. "I could not have explained it better myself."
"And if | follow your instructions, you will arrange ny audience with Al odar the archnmage?"
"Yes, that will be our agreenent—en our honor."

Kestrel saw Astron's face relax. The denon stuck out his right hand toward Kestrel. "I do know
sonme of the custonms of the real mof nmen. | agree, human, to what you call a contract, working to
mut ual benefit upon our honor. Here, clasp ny hand to seal the agreenment and then | et us begin.”

Kestrel grasped the offered hand and shook it slowy, hardly noticing the coarse texture next to
his own skin. "Listen carefully then. Here is ny plan,” he heard hinmself say, but his thoughts
wer e el sewhere. Sonething about the denbn was strangely disturbing. He had agreed all too

qui ckl y—too soon for Kestrel to figure out what his real notives were. An agreenent on their
honor—+t sounded as if the devil actually neant it.

Kestrel clapped his hands for attention. Several hours had passed swiftly since he outlined his
plan to Astron. Now it was nearly noon, and nine w zards had gathered in the small garden outside
of Phoebe's cabin. The el dest three sat on a | ong wooden bench next to a snmall pond lined with
smoot h stones. Behind them stood the rest, all robed in black and wearing faces heavy with the
seriousness of their craft.
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Kestrel stood next to Phoebe on the other side of the pond, next to a tier of dove cages and
neatly trimed bushes that flashed waxy | eaves at the high sun. He gl anced once at the smal
scroll of parchnent he had tossed into the pond before the wi zards' arrival and smled. As yet
none of themhad called attention to it; it would serve its purpose well.

To the left, Kestrel's wagon stood hitched and teady, his nare nibbling contentedly on a bed of
flowering hornweed. The birch-franmed canopy over his pinewood-filled sacks fluttered in a

qui ckeni ng breeze. The |ast of the doves dispatched with a sumobns circl ed overhead, apparently
buil ding up the courage to return to its roost just beyond Kestrel's reach

Kestrel ignored the hovering bird. The nessage tied to its |leg probably stated only that the | ast
wi zard i n Phoebe's council would not cone. Enough were already present to nake the production
wort hwhile; judging fromthe pleasant jingle of their purses, the effort would be worthwhile

i ndeed.

Kestrel took a nonent to study the masters seated in the front. Undoubtedly they were the ones to
convince; then the others would follow. The one in the middle, Ma-spanar, appeared the nopst

bl oated with sel f-inportance. Any revelation of facts would have to be his; nonetary aspects were
of less concern

On Maspanar's right sat Geldion, a shriveled hulk that stared back with piercing blue eyes. He
seened to dare Kestrel to speak, to commit sone error that imrediately could be pounced upon and
exposed to the others.

The | ast of the three, Kestrel decided, was his prinmary target. Benthon's black robe was a trifle
newer than all the rest. Golden rings adorned sl ender fingers not snudged by charred enbers or
sooty ash. The eyes danced about the confines of Phoebe's garden, searching for an opening, an
opportunity for gain that would continue to feed his expensive habits.

"Masters, if | nmay have your attention," Kestrel said after he had satisfied hinself that he could
predi ct how the assenbl ed wi zards would react. "Your colleague in
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craft apol ogi zes for the lack of words of greeting and sweet wine." He waved his hand in Phoebe's
direction. "But her startling discovery is of such great inportance that she dare not break her
concentration for trivial amenities. Wen you have witnessed what she has to denobnstrate you wl|
under st and why."
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"Who is this that speaks for the w zard Phoebe?" Gel -dion demanded. He | ooked over his shoul der
and spoke to the masters standi ng behind the bench. "He wears no robe with a | ogo, nor have 1
heard her tal k of any bondsnen in her service."

"l have interrupted ny studies nerely as a courtesy,"” Maspanar said. "l doubt greatly that the
youngest of our council—-and a woman at that—-has found anything not yet well known to nost of us."
He shrugged massi ve shoul ders beneath a robe that had been patched nore than once. "If the dabbl er
has found a neans of anmplifying our powers as her note indicated, then let her explain her alleged
di scovery and be done. There is no tine for the smooth tongues and enpty thoughts of others.”

Kestrel forced his smle wider. Years ago when the opinions of other nmattered, such rude nanners
woul d have hurt and gi ven hi m pause. But now he was as hardened as the rest. He would give them
what they deserved, matching their insensitivities with a disdain of his own. Kestrel |ooked out
for hinself and no one else. Let the masters beware.

"A sinmple flame." Kestrel pointed back through the open doorway into Phoebe's cabin, totally
ignoring the challenges. It would serve no purpose to spar with Maspanar or Celdion until after
Bent hon was securely hooked. "You can ail see it burning within the pentagramon the fl oor

Per haps t he keenest anobng you, even fromthe distance, can guess what fuels the blaze."

"Sinmpl e pine togs," Mspanar shot back. "The height of the yellows, snmoke with little soot, and
the lack of intense blues mark it as nothing else."

"Yes, dried pine it is," Kestrel said. "The tunnel between the realns for small inps and sprites
and little el se. For denons of true power, nobre exotic woods and
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powders must be consuned to bore through the barrier that keeps themfromus."

Kestrel paused, replacing his smle with a serious mask. "Mre exotic woods are needed for denons
of true power," he repeated, "or so one would expect."

Wth a sudden thrust of his armhe reached into the cabin and grabbed the door by the knob. In a
bl ur of notion he repeatedly opened the door a crack and then slammed it shut, a staccato burst of
sound filling the small garden. After perhaps a dozen slans he flung the door all the way open
again permtting the wizards to view the interior.

Kestrel's smile returned as he saw Astron stride forward fromthe flane, exactly as he had
pl anned. The decorum of the wi zards dissolved into babble of excited voices.

"I npossi ble," CGeldion said. "No denon of that size could cone through such a sinmple flane."

"Some trace el enent, perhaps," Mspanar replied. "A substance of great power so that nerely a
snmal | anpbunt was necessary."

"But what of the control?" Benthon spoke for the first time. "That is indeed no small inp of
little will. Qur voices distract too much and pl ace Phoebe in great peril."

"I amyours to comrand, nmaster." Astron bowed to Phoebe as he exited fromthe cabin. "G ve nme your
instructions so that | may serve."

Phoebe frowned as she heard the words, nouthing themsilently for a second. Then she suddenly

shook off her lethargy. "Do not concern yourselves with the risk, my colleagues," she said.
"Cbserve, | need devote nerely a fraction of ny attention to control."

She turned and | ooked at Astron as he energed. "Go anong them devil," she said. "Let them exam ne
you at will. Perhaps the experience will be of interest." Then, with a flourish, she turned her

back and began picking a bouquet of flowers froma bed near her feet, her features totally hidden
fromthe others.

Kestrel saw Phoebe's face relax to a |lifeless stare as
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her hands nechanically groped for nearby stal ks. He | ooked back at the wi zards, but their
attentions were all focused on Astron as he cane forward. Things were going well. He would be far
away before anyone deduced that Phoebe's words were nerely the ones the denon bef orehand had
commanded her to say.

"Not an inp but neither a mghty djinn," the talk of the w zards conti nued.

"But if fromsinple flane and with no great struggle of will, the phenonenon does deserve sone
i nvestigation."”

"This is indeed nost surprising, | admt. My respect for the woman rmust clinb a notch. She may
becone a credit to us yet. Tell us, Phoebe, what is the name of the one you have so effortlessly
sumoned? How was hi s dom nation achi eved?"

"l amcalled Astron, the one who wal ks," Astron said. "But that is of little matter. | have done
my part. Now | wish you to performyours with haste. Surrender to the man whatever it is that
provides ny audience with the archimage. It is the agreenent that we have sworn on our—

"Masters, your attention, please," Kestrel cut in. "Surely your interest is nore on how Phoebe was
able to performher feat rather than its result.” He frowned in the direction of Astron. He had
been so busy beforehand expl ai ni ng how Phoebe shoul d be controlled that he had neglected to tel
the denon to keep his own nouth shut as well. "I have been instructed by your colleague to explain
her di scovery while she keeps the devil under control," he said. "But be advised it night take
several hours, and any attenpt to rush could conpletely destroy what is being denonstrated."

"Several hours," Astron said. "How curious. It nmust be a ritual | have not wi tnessed before. Under
any other circunstances, | would be nost eager to add the details of its performance to ny
cat al ogues. "

"Masters, if you please," Kestrel persisted. He flexed his shoulders trying to dislodge the tiny
burr of apprehension that had suddenly nade its presence felt under
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the snooth bl anket of confidence in his schene. "The key insight that Phoebe exploited in her
experiment was the wllingness of the denbn to conme. It is true that mighty djinns, virtual Kkings
intheir own realm are ill-disposed for the journey through the fires. Only with exotic woods to

reduce the barriers and great struggles of will have you been able to woo them

"But consider instead another approach—an approach in which you provide a bait, an enticenment for
the devil to journey on his own accord. Phoebe has shown it to be true; sinpler flanes are al
that is needed, and the denobns' spirits are nore docile when they appear in our realm One rnust
provide in addition only the cadence of sounds that sends notice of the lure to the real mwhere
they live."

Kestrel paused and | ooked at the assenbl age carefully, one by one. "Think of it," he said. "Mghty
djinns at your beck and call. No nore costly expenditure for rare powders and woods."

"Anot her exanple," one of the w zards behind the first row called out. "Although this one before
us is no sinple inp, he seens to have little nore value beyond his increased size."

"Little value?" Astron said. "But | ama catal oguer. | know perhaps nore of your real mthan any
other of ny kind. My prince values nme highly. Because of that | am here rather than any oth—=

"Exactly so, a cataloguer." Kestrel scow ed at Astron again. "He was enticed here by the scrol
that Phoebe laid out before the flanme. See it there in the pond. It was the lure that nade
possible a transition even in the fire of pine."

"That is the second tinme you have | ooked at ne that way," Astron said. "Wat nessage are you
trying to convey?"

"What is this that the denon is asking?" Geldion said. "Phoebe, have you given himleave to speak
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of his own free wll?"

"No, no, pay himno heed," Kestrel said. "Focus instead on the second experinment. The key is to
assenbl e
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a lure fromyour possessions that will entice another demon here. | will manipulate the door as
before and you will see."

"What kind of lure; what do you nean?" Benthon asked.

"Anyt hing," Kestrel said. He felt his apprehension | essen. Benthon speaki ng now coul d not have
been nore nearly perfect. "Anything at all. It seens the greater the quantity, the mightier is the
denon that responds.”

He paused a monent and ni bbed his chin. "I guess there is one thing, however, that you of course
will not attenpt to enploy. | have heard the jingle of your purses and could not hel p thinking of
it. A brandel fromProco-lon will fetch a gold inp, a sackful, a bigger devil of the sane bent.
Their only interest is in hoarding. About the only useful comand you could give themis to go and
find it in the ground where it is not yet discovered by nen."

Kestrel stopped and shrugged. "OfF course | realize that you are all nen of ethics and woul d not
use your powers for such base gain of a few nuggets of netal."

"You stated that the bigger the lure, then the nore powerful the denon which would respond and the
nore able he would be to performhis special talents?" Benthon asked.

"Yes, that is the fact of it," Kestrel said. "Wy, | would imagine that a gold djinn would not
even have to | ook. He would transformthe netal out of baserock, as nuch as was commanded. "

Bent hon's eyes w dened. He opened his purse and thrust it at Maspanar. "Then such an experinent it
will be. Enpty what you have into nine and we will share in whatever is gained in return."

"I think that we proceed wi thout sufficient caution," Geldion said. "I amnot yet satisfied with
the explanation of what little we have seen transpire.”

"Then do not participate,” Benthon said. "Only those who take the risk shall benefit fromthe
returns as well." He turned back to Kestrel. "Wat would it take to fetch the likes of this gold
djinn to do our bidding?"
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"From what Phoebe has instructed nme, | would say about eight or nine times the anmount in your
purse al one. And with such a denmon in your power, he should be able to produce tenfold that anount
inless than a day."

"What do you say, Maspanar?" Benthon persisted. "If you decide to join, then surely the others
will follow"

Maspanar grunted, |ooked at Astron and then back at the dying fire in Phoebe's cabin. He shrugged
and reached for his belt. "Wat is the harn?' he said. "The worst that can happen is that the
claimis not true. And with woman's work, | suspect that sonehow that certainly is the case."

"But if she is correct?" one of the masters in the second row asked.

"Wth ten of us here, surely we can dom nate whatever cones through the flanmes." Maspanar shrugged
a second tine. "If it proves to be snmall, we can command it into a magic bottle for study at our

| eisure. If sonmething of greater size appears, we can call forth clouds of inps on our own that
will harry it until it too is subdued.”

For a nonent no one noved. Then, in a flurry of jingles and flailing straps of |eather, the six
wi zards who stood behi nd crowded around Benthon and added their contribution to a growi ng store.
Finally Benthon hinself held his bulging purse in front of Geldion, gently waving it to and fro.

file:///G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (35 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:05 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

Gel di on scow ed once and reached for his own pouch. Showi ng no pleasure, he enptied his coins in
with the rest and then folded his arns across his chest.

Kestrel tried not to let his excitenment show. The wi zards had all cone better prepared than he had
dared hope. Now for a little nore maneuvering and it would all be done.

"But, but your ethics," he said. "If you get too much gold, then even the econony can be
altered—ust as it was on Pluton across the sea sone two decades ago."

"A wizard indeed is entrusted with a nbst solem trust." Benthon stepped forward, thunping his
chest with his free hand while his sack hung heavy in the other.
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"Therefore, we judge the risks and take onJy those that are prudent." He turned and waved back at
the others. "And here our judgrment is unani nous. Wiat Phoebe has apparently di scovered nust be
verified with all expediency. Any reward that is possible for our efforts will be adninistered
with discretion." He stopped and | ooked Kestrel in the eye. "There night even be a brandel or two
for the | ackey who made the process all the quicker rather than throw up objections that are of no
real concern to one of his station.”

Kestrel |ooked down at the sack and ran his tongue over his lips. "l guess there is only one nore
thing to be aware of, and then ny conscience is clear," he said. "Wichever one of you actually
controls the denon will have sone advantage over the others. And, as Phoebe has explained it, the
cl oser you are to the flanme, the greater your chances of being the nost likely to grab the denon's
will. But then, of course, the closer you are, also the greater the danger. In good faith,
recomend that you all stay outside as did the wonan, rather than try to crowd around the flane

i nside the cabin."

"One side,"” Benthon said. "My will is the strongest and | amnot afraid.”

"Wait, drop the gold here in the pond," Kestrel said as he rapidly stepped aside. "By the scrol
that lured the first denon to Phoebe. You must be between the lure and the flanme for the
connection to work."

"Watch this for us, Phoebe," Benthon said as he gathered up speed. He tossed the sack into the
water. It fell with a plunk satisfying to Kestrel's ears. "W will be back for it in a few
monents, and, if you indeed are correct, for a good deal nore."

Maspanar and two nore wi zards foll owed Benthon. Then, in a nmass of el bows and shoves, cane the
ot hers.

"The cadence of sound for a gold djinn calls for fifteen i mediate slans and then a wait of sone
twenty minutes for the last," Kestrel said. "If the door is opened before then, the connection is
broken and the entire effort wasted." He | ooked with satisfaction as Geldion started
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tojoin the rest. Mentally he measured the strides fromthe pond to his waiting wagon.

"I have pondered the existence since you first nmentioned it," Astron interjected suddenly, "and
cannot think of a single exanple. No, | amsure of it. None in Elezar's domain nor any of the
princes who hang in the void near him have ever known of such. It is an extraordi nary occurrence

I devote ny life to catal oguing the nysteries and surprises of other realns and find that there is
still much | cannot know of nmy own natural surroundings. Gold inps and even djinns of gold. Yes,

it is extraordinary. There is no other word for it."

Gel di on paused in the doorway and turned around. "Wat did he say?" he asked. "It sounded as if he
i s questioning the existence of what we are about to seek. Phoebe, make hi m expl ain what he
meant . "

Kestrel scow ed. He ran forward and grabbed for the doorknob, blocking the wizard's exit with his
body. "There is tinme for that later,"” he said snmoothly. "Wuldn't you rather | get the cadence
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started right away? You know | won't be able to begin until you are inside and the door able to
hit the janb."

"Phoebe, answer ne," Geldion persisted. "Stop denuding that flowerbed and answer ne.

"Go ahead and speak, Phoebe," Astron said. "l am anxious to get things concluded as nuch as
anyone. "
Phoebe rose slowy and turned toward Astron. "What shall | reply, naster?" she said. "You have not

instructed me this tine as to what you wish me to say."

"Wait a monment," Geldion said. "Who is the master and who the slave? Maspanar, step back here for
a monent. Now that | think of it, Phoebe has been acting nost strangely. She should be exani ned at
once to verify the freedom of her thought."

"The gold djinn! Look, he comes now through the flanes." Kestrel pointed back into the cabin. It
was an act of desperation, but things were unraveling fast. He pressed agai nst CGeldion's side but
the master did not vyield.

"But if not Phoebe, then who is nanipulating the
75

devi | ?" Geldion continued as his eyes danced about the garden. He | ooked from Phoebe to Astron and
then to Kestrel at his side. He glanced at the wet sack of gold resting on the bottom of the pond,
his eyes suddenly wide. Wth a strength surprising for his size, he pushed through Kestrel's
restraint and staggered back into the garden. "Quardsnen,” he shouted, "guardsnmen, attend at
once. "

Kestrel heard the squeak of leather and rattle of steel in a clunp of trees near a bend in the
road a small distance fromthe cabin. He scowed at his bunbling, first with the denon and then
not checking the environs to ensure a path of escape. Evidently at |east one of the w zards was
suspi ci ous enough not to cone by hinself. The size of the treasure had been too great and he had
dreamed too nmuch on how it woul d be spent, rather than ensuring its capture.

Kestrel saw perhaps a half a dozen nen-at-arns energe fromtheir hiding place and begin jogging
toward the cabin, their swords drawn and shields rigidly in place. Wth a sudden surge, he pushed
Gel dion to the ground and bolted over his sprawling body. In a single fluid notion he |leaped to
the edge of the pond and scooped out the bul ging sack of gold. He glanced a second tine at the
approachi ng warriors and back at the wi zards now spilling out of the cabin. It was going to be

cl ose, he thought, but, considering his m stakes, no | ess than he deserved.

Kestrel ran to his wagon and started to fling the sack into its interior; but as he did, a well-

ai med rock cracked painfully into his shouders, forcing himto release his grip. Like a ripe nelon
spewing its seeds, the wet |eather pouch hit the ground and burst apart. Circles of gold flung in
every direction, sone rolling under the wagon and others arcing all the way back to the pond.

Kestrel bent to the ground and then hesitated. The first of the w zards was al nost upon him He
woul d be an easy target once he crouched over. He watched the last of the coins stop their
spinning and settle to the rough ground, sparkling in the sunlight. It was nore than
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he had ever seen at one tinme. Wth an al nost painful regret, he pulled hinself up into the wagon
enpty- handed, and grabbed for the reins.

"Block his escape! Don't let himget away!" the w zards shouted to one anot her

"W have the wonan. They shoul d be puni shed together."

"A barrier across the road. Quickly before he bolts!"

Kestrel slapped the reins against the hindquarters of the horse. The wagon junped into notion. He

grabbed his whip and increased its pace, all the while | ooking down the road and trying to judge
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on which side to try to run past the convergi ng nen-at-arns. He saw t he uprai sed hands that were
grabbi ng the side of the wagon wench away as he gathered speed.

The wagon surged forward and Kestrel |eaned to his left, |ooking back over his shoul der past the
covered awni ng toward Phoebe's cabin. Only one wizard ran after himin | abored sl owness; three
nore were spraw ed , on the ground where they had fallen away. Mst of the rest fluttered around
the spilled sack like feasting blackbirds fighting over the coins in the sand. The |last two held
Phoebe in tight grips on each arm pulling her forward unconprehendi ngly toward the rest. Perhaps
the denon mingl ed anmong them but in the confusion of black robes, he could not be sure.

Kestrel's eyes lingered on the wonan. Wth him safely away, the wath of the other w zards would
all fall on her, even though she bore no responsibility for what had happened. He recalled his
feelings when they stood together inside her cabin and then shook his head at the sudden inpul se
that welled up within him

Madness, he thought. The only course was to be safely away before the nmen-at-arms could organi ze
sufficiently to block him But the inmpul se remai ned. He | ooked again at her blank face and
renenbered the sweet smiles it once bore, even when it carried her own caution

"I't may as well be three errors,
left, circling

he nuttered to hinmself as he suddenly pulled the reins to the
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the wagon just before the road narrowed to a single | ane. Wthout reduci ng speed he raced back
toward the cabin, aimng directly toward the w zards who held Phoebe in their grasp.

CHAPTER SEVEN The Wbul d- be Sorcerer

KESTREL turned the wagon around well before the nen-at-arnms could reach him He slapped the reins
across the mare's hindquarters, urging her back toward the cabin. The master who had chased him
down the road inmedi ately scranbled to the side and | et himpass. The others, busily intent on
scoopi ng coins fromthe ground, took no heed until he was alnost on top of them Then they too
scattered in a flurry of flapping robes and tinkling coins.

Kestrel aimed his wagon directly at the w zard on Phoebe's left. As he expected, the nmaster
dropped his grip and junped out of the way. The horse sl owed and Kestrel |eaned over to the side
as he passed. He extended his arm around Phoebe's wai st, and she fl opped agai nst the rough

pl anki ng of the wagon like a rag doll as it careened by. Even though the mare was sl ow ng, the
nmoment um was too great for the renmmining wizard. He let go of Phoebe's armwith a protesting cry.

Wth his free hand, Kestrel pulled the horse to a stop. Dropping the reins, he lifted Phoebe up
besi de him Her eyes were glazed, totally oblivious to what was happening. He let her sag into a
heap, then | eaped fromhis seat onto the mare's back and jerked the beast's head to the left.
There was too little tine to back up slowy and turn

Hopi ng that the front wheels had sufficient free play, Kestrel started the horse forward, pulling
it to the side as nuch as he dared. The mare whinnied in protest and
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started to rear, but Kestrel kept his grip firmand ki cked her onward. Stepping into the

fl owerbed, the horse bunped the wagon wheels over the | ow boundary stones that separated the
garden fromthe wal k. Stonping the small bushes and spring bl oonms, they barely edged by the cabin
on the right, the hub of the rear wheel scraping as it passed.

Just as the wagon bunped out of the garden and back onto the path that led to the road, the nen-at-
arms ran forward, shield and sword arns bl ocking the way. Kestrel did not falter. Focusing on the
shield of the man on the far left, he dug his knees into the nare's sides. As the troops

converged, he circled the horse's neck with both arns and swng fromits back in a giant arc. Wth
feet stiffly extended, he hit the upraised shield with a jarring blow, sending the man-at-arns
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sprawl i ng before he could strike.

The i nmpact sent Kestrel swi nging backward. He raised his feet as high as he could to avoid the
stonmpi ng hooves of the mare, now thoroughly frightened and running as fast as it could. He saw a
sword' s-1ength di stance open between him and the nmen-at-arnms who were nearest and then two | engths
more. The warriors rallied to run after; but weighted down by shield and mail, they quickly
realized that they could not keep up. In an instant, the clatter of pursuit and shouts of anger
started to fade.

Kestrel clung to his precarious hold while the mare raced onward. The occasional clunp of trees at
the roadside grew into nore frequent groves and then finally nerged into the begi nnings of true
forest. Stately el ns crowded the pathway, enfolding a canopy over Kestrel's head. From above, the
sunlight alternately burst through unabated or was totally bl ocked fromview A gentle breeze
swirled away the dust thrown up by the wagon's rapid passage.

Finally the mare spent her wind and slowed to a gentle wal k. Listening between the hoof clops,
Kestrel could hear no sound of the wi zards or nen-at-arns. He
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dropped to the ground and grabbed at the reins as they passed, pulling the horse to a stop

Kestrel gave hinself the luxury of a long deep breath. He was getting too old for such theatrics.
And now he probably would have to nove on to the next kingdomto practice his skills. He could not
count on the shame of the nasters in being outsnmarted to keep his presence secret. Soon every

wi zard within the flight of doves would know to watch for a woodcutter and his wagon. He woul d
have to change his tale altogether and probably target another of the five arts as well.

And what of Phoebe? She night not think that snatching her fromthe other w zards was nuch of a
rescue. O course, in her present state, she might not think nmuch of anything. Kestrel |ooked up
into the wagon. \Wat was he going to do now?

Suddenly there was a novenent fromwithin the awning. A figure stirred. Kestrel dropped his jaw in
surpri se.

"Way did you turn back?" the denon Astron called down from where Phoebe still slunped. "Even nore
than the location of the lair of the gold djinns, that is the part | npst want to understand. Wy
did you return to fetch the woman?"

Kestrel recovered his senses and shot back. "What are you doing here? How did you foll ow where no
one el se coul d?"

"I clinmbed in the back of this—+this conveyance while you were pulling the female wi zard in through
the front," Astron said

"But why?" Kestrel slowy inched back fromthe wagon. He | ooked quickly up and down the tree-
darkened road. He and the denon were al one. Astron | ooked no nore nenaci ng than he had when he had
first appeared in Phoebe's cabin with his al nbst human face and nuted scal es, but the apprehension
Kestrel had felt then returned swiftly to his thoughts. And now there was no lure of gain to
distract himfromthe risks of dealing wth denonkind.

"1 doubt control of my will would be that interesting," he said quickly. He brushed off sonme of
the road dust
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fromhis arnms and straightened his tunic and rucksack, trying to | ook as inposing as he possibly
could. "Probably it would be better for you now to find some convenient fire and vani sh back to
whence you cane,"” he said.

"The | aw of domi nance or subm ssion applies only when one of ny kind transits between the real ns,"
Astron said as he vaulted fromthe wagonbed to the ground. "Once | am across, there is no need to
westle any further. | will do you no harm Besides, there is the matter of the contract. | have
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yet to nmeet with the archimage. You have sworn on your honor to provide the neans."

"That was nerely half of it," Kestrel snapped back quickly. "I was to have received sonething to
line my purse in exchange for ny efforts. Thanks to you, | have nothing to show The contract is
bal anced on both sides. W each entered the agreenment with nothing and now neither is any the
better because of it."

"That is not quite so." Astron stepped forward and opened his fist. "In the confusion that

foll owed the bursting sack, none of the wi zards seened to nmind that a demon was scurrying over the
ground with them This is perhaps not what you fully anticipated, but it is far fromthe nothing
of which you speak."

Kestrel |ooked down at the offered palm There arrayed in a neat row were nore than two dozen
brandels, glinting with the light that filtered through the canopy of trees shading the road. A
dozen brandel s—+ess than he had hoped but as nuch as he had expected from convi nci ng Phoebe to buy
hi s wagonl oad of wood in the first place.

He reached out to grab the coins as Astron slowy tipped his hand. "This is conpensation for the
errors you nmade by speaking out, is it not?" he asked. "A settlenment and then we can be on our
separate ways?"

"This is paynent in full,"” Astron said. "I have honored ny part of the bargain; now you rmust honor
yours."

Kestrel shook his head in disbelief. The devil was indeed serious!
O so he professed to be. The doubt imediately fol-
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|l owed in Kestrel's thoughts. Honor, contracts, and trust —such things were nere abstractions. They
did not really exist—not for himanyway, not since he had trusted too nuch and paid the price.
Could it really be any different for the denon? Kestrel stared at Astron's unblinking expression
trying to fathomthe true notives that lay behind it.

Astron did not speak. Kestrel |ooked away, noticing al nost absently the foam standing on his
mare's withers. He reached into the wagon for a coarse rag and began to w pe the noisture away,
his mnd churning with what he should say next.

Kestrel finished rubbing down one side of his mare and then started on the other. "Do you not
under stand?" The words burst forth at last with nmore bitterness than he woul d have |iked.
"Understand what it nmeans to bargain with one such as ne. | amno hero fromthe sagas, perform ng
great deeds for kings and nasters of the five arts.

"No, my satisfaction cones fromnotives nuch less lofty. | prey upon these so-called heroes; the
masters nost highly regarded give ne the greatest thrill. | tenpt themwhere they are the weakest
and appeal to the baseness in their characters that is easily as great as nine

"WAs Phoebe truly interested in the properties of an-vilwod or the fact that the price | seened
to offer in innocence was nerely a tenth of what it would fetch fromProcolon to the north? D d
the wi zards care about the effect of gold nuggets commpn as pebbl estones on all those about them
or nerely wonder which one would end with the greater share?

"Honor, heroes, the masters—each tine that | succeed, each tinme that they reveal the rotten core
beneat h their masks of righteousness, it piles proof upon proof. There are no such things as
heroes, only nen, and not one any better than I."

Kestrel stopped and slunped his shoul ders. Wiy had he said so nuch? H's val ues and how he acted
were his business alone, certainly not the concern of a being from sonmewhere beyond the flanme. It
was best to end things
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qui ckly so he could be on his way. He stared silently at Astron, waiting to see how the devi
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woul d react to what he had said.

"You speak with great passion,” Astron replied after a nonent. "A passion that | never before have
observed." He reached into the wagon and grabbed a second cloth. Eyeing Kestrel's work critically,
he dabbed at an apparent wetness on the nmare's hindquarters that had been nissed. The horse

whi nni ed and backed away, but Kestrel patted her neck and cal ned her back down.

"l wish that | had the tinme to pause and understand it nore fully,"” Astron continued, "but for now
we nust continue. Tell ne, what is your plan for gaining the attention of the archi nage?"

"Didn't you just hear what 1 said?" Kestrel flung his rag to the ground. "The merging of our paths
was an accident, an alignment of the random factors, as the al chem sts would say. Now that the
busi ness at Phoebe's cabin is done, there is nothing nore to bind us together. Here, keep the
brandel s. But | ook el sewhere for a hero with honor, if one you nust have."

"l do not know as rmuch as | nust of the realmof nen," Astron said. "For that, | nust rely on you
But of sprites and wi zards ny know edge is perhaps the deeper. For the foreseeable future that
will be your greatest need."

"What do you nean?"

"W zards are nost proud. Their wills are not easily diverted, once they have set upon a goal."
Astron stepped around the mare, thrusting his face into Kestrel s, his eyes glowing with
intensity. "Do you really think that every master who visited the wonan's cabin will forget what
has happened and | et you continue uni npeded on your way?

"O will they call forth frommnmy realmthe nost powerful devils that they dare and send them
sear chi ng—searching until you have been found and cast in some di mdungeon as puni shment for your
deed?"

Kestrel felt a chill race up his spine. Maybe Astron was right. Sinply disappearing and starting
over m ght
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not be so easy. And years in a dark cell he could well do w thout.

"W are cleanly away," Kestrel said. "Once we reach the juncture, the road will be one well
travel | ed. Denon-aided or not, 1 will be able to fade successfully fromsight."

"I't will take time." Astron shook his head. "But eventually you will be found. At first they wll
di spatch hundreds of small inps or perhaps even thousands if their ire is truly great. Tirel essly,
these will dart throughout every corner of your world, examning the features and actions of you
humans as closely as they dare. Those who match the descriptions given themw Il becone the
subject of a nore intense investigation by devils with greater capacity above the stenbrain. Even
t hough, to ones of our realm you all |ook very much the same, in the end all the possibilities
will be elimnated except one."

Astron halted. Kestrel saw himflick transparent nenbranes down over his eyes. The denon's face
seenmed to take on a distant and preoccupi ed | ook

"Now that | think of it," Astron continued after a noment, "our urgencies are closely intertw ned.
The sane inps and devils called forth by the wi zards could nost |ikely have a second m ssion as
well. If Caspar has already triunphed, then the visitors to your realmw |l be instructed in
addition to search for Elezar's missing catal oguer so that he can be returned to his fate.

"Yes, woodcutter, | need your help to navigate through the real mof nmen just as you need one such
as me—ene who knows the signs of the presences of nmy kind." Astron held up the rag in his hand and
tossed it to Kestrel. "My eyes see reds that nen cannot, especially when ny nenbranes are in place

to filter out the distractions of the blues. That is how | can so easily detect the areas of

nmoi sture that you missed on this creature's back. In like manner | will notice the inp glows far
sooner than could the finest wizard in your realm | can alert you of the danger while we pursue
our comon goal ."
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"\What common goal ?"

"Way to find the archinmage, of course,” Astron said. "If he stands to these wi zards as a prince
does to the djinns of nmy realm then only he will be able to turn aside their anger and tell them
to desist."

Astron paused. The hint of a smile crept onto his face. "So you see, what we seek is the sane, as
well as what we avoid."

Kestrel felt the danpness of the cloth that Astron had thrown himand dropped it to the ground
with the other. He patted his mare and frowned.

"You can detect the presence of these inps before they can get too close?" he asked.

"Far before what you night disnmiss as a fleeting spark of light or a distant buzz of an insect,
can recognize it for what it truly is."”

"And once detected, you can confine themas well?"

"They would bite ny fingers just as surely as yours,"” Astron said. "It is the bottles made by your
magi ci ans that are best to keep themin."

"Such jars cost a great deal," Kestrel said. "Far nore than a dozen brandels. | have—have dealt
with a guild of Procolon to the north and know full well what one mght bring."

"Then too there is the matter of the gold inp and others of its kind. For those | do not know for
sure that | can even detect."

"I'f you have not heard of such, then they nost probably do not exist," Kestrel said.
"But | heard you speak of themto the w zards."

"It was a lie." Kestrel shrugged his shoul ders, disnissing the thought. He | ooked into the denmon's
unbl i nki ng eyes. Not being able to snatch even a glinmer of what he really was up to nade hi mvery
unconfortable. But what Astron had said nade sense. Kestrel had bruised the pride of not a single
wi zard but al nost a dozen. The archi mage probably was the only one who could get himout of his
fix. Only Al odar woul d have enough power to turn aside the nasters' wath once he sonehow was
convinced it was all a sinple mstake. And
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surely Kestrel could cone up with a plausible explanation before he got to the capital of
Procol on. Crossing the border would be the only problem

Kestrel smled. Now that he thought of it, being in the presence of the archinage mght lead to
ot her opportunities as well. The naster of five magics was a man just like the rest. What
satisfaction there would be in giving himthe chance to outsmart a sinple woodchopper. The
archi nage! Yes, it would be the greatest triunph of all!

"Very well," Kestrel said after a monent's nore deliberation. If the denon had any ulterior

moti ves, he would deal with them when they became nore apparent. For now he would continue as he
had been asked. "Qur paths are still joined. I will get us to the archi nage—as we, of course, have
originally agreed."

"Alie," Astron said slowy, apparently ignoring what Kestrel said. "You spoke sonething which was
not a reflection of the truth, or at |least your interpretation of it."

"OfF course," Kestrel said. "I explained to you already what | am about, what all nmen are about.
Concern yourself about it no longer. The only difference is that some of us are nmore skilled in
seeing through the words to what stands behind.'1
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"You have this skill of observation?" Astron asked.

Kestrel sighed. The events of the past hour had already been too draining. He did not want to
experience any nore intense feelings. He shook his head and turned away.

Astron waved at the mare and wagon. "l understand,” he said, "that you do not have the neans of
transporting us as swiftly as a mghty djinn. One is bound by his honor for no nore than he is
capabl e of giving." He reached out and tugged on Kestrel's sleeve. "There will be tine, therefore,
that can be nost profitably spent with no hint of disgrace—time to tell me how you | earned to
discern the truth of things that are not."

Kestrel studied Astron's expression. He saw no trace of nocking judgnment. The denbn's words of
honor and trust unl ocked nenories that had been suppressed for too many years. Unbi dden, they
bubbl ed up to be exam
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i ned again. They would not go away until they had been acknow edged. And if only a being from
anot her real mheard them who would really care?

"I did not have such skills at first," Kestrel heard hinmself say softly. "Not at first, when
per haps they counted the nost." He waved his armup toward the wagon where Phoebe sat entranced.
"I'n many ways the wi zard reninds ne of her—at least in the way she speaks and sniles."

Kestrel |ooked down at the brandels he clutched in his hand and ran his fingers over the bust of
the old queen. "Evelyn was a wandering sorcerer, so she said, unaf-filiated with those on Mrgana
across the great sea. The logo of the eye on her robe was plainly stitched and unadorned. A
sorcerer of great beauty she was as well, as fair as Vendora, the ruler of Procolon, in her prine.

"Her | ove for me knew no bounds, she told nme. Anything that | asked that was in her power would be
mne. And who was | to believe otherwise, a |lad barely out of his teens.

"The request was sinple enough—+to go with her among the townspeople | knew, add credence to her
tale, and hold the pledges for safekeeping that each of them subscribed. Wen the total was
sufficient she would add a nmat chi ng anount of her own and then, while | waited outside the gates,
negotiate with the Cycloid Guild for the sale of sone properties that would aid in the
enchantnents. Wth them she would formgreat illusions of healing and relieve the deep-set pains
t hat even sweet-bal mcould not touch. Qur village would becone famous for the soothing conforts
the charms provided. Everyone would share in the fees that such wonders would bring. And | woul d
|l earn the words of the spells and be second only to her in the eyes of the grateful

"Three days | paced in front of the forbidding doors of the guild before some of the nore
suspi ci ous townspeopl e canme and asked to count again the contents of the sacks | so carefully
guarded. When they were opened and iron disks instead of soft gold spilled out, I was as much
shocked as they. Even when told how the sw tch
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nmust have taken place in a nonment of intinacy, | would not believe. At any second, | knew, the
gates woul d open and Evel yn woul d enmerge with a satisfactory explanation.

"But she did not cone; she left by another exit fromthe guild al nost as soon as she had entered
No, she reappeared not then nor during any of the four years | wasted away in a dungeon in
puni shnent for ny part in the crine.

"So when | finally was set free, | started learning to look intently at the faces, to read behind
the words and to serve to nagicians and other nasters sone of the sane fornulas that they would
brew for me."

Kestrel paused and shrugged. "It is not so difficult if you set your mind to it. Every man betrays
hi s i nnernost thoughts with slight gestures and the tugs of muscles in his face, master as well as
sl ave. You nerely have to put yourself in his place and feel as your own what nust be his driving
desires. Each tinme you observe, the readings becone clearer, the hidden notives behind t hem easier
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to read.

"And with that understanding cones the power to nanipulate, to guide and channel according to your
own desire. One can twist a master of the arts like a nagic ring about his finger and show to the
world, |ike Evelyn, how undeserving he is.

"So in the end | have becone a sorcerer as nuch as any other. No, | know nothing of the
incantations that are so hard to say but if spoken thrice bind the spells. | do not bend others to
nmy will by force of magical art. The illusions that | spin are fabrics of the other's own
thoughts, rather than nmy own. | merely encourage the inpul ses that are already there and enabl e
themto flower for a brief nonment for nmy own gain before they are subsequently snothered by
shane. "

The sadness in Kestrel's face tugged like a great weight. "Now | do have the skill of
observation,” he said. "I can see through nen to their true worth. And unfortunately, | am anobng
t he best."

Kestrel stopped his ranbling. He | ooked at Astron
with questioning eyes. "Now do you understand any better?" he asked.

"No," Astron said. "It is all very interesting, but in fact, | guess | do not. Wiy would this
Evel yn say she would return and then change her m nd without letting you know?"

Kestrel sighed again. At least for the nonent, the bitterness was expunged. And it was far better
for a denmon to hear his confession than for someone who coul d mani pul ate the information agai nst
him For a long nonment there was silence; then Kestrel waved back to the wagon. "dinb inside and
|l et us be going," he said. "I have sonme clothing that you should don so that you will not attract
notice as we travel northward."

Astron nodded. "But you have not yet told ne of the wizard. Wiy did you return for her at such
great risk?"

"I do not know " Kestrel shrugged. "But it does not matter. Into the wagon, | say. Let us be
gone. "

"You had no real need," Astron persisted as he clinbed aboard. "As | understand it, it could only
be the act of a hero.”

CHAPTER EI GHT
Tal k of the Thaunaturges

THE race across the Sout hern Kingdons was swi ft. Kestrel pushed the mare as nmuch as he dared,
barely stopping for food and sl eep. Astron had no requirenent for nourishment and Phoebe in her
entranced state needed little. In three days' time they crossed Sam rand and Laudi a and entered
Et hi dor, which bordered Procolon on the south. During their trek, Astron saw no sign of the
searching inps, but the conpelling sense of urgency did not abate. At any nonent, the w zards
coul d dis-
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cover where they were and subject themto their wath. The tale of what awaited Astron back in his
own realm if he did not succeed in time, Kestrel could scarcely believe, but the denobn remained
steadfast in urging the « wagon on ward.

Toward dusk of the third day, they arrived in the port of Menthos as the onshore breeze blew thick
pl umes of dark snoke from foundries across the isthnus. Kestrel pulled his horse to a stop at the
head of the main street of the town. He gl anced back at Phoebe, who appeared to be sl eeping on a
rough bed under the wagon's canopy. The branches and snags neant to be foisted off as anvil -wood
had | ong since been discarded. Astron sat at Kestrel's side, wearing a | ong cape and hooded |ike a
mast er, although no | ogo was displayed. A worn tunic, |eggings, boots and gl oves covered nost of
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his faintly scal ed skin.

On the left side of the main street, behind a sidewal k of rough planking, stood a | ong row of

apot hecari es, wooden-faced structures mainly of one storey. Some were brightly painted and
prosper ous-1 ooki ng, others were dull with isinglass wi ndows scratched and hazy. "Gl ena and

ci nnabar," some of the placards over doorways proclaimed; "Fresh vacuumof all quantities, created
daily," said others.

On the right, steep stairways |ed down a short cliff to docks and quays. Riding gently at anchor
wer e broad-beaned galleons, all lying high in the water, though some had their decks filled with
cl osely packed bottles, their sails unfurled, ready to wei gh anchor

At the other end of the street, behind high fences, |arge snokestacks towered into the sky,
bel chi ng dense bl ack cl ouds. Even fromthe distance, one could hear the roar of huge bell ows
feeding air into furnaces and snell the hint of metallic funes.

The traffic on the street was the usual mixture of scurrying nessengers, maids hawking fruits and
material fromsinple carts, merchants in ani mated conversation, and an occasional litter bearing
sonmeone of inportance. Mxed with the rest were nen-at-arnms in groups of twos
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and threes, wandering aimessly, apparently |ooking for something to spark their jaded interests.

"An al chemi st's town, no doubt about it," Kestrel said as he pointed to the rising snoke. He had
decided it best to explain things to Astron as soon as somnethi ng new was seen by the denon. It
woul d reduce the chance of questions at inappropriate tines, like those that had been asked at
Phoebe' s cabi n.

Kestrel shook his head slightly as he spoke. He had beconme quite used to the physical presence of
the denon. The oddity of his bizarre origin had |ong since faded away. A winkl ed nose, Kestre
now under stood, indicated puzzlenent, the flicking of the eye nenbranes a retreat into the deep

| ogi cal thought. But beyond these sinple signs, he still could not fathom any notives behind those
that the devil professed. Hopefully, they would beconme nore apparent as they drew closer to the

ar chi mage.

Despite his statenents about experience as a catal oguer of the real mof nen, Astron was totally

i gnorant about sonme of the sinplest things. Abstract concepts beyond what one could see and touch
took a good deal of explaining. But the demon was an eager and attentive pupil, asking questions
until he was sure that he fully understood.

"If this is the lair of alchenm sts, then what formnulas do they work?" Astron asked. "The chance
for success nust be quite high, judging fromthe nunber who are congregated all in one place."

"Vacuuns, " Kestrel said. "By nelting netals, the alchem sts of Menthos can produce the hardest
vacuunms on the great sea. They are in demand by magi ci ans and thaumaturges for their own rituals
and simulations."

"But a vacuumis the total absence of matter. How can that have any value at all?"

"I do not understand the details," Kestrel said, "but by connecting one of the bottles produced
here to another vessel, the air can be renoved far better than by any punp. Lids can be seal ed
with greater force than that provided by the finest waxes. Huge pistons can be
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made to nove along long cylinders, raising bridges over navigable rivers."

"The absence of matter,"” Astron munbled, "and in the realmof nen great effort is put intoits
creation.” He winkled his nose. "Another fascination. If only there were nore tine."

Kestrel started to say nmore, but he suddenly spotted what he was | ooking for on the crowded
street. Half a block down from where they had stopped, three brown-robed young nmen were perform ng
their services for a queue of men-at-arns standing on the sidewal k, waiting their turn. Kestre
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poi nted out his destination and started the mare slowy forward.

"Thaumaturges, " he said, "a journeyman and two apprentices. See, one wears but a single wavy |ine
on his sleeve; the other two are unadorned. But no natter that a naster is not present. They wll
know what is happening by the nature of their trade better than nost."

Astron | eaned forward to watch the activity as the wagon approached. One of the apprentices deftly
clicked short shears through the long hair of a sergeant who sat in a portable chair set up on the
sidewal k in front of the line. The second scooted about on his knees sweeping up the | ocks as they
fell and passing themon to the journeynan seated at a table a little di stance away.

The last of the three carefully extracted a single strand of hair fromthe rest of each tress and
dipped it into a pot of glue at his side. Wth a snmooth notion, he aligned the sticky hair along
the length of a piece of twine directly in front of where he sat. The nen-at-arns chatted anong

t hensel ves and the apprentice who w el ded the shears, apparently totally oblivious of the other
activities about them

"I recognize the craft," Astron said as they approached. "The one with the doubled bl ades is
called a barber. In exchange for a coin he renoves hair fromthe head and face."

"I'n the Sout hern Kingdons, there is no fee." Kestrel pulled the wagon to a halt directly in front
of the line of waiting nen. "The hair itself is paynent enough.”
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"Somet hi ng new for sale?" one of the nen-at-arns called out, jingling the purse at his waist as
Kestrel vaulted to the ground. "It has been a fortnight of staring at the fires across the narsh.

This is our first day of |eave."

"How much for an evening with the wench?" A second poked his head into the interior of the wagon
and spi ed Phoebe's reclining form

"Al though she is mne to command, such base use is not— Astron began before Kestrel reached up
and laid a hand of warning on his arm

"A fortnight without rotation." Kestrel smled. "Along time without distraction. Tell ne, how
have things fared on the border for those who m ght wish to pass?"

The two nmen-at-arns turned suddenly silent and resuned their place in line. Kestrel noticed the

gl ower of the sergeant who sat in the apprentice's chair. "My business is with the journeyman,"” he
said. "What he has learned fromall who have sat here certainly is not the fault of your own fine
squad of nen."

Kestrel watched the sergeant relax back into the chair as he wal ked down to where the journeyman
worked his craft. As he approached, he noticed the hatchet-sharp nose that split the thaunaturge's
el ongat ed and nel ancholy face and how, with eyes furrowed with concentration, he arranged nore
than two dozen pieces of twine in front of him each with a hair glued down its length fromthe
head of a different man. The journeyman nunbl ed sonet hing that Kestrel could not quite catch and
then began deftly to weave the strings into a stout rope the thickness of a man's thunb.

Si nul t aneously a second hair fromeach of the clippings before himdisentangled fromthe rest.

Li ke worns on a hot griddle, they danced toward one another and then began to intertwine. In a
perfect mimcry of the weaving of the journeyman, the hairs wove into a tiny replica of the rope
but with a diameter smaller than the shaft of a pin.

"What is your greatest |ength?" Kestrel asked as he approached.
93

"Over ten tines the height of a man but with a carrying strength for its size greater than
anyt hing but the strands of a spider's web. You have no need for bul ky ropes of henp or cotton
when you can possess such conpact beauties as these braids."
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"Only ten times? Oh, then it is a pity." Kestrel backed away. "I was hoping for something nore the
di stance fromhere to the quay."

The journeyman | ooked up fromhis work. His eyes ran over Kestrel's runpled tunic and he frowned.
"Even with the aid of thaumaturgy which weaves the tiny strands as quickly as if they were readily
handl ed tw nes," he said, "what you request woul d take much effort to produce. Each short |ength
must be knotted together. You speak of sonething neasured in golden brandels rather than the nere
coppers of Ethidor. Are you sure you do not waste ny tinme?"

Kestrel paused a nonent before answering. Then he shrugged and smiled. "Perhaps you are right.
There are probably others who have what | want directly on hand." He turned to go and, w th what
| ooked |i ke an afterthought, tossed a brandel onto the table am d the braids of hair. "For your
troubl e, " he said.

The journeyman eyed the coin as it spun to rest on the rough surface. He | ooked at Kestrel a

second tine and then apparently made up his mnd. "Luthor, to the master's den," he commanded.
"Fetch the other braidings with length of ten. I will knot themall together for a price that
woul d be nost fair."

As the apprentice scanpered off, the journeyman called out to Kestrel, who was hal fway back to the
wagon. "Here, | will show you howit is done while we wait," he said. "Watch as | join together
the short length I have just nmade with another of simlar size."

Kestrel hesitated a nonent but then continued toward the wagon

"You ask of the border,"’
tell you to pass the tine
who stood in |ine.

the journeyman continued. "Perhaps there is sonmething of interest | can
" He waved his armat the remaining apprentice, now working on the next
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| There is much that we learn fromthose with whomwe ade."

Kestrel turned slowy and shrugged. "I have heard (that many are the numbers who mill about in the
bogs. "

"And for no real purpose,” the journeyman answered quickly. "Qur own Prince Rupert's troops are
there nerely because his al chem sts could not abide by each )ther's agreements with the mners of
Pr ocol on—anmbushi ng and wayl ayi ng each other's shipnents of gal ena and other |ead ores as they cane
south to the foundries. When Celibor rips his mnd fromlusting after sone wench, he is the worst,
and his rivals little better. It is no wonder old Queen Vendora dispatched a garrison to guard the

way.

"Then Rupert's pride could not stand the presence of JProcolon's banners on his soil. So his own
| egi ons were [di spatched to ensure that none remained on this side of 1 the border. And now t hey
sit staring at each other, with 'no traffic at alj going either way." "None at all?" Kestre
asked.

"A month ago, a small wagon about the size of yours attenpted to run past Procolon's lines, after
bri bi ng some squad on this side of the marsh.*' The thaumaturge shrugged. "Their archers gave him
no chance to speak before everything was consuned in flame." "And wits of safe passage?"

"A profitable business." The journeynan | aughed. "I can point you to a dozen scribes who would
gladly wite the nost inpressive docunents for a suitable fee. The trouble is that the nen who
wal k the Procolon Iine are as testy as ours. They swing their swords first and then ask their
sergeants if it was the proper thing to do.

"But never nmind all of that. Let nme show you how | will make the | ength of braid that you
request." The journeynman positioned two | engths of woven rope in front of him the strands in each
one cenmented to individual hairs. He grasped a single twine fromthe end of each and with ninble
fingers knotted themtogether. Then he selected a second pair, interwove themw th the first and
joined themtogether as well. Proceeding ne-

file:/l/G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (47 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:05 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt
95
thodicaily, a pair at a tinme, he spliced the ends in a strong bond.

Kestrel did not follow the notions of the two correspondi ng braids of hair but he knew what was
happeni ng. They too were becom ng knotted and bound in exactly the sane way as the easier to
mani pul ate ropes in the hands of the thaunaturge. The laws of "like produces |ike" and "once
toget her, always together" were being used to performa perfect sinulation

I nstead, Kestrel was looking in the direction in which the apprentice had sped away. Wen he saw a
blur in the distance that indicated the young man's return, he suddenly reached out and tapped the
j ourneyman on the shoul der

"The sergeant seened a little perturbed that his nmen mght talk of the border,’
"What do you suppose he thinks when he hears the sane words cone from you?"

he said quickly.

"What | have said will cause no harm" the journeyman answered. "He is concerned only about the
regul ations laid down by his captain.”

"Still." Kestrel pointed at the brandel lying where it had fallen. "How would you explain that a
stranger was willing to pay gold for what he has heard?"

"But you said that is for—

"l see his frown deepen."” Kestrel smled back to the sergeant waiting for his nmen. "Perhaps the
two of us should go over together and explain."

"No, the brai ded—

Kestrel reached down and deftly scooped up the coin. "On the other hand, perhaps it is best for
everybody if this transaction never took place."

Bef ore the thaunmaturge could say nore, Kestrel glided back to the wagon and cli nbed aboard. Just
as the apprentice cane panting up with coils of the tiny rope about both his arns, Kestre

moti oned the nare to start away. The only problemwas nerely getting across the border, he
renenmbered thinking. It looked as if it was not going to be quite so easy.

The afternoon faded i nto darkness while Kestrel pon-lered how to proceed. He had sl ow y navi gated
t he wagon up and down the streets of Menthos a dozen tinmes, |looking at all the shops and
factories, but no inspiration had cone. Wth a growing fatigue, he studied in the encroaching

di mess the last of the foundry fires as they w nked out for the night. Somehow, the solution to
getting past two lines of armed men and into Procolon had to involve the | arge works of

al chem sts, but he could not quite put all the elenents of a solution together

Kestrel glanced at Astron, sitting patiently at his side. The denon had halted all his questions
when he had been told that interruptions would not be appreciated for a while. Kestrel glanced
back into the interior of the wagon at Phoebe's still slunbering form He sighed. He was bothered
about that little detail as well.

What good had it done to rescue her fromthe other w zards, if she remained in a sem animate state
under the control of a denbn? Sooner or |ater, soneone would get suspicious about a worman in a
trance, wearing the robe and | ogo of a wizard. Wrd would surely get back to her peers. Crossing
the border would be difficult at best, and Phoebe in her condition was an added conplication

On the other hand, if Astron were to rel ease Phoebe fromhis dom nation, Kestrel was not sure what
woul d happen. She mght imediately try to contact her council and aid in Kestrel's apprehension
as well. How easy would it be to convince her to keep quiet about her travelling conpani ons?

"What about the wi zard?" Kestrel asked out |oud after a nmonment's nore thought. "lIs it harnful to
keep her in such an unnatural state?"

"Eventual ly, yes," Astron said. "The nuscles atrophy and the thoughts turn sluggi sh, even after
one is released. In tinme, she would beconme no nore than a vacant doll with drool on her chin.”
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Kestrel jerked the horse to a sudden halt. "I still do not know quite why | brought her along," he
said, "but certainly not for a fate such as that." He wavered for a
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monment in uncertainty and then thought of the warnth of her snmile. "Perhaps it is better to
rel ease her now. "

"By eventually, | neant a | ong passage of time," As-tron said. "As for the present noment, do you
really think it wise? | have held her to avoid nore struggle of the wills, but if I were to set
her free, she might not be simlarly inclined. Mdst likely she would try to dom nate ne instead.
The first contest was hard enough. | do not wish to undergo it again."

"No, sonehow, | will take care of that," Kestrel said. H's thoughts raced as he spoke. Now that he
bad decided, it was inportant that the deed be done. "She is the key el ement of the exchange. A
countess is what we need. Yes, a countess to inpress one of the alchenmists with the possibility of
a very large reward."

"A reward? I n exchange for what?" Astron asked.

"Transport across the border in exchange for—for a mne," Kestrel said. As he spoke everything
fell into place. Phoebe was the m ssing element that he had been searching for! By posing as a
countess, she would give themthe credibility that was lacking in his half-formed plans. Never

m nd about the risk of letting her decide for herself. He woul d work out sonething when everything
coul d be expl ai ned. Kestrel turned the wagon into an alleyway and halted.

"Quickly," he said. "Rel ease her now so that we can purchase sone clothing appropriate for her
station. At dawn tonorrow, we nust be ready to start."

"Your notives regarding the female | still do not understand," Astron said. He winkled his nose
and for a |long nonent nothing happened. Then abruptly his face cleared and he turned his attention
to studying the tackle of Kestrel's nare.

"Awake," he said sinmply. "I release you, w zard, to conmand your own wll."

Kestrel watched Phoebe's eyes flutter and then spring open. She | ooked up at the wagon's canopy in
the darkness and then at the two figures hovering over her. Her eyes wi dened further and she
clutched her fist to her nouth, preparing to scream
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Kestrel reached down and stroked her arm Gently he placed an extended finger on her cheek

Phoebe's eyes flashed in the gathering darkness. She drew a deep breath and slowy returned her
hand to her side.

"Where am | ?" she asked in a controlled tone after a monent. "Wat is it that you want?"

"Renenber the anvilwood?" Kestrel tried to nmake his voice soothing. "I amthe woodcutter who
brought it to your cabin. You summoned a denon nore powerful than you could control."

Phoebe's eyes shifted fromKestrel to Astron. "Yes," she said in sudden recognition. "The denon.

Hs will was too strong. | could not resist. | amhis to do with what he will." She shuddered and
snapped shut her eyes. "The council was right after all. Their barbs and jeers are true." She
tugged at the folds of the robe about her hips. "I wear the logo of a naster only because of ny
father's wealth, not because of skill. Go ahead, devil, do with me what you will."

"No, you do not understand,"” Kestrel continued. "Test your thoughts. They are free. The contest is
finished and you are donmi nated no nore."

Phoebe cowered in silence for a | ong noment but then Kestrel saw the tension gradually fade away.
The wrinkl es vani shed fromher brow Tentatively she sat up and shook her head, as if trying to
toss away thoughts that did not bel ong.
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"Free-willed | am woodsman," she said cautiously. "Thank you for your aid." She reached down in
confusion to her waist and patted a purse that was not there. "Your product is as good as you
bragged it to be. You need not show nme the contents of each |leather sack as | originally intended.
Let us go back into the cabin and | will pay you your price, though | nmust say that | amgetting
the better part of the bargain."

"Ah, things are not quite that sinple," Kestrel said. "You see, we are not outside your cabin, but
in Menthos, near the border to Procolon.”
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The tension in Phoebe's face returned. "Menthos! | do not understand."

"Your council of w zards has becone enraged,"” As-tron said. "As we speak, they no doubt have nany
i mps scouring the countryside | ooking for—

"You," Kestrel cut in. "Yes, you are the one they seek, a wizard in flight fromwhat they construe
as the justice that is your due."

"Yes, the council and their hidebound ways," Phoebe said. "But Menthos? | still do not

understand. "

"Wll, this is the way of it," Kestrel said. He | ooked into Phoebe's questioning eyes. He should
have thought things through a little nore thoroughly before having As-tron rel ease her fromhis
control

"Yes," Phoebe said. "Wat indeed is the way of it?"

"The council of w zards think that— Kestrel began but this tinme Astron interrupted.

"W need your help," the denon said, "to cross the border and see the archi mage. Kestrel sees you
as the key elenent of the plan. Despite what he has done to your reputation back in Brythia, we
need your help here and now. "

Kestrel grinaced, expecting Phoebe's face to knot into one of displeasure. Next time, he just had
to get the denon to understand and follow his |l ead, rather than cut in on his own. Not that there
woul d be a next time, if Phoebe decided to rectify what had happened to her good nanme. He shook
his head, awaiting the outburst. Wy had freeing the wi zard been such a good idea?

But the hard words did not conme. "You need ny help," Phoebe repeated, "the service of a w zard,
and you have cone to ne."

Kestrel blinked at the unexpected tone. "Wzardry, why no," he rushed to say. "It was sonething
rather different fromthat." He | ooked into Phoebe's eyes and found the words of deception harder
and harder to get out of his throat. "We nust get to the archinage," he said at last, "and for
that we nust first cross the border. | think that | have a nmeans of acconplishing it. W need an
i nper sonation of a countess, one who is the seeker of
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thrills, one who can convince an al chenist to grant favors in exchange for profit to be received
later." He hesitated and then added in a nunble, "The archimage will be able to set things
strai ght between you and your council as well."

"Then it is true," Phoebe said. "I was indeed doninated by the denmon. If it is skill in wzardry
that you desire, el sewhere is where you should | ook."

"No, no, if wizardry is called for along the way, you are the one to whomwe will turn," Kestre
said. "It is just that there are other requirenents as well." "You need ne?" Phoebe questioned
again. Kestrel just nodded, trying to fathomthe notivations behind the pretty snile. He was
having difficulty reading the w zard, just as he did with the denon, but for a different reason
The enotions were on her face well enough; but when he | ooked at her, distracting thoughts warped
the | ogi cal cadence of his thought.
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"And it will help you with the council,"” he repeated weakly.

"The council." Phoebe shook her head. "I have little doubt that they have found sone way to give
me censure." She snoothed the folds of her robe and shrugged. "It has not been such an easy
struggle. Wthout the largess of ny father, | would never have been able to pay the triple fees

the masters charged to initiate me into their art. The stocking of ny larder comes |less fromthe
few paynments | receive for ny craft than the conti nued openness of his purse.

"Far better for all concerned, it has been nade quite clear nore than once, if Phoebe behaved nore
i ke her cousins and sisters, lounging in the dresses of brocade and attending the balls of the
prince."

"What do you nmean?" Astron said. "I cannot yet follow when nen speak in such abstraction."
"Men, indeed," Phoebe said. "I suspect the real mof daenon is nuch |ike what you see about you
here." She narrowed her eyes and | ooked piercingly at Astron. "Tell ne howit is that only the

mal es answer the summons through the flame and grapple with the wizard' s will.
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Why no fenal es? What have you done with then"

"Way, that is not the purpose of the broodmothers,” Astron said. "They serve one function and no
nmore. It is unthinkable for it to be any other way."

"And you, Kestrel, how many wi zards of nmy sex have you encountered in your peddling of woods?"
"Ah, you are the only one."

"Yes, the only female wizard in Brythia, perhaps in all the kingdonms that border the great sea.
Despite all the regulations thrown in the way, the unapproving stares, the whispers behind ny
back, | becanme a master—an equally accredited naster in a | ocal council, whether they liked it or
not . "

"Then, if your council does not look with favor on you at the nonent— Kestrel began

"It can only be an intensification of what already was felt. | aman enbarrassnent to them because
I amso different and do not assune their stately airs. But no matter, | have won the robe and
they cannot take it away."

Phoebe paused and | ooked at Kestrel. "What is inportant to ne nowis not their thoughts,
woodcutter, but yours. What do you think of a nmaster who happens not to be a mal e? Wuld you use
me when you could elect to choose a man instead?" She gl anced over at Astron and her voice
softened to a whisper. "Use one who has already proven that a denmon such as that is her better in
a battle of wills?"

Kestrel blinked again. "I have considered you a naster, no different fromthe rest," he said. The
questi on went deeper than that, but his answer was a truthful one. She had been chosen for the
anvi | wood because of her greater wealth, not anything else. As for the rest, he felt the old
barriers sliding strongly into place. No good could cone fromraising the innernost feelings and
trying to strip away the scarred | ayers of pain.

"Well said." Phoebe sniled faintly. "Perhaps ny instincts in the nmatter were correct fromthe
first. Stand in the light so | can see you better. No, not you, denon, only the man."
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Kestrel clinbed back down fromthe wagon and into the brightness of the street.

"Yes, it is all com ng back now." Phoebe's snile broadened. "I renenber why | invited you in. And
as for now, wi zardry or sonething else of equal value, it does not really matter. Just so | ama
full partner, and not a tool to be manipulated |like a sorcerer's slave."

"You will not try to continue our struggle for doni nance?" Astron asked.
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"No, why should I?" The snile vani shed from Phoebe's face. "If you still desired to control ny
will, I do not see how | could resist a second tine, knowing | had lost the first." She turned her
eyes away from Astron and | owered her head. "I have already proven nyself worthy to wear the | ogo

of the naster. Perhaps in the end, that will be sufficient.”

"There is no nore to it!" Astron exclainmed. "Kestrel, you are nost remarkable. | apol ogize for ny
doubt. When there is nore tinme, you nust explain how you achi eved such an agreenent of wills."

Kestrel lightly touched Phoebe's arm again. Despite the inner warnings, it felt good to do so.
"Things are not always what they seem denon," he said slowy. "I have already told you that."

Astron winkled his nose and his nmenbranes slid into place. For a nmoment he stared off into the
di stance and did not speak

He suddenly burst out of his contenplation after a nonent. "Then let us get on with your plan. The
ni ckers of light that I now see at the end of this alley—+ do not believe that they are the sinple
fireflies of your realm”
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CHAPTER NI NE
The Al cheny of Air

KESTREL hit the tapper against the brass door with authority. The gong seened to reverberate al

al ong the high netal -plated fencing that ran around the foundry. Even though it was barely dawn,
snoke was already spilling out of the stack on the other side of the enclosing barrier. The wheeze
of the bellows was quite loud, Iike the noan of a great djinn with nothing to destroy.

Astron had not been sure how much longer it would be before the wi zards became certain of their
| ocation, but they had little tine for additional delay. They had to get over the border and to
the archi mage soon, or it would all be too |ate.

Kestrel cupped his hands to his nmouth and spoke directly at the denon, the noises within the
foundry masking his words nore than a few feet away. "Now renenber, Astron," he said. "You are the
consul ting al chem st for the countess. You will observe the process and say nothing. Qccasionally
shake your head slightly in disapproval after an explanation. Under no circunstances ask any of
your questions. Just be on the | ookout for nmore of your kind."

"But an alchemist | amnot," Astron said. "I cannot speak that which does not reflect reality."

"That is just the point," Kestrel said. "Do not say a thing. Let those inside draw whatever
conclusions they will. For what they think, you are not responsible.”

"To stand and shake ny head is not very interesting, Kestrel. At least | should be able to find
out sonmething to add to my catal ogues. "

"I will see to it that you are suitably amused," Kestre
104
said. "Just keep quiet while you are about it."

Kestrel turned his attention to Phoebe. The gown they had purchased the previous evening with

ei ght of the dozen brandels suited her well; she carried herself as one would expect of the
nobility. She returned his approving look with a snmile, but he pulled his eyes away. She had

ent husi astically taken on the role he had outlined to her and did not even bother to ask any nore
about what had happened at her cabin or even the reason he was originally there.

So |l ong as she did not ask, Kestrel decided, there was no reason for himto explain nore. He
darted one nore furtive glance in her direction. And yet his logic did not quite ring true. For
the first time in a long while, he was sonehow unconfortabl e about what he was hiding from soneone
el se.
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The door suddenly opened and Kestrel turned to neet the gatenman. "The grand countess of Brythia,
second cousin to the king, is here to discuss terns for the shipnment," he said. "Show us to the
head al cheni st without delay."

The gateman puckered his prunelike face into a mass of winkles. Wth studi ed di sapproval, he

| ooked up and down Kestrel's own plain clothing and Astron, hooded by his side. "I have received
no instructions about a visitor," he said. "You will have to wait until | check with naster
Celibor."1

"Surely we can wait inside, rather than here on the street," Kestrel said. "Perhaps even a chair
so that nmy lady can sit. The purse she carries is nost heavy. And fromwhat | hear of naster
Celi bor, he will be nost anxious to neet her."

The gateman gl anced at Phoebe, hesitated a nonent, then snatched at the brandel that Kestrel waved
in front of him "You may use ny stool." He waved as he headed of f across the interior of the
foundry yard.

Kestrel and the others stepped inside. Quickly, he surveyed the enclosure fromone end to the
other. The fencing forned a huge square, each side the length of a sprinter's race. In the rear
corner of the left stood dunps
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of ore, huge boulders ripped fromdeep running mnes, glinting with crystals of gray in the
nmor ni ng sun, A dozen | aborers swung hanmers at the |arger ones, reducing themto smaller chunks
and dust that were shoveled onto a belt squeaking over a | ong row of wooden rollers. Spinning
flywheel s and convol uted belts noved the rock into nmassive grinders and then through acrid
chenmicals dripping fromglazed retorts. At the term nus of the conveyor, a fine powder fell into a
chute leading to a huge brick-1ined anthanar in the center of the square. On the backside of the
furnace, barely visible fromwhere Kestrel stood, two three-man bellows alternately expanded and
shot air into the burning firepit.

A tall shed spanned the opposite side of the square, covering | oads of sand that fell from hoppers
into a red-hot cauldron. There a dozen gl assbl owers di pped | ong holl ow tubings into a transparent
slag. Wth bursting cheeks, they bl ew huge flat-bottomed bottles with tiny necks. These too were
conveyed to the furnace and entered on the side opposite fromthe processed ore.

Near the front of the anthanar stood two al chenists, each furiously witing on parchment, giving
life to the formulas that forned the basis of their craft. They stood on either side of a third
conveyor, this one discharging a sequence of | ead-capped bottles that were coll ected and arrayed
i n designated squares throughout the yard. Behind the back of the second master, in a cast-iron
trough, a river of nmolten netal ran into an array of nolds, presses, and rollers.

A bright lead foil extruded fromthe last of the rotating cylinders. Intricate objects that
Kestrel did not recognize dropped fromthe presses into a hopper. Sone of the nolds were sinple
i ngots, conveniently shaped for resal e el sewhere. The rest forned struts and geonetric figures,
evidently destined for a vast array of dull gray structures beyond the cooling area.

Among the distant sprawl were skel etons of icosohe-drons in three different sizes. Nestled with
solid-sided cubes, small spheres clustered |ike grapes on long cylindrical stens. Beyond the
smal | er structures, giant pylons
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soared twice the height of a man. Hollow balls of lead fully ten armlengths in dianmeter shone
dully in the nmorning sun. To the left of the conpleted spheres stood one in m dconstruction, the
bottom of a nesh-covered skel eton sheathed in a foil of |ead, while |aborers heated and fused
addi ti onal sheets above its bul ging equator.

"Somehow, in the final step of the formula that the alchemists guard in their grinoires, the
snelting of the metal produces the vacuum" Kestrel explained to the others. "The lead is used as
a seal only because it is conveniently there. As you can see the bulk of it goes into the nolds
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and presses for resale el sewhere as a byproduct. | think the geonetric shapes are used in
magi cian's rituals, although some of the foundries make small statuary to sell to the nobility as
wor ks of art as well.

"But beyond that is where our interest lies, where the vacuumis tested to verify its quality. As
you may know, not a single formula of alchemy can be guaranteed to succeed each and every tine.

I ndeed, the nore powerful have the |east chance of all. Each product rnust be verified to ensure
that the process has produced what was desired."

Astron and Phoebe turned to | ook where Kestrel pointed. They saw two workmen drag one of the

| arger bottles froma square and place it adjacent to what | ooked Iike a stitchery of cured hides
lying on the ground. One connected a bellows to the collection of hides and began punping. In a
few nonents it inflated into a perfect sphere. Then the second worknan thrust the neck of the
vacuum bottl e into the bell ows opening and broke the seal

Wth a powerful hiss that the three could hear even fromwhere they stood, the sphere buckled and
war ped, al though not back to the flattened shape it had before. Like a lunmpy pillow, it sagged on
the ground at the worknen's feet. The first bound off the opening at the bottom and the ot her set
it apart fromthe rest of the gear so that it received the full glare of the rising sun

"Yes, what is it?" A naster wearing the logo of the inverted triangle had energed froma hut near
t he gl ass-
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wor ks and foll owed the gatekeeper back across the foundry yard. He was short and swarthy with
smal | quick eyes that squinted in distrust. H s jaws hung heavy like a bulldog's. Kestrel wondered
whether, if he got his grip on sonething, he would ever |et go.

"If it is a large order, you had better place it quickly." The al cheni st waved toward the pile of
rock waiting to be crushed. "Wen that is gone, there will be no nore for vacuumfor a goodly
while, at least until the border to the north is once again open."

"Master Celibor, | presume," Kestrel said. "This is Countess Phoebe and she indeed is nost anxious
to buy." Kestrel paused and forced a snmile. "Her nmind as yet is not totally nmade up, however,
bet ween dealing with you or the establishnent across the street.”

"What —+liac!" Celibor exploded. "He is no less than responsible for the bl ockade in the first

pl ace. You should be blaming himfor the rise in prices, not giving himaid by favoring himw th
trade. If he had not persisted in trying to divert ore wagons rightly nmeant for ne, then none of
this confrontation at the border woul d have happened. Even the archi mage woul d be visiting our
fair kingdoms rather than wasting his good time entertai ning the ones who call thensel ves skyskirr
fromsone forsaken place or another far away."

"Neverthel ess, he has the reputation for a splendid product," Kestrel said.

"Lies of the market place," Celibor spat. "He turns out great volume of glassware and at |ess
cost, it is true. But how many prove to be nothing nore than jars of clear air rather than vacuum
of prime hardness, answer ne that? Wiy, [ook you at the pains we take to ensure that each batch
has indeed run its course, rather than randomy failed as is sonetines the case."

Cel i bor paused to catch his breath. The ruddi ness of his cheeks began to fade. He waved in the
direction of the hide sphere. The crushing indentations had vani shed; the sun had warnmed the air
that remained until the skin was again tight and firm As everyone watched it began
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gently to rise fromthe ground and tug at the single fetter that held it in place.

"El sewhere along the street,"” Celibor said, "they nerely let the balloons rise to their maximm
hei ghts and do no nore. Those batches that produce the highest they | abel as prem um grade vacuum
no matter that they mght be half as good as the ones produced the day before.
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"Here we do nore than that. W actually calculate the degree to which the jars are enpty from
measuring the balloon's ascent. Nowhere else are such quantitative tests made, not in a single
foundry along the street. W know the vol une of our balloons; the hides have been cured so that
they no longer stretch. Fromthe height to which they rise and equilibrate with the | esser density
of air outside, we can conpute the nmass that rides within. Fromthese nunbers we then deterni ne
precisely how well the test bottle extracted sone of the original contents and thence fromthat
how good was the vacuumit originally contained."

"That is nost interesting," Astron said. "A quantitative calculation ainmed at showi ng nothing as
the result.”

Cel i bor | ooked at the hooded figure and frowned. "Not every batch produces a ball oon which rises
so well," he explained. "Sonme bottles extract only half the air because only half was renoved from
them by the random perturbations of the creation process. Some draw no air at all: total failures
the likes of which you are nuch nore likely to find across the way."

"How hi gh do these ball oons rise?" Phoebe asked

Cel i bor | ooked at Phoebe as if he were noticing her for the first tinme. Wth a deliberate cool ness
he ran his eyes over her body. "A nost interesting question, ny lady," he said. "W usually test
only a single bottle in a batch; so, |like the one you see there, they rise only perhaps as far as
the top of the anthanar's stack or a little higher."

Kestrel noticed Celibor's reaction to Phoebe, but surprisingly the satisfaction of a plan going
well did not conme. Rather than being pleased that she had excited the
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alchemist's interest, he felt irritated by the degrading way in which he showed it. It would
i ndeed be soon enough when they were well away.

"And no gondol a attached for one to observe?" Phoebe asked as Kestrel tried to draw back Celibor's
attention.

"Why no, not every tine, ny countess, it would be a great waste." Celibor did not take his eyes
from Phoebe. "Al though we have baskets and the necessary riggings obtained fromthe thaumaturges
up the street, the purpose is to test, not to |lift a considerable weight. And with the onshore
breeze, there is risk as well. A parted tether would nean the occupants would sail right over the
encanped arnies and deep into Procolon itself."

"But then think also of the thrill of it," Phoebe said in a bored tone. "If only for a part of an
hour, floating like a cloud and | ooking down on the coastline as far as one could see. So much
nmore exciting that all those dreary teas and receptions. Yes, Kestrel, see to it. Do business with
the one who will offer a balloon ride as part of the bargain.”

"You are tal king a considerabl e expense," Celibor said. He finally | ooked from Phoebe back to
Kestrel and Astron. "And although | have been nost free to point out details of ny trade, | know
not hi ng of you other than what you profess."” He notioned back the way he had cone. "Visit ne in ny

chambers, ny lady; | will ask nmore of you there." Celibor again | ooked up and down the | ength of
Phoebe's gown. "Never nmind the clutter along the way. It is quite safe, since we keep it well away
fromthe flanmes. Just lift your hens a trifle and they will not be soiled as we wal k. "

"The countess and | will gladly follow " Kestrel said quickly. "But consultant Astron's tine is

perhaps better spent in evaluating nore of what takes place here. Pair himw th someone who talks
well and fast. He is the best of |isteners."

Astron opened his mouth to speak, but Kestrel grabbed himby the arm "There, the man with the pen
and quill —perhaps you will be amused by | earning nore

110

of these calculations. O even the scul pturing—see, | ook at that scaffolding going up on which
they are hanging those foils of lead. Surely those will be of nore interest than standing around
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listening to the countess and the naster exchangi ng pl easantries."”

"The cal cul ati ons and the structures, why yes," Astron said. "The sculpturing is akin to what |
call weaving and, for one who cannot do that, it would be interesting indeed. | need feel no
guilt. Wiile | wait | can no better serve ny—=

Kestrel squeezed Astron's armtighter and the denon stopped. He nodded and slowy started to nove
in the direction Kestrel had indicated. Kestrel whirled to catch up with Celibor and Phoebe as
they wal ked to the hut. The al chenmist had his arm around her wai st while he pointed out other
aspects of his foundry. Curse it, Kestrel thought. She permitted it just as he had instructed her
to.

Kestrel watched Phoebe try to shield fromher eyes the afternoon sun streaking into the hut
through a | ow wi ndow. He shifted unconfortably on his stool, kicked at cracked and di scarded
parchnents that cluttered the floor, and | ooked out the doorway into the foundry yard. He saw
Astron with sone sort of sextant sighting the top of the huge | ead spheres and then the pylons at
their side. Throughout the yard the bustle of the activity continued as if the border bl ockade did
not exist. The bell ows whooshed. A blistering heat radiated fromthe openings of the anthanar

Kestrel frowned at the | engthening shadows. Despite Celibor's other interests, his first concern
turned out to be for his profits. For nost of the day they had argued, and no agreenent was yet in
sight. Soon the sun would be setting, and they would have to come back the next day, sonething
that Kestrel definitely did not want to do. He would have to play through the last part of his

pl an, whether the al cheni st gave himan opening or not.

"But do you not see?" Celibor waved his hands around the confines of his hut. "This is no pal ace
with

111
rich furnishings paid for by the profits of nmy trade. Iliac across the way has seen to that with
his low prices and inferior products. | need the coin to pay the workers as the effort is done. |

cannot afford to await until the order is conplete no matter how alluring is the bounty | would
receive."

The al cheni st | ooked at Phoebe slyly. "Besides, | cannot really believe that a few noments al oft
is the primary reason you are so anxi ous to do business with ne. Wiy the concern, ny |ady, about
pretendi ng you are a bird?"

Kestrel became immediately alert. Celibor's statenment was what he had been waiting for. "You drive
a hard bargain." He laughed. "And this day grows long." He | ooked at Phoebe. "Wth your
perm ssion, ny |ady," he said.

Phoebe nodded slightly. Kestrel watched Celibor |ean forward from where he sat.

"There is the matter of the new mine," Kestrel continued snoothly. "One not in the nountains of
Procolon to the north, but in the very hills of Ethidor itself."

"There are no such mines," Celibor scoffed. "Qur own hills have been scoured nany tines over."

"But not froma height, not froma vantage point no other has taken." Kestrel |lowered his voice to
a whisper. "And not with a sketch of what to | ook for drawn by a sorcerer while under a far-
seeking trance." Kestrel pulled a tightly rolled parchnent fromhis belt and waved it quickly in
front of Celibor's face.

The al chemi st reached for it but Kestrel pulled it away with a nod. "You understand how critica
it is that word of this reach no one else. Your craft can ill-afford a repetition of what has
caused the inpulse to the north to occur."

Kestrel waited for Celibor to withdraw his hand and then continued. "OF course, our original plan
was to find the location and then keep it fromall, offering our ores to the highest bidder.” H's
sm |l e broadened. "But you deal with such skill that a direct share m ght be nore in order. Enough
perhaps so that you see the raising of the
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bal | oon as much in your interest as in ours."

Cel i bor gl anced at Phoebe and then back to Kestrel. "How do | know that these are not nore words,
per haps as enpty as the rest?"

"You do not." Kestrel shrugged and rose. "There is a risk here that nust be taken—a single balloon
ride for half share in what nmay be the only source of ore while the bl ockade continues. Perhaps
those across the street would indeed be nore receptive."

"No, wait," Celibor said. "In good faith, | have nmade investnments as well. Cone outside and see
what | have instructed the worknen to do while we talked. If we can agree on a fair price, then
even today the deed can be done."

Kestrel |ooked over to Phoebe and she tilted her head slightly a second tine. He shrugged and
turns his palns upward to Celibor. "Evidently, she likes you," he said. "A few hours nore she has
graciously granted."

Cel i bor grunted and scurried past where they sat into the afternoon sun. He squinted his eyes
agai nst the harshness and notioned for themto follow over into the testing area.

Kestrel and Phoebe |eft the hut with regal slowness and stepped out into the daylight. They wal ked
past the cooling |lead ingots, lattices, and pol yhedra and through the shadows cast by the great
spheres and pylons. As-tron | ooked up from what he was studying and notioned but Kestrel waved him
away. The hook was nearly set and he could not afford to be distracted.

Kestrel noted the contents of other huts as he passed. One on the left was piled high with cured
ani mal hi des and beyond it were seanstresses |ashing themtogether into a growing pile of balloons
not yet used. On the right, knot makers tied |lengths of braided hair into canopies that would fit
over the balloons when they were inflated and tether themto the ground.

When they caught up with Celibor, he was pointing at a long row of bottles all connected to a hose
of sonme rubbery fiber. Like a giant centipede the construction
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wander ed t hrough the open area where the tests were perforned.

"More than one bottle will be needed to renmpbve enough air so that the three of you can be borne
aloft,"” Celibor said. "My craftsnen have | abored | ong and hard to connect all of these bottles in
paral l el so that the evacuati on can quickly be done."

Kestrel |ooked down the snaking line. "Then we are al nost ready,"
details when we can be at the task right away."

he said. "Wiy haggl e over

"It is not quite as you make it seem"” Celibor said. "Two nore bottles nust be connected to the
chain. That is no easy nmatter if one wishes not to lose all the vacuumin the process. Then we
have to bind a valve to the balloon itself, one that will not |eak once it has been renpved of its

air." Celibor waved to one of the | eather spheres resting on the ground. It was partially inflated
and tugging slightly against the beginning of a breeze. "And the heating arrangenment | have not
yet contenplated. Much air will be extracted for this ride, not just a little amunt. Heating what
remains to regain the original volune is an intriguing challenge all in itself.”

Kestrel studied Celibor's expression, trying to judge the truthful ness of his words. He resisted
the impul se to grab the end of the hose nearest himand hurry the process along. Then suddenly as
he westled with what to say next, there was a | oud pounding on the netal doors that led to the
street.

"Open the gates," a voice sounded over the fence. "In the nanme of the wi zards of the Brythian
hills. You house the ones we seek."

Cel i bor glanced at his gateman in annoyance and then back in the direction of his hut toward a
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pil e of shields and swords. Kestrel spun around to |ook at Astron and saw the denon pointing
frantically into the air. Though it was not yet dusk, a swarmof lights could be seen dancing
along the fence line in a confusing buzz. The denon had been right; the w zards had caught up with
them and far sooner than Kestrel would have thought. Now there
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was no tine left for subtle naneuvers. Every second woul d count.

"Defend your property rights,"” Kestrel shouted at the puzzled alchenmist. "A direct attack from
your rivals across the way. They strike in desperation to prevent the ascent of the countess into
the air."

Celibor continued to hesitate and Kestrel turned his attention away. He had to get the foundry
workers to act. "You, and you with the sextant," he directed. "Back to the weapons store and arm
yoursel f against the entry. Delay themas long as you can." He waved at the apparatus directly in
front of where he and Phoebe stood. "Never mind the last two bottles. Quickly affix the valve." He
| ooked at the blank stares of the worknen and tried not to think how much nore nust be done.

Wth a sudden crash, the doors sprang i nward and a squad of nen-at-arms burst into the foundry
yard. Behind perhaps twelve warriors, each clad in mail, cane a quartet of w zards, shaking their
fists and urging those in front forward.

"Bent hon and Maspanar," Phoebe said, "and others of ny council. What you said was true. They
pursue me with great vigor."

"To the weapons."” Celibor evidently shook off his indecision when he saw the nen-at-arnms. He
pi cked up the hens of his master's robe and ran for his hut. "The visitors speak truly. Iliac
seeks to get ny share of the mne for hinself."

Kestrel | ooked fromthe gates and back to the naster's hut. Perhaps eight of Celibor's workers
woul d arm and provi de sone resistance. He glanced at the two struggling with the valve and saw
that they were now working as fast as they coul d.

"What of the devils?" he asked Phoebe quickly. "Where are the ones bigger than the inps on the
wal | ?"

"Benthon is quite conservative," Phoebe said. "He will use denons of as little power as he can
Perhaps the inps are all that they have under their spell."

"Then help with the balloon," Kestrel decided. "I will aid in the defense to give us as nmuch time
as | can."
115

Kestrel bolted to Celibor's hut and pushed two of the slower workers aside. He reached for one of
the shields and grabbed the sword that was closest of the lot. The blade felt heavy and not
bal anced to his liking but there was no tine to choose.

Swi ngi ng his arm back and forth in what he hoped were nenaci ng arcs he advanced with Celibor and
four others to neet the first of the attacking nmen-at-arns. Six of the w zards' nen raised their
shields to neet them Wth a ringing clang, steel crashed onto steel. Kestrel |unged forward,
trying to get around his opponent's guard, but the man who faced himwas skillful and dodged
ninbly to the side. The rest of the w zards' men noved quickly behind the first and spread to
outfl ank Kestrel and Celibor on both sides.

Kestrel retreated a step backward and darted a | ook back to the gate, sucking in his breath at
what he saw. Anot her dozen nmen poured through the opening, |ance-nmen and archers who fanned out
across the yard. The linp balloon that was to be passage over the border nade an ideal target and
in a heart beat three arrows pierced the hide as if it were paper. The sphere crunpl ed and sagged
to the ground. The lancers ran to the ore heaps and gl assworks, pushing all resistance in front of
theminto a disorgani zed retreat.
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"Anot her balloon fromthe storage hut," Kestrel shouted in desperation. "Start the bellows while
there is still a chance." He tore his gaze away fromthe scranbling worknen at the shouts to his
adversaries and barely ducked a swi pe at his unprotected neck.

Kestrel retreated another two steps and stunbl ed backward over a fallen workman, trying to block
out the growi ng sense of futility that hammered at his thoughts. He heard a crash behi nd him and
then a clatter of metal. A hot blast of air roared fromthe anthanar and al nost blistered the back
of his head. Flanmes shot up fromthe gl assworks. G obs of nolten slag arced over the yard,
starting small fires in the debris wherever they | anded. One hit the stack of uninflated ball oons,
and Kestrel
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groaned. In a nonent, their remaining neans of escape burned along with the rest.

Kestrel |ooked around for Phoebe or Astron, but acrid snoke was beginning to obstruct his view He
saw one of the pylons fall and then a second. The huge | ead sphere seenmed to lunmber fromits
pedestal and lurch his way. Kestrel staggered backward and felt the wall of Celibor's hut. The

al chem st had dropped his sword and was on one knee begging for mercy, a trickle of deep red
runni ng fromhis forehead.

The snoke thickened. Kestrel took a deep breath, plunging into where it was densest, just m ssing
anot her swipe at his side. The fumes hurt his eyes. He squinted into the dirty grayness, just
barely able to nake out the nmenacing fornms pursuing himand the indistinct objects toward which he
ran.

Kestrel staggered a dozen steps forward and burst back into clear air. Tears clouded his vision.
He shook his head in surprise, trying to understand what he saw. Al npost directly in front were
Phoebe and Astron, standing in the gondola Celibor had planned to couple to the balloon
Frantically the two were waving their arns and beckoni ng him forward.

Kestrel took one step, puzzled. The gondol a was nmade of straw. Soon it, too, would be in flanme. It
was better to run as best one could. But while he pondered, the box lurched in his direction
scrapi ng al ong the ground. A shadow passed over Kestrel, and he | ooked up, astoni shed. The gondol a
lifted fromthe ground and started to clinmb over his head.

Stunned, Kestrel watched Astron reach out over the edge of the box while Phoebe held himby the
wai st .

"Grab ny hand, nortal,’
conmand. "

Kestrel heard Astron shout. "This is no tinme for your stenbrain to assune

Kestrel nodded blankly. He raised his armand felt a surprisingly strong grip about his wist.
Then, with a stab of pain in his shoulder, he was lifted clear of the ground, just as a man-at-
arnms made one | ast stab at his dangling feet.
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Kestrel |ooked down at the foundry. Wth gathering speed, it seened to nove nore and nore rapidly
away. He heard the ping of an arrowhead on netal and gl anced skyward for a second tine. There was
no m stake about it. The gondola was tethered to a sphere of |ead.

CHAPTER TEN
The Magic Bottle

"What wizardry is this?" Kestrel said as he clinbed into the basket. "Balloons of |ead cannot
fly."

"There was no other choice," Astron said. "The ones of animal hide were all rendered usel ess by
the m nions of the wi zards."

"It is not a matter of choice." Kestrel shook his head, still slightly dazed by what had happened.
He | ooked over the edge of the gondola and saw the foundry yard shrink into toylike smallness. To
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the north, the canps of the two arnies began to take shape into recognizable fornms. The green

wet ness of the border marsh faded into the dark shadows of the setting sun. The low hills that |ed
to the mines of Procolon grew closer with each passing nmonent. The onshore breeze was pushing them
in exactly the direction Kestrel wi shed themto go.

"I't is not a matter of choice," he repeated. "The netal is too heavy to be borne aloft."

"The cal cul ati ons shown to ne by the alchem st were nost interesting,” Astron said. "It seens that
the force carrying a balloon aloft is proportional to its volume. The greater the size of the
sphere, the nore it can lift."

"One need not study one of the five arts to understand such a fact," Kestrel said. "The key point
is that the weight of the balloon itself nust be included in the total."
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"And so it is," Astron said. "The nmass of a balloon increases as the square of its radius while
its volune and lifting power increase with the cube. Regardl ess of the density of the nateri al
eventually there is a size |large enough that it can be buoyed al oft."

Kestrel watched Astron pause, and what mnight be a smile of pleasure crossed the denon's face.

"l was fascinated by the concept of the vacuum™ Astron continued. "And once 1 understood the
principles, it was easy to performthe calculation for the | ead sphere to which you directed ny
attention. Not only was it |large enough to carry the skeletal structure inside which gave it shape
but, as you can see, the three of us as well. | connected the gondola harness and the bottl es of
enptiness as soon as | saw that it was the |ast balloon renaining."

"I't never was intended to be a balloon." Kestrel started to protest again, but then he stopped. O
course, he understood finally. For him or any other man for that matter, connecting the vacuum
bottles to the | ead sphere woul d never have occurred as a possibility. But Astron was not blinded
by the obvious. The denmon nmerely thought it fortunate that the great ball was |arge enough to
carry the three of them There really was nothing of the five arts involved at all. Kestrel |et
out a deep breath and | ooked groundward. They were safely away and soon would be visiting the

ar chi nage

But as he scanned the scene, a twinkle of light near the foundry wall caught Kestrel's eye. The
feeling of relief imediately vani shed. He studied the dancing pattern until he was sure, a scow
deepening on his face all the while. He pointed the light out to the others, and Astron nodded in
confirmation. The cloud of inps that had tracked themto Menthos still pursued their flight. The
buzzing sprites would have to be dealt with i mediately, or they would have gained only a little
respite fromthe w zards' wath.

"Perhaps a nmagic bottle." Phoebe pointed at the trailing swarm "Qhers of ny council have spoken
of themfrequently. They use themto confine the inps that they
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summon t hrough the flame. If we can capture themall before any returns to report where we are,
then we will be cleanly away."

Kestrel stared out at the inps and pondered what Phoebe had said. Hi s thoughts raced, pulling
together the elenments of another plan. "I think the wizard is right," he said after a nonment. "W
certainly have nothing to aid us in this enpty gondola. And there are so nmany that we nust find a
way to deal with all of themat once. Let us land while there is still a bit of light and continue
on the ground." He | ooked to the north, trying to judge their rate of notion. "If we are |ucky, it
will be far enough north that we quickly can reach a guild that | know of which specializes in the
maki ng of those nmagic jars. Perhaps, if we can intercept a single magician on the road, the odds
m ght not be all that great."

Kestrel began constructing the details of what to do next, but stopped suddenly in m dthought. The
urgency of the nmonment was as great as ever, but sonmehow he still felt slightly puzzled. Despite
t he expl anation about the balloon, sonething el se was bothering himjust under the surface of his
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t hought s.

Kestrel | ooked over at Phoebe and saw her smile. He put his armaround her waist to steady their
stance as the basket began to rock in the qui ckening breeze. Phoebe did not protest. Instead she
brought her pleasing softness to press against his side.

The full realization of what had happened thundered into focus. First the denon, and now the

wi zard. By his own cunning, Astron had managed to secure a means of transport over the border
Phoebe had joined himin the gondol a. She al one would have been sufficient to see himthe rest of
the way to the archi nage. There was absolutely no reason for themto pull himinto the basket as
it ascended. No reason at all—-and yet they did.

Kestrel bargained with the baron whose crops had been damaged by the descent of the balloon and
the nmetal sphere was traded for another horse and wagon
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Soon the trio were on the nmain road | eading to Anbrosia, the capital of Procol on

Whi | e Kestrel guided the steed, Phoebe and Astron held torches aloft on the noonless night. The
swarm of inps that tracked their progress would not be deterred by |lack of light, and the
i ncreased speed was worth the illumnation

They were on the road but for a fraction of an hour when, as Kestrel had hoped, he caught the
reflecting glint froma huge bottle on the shoul der of a cloaked traveller on the crest of the
hill ahead.

As the wagon grew closer to the solitary figure, bent far to the side by the weight of his |oad,
Kestrel smiled with satisfaction. The cloak was turned inside out, but his trained eye could make
out the stitching for the ring | ogos sewn to the other side. The nan was a magi ci an on the way
back to the Cycloid Guild.

"Do you care for a ride, stranger?" Kestrel called out as the wagon drew abreast. "Your |oad | ooks
heavy and you in the need of a rest."

The magi ci an | ooked up with eyes dancing with suspicion. He was short and broad |ike a pl owmran
rat her than shal |l ow shoul dered like so many practitioners of the arts. "I can manage ny own way, "
he said. "There is no assistance that | need."

"Not even if you carry an inp bottle?" Kestrel said. "I recognize the shape, straight sides of
wi de di anmeter and the narrow neck."

"What do you want?" the mmagician growl ed. He stopped and gently set the bottle on the ground. Wth
his free hand he reached for a snall dagger strapped to his belt.

"Why, to buy, of course.” Kestrel pulled the wagon to a halt. He reached back under the covering
and pull ed out the wizard's robe Phoebe had abandoned for the dress of the countess. He pointed at
the I ogos of flame. "We travel sinply to avoid notice, just as you do. What is the price that you
woul d set in your guild? We will pay doubl e—doubl e provided that it can be proven to be truly

i mpregnabl e to the weaving of sinple inps.”
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The magi ci an exami ned Kestrel critically and then Astron at his side. His eyes wi dened as Kestrel
pul | ed away Astron's hood and he saw the fine network of scales.

Kestrel reached into his pocket and pulled out the remaining brandels of the Brythian w zards.
Wth a flourish he flung themat the magician's feet. "Double the price, and three pieces of gold
nmore for the trouble of the denpnstration.” He paused and smled. "Just think how satisfied the
other masters of the guild will be when you report to themthat you have sold the bottle, not for
the going price, but one and a half times that amount. Twice for you but only one and a half
passed on to the coffers of your guild. It would serve themright. You are the one who has had to
toil in the blackness while they wined and dined in anticipation of the fruits of your |abor."
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The magi ci an | ooked down to his feet at the gold coins sparkling in the torchlight and grunted
agreenent. He stooped to his knees, rapidly retrieved the brandels, and thrust theminto a purse
next to his knife.

"That the bottle is a true prison of inps there can be no doubt,"” he said. "Magic rituals |ead
either to perfect results or else to nothing. And | have performed the |ast step nyself—-alone in a
flat field when the nbon was at nadir. | conpleted the square of nunbers precisely in the order
prescri bed. The cynbals were struck thrice and then buri ed.

"And then the glass hummed of its own volition, sucking strength fromthe cosnm c spheres and

form ng unbreakable crystal. It would not have rung unless ny actions were the perfect |ast steps
to a perfect ritual, producing a jar like the inps it will surround, one that will |ast
eternally."

Kestrel watched the magician draw the dagger fromhis side and flip it over in his hand. Pomrel
first he crashed it down onto the side of the bottle, causing it to ring the seductive harnony of
the finest bell. A second tinme he banged on the glass and then a third but the bottle wall held
firmand did not shatter.

See," the magician said. "That is no ordinary con-
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tai ner but one that has been transfornmed by the skills of my craft. You cannot break it or its
stopper. Mre proof than that surely you do not need."

"Neverthel ess, this purchase is not one of little consequence," Kestrel said snmoothly. "Surely you
cannot deny us the assurance of putting inps in the bottle and seeing that they cannot escape."

"Well, if | were the buyer, then perhaps | would want to know for sure that— the mmgi ci an began

"Wait a nmonment," Astron said suddenly. "There is the natter of volition. Only the w zards that
command the cloud that pursues can will theminto what they knowto be a trap."

"l have thought about that,’
your kind are not so different than those that push upon nmen

Kestrel said. "W will just have to hope that the notives that drive
" "What do you nean?"

"Are not inps noted for their curiosity?" Kestrel asked.

"Except for their vanity, it is the strongest of traits," Astron said. "They are always chattering
that their abilities are the equal of the mghtiest of djinns. But their inclinations have nothing
to do with control of their will. There is no—=

"Such is what | have heard fromthe witings in the sagas," Kestrel said, "and such I wll use.
The only other thing | need is a lure. Wiat is it that would attract themthe nost?"

"In the real mof men? Wiy, vinegar, | suppose. At least it is said you can catch nore inps with it
than with honey."

"Then vinegar it is," Kestrel said. He notioned the magician into the wagon and grabbed the |arge
bottle as it was pushed upward. "We will hasten to the next village and buy afew coppers' worth."
He | ooked at Astron's wrinkled nose and his smle broadened. "Observe carefully, catal oguer," he
said. "W will see if there might be another power that operates anong the real mof denonkind,
anot her power than what you call your weaving."
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Kestrel shifted unconfortably in the tree and pushed Astron slightly to the side. It would have
been better if the denon had not cone, but his curiosity could not be thwarted.

Astron | ooked down at the bottle directly below themin the nearly enpty field and whispered in
Kestrel's ear. "In the first place," he said, "this is no hiding place at all. Surely they wll
spot you to be here as if you were on the ground. In the second, even if one were in the bottle,
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you coul d not spring downward and insert the stopper quickly enough before he flewto safety.”

"I know," Kestrel whispered back. "Those are exactly the things | am counting on. Now be quiet and
wat ch. The sooner we settle down, the quicker they will cone.”

He | ooked back to the road in the distance where the wagon was parked. The magici an | eaned agai nst
one of the wheels talking to Phoebe and seened totally distracted. Quickly Kestrel glanced out
over the field. In a perinmeter perhaps the span of a dozen nen, small fires burned at each of the
corners of a pentagram under bubbling pots of lilac water that scented the air with a sweet
fragrance. Inps hated it, Phoebe had said, and oftentinmes w zards used bouquets of flowers to keep
them away when they probed for nore powerful denons through the flane.

Kestrel sighted the distance between the fires for the last tinme and judged that they were
properly placed, enough of a nuisance to make approaching the bottle under the tree a challenge
but not so close together that the inps could not do so if they strongly wi shed.

For a longer tinme than Kestrel could judge, nothing happened. Then a single tw nkle of |ight swept
in fromthe distance and hovered for a nonent over the open nouth of the bottle. The inp circled
the glass jar twice and then darted up to within a few feet of where Kestrel and Astron hid in the
branches of the tree.

The snmal |l denon hovered with his wings buzzing. Kestrel could see the tiny eyes staring into the
foliage. Then abruptly it abandoned its scrutiny and plunged in a straight line to the ground.
Wth tiny hops, each about
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the span of a man's stride, it neasured the distance to
the bottle.

The inmp | ooked back up into the tree and then along the path it had traversed on the ground.
Kestrel saw it rub a bony hand al ong a pockmarked jaw and its eyes squint shut, apparently in
t hought .

A second inp appeared near the top of the tree, buzzing within inches of Kestrel's back. Wth a
shrill cry it dropped to the ground and hopped toward the bottle as had the other. The first
sprite soared skyward as soon as he heard the shriek, shouting what sounded like insults as the
second | aboriously junped al ong the ground.

The second inp stuck out his tongue at the first. He turned his attention to the bottle at his
side. Cautiously, he paced around the perineter, extending each foot lightly and testing the
firmess of the ground. He reached forward, placed a pal mon the snmoothness of the glass, and then
i mredi ately junped backward as the first inp dove within a wi ngspan of his head, |aughing

raucously.

The second i np waved sone gesture that Kestrel did not recognize and glared at the first until it
stopped and hovered at the height of the tree. Apparently satisfied, the second vaulted up to the
open mouth of the bottle and peered inside. He hesitated only a nmonment, extending first a finger
then an arm and finally his entire head into the smooth walls of the nouth. Al he would see,
Kestrel knew, was the large cup of vinegar that had been carefully placed inside.

The sprite lowered hinself to the bottomof the bottle and repeated the sanme sl ow approach to the
small bowl . Squinting in the dimlight to make out the detail, Kestrel saw himstick a finger into
the cup and then touch it to his lips. A noment passed and then the inp abandoned his caution

al together. He plunged his head into the Iiquid and began |oudly sl urping.

The first inp apparently saw what was happening as well. He dove into the bottle, knocking the
other one aside. Like two children fighting over a single toy, they began pushing each other away
fromthe tasty prize. Al-

125

file:///G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (63 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:05 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

nost instantly, a half dozen nore sprites appeared fromthe distance. In a rush, they raced into
the bottle one by one, bowling those that preceded into the hard glass walls and lunging for the
cup of vinegar for thensel ves.

"Do you see any nore?" Kestrel tensed.
"None at the nonent," Astron said. "But—

Kestrel did not wait to hear nore. He dropped fromthe tree to the ground with the stopper in his
hand just as the inps had deci ded he woul d. One that had been knocked the farthest fromthe cup of
vi negar spotted his nmotion and shrieked a warning. In unison the inps stopped their fighting and
took to flight. Like bees discharging froma shaking hive they buzzed up the height of the bottle
into the neck.

Kestrel sprinted to the jar as fast as he could, but, as he had guessed, he did not have to hurry.
The buzz of the inps died in the grunt of crashing bodies. In a tangled mass they wedged into the
neck and coul d ascend no further. The ones underneath the first cursed and pushed agai nst those
above but to no avail. Kestrel dropped in the glass stopper before a single one could escape.

"Why, that is nost remarkable.” Astron junped to the ground after Kestrel. "They are trapped just
as surely as if you were a wi zard who could command their will."

"As | told you earlier,"” Kestrel said, brushing his hands in satisfaction, "know edge of the push
and tugs that conpel one to action can indeed be a great power. Evidently, beings are the sane
everywhere, whether they are nen or denon."

Astron started to say nore, but instead suddenly pointed at the jar. Kestrel's satisfaction
evaporated. A single glow of light flittered in fromthe south, made two circles of the bottle,
and then with a burst of speed raced away in the direction fromwhich it had cone.

"A straggler," Astron said. "One that was distracted and did not fly in formation with the rest.
Inmps are well known for their lack of discipline. Perhaps that is a fact that you shoul d have
utilized as well."

"Never nmind that," Kestrel snapped. "He has seen what has happened. You can bet that he wll
streak back
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and tell the w zards where we are without fail."

Kestrel began running back to the wagon. "Cone! At least | know the thinking of ny own kind
better. | suspect there is very little time before some of your nore powerful cousins will be
visiting us on this very spot."

Kestrel waved to the magician as he passed the naster running into the field. "W do not want it
after all," he called out, "but you can keep the inps to denonstrate to the next buyer in exchange
for your trouble.”

Kestrel pushed past the opennout hed nagician wthout bothering to offer any nore expl anations. He
cl anmbered onto the wagon and lent an armto hel p up Phoebe. He whi pped the back of the horse. In a
sudden cl oud of dust, the three again were on the road.

Kestrel pushed the horse recklessly, not bothering to make sure of holes and ruts before he chose
his path. The nore distance they put between thenselves and the field, the | onger they would have
bef ore redi scovery by denons who woul d not so easily be fool ed.

"I do not deny it, nortal," Astron said, after they had bounced along for nore than an hour in
silence. Kestrel glanced sideways in the torchlight and saw the denon's nose relaxing into a
strai ght line.

"You have shown nme that there is nore to learn in the real mof nmen than the things that can be
described easily in ny catal ogues." As he continued, he | ooked Kestrel in the eye. "But al so
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wonder," he said. "I wonder if any amount of your tugging and pulling would have gotten the | ead
bal | oon off the ground."
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CHAPTER ELEVEN Ar chi mage and Skyskirr

THE race up the coast was a blur. There was no tinme for the luxury of sleep or even food for the
horse. How long it had taken, Kestrel could not recall. Through hal f-open eyes, he spotted the

sinple sign that nmarked the turnoff fromthe main road to the ward of the archimage. Wth achi ng
arns, he steered the wagon onto the narrow gravel |ane that wound into the low hills on his left.

After they had cfinbed to the pass between the nearest peaks, he could see down into the valley
that |ay between himand higher buttes farther away. Birch and aspen clinbed partway up the
hillsides. Tall green grasses filled the valley floor, waving in the breeze like ripples on a
stagnant pond. One area was cleared of vegetation near the center. Jn it stood a dozen wooden
cabins arranged in a circle around a two-storey house of stone. Pulsing bellows |ike those at the
foundry spat blasts of cold air near the closest. Curls of w zard' s snoke rose from chi meys of
the next two in line. Three spinning energy wheels of the thaumaturges whirled on the far side of
the conpound. Next to them nmagicians slowy added spars to a conplex latticework in step to the
intricate jingling of hundreds of tiny bells. A few of the cottages were totally dark, sorcerersl
lairs with even the wi ndows painted black to block out the sun. On the grounds between the
structures, knots of robed masters argued and gestured as they wal ked quickly from one experi nent
to anot her.

"I see no high walls or netal gates,
resi stance at all."

Kestrel said. "Anyone could approach the archimage with no
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"There is a little hut at the foot of the road." Phoebe pointed. "I believe one states his reason
for calling to a page therein, and he arranges an interview, if it is worthy. As for security, the
power and reputation of the archinmage is such that he has no need for walls and gates. If not for
honorabl e neans, it would be folly to approach.™

Kestrel grunted and urged the horse onward. There was as yet no sign of inps or nore powerful
devils; but, even with having to reestablish the trail, they could not be far behi nd.

Phoebe reached out and grabbed Kestrel's arm as the wagon gat hered speed down the |ast incline.
"Bef ore—before we nmeet the archimage and | am possi bly questioned about ny craft, Kestrel, | rnust
understand all that has happened at my cabin." She | owered her eyes. "Perhaps it was sonething
that woul d enbarrass nme," she said. "Yes, that is it. The denon nade nme do sonmething quite

unl adylike in front of the other w zards. You are too nuch the gentleman to tell ne about it."

Kestrel pulled his lips together in a grimline. He | ooked at Phoebe's attractiveness in the fancy
dress. Despite the fatigue, he felt a great longing. Wthout the i mediate rush, it would be easy
to say the words that would result in another conquest of a master of the arts.

But the well-spun phrases would not cone, not even ones that set the foundation for |ater.
Phoebe' s apparent trust was too overwhel m ng. How could he deceive her as he had done to all the
ot hers when what she wanted had so little val ue?

"The past cannot be changed," Kestrel said, "no matter how nuch one nmight wish it. If you were
enbarrassed, would you really want to know?"

"No, | would not," Phoebe said after a nonent. "Not if it caused ne to lock all that | am behind a
barrier through which no one el se can see."

"What do you nean?" Kestrel asked.

"You know full well," Phoebe said. "For the length of this headlong flight, | have been chattering
away, telling you everything about nyself that came to m nd. Perhaps

file:/l/G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (65 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:05 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt
129
it took ny thoughts from what woul d happen if we are caught, but | have said nuch nonethel ess.™

"I did not wish it otherwi se," Kestrel said. "If you suspect that | was bored but just being
polite, put your m nd at ease. | enjoy your comnpany."

"And so about the wi zard you can now recite vol unes," Phoebe continued. "About the woodcutter
what can be said other than that he indeed did at one tine chop some trees?"

Kestrel slunped over the reins, wishing the entry hut all the closer. Mxed with everything el se,
he felt an onrush of disconfort. It was not enough that he refrain fromfurther deception. Phoebe
want ed nmore. She was asking no | ess than that he reveal things that |ong ago he had vowed never to
share agai n.

"I can be only one of many possibilities,” he said while continuing to | ook straight ahead. "Wy
me and not sone other? One nore suited to your station."”

Phoebe tightened her grip on Kestrel's armand pulled herself closer to him "It gets to be lonely
in the cabin of a wizard," she said. "Lonelier than you mght otherw se believe. And at first, |
admt nmy thoughts were for a brief interlude. You appeared far better than nost that | had seen in
t he past year.

"But there was sonething else," she said. "Sonething | saw behind the eyes of one who professed to
be a sinple woodcutter."

"Do not probe too deeply," Kestrel said. "You mght not |ike what you will find."

"No, ny first inpression has been confirnmed." Phoebe reached up and turned Kestrel's face to hers.
"I saw the excitenment when you explained to ne how we would cross the border. | w tnessed the
swordsman rushing to defend when he was outnunbered two to one. There is perhaps nore to Kestre
the woodcutter than he dares adnit even to hinself."

"Does not the ritual prescribe that the nale pursues and the fenal e denmurs?" Astron poked his head
out fromunder the wagon's canopy. "O does the fact that the wonan is the one that wears the | ogo
of a wizard alter
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that? It is no wonder there is so nuch angui sh and confusion in the matter. The variations are too
many for one to keep track of themall."

Phoebe pull ed back her arms, like a child caught in the fruit larder. She frowned at Astron as she
dropped her hands to her lap. Kestrel felt a wave of relief and then a twi nge of annoyance. He
could work out his feelings without any help fromthe denon.

He darted a gl ance at Phoebe. No, perhaps it was best that Astron had cone forward. What he woul d
have said if he were forced to answer at this noment he did not know. A silence descended on the
three. For the rest of the distance to the entry hut no one spoke.

When they arrived, Kestrel glanced over his shoul der and then back to Astron. The denon shook his
head, indicating that he detected nothing. Kestrel vaulted fromthe wagon and into the hut. Soon
all three stood facing an ancient page, bald-pated with splotchy skin, sitting behind a high desk
H s fol ded hands rested on a huge appoi nt nent book bound in gilded | eather

Kestrel returned the page's stare and gl anced qui ckly about the small room trying to seize on the
story that would get themimediately to the archi nage.

"El ezar," Astron said before anyone el se could speak. "I have a nessage from Prince El ezar for the
archi mage that should be heard at once."

The page | ooked at Astron through hal f-cl osed eyes. He | eafed through the pages to the very front
of the book and scanned a |ist of nanes. "Elezar," the page repeated, "Elezar." Suddenly he
stopped and his eyes opened wide. "Ah, exactly what is the—the nature of this prince?"
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"He is a denon," Astron said. "A mighty ruler of over a hundred djinns."

The attitude of the page i mediately shifted frombored indifference to obsequious concern. He
clinbed fromhis high stool and notioned the trio to follow

"It is the forenpst of the archinage's instructions,"” he said. "Certain visitors are to receive
priority over the others who come asking no nore than a boon. But above
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all else, master Atodar has witten that he is to be interrupted on any news of El ezar the denpn
in the realmof nen. Quickly, follow ne."

In a noment's tine, they were across the courtyard to the house of stone and ushered into a |arge
library, brimmng with scrolls and books of crackling parchnent. A | adder was propped on each of
the four walls to reach shelves that stood beyond the grasp of the tallest man. Three round tabl es
were al so covered with piles of paper. On a fourth stood a bubbling retort and convol uted pat hs of
gl ass tubing. A nodel of a crane and small bl ocks occupied the fifth, next to a clunp of bar
magnets and needl es of steel. Next to it, the light of a single candle worked its way through tiny
slits and a series of lenses that alternately expanded and contracted its radi ance.

Kestrel noticed Astron's nenbranes flick down when he saw all of the books. After the page left to
find the archimage, the denon stood notionless for a long while. Then slowy, with a delicate
reverence, he approached the closest table, reached out and touched the gilt letters that spelled
"Practical Thaumaturgy" on the volume on top. Suddenly oblivious to the reason they had conme, the
denon gently opened the cover and stared at the pen-strokes on the first page.

A doorway deeper into the interior of the cottage clicked softly. Kestrel turned to see who
entered. His face stiffened in surprise.

"We are mani pul ants of the skyskirr," said the first of four thin beings who filed into the
library. "W understand the astoni shment that shows on your face. Many of the strange happeni ngs
of your realmaffect us in a simlar way. Be at peace. Al that comes to pass is guided by the
great right hand.™

Kestrel shook his head. Astron | ooked al nost hunman. The inps that had been captured in the bottle
were no nore than gross copies of a normally shaped child. But these four were distinctly alien
unl i ke anyone el se he had ever seen. They were tall and slender, inpossibly thin for a man. Large,
puffy lips protruded fromfaces of bony
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gray planes. Prinitive jewelry hung fromears and noses. Each wore a sinple |oincloth coil ed about
hi s hips.

"You too are djinns fromAstron's real n?" Kestrel asked. He backed into one of the |adders and
pul | ed Phoebe protectively to his side.

"No, we are skyskirr," the first repeated. "On our lithons we sail through the 'hedron's sky. The
wi nd whis-ties with our passage. Wth graceful arabesques, we circle the larger stones and from
t hem scavenge what the great right hand provides.

"Qur realmis self-contained, as distinct fromthat of the denons as you judge yours to be. W
must use the mght of a djinn and the internediary of the flame to travel fromour universe to
here. "

Kestrel ran his hand over his nouth. Not fromthe real mof denons but el sewhere beyond the fl ane,
he thought. He glanced quickly at Astron. Yes, other realns, just as the denon had said.

"Besi des those of nen and denons there is a third?" Phoebe asked. "I have heard whispers of such a
thing and of netal aws behind those that we know so well."

"Indeed, it is true," the first skyskirr said. "For us the laws of magic are different; we, in
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fact, change themall the tine. Qur visit here and nowis to see if your thau-maturgy is a craft
that will be useful besides the ones we already know "

"OfF course, there are consequences in any such venture," the third suddenly said. "Perhaps it was
the intent of the great right hand that such know edge we were not neant to possess." The skyskirr
pounded a shovel he was carrying against the floor and then touched the blade to the chest of the
fourth, who slunped al nost hi dden behind the other three.

Kestrel |ooked at the |ast skyskirr for the first tinme. The deep-set eyes seened not to focus but
dart al nost independently about the room A thick drool ran fromone corner of his nmouth. Wth his
hands, he picked at his loincloth, renmoving small pieces of lint that were not really there.

"Mortonzel has seen too nuch of gently curving hori-
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zons," the third skyskirr continued. "He has felt for too |long the oppressive pull of the great
lithon that binds all of you humans. Only occasionally are there winds to caress the full length
of his hair." He turned and poked with the blade of his shovel at the chest of the first. "Now
even the archimage di smisses us for sonmething he says is of greater inportance. It is a sign

of 'the great right hand, | say. Let us begone. | feel the sickness of mind beginning to bubble
within me as well. Build the flame, Purdanel, and sumon the djinn that will return us to whence
we cane."

Pur danel | ooked quickly at the second skyskirr and then around the room For a nonment his eyes
rested on Astron, who was slowy turning the pages of the book. "You may have the vol ume," he
said. "It was to be a gift fromthe archimage but | think it will provide no value in the realm
where the lithons fly."

Wthout waiting for an answer he grunted and pounded his own shovel twi ce against the floor
Pur poseful ly, he nmarched out of the room The other three skyskirr followed, the |ast being gently
| ed.

Kestrel shook his head again. Lithons, the great right hand, soaring through the sky—t sounded
nmost bizarre indeed. His intuition had been confirmed. If the skyskirr reacted so badly to the
real mof men, then surely he would fare as poorly if transported to where they were from

But before he could ponder nore, a second door opened as quietly as the first. Someone el se
entered the room

"I am Al odar, the archinmage," the newconer said. "Tell nme quickly. What is the news of the
sighting of Elezar the gol den? Few know even the sound of his nane. Wiat is it that you have
seen?"

Kestrel jerked his thoughts back to why they had cone. He watched the archi nage as he approached
Streaks of white ran through fine yellow brown hair. Furrows of concentration had becone
permanently etched at the bridge of the nose. The purple robe hung
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simply over a slight frame. On one sleeve were the |l ogos of all five of the crafts.

Kestrel |ooked nost intensely at the eyes. They were alive with intelligence and a driving will
shone through. He felt a surge of doubt about what he hoped to acconplish. The archi nage was not
one to be either easily fooled or tenpted.

"I't has been alnobst thirty years," Al odar continued. "Thirty years since our one and only
encounter." The furrow above his nose deepened. "And the truth of it is that one is sufficient for
any man. For all this tine, | have hoped there would not be the need for another."

"There is also the matter of the wi zards of Brythia," Kestrel said carefully. He pointed at Phoebe
and her robe that she carried over her arm "They are ill-disposed toward this naster who has
travel l ed a great distance to seek your aid in clearing her nane. Ah, hers and the ones who
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acconpany her as well."

Al odar stopped his rush into the roomand quickly | ooked about. "Forgive ny |ack of hospitality,"”
he said. "Find a chair to your liking. It is just that dealing with the |likes of Elezar is so
urgent that—

Al odar stopped and his eyes narrowed. "What denon is this?" he asked, pointing at Astron. "Which
of you have hi munder control and why is he dressed as a man?"

Astron | ooked up fromthe book he was perusing. He threw back his hood and tilted his head
slightly in Alo-dar's direction. "My will is bound only to the service of ny prince," Astron said
"I am El ezar's nessenger, bidding that you contact himat once through the flane."

Al odar frowned. "El ezar can pass through the barrier only after many | esser denbns have preceded
him Since our first battle, all w zards everywhere interact with great caution so that never do
too many cone through to our realmat any one tine."

"Contact only, not passage, is what ny prince desires." Astron stepped forward. "He is in great
peril fromhis own kind and seeks out aid fromthe only one he acknow edges as greater."
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"Few enough know even the nane of the prince," Al odar said. "But perhaps you have sonmehow | earned
If you are truly fromthe gol den one, then you will have know edge that others would not."

"H s eyes are green but flecked with gold/1 Astron said. "His stature is but fingerw dths greater
than m ne. Hooded, he, too, could pass unnoticed in the real mof nen. H s—

Al odar waved Astron to stop. He slunped into a chair at one of the crowlded tables, then | ooked
back at Kestrel with a a weary smle. "I would nmuch rather handle a squabbl e anong a dozen
councils of wizards," he said, "or spend nore tine trying to squeeze one nore secret fromthe lore
recorded in this room" He arched his back and stretched. "But three decades of running from one
crisis to another eventually take their toll. The glanmor of being world-saver wears thin after

per haps the dozenth tinme."

Kestrel did not respond. He | ooked out of one of the high windows, but still saw no sign of any
imps or djinns. There might be tinme enough after all. Soon he would | earn which of Astron's words
were no nore true than the fancies that he hinself wove. Hopefully fromwhat he discovered he
woul d be able to spin his own schene to turn aside the Brythian wi zards. He gl anced at Al o-dar's
i nt ense expression, deciding how nuch his tale should dare.

"I'f you would assist," Al odar said to Phoebe, his reluctance apparently shoved aside w thout a

monent's nore thought. "I will light the fire in the hearth and attenpt to see if what this denpn
says is true." He pointed to a well just outside one of the windows. "But if he has warped his
words, be ready with a full bucket. I will want the flames doused before any great harm can be
done. "

Phoebe stepped forward cautiously. "I—+ amnot sure that | amworthy, archimge,” she said.

"Al though I won the logo of flane fairly, even the snmall devil who is with us |I could not
command. "

"l amthe one who will challenge El ezar." Al odar
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shook his head. "Such a task | would wi sh upon no other. | do not need your skills as a naster
just a quickness of eye and arm"

Phoebe | et out her breath. She scowl ed, apparently annoyed at herself for the imge that she
presented. Wth a quick nod she scurried to do the archi mage's bi ddi ng.

Kestrel and Astron watched the archinage deftly bring a sinple flane to life in the stone-lined
fireplace along the north wall. Al odar left for a nonent and then returned with sone powder that
he flicked into the blaze. The fire imediately billowed and flashed into a rai nbow of col or
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As Phoebe returned with the water, Al odar pulled his chair directly in front of the grow ng
flames. Making hinself confortable, he stared into their hypnotic dance. For a |ong nonent,
not hi ng nore happened and Kestrel shifted his weight fromone leg to another. H's eyes darted
around the room He wondered about the propriety of taking a second chair for hinself.

Then, just as he had about nmade up his mnd to nove, the flanmes flashed green and an eerie voice
whi spered fromout of the hearth into the room

"Ah, master, you have come
prince."

Kestrel heard a gentle sighing. "Astron has done well for his

"He is so weak!" Al odar exclainmed. "This is hardly the one with whom| westled so | ong ago."
The archi nage paused a nonent, then i medi ately shook of f his astonishnent.

"What is it you wish?" he said. "W have decided | ong ago, Elezar, that the affairs of the realm
of men were no |onger to be your concern.”

"So they are not," Elezar replied. "But | am one prince anong nany. | maneuver to keep the
interests of the others away by your command and have succeeded because of my own great power."

The fire spit and sputtered.

"My prince has not recovered fromhis wound." Astron took a step toward the hearth. "And by the
weakness of his voice | would deduce that he has received another."
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"But consider this, archinmage," Elezar continued, apparently not hearing the voice of his

catal oguer. "If my own power were to wane, who then would keep the other princes fromcoveting the
realmof men as | did nmyself? And unlike creatures of ny kind, you age, master. Are you ready
again to undergo the test of wills that you undertook in your prine?"

"What ot her prince?" Aiodar |eaned forward in his chair. "Wwo else in the real mof daenon focuses
his thoughts in a way that should not be his concern?"

"There is CGaspar," Elezar said. "He has proven far nore potent an adversary than | did first
suspect. My own donain he has ripped fromthe void. And before his attack a full dozen other
princes he had previously allied to his cause. My hiding places in the blackness he has found one
by one. The dark node | now occupy is the last. There is little tine left before | am overwhel ned.
Do as ny nmessenger directs; you can fight to save the realmof nmen now or wait till |ater when the
outcone will be nore in your disfavor."

Kestrel shook his head. He could barely believe what he was hearing. Inps and sprites or minor
devils summoned with anvilwod were one thing, but warring denon princes and archi mages were quite
another. And evidently Astron's story was correct, just as he had stated fromthe first. Wat had
he got hinself into?

"These events are all very sudden,"” Aiodar said. "I find it hard to believe that one as crafty as
you, Elezar, would be reduced to such straits. | will need tinme to verify if what you say is
true. "

"Time is the luxury that you do not have, master,"” the fiame whispered with El ezar's voice.
"Gaspar hunts not only ne but all who serve as well. In the last fewticks of the eon, many inps
have crossed the barrier between our real ns. Some have been instructed, | know, to track down ny
cat al oguer —track himdown so that mightier djinns can pluck off his |inbs one by one, just as
surely as Gaspar wi shes the sane fate for nme. Each nonent you hesitate brings closer the tinme when
you nust confront not one denon passing through the flame but nore
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than a score. Discover what nust be done before it is too
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late. "

The flame sputtered. Elezar's voice faded into the glow of the hot coals. Kestrel strained to hear
nmore but the whispers of the denon dissolved into indistinctness. Aiodar frowned and then turned
to look at Astron. "Wat then is the nessage of your prince?" he asked. "Wat would he have ne do
that would restore himto power and protect the real mof nmen as well?"

"The prince needs a transporter," Astron said. "One to carry matter between the real ns. One whom
he trusted you to choose."

"We have little traffic with the realmof the skyskirr," Aiodar said. "Ever since the nmetanagician
Jem don restored our laws to their natural state, the path between the two universes has been
opened but rarely. It is nerely by chance that you have arrived while sonme mani pul ants are al so
here. ™"

"I do not think it is to the skyskirr that we nust go," Astron said. "Their realmhas little nore
diverse matter than ny own. It would be sonmewhere el se instead."

Al odar's eyes narrowed. "There are others, are there not?" he said slowmy. "It was of course
obvious after | |earned of the existence of the 'hedron, but | dared not seek the definite proof.
Contact with one other real mwas disruptive enough. It would have been folly to explore too far."

"Yet, just as the nunber of |aws nunber nore than seven," Astron said, "so does the counting of
the diverse universes that populate the void, each with its own essence and rituals, distinct from
the rest."

Kestrel stirred unconfortably. The conversation was about things he could well avoid. He would
have to divert its course into matters of nore direct concern

"The wi zards of Brythia are responsible for the inmps of which this—+this Prince El ezar speaks,"” he
said. "Restricting the masters from such reckl ess action mght help with your other problem as
well."

Ai odar nodded absently but kept his attention on Astron. "What el se then, demon," he said. "O

what ot her
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wonders should | know besides the nultitude of real ns?"

"There is the ultinmate precept,” Astron said. "That is what my prince seeks—+the ultinmate precept,
a concept superior to the laws of magic, one transcendent to the netal aws behind them the answer
to the riddle that provides the greatest power of all."”

"I'n which real mdoes one search for this ultimte of precepts?" Al odar asked.

"Only Pal odad knows that," Astron said. "In exchange for bringing himsone exotic matter from
whence he directs us, he will tell us where to |ook."

"Pal odad, additional realns, ultimte precepts." Al o-dar's frown deepened. "It is all too much to
swal | ow at one sitting. Perhaps El ezar has constructed what we nen call a fantasy and expects
sonehow to convince us that it is real."

"It is a chance for redenption,"” Phoebe interrupted suddenly. Kestrel saw that she had placed the
bucket of water on the stone floor. Her cheeks were flushed with excitenent.

"It came to nme while the two of you conversed,” she said. "I cannot continue through the rest of
my |life always blushing in apology for a single failure in nmy craft. | nust strike out again and
sonmehow prove a wonan's worth. It is by acconplishnment that | will yet show the w zards of ny
council the neaning of respect. By proven deed will | gain confort, even in the presence of the
archimage of al! the crafts." She paused and took a deep breath. "And even though the archi mage
hesitates, then | will not. Tell nme, Astron, is this Palodad strong-willed, |ike your prince?"

Kestrel bolted across the room He put his hand on Phoebe's arm and | ooked over his shoul der at
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Al odar. "She has not quite recovered fromthe haste of our journey," he said quickly. "Dismss her
words as nerely some nervous prattle.”

He spun his head back around and | ooked at Phoebe intently. "This is no gane with inps and
sprites," he said. "Did you not hear the words fromthe flanes and
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see the strange beasts the skyskirr were? Be careful or you will get us into a pit deeper than we
presently are.”

Kestrel stopped and studi ed Phoebe's expression. He did not |ike what he saw

"I'nps and sprites," she shot back. "Is that indeed all you think ne capable of? If the need arose,
despite your words, would you trust nme with nore?" She | ooked away for a nonment and then
di sengaged herself from Kestrel's grip. "I know | stated when we began the journey that the

adventure was all that mattered. But how can | be other than the denon's slave, if deep inside you
cannot judge ne to be your equal ?"

Kestrel opened his nouth to speak, but he did not know what to say. For Astron to talk of other
real ms was his own business. No doubt at the root of his desires was the wish to return safely
hone, regardl ess of where that really was. And the affairs of denmon princes were certainly the
concerns of one such as the archi nage. But Phoebe was another matter altogether. He gl anced

qui ckly at her sudden determ nation and shook his head. He nust have been right when he first
expl ai ned her words. It was the fatigue of the journey. In a cal mer nonent she would see the folly
of dealing with such imensities just as clearly as he.

But Phoebe ignored his outstretched arm She grabbed the sack of powder still at Alodar's feet and
t hrew anot her handful into the dying flame. Thrusting the pouch into her cape, she took a deep
breath as the fire roared back to life. "Pal odad," she said. "Palodad, cone forth. | command you
to submit to nmy will."

"Who tugs and pulls at the one who reckons?" a deep voice suddenly booned fromthe hearth in
response. "He is no mighty djinn who can be commanded to burst asunder great rocks or wield bolts
of awesome |ightning. Begone!l Let himbe! Westle with someone el se, sonmeone nore worthy of your
mettle."

"I'f you are naned Pal odad, then you are the one | seek," Phoebe said. "Submit now to your naster
so that you m ght answer the questions that | have about real ns other than my own."

141

"It is not the one who reckons whose tendrils of thought intertwine with yours. He is ny prince.
speak on his behalf for all who cone asking at the doors of his domain."

Kestrel hesitated, not knowi ng whether to rush forward and pull Phoebe away or let her be, so her
concentration would not be disturbed.

Astron rel eased one hand fromthe book he still clutched to his chest and tugged on Aiodar's
purple sleeve. "If the one that has been touched serves old Pa-lodad, then it is just as well," he
said. "He can learn fromthe old one and tell us in turn in which realmwe are to seek—tell us
what is to be brought back in fulfillment of the bargain to the one who has hi m duty-bound."

Kestrel saw Astron shudder. "In fact, the intimacy of mind is probably all the better with a
mnion than with the old one hinself," the denbn said.

Ai odar's expression did not change for a nonment, but then he nodded. He indicated for Phoebe to
conti nue.

"Whose nmind then do | touch?" Phoebe said. "Speak your nane as token of submission to ny will.
Tell me howit will be that you will convey Pal odad's thoughts. Be swi ft about it. There are many
assenbl ed here and the waste of time is great."

The flame flashed hotter. Kestrel felt a blast of warnth on his cheeks.
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"I am Camonel, the one who carries," the voice runbled deeply. "Prince Pal odad has instructed that
indeed I do submit to what you ask. W need not exercise the ritual of struggle. Feel ny thoughts.
I do not resist. He can speak through ne as if ny nouth were his own."

There was a brief pause while the fire danced wildly and then the denmon behind the flanes spoke
agai n.

"Time, did you say time?" The words rolled out fromthe hearth. Kestrel heard what he thought was
| aught er and saw Astron take a cautious step backward. "Tinme—there is no way either to save or

waste it." The flame spat and crackled. "It flows regardl ess, marching past to be |lost forever. Do
not speak to ne of what even the nost powerful of w zards cannot bend to his will." The
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| aught er booned again, this tine nore forceful, echoing fromthe stone walls and filling the room

wi th sound.

"The riddle of the ultinmate precept."” Al odar forced his voice through the din. "Ask himif it is
no nore than a cleverly worded ruse on the part of Elezar the prince to seek again control of the
real m of nmen?"

"El ezar, the one who is golden, is but a fewtine-ticks away from being but a nenory," the voice
answered through the flame. "His domain is gone, dissipated into a fine dust that slowy drifts in
the realm Only one dark node remains his to command and soon it too will be found. | wll record
in ny domain his many exploits; but, except for that, he will soon be forgotten like the rest. His
only hope lies in | ooking el sewhere—el sewhere in a realmfor which | al one have cal cul ated the
identity."

"Then where is this place?" Al odar persisted.

"WIIl you agree to bring back to ne the pollen of the giant harebell flower in exchange for what |
will tell?"

"I will make no— Al odar began

"Yes," Phoebe interrupted. "Yes, tell us and we will

go.
"No, you have no authority," Alodar cut back in. "Wait, Palodad. Only I am—=

This time the words of the archinmage were put off by a second blast of radiation fromthe hearth.
A billowing ball of orange flanme rolled into the room pushing Kestrel backward and to the side. A
heavy bl ack snoke coursed along the stone floor and an acrid snmell stung Kestrel's nose. He saw a
| arge brown djinn stoop to enter the roomfromthe fireplace, thick scales covering linbs that

pul sed with tight muscles. The tips of |eathery w ngs scraped agai nst the slope of the ceiling,
the fire behind shining through between a network of blackened veins. A single row of coarse hair
sat atop eyes deep-set in rugged and angul ar bone. Tiny nostrils flared with each breath above a
nmouth distorted to the side in a permanent sneer

"1 am Canonel .’
flame.

The denon's deep voice runbl ed nuch | ouder than it had on the other side of the
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"Pal odad instructs nme to transport whonever you have selected into the realmof the fey."
"The fey," Al odar said. "What manner of place is that?"

Canonel 's deep |l augh again filled the roomw th sound. "You nen know of it in your fantasies.
Under hil | kingdons, trilling pipes with nelancholy airs, creatures you think no |arger than the
smal | est inps."
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"Not the realmof the fey," Astron interrupted. "They are all w zards, every one. It is no place
for a catal oguer who is nerely striving to serve his prince. Wy can it not be soneplace gentle,
as is the real mof nen?"

"I amready," Phoebe said. Wth her chin thrust high, she stepped forward to where the djinn stood
in front of the hearth.

"Wait," Kestrel heard hinself shout. "Wait, Phoebe, this is madness. Think of what you are doing.
You cannot follow that nonster, aided by no nore than the likes of Astron."

"Way, | did not intend to." Phoebe | ooked back. "It is to be the three of us, just as fromthe
begi nni ng. "

Kestrel lunged to a halt and stared. This indeed was madness. The affairs of archi nage and denobn
prince mght be of great inportance to sone, but they were no concern of his. Let sone other so-
called hero step forth for the honor and the glory. In the end, the rewards would turn to bitter
ashes. The one who junped through the hoops would find that he had been mani pul ated nerely for the
benefit of others who woul d not take the risks thenselves. This was no role for Kestrel the
woodcutter. There was nothing whatever in the bargain for him

Kestrel |ooked at Phoebe as she slowy drew closer to the waiting djinn, her nose clanped shut to
hol d out the pungent odor. His thoughts tunbled in confusion. He was here only to clear his name
and perhaps win a few pieces of gold fromthe archinage so he could boast of it in the tavern.

But there was Phoebe as well. Her |life probably was forfeit as soon as the | eathery w ngs cl osed
around her
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willing frame. He thought of his rescue fromthe foundry of the al chem st, the pleasure when she

had pressed agai nst his side, and her insistence in seeing good in himwhen there was none to be
found.

Wil e Kestrel hesitated, there was a sudden commotion at the door. Four w zards in sweat-danpened
robes burst into the room "There they are,” the first one shouted. "The very ones who conspired
to cheat the august council of Brythia. Cone forward, Maspanar and the rest. W have caught them
at last."

Al odar | ooked sharply at the intrusion, but before he could speak, the high wi ndows along the wal
above the doorway shattered in a spray of tiny shards. Two denons al nost as large as the one in
the hearth plunged into the room circling overhead with crackles of blue flanme pulsing fromtheir
fingertips.

One of the wizards who rushed in added his voice to the comoption. "Please forgive the
interruption, master archimge. Forgive the interruption, but we come to rectify a great wong to
our craft."

"Yes, and since | have had tine to ponder it," another one said, "I recognize the one bearing the
rucksack from before—sone five years ago in Laudia to the south.” He pointed at Kestrel, his face
beet-red with anger. "A swindle then of ny hard-won gold, just as it was at her cabin. Do not be

decei ved, archinage. Their words are snmooth, but carry not a word of truth, not even the ones of

t he denons that they conmand."”

One of the wi zards raced up to Phoebe and tugged at her robe from behind. Kestrel slapped his arm
away. He | ooked into her eyes and saw her bold conposure begin to falter in the confusion.
Stepping to the side, he barely nmissed a searing bolt of blue that crackled from above and
sputtered the hard stone at his feet into a bubbly slag.

He saw Al odar nove toward Phoebe as well and made up his mind. "It is because of her and no one
el se," he yelled above the noise of the others. "For her alone, do you understand. Not for the
sake of great princes or the well-being of mankind. Only for Phoebe am | doing
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this. The rest of you matter no nore than you did before."

He grabbed Phoebe firmy about the waist. Desperately, he put the thoughts of what nmi ght be even
wor se than smacking |ips and soaring lithons out of his mnd. Cosing his eyes, he pushed her
forward toward Ca-nonel's chest. He felt a snothering heaviness on his back as the w ngs cl osed
around them and Astron's el bow pressed painfully into his side. Al npbst absently, he grasped the
book the denmon thrust at himand shoved it over his shoulder into his rucksack. He reeled fromthe
di zzi ness. Reality seened to spin. The last thing he renenbered was the words of the archimge:

"If they escape, | want the word broadcast even across the sea. Apprehend themat all costs and
bring them back. There is to be no place in the real mof nen where safety will be theirs."

PART THREE

The Real m of the Fey
146

CHAPTER TWELVE

Ri ngs of Power

ASTRON wat ched the djinn vanish back into the flanme. He glanced at Kestrel and Phoebe and saw what
he nore or | ess expected. Both stood transfixed in w de-eyed wonder. He renenbered how his own
stenbrain had seized control on his first visit and how he had barely hid in tinme.

The trio stood next to one of three small fires, beside a streamthat flowed between the gently
rising slope of a rustic glade. The hillsides were covered with a carpet of thick grass, each

bl ade the size of Astron's legs. Scattered here and there were huge flowers of red and gold,
towering into the sky on giant stens fromclunps of thick foliage. The proportions were all wong,
but in the real mof nmen they would be called foxglove, white-thorne, prinrose, and thynme. A ring
of mushroomnms, each as big as a small hut, circled the hillsides in a single precise |line halfway
up the slopes. On the crests, the flowering bushes nerged into a thick forest of glistening

| eaves.

No one el se appeared to be present, but behind themon the bank stood a | arge granite-gray boul der
wi th what | ooked Iike a wooden door in the side. The trilling of distant pipes blended with the
sigh of a gentle breeze.

Astron pointed to the hillcrest. Gently, he guided the other two upward and into the shadowy
cover. They noved perhaps fifty steps and then ducked beneath a lowlying |leaf that was easily the
size of the largest djinn. The soft sky glow that was everywhere the sanme w nked out into inky

bl ackness. The click of large insects in the distance blended with the crunch of I|ichen underfoot.
Astron sniffed the fungal pungency of his surroundings
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and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.

The canopy of |eaves was not conplete. After a nonent, Astron could see the diffuse light fromthe
pal e blue sky trickle between jagged edges and paint the thin spots between the huge, webby veins
with an iridescent glow Behind himperhaps some ten paces, Astron knew, was a coarse and woody
trunk that soared as high into the sky as the tallest structure in the realmof nen. Thick enerald
branches cantil evered out into a shower of |eaves that hung nearly to the ground. Between the stem
and the circling unbrella of foliage was the shelter in which they hid. One had to proceed
cautiously in the real mof the fey, nmuch nore so than in the worlds of nen.

"Where are we?" Kestrel finally found his voice. "And |l ook at the size of this—this ragwort! Wat
kind of giants are we anong?"

"W were |lucky we arrived when we did," Astron said as he retrieved the book of thaumaturgy from
Kestrel's rucksack. "Fromthe | ooks of things, the ring has not yet begun to form"
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He wrinkl ed his nose, wondering what to do next. Somewhere in this realm according to Pal odad,
was the answer to the riddle. But beyond that, there was no clue. And fromthe tone of his
prince's voice, what little time had been |left was alnbst totally gone.

Astron felt the tug of his stenbrain, but westled it into subm ssion. Al of the inps that had
pursued himin the realmof nmen did not help matters. And in the ward of the archi nage, two

col ossal djinns had appeared as well. Wth all the traffic between the real ns, Caspar could not
hel p but be close behind. It would be a race to see if he or Elezar would be the first to fall.

And what of the humans? At |east one would be needed to wrest the harebell pollen through the
barrier when the tine cane, but what woul d happen after that? Their own real m had grown
i ncreasingly inhospitable, and his was no place for any other kind.

He saw Phoebe draw near Kestrel, and the woodcutter put his arm about her waist. The crease in
Astron's
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nose deepened. He had been with these two far |onger than with any other nortals and he had
| earned many things. But if he were asked to explain their behavior to his prince, he would not be
able to do so.

The one call ed Kestrel could speak of things that had no exi stence whatsoever in the reality of
any of the realns. After the flight fromthe cabin of the wi zard, he had seened reluctant to
continue the journey to the archinmage. Then, after the terns of their agreenent had been
satisfied, he had continued the quest through the flame, not in response to the command of any
prince, but apparently of his own volition. Despite these contradictions, Kestrel had the skill to
mani pul ate a hal f-dozen inps as if he were a practiced wizard. There was nmuch nore to be | earned
fromthis nortal and new experiences to be felt and tasted before their journey together was over

Astron | ooked at Phoebe, who was sniling at Kestrel in the dimess. A bonding was grow ng between
the two —perhaps even the one that men wote so nuch about in their sagas. Wat could be so
different fromthe duty to couple with a broodnot her whenever a prince conmanded?

"I knew you woul d cone," Phoebe sai d.

"Yes, and evidently now we nmust see it to the end." Kestrel answered. "lInstead of nerely weaving a
story for the archinmage, all we have to do is solve a denon's riddle, discover the nost powerfu
natural law of themall, transport harebell pollen, whatever that is, across a flaning barrier,

and restore a prince to power, thereby saving the entire real mof men. Then we night have a chance
somehow to return to the archi mage and convince himthat we were right all along."

Phoebe | aughed. "You left out the part about a female w zard proving her worth," she said.

Kestrel snorted. "At least it does not appear quite as bad as | had inmagi ned. Except for the size
of things, this could well be a sheltered valley in any of the the kingdons that border the great
sea. Once we understand better what goes on here, we just might survive after all.'
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Astron | ooked out onto the glade a second time. The trill of the pipes was |ouder, and soon there
was notion on the crest across the way. A row of flute players bobbed into view Behind them
several rows of dancers were leaping in unison to the sad nelody that wafted through the air.

The | eaves rustled at Astron's side and he snelled a sweet fragrance as Phoebe drew near. "W nust
be dreami ng," she said as she squinted up at the procession. "Look, Kestrel, besides the creatures
of a childhood tale, what else could they be?"

Astron | ooked intently at the procession. The pipers and dancers were draw ng cl ose enough t hat
rough features could be seen. The tallest would tower two heads above Astron, but a weighing scale
would tip in the denon's favor. Slender |inbs protruded fromtunics of deep green, and | ong
delicate fingers arched gracefully over the shafts of the flutes. Tunmbling curls of gold bounced
above delicate features that gave no hint of gender. They were lithe and thin, |like the skyskirr
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but sonmehow shrouded in a delicate beauty, rather than a repul siveness that made nen want to turn
away.

The step of the pipers was |light, and those of the dancers lighter still. In inmpossibly |ong
glides, they darted fromone point of the slope to another, hovering in nmidleap till they barely
touched the ground.

"Men know of the fey?" Astron asked. "The words of the archinmage | ead one to believe that this
real m shoul d be as new to your kind as was that of the skyskirr some few tinme-ticks ago."

"Only in legend," Kestrel whispered back. "Tales for wee ones to send themto sleep. Strange
beckoni ng nusic that one nust at ail costs avoid. Qutwelling |ight fromdeep forest nounds. Tiny
enough to hide in the bow of a flower or under a curling | eaf—-aot the size of a man; the scale is
all wong."

Kestrel stopped and darted a quick | ook around at his surroundi ngs. Cautiously he reached upward
and stroked the fine hairs that |ined the underside of the |eaf over-

152
head. "Legend," he nuttered, "a coincidence. It can be no nore than that."

Astron saw nore ranks cone over the crestline of the hill. He spotted the dull sheen of copper and
felt the stir of his stenbrain. Two nore lines of pipers marched in precise step behind the
dancers, their faces all grimand unsnmling, and with unsheathed bl ades attached to their belts.
Whil e those before them descended to the streamthat transected the gl ade, the sentrynmen fanned
out to circle the shallow bow. In a matter of a few nonents, they were standing at attention, a
sentry next to each of the toadstools that ringed the glade. One was barely a stone's throw from
where Astron and the others hid.

The trilling of the pipes intensified. Astron saw a litter come over the crest of the hill
Surrounded by fluttering attendants, what could only be the equivalent of a prince's carriage
jostl ed down the slope. The one inside was dressed in a tunic like the rest, but fancy
enbroideries of brilliant reds decorated a green deeper than that worn by the others. A garland of
tiny blossonms crowned the brow where the yellow curls had faded to the color of pale straw

Behind the first ruler cane a second and a third, and then a disarray of others, some in clunps of
twenty and others in twos and threes. The chatter of nany voices began to be heard anpbng the

nmel ody of the pipes. Cccasionally what Astron thought night be tinkling |aughter sounded with the
rest. Finally, the litters came to a halt directly in front of the door into the rock. Al the
nmusi ¢ faded away. The richly dressed occupant of the first rose to his feet and spread his arns to
the sky. Hs face showed the first signs of age, and there was a cruel hardness in his eye. H's
mel odi ¢ voice, barely deeper than that of a human wonan, filled the air

"What is happeni ng?" Kestrel whispered. "Can you understand the tongue?"

"Yes," Astron said. "On ny previous visit | learned it well fromone kinder than the rest." He
concentrated for a noment on the words conming fromthe stream side and began translating them for
hi s compani ons.
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"Conme forward, high king Finvarwin, venerated judge. It is the season," Astron repeated. "Cone
forward, Finvarwin, and decide which creations have sufficient beauty, which will be granted the
privilege of continued life. Tell us all who will receive the rewards for their efforts and who
must render service as penalty for failure. |, hillsovereign Prydw n, speaking for all the others,
request your presence."”

The wooden door suddenly swung outward. A frail and stooped figure shuffled out into the |ight.
The top of his head was totally bald, with a few long stringiets of bleached gold hanging to his
shoul ders. His face | ooked caved in, as if struck by a mighty blow Squinting eyes sat atop a
flattened nose. The chin jutted out fromunder a nouth |ong since vacant of teeth. Rather than a
tunic of green, the newconmer wore a |long robe of white, cinched at the waist with a rope nade of
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Vi nes.

"I amready," Astron heard Finvarwin say. "I will judge as | have so many tines in the past."

Fi nvarwi n waved his hand out over the assenbl age and then shielded his eyes. "Wich one is
Ni nbi a?" he asked. "Wiich one attenpts to create without the aid of a nate?"

One of the fey standi ng sonewhat apart fromthe rest came forward and di pped her head. "It is ny
creation that you have asked to inspect, venerated one. My your judgnment be keen and fair."

"Look at that one!" Kestrel suddenly gasped in a voice alnost |oud enough for the nearest
sentryman to hear. "I do not know how these creatures judge, but if she were in Procol on, nen
woul d fight for just one of her smles.”

Astron | ooked nore closely at the one called N nbia. She was a bit shorter than the rest, about
his own height, and wore a plain tunic, with no added enbroidery. Her face was slender, with soft
angl es, high cheeks, and a tiny upturned nose. Large eyes danced beneath a hal o of gold. The way
she nmoved was in sone indescribable way different fromthe rest, a dancelike flow of snoothness,
to be sure, but yet each step brought attention to the
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bounce of her breasts. In the real mof men, she indeed would be judged a great beauty, Astron

t hought, and fromwhat little he did know of the fey, in their underbills as well. He puzzled for
a second tinme about the lust that went beyond the duty to couple and wondered if it affected those
before himin the same way as it did Kestre

and his kin.

"You will be the last," Astron heard Finvarwin say to Ninbia. "I will judge first those nore
likely to prove worthy. Vastowen, prepare the ring for the use of all."

The occupant of the second litter, nore heavy-set than the rest, bowed and then addressed the
assenbl age. *' A dozen djinns," he said. "At |least a dozen for | amconfident that what | have
started has begun to grow of its own volition."

The pipes again started their trilling. Everyone present focused their attention to the three
fires burning on the streanbank. Vastowen notioned to one of the femal es standi ng nearby. Shyly,
she canme forward and cl asped his extended hand. Together they waded across the streamto the side
on whi ch Astron and the others hid.

Vast owen grabbed a handful of powder froma pouch at his waist. Wth a fluid notion he distributed
the dust into the three fires. The flanes roared skyward, each suddenly a brilliant purple of
glistening heat.

"Cone forward, djinns of the circle, | conmand you," Vastowen said. "Cone forward and rmake the

bridge so that we can see into el sewhere.”

"He is a wizard!" Phoebe said. "A wizard, but evidently a foolish one at that. One djinn is
sufficient a contest of wills for anyone; against a dozen no one can wthstand."

"They are all wizards," Astron said. He felt his stembrain stir at the thought. "The high king,
the hillsover-eigns, the litter bearers, even the sentrynen formed into the ring. It is what makes
a journey here so risky for one of ny kirtd. The struggle of dom nance or subm ssion could occur
with each and every one that | neet.”

Astron waved at the figures before him now all con-
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centrating on the three fires at Vastowen's feet. "And if a single one of them has insufficient
strength, he can enlist the aid of another. In twds and threes or even scores, they can neld their
wills as one. A solitary devil or even a prince is no match for the scores you see before you
here. They can sunmon and control a dozen djinns with ease. It is no wonder that none of the
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princes who rul e cast covetous thoughts toward a real msuch as this."

As Astron spoke, a transcendent djinn materialized in the first of the three purple flanes. In an
instant after, the other two were populated as well. Vastowen waved his armin a great vertica
circle. Astron heard the great denons grunt acqui escence, bowi ng their massive heads to their
chests.

The djinn fromthe second flame beat his wings. Wth one great stroke he vaulted onto the

shoul ders of the first. Wsps of purple plasma trailed along with his junp; when the third took
position on top of the second, the slender colum of flame rose to an unbelievable height. The air
roared with bubbling energy. Astron felt the heat penetrate even the shelter in which he hid.

More djinns appeared in the two abandoned fires. Each after his display of subnission placed
hi msel f on top of those who had preceded him In a matter of nonments, a columm of twelve djinns
encased in a sheath of dancing flane ascended high into the pal e sky.

"And now the circle, | comand you," Vastowen said when the | ast had taken his position. "A great
ring of denonic flame fromthe realmof the fey to the one that | direct."

A terrible groan escaped fromtwel ve nouths in unison. For a noment, nothing seened to happen. But
i mperceptibly and then noving faster, the colum bowed fromthe vertical and arced toward Astron's
right. The djinns each gripped their hands upon the | egs of the one above and the topnost of al
extended his arns over his head, reaching out into the enpty air.

Li ke a supple blade of steel, the colum of djinns bent nore and nore to the right, the one at the
base |l eaning farther and farther in the opposite direction in response
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to the lateral forces which pushed on his shoulders. For a nmonent, the topnost denon cantil evered
parallel to the horizon; then, with increasing speed, he turned head dowward as the curvature of
the col um i ncreased.

The tower bent into a great hook and tightened further. Al around the |oop, what had been the

topnost djinn touched ground a span away fromthe fire into which were still anchored the feet of
the first. Now nearly horizontal hinself, the last djinn in the line pulled hinself forward with
his hands until he was able to grasp the legs of the first and drag themonto his shoul ders. The
dozen djinns had forned thenselves into a fiery ring that was four tinmes the height of a tall man

Astron felt Phoebe stiffen next to him The power of twelve mghty djinns bent to a single purpose
probably was sonething that she could not easily imagine. But in the real mof the fey, Astron
knew, such feats were conmmonpl ace, a single element in their own conplex rituals. As he watched,
the pale sky that was surrounded by the ring clouded and darkened. The groans of the djinns
intensified into shrieks of true pain. The air heaved and buckl ed, distorting the view of the
hillside beyond the ring. Bolts of lightning materialized out of nothing. Rolling thunder echoed

t hroughout the gl en.

The scene within the ring dissolved into a blur of dull colors. The hillside appeared to nelt into
a form ess slag that oozed outward to the edges of the ring. Eventually, the entire area of the
encl osed circle was nothing but an indistinct gray that occasionally pul sed and tw tched.

"I's this a sorcery?" Kestrel asked. "An illusion like the ones constructed on Myrgana across the
great sea in nmy own real n?"

"OfF the five arts used by nen, only wizardry is enployed by the fey," Astron said. "They are using
that single art now to command those of my kind to open a passage into yet another realm" Astron
paused and squi nted at the anorphous bl andness contai ned by the ring. "But | ook how they
acconplish it! Not a small path that flits an inp fromone universe to another. Yes, | understand
now that | w tness the event firsthand.
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Wthin the ring we can all see fromone real mto another."
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As Astron spoke, the grayness began to take on shape. Colors deepened. Bright |ights started to
shine through the gl oom Mited tones appeared first, and then saturated reds and yellows. In
sunbursts of color, tiny, bright, spinning balls came into sharp focus. Myving in conplex yet
graceful trajectories, what appeared to be intricately carved spheres spun rapidly on randomy

al i gned axes and darted in and out of sight within the boundaries of the ring. Cccasionally two
woul d pass cl ose by one another and alter their velocities, revolving for a nonent about a comon
center before dashing on.

"Ah, the nusic of the spheres,” Vastowen said. "Look at the vibrancy of the dance, Finvarwi n.
i ncluded no friction so they will orbit about one another forever. |-—=

The fenmal e next to Vastowen pulled on his hand. He stooped forward to listen to what she had to
say. For a nonment they exchanged ani mated whi spers, then he nodded and reached into a second pouch
at his belt.

"And there is yet nore, Finvarwin," he called to the high king. "My soulmate's inspiration soars
beyond the richness of what has al ready been reveal ed. Look, we cast in nore pollen and with our
conmbi ned effort cause there to be nore.™

A cluster of small nodul es sped from Vastowen's grasp and through the ring of djinns. The scene
wavered and trenbl ed, returning back to a nuted gray. Astron saw the fermale fall to one knee with
a gasp, although she did not release her grip on the hand of her mate. Beads of sweat popped into
bei ng on Vastowen's snooth brow. Wping away the salty drops that streaned into his eyes, he
stared at the opening, straining until his arns and | egs began to trenble.

In silence, everyone around the glen watched the opaque grayness of the disk. Then, as quickly as
it had forned, the indistinct fog retreated to reveal once again the whirl of the brightly col ored
orbs. Only this tinme As-
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tron noticed there were nore of themrushing anong one another with trajectories tightly packed.
In an instant, two collided with a burst of brilliant light. In the wake of the collision, dozens
of even smaller spheres, as bright and conplexly decorated as their parents, popped into being and
expl oded outward in wild arcs of their own.

"I't is not rich enough." Finvarwin waved his armat the display. "I need not waste tinme by seeing
more. A nmultitude of such dimfuzziness soon becones tiring. | suspect that eventually all of
those tiny blobs will dissipate far from one another, devoid of interest. No one will want to

wat ch. Everything that you have shown will all fade away."

"No!" Vastowen shouted. "The creation has volition. | knowit does. | can feel the energy of its
life forces pulsing inside. Suspend judgnment if you nust. Let the patterns interm ngle and produce
new variations. W can all wait and thrill in its blossomng richness, which will be all the

greater when we gather the next tine."

"You know the rules as well as any hillsovereign." Prydwi n stepped forward to stand next to
Vast owen. "Once shown to the high king, a creation cannot be withdrawn and substituted with
anot her . "

"But we added to the basic prenmi se even as you watched. Surely that—
"Enough,"” Finvarwin said. "You have presented fairly, and fairly have 1 judged."

Vast owen opened his nouth as if to say nore, but he | ooked around the gl ade and stopped. Even the
retainers that had cone with himhad backed away fromhis litter and did not return his gl ance.
Vast owen dropped his nmate's hand to his side. The scene within the ring of djinns returned to a
muted gray. Wth hushed expectancy all of the fey awaited Finvarwin's next words.

"To Prydwin," he said. "Yes, to Prydwin. The entire underhill in its entirety. To dissipate
Vast owen' s hol di ngs anong the rest, rather than grant a single boon, m ght encourage sinilar
exhibitions of little skill."
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"Thank you, venerated one." Prydwin quickly sank to one knee and tilted his head. "I wll nake
great use of
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the resources that you have so generously—
"Enough,"” Finvarwin said. "W is next? Wat does he present?”

"But the disposition of your |argesse.’
knows. "

Prydwin rose to standing. "It is only right that everyone

Finvarwin grunted. Prydwin's face broke into a smle. He turned to face Vastowen and his mate.
"For you, hill sovereign, ny nercy will be swift. You may choose which of nmy sentrymen will guide
hi s dagger to your heart."

The expression on Vastowen's face did not flicker. "My sovereign," he munbled. d ancing for a
final time at his mate, he squeezed her hand and then pointed out randomy at the circle of
mushroons. "That one," he said. "That one will be as good as any."

"Not yet." Prydwin put up his hand to stop the sentry fromleaving his post. "First there is the
matter of the rest. You will probably want to hear."

Prydwin turned his attention to the litter bearers and the others of Vastowen's retinue. "For
those who renai ned underhill and did not come, their penalty is to travel to my own donmain and
there begin service as | direct. You there, carry back the enpty chair so that they will know that
their hillsovereign is no nore

"As for the rest who were so bold as to acconpany their liege." Prydwin's smile broadened. "Your
yells and screans shall serve to inspire me to greater creations still. The pain may not be brief,
but at |least you will have the consol ati on of adding to the greatness of the art."

Several of the fey around Vastowen's litter suddenly started to run; but before they had travelled
a dozen steps, the sentrynmen cut off their escape and herded them back toward the stream

The first two began whi npering softly as their hands and feet were bound with a vine bristling
with thorns. Like slaughtered pigs, they were fastened to a beamthat was placed between two pairs
of crossed stakes. The oily contents of a plant bladder was spilled over their tunics. Then,

wi t hout further cerenony, they were set abl aze.

The fires burned slowy, billow ng up dense cl ouds of
160

pungent bl ack snmoke. Through a growi ng haze, Astron could see the march of the snoul dering flanes
burni ng outward fromwhere they were first lit, down each |leg and arm and toward the head.

The death cries of the fey were high and piercing, so nuch so that even Kestrel had to rel ease
Phoebe so he could cover his ears. Astron saw the conpl exion of the two humans wash chal ky white
as they stared at what they saw.

"Let us be away," Phoebe whi spered urgently. "They are so many. This is no place for us."

"We do not know where." Astron shook his head. "A nonent nore and perhaps sonething of val ue m ght
be | earned. See, the sounds have stopped and the hillsovereign Prydw n speaks again."

Astron translated Prydwin's words. "Those are the briefest. The rest | will save for |ater when
there will be nore tinme to enjoy."

He | ooked at Vastowen's wooden face and chuckled. "I have saved the best for last," he said. "Your
mate, Thuvia, is a conely one. | think that nmy creations too will benefit fromthe experience of
her pleasures.™
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Vast owen | ooked toward Thuvia, tears streanming fromhis eyes. "Do not be afraid,” he said so that

Astron could barely hear. "Perhaps he will be gentle."

"CGentl e?" Prydwi n suddenly barked with laughter. "To my underhill and renove her of her garments,"”
he roared. "Prepare the pinchers and tongs. W will see if you judge ne gentle."

"Enough of the uninportant,” Finvarwin's reedy voice cut in. "Wio is to be next in the judgi ng?"

"I am venerated one," Prydwin said. He turned his attention away from Vastowen's followers, their
fates apparently totally dism ssed fromhis m nd

The hillsovereign gestured to the fenmales who stood by his litter, and one came forward to stand
with himin front of the ring of denmons. Wth an al nbst staged casu-al ness, he waved his arms
once, dissipating the nmuted gray in an instant. Splotches of color filled the disk, reds and
yellows and vivid greens. Like an artist's palette left
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in the sun, the hues flowed into one another, creating greater blotches still of purples and
or ange.

To Astron, the notion appeared to be quite random Only the greater size and anorphous shape
di stingui shed what he was seeing from Vastowen's spheres.

"l sense the power of your creation,” Finvarwin said after a nonent of watching the sl ow novenent
within the ring. "The massive forns transformw th purpose and dedication. Yes, the creation is
wort hy—ot as conpl ex as those of the chronoids and reticulates that you have seen before, but

vi brant nonet hel ess. There is no penalty, Prydwin. Instead you fairly nay receive a boon."

"You have bl essed ne many tinmes already, venerated one," Prydwin said. "Of material things | have
little want. | ask instead that you give ne know edge, arcane know edge of our own real mthat only
you renenber, know edge so that my own worth might grow "

"Very well then, the answer to three questions shall be your prize. Think of them carefully,
Prydwi n. When all cerenobnies have been conpleted, then you may ask."

Prydwi n ti pped his head to the high king and retreated back to his litter, satisfaction weathing
his face.

"Who next?" Finvarwin repeated. "Who next to be judged by the high king?"

Astron heard a soft nmurnur run through the assenblage on the ot her bank of the stream but neither
the owner of the third litter nor any other came forth.

Finvarwin waited a nonment nore and then notioned toward Ni nmbia. "Then the tine has cone," he said,

"the tinme for the reckless one who dares to create without a nate."

Ni mbi a waded across the stream and addressed herself to the ring of djinns. She perforned no bold
di splay, but the gray began to dissolve slowy away. Astron saw that, rather than into a riot of
color, it transforned into a field of deepest black

Astron squinted his eyes to shield themfromthe glare of the sparks that danced around the circle
of djinns. He drew his nenbranes into place, and that hel ped even
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nore. I n the snoothness of the deep ebony he saw t he begi nnings of subtle novenent and then a
texturing that rippled across the field of viewfromleft to right. An occasional glint of light,
reflecting froman unseen source, gave a sheen to the surface, highlighting at first regularly
arranged depressions and then ribs and furrows that oscillated in sinuous patterns.

Wth each passing nonent, the texture of the surface changed fromone formto another. Astron
wat ched fascinated, not able to predict what woul d happen next, but delighting in each new
variation as it energed. The effect was totally unlike the presentations of either of the other
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two; the slow nelodic pace soothed, rather than agitated with jerks and starts. Astron gl anced at
the high king, wondering what his judgnment woul d be.

"Enough," Finvarwin said. "I let us view longer in order to give you the benefit of the doubt. But
there is little there to distract one froma boredomgreater even than the attenpt of Vastowen.
The puni shment can be no less. To Prydwin with your underbill, Ninmbia. It is for hillsovereigns

who are proficient in their art to hold sway over the fey."

"Sentrynen, to your duty." Prydwin notioned fromhis litter. "Arrange an escort so that her honor
m ght not be unduly tenpted. Bring her with Thuvia. It will be a pleasure deciding which will be
first.”

"Never," Ninbia suddenly shouted in a voice alnpost as deep as that of a male. "I will not neekly
subnmit |ike Vastowen, just because a few wish it so. Qur traditions are ancient ones, but there
are times when even they nust be di sobeyed. ™"

She kicked at the dagger of the first sentryman who approached, sending the blade twirling to the
ground. Then scranbling in front of him she retrieved the knife before the surprised guard could
react. Wth a wi de sw pe, she spun quickly about, waving off the others who had begun to approach.

She | ooked quickly at those who stood near the high king and then at the sentrynen converging from
across the stream "You all saw the inmages," she shouted. "You
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do not need the age of Finvarwin to search for small subtle differences. Be true to what your eyes
have shown you. Mne was a true creation, a difficult balance of predator and prey. Prydw n's was
no nore than the bubbling flow of plasnma, thick pastes swirling in convection in a heated pot."

Except for the closing sentrynmen, no one noved. Finvarw n squinted at N nbia, then shook his head.

"Your underhill is no better protected than all the rest, Ninbia," the high king said. "Against
all the rest, eventually it will fall. You are dealing with the inevitable. Prydwin has offered to
accept you as his mate. Go with himin peace. Perhaps together the two of you will combine to

produce an inmagination greater then either of its parts—ust as the fourth dictumstates."”

"Prydwi n!" Ni nbia spat. "Never." She waved the dagger in the air. "Who anong you has the courage
to act as his heart tells hinP" she called out. "The courage to aid a | ady of the real mwhen she
calls in distress?"

"The hillsovereign speaks with too nuch bol dness for one defending herself alone," Prydw n said.
"Fan out and cover all of the trails. She may have aid just beyond our view"

"That is the signal that we start to nove." Kestrel tugged at Astron's arm "I doubt it will do us
any good to be nistaken for part of the losing party."

Astron shrugged off Kestrel's hand. "The one naned Finvarwin is one that we need to interrogate
further. Perhaps nore than any other he woul d know of harebell pollen and even the ultinmate
precept."”

"Yes, the old one certainly,” Kestrel whispered back. "But at a tinme when not so nany are about.
Now we must be going, before it is too late. Being hunted in two real ns should be enough, even for
a denon."

Astron | ooked out at the ring closing in on N nbia. He glanced over his shoulder in the di nmess.
Kestrel was right. There was a path | eading through the dense underbrush and he shoul d | ead,
because he was nore familiar with what they woul d encounter

Astron gl anced a second tine at Ninbia. H's thoughts
164
took a strange turn. Kestrel also had been right about how to get the inps into a bottle. The way

the human had pl anned to nmani pul ate the wi zards at Phoebe's cabin was sonething no denon woul d
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have concei ved on his own. For the dozenth tinme he realized there was nuch about the nortal that
Astron wi shed to | earn

But the words Kestrel spoke were sonetines so unexpected and peculiar that Astron could not fully
conprehend the intent—duty to oneself rather than a prince, lures for gold djinns when none such
exi sted, or travelling through the flame for Phoebe and no ot her.

Per haps nere words woul d not be enough to unravel the nysteries of nmen; perhaps their experiences
woul d have to be sanpl ed before understanding could cone. Astron | ooked one final tine at Phoebe
and Kestrel, standing close together with their arms about each other, and made up his nind

He stripped away the hood and cape from his back. Gipping the book of thaunmaturgy firmy in both
hands, he suddenly sprang out fromthe cover of the heavy | eaves. The sentryman standi ng nearest
turned in the direction of the rustling sound, but grappled for his dagger too slowmy to defend
hi nsel f as Astron rushed forward. The denmon swung the book high overhead and then crashed it down
on the skull of the startled guard.

The fey crunpled to the ground. Astron staggered to retain his balance and sonmehow nanaged to tuck
the bul ky vol une under his arm He bounded down the hillock toward where Ninbia still waved a
dagger of her own. A shout of alarmwent up fromthe onl ookers. Everyone seened to freeze in their
tracks. Astron felt the beginning of a conpelling pressure in the depths of his thoughts.

He grimaced in resistance, pulling his face into a tight little ball, forcing the mental probes
away. Through eyes half closed, he saw Ninbia dip her dagger cautiously as he ran up and extended
his free hand.

"To safety, through the underbrush,” Astron shouted as he closed. "If no one else will defend you
then I amthe one."
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Ni mbia hesitated a nonment, but then firnly clasped Astron's outstretched wist. He felt a
surprising tingling when the snoot hness of her skin touched his, but pushed the sensation away.
Al nost jerking Ninmbia fromher feet, he reversed direction and began racing back up the hill.

The pressure against his thoughts increased. The fey dealt with a denon by force of will, not

sl ashing bl ades. He felt the probes of many nminds nold into one unifying whole. "Stop, desist," a
voi ce inside his head seened to say. "W are nany and you are one. You cannot resist the conbined
will of us all."

Astron stunbled over a snmall rock, but continued his clinb. Hs |inbs began to stiffen. The panic
in his stembrain stirred fromits slunber. As they reached the sen-< tryman Astron had fell ed,

Ni mbi a drew even with the denon. In half a dozen nore steps she was tugging on the grip between
them pulling Astron forward into the cover of the bush

"Way did you do that?" Kestrel shouted as the pair ducked under the l|eaf. "Have you gone mad? Has
some-w zard put you under his control ?" r

"I do not know for certain," Astron said thickly. He waved at Phoebe and then dropped his arm
heavily to his side. "But then | would not have had to, if you had expl ai ned—expl ai ned why you
rescued your wi zard when you coul d have been safely away from her cabin."
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN
The Paradox of Beauty

A dagger soared into the underbrush over Astron's head, entangling in the drooping | eaves. Retreat
deeper into the foliage was an i nmedi ate necessity or else N nbia would not be the only one
captured by hillsovereign Prydw n.

But Astron found his thoughts beconing nmuch nore sluggish. His |linmbs would barely nove. It was
difficult enough understanding the words of both Kestrel and N nbia as they spoke in their
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respective tongues.

"There are only three of you!" Astron heard N nmbia exclaim "And none fromny own underbill as 1
had supposed. "

Anot her dagger crashed into the canopy. Kestrel pushed Phoebe to the ground out of its path.
"Well, what is the rest of the plan, demon?" he asked. "You know this place as we do not. In what
direction do we proceed?”

"Only three," N nbia repeated, "but then effective, nonetheless. Prydwin's kind are so used to his
wi Il being obeyed w thout resistance that his sentrynen have little chance to do nore than serve
as a frame for the presentation of his creations. As | think of it now, none of ny kind would have
succeeded. The daggers were too nmany. A bold action, denon, was precisely what was needed."

Astron felt her grip tighten in his hand. "Cone," she said. "If we escape safely back to ny own
underbill, even though you are not one of the fey, you will be rewarded."”

Ni mbia turned into the darkness toward the huge trunk and pulled Astron after. He clutched the
book of thaumaturgy to his chest and struggl ed as best he could
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not to stunble. DimMy, he was aware of Kestrel and Phoebe foll ow ng behind.

The little light that filtered between the overhangi ng | eaves vani shed al together. Astron saw
Ni mbia pull what | ooked like a gnarled root fromher belt and, with her free hand, extend it
overhead. The tuber glowed with a feeble yellow light that just managed to illum nate the
obstacles that lay in their way.

The thick trunks that supported the overhang grew cl oser together. Aboveground, suckers caused
nmore than one stunble as they ran. Gublike insects with bodies as big as the armof a djinn
scurried out of their way. Rasps and loud clicks blended with the stonmp of their feet against the
ground.

For how | ong they raced, Astron could not tell. Except for Ninmbia's glowoot, the darkness was as
deep as the void in his own realm H s chest began to hurt fromthe exertion. Sharp pains crackled
t hrough his knees. He was a denmon of contenplation and not used to such stressing of his body.
What little weaving he was capable of to supply his basic needs was being severely overburdened.

Then suddenly Ninbia stopped at the base of a particularly large trunk. She gestured upward and
rel eased her grip on Astron's hand. Like an acrobatic gi bbon in the real mof nen, she grabbed hold
of a | ow branch and swung hersel f upward. Kestrel grunted in understandi ng. He cupped his hands to
gi ve Phoebe a boost. Wth N nbia astride the linb and pulling, Kestrel pushed from bel ow. Phoebe
cl awed her way onto the linb in a tunble of cape and long skirt. Kestrel followed quickly. Only
Astron renmai ned on the ground.

The pressure to submit grewin intensity. Astron found he could barely nove. Wth agoni zi ng
sl owness, he raised the book for Phoebe to grasp and then cupped the branch in his hand.

"Hurry," Kestrel whispered. "They cannot be far behind."
"It is the contest of wills,” N nbia said. "The followers of Prydwin command himto be still."
168

The thought that Kestrel and N nbia had no way of understanding each other floated slowy across
Astron's mind. He should serve as translator, but sonmehow he no |onger cared. Perhaps it was
hopel ess to run further. Eventually they would be found anyway. Wiy not at |east take a rest at
the base of this bush, rather than exert hinmself any nore?

Astron felt his grip on the branch | oosen. Wth a feeling of peace, he began to slide to the
ground. Slunped in a heap at the base, perhaps he would not be seen. O even if they did see him
what really did it matter? Astron curled up into a tight ball. A crooked smite formed on his face.
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But just as consciousness began to fade, a thought of piercing sharpness ricocheted through his
head. Resist, it commanded. | amthe closest and have the greater influence. Resist their wills
because | wish it so

Ni nbia! Astron stirred fromhis dimess. She was a wizard |ike the rest. Her thoughts churned with
the others. And sonmehow they were different—strong because of her nearness, to be sure. But the
crushing drive to dom nate was held in restraint. Her will was adding to his, repelling the

ot hers, giving his own consciousness roomin which to function, time to construct barriers against
the pressure to quit.

Astron vaguely becane aware of nany hands tugging on his body and of being lifted into the air. He
felt the rough fiber of the stringy bark against his skin. He flailed past the first horizonta

| evel of branches and then several tiers nore. Finally he felt an enbrace that held himfirm

Ni mbia's arns coiled around him He snelled the exotic aroma of her closeness and heard the rustle
of her tunic against his own.

"Do not fight me, denon," he heard her whisper. "Blend your will with mine. ding to ne and do not
| et go. When they pass bel ow and do not find us, their command will be for you to come forth, and
you nust not."

Astron saw the dance of glowoots in the distance and a line of sentrymen fanning out along the
crude path on which they had fled. He heard Phoebe suck in her breath
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and the three about himstiffen into nervous sil ence.

As N nbia had predicted, the voices inside his head changed their direction. No | onger was he
inmplored to stop and freeze. Instead, he felt a growing urge for action, to bolt forth and run
into the open, to flee the dismal dark cover to the gentle light of the glen

Astron's linbs began to trenble. Wth all the concentration left to his comand, he cl utched
Ni mbia harder, willing his arnms to stiffen. He nust hold on

Ni mbi a seened to sense his struggle. Her grip tightened and her thoughts blended with his. He felt
the strength of her inner being, like a vault of steel. He poured his own essence into it, nolding
to the contours of the container, pressing against her, |ike an annealing of the alchenists that
could not be torn away.

Through barely open eyes, he saw the followers of Prydwi n draw cl oser, peering cautiously into the
i nky darkness and |listening for sone sound of their flight. Some passed in the distance to either
side, but three cane close to the enornmous bush in which they hid.

Cone forward, the voices conmanded. Cone forward; it is the will of the fey. Astron slamed shut
his eyes and crushed Ninbia to him He heard the gasp of her breath fromthe force of his enbrace.
He felt her nails dig into his back, even through the thickness of his tunic. The trenbling of his
i mbs shook his entire body in spasns. He ached fromthe effort to remain silent and still.

Mentally, he tried to keep the image of Ninbia's vault in focus, pushing against the surface of
her bei ng everywhere he could. He felt her accepting his struggle, welcomng the intertw ning of
what he was with her. He saw beyond the snooth strength that she projected into recesses of her

exi stence that went beyond the i nmedi ate struggle—hints of great pride in her creations, the agony
of defeat in conpetition with Prydwin, the frustration of the petty jeal ousies of her courtiers,
and a deep-lying nelancholy that perhaps even she did not understand.

Like the flickers of a dying flane, the images fluttered briefly in Astron's mnd, then faded
away. |f he were
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struggling to domi nate her across the barrier of the flane, he woul d have pursued them furt her
exposed themto view, analytically picked the one nost painful, and then exploited it until her
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will was his own to do with as he chose.

But N nbia was sharing his struggle. To neld the fullness of her strength to his she had to expose
the foundations fromwhich it sprang. She bared the innernpost essence of her being in trust. He
could do no nore than accept the gift that was given

The urge to how in pain rose in Astron's chest. He clanped his jaws shut, feeling that his teeth
woul d expl ode into fragnented shards fromthe pressure to rermain silent. Every nuscle in his body
ached fromthe conflicting conmands to renain i nmobile on one hand and to dance into fevered
action on the other.

He felt the strong walls of Ninbia's nental vault buckle on the bottom and the band about the
mout h wrench apart in a silent screamof ripping netal. Al though he strained to resist, the top
stretched wide and, as if pushed by giant thunbs, the bottom bul ged upward toward the opening.
Al nost hel pl essly, he felt the contai ner wenched inside out, exposing his own being to the
relentless will of the others.

But then, just when he could stand remaining silent no |onger, the pressure |essened. A nobst in
di sbelief, Astron darted a gl ance out of one eye to the ground bel ow. Whistled commands sang
through the | eaves. The sen-trymen were noving on through the brush

As the searchers departed, so did the pressure in Astron's head. The trenbling of his |linbs slowed
to random twi tches and then stopped altogether. Hi s own consci ousness expanded to fill all of his
being. Alnpbst with a sense of reluctance, he felt Ninbia' s presence within himw thdraw as well.

No one noved, however. All four renmined frozen, lest the smallest sound draw the attention of
Prydwi n's sentrynen back to where they hid. In silence, Astron heard the whistles and calls grow
fainter until only the buzz and click of the insects remained.
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Finally, after an immeasurable tine, Ninbia shifted slightly and uncoil ed her arns from around
Astron's back. Wth muscles stiff fromfatigue, he released her as well. N nbia pulled the

gl owr oot from her pouch and brought it up to eye level. Astron saw her look himin the eye and
then quickly dart her glance aside. A hint of redness bl ossonmed in her cheeks.

"Forgive ne," she said softly. "Wen we struggled to resist the will of the others, | could not
hel p but learn of things that you probably do not want to share."

"And | of you," Astron responded. "I sensed | should not but—=

"If those are thank-yous you are exchanging, they can come later," Kestrel cut in. "No doubt the
others will return this way when they have convinced thensel ves they have lost our trail. Ask the
nabob if she knows of a nore permanent shelter we can reach before nightfall."”

Astron shrugged and told N nbia what Kestrel had said. Serving as the internediary came easily
now. The conversation flowed alnost as swiftly as if they all spoke the sanme tongue.

"There is no nightfall," N nbia said. "The soft blue that you saw in the glen remains eternally
the sane. Fin-varwin and the old ones before himsay that our realmis a globe centered inside a
hol | ow sphere that radiates |light and heat uniformly. There are no days, no seasons. It is the
reason that we find such delight in our creations.

"And as to safety, we will journey to the hill under which | amthe absolute ruler. Perhaps,

bef ore the other sovereigns decide on how they will conbine their forces and attack, there will be
enough tinme to create again—create before the next judging with something that even Finvarw n
cannot deny is the best.”

"Woul d not noving and staying hidden be better?" Kestrel asked. "To face again the pronouncenents
of your high king seens fraught with risk.”

"I must," Ninbia said. "It is my duty, nmy duty to ny people."

"Duty," Astron repeated slowy. "I know of duty—or at least | thought | did. | come to your realm
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search for the answer to a riddle because ny prince
demands—

"Cone." N nbia touched her finger to Astron's lips. "The human is right. W nust get underhil
before Prydwin's sentrynen return.”

For what would be hours in the realmof nmen, Ninbia |l ed Astron and the others through the darkness
of the brush. They encountered no sign of Prydwin's followers and eventually emerged on the edge
of a clearing simlar to the glen in which they had first arrived. Rather than slope down to a
stream however, the grass-covered ground rose fromwhere they stood. Fromall sides of the open
space, at first gently and then with increasing slope, the soft greenness underfoot tilted upward
to forma high hillock in the very center. Like a great upside-down bow thrust against the
ground, the bul ge dom nated the | andscape; its broad, flat apex stood hi gher even than the crest
of the bushes which edged the clearing.

As Ni mbi a noved out into the open, the ground underfoot began to vibrate with a great runbling.
The music of pipes and Iyres filled the air. Astron saw the hillock shudder slightly and then
begin to nove. The ground parted with a clean horizontal slit. On dozens of stout pillars, the
central portion of the hillock rose slowy into the air.

Brilliant lights, laughter, and rmusic sweet and pure poured out of the opening. Astron saw | ong
banquet tabl es groaning under piles of glistening fruit and heavy flagons coolly sparkling with a
pati na of dew. Scores of lithe dancers pirouetted in conmplex patterns. Laughing jugglers kept
dozens of snmall objects whirling above

their heads.

"Ni mbi a, N nbia," dozens of joyful voices called out.

"Qur hillsovereign returns.”

"She has triunphed at last."

"Finvarwi n has been pleased. Look, he gives her three changelings as prize for her great worth."
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"Alert the scribes and the tellers. There will be work for all."

Astron saw a throne of polished stone being pushed into a position of prom nence on a dais bathed
with colored lights. Two long |lines of what | ooked |ike pages forned on either side. Snall girls
began strewing delicate flower petals fromthe base outward onto the grass of the clearing. Stout-
cheeked pipers stuck | ong-stenmed pipes into bows filled with nearly solid geis. Wth straining

I ungs, they forced upward bubbles of air that burst and sprayed all those about to their |aughing
delight. Fragrant odors tickled Astron's nostrils and beckoned hi mforward

Ni mbia said nothing. Wth a grimsmile, she walked on the path laid for her and beckoned Astron
and the others to follow. Accepting a cape richly enbroidered and encrusted with jewels, she
mount ed the steps and sat on her throne. Ninbia | ooked about the gaily decorated surroundi ngs and
Astron saw her face sadden. She breathed out a deep sigh

"I do not return in triunph," she said sinply. "And those that acconpany ne are responsible that I
return at all."

The music stopped as did the clank of flagon and flatware fromthose who prepared the feast.
Smiles fell fromthe faces of those nearest. Eyes |owered. Many of the faces | ooked away. For a

I ong nonent, the silence filled the hilltop; even the creak of boots and rustle of tunics against
one anot her was still ed.
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Then, fromthe periphery of the hillock, a single piper began playing a slow, sad nelody. Ohers
caught the tone and added to it. One of the females close to N nmbia choked on a snall sob. Tears
began to glisten on the faces of a dozen nore. In barely an instant, the infectious joy
transformed into a chilling sadness.

Ni mbi a nodded i n apparent acceptance of the changi ng nood. She notioned over the heads of those
nearest and Astron felt the ground begin to vibrate as it had when they approached. He saw t he
narrow band of pale blue sky start to shrink into nothingness. Like a great
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pi ston sinking into a cylinder, the surface on which he stood descended into the earth. In an
instant, the hilltop again rested firmy on the ground.

The bright lights reflected by the jewel ed panels and mrrors shone with undi mnished intensity.
Even though N nbia had retreated underground, the area around her throne remained far brighter
than the daylight outside. As the descent halted, Astron saw dimy lit passageways radiating in
all directions. Geat bins lined the hallways, like the walls of Phoebe's cabin. From sonme spilled
the powders and woods that Astron recogni zed as essential for the sumoning of great djinns.

Q hers bulged with strange prickly spheroids, covered with sharp barbs or intricate lattices of
thorns. In the distance were rows of doors and dark cross corridors radiating farther into the
earth. The extent of the queen's underhill could not easily be judged.

Two of the pages, taller than the rest, pushed each other timdly fromthe crowd that had gat hered
about the throne. Each wore a tunic enbroidered with the sane designs as those on N nbia's cape.
Their copper daggers were sheathed on belts inlaid with gold.

"M ght not what you have w ought survive despite Fin varwin's judgnment?" the first one asked.

"My creation will live on unaided for a lifetine or nore." N nbia nodded her head. "Such strength
am| sure that it possesses. But w thout the thoughts of others, it will not expand to be nore
than what it is now Eventually, it will grow sluggi sh and decay."

Ni mbi a paused and | ooked over the heads of the assenbly. She closed her eyes and seened to absorb
the nood of the piping which now swelled to a persistent resonance that could not be ignored.
Tears appeared fromfluttering eyelids. She slunped into the folds of her cape.

"The penalty is a severe one." She opened her eyes again at last. "Servitude to Prydwin for us
all —this underbill to becone one of his, rather than our owmn. W will be toiling to carry his
baskets of pollens, blow ng on the pipes as |ong as he commands, plucking the bl ossons
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that he decrees, whether they are part of our harnonies or not."

"You shoul d not have attenpted it without a mate," the second page said. "Al of us regard your
craft to be of the greatest quality, as strong as your own great beauty. But forgive me, ny queen
even so, the challenge was far too great."

Ni mbi a | ooked for a long tine at the second page before speaking.

"You knew of the risk as well as any other," she said softly. "You and every ot her page underbill
Al nost any woul d have sufficed, provided that he had the strength of heart."

"But it could not be ne." The page stepped back suddenly. He waved his arm about those who
clustered around the queen. "Perhaps soneone else," he nuttered, "soneone nore worthy. Your beauty
is too great. One such as | would never have a chance."

"A single page," N nbia repeated, "and yet not one cane forward. Not one chose to acconpany his
queen, despite what decorum denmanded. | do not understand. Can the prize be of so little value?"

"A prize has greater value the less it is shared.” A third voice, deeper than the first two,
sounded fromthe rear. Astron saw a male slightly nore heavy-set than the rest push his way
forward, the lines of a frow etched into his forehead. Dark black ringlets of hair curled above
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deep-set blue eyes. He appeared slightly older than the other pages, and Astron noticed that
several of the females followed himw th keen interest.

"This is not the tinme and place to air old accusations, Lothal." Ninbia stirred slightly on her
throne. "They are no |l ess true now than they were when the two of us—

"The rages have cool ed, nmy sovereign." Lothal bowed deeply with an alnost jeering smile on his

face. "I do not cone forth pressing a suit that you have nore than adequately denobnstrated | can
never win. | speak nerely as another |oyal and concerned subject for the benefit of us all."
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Astron saw NJnbia stiffen, but the queen said nothing. She notioned for Lothal to continue.

The courtier bowed a second tinme and then stood facing Ninbia with his hands on his hips. "Your

wit is a sharp one. Despite everything else, | will always have admiration for that. Perhaps, from
what you see happeni ng again and again, you can finally deduce a basic truth for your conduct." He
paused and turned to face the others, extending his arnms slowy in great arcs.

"The queen can have anyone here she chooses." He | ooked at several of the fenal es who wore bands
about their waists with the sanme nmarkings as those of a nearby nale. "Even ones al ready bound can
hardly resist the great persuasion of her beauty—we all know that in our hearts."

Lot hal whirled abruptly and again faced N nbia. "Any one she chooses, that is, so |long as her
choice is for one only." H's cheeks flushed suddenly. Veins stood out in his neck. "1 did not
subnit to share with another; and by all that lives of its own volition, neither will any other
here. Amend your ways, N nbia. Change the greed for nore than one; that is all you deserve,
despite the | oveliness you possess. Anend your ways, and then a chanpion will come forward to
share the tasks of creation with his [ady."

"1 was faithful to you fromthe first day to the last,” N nbia said softly. "It was your

j eal ousi es and no nore, Lothal, that churned in your heart. You saw evil where there was none.

Not hing I could have done woul d have convi nced you otherwi se." N nbia threw up her hands. "And we
could not create, so long as your own inner being was so troubled."

"If you were not queen, | would not let such assertions go unchallenged," Lothal shot back. "You
try to use the power of your station to gain what even your beauty cannot grasp.”

"Chal | enge whatever you will." N nbia shook her head and pulled the edges of her cape in tightened
fists, with knuckles showing white. "I give you |l eave as | have given you | eave each tinme before
Try to find any proof
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that | was ever other than |loving. You cannot, because none was ever there. Cone, LothalJ, | would
forget the pain and accept you even now, if it would spark the creation that woul d save our
underbill."

Ni mbi a | ooked at Lothai expectantly but his jawwas firmy set. He would speak no nore.

Ni mbi a sighed. "W waste the tinme of all those that have assenbl ed here," she said finally. "And
there is little time that is left." She waved her arm at the banquet roons beyond. "Feast, ny
people. Make nerry while you can. Prydwin's pipers will come for us all soon enough."”

The nmournful melody of the pipers abruptly stopped. There was a nonent's pause and then they began
again, this time with the lively air that Astron had first heard when he arrived. Tentatively, two
of the younger fenales began to dance. Wth a sudden ent husiasm three of the pages m mcked their
steps. Ninbia began clapping her hands. A snile reappeared on her face. In what seened |ike an
instant, the nood transfornmed into the gaiety it had been before.

"l do not understand." Phoebe raised her voice above the nusic. "Wat has happened to her? The
nmoods of the woman on the throne change faster than the purest quicksilver."
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"My previous sojourns were brief," Astron said. "I witnessed the ring of djinns for the first time
just as you did."

"The nmysteries of the realmcan wait for later," Kestrel said. "Mdre inportant is the reason why
we cane. If this Ninbia thinks we are her savior, then ask her for a boon before she forgets. Wat
does she know of the things we seek?"

Astron hesitated. N mbia had saved himfromthe sentrynen of Prydwi n—far nore so than he had her.
And t he passions shown by the fey evidently were quite simlar to those of nen. He would like to
have |istened quietly for much | onger.

"Excuse nme, Queen Ninbia," he said, "but | have a request—know edge in exchange for the snmal
service
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we have perforned in your behalf. If perhaps you know the | ocation of harebell pollen or howto
gai n audi ence with a sage anong you who knows the riddle of the ultimte precept..."

Ni mbi a stopped in nmid-clap. She turned and regarded Astron for a noment with an anmused snile. Then
she broke into a gale of laughter, clasping her sides and poking her el bows at whonever was the
cl osest.

"Yes, harebell pollen," she said. "That is all it would take. Who needs the | ogical precision of
the male to tenper the leaps of intuition if harebell pollen could be tossed through the ring?
Even Prydwi n's greatest triunphs—the real mof the chronoids, the realmof the reticul ates—both
could be challenged in a single judging. Yes, harebell pollen indeed."

Nimbia tried to say nore but she clasped her sides again, unable to speak. Astron | ooked from side
to side for explanation, but saw only other mrthful faces. H s nose winkled. He turned back to
face Kestrel with a shrug.

Ni mbi a suddenly stopped | aughi ng. She tapped Astron on the shoul der. He saw that her face was
conpl etely sober.

"It is the way of the fey," she explained. "W cannot sip life in only half neasures, but nust
drink deeply fromthe cup of emptions. It is no less than the first dictum—reality nust mrror
passi on. How el se can we create with a vividness that will live of its own volition?"

Astron started to reply but N nmbia shook her head. "For now, no nore words," she said. "Do not

di sturb the joyousness of the feast. | owe ny people no | ess." She reached out and gently touched
his arm "Even though you are no nore than a demon, | wish that you would abide with ne for a
while. Abide with me, since your saving of a queen might not yet be conplete.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Bubbl es of Reality

ASTRON bl ew out all the candl es except for the one on the far end of the oaken table. The

remai ning light was feeble, but he had had nore than enough tinme to get famliar with the placing
of even the tiniest obstacles in the small circular room Fifteen marks Kestrel had gouged into
the doorfrane, one for each arising fromhis sleep. For the entire duration, Astron had been
confined to the one room

Despite the urgency, he had achi eved no new progress toward his goal. The growi ng frustrati on nade
his stembrain continuously active. A feeling of constant uneasi ness ached just below his

consci ousness. He could not still the runbling, no natter how hard he tried. Wth each passing
tick of tinme, the chances of the survival of his prince and hence his own shrunk all the nore.
Sonet hi ng had to be done soon, no matter how interesting the other distractions.

They were not prisoners exactly, but Ninbia' s sentry-nmen nmade clear with the force of their
t hought s that wandering around underbill was hi ghly discouraged. After the queen had di sm ssed
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them they had not seen her again. Apparently Astron and his conpanions were left to their own
devices until she saw fit to call them back to her presence.

Astron directed his concentration at what he had constructed. The idle tinme had not been a tota
waste, since there was nuch he had | earned. The oaken table with the candle was straight on three
sides, while the fourth was curved to neet the contour of the stone wall to which it was pressed.
Square cells would have been nuch nore

180

efficient, Astron knew. Using stone instead of wood certainly nust stress the mechani smthat
raised and |lowered the hilltop, but he gathered that such practicalities were not the concern of
the fey.

Next to the candle, hung froma cantil evered scaffol ding made of twi gs and branches, was a

wat ersack from one of the |arge vines that grew aboveground. Astron had carefully pierced and
drai ned the bl adder and then refilled it with |l anp oil obtained from another resinous herb. Wth
bits of copper wire hooked into the surrounding | eaves, the spherical gl obe was el ongated and
flattened, distorting it into a thin vertical disk

At the other end of the table, the book of thaumaturgy that Astron had obtai ned fromthe archi mage
stood upright in a scaffolding simlar to the first. The candle flane flickered through the orb of
oil and cast a diffuse glow of light on the upright parchment, illustrating an inmage quite simlar
to the one Astron had constructed on the bench

Astron studied the illustration for a nonment nore and then the arcane synbols witten beneath it.
The abstractions had been difficult to grasp at first, but the exanples had hel ped a great deal
He turned to the bag of oil and noved it to a mark he had cal cul ated before, roughly m dway

bet ween the candl e and book.

The diffuse halo of Iight on the parchnment coal esced into a nuch sharper dot. Astron grunted in
satisfaction. He cupped his hand in front of his lens so that only its very center received the
candl egl ow and wat ched the focus on the book decrease to a single point of whiteness.

Astron noved the position of the book toward the candle and then adjusted the lens to regain the
proper focus. He neasured the distances from page to oil bag and oil bag to candl e and checked the
results with the predictions of the fornula. After a half-dozen trials, he blew out the renuaining
light and sat in the darkness, contenplating what he had | earned.

The ones who call thenselves masters in the real mof nen treated know edge in strange ways, he
t hought. The
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basi c principles of bending rays of light had no intrinsic connection to thaumaturgy or any other
of the crafts known to nortals. But because these |laws were used by practitioners of the nagica
arts, they were shrouded in secret like the rest. One went to a thaumaturge for tel escopes or
heating | enses, even though a gl assbl ower could construct what was needed just as well without any
recourse to the art, if he knew a few sinple forrmulas. Unlike Prince Elezar's riddles, which
extracted a price but once, know edge in the real mof nen was hoarded and reused again and again
demandi ng a fee each and every timne.

Astron's reverie was broken by a pounding on the door. "The hillsovereign conmands your presence,”
a voice on the other side said.

Astron scranbl ed out of his repose, opened the door, and burst into the hall. Perhaps at |ast he
could continue the search for the answer to Caspar's riddle.

He was joined shortly in the narrow curving hallway by Kestrel and Phoebe. While Astron had
pondered the nysteries of thaunaturgy, they had spent nmuch tinme together |earning the fundanental s
of the language of the fey. And the denon could not help noticing how nuch stronger the attraction
between the two of them had becone.

file:/l/G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (92 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:05 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

He had no chance to conment on the fact, however. In a short noment they were ushered into the
presence of Nimbia in the central throne room N nbia wore a gown of iridescent pink that bill owed
and filled the high chair on which she sat. On either side, two pages stood at solemn attention
their copper spear points perfectly straight and ainmed at the scul ptured ceiling overhead. The
openness that was present when Astron had first arrived had been repl aced by substantial -1 ooking
panel s that bl ocked everything behind fromview Footfalls echoed fromthe unadorned walls.
Sonewhere in the background, pipers still trilled nmelancholy airs.

"l apol ogize for nmy lack of attention,” Ninbia said as they entered, "but the enption had to run
its course.
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Not hi ng has changed, of course, but at |east now | can be a nore proper hostess."

"How do you seek?" Astron ignored the courtesy. He quickly reviewed the questions that he had
decided to ask at the first opportunity. "I deduce fromwhat | have seen that you comrand the ring
of djinns to bridge between real ns that you have never seen before. How do you know they are
there? Wuld not the action be one of discovery, rather than creation?"

A weak smile appeared on Ninbia's face. "I see our control of your kind is not sonething you
ponder lightly," she said.

"1 appreciate the extent of your power," Astron answered. "The youngest hatchlings are taught to
avoid the lure of the fey." He winkled his nose. "But even the mightiest djinn cannot respond to
an order poorly formed. He cannot pass through the barrier to another real munless you explicitly
direct himthere. If he knows it not and neither do you, there is no way an openi ng can be
forned. "

"But we do know the realns where the ring is commanded,"” N nbia said. "W know t hem because t hey
are fornmed by our thought. We do not discover other real ms, denon; they are created by the fey
exactly as you have heard us say."

Astron opened his nmouth to speak again, then slamed it shut as the significance of what Ninbia
had said began to sink into his stenbrain. She spoke casually, as if what she said was of no great
matter, but the words brought forth i mages as staggering as those in Palodad's lair

"You create realns," he said slowy, trying to fight off the stunned nunmbness that began to tingle
through his linbs. "You are the ones responsible for the real mof daenon, the realmof nen, and
all the others."

"No, no, not the denons," N nbia said. "As you well know, your real mspans the space between al
the others. It nust have existed far before the ol dest nenories of our own. Sonehow it is
different fromthe rest.

"And as for the real mof nmen, none of ny brethren
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woul d adnit to such an act—eoncei ving sonething so mi sformed. Perhaps ages ago, before our art
reached its present |level of perfection, it was acconplished—er maybe it was the other way around,
we are all the product of the fancies of nmen. Qtherwi se still, both could be the discarded first
attenpts to achieve perfection by yet sone other beings. If that is so, it explains why so nmany of
the realnms are simlar.'

"What do you nean?" Astron persisted. "What real ns—=

"OfF the ones you saw on the slopes of the glen," NNmbia said, "I was the author of the last. |
concei ved the waves of black and the forces that gave them notive power. It was ny thoughts that
strained agai nst the compressive forces that push against all the realms, trying to crush themto
not hi ngness. "

"I amsorry," Astron said. "You speak too quickly. I do not understand."
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Ni mbia's smle broadened slightly beneath her sad eyes. She gestured to one of the sentrynen
standing in a doorway at the rear of the hall. "Pipes and cooling gels," she commanded. "I nust
explain what to the fey is conmon know edge and second nature."

Astron watched as three pages shortly appeared, each one carrying a bowl of a steam ng and vi scous
liquid. Behind themcame three nore, these bearing tripods and | ong netal pipes under their arns.
The bowl s were set erect in the stands and each of the trio handed a horn.

"You saw the pipers display this art when we returned fromthe judging,"” Ninbia said. "It is a
festive synbolismof what we acconplish with our thought." She pointed in Phoebe's direction. "Let
the fenale start. The brew before her is the nost fluid."

Phoebe handl ed the horn tentatively but N nbia waved her on. "Insert the pipe and blow, " she said.
"Show t he power of creativity."

Phoebe thrust the flared end of the horn into the clear broth and took a deep breath. She exhal ed
forcefully and Astron saw a riot of tiny bubbles cascade to the surface and burst.
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"Secondly the man," N nbia said.

Kestrel frowned but positioned the long pipe into the liquid. He tentatively puffed into the horn
and then strengthened his efforts. Astron saw agitation in the broth but little else. Kestrel's
frown tightened. He inhal ed deeply and pressed his |ips about the nmouthpiece of the horn. Wth
bul gi ng cheeks and eyes, he forced his breath through the | ong passageway into the brew

Astron saw the surface ripple and then a single tiny bubble float gently upward. Kestrel | owered
the pipe fromhis nouth, breathing deeply fromthe effort.

"And now the denon,"” Ninbia said. "Show who is the mightier of breath.”

Astron stepped forward reluctantly and pl aced his hands on the pipe. He had no great need for
nmoving | arge quantities of air in and out of his body and doubted that his strength matched that
of a man. Neverthel ess, he blew as hard as he could into the resistance.

For a | ong nonent he strained and not hi ng happened. He concentrated on constricting his chest as
far as he could. He clanped his elbows to his sides and strained with the nuscles in his back
Then, just as he was preparing to abandon the effort, he felt a sudden | essening of resistance. He
| ooked into the broth to see the begi nning of a bubble emerge fromthe bell of the horn. Wth a
hat chl i ngli ke delight, he pointed at what he had done but halted in md-gesture as the fluid
col | apsed the energi ng bul ge back into the pipe

Ni mbi a nodded. "Imagi ne each realmas a bubble in a great sea," she said, "resisting the
surroundi ng pressure by outward forces of its own. If the powers of expansion are insufficient,
t he bubbl e col |l apses i nto nothingness; but so long as they are strong enough, the real msurvives.

"And what is the nature of this outward-directed power? Nothing |less than the belief that the
real m does indeed exist. If | can fornulate a consistent systemthat has enough clarity in ny
mnd, arift occurs in the great sea; a tiny bubble forns that pushes back the oppressive forces
and exi sts where there was not hing before.
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"The effort required is a staggering one, far far greater than what you experienced with the gels.
It is not everyone that can do it. But to the extent that | give ny creation a conpelling
richness, others will also beconme enanored of its beauty. They, too, will think of it often
adding to the forces that keep it alive. So long as we ponder its being, the crush of destruction
can be withstood."

Astron winkled his nose. For a |ong nonent he pondered what he had heard. "It sounds |ike the
balloons in the real mof nen," he said at |last. He propped the nouthpiece end of the horn
carefully on the floor while he watched the bell end rise slowly fromthe clinging viscosity in
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the bowl. "Are you the only ones with such a power?"

"Beings in other realns can performthese creations as well,"” N nbia said. "Wy, even humans with
their fancies and tales for the sagas have probably created universes, even though they know not

what they have done. Their passions can sonetines be as great as our own. The recordi ng of these

i deas on parchnent is an anal ogue to what we do with our song tellers—spreadi ng know edge of the

creation, so that others can experience the wonder and aid in its existence."

Ni mbia's eyes took on a faraway | ook. "As for the ability of the fey, it is the nature of our very
own real m—the dictuns of magic that are part of it, the stormof our enotion; these are the
things that nake us perhaps the nost proficient."

"When the tales are put away and nen read them no | onger?" Phoebe | ooked up from where she was
stirring the thinnest of the three fluids with the end of her horn. She spoke in a halting voice,
the unfanmiliar words of a new | anguage setting heavy on her 1|ips.

"If the creation has by that tinme not achieved a sufficient vitality of its ow, if it has flaws
and inconsistencies like a poorly constructed watch, it will eventually run down and be conpressed
back into the nothingness of the sea—ust as you saw with the attenpt of the denon." N nbia paused
and her eyes widened. "But if
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the construction has been a sufficiently skilled one, with sentient beings of its own that believe
in thenmselves, in their own existence, then the real mremai ns. Those inside provide the outward
pressure that keeps the crushing forces of the all-envel oping sea at bay—a true creation of great
art.

"That is what we strive for. It is the ultinate goal to which any fey can aspire—+o0 create a new
real mequal to our own, one that exists in and of itself, with all the thought being provided from
i nside, rather than the continued attention of those who first brought it into life.

"You saw the vitality of ny creation when viewed through the circle of djinns. It lived, lived of
its own volition! There should have been no way for Finvarwin to judge it inferior to enpty
noti ons of Prydw n's—despite the fact that what | did was acconplished without a mate."

"If you think the outcone of your efforts not to be fairly determ ned," Astron said, "then why do
you try? Surely, with all that you command, there are other amusenents that would serve as well."

Ni mbi a shook her head slowy. "There is nothing to conpare to the joy of creation," she said. "The
sense of acconplishment of bringing into being an exi stence out of the void. To be denied that
pl easure is the greatest penalty that the high king can exact.”

She waved her arm about the throne room "The melancholy is not only ny own. Even though only a
king or queen is able to force a realmto spring fromthe void, everyone who serves contributes
their thoughts to nake it grow. They all savor the feeling of acconplishnent, the thrill and
wonder when the real mtakes on a sense of being of its own, the pride when other underbills view
what they have wrought."

Ni nbi a shook her head a second time. Fresh tears glistened in the corners of her eyes. "It is the
duty of a hillsovereign to provide the basis, so that all can share. Her own sadness is all the
greater because she nust bear the responsibility of so many in addition to her own." "Duty,"
Astron said. "Is not that fromthe subject to
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the prince? You seemto state that it is the other—=

"The ot her real ns have wi tnessed this nmelancholy, although they do not understand." N nbia ran on
apparently not hearing the interruption. "In tinmes past, other underhills unable or forbidden to
create on their own have been reduced to nmerely watching. But just to observe real ms who owe none
of their existence to your craft makes the restrictions all the nore heartpiercing. Usually we
remai n underground, so as to block out even the hint of pipes fromothers who are nore fortunate.”
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"Then you do look into the real mof nen," Kestrel said. "It could be that our tales are not by
mere luck the sane after all."

"My own underhill has not viewed the affairs of humans,” N nbia said, "but that does not preclude
the actions of many others. And as you probably have surmised, the ring of djinns can be seen
through fromeither side. No doubt if you have | egends of strange bei ngs, piping nusic, and forced
gai ety appearing out of the msts and then vanishing again, it is because of the fey."

Ni nbi a st opped speaki ng. She dabbed at one tear on her cheek and stared off into the distance,
apparently consuned by her own innernost thoughts.

"W asked before about the ultimte precept,"” Astron said after a nonment. "Could it be that it too
plays a part in the construction of these creations?"

Ni mbi a | ooked back down at Astron. She slowy shook her head. "OF such | have not heard," she
said. "Qur realmis governed by seven dictuns of magic, like all the rest. The last two are those
of dichotony and ubiquity as you well know. They are the basis for the communication with the

m ghty djinns of your kind."

"Then perhaps one of the others," Astron said.

Ni mbi a rubbed her cheek dry and flicked back a golden curl over her shoul der. She shrugged again
and began reciting, as if she were a broodnmother instructing her latest clutch. "OF the first |
have al ready spoken—eality follows from passion. Qur tenperaments are not placid, |ike those of
the skyskirr. Instead, they are the
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fuel that fires our inmginations when we attenpt to west
a new universe fromthe void.

"The second as sinmply stated—strength cones fromthe |attice—gui des our thoughts as we try to
create. It is easier to conceive of a realmwith dictuns of magic close to our own, rather than
nmore exotic ones about whose exi stence we can only guess.

"The third is a warni ng—weakness conmes fromcontradiction. As | have already explained, a realm
will eventually wind down and stop, because the postulates that we use in its beginning do not
mesh into a harnoni ous whol e.

"Of the fourth, even you have probably heard enough —two is greater than one and one. Sonehow,
when we are paired as loving mates, the creations are nore fertile, nore exotic, nore likely to
live.

"The fifth is stated—+reap what you sow. It is the pollens we toss into the rings that sonehow
unl ock the thoughts deepest within us, that give rise to our nost exciting thoughts. Each type has
its own—

"Wait. Pollen did you say?" Astron interrupted.

"Yes," Ninbia said. "W do not know for sure exactly how they play a role in the process, but none
of the fey attenpts to create or enbellish without a | arge supply on hand."” She notioned to one of
the sentrynmen standing in the entryway. He retrieved a snall chest that he brought forward and
placed at Ninbia's feet.

Ni nbi a opened the arched lid. She gingerly reached in to withdraw a prickly sphere |ike the one
Astron had seen Vastowen toss into the ring. It was far larger than the others, however, as big as
a small melon. Ninmbia held it delicately with extended thunbs and forefingers.

Astron | ooked at the gl obe carefully and understood N nbia's cautious touch. The entire surface of
the orb was covered with clusters of tiny barbs. Smaller hairtike shafts radiated in all

directions fromeach of the prickly pylons and, in a blurry haze, these were anchorage for tinier
projections still. Beyond the craft of the finest weaver in his own realm the structure of sharp
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points iterated into infinitesimals, far smaller than the eye could see.

"W toss pollens through the ring of djinns to seed our thoughts in the void," N nbia said. "Qur
success seens greater the nore massive they are. To create sonething of value before Prydw n
comes, | would need to use the largest of all, but in all of nmy underbill | have only this one.”

"Are they hard to find?" Phoebe asked. "Could a human wi zard help in their retrieval ?'1

"The flowers that produce them abound in a glen not too far away. The problemis not in harvesting
them but harvesting themnow. At present, the glen is alive with the humof its guardi ans, and no
one dares enter until they have gone on their way. After so many did not return, wisely did

Fi nvarwi n i ssue the prohibition—=

"W seek a pollen as part of our quest," Astron said. "This one that you desire, what is its
name?"

"This woul d be called harebell in the realmof nmen." N nbia nodded at the sphere in front of her.
"That is why your question on our arrival struck such a chord. O course, of all that | could
wish, it would be the best. But of all that there are, it is the one | cannot obtain."

"Har ebel | pollen—and you can create,
can get answers as a boon—answers that Astron seeks.
tears, Ninbia," he said. "I have a deal for you."

Kestrel said excitedly. "Create for Finvarwin so that you
" H's face broke into a broad grin. "Wpe the
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CHAPTER FI FTEEN Har ebel | Pol | en

ASTRON adj usted the straps that ran across his chest. He had gotten quite used to the tunic and
| eggi ngs of nen, but now the rucksack was a totally new sensation. He | ooked out between the
columms of the raised hilltop and saw Kestrel urging himto hurry. Beside the human stood six of
Ni mbi a's sentrynmen, each carrying a | ong copper-tipped spear in addition to the dagger at his
side. Their faces were rigid with tension; none showed Kestrel's enthusiasmto be under way.

Astron took a step forward and then hesitated. The opening in the wall to the left led to the
throne room He poked his head through the doorway and saw that N nbia was alone, still sitting on
her throne where they had | eft her when the planning was conpl ete.

Despite the short length of his training, Kestrel had been npbst glib. Watever dangers lurked in
the harebell glen, he had said, they well mnight not affect human or denon at all. Wth a nodest
escort to protect against a chance encounter with Prydwin's forces, he and Astron would fetch the
poll en and share with N nmbia what they obtained.

Then, with boosted confidence fromthe pollen's potency, N nbia could create something that
Finvarwin certainly woul d approve. They would not wait for the next judging or to see if they
could fend off Prydwin's attack, but go directly to the high king for a special presentation
Phoebe could even help in the control of the ring of djinns. At the very least, Finvarwin's
previ ous judgnent would be reversed and Ninbia's underhill regain its independent status.
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Wth Finvarwin's answer to the riddle and the harebell pollen as paynent for Pal odad, the old
denmon woul d get El ezar restored to power and he in turn would explain to Al odar the innocence of
Phoebe and Kestrel. Wth a little luck everyone woul d achi eve exactly what was desired.

When Kestrel had finished, Astron saw Ninmbia's spirits begin to lift. Now, a few hours later, as
he prepared to | eave, the sadness had totally vanished from her eyes; she stared off into space,
presunmabl y thinking of her new creation

Astron scraped his pack along the doorjanb and Nimbia turned at the distraction. She sniled and
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beckoned himto enter

"Any nore questions, inquisitive one?" she asked as Astron drew cl oser

Astron | ooked at the perfectly scul pted face and graceful |inbs. Another unanswered puzzle | eaped
into his mnd. "You spoke of the great nelancholy that cones when those of your kind cannot
create," he said softly. "I have seen your tears and | believe. But before we cane, before

Fi nvarwi n' s judgnent, what then was the correspondi ng joy?"

Astron shrugged and folded his fingertips to his chest. "W shared thoughts in the forest," he
said. "There | glinpsed a sadness even deeper than that which is lifting now "

For a Iong noment Ninmbia did not reply. She sighed and beckoned Astron to sit on the steps | eading
to her chair. She gathered her jewel ed cape about her as he squirnmed to get confortable with the
pack pulling on his back

"Yes, indeed it is a conundrum"” Her voice took on a hardened tone. "As you say, | amno |ess than
a queen of underbill. My life should be like the foolish tales that men record in their sagas,
with scores of smitten pages vying with one another to do ny bidding and any hinted w sh their
fondest desire. Eventually, fromall the rest | would pick the bravest, the kindest, the one nost
fair.
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Toget her we woul d spend our lives in a blissful happi ness, about which others can only dream

"I't is not so, dermon." Ninbia shook her head. "There are no hovering suitors trying to outdo one
another to gain ny favor. Modst of the males in this underhill seem conpl etely dunbfounded in ny

presence; their self-esteemseens to nelt with my smle. Hardly any dare believe that they woul d
succeed agai nst what nust be nany others and so they do not try.

"And the few that do hold their own value in high regard, the ones that, in desperation, | have
run to, offering to subject my will to theirs—without exception, they have proven to | ove
thensel ves far nore than ne. To one of them | have been no nore than an object, a trophy to prove

yet again his own great worth."

Ni mbi a paused and sighed. "Even if | were able to accept that part of it, despite how much I m ght
try, the liaisons have never been pleasant. Underneath the braggi ng of conquest, ny mates have
been consumed with insane jealousies, irrational fears that they cannot forever hold ne as their
own, and that | will tire and shame themin front of another

"It is a fantasy, denmon. | do not fully understand why, but for one such as | there is no such
thing as living happily ever after.”

Ni mbi a | ooked at Astron with eyes once again filling with sorrow He felt a strange stirring. The
queen had shared with himsome of her innernost thoughts and feelings and done so unbi dden. There
was no question of the domination and subm ssion of w zardry of which he was fanmiliar. She had
trusted and given of herself freely. He knew something of another thinking being in a way that he
had never experienced before.

A sense of conpassion for Ninbia's plight bubbled up within himand nore inportantly, an urge to
show t hat he was worthy, that he understood, and that her trust was well-placed, with a friend
rather than a stranger.

"I + was born without wings," he heard hinmself blurt without thinking. "Unlike ny clutch brethren,
neither could 1 soar through the real mnor weave nore than the
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sinplest of matter. | have becone a catal oguer, an observer of the bizarre in other universes, and
a value to ny prince."

Astron | owered his voice to a whisper and continued. "But |I know of what you speak, of pains deep
in the stenbrain that no matter of higher logic can ever conpletely cover. | amonly a shadow of a
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denon, Ninbia, only a snmall part of what it is nmy birthright to be. 1 |ook at the m ghty wi ngs of
the splendorous djinns as they send the air into pulsing eddies with their strokes and a rage at

the unfairness of it all burns deep inside. | |ower ny menbranes and cover ny ears fromthe power
of the great explosions that ny brethren can ignite at will, and a nelancholy perhaps as deep as

yours stirs fromits deep burial,"”

Astron opened his mouth to say nore but the words escaped him Wat was he doing? H s mnd
recoi l ed in nunmbness. The thoughts that he struggled so hard to keep buried were whirling
unabat ed. And he had done no |less than articulate themto one who was not even in the domain of
his prince. He rose on one knee to withdraw but his linbs rapidly began to stiffen

"Forgive ne," he munbled thickly. "Those words, those thoughts, they were not meant for another
I, I have—=

Ni mbi a reached out and placed her hand lightly on Astron's shoul der. "Thank you," she said,
seeming to ignore conpletely his sudden disconfort. "That is exactly what | needed. You serve your
hill sovereign better than many of nmy own kind."

Astron managed to shake his head, straining against the tightening tendons. Then he caught Kestre
entering the throne roomand felt a sudden relief at the human's presence.

"Yes, | amfinally comng," Astron said. Awkwardly he rose to his feet and adjusted the pack on
his back. "A final word with the queen to learn nore of the dangers."

Kestrel shrugged and notioned over his shoulder. "Walk with the rest of us now or catch up later,"”
he said.
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Kestre! left the throne roomas rapidly as he had Icone. Astron scranbled to follow Another
confusion I had piled on top of the rest. He had not spoken to Nima of dangers. For the first time
in his life, just like a human, he had told an untruth.

The trek to the glen of harebells proceeded uneventfully. The constant twlight did not waver. No
one el se (was seen on the grassy trails. Shortly after Kestrel and Ithe fey arose fromtheir
second sl eep, the party began (clinbing a final hillock crested with giant ragwort and broad-

| eaved thyme. Astron inhaled deeply the aro-matics which hung heavy in the air

Behi nd them the [ush green carpet spread as far as the eye could see, eventually vanishing into
the softness of fog and mist. Like blenishes on snooth skin, clunps of mushroom gol den cowsli ps,
and foxgl ove scattered across the | owlying grasses indicated the presence of springy marshes with
ground far wetter than the rest.

"What is it?" Astron heard Kestrel grow ahead of him "W have conme too far to begin slacking the
pace now."

He | ooked up the trail and saw that the fey had stopped and Kestrel had al nost closed the distance
bet ween them Kestrel scow ed and flexed his back, pulling at the straps of the rucksack he bore
Apparently the adjustment did not help; in irritation, he slipped out of the burden and let it

fall heavily to the ground.

"The shrill vibrations are worse than | have ever known them before,
Astron caught up with the rest.

the first of the fey said as

"What vibrations?" Kestrel shook his head. "I do not hear a thing." He flexed his back again. "Al
I know is that we have been pushing hard for two days and the end is in sight. Nowis not the tine
to have second thoughts."

"The irritation is part of the effect,” another of the fey said. "Perhaps the sounds are too high
for your ears, but they are there, nonetheless. You feel them even if you cannot hear."
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Astron strained to catch sone sense of what the others were tal ki ng about, but he heard not hi ng.
Al t hough denon sight was keen, their hearing was inferior to that of many other beings. Nor did he
feel any of Kestrel's irritation or the growing agitation of the fey.

"The risk is too great."” The first shook his head. "Better to bear the burdens of Prydwin's
pol | ensacks than not to exist at all. Your words nay have been snooth enough for the queen, but
she does not risk the dangers of the glen herself."

He flung off his pack and grabbed at the armof the second. For a noment the two hesitated and

then, after wi de-eyed gl ances back up the hill, they bolted in the other direction, gathering
speed as they ran. The panic was contagi ous. The renmaining four did not even bother to lighten
their loads. Fighting each other for the center of the trail, they sprinted off after the others.

Kestrel watched the fey depart and kicked at his own rucksack. Astron shrugged but said nothing.
He stepped past and continued up the slope. For a long while, Kestrel stood with hands on hips
scow i ng. Then he gathered up his equi pnent and scranbled to catch up with the denon. In a nonent
they were peering out fromunder the cover of a ragwort leaf into the glen of the harebells.

The hill sl oped downward fromthe ridge under a cover of thick-1eaved grasses, just as it had on
the other side. But m dway down the slope, a wall of skyward-pointing | eaves poked out of a heavy
m st and bl ocked the view. Fromwhat |ooked Iike a thick forest of upraised green swords, fragile
stal ks rose even higher, alnpst to the crests of the surrounding hills. Inpossibly slender, the
ropel i ke shoots wavered in gentle rhythns, as if trying by an act of delicate balance to keep from
crashing to the ground. And on the end of each, |ooping over and hanging as a massive wei ght, was
a deep-bow ed bl ossom that swung back and forth. AH of the flora of the real m possessed massive
proportions, but the harebells seemed anong the largest of all. A man or denon could easily hide
within a single flower, if he clinbed that high

1%

After a nmonment's observation, Kestrel stirred and started down the hillside, but Astron grabbed
his arm and hel d hi m back. The denopn pointed at a hint of blurry notion above the nist and then at
a second and a third. One of the harebells rattled with energy. Brilliant orange-and-black stripes
energed fromthe petals and then hovered still.

"Bees!" Kestrel exclainmed as the recognition canme to him "G ant bees the size of the flowers." He
put his hands over his ears. "And the noise—t is their wings. They buzz so fast that one can
barely hear."

Astron | ooked at the large insect before it darted away. Knowi ng what to | ook for, he spotted
several nmore flitting through the flowers. Large, nultifaceted eyes, |ike great blackened shields,
rode above a nouth siphon bristling with golden hairs. The wi ngs were a blur about the bright
abdormen, to which were attached legs folded in an intricate maze. Fromthe rear protruded the
sharp tip of the stinger, glistening with venom Astron shook his head. Judging fromthe size, the
poi son woul d be totally unnecessary. The thrust of the I ance would bore right through the chest as
surely as a shaft of steel

"If it were not for the tales of no one returning, we could risk it," Kestrel said. "Just wal k out
and pick a stalk that none of the bees seens interested in. Perhaps we could even shake sone of
the pollen to the ground.”

Astron did not inmmediately respond. Quickly he ran over in his mnd what he had | earned of bees in
the real mof nen. "Snoke," he said after a nonent. "Perhaps the ones that venture close can be
subdued, if we surround ourselves with sufficient soot and ash."”

"There is little here that will burn." Kestrel shook the | eaf overhead to rel ease a shower of
wat er. "Nothing about is sufficiently dry."

"There is one thing," Astron said. He reached into his pack and pulled out the single grain of
harebell pollen he had brought with himto ensure positive identification. Delicately, he placed
it on the ground just beyond the cover of the ragwort, frowning in distaste at the many prickly
barbs that pierced his fingertips.
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He wi t hdrew one of the oil bladders he had used when studying thaunaturgy and stretched it into a
crude lens with his thunbs and forefingers. "I had wanted to try the experinent when we got above
ground, anyway," he explained as he adjusted the focus. "Even with diffuse light, the energy ni ght
be converged enough if the material is sufficiently conbus—=

The harebell pollen grain suddenly began to snoulder. A ringlet of dense black snoke bubbled from
the surface and rose into the air. Kestrel coughed. Astron put down the |lens. He saw the surface
of the pollen glow into i ncandescence around the origin of the fire and the circle slowy begin to
spread outward in a growi ng ring. The snoke thickened and cascaded fromthe pollen in billow ng
waves, far in excess of what one woul d expect fromsuch a small amount of flame. Like a black fog,
it began rolling down the hillside toward the harebells.

"Smoke subdues bees in the real mof nmen." Astron notioned Kestrel to follow himas he stepped
forward fromunder cover. He stopped and picked up the snoul dering grain. "Let us nove quickly
before it burns itself out."

Kestrel watched Astron proceed hal fway down the slope and then raced to catch up. Together they
reached the slender stalks of the harebell w thout alarm ng any of the bees which buzzed over head.

"You stay here and keep the fire going," Kestrel said when they reached the base of the nearest
flower. "I will clinmb up and shake | oose what | can."

Astron nodded and wat ched Kestrel wap hinmself around the ropelike stemthat soared into the air.
The denon placed the pollen grain at the base of the plant. Wth both hands, he fanned the dense
snoke sluggi shly upward, envel oping Kestrel as he slowy rose.

Kestrel reached the bowed apex of the harebell wi thout incident. Then, letting his feet hang free,
he descended hand over hand onto the bowl of the flower itself. Astron watched himtentatively
test the strength of an individual petal and then pause, apparently trying to figure out the best
way to get inside.
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Two of the bees swooped in Astron's direction; but at the |ast nmonent, they both turned asi de and
buzzed off toward different flowers. Evidently the snobke was not sonething that they voluntarily
wanted to encounter. Astron kept fanning the heavy billows outward and upward, watching warily for
any signs of agitation anong the darting insects.

He | ooked up to see Kestrel dangling in nmidair, one hand holding the tip of a bluish petal and the
other reaching for the knobby stanmen that protruded fromthe center of the bow. In an instant,
Kestrel vanished inside the bloom Then a nonent later, a shower of pollen grains just like the
one that was burning began to cascade downward to where Astron stood.

Astron stopped his fanning and renoved his pack from his back. Scanpering about |ike a small
child, he harvested the grains and stuffed theminto the enpty pouch. He gathered a dozen grains
and then three or four nore until the pack was filled. He brushed his hands with satisfaction.

Ni mbi a woul d be well pleased with what they had done.

When the flap was secured and the pack returned to his back, he glanced at the burning pollen
grain and saw the color of the snoke lighten into soft grays. The burning ring of fire started to
sputter. Only a tiny disk remai ned of what once had been a sizable volunme. He | ooked upward to
call Kestrel down and his stenbrain suddenly jolted in spasm by what he saw.

The bright abdonmen of one of the bees protruded fromthe flower into which Kestrel had vani shed. A
second was buzzing angrily around the stem apparently awaiting his turn. Astron reached back to
untie the pack, but then he saw the wings of the first bee flutter to life in agitation. Its
stinger began to extend and the entire body contort inward toward the bl ossom

Astron shook his head savagely to rid hinmself of his stiffness. He bent forward and bl ew on the
snoul dering pollen grain, bringing the flanes back to life. A wave of smoke bill owed out over the
ground and covered his feet in inky blackness.
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Astron started to fan the coiling tendrils skyward; then thought better of it. They would be too
di ffuse at the height of the blossom He grabbed the grain gingerly in one hand and cupped its
prickly surface carefully against his tunic. Savagely pushing aside yet another w sh for w ngs, he
grabbed the stal k and awkwardly began to clinb.

Astron heard a high-pitched whine for the first tine as he struggled upward, evidently caused by
the confines of the harebell petals against the insect's w ngs. In agonizing sl owness, he
proceeded, occasionally catching glinpses of Kestrel's dark silhouette through the transl ucent

bl ues of the petals. The hunan's body was pushed up into a tight ball at the very base of the
flower, trying to avoid the larger blob naneuvering itself deeper into the bow .

Finally, Astron reached the height of the drooping calyx of the harebell. Al he could see of the
flower's interior was blotted by the carpet of coarse orange-and-black hairs on the back of the
bee. He wrapped his legs as securely as he could about the swinging stemand stretched out his
hand cont ai ni ng the burning pollen grain.

Only a small curved disk remai ned of what once was a sizabl e sphere. He bl ew down the |ength of
his armbut the flanme responded only sluggishly. A few w sps of black rose into the bow of the
flower. Astron exhal ed vigorously, pushing as much life as he could into the renmains of the snoke.
The twitching of the bee as it twisted itself deeper into the harebell slowed but did not stop

al t oget her.

Astron | ooked at the remains of the pollen grain and the progress of the bee. Sonething nore
desperate woul d be needed if Kestrel was to be saved. Al npost w thout thinking, he discarded the

| ast dying enbers and coiled hinself up into a ball on the wavering stem Then kicking as best he
could, he hurled hinself across the distance to the dangling flower, grabbing the hairs on the
bee's back with both his hands.

Wth a noise like ripping paper, the bee's claws tore
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through the petals as the added weight pulled it downward. In an instant, the insect was dragged
free; with Astron clinging to its back it hurled toward the ground.

Once free of the confines of the blossom the huge wi ngs exploded into a blur of action. Stinging
bl asts of cold air raced across Astron's body as the insect tried to right itself. The bee |urched
to the right and Astron felt a stab of pain in his shoulder as he struggled to maintain a grip.
Wth a flip that hurled Astron up over the insect's back, the bee wobbled into a horizontal
position. But the ground cane rushing up too fast. Wth a jarring thud, they crashed into the
ground.

Astron felt the air rush fromhis lungs as he slanmed into the bristly back. Stunned, he rolled to
the side and fell to the ground. The bee tried to rise on its legs, but only uncoordi nated spasns
shook its body. Its wings fluttered out of synchronization, blowing up a scatter of dewdrops anong
the wi de bl ades of grass that covered the sl ope

Astron | ooked quickly about, trying to clear his vision. He saw notion near the base of the stem
and guessed that Kestrel was scranbling to safety. A pungent odor began to fill his nostrils; he
saw the stinger of the bee at his side fully extended and glistening with a foul-smelling oil. In
awkward steps on three legs, the insect was gradually turning its abdonmen about to where Astron
swayed as he tried to regain his conposure. Hs head still rang fromthe contact and, against his
will, he fell to one knee.

"Cone on," Kestrel shouted behind him "Somehow they can conmuni cate. Look, the others are coning
to the aid of the one you brought down.™

Astron felt a firmgrip under his armand rose reluctantly to his feet. He foll owed Kestrel's tug
and began to place one foot in front of another. Al nost m ndl essly, he picked up speed and began
running up the slope. The ringing in his head grew nore intense and al nost painful. He placed his
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hands over his ears, trying to concentrate on keeping up with the human as he ran.
Al nost wit hout knowi ng, they reached the ragwort
20 i

and burst over the hill crest. Astron's vision began to clear; the high buzz in his ears started
to fade away. In a few nonents, they had raced down onto the wet flat-Ilands and were headi ng back
to Ninbia's underbill

"You did it again, Astron," Kestrel said after they had caught their breaths. "You saved ne when
you had no real cause. First Phoebe and then you. I'mstarting to expect it. It's al nbst enough to
restore ny faith in human nat —=

Kestrel paused, |ooked at Astron's denonic features carefully, and then |aughed. "Wl |, maybe that
woul d be going just a bit too far," he said.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
Ni mbi a' s Chal | enge

ASTRON and Kestrel retraced their journey across the hills and glens as rapidly as they coul d.
Wthout the fey to guide themand no directional aids in the sky, their progress was slowed. Mre
than once, they wandered away fromthe faint trails and were set right only by Astron's keen eye

and nmenmory for detail. It was only after Kestrel had risen fromhis fifth sleep that they
estinmated that Ninbia' s underbill was draw ng near
The I ast lush green hill beckoned them forward. Sparse groupings of bl oom ng foxglove and w thered

cowslip past its prime dotted the hillocks. A carpet of ferns crowded close onto the nuddy trai
that squished in wetness with each step

"So you knew not hi ng of thaumaturgy before possessing the archimge's book," Kestrel said as he
paused for breath where the slope steepened. "Burning |l enses and al chem cal balloons. You are well
on the way to beconing a master of many arts yourself."

202

Astron shook his head. "No, as | have tried to explain, nothing |I have done involves any nagica
skill. 1 have learned only of adjuncts that can be used i ndependent of the crafts—by you as wel
as any other."

"This journey has given ne no nore know edge of the magical arts." Kestrel shook his head.
"Indeed, if it were not for Phoebe's safety, | would not even be here." He shielded his eyes from
the diffuse glare, trying to catch sight of something faniliar. "Cone," he said, "we have wasted
too much tine already."”

"It is because | am a catal oguer," Astron continued as they resuned their march. "Unlike ny
brethren, | ook beyond the facts as they are presented to the deductions that logically follow "

Despite his rush, Kestrel laughed. "If | were to judge, |ooking beyond what is apparent is perhaps
where your faculties need nostly to be sharpened."”

"What do you nean?" Astron winkled his nose. "As you have said, | was the one who cal cul ated that
bal | oons of lead could fly, that—

"And the one who did not understand how a group of w zards woul d react when presented the
opportunity for nonetary gain." Kestrel held up his hand to stop the protest. "Nor even how to
entrap the inps which you say you have known for eras.

"There is nore to thought than a | ogical progression fromone truth to another, Astron. Sonetinmes
there is value as well in postulating alternatives, in letting ideas flow free."

Astron's puzzl enent deepened. "I do not understand. How can such lack of discipline help ne in ny
quest? Qur course is clear; we nerely have to follow the path to its end."
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Kestrel rubbed the back of his neck and frowned. He | ooked up to the hilltop. For a | ong nonent
they trudged in silence.

"Well, for exanple, consider the matter of this Caspar of yours," Kestrel resuned after they had
clinbed thrice the height of a man.

"He is not ny prince," Astron said. "He would find
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my exi stence not pleasing. In a tick of time, I would be given to the | owest of his djinns for
sport. | serve Elezar, who finds pleasure in riddl e and delicate weavings, rather than expl osion
and chaos."

"Exactly so." Kestrel panted. "Fromwhat little you have told nme, Caspar is a denon nost unlikely

to conpose a riddle that would baffle your prince. Even if he could, it would not be his style.
Think of it, Astron. Wiy has Caspar acted as he has? From where has he obtained the plan to baffle
your prince? There are inconsistencies here that cry for explanation." Kestrel shrugged and then
put on a fresh burst of speed.

"That is what you should be thinking of," he said, "the deeper neaning of the riddles, not the
relative weight of air and lead."

Astron adjusted his pack and hurried to keep pace. "Then what is the answer?" he asked. "Tell ne
what secrets this other way of thinking reveals. Do you nean to inply that Caspar is under the
control of a wizard, just as El ezar has succunbed to the archi nage—that there is a being in sone
realmwith a will great enough to subdue a prince of the lightning djinns?"

Kestrel stopped a second tine at the crest of the last hill, while Astron struggled to catch up
"I do not know enough of your realm" the human said. "Perhaps there is no substance to ny
conjecture and everything is proceeding as it has been presented. But, as | have suggested, |et
your thoughts roam free. Perhaps, when you | east expect it, an insight will cone."

Astron winkled his nose. "It is hard to see the utility of such speculation,” he said. "Although
if that is the process by which you found a way to put inps in a bottle—=

The scene which stretched before them suddenly reached Astron's consci ousness. He | ooked once at
Kestrel and they both began to race down the slope. At the nadir of the glen, Ninbia's hillock
stood el evated on the slender pillars as it had on their first arrival. But this tinme the
underhill was omi nously quiet and enpty.

In silence, they ran onto the heavy stone flooring that
204

had been raised from bel ow t he ground. Qbvi ously no one was about. Many of the interior walls and
partitions had been renmoved and carted away. The dais of the throne room was bare. Enpty sky
showed t hrough, where before had hung a delicate tapestry of vines. Two enpty vats tipped on their
sides were all that remained of the store of pollens and seeds. Several flutes and horns were
scattered in a litter of |eaves and copper swords on the stone floor. Here and there, spatters of
bl ood mingled with the renmai ns of other debris.

Kestrel and Astron raced about the enpty corridors and then descended into the passageways bel ow
ground. They found al nbst everything ransacked there as well. They entered Astron's cubicle and
saw that only the book of thaunmaturgy renained, tossed into a corner, pages down. Evidently its
strange script was of no interest to whoever had cone. Astron turned to | eave but Kestrel ran
forward to the book. He flipped it over and pointed excitedly to the inside of the front cover.
There in a precise script Phoebe had left a final nessage.

"Pi pers of Prydwin have been seen in the glen," Astron read aloud. "N nbia fears that he plans to
come just before the next judging and claimthe bondage that is his due. Even wi thout the pollen
she must create for Fin-varwin. It is one | ast desperate chance, even though Prydwin wll
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certainly be there. I will acconpany her and aid with ny wizardry as best | can."

Kestrel quickly counted on his fingertips and | ooked at the notches carved in the doorjanb. "It is
already the time of the next judging," he growed. "To the glen with the stream |f Phoebe and
Ni mbi a escaped before the arrival of Prydwin's sentrynen that is where they will be."

Astron tapped the bul ging pack on his back. "But without the pollen there is little chance they
will succeed."”

"Exactly," Kestrel shouted as he sprinted back up the stairs. "Sonehow we nust break through the
ring that guards the glen and get themthe help they need."

Astron felt his stenbrain stir. Pulling N nbia out of
205

the ring with total surprise was one thing, but breaking through to Finvarwin's rock |ong enough
to use the harebell pollen properly was quite another. A shuddering spasm squeezed the breath from
Astron's chest. He renmenbered all too well the crushing power of the conbined w zardry of the

pi pers. He had expected one of Kestrel's clever deceptions as the neans to allow Nmbia to
conpete again, not an insane dash that the humans enjoyed so nuch

Astron wat ched Kestrel bound up the steps three at a tinme. Obviously the thoughts of Phoebe in
peri! had been too nuch for the human. He had surrendered to the panic of his stenbrain, rather
than think through what nust be done. Gimy, Astron forced cal monto his own churnings. He woul d
have to use the best of his reason to convince Kestrel to formulate a pl an

Astron laid a hand on Kestrel's shoulder to restrain himas they peered out fromthe cover of the
ragwort. The tenptation to westle with the human's will flitted through his mind, but he put the
t hought aside. There was no time for that. He would have to hope that the |Ipgic on which they had
agreed woul d work instead.

"Look at them down there," Kestrel whispered desperately. "They are all alone, with not a single
pi per to guard them At worst, Ninmbia will become a slave to Prydw n; who knows what will happen
to Phoebe. ™"

"Yes, look at them" Astron answered. "Phoebe is cloaked. No one questions that she m ght not be
one of their own kind." He touched the reassurance of the hood he had scavenged fromthe debris of
Ni mbia's underbill. "I can pass through the ring with the same pretense. Your presence will only
sound an alarm"

"You are a denon and know nothing of this sort of thing," Kestrel growed. "If it were not for the
fact that your conmand of the |anguage is better, 1 would be the one wearing the cape."

"It is what we have agreed," Astron said quietly. "Propose another plan if you have one belter."
Astron saw the nuscles in Kestrel's face contort with
206

i ndeci sion. After a |long nonent, he sighed and slunped to the ground. "Go ahead," he whi spered.
"Just remenber to answer any challenges the way | have indicated, quickly and with confidence—as
if it is totally bizarre that there should be any suspicion."

Astron nodded and began to rise, but Kestrel caught himby the arm "And none of those foo
questions of your own. There is nuch at stake here, not a petty exercise in collecting data for
one of your catal ogues.”

Astron pushed away a sudden rush of irritation. "Cataloguing is by no neans petty," he nuttered.

"No other djinn under Elezar's command—

He slammed his nouth shut. Kestrel was right. There were nore inportant things to attend to now.
He | ooked down toward the bottom of the glen, fromunder the cover of the ragworts. Finvarwtn
stood adjacent to his rock. Next to him a circle of djinns arched into the sky as they had upon
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Astron's arrival. Prydwin stood in front of the flanming ring, partially blocking a viewinto
anot her realm

Wthin the fiery wi ndow, Astron saw what | ooked |ike two arnies engaged in hand-to-hand conbat,
breaking linbs and spattering blood with intense dedication. The warriors on each side were thin-
franed and delicate, like the fey. Their blows struck and parried in an al nost stylistic dance,
creating conplex visual patterns that grew and decayed as the battle progressed. Fromthe very
center of the conflict, precisely straight paths of ashen white radiated out in many directions on
a plane of gray and continued into the vani shing distance. Astron shook his head; he had never
seen or heard the likes of such a place before.

Alittle farther to the right, he recogni zed Phoebe, despite the cloak; and next to her, simlarly
di sgui sed, nust be N nbia, nervously pacing while she waited. As before, copper-daggered sentrynen
ringed the slopes of the glen, adding the force of their wills to the control of the djinns who
strained to bridge the gap between the real mof the fey and those that |ay beyond.

Astron grinmaced and concentrated for the last tinme to
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push the laggings of his stenbrain far beneath his consci ous thoughts. He adjusted his hood to
cover as nuch of his face as possible and stepped out onto the grassy

sl opes.

He wal ked siowy down the hillside directly toward one of the sentry nen, |ooking past himtoward
the bottom of the glen

"Halt," the guard said when Astron was close enough for himto hear the swish of his cape.
"Prydwi n defends his creations against a challenger froma far underbill. He displays no | ess than
his realmof reticulates. There is to be no interference until the judging is done.”

"I bring pollen that is plentiful in that far underbill for nmy queen," Astron said. "She is
expecting ny presence and | must pass.”

A strange thrill ran through Astron as he said the words. They were filled with untruth and tasted
strange on his lips. Yet he noticed that the sentryman did not inmediately reach for his arnmns.

I nstead he rubbed his chin in indecision and | ooked cl oser at what had interrupted his
concentrati on.

"Lower your hood so that | see that you indeed are not froma local glen," the sentryman said.
"King Pryd-win did not capture Queen Ninmbia and all of her followers when he seized what had been
granted to himin

the last judging."

Astron's stenbrain runbled. He felt sharp inpulses rip through his legs, conpelling himto step

backward. He clenched his fists and willed his thoughts into control. "I amdisfigured," he said
quietly. "A dagger such as yours severed an ear fromny head and left a great scar. | wear this

hood to cover my shame. Surely you can let ne pass so that no one will see.”

The sentryman hesitated. Astron stepped boldly forward. "In any event, | amw thin your ring," he
said as he glided past. "You will have opportunity to challenge me again after the judging is
done. For now, | must obey nmy queen, who bids ne cone forth."

The sentryman frowned, but nade no attenpt to follow Through squinting eyes, he watched Astron
slowy

208 ,

march down the slope. Astron forced air into his constricted lungs. The strange thrill bl ossoned
into delicious triunph. He ran his tongue over his teeth, trying to savor every aspect of the
feeling.
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He had succeeded in getting past the guard, but not with a display of strength, as would one of
his clutch brothers, or even with the know edge of the catal oguer. He had woven an appearance of
reality and it had been accept ed.

He | ooked at Prydwi n standing near the circle of djinns as he approached and then at N nbia and
Phoebe paci ng nearby. Astron reached over his shoul der and grabbed the topnost of the prickly
pollen grains fromhis rucksack. "The seeds for your planting, ny queen,” he said. "My your

t houghts grow and prosper."

Ni mbi a's eyes widened in surprise and then she smiled. She said nothing, but pointed to the ground
at her feet where Astron was to dunp his burden. Astron renoved the pack from his back and gl anced
again at the opening into Prydwin's realm He saw the dancelike battle continue with an al nost

gl aci al sl owness. A few spans away, the hunched figure of Finvarwin squinted at the nbtions with
what | ooked |i ke unwavering concentration

"You see the vitality of the conbat, nmy high king," Prydwin said. "It intensifies rather than
di m ni shes. "

"Enough,"” Finvarwin runbled. "Let us see the offering of the cloaked ones who conme fromfar away."

"Yes." Prydwi n waved the denon ring to opaqueness. He stared at Ninbia's cloaked formand smil ed
"I too have curiosity about this new creati on—+ndeed, the creation and creator both."

Ni mbi a tugged at the corner of her hood and turned away. While everyone watched, she took a
position in front of the ring. After a nonent, she gestured that she was ready. Astron saw her
drop to the ground, coiling into a tight bail and pulling her arnms around her knees. W thout
speaki ng, she began rocking herself back and forth. For nore than a hundred heart beats, nothing
happened. Then a tiny spark of painfully brilliant red burst
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into being in the precise mddle of the ring.

Ni mbia screamed as if in pain and then forced a hearty |augh from deep within her chest. The
anplitude of her rocking increased as nore peals rang fromher |ips. She tossed back her head and
the hood fell away to reveal her golden curls.

Astron felt a twinge in his stenbrain. There could be no doubt about who she was. He saw two of
Prydwi n's sentrynen snap to alertness and step forward with daggers drawn. But their hillsovereign
waved themto be still. Wth the broad smle still on his face, he struck an exaggerated pose of
conpl ete ease

Nimbia's agitation increased. Wth a violent tug, she flung aside the cape and rose to her feet.
Her laughter turned to tears. Wth violent sobs that racked her body, she raised her arns toward
the ring, inploring the gray-ness to dissolve away.

She had known that the disguise would not |Iong be effective, Astron realized in a flash. Her
identity could not be hidden when so nuch passion was required for what she nust do. There had not
been tine to create before the judging. It had to be done while all the others watched. And yet,
she had cone, rather than slink away to safety in the brush when her underhill was attacked. It
was her duty, she had said, her duty to those over whom she was the queen. Astron shook his head
Such a thought would be conpletely foreign to the prince to whomhe owed his fealty.

The pinpoint of |ight expanded sluggishly into a small disk, pushing against the gray void. The
circunference seened to trenble in a series of spasnbdi c expansi ons and contractions, oscillating
in a conplex rhythm but slowy growing in dianmeter. Wen the di sk had beconme the size of a small
nmel on, Ni nbia nodded to Astron, pointing at the pollen at his feet and then the disk.

Astron grabbed one of the harebell grains and lofted it at the vibrating circle. The ai mwas good,
and it struck near the center, but bounced back at his feet. O course, he thought quickly,
transporting solid matter between the realns was a hard task for even the strongest of djinns.
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It was the reason why El ezar had sent himto the realmof nen in the first place.

He notioned to Phoebe to pick up the poilen and try where he had failed. Phoebe frowned in
confusion at first, but then understood what nust be done. Her |ob struck the disk near the edge,
but apparently cl ose enough to what N nbia desired, because the circle exploded into a blaze of
col or, expanding to banish all of the gray.

"An empty palette,” Prydwin called to Finvarwin. "There is nothing there. As soon as Ninbia
rel eases the pressure of her thoughts, the creation will collapse back into the void/

"N nbia, here?" Finvarwin turned his attention for an instant away fromthe ring.

Ni mbia ignored the taunt and directed Phoebe to continue tossing the pollen into the ring. The
wi zard hurl ed another grain and then, with increasing speed, began throw ng nore.

Astron wat ched the orbs as they sailed through the ring and seened to strike the disk of red. Each
seened to transformas it flew The prickly spines grew and bent at right angles, forning
transparent squares of yellow, the bul bous central body wasted away so that only the boxes

remai ned. Like checkerboards with some of the cells cut away, each pollen grain deposited a
haphazard pattern of connected squares in the newrealm some with only two or three conponents,
others with dozens or nore.

Then, after the last grain thrown had been transfornmed, there was a sudden pulse of light. The

pl ane of red shifted to a brilliant blue. But nore inportantly, Astron noticed, the patterns of
squares had all sinultaneously transformed as well. Sonme had vani shed; new ones had appeared. The
background pul sed a second tine, shifting back to red and then again oscillating to blue. Wth
each shift, the patterns of boxes transformed—sone dying entirely, others growi ng in grotesque
and conpl ex ways, seeningly spawning children that evolved on their own.
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Astron wat ched fascinated as the patterns unfol ded. He concentrated on the sinple ones that cycled
through a series of repeating shapes and then suddenly saw the | aw that governed the behavior. He
| ooked at Ninmbia in admiration, struck by the clean sinplicity of what she had done. Each square
lived or died in the next cycle, depending on the nunber of its neighbors. Wth two, it renmai ned
fromone oscillation to the next; otherwi se it vani shed. New squares were born according to a
simlar rule.

The el egance of the creation swept through him He felt a great longing to plant a seed grouping
of cells hinself and see what woul d happen and to watch the pattern live and die. It was exactly
the type of thing that would satisfy the cravings of the fey. Ninbia had created a nost uni que

realmwith a vital life force all its owm. Surely Finvarwin would see the nerit of what she had
done.

Astron | ooked back at N nbia and saw her collapse into a heap. "I call this the realmof the
conways," she panted in alnpst total exhaustion. "It is a universe based upon—

"l apol ogi ze for the wasting of your time with neaningless conpetition,” Prydw n interrupted.
"This is no better, N nbia, than your offering the last tinme you were called forth."

"It is worse."” Finvarwin squinted into the ring of djinns. "I see nothing but the dull repetition
of red and blue. A well-defined realm it is true, but one that bores after the briefest of
i nspections.”

"But it is indeed ny best!" Ninbia tried to regain her feet, but could not find the strength.
"Look at what is there, Finvarwin. How can you so lightly disniss what | have done?"

"Ninmbia." Prydwin smiled. "Surely, even with the cloak, you nmust have known | woul d suspect—-an
unknown hill soverei gn who munbles to the high king only the m ni mum necessary to be granted a turn
to present, an unknown hill sovereign indeed!"

Prydwin turned to Finvarwin. "You have already
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granted me the boon of Ninbia's underbill, venerated one," he said. "Wat additional might I
expect now that | have won the wager doubl ed?" He turned and called back up the hill. "Sentrymnen,

seize them This tine she will not escape.”

Astron | ooked at Finvarwin but saw that the old one was unnmoved. He swayed slightly on unsteady
I'inbs but otherwi se did nothing to explain his decision

"No!" Ninmbia cried out. "A second punishnent will only add injustice to the first. It is not the

fault of those who have dwelt in my underbill that these creations have failed to find your favor,
Finvarwin." Slowy she extended her arns trenbling from exhaustion, offering her wists for
bondage. "If any paynment is to be made, it is the duty of their queen and no other."

"What, this is N nmbia?" Finvarwin said. "The hooded queen and she are one and the sane?"

Astron wat ched Finvarwin's squint deepen as N nbia struggled to stand. The hunched figure remn nded
hi m somewhat of Pal odad, physically infirmyet continuing as he had for perhaps eons before. Age
shoul d have brought increased wi sdomand the ability to judge better what his senses presented to—

Astron stopped in mdthought. The explanation burst upon him "He cannot see!" he shouted to
Ni mbia. "He can no | onger discern detail—enly |arge novenents and general shapes. Finvarwi n has
judged your creations inferior because he never noticed the structures of what was really there."

Astron's thoughts raced. Just as in his experinents, sharpness of vision in a living being was a
matter of |enses and bending light. He remenbered the book of thaumaturgy and the many interesting
diagrams it contained. Dropping to the ground, he began paw ng rapidly through the contents of his
pack, | ooking for what night give N nbia one |ast chance.

Wth a surprising ninbleness, he fashi oned sone bits of copper wire into two snall circles,
connected themwith an arc of nmetal and then attached | onger straight segnments on either side. He
grabbed at one of the |arge
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flat | eaves near the stream bank and tore it into two disks that fit over the rings of copper
hopi ng the oozing sap would hold themfirm Wth a |ast segnent of wire he punched a tiny hole in
the center of each of the green disks.

"Here, try these." He raced up to Ninbia's side, extending his construction forward for Fi nvarw n.
"Place them astride your nose and over your ears. The scene will be dimbut a pinhole works as
well as the finest correcting lens. | have tested the effect in Ninmbia' s un-derhill and seen how
sharp the focus can be."

Astron's hood fl ew backward as he ran, but he was too excited to care. Finvarwin nmust see Ninbia's
creation as it was neant to be vi ewed.

"The denon,"” Prydwi n shouted suddenly in recognition. "The one who kept N nmbia fromne, as was ny
due at the last conpetition. Challenge him pipers, make himsubmt to our collective will."

Astron grinmaced. The nenory of his last ordeal sprang frightfully into his mnd. And within their
circle, there would be no way he successfully could resist.

"Like this." Astron denonstrated with the glasses and then thrust theminto Finvarwin's hand. He
started to say nore, but felt a sudden conpelling jolt. Staggering under crushing pressure, he
sagged to his knees.

Through gl azed eyes, he watched Finvarwin, wth agonizing slowness, bring the strange object to
his face. Astron pushed forward a resi stance agai nst the nental onslaught; but deep in his
stenbrain, he knew he would fail. H's thoughts becane sluggi sh, conpressing in ways that were

di stasteful and bizarre. He saw the sentrynen racing closer, and anong them Kestrel pounded down
the hill with the rest.
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"This is nost amazing!" Finvarwin exclainmed. "There is nore to your creation, Ninmbia, than | first
suspected. Yes, look at it—npst clever, far nore el egant that what Prydwin has offered to be
conpared. "

"What is the ultimte precept?" Astron skrieked. "Wiat law is suprene over all the rest? How does
one
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start a fire in the real mof daenmon? The prize for w nning—the answers | nust know. "

"No, | amthe winner." Prydwin swi ped at Finvarwin's gl asses, knocking themto the ground. "Do not
be misled. It is sone sort of denobn trickery." He |ooked quickly about the glen. "Yes, there are
four altogether. Get themall, the one still hooded and the other sprinting down the hill. Get
themall while | reestablish contact with ny real mof reticulates. Look again as you have before,
ny high king, and you will see.”

Astron struggled to think what he should do, but he felt his being conpressed into nothi ngness,

all the sharp corners of his essence being snoothed away. Wth a dull thud, his head sagged to the
wet earth. In a strange detachnment, he noticed Kestrel being shoved to earth near his rucksack and
Phoebe thrown beside it.

"Be careful, Prydwin," Astron dimy heard Finvarwin say. "Even a hillsovereign nust abide by the
deci si ons of the high king."

"1 will accept no punishment for the likes of this," Prydwin grow ed.

"First, a conpetition that has been fairly won deserves its just reward," Finvarwi n continued,
"and then we will see what additional judgnents are appropriate besides."

The high king paused briefly and cleared his throat. "Realities are no nore than bubbles," he
said. "That is the nost profound truth that | know |If there is an ultinate precept, then sonmehow
t hat know edge nust be a conponent part."

Astron tried to pull nmeaning fromFinvarwin's statenment but he could not. Al he could do was
focus on Prydwin's strident voice.

"There shall be no reversals of opinion, | say. If |I cannot have N nbia, then neither shall she
have ne. Quickly, sentrynen, | command you—al! of themthrough the flane."

Phoebe's scream bl otted out what Finvarwin said next. The last thing that Astron renmenbered was a
sensation of being Iifted and then being hurled through the air.
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PART FOUR

The Two Realnms OF Symmetry
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Rotator's Move

KESTREL shook his head, trying to force his thoughts to order. The disorientati on was not as great
as the first tine he had travell ed between realns, but it was there, nonetheless. He felt Astron's
pack slide fromhis grip and crunch into a sea of sand that surrounded himas far as he could see.
Vaguel y, he renenbered grabbing at the pollen sack as he was hoisted fromthe ground by Pryd-win's
sentrymen and bodily tossed at the ring of djinns. Wen he hit the plane of the vertical circle,
he had felt a tremendous deceleration, like a ball of cotton hurled into a vat of thick nol asses.
The pack was al nbst wrenched from his grasp, but sonmehow he had held on and burst through to the
scene that |ay beyond.

He sat at what |ooked like the edge of a desert oasis. Astron lay crunpled at his side apparently
unconsci ous. By Kestrel's feet was a placid circle of clear water with a dianeter about tw ce the
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height of a man. He felt the rough bark of a tree at his back and saw five nore arranged around
the periphery at the vertices of a perfect hexagon. Phoebe wallowed to alertness in front of the
tree directly opposite his own, trying to get her bearings. Next to the wizard, N nbia slunped in
a disarray of tunic, |eggings, and cape.

A path of crushed white stones radiated away fromeach of the trees into the distance, across a
featurel ess gray plane, vanishing in an indistinct horizon that blurred the separation of ground
and air. A gentle breeze bathed the left side of his face and, just as in the realmof the fey, he
could see no sun, only a diffuse light that seened to cone fromall directions.
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Kestrel cursed hinself for being so inpetuous. But then what el se could he have done? Wen Prydw n
called his sentrymen down to Finvarwin's rock, there had been no option but to bolt fromcover to
of fer what aid he could. Phoebe had been in danger, and he could not just idly stand by.

But there had been too many. Like a sack of flour, he had been hurled through the circle of djinns
into the realmof Prydwin's creation. Dazed fromthe jarring inpact, he had watched hel pl essly as
the others foll owed. Before any of themcould stir, the portal back to the realmof the fey

cl ouded and then cl osed.

Kestrel started to rise in order to see farther fromthe oasis, but felt a great weight that
resisted his notion pressing dowward on his back and | egs. He increased his effort and nmanaged to
stand, although his body twitched fromside to side fromthe buffet of small unseen forces.

"Stop," Phoebe cried fromacross the pool. "Stop whatever you are doing. Sonehow you are pulling
me upward. | cannot nove freely on ny own."

Kestrel |ooked again at Phoebe and saw her nore or |ess erect but hunched forward and grasping
toward the ground with enpty hands. He felt his own fingers suddenly start to wi ggle. Then, when
Phoebe flung her arm backward to clutch at the tree behind her, his own body followed in an al nost
perfect imtation. Kestrel frowned and released the tension in his legs. He collapsed to the
ground and saw t hat Phoebe did the sane in unison

"Sonehow we are bound together," he said in amazenent. "There is great resistance when our notions
do not imtate one another. What kind of strangeness is this?" He glanced quickly to his side.
"Astron, wake up! Explain what is going on."

Kestrel saw the denon stir slightly and, out of the corner of his eye, N nbia nove as well.

"It is the realmof reticulates,"” Kestrel heard N nbia say in an exhausted voice. "Prydw n
considers it one of his two masterpieces, despite the eternal strife and
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in." She drewin a deep breath. 'The effort to create is exhausting. Gve ne a nonent to regain
my strength, and I will explain nore."

Astron coughed and raised his head. Kestrel saw his nose winkle in puzzlenment and then his dark
eyes dart about the gray |andscape. "Symetries," he nuttered, "like the hexagon of trees and the
four of us at opposing vertices."

"Yes," Ninbia said. "This real mabounds in things that | ook the sanme under reflections, rotations,
and other conplex rearrangenents. That is the way it was constructed. Actions that build symetry
are reinforced; those that break themare strongly retarded."

"Most interesting," Astron said. "I even have difficulty holding nmy nouth shut when | listen to
you speak."

"You saw the battle before Prydwin shifted the viewto this isolated node." N nbia's voice rather

than increasing in strength grew still nmore faint. "This realmis one of violence; we nust be
away. "
"But the reason for our quest,"” Astron said. "It has not yet been conpleted."

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (111 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:05 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

Kestrel |ooked again at the unfamliar desolation and felt a sense of strangeness and dread far
nmore i ntense than what he had first experienced in the realmof the fey. "Let us heed Ninbia's
wor ds and begone before we encounter sonething we cannot handle."

"I have no answer to the riddle," Astron persisted. Struggling against Ninbia' s resistance, he
pulled hinself to a sitting position. "As far as | can tell, the words of the high king about
reality and bubbles have little to do with a flame in the real mof daenmon. How can they save ny
prince from Caspar's attacks?"

"Then tell it to the other, the one you call Palodad," Kestrel said. He pointed at the rucksack at
this side. Phoebe's armjerked in response. "Perhaps the one who reckons can anal yze sone hi dden
meani ng, once you have paid himwth the pollen.”

"Pal odad." Astron shuddered. He stopped speaking as nmenbranes flicked over his eyes. "I had hoped
to
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seek out ny prince directly," he said after a nonent, "but your logic is correct. It is to the
decrepit one that we nust turn for aid and succor. Yes, Palodad first and then, with what he wll
hopefully add to the answer, search for the hiding place of ny prince."

He | ooked across the oasis at Phoebe and Ninbia. "A fire, w zards," he said. "Break down the

barrier between the realns and contact the one that we nust."

"l do not have the strength.” Ninmbia rocked back and forth Iike a rag doll. "Certainly not the
firmess of will that is needed. Let the human fenale try. She has been nost eager to prove her
worth. "

Despite the difficulty in noving, Phoebe managed to smile. Funbling with the pockets in her cape,
she retrieved several matches but they tunbled out of her grasp onto the ground. She bent forward
to pick themup but clutched only enpty sand several handspans from where they fell

For a nonent Phoebe bent over awkwardly, deciding what to do next. 'There is nuch resistance," she
grow ed as she wrenched her head upward. "Wth what little kindling | have in ny cape it is not
such a snmall task as one might believe."

"It is the force of the symetries,” Ninbia said. "If you were broken free you could act alone.”

Kestrel saw the denon | ook about the hexagon of trees and his nose winkle in thought.

"Yes, | believe it is the fact that we four are paired at opposite vertices," Astron said after a
monent. "Kestrel, if you can nove to another while Phoebe renains where she is, then the symetry
will be broken. Al of us should then be free to act independently."

Kestrel quickly rose and turned toward the tree on his left but Phoebe's gasp of breath stopped
himshort. He | ooked in her direction and saw her body wrenched to the side, preparing to pace to
the next vertex around the periphery just the same as he.

"No, not so fast," Astron said. "Relax your nmuscles and | et Phoebe get situated first, perhaps
with her arns
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wr apped about the tree. N nbia can help her resist and then you can nove away."

Kestrel breathed out slowy. He did not quite understand what Astron had in nmind, but clearly they
had to try sonething other than what first sprang to nind. As he let the tension out of his |inbs,
he felt insistent tugs that turned himback toward the tree. He let the forces wash over him and,
wi t hout resisting, stepped up to the coarse bark. His arnms rose fromhis sides and extended about
the trunk. Wth a tight grip, his hands cl asped together on the other side. Across the pond, he
saw t hat Phoebe was al so hugging her tree in the sane relative position as he.
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Then Astron rose and approached the trunk fromthe opposite direction. The denon's armnms w dened
into a semcircle. On the other side of the oasis, Kestrel saw Ninbia extend her arns around
Phoebe's tree and grasp her hands together behind the wizard's back. At the |ast possible nonent,
however, Astron brought his hands sharply downward. Rather then intertw ning behind Kestrel, the
denon's fingers dug into the bark at his sides.

"Now, " Astron said. "Gently release your grip and step away. Wth N nmbia' s hel p, Phoebe m ght be
able to resist follow ng."

Kestrel grunted in understanding and began to uncoil his fingers fromone another. He felt the
same strong resistance to his efforts and heard Phoebe gasp in exasperation as her hands al so
becanme unjoi ned. Kestrel stepped backward and saw Phoebe arch in response, her feet noving from
the base of the tree while Ninmbia struggled to hold her firm

Kestrel took another step and then, nore quickly, another. He felt as if he were wal ki ng upstream
inaswft current. But each step was easier than the one before and finally, mdway between the
trees, the force vanished altogether; in conplete freedomhe turned and wal ked to the next vertex
of the hexagon.

Kestrel saw Phoebe slide to the ground, oozing out of Ninbia's grip. Tentatively, the w zard waved
her arm
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and then shook her entire body. The snmile returned to her face for an instant, and then she
sobered into a serious expression. Busily, she retrieved her scattered matches. Reaching into her
cape, she brought forth sone small tw gs and parchnment and built theminto a small papered cone at
her feet. She returned to the tree which Ninbia still clasped and ripped several sheets of |oose
bark away fromthe trunk.

Pul i ng her robe about her, Phoebe kneel ed by her assenbl age of materials and struck a match
agai nst one of the scraps of wood. The head of the match skittered against the rough surface but
did not light. Phoebe cursed softly and tried with a second matchstick, this tine bearing down
harder and paying strict attention to what she was about.

Hal fway through her swi ng, however, the match broke in two. Frowning, she gathered five of the
sticks together in a tight grouping and tried again. Even fromwhere Kestrel stood, he could see
the force of her stroke. The grate of the yellowtipped heads grow ed far out into the featurel ess
expanse of the desert.

But again no sparks resulted fromthe sw pe. Phoebe's scow deepened. Myving quickly, she clasped
the matches with both hands and ground the cluster a second tine against the surface of the bark
Agai n not hi ng happened and she began stroking repeatedly, each tinme nore intensely than before,
hardl y pausi ng between swi pes and ignoring the splinters of natchwood that spewed away from where
she worked. In an instant, they were all destroyed, with not even the tiniest glowto show for her
effort.

Phoebe | ooked over at Kestrel, crestfallen. She kicked at her mound of kindling and sent it

flying. "The wi zards of ny council," she said sourly. 'They were right after all. Wen it cane
time to do ny part, even make the sinplest of flanes, | choked Iike a doxy fromthe sagas." She
reached for her cape and flung it to the ground. "Even with the mantle of the master, | nust turn

to another to get the sinplest job done.”
"My apologies but I amstill too weak." N mbia shook
224

her head. "The struggle at the tree took away whatever remaining reserves that | had." She | ooked
slowy out into the desert, scanning the horizon. "It is your powers that we must use, w zard. Get
us away before it is too late."

Kestrel |ooked up into the tree under which he stood and spied a cluster of pear-shaped fruits.
"Perhaps we are proceeding a bit too hastily," he said. "W have just been through a great deal
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Let us eat first. Then one of you can try again."

To Kestrel's surprise, Phoebe shook her head violently and then sagged to the ground. For a |ong

nmoment, she stared at the splinters in her hand and did not try to speak. "I have failed us all,"
she said after the longest while, "failed us all and precisely when it was needed nost. Evidently,
my words in the chanber of the archimge were no nore than bluster. | failed in my cabin with the

anvi | wood and now a second tine here."
"It is not so serious, Phoebe, just the strangeness of this realm Wth a bit of food—

"Do you not understand?" Phoebe's voice strained with a holl ow sharpness. She waved at the refuse
strewn about her. "I cannot start a fire here, Kestrel. | know. | can feel it. Perhaps it is
within the ability of one truly worthy of the logo, but | cannot, regardl ess of the kindling."

"Then later, after we have all had a chance to rest."

"You are not |istening," Phoebe expl oded. Frustration and anger shot from her eyes. She cl asped
her fists tightly and beat them against her arnms. "It is not a natter of denon control," she said.
"I did not even get that far. It is just as ponpous Maspanar and the others chided.
Experimentation with tiny inps in the confines of one's own cabin is one thing. The nmeasure of a
true wizard is quite another—that which is acconplished when the consequences of failure are nore
than the loss of a fee.

"Not a spark. Not even a single spark. It is not nmerely a matter of new surroundings. It goes far
deeper than that. | can feel the inhibition. I amno wizard, not in this place, not anywhere in
all of the realns." She stopped suddenly, then |ooked across the oasis at Kestrel. "I amsorry,
sorry that | made you cone."
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Kestrel | ooked at Phoebe and saw her self-esteembegin to nelt from her expression as he watched.
It was her only real reason for the quest, he thought. She had wanted to prove herself the equa

of the others above all else. He glanced at the litter of matchwood and shook his head. She al one
woul d know the Iimts of her prowess. If she could not start a fire, what she said nmust be true.
And now, despite the unknowns they were yet to face, even if he could protect her physically, what
could he do to nend the way she suddenly had conme to feel about herself?

Phoebe | ooked at Kestrel sadly. "There is nore than ny shane, Kestrel," she said. She | owered her
eyes and sl oped her shoul ders, sighing deeply. "Wthout a flane, we cannot get passage to any
other real mto that of nen, of the skyskirr, or even back to the fey. Unless N nbia can be
aroused, we are marooned here—narooned forever."

Kestrel pressed his hand agai nst his stomach. Enough tine had passed that he could be reasonably
sure of no ill-effects fromthe fruit. Cdinbing the tree and tossing what he had pi cked across the
oasi s had been easy enough, although Ninmbia ate little and seened to doze in a deep |ethargy when
she was done.

Kestrel grimaced. The fruit had been sweet and tangy, but helped his nood little, if at all. He
| ooked at Phoebe and frowned. Despite his nost careful words, she refused to be consoled. In an
al nrost m ndl ess obsession, she had assenbl ed specinmens of every different type of material she
could find in her proximty, blades of grass, a handful of sand, tree bark and fronds, even the
skins of the fruit they had eaten. But using one of the water |enses from Astron's pack to focus
the diffuse light, she had succeeded no better than with her first attenpt. There was no hint of
flane, not even the tiniest wi sp of snoke.

And now, rather than lifting Phoebe's spirits, he felt the crushing reality of her words grow ng
with each passing noment. The featurel ess plane that expanded to the
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hori zon in all directions made the feeling of entrapnent all the nore intense. Perhaps there were
great cities and enchanting delights just out of eyesight, but Kestrel thought it unlikely. The
glinpse he had of this realmwhile still with the fey | ooked very much the sane as what he saw
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now. Except for the presence of the fighting warriors, he recalled seeing only the sane bl eached
straight-line paths radiating froma central point into the vast desert that was totally | acking
in detail.

Kestrel kicked at the shiny nmetal protruding fromthe sand at his feet. He had not noticed at
first, but at least three of the trees had sone artifacts that appeared to have been hastily
buried near their roots. The one where he sat was a filigree of wought iron that terninated in a
menaci ngly sharp point. No anount of sinple tugging would free the ornate shaft fromthe ground.
In front of where N nbia dozed was what | ooked |ike the edge of a brass disk of substantial
diameter, at |least twice the height of a man. Fromthe vacant node to Kestrel's left protruded a
thin curved strip of steel that slowmy oscillated in the gentle breeze.

But such things were properly only of interest to the denon, Kestrel thought. There were nore

i mportant things about which to be concerned. He counted the fruit remaining in the branches of
the trees and then the clear water of the pool. How |l ong before they had eaten all that was here?
he wondered. And if not great cities, would there be other oases like this one just beyond the
hori zon?

Kestrel stood to get a better view of a fruit cluster partially hidden by a branch. Suddenly he
felt his left foot drag to the side and his entire body twist to foll ow Phoebe gasped. He saw her
reach suddenly to fling her arnms around her tree, her legs sailing out nearly horizontal. In a
flurry of sand and snappi ng capes, both Ni nbia and Astron were tossed into heaps. Like

tunbl eweeds, they began to bounce out into the desert al ong one of the whitened paths.

"I surmise it is another symretry," Astron shouted
227
backward as he tried to regain his bal ance. "Sonething acting on everyone and pulling us away."

Kestrel tried to turn and snatch the tree now at his back, but he was too |late. The unseen force
intensified. He was sl ammed earthward as if struck by a giant. He scranbled to his knees, but

i mredi ately was cast back into the ground a few feet farther fromthe pond. Kestrel spit out sand
and clawed with his fingers, but he could tell that his efforts would be to no avail. He felt his
body begin to drag across the coarse surface. The sand grated against his bare skin and then
started to sting as his speed increased.

Faster and faster he flailed over the ground until even the wind whistled with his passage. A

cl oud of dust boiled up about him forcing himto shut his eyes to keep out the bouncing grains of
sand. The stinging on his forearns intensified froma nmld irritation to a blistering pain.
Kestrel raised his hands and arched his back to reduce his contact with the abrasive that surely
woul d grind through his skin. Wth a gut-straining gasp, he managed to pull one leg forward under
his chest and then savagely ki ck downward. He bounded fromthe desert floor and, in response to
the reduction in friction, felt a rapid acceleration

Kestrel fell back down earthward in a flat trajectory and then, like a stone hurled across a pond,
ski pped back into the air. This tine his path straightened out parallel to the surface and he
skinmed along in a straight line. As if he were a bead on an invisible wire, he hurled across the
vast not hi ngness.

Kestrel cautiously opened one eye. Wien he saw that the cloud of dust had fallen away, he | ooked
about. Phoebe and the others were al so airborne on courses parallel to his own, al! streaking
across the plane above one of the white paths that had radiated fromtheir oasis. He called out to
Phoebe, but the whistle of the wind carried away his voice. He waved once and felt relieved when
she shook her hand in reply.

Kestrel strained to | ook over his shoulder and saw that the oasis was already a nere speck in the
di st ance.
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As he watched, it disappeared into a haze. He turned back to squint in the direction they were

travelling and detected a sinmilar blur of detail on the horizon up ahead.

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (115 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

Kestrel watched the features sharpen as he approached. He recognized the tall trees and the white
I ines of other paths converging fromdifferent directions. He scanned their |lengths as far as he
coul d see, expecting the sanme enptiness on themall. But on the one that ran out across the plane
to the right he noticed a hint of notion. Ohers were also coming to this oasis—warriors |like the
ones he had seen fighting within the ring of djinns.

As the two groups nerged, Kestrel saw the shine of arnor. He heard the clink of hard netal, even
over the whistling wind. He fingered the ponmel of the copper dagger fromthe real mof the fey,

but took little confort fromit. The odds would be greater than five to one, even if Astron and

the two women brandi shed arnms as wel | .

Far nore rapidly than Kestrel could think of what to do, he arrived at the new oasis. As abruptly
as the forces had torn himfromthe other, they died away. He tunbled in a heap and offered only
token resistance to the waning push that rolled himinto the trunk of the nearest tree.

The warriors cane to an abrupt halt at approximately the sane tine. Wth the precision of

di smounting horse riders, they steadied thenselves and renai ned erect. Kestrel grabbed his dagger
fearing the worst; but the warriors, after a brief inspection, paid himand the others little
attention. Wth a few bellowed grunts that Kestrel thought he coul d al nbost understand, they

qui ckly dispersed to each of the six trees that ringed the small pond in their center

In an instant Kestrel was surrounded by a hal f-dozen tall and |l ean nmen with chal ky conpl exi ons,
only a few shades different fromthe paths that seened to run fromoasis to oasis. The first two
began i mediately to set up a snmall table fromspars and hinged planks they carried on their
backs, while a third uncoiled thick parchnents crisscrossed with brilliant red and bl ue i nks.

One of the men spoke and Astron i medi ately an-
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swered. Again Kestrel could make out nost of what was bei ng said.

"Since all of this is Prydwin's creation it is no wonder that we can converse," Astron expl ai ned
"It is nerely a snmall change fromthe nornmal speech in the realmof the fey." The denon shrugged
"It is perhaps a detail on which Prydwin did not spend nuch effort.”

"Your presence contributes to our freedom of novenment," one of the warriors repeated, "and for
that you have val ue. Though your appearance is different fromeither rotator or reflective, | do
not suspect you of being chronoids, since your hands are enpty of the foul artifacts they
transport into our real magainst the protocols."”

"Share in our celebration of victory,"” another said. "The reflectives never suspected the richness
of our symretry until it was thrust upon them-ao | ess than fourteen, and now t hey have been
expul sed fromevery one. They did not have a chance for an exchange of bodies, not a one."

"From whi ch did you cone?" a third asked. "One of the lesser triangles of the central pentagram
or perhaps an octagonal node fromthe hypersphere of the great triad?"

Kestrel opened his mouth to speak but Astron was quicker. "Wat is the map?" the denon asked. "The
lines in red and the nodes in blue with the crossed-out annotations—what do they nmean?"

"It is the rendering of the great polytope, all that there is," answered the first. "See, already
we nake the changes that mark the victory." The warrior stopped and jabbed rapidly at the
parchnent. "It is all in accordance with the second protocol —all noves are simnultaneous. W have
occupi ed nodes here and here and then those over on the other side. They formthe vertices of a
figure with nore than thirty edges. The refl ectives were too concerned about this m nor symretry
of three adjacent nodes here to notice what we had done.

"Look at the pattern closely, see how all thirty-seven forma beautiful pattern that is invariant
if it is rotated
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through the snmall angle drawn over there." The warrior's face widened in a satisfied grin. "As the
first protocol states—the greater the symetry the greater the power. In perfect synchronization
those of us occupying the first node of the set began the journey to the second; those at the
second unto the third. The reflectives who occupied part of the pattern were totally unprepared
and the pressure to preserve symetry was too nuch to resist. They were dragged fromtheir
fortifications into other nodes where yet nore of us waited. W have won possession of nore than a
dozen."

Kestrel |ooked at the nmap where two of the warriors were busy erasing sone sort of synbol by some
of the nodes and replacing it with another. He gl anced at Astron in confusion, but then rel axed
when he saw that the denon had not winkled his nose.

"This map then is a reproduction of all that we see." Astron waved his armoutward toward the
desert. "These oases are the nodes and the lattice |ines the paths between them"

"It is arecord of all the realm" added one of the warriors.

"And the synbol you are erasing—the nodes that are narked with it are under the control of the
ones you call the reflectives." Astron stopped and studi ed the parchment for a nonent. "You hold
your territory nost unlike the fashion of the realmof nmen," he said. "Look at how i nterspersed
you are. How can you possibly say who has the greater advantage?"

"I't is not a matter of adjacency, but of symetry. Look at the beauty of the nodes that we
possess. O very high order are the subgroups that describe our |ands."

"And that symetry gives us power, power to strike at a dozen vertices as one, power to use the
innate forces of the realmto aid us rather than fight against it in furthering of our ains."

"But why fight at all?" Astron asked. "What notivates you agai nst these you call the reflectives?"

"Their symetries are nost foul ," the first of the warriors spat. "They are invariant under
reflection
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whereas ours remain the sanme when subjected to rotations instead. And as the fifth protoco
states—victory is total, only one of two will be left. It is the duty of every rotator to resist
refl ectives wherever we can, to strive to elimnate themuntil none are left to poison the beauty
of the true symetries that we will build when they are gone."

"1 don't understand any of this," Kestrel said. "It nust be sone sort of threadbare
dream-scattered oases in a vast desert linked by geonetrical designs, warriors engaged in

mat henati cal |y obtuse canpai gns. Wat of wonen and the crops that supplenent these few fruits? Wo
weaves the clothes you wear on your backs and from where do the wool ens cone?"

"Mbst of your words nmake no sense whatsoever,",the first warrior said. "Qur lives are to fight the
reflectives until either we receive nortal wounds or have totally won. The fruit of the trees
provi de us subsistence; our arnor protects us fromblows. O these other things we have no need."

"But replacenents,” Kestrel persisted. "What happens when sonme of your nunber are indeed struck
down?"

"Repl acement ?" the warrior echoed. "I do not conprehend. We fight the reflectives until one of us
is victor. If some of my conrades fall, we reconpute the symretries for the nunbers renuining, so
that we have freedom of novenent about the subnodes, as you see we have done here. There are no
repl acenents. There never have been since the beginning of time."

Kestrel | ooked quickly about the oasis and noted that the warriors were deployed in what appeared
to be a random fashion onJy at first glance. C oser exam nation reveal ed that the subgroups by
each tree were different in many distinct ways fromall the rest. Each had a different nunber, and
t he heights and weights were well distributed as well. The canp tasks they had undertaken were al
uni que and the identical weapons were stacked only where other differences outnunbered the
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simlarities.
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Kestrel glanced at Phoebe's al nbst vacant stare and Ninbia's listless shell hunched next to her
He | ooked back out onto the featurel ess desert. Al that he could see was no nore than the
creation of one of the fey, he realized. It all had cone into existence only by the force of

t hought ust like a scribe transcribing flights of fancy for the sagas, |eaving out all
nonessential detail. One could not really expect any nore.

And they were marooned! The words boonmed through his mnd. Marooned in a universe in which al
life apparently had to offer were the few sinple rules of a gane.

CHAPTER ElI GHTEEN Artifacts of the Chronoids

KESTREL | ooked across the new oasis at Phoebe and forced his face into a smle. He had |ost track
of the nunber of nodes to which they had been transported, but it would do her spirits no good to
show how | ow his own had sunk. Far better it would be as well if they could share the sane
subnode, but the rotators, with their rigorously bal anced depl oynents, insisted that they be kept
apart.

Ni mbi a on occasion seened a little nore alert, but nost of the tinme she still dozed in her stupor
at the base of the tree to the right of Phoebe's. Al though Astron was at Kestrel's side, the denpn
again was occupied with | earning about sone obscure detail of the realm Kestrel was alone with
hi s thoughts.

More than he feared, the life of a rotator was one of alnbst conplete ritual. In a rigid sequence
they woul d plan, eat, sleep, and then, simultaneously with everyone else in the realm rush over
the sands to a new node that
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| ooked al nost exactly the sanme as the one they had | eft behind. Then, if the new node were
unoccupi ed and there were no battle, the cycle would begin again. Plan, eat, sleep, nmove—they were
merely playing pieces on a conplex board, jockeying for position wthout ceasing.

Kestrel |ooked at the six fruit-bearing trees that ringed the small pond of water and then out
over the featurel ess desert, trying to channel his thought in a nore productive direction. He
ki cked at the sand at his feet, barely m ssing another shaft of ornately carved netal

"Abel, what are these things?" he called out to the conmander of the warriors. "Half of the oases
we have visited seemto have them protruding fromthe ground.”

One of the warriors |ooked up fromwhere he had been conversing quietly with two others over the
smal | portable table covered with the maps of the nodes. His conplexion was slate gray like the
rest, but streaks of black ran through his hair. Hs eyes were steady and unblinking in a face not
creased by either smile or frown.

"They are the devices of the chronoids," Abel said with disgust in his voice, "the machines of
bei ngs of another real manother realmjust the sane as yours. In our haste, we do not bury them as
we mght. They are a violation of the protocols."

"Anot her realm" Astron | ooked up fromthe scroll he had been studying intently. "W are not the
only visitors you have seen?"

"I ndeed not," Abel said. "Ever since the reflectives seized the origin, the visits have been npst
frequent. The chronoids | ook much as we do and they engage in sone great struggle not so very
different fromour own. But their weapons are not simlar in the least and they are difficult for
us to understand."

"What ki nd of weapons?" Kestrel said, suddenly interested. "Sonething that would give you an
advantage if you had theminstead? Do they by chance involve the use of fire?"

"W woul d not use the devices of the chronoids." Abel pursed his lips. "The reflectives do so only
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at great
234
peril, since they work so inperfectly in a realmdifferent fromwhich they were intended." The

commander stopped and | ooked at Kestrel intently. "More inportantly, they are not part of the
tradition that stretches back to the nmenories of our creation. Only the reflectives would think of
trying something so base to gain advantage."”

"But where are—

"Perhaps it is worth the effort to show you one of the foul things," Abel said. "Then you m ght
better understand."” He gestured to one of the other gray warriors. The second began to protest but
Abel's stare cut short the words. The warrior spat at the ground at his feet and then began
digging into the sand. Shortly he retrieved an obl ong box of metal and brought it forward for the
others to see.

"Way, it looks like a clock," Astron exclained as the object drew closer. "A device for measuring
the passage of tine. See the three ornate bands of netal pivoted at the center of the circular
face with synbols about the rim"”

"These devices do nuch nore than nmerely count the swings of a pendulum" Abel said. "Just as our
realmis governed by the synmetries of space, so is that of the chronoids ruled by the symetries
of time. Wth these clocks, as you call them they nmanipulate the order of events in strange ways.

"Here, in the realmof the reticulates, the devices behave in manners even nore bizarre. The
mani pul ati ons of time are sonmehow transforned to ones of space instead. In battles where the
refl ectives possess them | have seen entire noves undone agai nst our wills, even though we held
t he advant age—whol e squads of nen exchanged with those of our eneny so that we were outnunbered,
rat her than the other way around."

"How did this clock conme to be here?" Kestrel asked,

"Sonehow the reflectives have found a way to comuni cate between the real ms, exchanging nen with
t he chronoids for weapons that aid their own cause. Recently the reflectives seemto have
i ncreased the fre-
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quency of their contacts. The artifacts are nore and nore abundant. Ten thousand nbves ago, we
would find themonly at one node in a score; now we see themat virtually half."

"And the rotators choose not to use those cl ocks?" Astron asked.

"They disturb the protocols." Abel again puckered his lips. "Their very presence sonehow has
changed the third and fourth aws so that they no | onger operate as they should. And in our realm
strange things happen with themthat even the chronoi ds never intended. Who knows when they will
affect the first, second, and fifth | aws?"

Abel | ooked out over the sands and shuddered. "Besides the forced transport of bodies to other
nodes, | have heard of things happening inside as well." He paused and seened to chew on his
tongue. "l cannot totally explain, but the transformati ons of the clocks in the real mof
reticulates can change nore than just the physical. No, despite any possible advantage, we prefer
to bury what we find in the sands."

One of the warriors from another of the subnodes called to Abel. The conmander abruptly turned
away W t hout another word and resunmed his duties. The abruptness of the rotator did not bother
Kestrel. He had cone to realize that there was little need for courtesy in a real msuch as this.
But the informati on he had | earned had been npst interesting. Perhaps there was sonething in what
Abel had said that would help themin their plight. Kestrel |ooked at Astron, trying to draw out
the significance of what he had heard, but the denon was again fully occupied by the parchment in
his |ap.
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Kestrel saw a flash of color at another of the sub-nodes and innmediately his attention was drawn
away. Somet hi ng was happening that he had not seen before. A giant sling had been strung between
two of the trees. Wile he watched, a roll of brilliant red cloth was | aunched in a high arc into
the sky. Like a streaking conet, the material unfolded into an eye-catching arch that could be
seen far over the horizon. After it had

236

pl umret ed back to the ground, several of the warriors raced out onto the desert to retrieve the
cloth and roll it back up into a coil

Kestrel saw four of the warriors at one of the sub-nodes scanning the horizon, three |ooking out
along paths that ran to adjacent nodes, and two others at angles in between. Al nost as soon as the
signal bolt was retrieved, Kestrel noticed a flash of notion down the line of sight that was
farthest to the left. Another banner of red soared up into the sky in answer to the signal

Then in a clockwi se direction fromthe first, just barely above the horizon and far nore distant,
four nore banners answered as well. Al eyes turned to the rightnost path, the [ast of the six,
but the sky remmined calm there was no arch of color sailing into the sky.

A sudden babbl e of excitement erupted fromthe rotators. Even though they had not yet eaten
shield straps were tightened and a dozen or nore began practicing stylized junps and feints with
their swords.

"What is happening?" Kestrel asked Astron

The denon stopped tracing his finger across a copy of the node network and |listened to the rush of
voi ces that Kestrel could not quite follow.

"The prospect for battle is high." Astron |ooked up fromthe map. "Inagine that this node is one

vertex of a hexagon, just |like one of the fruit trees around the oasis. The rotators al so occupy

the one on the left and then, on the far side of the center, three nore as well." The denon

poi nted down the path to the right. "A contingent of reflectives just vacated this node before we
arrived; they nust be one adjacent nove away, nost probably at the |ast node of the six."

"So the warriors here armfor a fight agai nst an eneny they have not even seen," Kestrel said.
"The node on the right may be occupied by twi ce as nany—er they mght run before the battle can be
engaged. "

"That is not the way it is done in the realmof reticulates,” Astron said. "After sone study, |
think I understand better how the nobves are made." The denon stabbed at the map. "The rotators
occupy five of the six
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vertices of a hexagon; sinultaneously they will all nove to the node at the very center of them
all. The forces of symetry will be enornous; the reflectives at the sixth node will be drawn in
as well. They will be unable to resist. And with the warriors fromfive nodes agai nst those of
one, the outcone of the battle should be quite favorable."

Kestrel studied the parchnent on Astron's lap with the cryptic squiggles, trying to make sense of
what the denon was sayi ng.

"Besides," Astron continued, "it is a good nove for us as well. It is in the right direction."
"What do you nean?" Kestrel brought his attention back to the denon

"I't places us one vertex closer to the origin," the denon said. "Look, | have been studying these
maps and identified this one point as the center of all the others. Al the symmetries pivot about
it. Just like the center of the hexagon to which we will be nobving, there is one vertex that is
the origin of the entire realm"

Kestrel shook his head. He still did not understand.
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"The origin is |least bound by the forces of synmetries,” Astron continued. "There is no other node
whi ch nust have the sane activities in order for things to bal ance. There the unusual is nore
likely to occur. It is the one node where we have sonme hope—sone hope of perform ng w zardry and
building a fire."

Kestrel felt his spirits lift. "Yes," he exclained, "you just nmight be right. How el se could the
reflectives communi cate with the chronoids if not through the flane. And Abel said that since they
have captured the origin, the contacts have becone nore intense."” He | ooked at Astron's nmap with
far keener interest.

"After the battle, we will press on to this origin?" Kestrel asked.

"Not necessarily. If the reflectives do not see such noves as part of their overall plan, they
will travel elsewhere, and it will be difficult for us to resist being carried along."

"Then they will need a little convincing." Kestre
238

smled and rubbed his hands together. His thoughts began to junp as he | ooked back to Abel with
cal cul ating

eyes.

"What about a trap?" he asked. "Now that | think of it, this nove to the center of the hexagon
seenms very obvious. Suppose it is part of sone greater symretry that is being planned by the
reflectives."”

"1 had not thought of that," Astron exclaimed. The denon | ooked at Kestrel and wrinkled his nose
"Anot her exanple of the kind of thinking you were tal king about as we returned fromthe glen of

the harebell, | suppose. But yes, if | can understand the strategy of the nove with such little

exposure, how subtle indeed can it be? Wiy would the reflectives nove to the node that conpletes
t he hexagon, rather than choose another oasis that does not inpress synmmetry so strongly upon

t hen®?"

Kestrel did not bother to hear the rest of what Astron said. He sprang to his feet and wal ked to
t he subnode that was occupied by the commander. Fortunately the rotators had so carefully

di stributed everyone about the oasis that the resistance of maintaining symetry coul d al nost
totally be ignored.

"Conmander," he said, "how cunning have the reflectives proven to be in the past?"

Abel | ooked up fromthe map he was studying and pursed his lips. "The reflectives do not act with
cunning. If they did, I would grant thema snmall token of respect. Instead, they enploy any

met hods to enforce advant age —poi soni ng oases just as they leave or imtating our signal flares
with messages of deception.”

"And you?" Kestrel smiled. "The rotators do not engage in such tactics when the alternative would
be a defeat?"

"Certainly not." Abel glowered. "It is the fundanental difference between the two of us. W wi sh
toridthis realmof the reflectives, it is true; but for the rotators, the end does not justify
all neans."

Kestrel | ooked to the horizon and rubbed his chin. "Suppose | can provide you a nethod that wll
result in substantial advantage," he said, "sonething that m ght
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tip the struggle permanently in your favor,"

"I do not know the custons of your realm" Abe! said. "Wat you judge to be of no consequence
m ght be totally out of concert with what we rotators believe."
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"It is nore a a matter of cunning than the poisoning of wells," Kestrel said.

"Speak and | shall judge," Abel said. "If what you say has nerit, then | will pledge ny token to
your command and all of those who can be conmunicated with by sky-ribbon as well."

Kestrel |ooked into the cold gray eyes and hesitated. Anmong nen, he had seen such an expression

only in the nost steadfast of w zards. "I do not seek your command," he said quickly. "I propose
only to offer advice. If it is accepted, then the results will be conpensation enough for those

who travel with nme."

"I command or | do not," Abel said. "If your plan is accepted, then you carry the burden of
responsibility of our lives. That has been the way of the rotators since the beginning of tine."

Kestrel | ooked around the oasis unconfortably. Enough of the stone-gray warriors at other subnodes
had overheard the conversation that they were looking at himintently. H's goal was to get Phoebe
away from another realmas well. He glanced out over the sands and felt a return of the feeling
that had pulled at himuntil just nonents before. There was no other choice. He would have to see
through Astron's idea and work out the consequences |ater

"I think that rather than noving to the center of the hexagon that we now occupy," Kestrel said at
| ast, "we should strike for the origin of the real mby another route. The present naneuver is too
obvious; it is nost likely a trap. What do you say to surrendering responsibility if such were ny
first command?"

"Your schene is one of correct noves and not hing nore?" Abel asked. "No special weapons or tricks
out si de the custon®?"

"No, none of that," Kestrel said. "But that is not the point."
240

"That is the point entirely," Abel said. "A schene with honor is all that | ask. Sketch for ne on
the map the noves you propose. If they show greater nmerit than the plan for the nmonment, then we
are yours to lead."

Kestrel stared back at the cold unblinking eyes and frowned. He | ooked for sone hint of
reservation in Abel's expression, sonme indication that the gray warrior was nmerely agreeing until
he reveal ed nore of what he had in mnd. But the face was void of veiled tension. The conmander
appeared quite willing to hand everything over to Kestrel, provided that it aided in the cause of
the rotators. The gray warrior took his words totally at face value and trusted himin what he
sai d.

Kestrel's sense of disconfort grew. This was totally unlike his dealings in the real mof men.
There, he always sought to find the hidden failings, the weakness that he exploited to consunmate
the deal. And when he was done, his conscience was not bothered; an honest nan woul d not have been
tenpted by what he had to offer in the first place; in the end, just desserts were served. But
this time he had no real reason, other than his own, to nove in the direction of the origin. It
was an out-and-out swindle, with lives at stake, besides.

"No, forget it," Kestrel said. "Your plan is perhaps best after all. Proceed to seize the center
node of the hexagon. The denobn says that it noves us closer to the origin as well."

"Your words cannot be so easily put aside," Abel said. "The origin has been a matter of sone
concern since it was seized by the reflectives some three hundred noves ago." The warrior touched
the sword pommel at his side. "If you indeed have a schene of nerit, you nmust tell us your plan so
that we can judge."

Kestrel hesitated, but Abel did not waver. Wth a slow deliberateness, the warrior began to
wi thdraw his sword. Kestrel glanced at Astron waiting expectantly and over at Phoebe staring
vacantly into space. He quickly pointed at the nmap.

"It is nerely a conjecture,
the center of

he said, trying to buy time with his words. "See, here is the node at
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the hexagon. And here are the five vertices occupied by your own nmen. The sixth here you suspect
to be possessed by the reflectives, and by convergi ng si nultaneously you hope to draw themin with
you. "

"That is apparent to all," Abel grow ed. "What is your plan that has superior merit?" Severa
other warriors stopped whatever they were doing and drew cl oser to hear Kestrel's words.

"Apparent to all—-as you state, that is exactly what | wi sh to enphasi ze," Kestrel said. H s eyes
raced over the map for an idea. "But what about-—what about the ring of vertices that surround even
these six, the ones that He even farther fromthe center of the hexagon? Yes, that is it. Wen you
perform your maneuver, all six of the corners of the hexagon will be vacated; if the reflectives
possess all of the nodes further out, they can nove in to this one and the other five totally
unchal | enged. You will be surrounded and out numbered at |east two to one. The reflectives m ght
sacrifice one unit the size of yours, but the rotators will eventually lose five in return.”

A nmurmur of surprise erupted fromthe warriors who were |listening. Qickly they passed on what had
been said to the others. Kestrel was not quite sure where his thoughts were taking him but at
| east Abel's sword arm had rel axed.

"A sacrifice of one to gain five." Abel |ooked at the map and back to Kestrel with respect. "I
woul d not have , thought of it, nor would any other of our side. It would,, be just like the

refl ectives, though; shedding sone of their own blood, so long as it produced a greater gain." He
paused and puckered his lips. "Your logic has great force. What, then, is the alternative?"

"It is only conjecture," Kestrel repeated, "a thought experinment about what night be the
reflectives' intent. | have no proof that it is so."

"But as you said, the convergence to the center of the hexagon is so obvious. It is rare that the
reflectives would | et thensel ves be maneuvered into such a state.
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After all, they have been struggling for as long as we. Tell us the rest and then you can |ead."

Kestrel frowned. Mwving away fromthe center of the hexagon rather than toward it probably woul d
be no worse than what Abel had originally planned. Perhaps the next node in fact would be totally
unoccupi ed and no harm woul d be done. And they, in fact, would be closer to the origin. He pointed
out over the horizon

"There," he said. "W should nove to that node and the other five units should nove outward as
well. If we encounter any of the reflectives, then the ratio will be no worse than one to one."

Abel squinted out over the desert and then nodded. He turned back to Kestrel and uncl asped his
sword belt. "The plan has nerit," he said. "Assune the command. W will do as you say."

Kestrel |ooked one final tinme into Abel's unwavering eyes. He waited for sone tiny tw nge or
nmovenent, but saw none. "Signal the others,” he said in a resigned voice. It was not exactly what
he had had in mnd. "Informthemof the plan so that there is no loss of life through

m sunderstanding. | will do as you say." Reluctantly he took the offered belt and put it around
his waist. If felt far heavier than it shoul d.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN Spati al Transformati ons

KESTREL wat ched inpatiently as the last of the fruit was squeezed into the bow. It was too tart
to be drunk undiluted, as he knew fromhis first experimentation, but the el aborate nmethod of

m xing by the rotators seened to serve no real purpose. He | ooked out over the unchangi ng desert
and shrugged. They coul d do nothing, of
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course, until the tinme of the next nobve. Perhaps the purpose of the enpty rituals was no nore than

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (123 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt
to keep everyone occupi ed.

Kestrel saw Abel carefully decant oasis water into the bow on top of the thick juice. The liquid

ran down the side without mixing and formed a crystal-clear |ayer on top of the opaque orange

sl udge on which it rode. Besides the former conmander, two other warriors flailed at the wung-out
pap on large flat stones, pressing it into a thin layer of sticky paste. Before the next nove, the
gentle breezes would have dried the pulp into a fine orange powder that was carefully packed away

agai nst the contingency of arriving at a node with nothing fresh to eat.

When the last of the water had been added, Abel opened a spout near the bottom of the bow and | et
the juice slowy flowout to fill a large spoon. Then, with a practiced deftness, the rotator
stopped the flow, raised the spoon back over the top edge of the bow, plunged it into the water

| ayer, and stirred it vigorously about. The juice sprayed into a shower of the fine droplets that
qui ckly added a hint of orange to the transparent crisp-ness of the water, but sonehow did not

di sturb the darker opaqueness that rested beneath.

Usi ng the sanme spoon with a hinged cover over the top, Abel next extracted sone of the water and
plunged it into the denser juice. He manipulated a | ever that rel eased the spoon's contents and
again swirled it about, slightly lightening the deep color in the process.

Kestrel yawned, partially fromthe tension of waiting, but also because he had seen the ritua
nmore than a dozen tines. Abel returned the spoon to the spout near the bottom of the bow,

coll ected sone of the lower liquid, and nixed it with the top. Again he extracted sone of the
result and swirled it with the bottom Wth each transfer the water became nore and nore cl oudy,
the juice nmore and nore fluid and transparent, and the horizontal |ine marking the boundary
between the two harder and harder to detect.

Finally, after perhaps a score of transfers, the boundary |ine began to buckle and withe. Fingers
of liquid
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started to intertwine and nerge. In an indefinable instant, the two |iquids coal esced into one
with no distinction between them Abel grunted in satisfaction, and the warriors began |ining up
with their cups and gourds.

Soon everyone had their fill of juice and wind-dried bread. In a rigorous sequence, the warriors
began nodding off to sleep, assuming a variety of positions, sone |eaning against the trees, while
others curled up into tight little balls near the roots.

Kestrel watched the eyes of the |last one close and then smiled across the pond at Phoebe. Now that
he was commander, he should at |east be able to nove about as he deci ded, especially since Abe
now dozed with the rest. He had to try again to break Phoebe out of the depression that seenmed to
grow with each passing nonent. And, he adnitted as well, the softness of her touch was sonething
that he was beginning to m ss nore and nore.

Kestrel glanced at Astron and saw the denon stirring the contents of one of the flour tins with
his little finger. The denmon winkled his nose as a tiny cyclone of tiny orange particles swirled
up into the air. Two subnodes around the oasis fromKestrel, Ninmbia sat and stretched. Finally she
| ooked as if she were recovering fromher effort of creation. It appeared that neither of them
woul d need his attention

Wth a grin of anticipation, Kestrel started to wal k toward Phoebe's subnode, but then halted.

Abel al ways seened to sense when the next nove was about to begin, he thought suddenly. The
commander woul d shout the call to order and begin assenbling the warriors in flying formation with
just precisely sufficient time to start noving when the tug of the second protocol hit the oasis.

Kestrel slapped the ponmel of the heavy sword. It would not do if everyone staggered awake in
disarray while he was in mid-dalliance with Phoebe, despite her need for cheering. He scow ed at
the direction his thoughts were taking him Such concerns were nmadness. Wat difference did it
make what Abel and the others judged of his actions? They were no nore than creatures of

i magi nati on. He had no real allegiance to them They were nerely
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the means to the end of achieving deli verance.

He ran his fingers over the snooth grooves which spi-raled up the hilt of the sword. It was heavy,
true, but even in the short tine he had worn it, despite the undercurrent of the entrapment, there
was a degree of excitenent as well —sonmething he had not felt since before he first net Evelyn. A
the warriors now nodded to himw th that subtle hint of respect that only Abel had received
before. He was now nore than just another body that broke the symretry of the node; he was the
commander in whomthey trusted the course of the next nove.

Kestrel |ooked out over the desert and sighed. His enptions began to churn in a sudden tunble.
Creatures of imagination or not, they deserved better than he. There was no deceit in Abel's eyes
or in any of the others' that followed him-enly trust in the one who wore the sword.

Kestrel stepped back to the tree and folded his arnms across his chest as he had seen Abel do at
| east a dozen tines before. Slowy he began counting in his head, ticking off the featureless time
as best he was able. After twenty thousand counts, he decided, then | will sound the alert.

Kestrel bobbed and weaved in the whistling wind. The tine to the next nove had passed quickly
enough, and he had got the troop off in fairly decent order. Strong eddies created by the rucksack
on his back rocked himabout. Unlike the rotators, he was unable to keep a conpletely snooth
trajectory over the expanse of sand. But the grace of his notion was not Kestrel's primary
concern. Far sooner than he wi shed, the distance to the next oasis, the one that Astron said put
thema step closer to the origin, was nelting away.

As he squinted into the haze, he saw the tops of the ring of trees appear over the horizon and
then the lower trunks. He held his breath, hoping that his wish for an unoccupi ed oasis woul d be
realized, but soon he saw it was not to be. Shadowy forns of many nmen | ooned into detail. If they
were rotators, surely Abel and the others would have known. He saw the glint of arns and, at the
edge of the water, a towering construction of dull netal
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that emtted loud clicks radiating out across the sands.

"I's there any particular formation that you use when approaching a hostile oasis?" Kestrel called
out to Abel on his left. He patted the thick copper blade at his side, but received little
reassurance fromit. It |ooked as if they would be slightly outnunbered and had little hope for
surprise.

"I't depends on how they are depl oyed about the sub-nodes," Abel called back. "If they are evenly
distributed, the force of symmetry will deposit us in a simlar fashion. If they have nost of
their nen at one of the trees, then the fewest of ours will have to face them The bul k of our own
will land at a subnode across the oasis fromthem?"

"What is the machine by the water?" Kestrel asked.

"Somnet hi ng exchanged with the chronoids, you can be sure,"” Abel said. "I have seen nothing of that
size in any of the noves that | can remenber. Be on your guard; the dance of conbat m ght be
tricky the first tine you engage."

Kestrel started to say nore, but thought better of it. Concentrating on exactly where he woul d

| and and whom he i medi ately would be facing was far better than idle chatter. He gl anced at
Phoebe, sailing along behind himand slightly to the right. He did not like the possibility of her
bei ng separated and sent off to another of the subnodes, but there was nothing he could do about
it. Astron and Ninmbia would have to take care of thenselves as best they coul d.

As they drew even closer, the details of the oasis began to crispen in the hazy sky. A | ookout on
top of one of the trees shouted an alarm Wth a flurry of activity, the warriors at ground | eve
started adjusting their weapons. Fromthe distance, they |ooked no different fromthe rotators,
havi ng pal e gray conpl exi ons, |eather vests, |eggings and boots, and bl ades of orange-copper at
their waists.
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Kestrel saw two of the reflectives run to the machi ne and begin straining against a |arge key
thrust into one of its sides. Fromtheir angle of flight, Kestrel's group could see around the
corner of the plate of metal into the unshielded innards of the device. G ant cogwheels with the
hei ght of a man neshed with teeth the size of interleaved fists. A
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| oosely coil ed escapenent banged against a long ratchet that ran the full length of the cage.
Axl es squeaked and gears whirled as the key brought the nmechanismto life.

Kestrel did not have time to observe nore. Wth a final whoosh, he swerved to the right as he
approached. His teeth clanged with the contact with the ground. For a noment, his vision blurred
from the shock.

Kestrel shook his head and reached for his blade, finding a sudden resistance to the notion of his
arm He | ooked quickly about and saw one of Abel's lieutenants at his side and two of the
reflectives facing himan arnm s | ength away.

He strained again for his blade, but the resistance was greater than before. One of the
reflectives |laughed, and the other eyed himwith a satisfied grin. Kestrel |ooked again at the
lieutenant, then back to the reflectives. Wth the skill of a synchronized ballet, the two
warriors facing themreached in unison for their swords, and the rotator copied their notion
flowing with it, rather than trying to resist. Kestrel pushed toward the scabbard a final tine,
but to no avail. He had not noticed it before, but of all those who fought, he was the only one
who was ri ght - handed.

Wth an awkward thrust he twisted his left armdown his side, funbling to draw his sword and
pushi ng away the thought of the hopel essness of what he was doing. To his surprise, it did not
fall fromhis grip as he pulled it free, but soared to a guard position in front of his body, just
Iike the others.

The warriors yelled and swung viciously downward. Kestrel felt his armfollow through with the
rest. Wth a grating shriek the bl ades slipped past one another and crashed point-first into the
ground. Then as one, all four of the conbatants lifted the swords and |unged forward, turning
bodies to the side to avoid the duplicated thrusts by their opponents.

The notions were not totally precise copies, however. Straining as best he could, Kestrel was able
to twist his blade horizontal as he drew it back. Trenbling fromthe resistance, he turned a
cutting edge slightly to the side
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and sliced into the | eather vest of the reflective as the warrior drew back.

Kestrel darted a glance to the lieutenant and saw a trickle of blood on his right arm Quickly he
under st ood how the battl e was waged. The forces of symmetry conpelled all of the lunges to be
nearly the sane. The strikes were ainmed to be near-m sses, rather than vital thrusts. And then the
extra straining effort or slightly Ionger reach would do the real danage while avoiding a simlar
wound in return. Kestrel grimaced. He gripped the pommel nore tightly, but the strangeness did not
go away. |f anyone would be at a disadvantage, it would be he.

The four closed again, this time with backhand sw pes across the body that stopped just short of
the neck. Kestrel strained to push his blade forward while tipping his own head to the side. He
felt his arm qui ver but proceed no further, while his opponent shook his own bl ade back and forth
intiny arcs, trying to break it free to strike a finger-wi dth nore.

Kestrel took a deep breath and gritted his teeth. Tightening the nuscles the length of his arm and
twisting his torso, he slowy increased the pressure, realizing that, if all four pushed too hard
simul taneously, they would ail suffer the sane. He saw his blade cover half the distance to the

bul ging artery of the reflective and then sucked in his breath as a prickly line of pain caressed
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his own skin. Al npst instinctively, he halted his plunge and reversed direction, but the pressure
did not release. The grin on his opponent's face broadened. He was trapped i nmobile and coul d not
nove.

Suddenly the huge cl ockworks at the water's edge sounded in a deep resonant gong. Kestrel heard a
cry of surprise. Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw a flurry of notion at the next subnode in
line. The clock struck a second time. In a blur, his sword spun fromhis hand high into the air

Si nul taneously he felt the pressure release fromhis neck

Kestrel craned his head upward to see his sword and three others arch in a conplex swirl and then
fall back toward the earth. Spinning with precision, the ponmel of
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one fell back into his grip, just as the first had left it. Wth a scrape of skin, the pressure
returned to the side of his neck. The four swords had been interchanged.

The cl ock sounded again, and the lieutenant choked out a startled cry. Kestrel saw his thin face
contort in puzzlenment and then dissolve into one of the reflective's grins. O her cries sounded
fromall around the node, and then Kestrel felt the pressure on his neck suddenly rel ease. He

| ooked into the face of the warrior across fromhimand blinked at the sudden change. The snile
was gone and the round cheeks sonehow thinned into the gaunt expression of the lieutenant. At the
edge of his vision, he saw the two remaining warriors in unison di sengage from one anot her and
turn to strike Kestrel and the one he now faced fromthe side.

Kestrel fumbled to turn and neet the new threat. Sonehow, his adversary had been switched. The one
who faced himfought on the same side. It was just as Abel had tried to explain. The striking of
the clock mxed up things spatially in strange ways—even the inner beings between the rotators and
reflectives were being transforned!

Kestrel struggled to rotate clockw se. But as he did, the warrior who faced himstrained to nove
in the opposite direction. For what seenmed |like an eternity, they fought agai nst one anot her
while the two reflectives snoothly pirouetted and prepared to strike.

On the third gong of the clock, Kestrel heard nore cries fromaround the oasis. First one and then
two other rotators suddenly were catapulted into the air. Their bodies were wenched into
unnatural trajectories and hurled toward the horizon with breathtaking force. A nost instantly,
reflectives sailed into view and | anded in the spots vacated by theirfoes. At several of the
subnodes, the ratio of fighters was shifted to a definite disadvantage for the rotators. Through
the tunult of battle, Kestrel saw Astron near the clock key, standing frozen with a bl ade woodenly
in front, not able to fend off thrusts that were being ained at the denmon fromboth |left and
right.

The cl ock sounded again. This tinme Kestrel recognized Phoebe's shriek internmingled with the rest.
He
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| ooked skyward and saw her and three reflectives fromher subnode rise into the air and then

vani sh like the rest. Kestrel pushed against the lieutenant straining in the reflective' s body and
| ooked hastily back at the sword now being drawn back to strike at his mdsection. For an instant,
he hesitated, uncertain whether to stop the resistance or to assist the lieutenant's efforts

i nstead, whirling back clockw se, hoping to rotate conpletely and neet the attack after a ful
circle.

Bef ore Kestrel could decide, he heard the clock strike a note deeper than before. A sudden blur of
nausea welled up within him The scene before his eyes shimered and then turned to a blurry gray.
He felt a wenching disorientation and then a sudden rush of heat as if he had a great fever. H's
body seened suddenly strange and he staggered and alnost fell; the resistance to his notion had
been suddenly changed.

The blur dissolved. Kestrel blinked at what he saw. No | onger was he at a subnode with three other
warriors but near the clock itself. Reflectives on either side were drawing their swords, arns

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (127 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

back across their bodies, preparing for deep thrusts toward his chest. He held his own sword
pointed directly out in front, unable to nove to one side or the other. He saw a net of tiny
scal es on the back of his hand and running up his forearminto his sleeve. Sonehow he was
consci ous of a stubble of mnute bristly hairs in the web of his fingers and between his toes.

Kestrel |ooked back across the node and saw what | ooked like his imge still |ocked in synchrony
with the lieutenant trying to ward off the attack comi ng fromthe side

It could not be possible! Kestrel tried to deny the thought, but the feeling of all of his senses
coul d not be denied.

"Astron," he called across the sand. "Sonehow we have been transposed |ike the others. Do not
fight the lieutenant. Turn clockwi se with himand swing totally about."

But he need not have bothered. Wth the final gong of the clock, Kestrel saw his body vault up
into the air and
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.then streak away like the ones before. Grimly he forced his attention back to how he was going to
ward off the two reflectives with a sword that was frozen in position in his alien |eft hand.

CHAPTER TWENTY
Denonl ust

ASTRON cautiously felt the sand under the strange fingertips. First there had been the blurring
and transformation so unlike ajourney between the realns. And then the flight away fromthe
fighting to this deserted node. He nust still his stenbrain before he could think further

Astron tried to flip down his nmenbranes and then frowned in annoyance when they would not come. He
shut his eyes and tried to ignore the unsatisfying blackness. Mentally, he reached for the panic
that should be upwel ling and concentrated on nmaking it still.

Hi s eyes blinked open. He | ooked about, surprised. There was no panic, no runble of the base of
his skull. He felt an internal disconfort fromthe flight and jarring |landing, and his heart
seermed to throb for no apparent reason, but otherwi se he was in conplete control of his thoughts.

Astron | ooked about puzzled. He saw Phoebe stagger to standing at the subnode to the left but
noticed no other occupants of the oasis. Dimy, he remenbered a reflective passing himhal fway in
his flight, going the other way. He released the sword he still held in his left hand and absently
watched it fall at his side. H's nose winkled as he saw snall curly hairs on the back of his hand
and arm providing a wiry cover to a pale, snmooth skin.

Kestrel, he thought. What had the human shouted about the transpositions that the reflectives were
effecting with the huge clock of the chronoids? He held both arns
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up and then touched the smoothness of his forehead. He ran a finger over the nore or |ess even row
of teeth in his mouth and, reaching to his back, felt no knobs where the degenerate wi ng stubs
shoul d have been.

He breathed deeply and marveled at the feeling of the air coursing in and out of his lungs. A
grow sounded in his stomach and a pl easant |onging teased at his mnd. Unbidden i mges of neat
sizzling on a spit and the snell of fresh bread flitted, real and conpelling.

"Ch, Kestrel, thank the random factors that you are here," Phoebe shouted as she ran to his
subnode. "The blood and fighting with all that overpowering restraint was far worse than the
al chem st's foundry. We are |lucky to have survived."

He was not Kestrel, Astron thought. Wrds of denial started to formin his throat but his tongue
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felt strange and he only nanaged a cough i nstead.
"What is it?" Phoebe asked as she held wide her arns and stepped forward, beckoning.
Astron motioned for her to stop and took a cautious step backward.

"What is it?" Phoebe repeated. "Tell ne everything is all right. |I can stand no nore chaos and
surprise.”

Astron | ooked at the tension etched deeply in Phoebe's face. The events had been unsettling,
perhaps nore so to a human than to one of his own kind. Whatever was deci ded upon to do next, he
woul d certainly need her aid. And he knew from struggl es through the flame in eons past how
fragile was the will to survive. It was perhaps best to explain all that had happened at a better
time. He winkled his nose and then slowy began to speak. The tenor of the first words startled
him but he held all the tiny nuscles that were alive in his face rigidly taut.

"Do not be concerned." He neasured his words carefully. "For the noment, we are safe. Take a
mnute to bring your stenmbr—your feelings under control and then we can proceed."”

"But we are separated fromthe others. What are we to do?"

"To the origin," Astron said quickly. H's thoughts
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seened to rush forward without the benefit of deliberation. "There is no change in our intent.
There you will sumon a denon to get us hone."

Phoebe pulled a folded map from a pocket in her gown and began to open it, but then shrugged. "It
is kind that you still show faith in nmy ability, Kestrel," she said softly with eyes | owered, "but
intruth, the reality of my abilities has becone clearer with each passing noment. Reaching the
origin may be all well and good; but wi thout Ninbia fully recovered, there is little point for
such a journey." She | ooked out over the sands back in the direction fromwhich they had cone.
"And how can we proceed the way we want when these forces of symretry flip us from node to node?
W thout Astron, how do we stand a chance? He seened to have a knack for figuring out these

mat hemat i cal things."

"Yes, the devil,"” Astron said grinmy. He shook his head to keep his thoughts straight. "Once a
diinn is under your command, you can task himto soar over this desert until he finds the others.

But if the denon were here, the first thing he would do is— Astron stopped and for the first tine
| ooked critically about the oasis.

It was very nuch like all the rest, a quiet circular pool of water surrounded by six trees at the
vertices of a hexagon. Strewn all about, however, was the debris left by the reflectives who had
occupied it before the battle and the transformations. At the adjacent subnode on the left stood a
pile of branches hacked fromthe treetops to make soft beds. Denuded branches and an axe were
tossed in a heap nearby. At the next subnode around the periphery was one of the devices of the
chronoids in obvious disrepair. Stacks of gears, springs, and ticking escapenents were scattered
about a nearly enpty framework. Directly across the pond, three or four thick | eather vests stood
in a heap next to a pile of eyelets, buckles, and sewi ng thongs. Two ni cked and rusting swords
rested against the tree behind. A ring of stones outlined the cooking pit at the subnode adjacent
to the arnmory and the remains of parchment maps gently stirred at the fifth. Just like the
rotators, the reflectives carefully organized their canps so as to maxi m ze
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their freedomfromthe conpelling forces of symretry.
"From the | ooks of things this node served as a canp for perhaps a dozen," Phoebe said.

"And yet when the battle began, evidently it was occupied only by two," Astron replied. "Qherw se
now you and | would not be the only occupants." He waved his arm out over the bl eached sands. "The
rest nust have dispersed to yet other nodes and then converged back to where the rotators

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (129 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file:///G|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%620-%20Riddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Real ms.txt
attacked. Perhaps it had sonmething to do with the working of the devices of the chronoids."

He | ooked over the disarray a second tine. "One thing is for sure. There is nore than enough here
to break up the symretries between the subnodes for the two of us. W can nove about with
conpar ati ve ease."

Astron's voice trailed off. The glimer of an idea popped into his mind. Slowy he paced off the
two | ongest and straightest tree branches and dragged them around the periphery to the dismantled
device of the chronoids. There he rummaged t hrough the stacks of debris until he found six gear
wheel s of approximately the sanme size.

"What are you doi ng?" Phoebe called out.

Astron ignored the question. "Go across to the arnory and start cutting the vests into |eather
strips. W will concern ourselves about your abilities later. For now, let us get this thing built
before sonme part of my mind is able to convince ne ot herw se."

Astron unbuckl ed the harness fromhis chest with a deep sigh. H s nuscles ached. Wiat had been the
pl easant longing in his stonmach had turned into an insistent disconfort. He | ooked over his

shoul der in the di nm ng daylight and saw Phoebe unfastening the hal f-dozen belts that held her to
the I ong wooden frame. She had not conplained during the entire trek, and surely the strains on
her body nust have been the sane as his.

"Go and gather some fruits." He waved at the node that was before them "I will pull the engine
the rest of the way."

Astron | ooked at the deserted node and then back at the horizon the way they had came. The node
t hat he
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and Phoebe had been transported to was well out of sight. Even though a good portion of the tine
had been consunmed in constructing the bizarre apparatus that fettered them they still had nanaged
to wal k fromone node to another. After a rest, they night be able to manage two noves, rather

t han one.

Astron ducked under the branch on his left and snmiled at his handiwrk. The felled tree branches
had been bound by | eather straps to formthe irregular framework of a long box. If stood on end,
it would tower three tinmes the height of a nundane djinn. At front and rear, a row of gears from
the device of the chronoids formed a franework for the snaller branches janmed between their
teeth. Like giant rolling pins, they spread the weight across the sand and al |l owed Phoebe and hi m
to push the contraption along the bl eached path fromone node to the next. Sonetines, with a burst
of energy, they were able to sprint forward agai nst their harnesses and then raise their feet and
coast for a few nmonents before friction brought themto a halt.

Far nore inmportant than the practicalities, however, were the other additions to the craft. Five
nmore gear wheels of odd sizes were hung along the sides at haphazard positions. Here and there,
smal | clusters of greenery sprouted at odd angles. The rusted swords all pointed skyward from
three of the four top corners and the cooking pots swung fromthe cross struts. Even though it
gave them sone difficulty in steering, the harnesses which bound themto the frame were offset
fromone another. Astron was near the center of the very front while Phoebe was hal fway to the
rear and nearly touching the left side.

At first Phoebe had protested adding all the extra weight and the nunber of belts that she had to
wrap around her waist. But when the first tug of the symmetries had come and passed over themw th
barely a ripple she understood the intent. They were not two single individuals but coupled
together as one. Their engine was in all probability unlike anything else in the realm Totally
uni que, there was no increase in symetry in noving it
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to a particular node or switching it with anything else. They coul d nove between nodes as they
chose without constraints or regard to the actions of others.
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"There is ripe fruit enough that we can provision for several noves," Phoebe said as she returned
to the engine. She untied several of the canisters still gently swinging fromthe frane and
beckoned Astron to the subnode where she had laid out a cloth.

Astron finished pulling the engine to the water's edge and then sat down across fromthe neal that
Phoebe had prepared. Wth a dedicated savagery that surprised hinself, he began to gobble down the
slices al nost as fast as Phoebe could prepare them hardly bothering to sprinkle on the flours
fromthe canisters that balanced the neal. Only dimy was he aware of the cool pleasure of the
juices that dripped over his hands or the tartness that tingled in his nouth.

Wien he was finally done, he | eaned backward with a feeling of contentnent totally unlike anything
he had experienced before. He shook his head in wonder. The sensations were quite pleasurable
ones, but such a weakness it nust be for humans. Wthout food and drink, their thoughts woul d soon
be driven to distraction; they would abandon all reason, just as if their nminds were seized by the
nmost powerful of stenmbrains. And unlike his own kind, there would be no hope for remaining in
control

Astron | ooked at Phoebe through hal f-closed eyes. There was rmuch risk in this quest for his prince
and yet rmuch reward as well. He had | earned things that no other catal oguer coul d have even
suspected. Even Pal o-dad probably had no notion of the concept of hunger or of how it truly tugged
at one's will.

Phoebe sniled back at Astron and swept the remains of their neal aside. Deftly, she closed the
di stance between them and put her hand up to touch Astron's cheek. "I wonder about the others,
Kestrel," she said,"but there is sone advantage for the events as they have happened. For the
first time in a very long while, we are alone."

Phoebe slid her hand behind Astron's neck and put
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her Iips to his. Astron choked in a nonent of confusion but words would not come. He found his
arns reachi ng around Phoebe and pulling her even closer to him As he did, he felt a strange new
feeling course through his body. He sucked in his breath at the intensity of it.

He was keenly aware of the softness of her back under the palns of his hands, even though her
jerkin was in between. The press of her body tightened everywhere it touched. Wthout thinking, he
maneuvered so that the pleasure of it would be greater. Astron felt his pul se quicken and his
breath grow nore shal |l ow.

Desire swirled through his thoughts until only the tiniest enber of rationality renained. This was
not like the duty for the broodnothers in any way at all. No catal oguer had dreanmed of its
potency, of that he was quite sure.

"You know that it does not matter,
just so long as we are together."

Phoebe said softly. "It does not matter what happens, Kestrel

Kestrel. The nane jarred to a halt in Astron's nind and did not go away. It was Kestrel that
Phoebe was giving herself to, and not a wi ngless demon who coul d not weave. It should be the
woodcutter's pleasure and not his.

Astron | ooked i nto Phoebe's expectant eyes in confusion. It would be Kestrel's body, nonethel ess.
Her sensations would be the sane. And he woul d catal ogue yet anot her experience of humankind. It
was his duty to his prince. Astron licked his |lips. The yearning was crisp and sharp, like the
nost brilliant sodiumflane. Perhaps if it was not the first time, if he were nore jaded to the
senses of nen, it would feel different, but he was feeling the rush of enotion now and nust decide
what to do.

"I't is a conpelling pleasure,
regarded as a great good."

Astron heard himself nmunble. "In the real mof men, pleasure is

"The pleasure is because it is you," Phoebe whi spered.
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How nmuch of what he was feeling was nerely the construction of the bodies of nen? Astron wonder ed.
How nmuch was sone part of Kestrel that still |urked around the edges of his thoughts? Wat
happened ex-
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actly when two awar enesses were sw tched, anyway? WAs Kestrel, in the body of a denon,
experiencing the same tenptations with Ninbia? Did the woodcutter still remenber his human

enotions and seek to gratify them as best he coul d?

A sudden wash of reluctance cascaded over his desire. Kestrel and N nmbia—t would not be right.
She did not deserve to be deceived in the way that the woodcutter exploited his own kind. And if
she did consent, it would be because she thought it was Astron the denpn, not a weak-bodi ed human
sl ave given to hunger, thirst, sleep, and who knew what other tugs and enotions.

"What is the matter?" Phoebe said. "You feel so stiff,

SO uncertain."

Astron pul |l ed Phoebe tight one final time and sighed. "It is not right,” he said. "Now is not the
time." Wth an ache in his loins, he then awkwardly di sengaged and gently pushed her away.

"Then when?"

"After we have reached the origin. After everything has been restored to the way it should be."

Phoebe cocked her head to the side but gradually her smle returned. "All right," she said.
"Perhaps the burden of our escape rests a little nore firmy on your shoulders than | realized. |
shoul d be carrying nore of the |oad, rather than be the weepy prize of the sagas. There will be
ti me enough when we are safe.”

She turned and groped for her cape. "After our rest, let ne take the front position in the engine.
You will need your wits, if we encounter a node that is not vacant.1'

Astron heard the sound of a blown kiss and then silence. He | ooked out into the desert and let his
feelings slowy dissolve away. Getting to the origin was of the utnost urgency, he thought, but no
nmore inmportant than reversing the transformati on between Kestrel and hinself.

The next noves passed qui ckly. Phoebe nmade no further reference to the events of their first rest.
As they made steady progress toward their goal, her spirits soared in proportion. Getting nore
accustoned to the sand engi ne,
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they were able to increase the nunmber of nodes traversed in a single nove fromtwo to three. As
with the first, each one they visited had been unoccupi ed; evidently the re-flectives had al

nmoved el sewhere in their struggle with the rotators. But as they drew closer to the origin, Astron
knew, they nust finally encounter a challenge and have an expl anation that woul d be believed.

Toward the end of the sixth nove, as they tugged to reach a node only three away fromthe origin,
Astron saw what he had been dreadi ng t hroughout the trek. The sil houettes of warriors reaching for
fresh fruit stood out fromthe outline of the treetops. Voices nmingled with the nethodical ticking
of rectangul ar shapes scattered around the oasis. A | ookout sounded an alarm and a hal f-dozen
swords were drawn in expectation of their arrival

Astron felt his disconfort grow Despite Kestrel's explanations, the concept of deception was
still unsettling. He would have to sound convincing, using facial nuscles he could barely control
And with no experience, he could not judge the inherent credibility of the tale. He knew it was
totally fal se; why would not the others deduce the sane? He felt the sweetness of the air course
in and out of his lungs, and a siight taste of apprehension not unlike the stirring of the
stenbrai n began to awaken within him

"W bring greetings fromthe chronoids," Astron shouted as the engine grew close. "An exanple of
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our nmost powerful of devices for you to observe. If the offered price is high enough, you will be
able to renpbve the rotators from scores of nodes."

Astron felt his chest tighten while he waited for a response. Involuntarily, his eyes darted from
side to side, searching for which way to veer, if they charged, even though Kestrel had told him
that one | ooked straightforward and snil ed.

"I am Jankol, squad | eaderforthereflectives."One of the warriors stepped forward fromthe rest. He
was rail-thin, with narrow eyes that pinched together in the mddle of his face. "Despite the
words of the doonsayers, nore devices of our allies we can certainly put to good use—especially
since the increase in vigor of the rotator attacks
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Jankol paused and puckered his lips. "The signal bolts cannot be wong, yet it is still hard to
believe. First, they captured a node, although substantially outnunbered. Then, with an al nost
obsessi ve passion they have massed, not scores, but hundreds to take nore nodes fromus still. The

rumor is that they follow a new | eader, but it is hard to see how that could nake nuch of a
di fference."

Jankol paused a second tine, |ooking up and down the engine that Astron and Phoebe had
constructed. "A device that |looks nore primtive than any we previously have seen, to be sure," he
said after a nonent. "How can it have such power, if it is froman earlier tinme?"

Astron let out his breath. It was just as the human had said! The basic prenise was accepted
unchal l enged. Now if he could only invent quickly enough to fill in the details. Wth a fina
surge, he pushed the engine into their mdst and called for Phoebe to halt. Wile his mnd raced
for an answer, he slowy unbuckled the |eather straps of his harness.

"This engi ne has the power of imunity to the forces of symmetry," he said after a nonment. "How
el se could we travel fromnode to node, totally unaffected by the noves of your struggle with the
rot at ors?"

"I mmuni ty?" Jankol said. "How can that hel p? The other devices you have given intensify the force,
rather than decrease it. Wiy, with some we can even force exchanges of body or mind." He waved his
hand at the pond. "That is what we amass here—n preparation for the great battle to blunt the
drive of the rotators."”

Astron | ooked quickly around the node. The equi prent of the reflectives was configured in rmuch the
same way as the first that Phoebe and he had encountered alone. This one was fully occupied with
over a score of warriors, however, and not one, but three timepieces were sitting at the edge of

t he pond.

"Over forty nodes can you clear with what we have brought," Astron said. "Does it really matter
how? The inportant point is the price. Wat have you given in exchange for the devices you have
col l ected here?"
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Jankol 's |ips puckered for a nmonment and he rubbed his chin. "Wy, the price is the sane for each
one. It was fixed by the first. You would know that from your past, if you cone afterward." He
stopped and | ooked for a long tine at the | ashed-together engine. "You nust be froma nore
primtive time indeed, but then how could the first have been the beginning of all the rest."

Astron felt the tug of nuscles that were not there, but his nose winkled slightly, even with the
human equi prent. He did not understand what Jankol was saying and no one had as yet sheathed his
sword. A false step would be disastrous. "Yes, a nore prinmtive time," he said slowy. "Perhaps
you had better tell us what has happened since.”

Jankol shrugged. "As you know, your realmis a series of nodes, just as ours. But rather than
being laid out in space, sonehow they are points in tine. The forces of symetry conpel each one
to repeat the events that have occurred on the one downstream The first node to establish contact
expl ained that periodically others would follow, the transaction would be the sane.
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"But if you are froman earlier tine and this is the first contact, what we call the first would
have known of it. It would be in their history, unless—

Jankol trailed off and his eyes took on a faraway | ook. "Unl ess the inhabitants of your node are
far nore successful than any that have preceded you. It would portend that your power is great

i ndeed. Yes, yes, we will trade for your engine, the sane as we have given for the rest. If it can
do as you say, we will not have to consult with the other nodes. Six volunteers who will transfer
to your realmand join in your own struggles."

"Si x?" Astron asked cautiously. Kestrel had taught to say little while uncertain and ask questions
whenever possible. There was | ess risk of exposure that way.

"Why yes, six," Jankol said. "As | have stated. It was the agreenent of the first node with which
we made contact."

"This device is nore powerful," Astron said.
"Perhaps in your own realm" the | eader replied. "But
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with the others, | expect it will work inperfectly here. After all, you build themto force the
swappi ng of future nd past in your own dommin, and, when transported here the effects are sonehow
warped. It is as if there were sonme additional outside interference that makes them behave in ways
totally unexpected. There is no guarantee that it will provide any greater advantage over what we
al ready have."

The logic in Astron's mnd whirled. Kestrel probably would conclude that Jankol was pressing to
close a deal. That would indicate that the transfer of six between the realns was too cheap a
price. For sonething that could indeed influence scores of nodes, he could get nore. But then this
was exactly the situation that the woodcutter tried to maneuver into. Perhaps the inhabitants of
the real mof reticulates were not so very different from nen,

after all.

"What | really desire is transport to the origin," Astron said, "but | suppose that the price for
that is too dear. | understand that the rotators are the ones who occupy it and it would cost you
much to seize it."

"The rotators in possession of the origin? That was sone tine ago and— Jankol stopped and rubbed
his chin. "Such a trip would be costly indeed,” he said after a nonment, "nuch nore than the device
you bring, despite its claim There is no way we could exchange six and transport you there as
well."

"The device is all that | have," Astron said. "Take us to the origin and for that | will explain
its many virtues so that you can use it as well. Then | amsure you will " agree to exchanging a
dozen rather than six."

Jankol puckered his lips. "An explanation after the journey but before the exchange," he repeated.
Hi s eyes darted quickly to the other reflectives, as if in warning, and no one spoke. "Once we are
i n possession of the power, then, in good faith, we will decide what the additional paynent wll

be. Yes, yes, | think the reflectives can agree to that. O our good faith you can be assured."
Astron felt sone of the tension dissolve, but not all. He
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wi shed he could be nore sure, but it seened to follow the pattern that Kestrel had explai ned. Now
if he could only get Phoebe's flame started before the reflectives discovered that their duplicity
was the | esser of the two.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE
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Coal escence of Space and Tine

ASTRON had waited anxiously while the reflectives signalled fromone node to the next that they
were com ng. Jankol could not quite believe that he could travel with Astron and Phoebe in their
engi ne wi thout worrying about the forces of symmetry. The tinme to the next nove had been half
spent before they finally were on their way, pushing the engine in the sand with Jankol and two of
his lieutenants harnessed in the very rear

Astron had hoped that, with the additional mnmuscle, their rate of speed would inprove, but the
warriors were unused to rmuch wal ki ng and the pace was hardly nore than he and Phoebe had nanaged
al one.

"Kestrel, | still do not understand the point of the rush," Astron heard Phoebe gasp besi de him as
t hey approached the node one away fromthe origin. "As | have said, without Ninbia or the services
of some other wizard, it is futile to press as hard as we have done. And even if we get to where
you seek, Jankol and the others will-—wll expect what you have prom sed.”

"W will face the events one at a tinme." Astron glanced to the side between breaths. "Do not waste
your energy with idle words. Concentrate only on our objective."

Astron heard the confidence in his voice as if soneone el se were speaking. H's denon's nind knew
the truth of what Phoebe said, but sonmehow his body would not admit it. Instead it seenmed totally
caught up in push-
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ene onward toward his goal. His mouth was dry. Hi s nuscles ached fromthe strain. Irritating pains
occasionally shot from his shoul der where the | eather had begun to dig into tne s°ft' unscal ec
skin. Even the weight of the rucksack containing the harebell pollen had become a heavy burden

Yet there was no other choice but to continue. To stop would be to surrender to the despair of the
stenbrain or whatever humans had in Us place. To be marooned forever was a very long tinme for a
denon.

"The chronoid with the long hair is correct." Jankol suddenly stopped pushing agai nst his harness.
"The next nove is about to take place. We can rest here confortably until it is over and then
resume travel when we are refreshed.”

"What about the rotators?" Astron said. "Had we not better circle around this oasis and continue?"

"But we are indeed fortunate," Jankol said. "Qur own brethren now occupy this one and—per haps
several nore as well. There is no reason why we will not be welcone.™

Astron started to reply when he heard a deep vibrant gong fromthe direction of the oasis. He felt
a tingling in his feet. The ground started to vibrate at a frequency just below his hearing. H's
nose wrinkled. A flick of notion fromthe oasis caught his eye. The trees had begun to oscillate.
In slow uni son, they swayed fromside to side. Then the water fromthe pond sl oshed outward to

bat he the roots on one side. A great wave of sand, tike a ripple in a blanket, seened to race
toward himw th breath-catching

speed.

The trenor passed under Astron with a mld shifting of his support. He felt his thoughts turn
sluggi sh and difficult to understand. He heard the reflectives call out to the oasis, but their
voi ces had becone twi sted, sputtering sounds that he barely recongized,

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the trenor in the ground stopped. The distant runbling
died away. As-tron's head cleared and he was able to think

"We should not wait until the origin," Jankol said. "My conrades at the oasis say that they
prepare for a massive attack. If we are to use your device, it will be
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here and now. Evidently the rotators press too forcefully; we nust enploy everything that we can."

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (135 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

Astron's nose winkled. He tried to capture the subtle flavor of his disorientation, but with each
passing heart beat it faded farther and farther away. He | ooked back at the oasis and the |arge
clock that was ticking at the water's edge. He saw the warriors there testing the sharpness of
their swords, sone of themstill stretching and arching their backs. Despite the striking clock
and trenbling ground, they had just barely aroused fromtheir sleep.

Rotarians and reflectives—+the two sides were not so very different, he thought. Wthout prior
know edge, he would be hard put to tell themapart. Inmages of the ritualistic reginen swept into
his m nd—pl an, eat, sleep, and nove; scanni ng parchnent maps of the pol ytopes, m xing water and
pul py juice, carefully planning non-synretric sleeping positions around the oasis—

Astron stopped short and | ooked at the clock striker as it cocked for another stroke. The vision
of the swirling juice and water stuck in his thoughts. "Perhaps it is not so wise," he said
quickly to Jankol. "All of the interchange with the real mof the chronoi ds—what happens when you
have shifted so nuch that there is little to tell their universe fromyours?"

"W have a bargain." Jankol ignored the question. "Your device is to aid along with all the rest."

Astron started to say nore when the gong sounded a second tinme. Again he saw the treetops start to
sway back and forth. The water in the pond spewed fromits banks in a foany spray. A wave of sand
much hi gher than before pul sed away fromits creation

"Brace yourself!" Astron yelled as he was suddenly throwmn fromhis feet. Wth a wenching groan
the | ong beans of the engi ne snapped their |eather bindings and he tunbled to the ground. Gears
ripped fromtheir lashings; tins of flour dropped to the sands, exploding their contents in sprays
of deep orange. As if he had been struck by lightning fromthe real mof nen, Astron heard a

pai nful clap of thunder that filled the air and reverberated into a distant runble that left him
dazed. The sky

266
eenmed to shimer for a nonent with thin lines of iridescence arching from horizon to horizon

Astron breathed the sweet taste of air deeply and shook his head fromside to side. As the sky
began to return to its former steady brightness, he saw Jankol and his |ieutenants, completely
unfettered, trying to lash the engine back to the way it had been

"No, no nore use of devices of the chronoids." Astron's tongue felt heavy in his nouth. "Stop them
all. Wait until we understand better what the consequences truly

are.

Jankol stopped his mending. He puckered his |lips and | ooked at Astron through squinted eyes. "What
you say is nobst strange. On one hand, you speak of the virtues of a device fromanother realm on
the other you entreat instead that such engi nes not be used. It is a behavior sonewhat

i nconsi stent for one truly from beyond the flane."

Astron felt a sudden stab of panic. "No, there is no inconsistency," he answered quickly. "You see
it is nmerely a matter of, a matter of— He tried to | ook Jan-ko! squarely in the eye but when the
words woul d not come, he turned his face aside. Scowing, he wished for Kestrel's quickness of

t hought .

Jankol waited a nonent nore, then drew his sword. He notioned for his lieutenants to fall in line
beside him "I should have trusted ny first instincts," he said. "Wat is the truth, strange one?
Tell me why you and the long hair |ook so different fromthe rest we have seen.”

Astron | ooked quickly to his side at Phoebe slowly regaining her footing. Awkwardly he drew
Kestrel's heavy sword and pointed it at the three who advanced at himw th synchroni zed steps. He
felt his chest tighten and the air cone in short gul ps.

But before Jankol and the others could engage, Astron saw one of the lieutenants falter and then
fall out of step. The eyes of the reflective widened and he waved his sword armin an exagger at ed
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flourish off to the side. Jankol stopped uncertainly and then squinted all the nore in Astron's
direction. "Your device still seens to disrupt the symetries," he said. "W cannot engage you as
one. It
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feels so very uncertain which are the correct steps to take." He darted his eyes back to the oasis
and then at a large blur noving in quickly over the horizon.

"First the battle.” He waved his own sword in As-tron's direction. "After the victory, | wll
return with others, dozens if need be, so that we will overwhel myou despite the tricks that you

play."

Wt hout another word, he notioned his |lieutenants to follow and ran with great effort through the
| oose sand in the direction of the pond.

For a nonent, Astron watched them go. He gl anced at what appeared to be a hurling mass of men
drawi ng closer to the oasis and made up his mnd. "They will be back shortly," he said to Phoebe
"And even if they are not, | think we can little afford to wait for another stroke of the chine.
You nust act now. Performyour craft as never before."

"What do you nean?" Phoebe frowned. "I have told you nore than once—

"Forget what has happened." Astron reached out and shook her by the shoulders. "It is a
characteristic of the realm No one could have started a fire at the spot where we first arrived,,
not even the archimage hinmself. But now we are much closer to the center than we were before,

per haps cl ose enough that the violation of symretry caused by the flame will be small enough that
it can be overcone. The origin itself would be better, but we cannot afford to wait."

He paused and then reached out and squeezed Phoebe's hand. The thrill of the previ ous nove
suddenly surged anew, but he nmanaged to push it aside. "You are a wi zard," he said. "A wizard as
much as any other—but only if you practice your art."

"The words of symmretry have no bearing, Kestrel." Phoebe shook her head. "I can feel the failure
even before 1 begin." She slunped her shoul ders and began to sag back to the ground. "There is no
point to endure the frustration, no matter whatever else mght cone. | can inmagine the |aughs of

my council as clearly as if they were here."

Astron felt a sudden surge of anger and frustration
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ell up within him He al nbost choked over the intensity f the enption. "I do not care about your
council," he veiled. "Put themfromyour nmnd." He gul ped air and rushed on. "I have heard tal es
of the encounters with the great w zards, far nore than you night guess. | know the

characteristics of the ones who were successful, the ones who controlled the nightiest djinns.
They did not care about the opinions of others. The practice of their craft was not for fame or
good-standing with those who woul d

be their peers.

"I't was for thenselves they struggl ed, Phoebe. The neasure of success was agai nst goals that were
known by thensel ves alone. The reward was increased sel f-esteemacceptance of their own true
worth, not the fickle opinion of the | esser ones around them whom they did not choose to control
Thi nk! Why do you want to be a wi zard? So that you can be regarded as an equal —er know deep within
yoursel f that you are unique and conparable to none?"

The oasis clock struck a third tinme. The sky began to shimer as it had before and the iridescent
lines stood out in a nuch bolder relief. Astron thought he could see faint images of gearworks at
the nodes where they intersected and, with them shadowy figures of men w ndi ng huge springs.
Anot her wave of sand rushed at themfromthe oasis. This time he was nore prepared and he pushed
Phoebe to the ground before the wenching jerk ripped away their footing.
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As the wave passed, Astron felt a sudden blur of nausea. The trees of the oasis distorted in a
blurring rush, as if one were sonehow racing by themat a breakneck speed. The broken franme of the
engi ne creaked and groaned where it had fallen. Wth lifelike spasns, the cracked beans and
snapped | eat her thongs reached for one another, as if they were trying to nmend. Some of the spewed
flour arched upward fromwhere it had struck the sands and cascaded back into canisters just
before their Hds suddenly snapped shut. Astron felt another wave of disorientation. Hi s thoughts
sl owed and then started off slowy in a direction that he did not under-
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stand. They bounced around his head like fragments froma | anguage not quite his own. He could
only sit stunned and wait for the feeling to pass.

Eventual ly, the firmess of the sands returned. Astron started to say nore to Phoebe, but saw that
al ready she was preparing to start a fire. Clutching a match tightly in her fist, with a sweeping
stroke she ran it along the length of one of the rough-barked branches at her side.

The mat chhead grated with the contact and then glowed red fromthe friction of passage but did not
l'i ght.

"Better than before.
You nust try again.'1

Astron shouted encouragenent before she could speak. "Better than before.

Phoebe grunted in reply. She grabbed three matches tightly together and with deliberate strength
ground t hem agai nst the wood. The heads sparked dully and then al nbst unexpectedly burst into a
feebly snoky flane.

For an instant Phoebe's eyes w dened in disbelief. Then she shook her head. "Sone kindling—here in
t he pouch." She notioned with her free hand. "Make a |oose pile of it, Kestrel, before the matches
burn out."

Astron grabbed at the snall pouch and pulled out dry needles and bits of string. He snoothed a
depression in the sand and quickly constructed a fragile done of snmall struts and spars. Shielding
the delicate flicker of fire with her hand, Phoebe bent the matches to the kindling. She caught
her breath waiting for the fire to grow

Tendrils of snoke envel oped the needles and bits of bark. For a brief instant a snmall speck of tar
began to glow red. But then the weak fire faltered and started to die. Hel plessly, she watched
each little tongue of flame grow dimrer and, in a final puff of snobke, w nk out.

Phoebe funbl ed for nore matches. "The last three.” She held out her hand. "And | see no way that
they can be any better than the rest." She sighed and | ooked at Astron with tears fornming in her
eyes.

"No, wait," Astron said. "Keep your conposure. It is just a matter of the kindling. W need
sonmet hing that nore easily absorbs the heat of the natches, sonething with a large surface area
for a given volune." Desper-
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ately he | ooked about trying to seize upon an idea. He heard the sound of clashing swords at the
oasi s and, sonehow above it, the ticking of the clock. The results of each gong had been nore

viol ent than the one before. Perhaps they could not withstand the next. They had only nonents | eft
bef ore sonet hing nust be done.

Astron closed his eyes and wenched at his menories as a catal oguer. Fires, flames, the barrier
between the real nse—there nust be sonething that he had | earned that could be used. Wat was the
purpose of all of his know edge if not—

Astron stopped with a sudden thought. He lunged at the clutter at Phoebe's feet and pawed through
the debris fromthe engine. "Strike the last three matches,” he yelled. "Just as you did before.
You are indeed the wizard; wthout you we cannot succeed."
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Phoebe hesitated but then turned back to the tw sted branch. She struck the matches a first tine.
When they did not light, she tried again. Astron turned his eyes away, not having tinme to watch as
she struggled. Goping in the sand he found a flour tin with weak walls and with a quick thrust
jabbed a hole in the side near the bottomwith the tip of his sword. He felt a sudden slice of
pain in his soft hands where he had gripped the blade for control. The sudden wetness was sticky
but he pushed the disconfort out of his mind. Wth a wench he flung off the top of the tin,
sending it sailing away.

Qut of the corner of his eye, Astron saw Phoebe returning with the barely flam ng natches as
before. He twisted his head to the ground and pl aced his nouth around the indentation he had nade
inthe tin. His shoulder felt the rumble of the ground and he had to use both hands to steady the
snmall container in front of his face.

"Here," he shouted, "as soon as you see the spray."

Astron filled his lungs and blewinto the small hole. At first the packed flour on the inside
resisted the pressure. Mst of his breath spilled back out onto his face; only a snall portion
blasted into the tin and bubbled toward the upper rim A fine mist of flour danced fromthe
surface into the air.
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"Now, " Astron gasped. "Apply the fire when | bl ow again."

Astron expanded his chest and exhal ed even harder, sending a visible white spray skyward in a tiny
geyser. Phoebe pushed forward the nmatches and then dropped themin the tin in surprise. An orange-
red flanme with tongues the length of a forearm suddenly sprang into life.

"Bring over the branches and sone of the weckage of the engine," Astron gasped between breaths.
"Spark, \ kindling, and fuel—+hey are all essential for any blaze, i Unless we supply the third,
the fire will go out as soon as ' | stop." He resuned blowing into the tin, each puff sending the
flanes higher into the air.

Phoebe nodded and quickly twi sted one of the jutting branches of the frame over the spot where
Astron lay. The bright tendrils fromthe burning flour powder bathed the | ower contour of the |og
and then arched around it to flicker higher in the sky. Alnost instantly the peeling bark caught
fire and a scant noment | ater began burning on its own.

Astron ceased blowing and tried to stop the rapid breathing so that he could speak again. The
human body had di sadvant ages that appeared at the nost awkward of tines.

"Be careful, even in your haste," he gasped. "The first m nd that you contact m ght be too pow—+

"Canonel ." Phoebe's voice booned out with a sudden vi brancy. From her cape she sprinkled into the
fire some powder that |ooked the sane as what Al odar had used in his keep. "I demand the presence
and service of Canmpnel, the one who carries." She darted a quick glance at Astron and sniled. "Oh,
Kestrel," she said. "You had faith in me when even ny own will faltered. Perhaps | amin sone way
uni que, as each true wi zard nust be, not the equal of any other but—=

"Careful!" Astron repeated. "You do not know—+

There was a sudden rush of sul phur-tinted air. The great brown djinn that had carried Astron and
the others to the realmof the fey stepped fromthe fire. "The one who reckons instructs that | do
not resist," the nassive
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denon said. "Tell me what you wish and | will obey."

"Anot her of your kind and an inhabitant of the realmof the fey,"
t hem wher ever they nmay be."

' Phoebe said. "Quickly take us to

The djinn bowed. Wth one powerful swoop of its long arnms he coiled Astron and Phoebe to his
chest. A single beat of his wings soared theminto the air. But before Astron had tine to think
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the oasis clock struck a fourth tine. Straining to | ook over his shoul der, he saw the sky shi nmer
into a painful brightness. The network of iridescence intensified and did not fade. Massive

cl ockwor ks propelled fromthe gl owi ng nodes and raced earthward. Halfway to the ground, the

machi neri es passed startled rotators and reflectives hurling skyward in return

Astron felt another wave of disorientation stronger than before. Al though he could not be sure, it
seened that even Canonel faltered, |oosening his grip and fluttering to the ground.

"I't all runs together in confusion,"” he heard the djinn nutter as he struck with a slight jolt.
"Many nodes fused into one. | need not search themout for all that you seek are now here."

Astron felt the wings pull back. Wth dizzy steps he staggered fromthe | arger denon's enbrace. He
saw that he was at the edge of a single expansive oasis surrounded by dozens of trees, rather than
just six. At nost of the subnodes, hundreds of warriors flailed away at each other in a nmassive
nel ee, every one of themlocked in step

Astron quickly scanned the nearer subnodes and jerked to a halt. Three over fromthe nearest, he
recogni zed his own body backed against a trunk with a bl oody sword waving threateningly at a
cluster of reflectives who attacked fromthe water's edge. Beside himwere Abel and a score of
rotators, each one trying to minmic their |eader's stance. Mre than a dozen bodi es were strewn
fromthe gently sloshing surface of the central pond to the feet of those who defended agai nst the
overwhel m ng odds.

"Forget about their squabbles,” Phoebe called fromthe protective cover of Canonel's w ngs.
"Astron, Ntmbia. 1 succeeded after all. After two failures | have suc-
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ceeded when it was needed. Finally | have been able to sunmon a djinn and command himto carry us
hore. "

Astron saw his own body jerk in recognition of the voice. The sword di pped in apparent sal ute but
then returned to parry the thrust ained at his side.

"Not now," Astron heard his own voice say. "It is too soon. They have trusted ne w thout question
A dozen nodes we have won. Until the last, | cannot |et themdown."

"But sonething nore has happened,"” another voice yelled. "Look about you, denon. The chances are
too slim™"

Astron turned to his right. There, at a virtually deserted subnode, he saw N nbia holding a
swordpoint to the throat of a reflective on the ground and waving with her free hand across the
pond to Kestrel. Her tunic was in tatters, one sleeve torn free and the frontpiece ripped deeply
across her chest.

Astron started to call out, but the words choked in his throat. Through Kestrel's eyes, she | ooked
exactly as he had renenbered her, but sonehow it was not quite the same. Her body possessed a new
sensuousness, a conpelling beacon of desire that blotted out the urgency of he nonent. It was just
the sane as with Phoebe, he thought in sudden confusi on—the sanme as with the human, except that
the exposure and the danger nade the feeling much nore intense.

Astron | ooked to either side of N nbia' s subnode to see if any reflectives were attenpting to
attack it. Wth | eapi ng bounds, he began racing to where Ninbia stood, waving Kestrel's sword
above his head.

"Kestrel, what are you doi ng?" Phoebe shouted behind him "Help cut a path for Astron. He is the
one that needs your help."

Astron shook his head and | ooked back as he ran to the subnode occupi ed by Abel and the others.
Kestrel, laboring in his slight demon's body, would need aid soon indeed. He returned his
attention to N nbia as he approached and saw her eyes widen in confusion. Only at the |ast nonent
was he able to force hinself to stop. He
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sucked in his breath and struggled to regain control. Wrse than a stenbrain, he thought grimy.
It is this human body with its strange desires.

He stared at Ninbia intently and slowy let out his breath. The questioning | ook remai ned on her
face but she did not retreat. No, there was sonething nore than just the inpulsive lust. Astron
tried to sort through his thoughts. Sonething was greater than the nere ani nal passions of the
real mof men. What was it that conpelled hin? In his own body how then woul d he feel ?

The ground shook with an audible runble. Astron | ooked at the edge of the pond and saw dozens of

clocks all ticking in synchrony and preparing to strike. He jerked his attention back to what had
been their original plan. "Phoebe, the djinn," he yelled. "Instruct himto contact Pal odad as he

did before.™

"1l amalready with you." Canpnel's deep voi ce boonmed out behind Astron. "I speak with the voice of
Pal odad, the one who reckons, the one who is awaiting what has been promnised him"

Astron turned. "W did not find the answer to the riddle,"” he called out. "H gh king Finvarw n
said words that do not seemto relate.”

"Did you secure the harebell pollen? Have you obtai ned what | have asked?"

"Yes, nore than a hal f-dozen grains." Astron felt the rucksack still on the back of Kestrel's
body. "But—=

"Describe themto ne."

Astron | ooked at the clocks' strikers reach back to their maxi numextent. "There is no tine," he
sai d. "Sonet hi ng nmust —=

"What, tine did you say, there is no time?" Camonel flung back his head and his | aughter booned
out over the oasis. "Here there will be time eternal. Do you not see what is happening? Before
there were two separate realns. Soon there will be but one. The | aws have mi xed so that there is
not hing to di stinguish one universe fromanother. Like two bubbles pressed together, the surface
bet ween them has di ssol ved away. They distort and strain, but inevitably nerge into one. The
single realm
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that results will obey the symretries of both space and time. Wth the next stroke of the gongs,
these beings that call thenselves rotators and reflectives will have their ganme continue forever,
circling about a single oasis in pursuit of one another and playing the same nove over and over
and over. Yes, a beautiful symretry that—

"Tiny barbs and upon themsnaller filanments still,” Astron interrupted. "The surface of the pollen
has a structure finer than that possible fromthe nost skilled weaver. | have had no chance to
study themfurther. But then, how can it matter? Al though you night be satisfied, it does not help
to answer—

"Ch, but indeed it does." Canpnel clasped his sides to control his laughter. H s eyes defocused
and took on a faraway | ook. "Barbs and filanents, you say. Yes, exactly what ny cal cul ati ons
predicted. It is but a small reason why | am known as the one who reckons. That is why | sent you
Even wi thout the answer, | had hoped that the pollen would still provide a piece to the puzzle."

"Then Prince Elezar," Astron said. "How does he fare?"

"Caspar has found his dark node and driven himfromit. The spark of life shines no | onger in nost
of his followers. He is adrift, virtually al one, sonewhere in the darkness of the realm awaiting
his end. | nust have the pollen and the catal oguer quickly. It is the |last hope that Caspar wl|
not be victorious in the end.

"But enough. Now, human, before the strike of the last gong that | ocks this realminto an eternity
of repetition, clasp the pollen tightly and enfold yourself in the arns of ny agent."
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"There are four of us altogether,” Astron said.

"No, just you and the catal oguer,'
no need."

the voice runbling from Canonel said. "Of the others there is

Canonel stepped forward, stretching his wings out to full span. Astron | ooked at N nbia and then
at Kestrel still slashing with a sword a hal f-dozen subnodes away. "Cone." The djinn's voice
boonmed with authority. "Come, bring the pollen to Pal odad's domain, and then we will speak of
riddl es and the precepts that |ie beyond
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all others. The pollen and the catal oguer—both are essential. For no less will | continue to aid
in your cause."

"No!" Phoebe's voi ce sounded above the denmon's own. "You have stated that you have submitted. It
is my conmands that you nust obey."

Canmonel hesitated. Slowy he turned back to the wizard. "But there was no true struggle," he said
slowy. "It was only because Pal odad had instructed—

"I command you to take us away," Phoebe said. "Away fromhere to safety for the four of us who do
not bel ong."

"Not even a mighty djinn can find his way when the reality about himchanges as he flies," Canonel
said. "If we hesitate too long, | cannot be sure of even finding the lair of the one who reckons."

The cl ocks struck in synchrony with an ear-shattering peal. The ground began to weave and buckl e,
meking it difficult for Astron to keep his balance. Of in the distance, he sawthe sand rise in a
huge wave that clinbed halfway into the zenith. The sky above blinked in a kal ei doscope of rapidly
changi ng col ors

"Away, " Phoebe shouted. "To the first flane that you can find. | care not where."

Canonel grunted. "Domi nance or submission,"” he nmuttered. "There can be no in between." Astron saw
the mghty djinn pull Phoebe to himw th one hand and then swoop to retrieve Ninmbia with the
other. Cradling themin his stout upper arms, he plucked Kestrel fromthe surrounding nfil ee and
then returned for Astron and the rucksack

As the wi ngs folded shut about him Astron heard screanms of dismay and pain, and then Abel's
strong voi ce shouted above the rest. "W have broken the protocols and new ones come in their

pl ace. Look about you, reflectives, and see what you have done. Unwittingly, you have invoked the
strongest, the ultinmate of them all —oal escence follows fromsimlarity. W are nerged with the
uni verse of the chronoids and now we are truly dooned."

Wth a crash of grinding reorientation the wave of sand hit the oasis. A chant of eat, sleep
cycle, eat,
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sl eep, cycle began to ring in Astron's ears. He felt a wave of nausea far stronger than any that
had gone before. Everything went blurry, and he seemed to be tunbling head over heel. The
sweetness of the air suddenly lost its pleasure. H s aches and pains dissol ved away. In

resi gnation, he succunbed to the protection of what was again his stenbrain, only dimy aware of
the cl oseness of N nbia at his side.

278
PART FI VE
The Real mof the Al eators

CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO
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AlLittle Bit of Luck

KESTREL | ooked at his outstretched hands and saw that they were his own. Evidently the |ast
transformation in the realmof reticulates had restored himand Astron to their proper bodies. He
shook his head to clear it of the last of the strange feelings. He had felt a robustness that had
coursed through his veins with a pounding vigor. H's basic needs for air, food, and sl eep had been
i nherently satisfied and had not troubled his thoughts, even on the |owest level. The imortality
of a denon's body he could well believe.

But to be facing an existence that stretched out forever with so little control over one's own

t hought s! Kestrel frowned at the horror of it. It had been a constant struggle to keep from
raising his sword stiffly over his head and plunging to certain death agai nst any of a dozen
reflective attacks. Eventually he would have succunbed. It was just too great an effort to remain
on guard all the time—en guard agai nst yourself and what your own thoughts m ght cause to happen.

Kestrel started to sit up and then hesitated as he becane nore aware of a gently rocking notion
that pushed himfromside to side. Looking about cautiously he saw that he was |lying at the bottom
of a concave wooden hull. Curved spars arched upward from under a keel -board under his back to
gunwal es wel |l above his head. The last dying enbers of a fire hissed in a snoky soup of bil gewater
and soot. Below his feet he could see Phoebe's crunpled formand, beyond her, what probably were

Ni mbia and Astron stirring as well.

Kestrel | ooked skyward and groaned. The canopy
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was pale blue and Iit by a snmall reddish sun, far smaller than what he was used to in the real m of
nmen. Again they were somewhere el se fromwhere they wanted to be. For a nonent, he lay on the
rough wooden pl anking, trying to put his thoughts together. The strain of the last few noves had
taken its toll on his mind, as well as on Astron's poorly equi pped body. Having to think
consciously of every thrust and parry, rather than rely on instincts |earned over nmany years of
getting out of scrapes, was as exhausting as heavy | abor

Kestrel sighed. Yes, the effort had been exhausting, but somehow rewarding as well. If not for the
gong of the clocks on the final nobve, the rotarians he | ed m ght have captured the node, despite
the odds. They had depended on himand he had been true to their trust. He had risen to what was
his duty and discharged it well. If not for the clocks, then who knew what could have happened?
Per haps there night be sone way to go back, despite what the djinn had said, after Phoebe was
safely honme—go back and rescue those that had put their lives in his hands w thout questioning
that he would respond in return

"I't is worse than the desert," Kestrel heard Phoebe say as she rose and cane to his side. Her
depressing |l ethargy seened to have vani shed. Even with the unsure footing of the small boat, there
was confidence in her tread. "Look, Kestrel, there is nothing in sight. In the real m of
reticulates, we arrived at an oasis where we could eat and drink." She | ooked at himintently and
smled. "It is worse than the desert and | do not care."

Kestrel |ooked out over the gunwal e and blinked at what he saw. They were at sea with no sight of
I and on the horizon. Kestrel whirled to look in other directions, but there was little difference.
The only feature was a thin line in the distance, separating ocean from sky.

He gl anced down the I ength of the | ong boat, but, except for Ninbia and Astron, he saw that the
hull was bare. They had no sails, oars, food, or water. Near his feet, the |last enmber of the dying
fire cooled to a soggy gray. Evidently they did have at |east one |eak

Kestrel put his arm around Phoebe and attenpted a
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brave smle. She smiled back and drew closer. "At least, this part is better than the last few
nmoves, " she said. "You hardly touched ne when we were separated fromthe
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Kestrel started to explain what had happened, but thought better of it. There would be tine enough
for that later, after they had reached safety. "How big a fire do you need to sumon the djinn
agai n?" he asked, waving at the charred splints at his feet. "Evidently in this place a blaze in a
smal | wooden boat is not something totally bizarre."

"No, do not struggle with a demon now. " Astron suddenly shook his head fromwhere he was trying to
stand near the stern. "Sonmething is not right about the sumoning. There is too much risk."

"What do you nean?" Phoebe said. "I have brought forth Canonel before and | can do it again. Do
not worry, Astron. | have ny full confidence now. Kestrel had faith in ne and that was enough."

"l do not question the power in your craft,” Astron said. "It is the words of the djinn that give
me the suspicion. You have taught nme, Kestrel, to | ook beyond the words to the neani ng behind."
The denon paused and winkled his nose. "How do we know that it was truly Pal odad speaki ng through
the nmouth of Canobnel ? The one who reckons is a recluse, nore concerned with the flipping of the
inmps in his own domain than delving into the working of other realms. He wants the harebell pollen
grains as part of a bargain, it is true, but the insistence that | nust acconpany their delivery
seens out of place."

"I do not know the workings of your kind." Kestrel shook his head. "So |I cannot speak to how well
your conjecture hits the mark. But if not this Pal odad, then who el se woul d speak through the
flame?"

"Caspar," Astron said. "He is the one who stands to lose, if we are successful in our quest.
Wthout the pollen, we cannot expect any nore of Palodad's aid. He is the one who is tracki ng down
all those with allegiance to the prince he wi shes to destroy—the one who would want ny return far
nore than any other.

"And even though Phoebe controlled Canonel to ef-
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feet our rescue, the djinn is free to act in matters that she does not explicitly proscribe.”

"From what you have told me of Caspar," Kestrel said, rising to stand, "it is unlikely he would
have the skill for such conplex charades. |ndeed, you even said that his posing of the riddle was
a surprise to your prince." Kestrel tugged at his chin and | ooked out over the featurel ess sea.
"There is also the matter of the outside influence in the realmof reticulates. Gven the
confining nature of the protocols, what would start the barter with the chronoids in the first

pl ace? Wiy woul d even the refl ectives conti nue when the unpredictable results fromusing the

engi nes began to interfere with their plans? Wwo was responsible for the torrent of exchanges at
the end? It is as if there were soneone el se behind all of this, soneone far wi ser than Caspar
mani pul ating himas well as other things."

"Prydwin!" N nmbia sat up, suddenly alert. "It all fits together when you think of it. It is his
creations that have been coal esced. Although | can think of no reason why he would wish it so,
because he knows the details of their creation, no one could cause the nerging any better than he.
Who el se woul d be concerned about what happens to harebell pollen, if not one of the fey? Suppose
that the prince of the lightning djinns did not have a free will of his own, but was under the
domi nation of ny ki nsman?"

"Yes, Prydwin," Astron said. "You may very well be right. Mst of ny kind have little concern for
the workings of other real ns. Except for catal oguers such as nyself, they dwell instead on instant
gratifications that forestall the great nonotony. Far nore plausible is a being from sonewhere

el se mani pul ating events for his own personal gain."

"Then what is our plan?" Phoebe asked. "Unless | can control a denpon, we are narooned here as
surely as we were before."

"Do not m sunderstand,"” Astron said. "Despite appearances, we have made progress on our quest.
First we learned that it was the realmof the fey in which we nust |ook. There we successfully
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"And in the realms of symetry,” Ninmbia cut in, "we heard Pal odad say that their physical design
sonmehow was inportant to the answer of the riddle.”

"Only if indeed it was Pal odad,"” Astron said. "OF that we cannot be certain." He shook his head.
"No, it is the one who reckons whom we nmust contact directly to be safe,” he said. "No
internediary agent will do."

"Then tell me of his nental signatures,
will seek."

Phoebe said. "Wen we relight the fire, he is the one

Kestrel saw Astron's nmenbranes flick down over his eyes and his nose winkle to the side.

"It is not quite that sinple," the denon said after a nonent. "I doubt | could accurately describe
the character of Palodad's will. He is old, old even by the standards of ny kind and his

t hought s— Astron trailed off and shook his head. "Mankind would probably call himmad," he
continued, "and | amnot so sure that | do not agree."

Kestrel saw Astron clench his fist and suppress a slight shudder. "No, | nust be the agent, as we
have agreed before. But in light of our suspicions, | nmust return unai ded—+eturn and seek out
Pal odad directly, rather than rely on the internediary of any of ny kind."

"Whuld it not be better to take the pollen with you when you go?" Kestrel reached behind his back
and patted his pack. "Wth nothing to offer, what would be the notivation for Pal odad to aid us
any further?"

"I cannot carry the harebell pollen through the flane, Kestrel," Astron said, "at least not in
my—Ay present state. Renenber the reason that El ezar directed ne to your real mwas to secure the
aid of mankind to performthe cartage. Even the nost powerful of djinns has difficulty with
objects that do not possess minds of their own."

"Then cl asp ne sonehow to you," Kestrel said. He | ooked at Phoebe and sniled. "I have already
experienced three realns other than nmy own in aiding in the adventures of a wi zard. One nore can
hardly make any difference."”

"I amnot a mghty djinn." Astron shook his head. "Although | require the flane of anvilwood and
not sinple pine or fir to pass between the realns, skills in weaving or transportation | have
none. We must sonehow find the
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tree npst simlar inthis realmso that | can return al one."

Kestrel thought for a nonent and then | ooked at As-tron intently. "How can you be sure?" he asked.
"Wth so many fetters of |ogic about your stenbrain, how can you be sure?"

"Fetters? What do you nean?"

"And how can you know the inner thoughts of a denon." Phoebe | aughed. "Even the best of w zards
can only guess.™

Kestrel started to answer, but then shrugged. A crooked snmile cane to his face. "It does not
really matter," he said with a wave of his arm "I doubt we will be able to find the proper wood
surrounded by—

Kestrel stopped and stared out over his outflung hand. Between the bobs of the waves, he thought
he caught sight of a nmast and sail just at the horizon. Inpulsively, he began to wave his arms.

"Look," he shouted. "Look to port. It is a ship, a large ship, sailing our way —what |uck, what

i ncredi bl e |uck indeed."

H's feelings flipped with a suddenness that nade himgiddy. He pull ed Phoebe cl ose and gave her a
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hug. "l have sanpl ed enough of what you are like, denon." He | aughed. "Sanpled enough froma fresh
perspective that | have seen parts that even you are unaware of. But first let us attend to our
safety in one real mbefore we take on the chall enges of another."”

"Over there on the starboard." N nbia suddenly pointed. "There is one—no, two nore, in addition to
the first."

Kestrel took his eyes fromthe ship to port gradually drawi ng closer. There seened little doubt
that they had been seen. He | ooked to starboard and shook his head in amazenent. Near the stern
was another tall nast, and directly abeamwas a third. There was such a thing as luck, but this
was incredible. How could they have been placed in the precise center of a circle of ships in a
totally featurel ess sea?

Kestrel |ooked at Phoebe, but she did not seemto care about the coincidence. She was junping up
and down as nuch as he. The boat rocked with each |eap
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and Ninmbia stunbled as she tried to maintain her balance. Astron reached out and grabbed her
awkwar dly by the shoul der. Kestrel saw the denon's nose suddenly winkle with the contact. The eye
menbranes flicked into place, and he quickly withdrew. Ninbia sniled and reached out in return
grabbi ng Astron's retreating hand.

Astron held his armout stiffly like a stick figure drawn by a child. N nbia steadied herself and
cl osed the distance between them

"The retriever of harebell pollen, the swordsnman | eader of the rotators, and even the gentleman-in-
wai ting for a queen of the fey," she said. "One has difficulty renmenbering that you are a nerely a
djinn frombeyond the flane."

The crook in Astron's nose sharpened. "I ama denon, you know full well,"” he said slowy. "But the
power of my brood brethren is not mne to command. | am but a catal oguer, serving as best | can."

"And to whomis it that this service is rendered?"

"Way, to ny prince, of course," Astron said. He paused and | ooked away from Ni nbia's gaze. "And,
of course, to the success of the quest of Kestrel, Phoebe, and—and N nbia as well."

"And when the quest is over?"

"I have not thought of it," Astron said. "It is not the nature of denobnkind to think of what lies
beyond the present. It |leads to brooding on the inevitability of the jaded senses and the ultimte
despair of the great nobnotony."

"But as | have observed, you are no common denon,"” Ninmbia said. "And for ne, the end of the quest
poses the greatest uncertainty for us four. The two humans will no doubt return to their own
kind." She waved her armin Kestrel's direction. "And you, if you so choose, will flitter back to
sonme depressingly plain patch of nud in the void of your realm But what of Ninbia, a queen of the
fey? There is no place to which to return. Ever so nuch worse than before, there is no one with
whom to share. Who will serve me with distinction in a manner of which | could be proud?"

Astron wenched his hand free of Ninbia's grip. "Your
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words prick at my stenbrain," he said. "It is difficult to maintain rational control." For a |ong
monent he stood silent; then his nmenbranes cleared and the nmuscles in his face rel axed. He | ooked
at Ni nmbia and spoke softly. "Do not be deceived," he said. "I amno weaver of matter; no w ngs of
great lift sprout fromnmny back. | amonly a catal oguer whose power derives fromthe few facts that
no other has |earned. There is no special destiny for one such as I."

"In the realmof the fey and, | suspect in others as well, one is measured by his deeds, rather
than his inherent potentials, whatever they m ght be. | renenber tasting your inner doubts when
you rescued nme from Prydwin's sentrynen, denon. And | have seen you |l ead hundreds of rotators with
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Ni mbi a reached out and touched Astron
" she said, "much nore you

clumsy hands and little regard for your own safety as well.'
gently on the cheek. "There is nuch nore that you can | earn, catal oguer
can learn of yourself."

"Avast, you in the dory," a deep voice suddenly booned across the waves. "Reduce your efflux so
that the others will sail away."

Kestrel turned his attention fromAstron and Ni nbia and | ooked over at the ship approaching from
portside. It was nearer than the others, and details of its superstructure could now be disceni ed.
A single short mast stood in the mddle of a deck that was both wide and | ong. A | ateen sai
billowed in a stiffening breeze that had not been there before the arrival of the vessel it
propel l ed. The broad bow and even broader beam were wi der than those of any barge that Kestrel had
ever seen. It seemed hard to believe that the small area of cloth presented to the wind could be
adequate for a hull easily the length of two score nen.

Even nore remarkabl e. Kestrel thought with a start, was the fact that he understood perfectly the
words that had been spoken. Except for a slight accent, they sounded like the speech of an
Arcadi an fromacross the sea in the real mof nmen. This, then, was not another creation of Prydw n;
but if not, how ammzing that the | anguage turned out as it did.
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"Reduce your efflux," the voice repeated. "You have inpressed ne as nuch as you will. | regard you
as wealthy. To spill nore luck to the winds will up nmy assessnment not a quantum nore."

Kestrel |ooked up at the deck, puzzled. He saw a rotund man w apped in pinkish silks and a purple
sash pulled tight into an overflowing girth. Bushy black hair, as dark as night, tunbled out of a
smal | turban down the sides of his face into a curly beard. The deep-set eyes squinted cruelly
into the reddish sun. The snile winkles | ooked shall ow and sel dom used.

Three or four others dressed |like the first huddl ed about their |eader, each one holding high a
smal | cage of gold that contained some small white-furred rodent contentedly nunching away on
greens. The neck of each man was bowed under the weight of at |east a score of chains. On every
chain hung small trinkets; sone were nere gauze bags tied with ribbon, others intricately veined
| eaves pressed flat on slabs of slate.

"Wy, you carry no plenunma," the bl ack-headed one continued as the two vessels drew quite close,

"no pl enum chanbers at all." He reached for a nonocle of colored glass hanging froma chai n about
his own neck and quickly cocked it into his eye. "By the rush of entropy, it is in spontaneous

di scharge fromall four of you-spontaneous discharge, as if you had been building pressure for a
lifetinme and using none of it until now"

He waved over his shoulder to the center of the ship. "All right, I withdraw ny words. | am npst
certainly inpressed, nore certainly than I have ever been before." He paused and intertwi ned his
fingers across his expansive girth, rocking back and forth silently as if enjoying a secret joke
"But mark you," he said after a nonent, "I amnot so awed as to forgo absorbing the flux for
mysel f. And if you do not have plenum chanbers, let us find out how good are your wards agai nst
the sucki ng chanbers of Jelilac, the nost fortunate."

A man nmuch smaller than Jelilac suddenly vaulted over the gunwal e of the larger ship and, with
hardly a gl ance to see where he was going, landed firmy in the
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dory between Phoebe and Ninbia. He carried what | ooked |like a bow of soapy water in one hand and
a large pipe in the other. Wthout spilling a drop or hesitating to catch his balance, he adroitly
settled into a squatting position and subnerged the pipe into the bow.

Kestrel noticed that he had as many chai ns about his neck as the rest, perhaps even nore. Al
along the arns and |l egs of his silken tunic were enbroidered tiny |eaves of clover, and each of
his fingers was wapped in bows of red ribbon

"Luck begets luck." The newconer noticed Kestrel's stare. "It is the third tenet." Then, without
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further comment, he began to blow on his pipe, causing a bubble to formin its bowl. Hs first few
puffs on the pipe seened easy, and the gl assy surface expanded with rapid junps. But when the
bubbl e had reached the size of a fist, Kestrel noticed that the veins in the pipeman's neck began
to stand out and his cheeks redden fromthe effort to force air down the stemof the pipe. It

rem nded himof the sport of the fey, but it was sonehow different, and he suspected the effort
served a practical utility.

As Kestrel watched, the surface of the bubble began to darken and take on what | ooked |ike a
tough, leathery texture, far less elastic than any balloon. By the tinme the pipeman had fini shed,
he had created a sphere perhaps the size of a person's head with a dark opal escent surface that
Iight just barely shone through

The piper dropped his grip on the pipestem Wth a grunt, he renoved the bubble fromwhere it

still adhered to the bowl. Then he quickly stretched out his arns and touched the orb to the hem
of Phoebe's cape. There was a sudden spark of light that junped fromthe draping material into the
interior of the sphere. For an instant Kestrel saw what |ooked |ike a churning nael strom of dense
red snoke within the confines of the globe; but as the Iight vanished, the i mage faded away.

Phoebe i mredi ately stunbl ed. Kestrel reached out just in time to break her fall on the hard
pl anki ng of the small boat. "Just exactly what do you think you are doing," he shouted angrily at
the piper. "Wat is that thing, anyway?"
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The piper | ooked at Phoebe's sprawled formon the deck and then hefted the sphere at his side. "I
suppose it does seema bit uncivil," he said. "Certainly for this exchange, you deserve at |east
the nost basic of talismans in return." He reached into his pocket with his free hand and of fered
Phoebe a neckl ace Ii ke one of the many he wore about his neck. What | ooked |ike the preserved foot
of a small animal dangled fromthe | ower end.

"Only good for sinple accidents, | admit," he said. "But then Jelilac covets each dram It is the
way of all who wish to live nore than the briefest of nonents in the realmof the aleators.”

Kestrel grinmaced. Understanding the | anguage was al nost too good to have happened. Wthout it,

per haps things woul d have proceeded nore slowy and given himtine to size up better the situation
they were in. He reached out to grab the offered talisman but the piper easily whisked it out of
his reach. Wth a deft and fluid nmotion, he flung it over Phoebe's head, where it settled in a
perfect position about her neck. "For the lady," the piper said. "And watch your manners, or
MI1ligan m ght decide that you end up with nothing at all."

Kestrel reached out a second time for the piper's leg, but the little man was too swift. As
Kestrel's hand closed on air, MIligan had touched the globe to Ninbia's tunic, and a brilliant
arc junped to it as before. Ninbia teetered, but Astron was slightly quicker than Kestrel had
been. Not hesitating to avoid contact, he steadied the queen so that she did not fall

"Hmm " MIligan said. "Perhaps it would be better to give this one a chance at food and drink. If
you concentrated on subsistence al one and depended on the others for protection, you night get
enough to share.” Again he reached into his pocket and withdrew anot her pendant neckl ace, this one
an ebony lunp of wood carved in intricate whirls.

Kestrel lunged out at MIIligan from behind, but the little man quickly turned and held the sphere
chest high to absorb the force of the rush. The spark that junped from Kestrel's outstretched hand
sent a stab of pain up his arm
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He felt a sudden tugging sensation all over his body and then a rushing away of sonme essence that
he could not quite identify. A wave of disconfort swept over his senses; in a weakened stupor, he
sagged to the bottom of the dory. Wth clouded vision, Kestrel watched the sparks dance from
Astron's body as it had the others. Only dimy was he aware of a |l eather thong that pierced a
smal | heavy stone being placed over his slunping head. Ofering only the nost feeble of protests,
he let hinself be hoisted by a crane up to the deck of the larger ship. He clutched his hands to a
grow i ng stonmach, suddenly quite aware that he had not eaten for what seened |like a very |ong
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tinme.

"Your contributions have nellowed Jelilac's tenper," Kestrel heard MIIligan say some hours |later.
He shook his head and willed hinself to focus on the little man standing before him He felt a
second talisman being hung about his neck and then a third. Looking to both sides, he saw Phoebe
and the others rousing as well. They had been piled in a tunble about the single nast of the

sl oop.

"Ordinarily, with ones so destitute as you, the only choices he would offer would be trials with
| ong odds indeed,” MIIligan continued. "But the idiocy of such a great concentration and not even
the slightest of wards has himnobst anmused. As it is, he needs to refine a rather nundane
procedure before landfall at the casino. Surely at |east one of you four will survive."

Kestrel staggered to his feet and | ooked about quickly. Except for the helnsman and MI11ligan, none
of the crew were above deck. The dory in which they had arrived was battened to the port gunwal e
and a long ladder lay at its side. The glassy cal msea | ooked the sanme, although the other ships
were no longer visible. Of the port bowin the distance was a sliver of brown above the horizon
that indicated the first signs of |and.

"We are travellers fromafar," Kestrel said, "and understand little of what you speak.” He ran his
tongue across the dry roof of his nouth. "But decency anywhere woul d denand that you offer at
| east sone food and drink."

"OfFfer subsistence, offer it freely fromone to another."
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threw back his head and | aughed. He waved his armin a wide, flat circle out to the horizon. "Do
your eyes not see the vast expanse of waste-salt water every where and only tiny pinpoints of

Il and. There is no food to offer to another. Even one such as | has had occasi ons of hunger
despite all that | carry about my neck."”

Kestrel started to respond, but the doorway | eadi ng bel ow deck suddenly sl anmed open, and two
seamen appeared, carrying a long table between them "Ah, spinpins,” MIligan said. "JeliJac is
feeling mellow indeed. He nmust think that crown is certain to be his."

Kestrel |ooked nore closely at the table as it was positioned crosswise on the deck just in front
of the nast where he stood. On one end was a sinple maze, a box of wooden partitions divided into
conpartnents, each the height of a hand. Doorways were cut in nany of the wails connecting the
confinenents together; sonme were enpty, but in nost were standing geonetric arrays of tiny bowing
pins. A single doorway pierced the perinmeter. Near it lay an intricately carved spintop and a pile
of string.

A third seaman appeared from bel ow deck, carrying a small vertical franme on which, near the top
was hung a bl ade of shining netal. At the bottomwere two sheets of wood paneling between which
the sharp edge apparently dropped. The panels were plain and unadorned, except for a hole about
the size of a finger that had been drilled through them both. The seaman positioned the apparatus
near the spintop and clanped it to the table. He ran a string froma hinged rel ease mechani sm for
the blade and tied it about one of the pins standing in the nmaze.

"The principle is quite sinple," MIligan said as he noved to the | adder at the side of the dory.
Struggling with its long length for a noment, he thrust it into a vertical position and tw sted
its orientation with a flip, so that the topnmost rung fell against the nast.

"Even the sinplest child knows that one's |uck decreases by wal ki ng under a | adder,"” MIIligan
said. "The effect can be reversed only by quickly retracing one's steps the other way."

"W have such a tale fromwhence we cone," Kestre
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said. "But it is the nonsense of ancient crones, nothing nore."

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (149 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

MI1ligan frowned and was silent for a long noment. "M nions of the crazed Byron," he nuttered
whil e he clutched at the talismans about his neck. "M nions of Byron, and not one, but four." H's
eyes narrowed and he | ooked at Kestrel keenly. "No, that cannot be. You are attenpting sone sort
of a deception to free yourselves fromyour plight. No fatalists could have accunul ated such auras
as yours. You struggle for the crown, just as does Jelilac and the rest."

Kestrel frowned in turn. Very little of what MIIligan was sayi ng made any sense. He | ooked down at
Astron as the denon stirred and struggled to sit. Kestrel wished that he were fully alert. Sone of
his deductive observations would be quite useful about now.

"Anyway, the reversal raises an interesting question,”" MIligan continued. "It is one that Jelilac
stunbled on to, the kind of insight that nakes hima true contender to be archon over us all. The
throne has been vacant since Signmund's |uck suddenly turned sour. Soon we will all assenble to

j udge which al eator now possesses the greatest power." MIligan | ooked down at his chest and
stroked three of his talisnmans. "Although, under the right circunmstances, who is to say what wll
happen in the casino where the die is cast? Yes, who is to say which is the nost deserving, the
nmost faithful to the tenets of our creed?"

For a nonent, MIIligan stopped speaking, his eyes burning with secret thoughts. Kestrel | ooked
back over the bow at the |land steadily growi ng on the horizon. He eyed the two battens that held
the dory and scanned the deck for signs of any other useful gear. Wth so few crewren on deck, the
right circunstances were the ones he was interested in as well. He began to think nore clearly.
Perhaps it was best to keep MIIligan engaged in conversation until the others were fully alert.
Then they just night nmanage an escape fromwhatever Jelilac had in store for them

Kestrel glanced at the | adder and then back at the table. The construction for both was rather
crude and unvarni shed. He could see that nore than one type of
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wood was used in each. On the other hand, perhaps such a risk was not even necessary. A fire on
deck coul d serve just as well. That was a possibility worth exploring before attenpting the |onger
odds of an escape.

"What do you have carved of anvilwood?" He smiled innocently. "I ama collector and nost
interested in any small figurines that you have to show. "

M Ui gan broke out of his reverie. "Anvilwod?" He | aughed. "There is none here on Jelilac's barge,
to be sure. You nust indeed be froman islet far away. Every al eator who has stopped sucking his
thunb is taught to avoid such a luck drai ner whenever he chances upon it." He stopped and | aughed
again. "It would just be the perversity of luck that such as you woul d be desirous of finding
sonme. Throughout the realm prisoners convicted of the worst crimes are sent to uproot the trees
when they are discovered and hack the branches to bits. For others, the risks in touching are just
too great. The only piece that | know of is at the casino for the trials to be archon. And even
that Jelilac and the others will strive to destroy, if given half the chance."

Kestrel frowned. They would have to get away after all—-and then, fromthe sound of it, journey to
one very special place. He | ooked up at the | adder. Perhaps it could serve another use. They would
need oars, even if they nanaged to drop the dory over the side. He glanced back at MIligan. The
little man seenmed to enjoy talking. For the nonent it probably was best to keep hi m occupi ed.

Kestrel fingered the three talisnmans hangi ng about his neck. "This one | ooks sonmething like a
match stick." He held it out to MIligan. "Were we cone from it is a nark of great honor, since
only a few we call w zards have the capability to build a flanme. | suppose that here such skill is
al so a great rarity. No one such as yourself could hope to acconplish such a feat."

M1 Iligan cocked his head to one side. "If it were not for the aura you possessed, | would agree
with Jelilac and judge you nost insane," he said. "O course | can light a fire. Wiy, so could any
child. It is not a question of ease, but one of law On all corners of the great sea, a
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flane is prohibited under penalty of death."
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Kestrel frowned, but MIligan continued. "The second tenet states that the entropy of |uck always
increases. There is no way it can be avoi ded. Each transfer fromone to another, even each use
that dilutes it back to the ether—all such transferals reduce its potency. The last thing that
anyone would want is a flanme that conpletely disorders its fine crystalline structure and renders
it usel ess.

"Wiy, even an archon coul d becone a pauper, if he approached too close to a fire. Wthout his |uck
to guard him all of his great displays of state on the islands would be washed away by the next

gi ant wave that sweeps across our sea. Even if he possessed the strange book of figures that Myra
is reputed to have found, his ships would start to wander ainmessly, mssing all of their ports.

In the time of a single sigh, he would find that he had cone to possess nothing, neither food for
his next nmeal nor even clothing to ward off the chill. And each and every one who but an instant
before stooped in the deepest of bows would shun his msfortune, casting himaside and letting him
wander to his death, unheral ded and al one.

"No, the object of us all is to find ways to increase our luck, to concentrate it into tighter and
tighter confines that enhance its potency. It is the only way to survive, to nove ahead, and to
strive for the nantle of the archon. The fatalists cannot be right. Things should not be left to
the will of the cosnbs. Qutcomes are determnmined by men with luck; he who has the greatest wll
certainly emerge the wi nner."

"I would think that skill or wit would sonmehow be inportant as well," Kestrel said. Cautiously, he
pl aced one hand on the | adder and | ooked at the rungs. Perhaps, if the sidebeanms were ripped apart
they woul d serve well enough. He sniled inwardly and | ooked at Astron. It was sonething the denon

probably woul d have thought of, and yet it canme to himfirst.

"I'n the dimpast, skill and wit did determnmine the outcone of many events," MIligan answered. "W
contested by might of arnms and clever strategies of state. But then, as our |egends record it,
wi se archon Wlliard
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with overwhel ming odds was defeated by a force a tenth his size when his horse stepped into the
only squirrel hole on the field of battle. An errant arrow hit his second in comand in the
throat, and, without a |eader, the arny stunbled into a nmre

"Luck triunphed over all else; and fromthat day to this, everyone who strives for power
concentrates on increasing his own luck and dissipating that of others. Skill and tal ent nean
little to one who can select a nmarked token froma bow of thousands with but a single thrust of
hi s

hand. "

"Then what need do you have of this experinmentation?" Kestrel asked. He placed his hand firmy on
each of the |adder's sidebeans and strained outward while snmling in MIligan's direction. "If
starting a fire is of no use, then whatever el se of value can we be to you?"

"The means for accumul ating and di ssipating luck are not witten in stone nmonunments for all to
see," MIlligan said. "It is only by centuries of trial and error that the nmethods that we use have
conme to light. Doubtless many nore efficient techniques yet remain to be discovered." He waved his
hand in a wide circle. "Luck is all about us, albeit at very |low pressure. Certain actions seemto
conpress it into snaller volunes and increase its potency to alter events.

"As | have said, when one wal ks under a | adder, a portion of whatever one possesses |eaks out into
the ether. Inmediately reversing direction prevents the |oss before it can transpire." MIIligan
paused and ran his tongue over his lips. "But what if one circled back and wal ked under the | adder
again in the second direction, the one that prevented the |oss. Perhaps then the vector of
transaction would remained fixed in a positive direction, each circuit under the |adder increasing
one's luck, rather than dissipating it away.

"That then is the test. The first of you, | care not which, will walk once under the |adder and
then spin the top through the maze. He will be what we call the control. The second will wal k once
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will continue around the mast and back under the overhang a dozen tines nore. The last will not
reverse directions at all but rotate the dozen tinmes in the sane sense as the first."

"What will the spinning top prove?" Kestrel asked while he slid his arns up the |adder to fee
anot her rung.

"It is a test of luck, to be sure," MIligan said. "The spinning top carons through the
conpartnents in a manner that no one can predict, scattering pins at random The count of how nmany
are felled is the neasure we wish to nonitor. If all the pins are toppled before the one attached
to the bl ade, then the gane is stopped and you are |ucky indeed."

"And if the blade topples," Kestrel said. "Wat does that prove?"

"The finger you place in the hole will be severed, a nost unlucky outcome,” MIIligan said. He
| ooked qui ckly back at the nmaze on the table and then sniled at Kestrel. "The beauty of it is that
you all have ten. W will be able to run some forty trials before we are done."

Kestrel decided he had heard enough. It did not matter if the others were fully alert or not. Wth
or without oars, they nust be away. "Astron," he yelled, "unlash the dory. Get it back over the
side." Wth a grunt he twisted the | adder fromits resting place and crashed it downward on the

m ddl e of the table, hoping that the force of the blow would break it apart.

The | adder bounced harm essly off of the horizontal surface, however, the bottom end kicking up
painfully into Kestrel's thigh. He staggered a single step and then sagged to one knee, his |leg
refusing to give himsupport. As he fell, he pushed at Phoebe, propelling her forward toward the
gunwal e where the dory was | ashed. He rolled over on his back, expecting to see MIligan spring at
himw th sone weapon, but he saw instead the little man feverishly fingering the brightest

tali sman which hung from his neck

"Jelilac, Jelilac,” MIligan screaned. "They are followers of Byron. Despite the great auras they
once possessed, they follow Byron, to be sure.”

Kestrel rose to kneeling and grabbed N nbia about the
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shoul der. Crawing with one hand on the deck, he urged her in the direction he had pushed Phoebe
Looki ng forward, he saw Astron funbling with the nooring knots, apparently not maki ng any progress
in getting themuntied. Two seanen cautiously canme forward, their fingers outflexed and reaching
for the thongs of |eather about N nbia's neck. Kestrel staggered erect and pointed wildly into the
sky. "Look," he shouted. "Not one shooting star, but two. Not to witness it is a great

m sfortune. "

He held his breath for an instant, but the two sailors were totally unaccustoned to such a bl atant

deception. As one, they turned and began searching the clouds. Kestrel linped forward a single
step. As he felt his Iftg again give way, he staggered agai nst the nearest of the seamen. A ring
on the sailor's hand scratched his cheek as he fell. Concentrating as hard as he coul d, he managed

to grab hold of the | oops and chai ns about his neck and pull the man to the ground.

Kestrel gathered up as many talismans in his hands as he could nmanage. Wth a back-w enchi ng yank
he snapped them fromthe seaman's neck. The sailor screamed. Wth an al nost animal fury, he began
clawi ng at Kestrel's arnms to get them back

Kestrel flung themin the direction of the dory; although several went over the gunwale, two

| anded at Astron's feet. Alnost immediately the knot on the last fetter unravel ed. The denon

qui ckly reached down and grasped the bow in the cradle of his arms and hoisted it up over the |ow
railing. Phoebe and N mbia reached the stern and lifted it up as well. In an instant, the snal
boat spl ashed down onto the waves.
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Kestrel crawl ed forward to the gunwal e, bl ocki ng out the seaman who scranbl ed on the deck with him
to retrieve the two talismans that remained. Kestrel reached to scoop themup a second tine but
grimaced as sharp splinters fromthe deck dug into his palm

Astron bent down, grasped the talismans tightly in one hand, and then grabbed Kestrel by the arm
with the other. Kestrel reached out for Phoebe and Ninbia. Wthout thinking further, they junped
t oget her over the side.
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The salt water stung Kestrel's cheek when he hit, but he paid it no heed. Lashing out blindly, he
felt the side of the dory and grasped for a hold. Through sea-spattered hair, he saw MI1ligan
| eani ng over the rail, cupping his hands to his nouth.

"There is little enough gain in what you have stolen," he yelled. "Basic enhancers and navigator's

fetishes are all. They are organic and soon will decay. About enough to see you safely to the
island in the distance and survive a wave or two, but little nore. And there, if you stay out of
the clutches of doubting Myra and her arcane devices, you will learn well enough the difficulty of

finding food and drink with what little auras you now possess."

M1 1ligan | ooked back over his shoul der and | aughed. "Followers of Byron," he said. "Wth the

spintop, at |east one of you m ght have had a chance."

Kestrel saw the distance between the dory and the sloop begin to widen. From somewhere, a fresh
breeze had begun to blow themapart. He tried to hoist hinself a little higher to see the
direction they should begin to paddle. Despite the aches and pains, he felt the cold of the sea
and the renewed gnawi ng of his hunger. Basic enhancers and navigator's fetishes, he thought. Even
if they were lucky, would so little be enough?

CHAPTER TWVENTY- THREE
The Darling of Destiny

ASTRON stirred with disconfort. He watched Kestrel clutch the tripstring firmy in his grasp
preparing for the nmoment that he would jerk away the twig that propped the splintered beam from
the sandy beach. The small quail was just partway into the trap. It would be the
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dozenth try, and Astron doubted it would be any nore successful than the rest.

He | ooked at Phoebe and Ni nbia, huddled notion-(essly near the weckage of the dory. The heavy
wave that had dashed them agai nst the beach had destroyed their only neans to travel el sewhere
with any speed. The small, reddish sun was alnost to the crest of the hill spine that hid the
interior of the island. A heavy copse of trees covered the entire slope. Only the sandy beach that
curved out of sight in both directions was devoid of the thick vegetation. Perhaps in the
interior, they would find bigger gane or even soneone nore synpathetic to their plight. But
nightfall was com ng too soon. For the nonent, they had to hope for a single neal and find what
cover they could in the weckage of the boat.

Astron twi sted his shoulders, ignoring Kestrel's sharp glance to be still. He wi shed he could be
nmore sure of the path they were taking, seeking out anvilwood rather than | etting Phoebe sunmmon
Canonel to their aid. But which was truly the | esser risk he could not decide. The uncertainty
stirred his stenbrain, forcing himto tighten his control

He | ooked again at Ninbia, trying to recapture the pounding enotion that had gri pped himwhen it
was Kestrel's body he had possessed. It was not the sane now, of course, but the experience had

touched his rational centers as well. He renmenbered their closeness when hiding fromPrydwin's
pursuit, the piercing inner sadness that she exposed to himnore than any other, the strength of
duty she felt to her hill dwellers that was stronger than that of any prince. Even in abstraction

sharing nore of her thoughts would bring a great pleasure, perhaps as keen as the discovery of new
facts frombeyond the flane. What would it be Iike, he wondered, if their relationship went deeper
than that of a broodnother and sire?
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Astron stopped the direction of his thoughts short and winkled his nose. He shook his head in the
manner of nen. She was no less than a queen and regarded himin quite a different light. At no
time, he recalled, had she even bothered to call him by nane. She spoke wi th kind-
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ness and praise, but always as she would to a servant, one perhaps to be her single |oyal retainer
when the quest was finally done.

If only it were finally done, he thought ruefully. He had been away from El ezar far |onger than he
had i ntended. Could there still be any hope that his prince was alive? And with Caspar triunphant,
his own grisly fate would only be a matter of time. Sonehow, he nust get the harebell pollen back
to Pal odad and trust that whatever he had | earned woul d provide a sufficient clue to solve the
riddle. Wthout that, then anything else did not really matter

Astron pushed away the reverie. He turned his attention back to the i mediacy of their problens.
He watched the quail take another tinmid step under the overhang of the beam Its tiny head
twitched fromside to side, |ooking for predators. Then, in two quick thrusts of its bill, it
poked at the seeds that Ninbia had gathered al ong the beach. Kestrel yanked on the string
unravel ed from Phoebe's cape and wenched the twig free. The beam seenmed to hover for a nonent in
m dair and then crashed to the ground, shearing away a few feathers fromthe quail as it ran

cl ear.

Kestrel pounded his fist into his hand. "So close," he spat. "I should have waited a second nore
until the bird was nore centered under the beam™

"Such is not our luck," Astron said. "And if the words of that MIligan are true, never wll it
be. It was only the lifetimes of unspent luck that we brought with us upon entry to the real mthat
ensured our rescue fromthe sea and a | anguage that you and Phoebe understand as well as |. But
Jelilac and MIIligan evidently have drained all of that away. The ordinary trapping skills from
the realmof nmen will do us little good here. W nust approach the cause of our problem rather
than deal with its synptons.”

"That is easy enough for you to say," Phoebe growed irritably. "You do not need food and water as
do the rest of us."

"I amwell aware of the netabolic needs of nen," Astron said. He waved his armtoward the treeiine
in the
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di stance. "Despite the peril, we nmust |eave the sterile surroundings of this beach."

"Or perhaps we should all clutch these talismans and hope that a ganefow wal ks out of the forest
and lies dowmn at our feet," Phoebe said.

"That is the essence of the solution," Astron agreed. "In this realm we nust strive to increase
our luck and raise it to the point that the inprobable happens as a matter of course. Then
what ever we need will inmediately follow "

"Yes, Astron is right." Ninbia pulled at the chains about her neck. "W have only survived as well
as we have because of whatever minimal protection these necklaces provide."

"And how does one go about effecting this increase?" Kestrel said. "W have no nasts or |adders
here, and even MIligan was unsure of what would be the result."

"That is only one way," Astron said. "Surely the alea-tors have many other means. W mnust approach
themagain, only this tinme nmuch better prepared.”

"1 do not care for the likes of Jelilac." Phoebe shook her head. "Perhaps others will be the sane.
We nust instead act on our own. Despite your m sgivings, Astron, contacting Canpnel is our best
chance. "
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Before Astron could reply, he heard a deep sighing noise fromthe direction of the water. He

| ooked seaward and saw the foanming crestline of waves begin a rapid retreat, exposing the slope of
land far beneath the extent of the |owest tide. Astron | ooked farther out over the ocean. Although
he could not be sure, the line between the water and the sky seened nuch hi gher than he had
remenbered it before.

"What is it?" Kestrel asked.

"A wall of noving water," Astron said. "Just as MIligan hinted—a tidal wave, sonme anobng your
realmcall it. Quickly, there is little time. Run for higher ground and clinb into the trees." He
raced over to where Ninbia sat and pulled her to her feet. Spinning her about, he shoved her in
the direction of the slope rising fromthe beach

Kestrel pounded his fist into his hands. "Wat rotten
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luck,"” he growl ed. In apparent frustration, he reached up to pull the talisnmans fromhis neck, but
then thought better of it. He lifted Phoebe fromthe ground. In imtation of, Astron and N nbi a,
they began running hillward on a \ slightly different path. i

Astron and Ninbia sprinted up over the sandy ground into the darkness of the forest w thout
speaki ng. Ni nbi a paused a nonent at the base of the first clinbable tree she found, but Astron
noti oned her onward. Stunbling into darkness, they picked their way farther into the dense canopy.
Behind him Astron could hear a muted roar drawi ng closer. Kestrel and Phoebe were nowhere to be
seen.

Finally Astron stopped and pointed at a | ow hangi ng branch. Together he and N nbia scranbl ed up
fromlinmb to linmb into the foliage. Despite his scales, rough branches scraped agai nst his hands
and snagged his | eggings, but he did not pause to pick at the splinters. His head poked through to
sunlight as he pulled hinself to a slender, swaying branch that barely held his weight. Looking
seaward, he saw the huge wave crest and topple over upon itself. Wth a boom ng crash, a wall of

f oam ng wat er pounded onto the beach and began racing uphill

The sandy sl ope was covered in an instant. Like popping enbers in a fire, the trunks of the

cl osest trees snapped fromthe inpact and then were buried under the waterline. The dense grove of
tinber slowed the rush, but still it roared up the hillside. Astron flicked down his nmenbranes,
hopi ng that the fury of the onrush would be spent before it reached them He saw row after row of
treet ops di sappear beneath the churning sea and huge trunks bobbing up behind, conpletely stripped
of foliage. The cool sea-green nmuted into nmuddy browns, and a web of debris forned on the once

cl ear surface of the water.

The wave front surged closer, slowing as it cane. Mdway up the sl ope, the breathtaking speed
seenmed to be blunted. Then the wave top crashed, to rise no nore. But still the water |eve
clinbed higher in a relentless swell. Astron saw the first tendrils snake about the base of the
tree in which he had clinbed and then the water |evel rise

304

above the ground. Swiftly, the | ower branches were subnmerged. Astron tested what renmined of the
trunk above his head but he already knew he could clinb no nore.

He | ooked across to N nbia, hanging awkwardly on the branch across fromhis own. Before he could
speak, the cold water reached his feet and then surged over his head. Wth an irresistible pull
he was yanked fromhis perch and then struck in the side by an uprooted trunk. Astron thrust his
hands into the thick and deeply grooved bark and grabbed hold of the log as it passed. He
scranmbl ed around the side and thrust his head into the air, just intime to see Ninmbia floating
past. Releasing part of his grip, he grabbed and pulled her to the trunk. Dimy, he was aware of
passi ng over a crest and then tipping downward to cascade into an interior valley bel ow.

The next few nonments were a blur of splashing spray and jarring carons off of the trees on the
downsl ope side. Sonehow, Astron and N mbia nanaged to hang on to the trunk that bore them and at
the sane tinme avoid being caught between it and the other trees into which it crashed. They
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reached the bottom of the snmall valley and then hurled partway up the other side. The water sl owed
gradually to a halt. Wth a slow ponderous notion, it reversed direction and began to nove back
down toward the valley floor. But its nomentum was nearly spent. The trunk nmoved sl uggishly with
the flow Wth one final bone-jarring jolt, it crashed to the ground, letting the burbling water
race ahead.

Astron held on to his grip for a few nonents nore, listening to the hiss and gurgle receding into
silence. Slowy he disnmounted and slid his feet to the ground. In a nonent, Ninbia joined him her
face blanked in a daze. blivious to their deliverance, she | ooked at the wet clothing that sagged
about the curve of her body.

"If you had the power of weaving, you could dry these instantly,” N nbia said. She fussed a nonent
at her tunic, still not mended fromthe battles in the realmof reticulates. "But since you do
not, denon, turn your head while | disrobe."

M xing with the dizziness of their ride, Astron felt a
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subtle stirring in his stenbrain, a tantalizing feeling frombefore, which he could not quite
recogni ze. They should i mredi ately begin searching for Kestrel and Phoebe, but sonething el se
tugged at him

Astron started to answer, then halted. A flicker of nmovenent up the interior slope above the high-
wat er mark had caught his eye. Al npst thankful for the distraction, he touched N nbia's shoul der
and pointed at what he saw. A small tendril of snoke struggled skyward fromthe foliage

"Perhaps another aleator," he whispered. "One evidently with luck to burn. Keep on your cl othing.
This time we will be nore forewarned."

Astron led Ninmbia up the hillside. The ground becane far nore rocky and the canopy of trees gave
way to scrubbier underbrush and finally an open clearing. Astron strode forward boldly, nustering
as much dignity as he could in his soggy clothing. He saw a single figure sitting on a rock beside
a small fire, over which was roasting sone sort of pig. A horse was hobbled nearby. Next to it, a
| arge pack was propped against a snmall tent of bright blue.

Upon the noise of their approach, the man | ooked up slowly fromhis contenplation, but no
expression of surprise crossed his face. Cold blue eyes stared out under a head of gol den bl ond
hair, cut shoul der Iength and straight, with no curl. The face held the snoot hness of youth,
unwri nkl ed and without trouble—alnmost that of a child just aroused from sl eep. Broad shoul ders,
heavily nmuscl ed, flexed under a thin, sleeveless shirt that sparkled with an iridescence in the
last rays of sunlight filtering into the clearing. The throat of the shirt was thrown open; not a
single talisman dangl ed about the sinewy neck

"Whom do you seek?" A neasured voice cut across the distance, each word unhurried and nore of a
command than a question.

"Did you not hear the crash of the wave?" Astron wal ked forward, notioning Ninbia to follow "I
woul d expect to find anyone who was able to hear its warning cautiously returning to ground from
the safety of a high tree, rather than calmy fixing a neal."
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"The wave woul d have reached Byron or it would not.'
prepare for what is neant to be."

The man shrugged. "There is no need to

Astron hesitated a noment and searched about wildly for one of the spheres that MJigan had used
to capture his and the others' luck. He saw no signs of one and took another step forward. After
his experience with the re-flectives, it seemed far easier than before. "You are one of

exceedi ngly good fortune," he said. "I have heard that even the smallest fire dissipates what one
has accumul ated back into the ether."

Byron | ooked at Astron sharply. "Are you here to tenpt me?" he said. "To test and see if | am
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wort hy?" He stopped and darted his eyes to N nbia as she approached. Astron watched Byron's
nostrils flare and his hands suddenly coil into fists. The warrior's eyes ran slowy over her body
and torn tunic. The beat of his pulse stood out strongly on his neck.

"You tenpt ne, indeed." Byron's voice runbled quietly. "What is it that you woul d have ne do?"

Astron scow ed i n annoyance. He recogni zed the reaction and understood it far better than before
Stepping in front of Ninbia, he threw wide his arns, shielding her as much as he was abl e.

"We m ght have sonething of great benefit,"” he said quickly. "It all depends on what you can offer
as a fair paynent in exchange."

"*If it is luck of which you speak, then there is no basis for a barter," Byron said. "I have none
to offer, nor do | seek any for what | rnust do."

Astron stirred unconfortably. "What exactly is it that, ah, that you nust do?" he asked.

"Way, travel to the grand casino to contest for the crowm with all the others," Byron said. He
sl apped the I ong broadsword at his side. "But not in the sane manner. |f | succeed, it will be
because fate wills it, not because of tw sts of [uck."

Astron's interest i mediately hei ghtened—+the grand casi no, exactly where he wanted to go. Only
with a firm
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resolution did he stop hinself fromlooking back at Nmbia with a smle. "W have experienced
firsthand what happens wi thout luck," he said carefully. "Just to survive takes nore than a little
anmount . "

"Only because sonme of the aleators have so distorted it," Byron spat. "They lead the realmto
destruction with their tinkering, they work with fluids better left alone. Look," he said,
apparently warmng to the subject. "The first tenet says that luck is a gas, a perfect one that
flows fromhigh pressure to low. Wthout interference, it distributes itself evenly throughout the
realm favoring no one over another. The forces of fate are free to operate, to work the destinies
that are intended for us all,

"But what happens when it is conpressed, scooped up fromeverywhere into a small nunber of
concentrations under the control of only a few? There is less left in the anbi ence. Wthout
participating in the forbidden rituals, everyone else is stripped of what is his due share. To
step froma hut becones a great adventure; to fill one's stomach is a hunt of great exhaustion
Even the elements are perturbed into extrenmes. For the fortunate, the air is always clear and
bal my. In conpensation, gentle rains and waves are conpressed into great disasters that prey on
those who do not have the protection of the proper talisnans.

"Wth the great accunul ations cone great new strains and forces," Byron went on, "distortions in
the very fabric of what nust happen to us all. Those who have accumul ated | uck must di spense sone
nmodi cuns to their followers, constructing all sorts of charns |ike those usel ess husks that drape
about your necks. They war not with nerit, but depend entirely on those who can force chance
outcones to go their way."

Byron stopped and set his lips inagrimline. "But I will stop themall,'
is nmy calling, and to it I will be true."

he said defiantly. "It
"You say you have no great accumul ation of luck of your own," Astron said. "How do you hope to
acconpl i sh your goal ?"

"Soon ny followers will return and report what they
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have seen in the bay on the far coast. There Myra has dropped anchor with both her ships. W wll
attack on the norrow, and one of themw Il becone mne. Wth it, we will cross the great sea.
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"I will stride into the grand casino and win, although luck | have none. Luck favors the believer,
states the fourth tenet; it is fickle and hence runs in streaks, professes the fifth. Geat
mani pul ati ons for enhancenent and devices for reversing good to ill are built upon the two of
them but neither shall | use."

"But if you have no advantage and they—

"I amdestiny's darling," Byron thundered. "The great sagas of our past have finally been
incarnated in me. | amuntouched by wind or wave. | amthe one to weave together the |ast threads
of the tapestry of our fate into one final design.”

Byron stopped and | ooked into the growi ng darkness. "It is true that how | will triunmph is hidden
Even | do not know the means. My journey to the grand casino nay be but a testing, a proof that I
am worthy of being the instrunent of fate. But in the noment of crisis, in the final spin of the
wheel, my power will be revealed and | will be victorious, as fromthe beginning of tine it is
witten that | would."

A sudden shout fromup the hill cut off Astron's reply. He looked to the crest to see a line of
torches in a staggered I|ine.

"I am here," Byron called back. "I amhere and the way is safe. There are no concentrations of
luck wi th which you nust contend."

Wth excited voices and the sound of crunchi ng underbrush, the group on the crest began to pour
down the hillside. Although the way was fairly clear and the torches gave sufficient |ight, Astron
saw the two dozen nmen, wonen, and children pick their way carefully, holding on to one another for
additional security and giving the fallen snags and | arge bushes a w de berth.

In the very center of the group, carefully supported on both sides, was one far ol der than the
rest. Wsps of
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Il ong white hair streaned from around a crown splotched with spatters of red and veins of purple.
The eyes were nearly closed and a trickle of spittle ran fromthe corner of the face that sagged
Bare stick-thin arns flapped idly with the jostle of each step. The feet shuffled after one
another, as if actuated by the nmechanismof a child' s toy.

"Centuron." Byron nodded in response to Astron's gaze, "Hi s fane anong the aleators is al nost as
great as—well, alnpbst as great as mine. For over one hundred cycles of the sun, he has survived
wi t hout benefit of the nagical arts to shape his luck. He is the living proof that ny cause is
right and that | will succeed."

Astron wat ched the procession draw cl oser, noting their gaunt and sall ow faces. Except for the
exciterment of neeting, they showed animation only slightly greater than Centuron's. Wth stooped
shoul ders and panting breath, they converged on Byron's canp, sone |looking with hungry eyes at the
roast pig.

One separated herself fromthe rest. Dirt streaked her face and her hair was in tangles. Suitably
cl eaned, the wonan woul d be a beauty, Astron thought, but the rigors of the trek had nade her
barely distinguishable fromthe nen

"W nust nove on quickly," she said. "The mnions of Myra have found two others adrift in the wake
of the last wave. W overheard themtalk of two nore whomthey wanted as well. Soon there will be
search parties throughout the hills."

"Kestrel and Phoebe," Astron shouted. "Were they injured?"

"They seened to wal k well enough with no assistance fromtheir guards." The woman shrugged. "But,
of course, such a condition is only tenporary if Myra has experinments to run. | would guess she
woul d use themin the ganes at the grand casino, if not before.™

"Then we nust get to that beach and— Astron began, but Byron put up his hand to stop. -
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"What el se, Sylvan, what el se do you bring?" he said.
The wonan nodded. Slowy she pulled a pack from
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her back and dunped its contents at Byron's feet, a dozen ears of a bl ack-kerneled corn, three
| arge apples, and a scattering of small seeds.

"W saved as much as we could for your great contest, Byron, but the little ones need nore than an
equal

share. "

Byron waved at Astron and Ninbia. "It is well that you have procured what you did, Sylvan. There
are two nore, and | have not yet decided if they should be fed as well."

"Wait," Astron said. "By all neans let the little ones eat. | for one have no need."

"No, | have spoken," Byron suddenly thundered. "I amthe chosen one and ny commands nust be
obeyed. The sacrifice of all others is of no inportance. Their destiny is only to ensure that |
succeed. "

"W do not question."” Sylvan |owered her head and stepped backward. "Even old Centuron has taken
| ess than we m ght otherw se offer.”

"Ah, if you do not know exactly what power you will have," Astron said, "what convinces you that
you indeed are this darling of destiny?"

Byron's eyes blazed. "You are sent by the fates to tenpt ne!" he said. "You wish to test how firm
is ny resolve." He | ooked again at Ninmbia and drew his lips into a grimline. "Very well. | wll
show to the overseers of our fate the extent of ny nettle. You shall acconpany ne and yet both
remai n untouched." His stare | ocked on Ninbia and he ran his tongue over his tips. "Yes,

unt ouched,” he said, "until it is properly time."

Astron's stenbrain suddenly bubbled with a fiery vexation. "Do not be overly concerned." He turned
and spoke to Ninbia in the |anguage of the fey. "Despite nmy size, | will serve you still. You
merely need—

Astron stopped as he noticed Ninbia's smile. She let the top of her tunic sag in disarray. "It
sounds as if he invites us to join him" she said. "Accept, accept in the nane of a queen of the
fey."
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CHAPTER TVAENTY- FOUR
Mar k of the Mani pul at or

KESTREL wi ped the noisture fromhis brow and held his breath. He | ooked at the rope-suspended

bl ade that slowy oscillated back and forth over Phoebe's outstretched body on the cabin deck. She
was bound hand and foot, spread-eagled between four pegs anchored in the polished planking. Only
by pressing herself firmy against the horizontal could she just barely avoid the sw pe of the
sharp edge agai nst her neck

Kestrel could hope for random outcomes no | onger; the next click of the levers must pull the rope
upward rather than | et out any nore slack. Desperately, he |ooked at the tinted wi ndows sternward
through which filtered the last rays of the setting sun and then at the sl oping cabin walls,
searching for sonme other way out of danger than the one of chance he was offered. The clutter of
spi npi ns, glassy spheres, and instrunents of snmall tortures he recognized fromJelilac's sl oop,
but nothing that would be of aid could he see.

The al eator naned Myra sat in the corner behind a snmall table and tracked his darting eyes with a
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cold stare. G abbing her chin between thunb and forefingers, she slowy brought her fingertips
toget her, gathering up the loose flesh. Kestrel heard a raspy scrape fromthe contact, like that
of a man testing a half-day growh of beard. A loose-fitting tunic did little to hide the angul ar
bones underneath, and patches of splotched skin shone through beneath thin white hair pulled
straight back and tied in a knot.

Myra's two ships lay at anchor side by side, far closer than the nooring one would expect in the
real mof men. But with each wave that shifted them about, the two craft
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al ways avoided colliding at the last instant. The nmassive vessels seened to be ably nanned by very
smal | crews, although the hold of the other ship, Kestrel had noticed when he was hustled aboard,
was full of hamocks, nen-at-arns, and others fettered with heavy chains.

"Just one nore toss of the ball into the hoops," Mra said. "Just one nore, and | will be
satisfied that your words carry no true neani ng. Your talk of powerful wards that shield your
wealth is too inplausible, too— Mra stopped and shuddered. "No, | will not doubt," she said. "I
will prepare for the ganes at the grand casino with the rest. Luck is the true basis of our

exi stence. Wthout that, what is the purpose?"

Kestrel squeezed the rubber ball in his hand. The array of small circul ar openings in the slanted
panel across the cabin seemed to blur in the dimring light. The gentle rocking notion of the barge
did not help matters nuch; but even wi thout the added conplication, he knew he could not ensure
that the sphere fell into one of the hoops that he w shed.

Kestrel glanced at Phoebe, trying to smile encouragenent, although he felt little inside. They had
been apprehended after the passing of the tidal wave alnpbst as easily as they had by Jelilac on
their arrival in the realm This time, however, since they had no real luck to be siphoned away,

t he gl assine spheres did not becone charged with the oily, anber snoke.

Kestrel reached back and touched the |unpiness of his rucksack and felt the presence of the
pollen. There was no telling if the grains still had any value after the soaking, but w thout
Astron, he had decided it probably was best to maneuver things so that Phoebe could sumon
Canonel . Sonmehow, he had to convince Myra that she could not get at his vast store of hidden |uck
and her only recourse was to destroy it with fire.

He gl anced into her rheuny eyes and scowl ed. The al eator had proven to be quite stubborn. Just
like Jelilac, she had insisted on subjecting themto a test that quantified the extent of their
fortune.

"One nore mshap will not prove what you wi sh." He
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waved at the conplicated apparatus at his side. "I have done as you instructed nore than half a
dozen times and ny skill with the tossing ball has not changed in any noticeable way. My wealth is

shi el ded. Not even the slightest efflux |eaks fromthe wards."

"No one with true wealth keeps it all hidden." Myra shook her head. "At |east sone is contained in
simple talismans to ward off the trivial misfortunes of the anbi ence. Wy, the tosses of anyone
with even a mini mumof luck would find the hoops connected to the |ever that raises the blade. By
now it shoul d be swi nging just beneath the beans. The fact that, instead, you have sent it up and
down in an al nbst random fashion indicates that the power of your wards is only a fantasy. You are
paupers and nothing nore."”

She hesitated a nonment and then notioned to the guards at her side. "Just in case there is an
el enent of truth in what he says, subject himone nore tine to the Iinkage of reversal. Then have
hi m meke the final pitch.”

Kestrel felt his chest tighten. One nore trip of the wong | ever would prove fata! to Phoebe.
Gimy, he searched through his mnd for sonething that woul d gi ve himan opening, sone hidden
crevice in Mra's character that he could exploit. Kestrel's thoughts tunbled while he watched the
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conpl i cated nechanical |inkages at his side shuffle together a thick deck of cards. He felt mld
shocks from copper w res wapped around his ankles while he watched, but by now they were no nore
than an annoying irritant. Wen the m xi ng stopped, he reached forward w thout pronpting and

sel ected one fromthe deck, just as he had done nany tinmes before.

He flipped the bit of stiff parchnent faceup on the table and reached for the second, not even
bothering to notice the ornately decorated woman with cold dark eyes staring back. "The whol e deck
i s probably nothing other than the bl ack queen,” he grunbled. "The fact that | draw ten or so of
themin a row proves little."

"Of course they are all the same," Myra said. "How el se can one's luck be convinced that it is of
the wong sign? It is fickle as the fifth tenet states, and once it is
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flipped, it will bring nothing but msfortune. If, by some hance, you do possess some wealth and
cannot have it contributing in a positive fashion to my own, then it will serve instead as a
weapon agai nst the others when we gane in the grand casino."

Kestrel took a deep breath. He had to ganble on what little knowl edge he had. "The book with
figures," he said slowy, "the one that MIIligan says you possess. It sounds to nme to be no nore
than a navigator's almanac. Is it why he calls you Myra the doubting?"

Kestrel noticed a sudden flicker in Myra's cheeks. Her eyes wi dened al nost inperceptibly, but then
returned to their piercing stare. He waited expectantly. The signs were not nuch, but perhaps
i ndeed he had chanced upon sonething he could tw st to advant age.

"Coul d you be so bold," Myra said after a nonent, "actually to follow the instructions as they are
witten, without knowi ng the consequences?" She waved her arns about the cabin. "None of ny
m ni ons woul d dare attenpt it, despite the apparent advantage."

Myra stroked her chin and then shrugged. "Jelilac has a great store of luck for use in the ganes,
perhaps the greatest of all. |I would rather husband each dram of nmine and not waste any on getting
fromhere to the casino, wherever that mght be."

"You do not know?" Kestrel said. "A navigation al manac woul d be nost basic on such a sea as this."

"Perhaps in di mest nmenory, there were such things," Myra said. "But to use them would be counter
to the basic tenets of any aleator. W sail where the winds take us, and, if we truly believe, it
will be where we desire. Qur luck provides. To use a calculation, no matter how reliable it m ght
be, is a statenent of distrust."

Myra | eaned forward until her face was a hand span from Kestrel's own. "Luck favors the believer,"
she said, "just as the fourth tenet states. If you sincerely trust init, you will weather your
trials unscathed; if you doubt, then it gives the fifth tenet a chance to weak its havoc.

"The book and the device |abeled as a sextant which acconpanies it,"’
Voi ce,

Myra continued in a hushed
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"they must conme from soneone beyond the farthest extent of our real m$from soneone whose wish is to
do us harm to nake us doubt in our very foundations and in our reasons for existing at all."

Myra drew back and squinted at Kestrel. "No, it would do great ill for me or one of ny mnions to
performthe cal culations that would point us where we wish to go. | have often wondered if it were
good luck or ill in the first place that led ne to find it in the snoking ashes of a |ightning-

struck fire."

She reached out and tapped a |ong slender finger against Kestrel's chest. "But one so fool hardy as
to spout of invincible wards, to himthere surely could be no harm He would not fear the

m sfortune that night result fromfollowing the ritual or fromthe weight upon his thoughts about
what he has done."
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Kestrel |ooked back into Myra's eyes, unblinking. He weighed the risks and decided that the chance
was worth it. It mght not be nore than sinple sightings, and he woul d be done. Wth just the
right words, it would free Phoebe and give her a chance at Canpnel as well.

"Of course, as | understand the third tenet—4uck begets |luck—= he said, "the ritual m ght not be
one of nisfortune, but would enhance what ever one possesses at the outset instead." He shrugged

and smled. "And since both of ours are still intact, the increase m ght be nopst
signi ficant—significant enough that even the chances of Myra the doubter will become slimin the
grand casino. Yes, by all neans rel ease the woman and we will do it. | believe, | believe deeply

in our triunphant success.”

Myra frowned and rubbed at her chin. "Your speech is glib," she said. "Mdst glib for one so cl ose

to disaster. i Perhaps there is sone truth in what you speak after all."

Her eyes lost their focus, and for a | ong nonent she 1 | ooked past Kestrel out onto the sea
"Jelilac," she nuttered. "It is he that 1 fear the nost. Against him | nust marshal every
resource. It would be folly not to take e advantage of what ny luck has offered.” ]

She | ooked back at Kestrel and smiled. "There is al so | the second tenet," she said. "The

entropy of luck always
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_j. Your wards might be a marvel of which | know "not, but no matter how cl everly constructed,
doubt that they could withstand the heat of a flanme."

Kestrel steeled hinself fromsmiling in return. He forced a | ook of apprehension onto his face.
"Just a nmonent." He licked his lips quickly. "W have excellent shields, it is true, but I said
not hi ng about being so foolish as to subject themto a fire."

Myra's smile broadened. "Ah, the conposure does seemto waver a bit,"'
right. Nothing in this roomwould provide a sufficient test."

she said. "Perhaps you were

"You know as well as | what happens when fire is applied to any contai ner, no matter how cl ever
its construction." Kestrel put protest into his voice. He waved his arm about the room "Never

m nd what | said. You can do with us what you will with any of your devices; but |ike everyone

el se, we shun the flanme." Kestrel stopped and | owered his eyes. "Please," he said softly. "W have
struggled too long to build up what we have. Anything but a

fire. "

"Thus it shall be." Myra slapped her side. "Yes, this will be far nore rewardi ng than any of the
sinmple tests that the likes of Jelilac would try." She | ooked over her shoul der and yelled out
onto the deck. "Bring the kindling and the spark. W shall set themout on a raft where the |ogs
can be the fuel. After he has performed the ritual as the tome instructs, whatever |uck they
accrue will be burned entirely away."

"But — Kestrel began.

"Silence,"” Myra commanded. She notioned to a sailor in the hatchway and he canme forward, clutching
a large | eather-bound book |like a servant with a tray. Balancing on its upper surface was a
sextant of gl eani ng netal

Kestrel forced his eyes to open wi de and then slunped his shoul ders. Hanging his head, he stepped
aside while two nore sailors pulled the swi nging blade out of the way and unti ed Phoebe. He
squeezed her hand as a signal for silence as she rose to her feet. They could be safely away, he
thought. Wth just a little nore |uck—He stopped the race of his thoughts. Holding his breath, he
managed to
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offer a token resistance to the arnms that propelled himout of the cabin as the final piece of
convi nci ng.
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As Kestrel watched with what he hoped was a defeated expression on his face, the entire crew
seened to conme alive with a blur of activity. A snmall raft was | owered over the side, tethered to
a long rope, and pushed by poles away fromthe hull. Mtches and kindling were assenbl ed and an
archer was ferried across fromthe second of Myra's shi ps.

Whi | e he and Phoebe were guided by knifepoint to a snmall boat, the archer began donning a thick
padded vest and hood. In silence, the two of themwere rowed out to the raft and uncerenoni ously
pushed onto its rocking deck. Kestrel saw the archer place his hands in thick gloves with which he
could barely grasp his bow. Bulky shields were placed behind his back. At armis | ength, he
gingerly struck a spark that caught some curly shavings on fire. The archer dipped a tar-soaked
arrowtip into the blaze, involuntarily flinching backward as it burst into a snoky flane. Aimng
awkwar dl y, he nocked the shaft and pointed it at the small raft.

Kestrel turned to Phoebe and smiled. "I hope that this idea is a better one than tossing the ball
into the hoops," he said.

Kestrel put down the book and arched his back. Mst of an hour had passed. He | ooked at the archer

still straining at attention on Myra's barge and felt a grimsatisfaction at his disconfort. It
had, of course, been too nuch to expect that he could read as well as understand the | anguage of
the realm especially since their initial luck had all been siphoned away by MIligan. Alittle

nmore tinme woul d be a reasonabl e enough anmount for study, he judged, and then he woul d go through
the notions of sighting.

"When | am done and shout back the heading," he said to Phoebe, "they will undoubtedly give the
instruction to fire the shaft. Let it start the raft burning and then use sone of the powder you
obtained fromthe arch-i mage to summon Canonel to our aid.”

"What about the sextant and book?" Phoebe said. "If
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they are frombeyond this realm mght not they reveal some clue about Astron's riddle as well?"

"The sextant is of some arcane design, but | think |I have figured out howto use it in a

convi nci ng fashion." Kestrel shook his head. "Except for a few unusual features, the book appears
much as one woul d expect, page after page of tables." He shrugged and agai n shook his head. "If
Astron were here, he m ght nmake sonething nore of the instructions, but the significance |I cannot
tell."

Kestrel rapidly thunbed through the bulk of the volune, grunting as the pages fell through his
fingers. "It must have been constructed by nore than one scribe, and certainly they did not talk
to each other. See, the style changes with the entries for every few days. Initially there are
four columms on each leaf, with what | guess fromthe acconpanying | ogos to be the position of the
sun on the upper half and the brighter stars beneath. Next, it changes to data in rows, if the
headi ngs are to be believed, and after that the solar elevations are conpletely separated fromthe
rest. On and on it goes, with fancy scrollwork and then harsh starkness, changing the format every
fortnight or so.”

He set down the tone and | aughed despite hinself. "It certainly was designed to be well used. The
entries run on and on for what nust be hundreds and hundreds of years. | doubt that anyone woul d
really care, unless it was passed on fromone generation to the next. Surely what is here wll

| ast Myra and her crew before a twentieth is spent.”

Kestrel shrugged and hefted the sextant. "But enough of that. Prepare to toss your powders into
the fire." He looked in the direction of the setting sun and found the brightest of the evening
stars. The slosh of the waves against the raft was definitely greater than agai nst the nassive
sides of the barge. Only with difficulty was he able to keep what he | ooked at in the center of
Vi ew.

Kestrel grunted at the heaviness of the sextant, swinging it slowy to the second sighting. The
screws felt awkward to his touch and wobbled in their shafts as he tried to adjust a cursor. He
ran his hand over the blistered skin of iron that framed a cloudy | ens. The craftsnanship was
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quite primtive, but he supposed it did not really nmatter. The headi ng he woul d shout back to
Myra's barges would be the first that popped into his mnd. It wuld depend solely upon her |uck
if it were accurate or not.

When he had conpleted the Iast sighting Kestrel thunbed through the book as if he were searching
for corresponding entries. Phoebe tensed at his side with her hand in the pocket of her cape,
ready to toss out the powder. After a nonment, he stood up on the rocking platformand cupped his
hands to his nouth. "A third of a circle anay fromthe direction of the setting sun," he shouted.
"The cal cul ati ons have been nade and there is no doubt about—=

Before he could finish, the archer released his bow The arrow sliced through the gathering gl oom
of night and hit the raft squarely on the side closest to Myra's ships. Kestrel bent over and
fanned the flanes, no |onger caring about what the al eators thought of his actions. He | ooked at
Phoebe and saw her face flushed with confidence. Wth clenched fists, she waved her arns upward,
seening to add energy to the flane. The sparkling powder danced from her hand and fell squarely
into the bl aze.

Kestrel felt his own tension grow. Soon it really would be over. Wthout the rush of conbining
real ms Canonel could head directly to wherever they w shed. He could find Astron and Ninbia and
send the small dermon back to his own realm Then with Pal odad—Kestrel stopped. He had not fully
t hought through the reason they wanted to find the anvilwood and send Astron home alone in the
first place. Suppose he was right and Canonel was under the control of sone w zard; perhaps even
Prydwi n was mani pul ating things beyond his own realm Kestrel touched the sextant at his side and
frowned. Mani pul ati ons in another real ma navigator's al nanac and sextant served exactly the sane
end.

Kestrel reached out and touched Phoebe's shoul der, even though he knew he should not. "Wait a
monent," he said. "Perhaps it would be better if it were sone other denon that you—~*

Kestrel's words were cut short. Wth a hiss of foul-
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tasting air, the nassive djinn stepped fromthe flame and stood as a sinister, dark sil houette
agai nst the last rays of

t he sun.

"I, Canonel, submit to your will because my prince

pal odad instructs it," the denon said. "There is no need for a struggle of wills. Speak your
command and it will be mine to perform"

"Never mind about princes and allegiances in the real mof daenon," Kestrel said before Phoebe
coul d speak. Her eyes darted to him but he rushed on, ignoring her puzzlenent. "It is your
mastery which we wi sh to know. Yes, not princes but nasters. |Is the wi zard here the one who
dom nates your will totally so that you nust do all that she asks, or is there another who
instructs you instead to say the words that prevent any true struggle fromtaking place?"

Sparkl es of blue began to dance about Canonel's teeth in the twilight. In the faint glow Kestre
saw the denmon's scowl grow into one of true nenace. For a long noment, the djinn was silent. Then
his runmbling voice again cane forth.

"Where is Astron, the one who wal ks? It is not only the pollen. He is needed as well."

"Your master—who is it truly?" Phoebe asked suddenly, apparently catching the drift of Kestrel's
thought. "Now that | think of it, each time was too easy. | was too flushed in victory to exam ne
closely how !l felt. You nerely said that | was yours to domi nate, but never was there a true
test."

"Prince Pal odad instructs that | serve and—
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"Not him" Phoebe interrupted. "Not another denmobn —your master. What is his nane?"

Kestrel sucked in his breath. He | ooked up at the glow ng yellow eyes of the djinn and felt a cold
nunbness creepi ng down his spine. |f Canonel was not under Phoebe's control, what woul d happen
t hen?

Agai n Canonel was silent for a long noment. His face distorted in indecision. Finally he answered
in a staccato popping of sparks that shot fromhis teeth and lips. "I amto do whatever | am asked
by you, provided that it does not conflict with what | otherw se have been told."
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"Then the need for Astron to acconpany the pollen, Palodad s words that the grains held sone clue
to the answer—

"Of that | cannot say." Canobnel shook his head.

Kestrel grabbed the sextant, just as a | arge wave sloshed into the raft and tunbl ed Phoebe into
his side. "Is your nmaster the nanipul ator?" He waved the instrument in front of Canobnel's chest.
"I's it he that brought about the collapsing of the two realns of symetry? Did he | eave the
sextant here so that those |like Myra would doubt, so that there would be damage here in addition
to the rest?”

"Yes," Canonel said. 'To speak of the manipul ations thenselves | amnot bound. But this is only
one real mof the many that swimin the void, What is your command? There is nuch yet to be done."

"And Caspar," Kestrel continued. "Is your master behind his riddle as well?"

"Caspar is a denon of little brain,” Canpnel said. "Even though he is a prince, he could never—

"Take us back to the real mof nmen," Phoebe said. "Then return and find Astron and N nbia as—

A sudden wave bi gger than any before raced under the raft. Kestrel tipped forward, just barely
managi ng to grab Phoebe before she fell. The water |apped over the edge of the |ogs and spilled
into the fire. In a flash of snoke, the flane was instantly doused and Canobnel was gone.

Kestrel tried staggering back to his feet, but the agitation of the sea increased. Stunned by what
had happened, he | ooked out in the growi ng bl ackness toward Myra's ship and heard the al eator
calling out over the bul wark.

"The first is spent but it has done its job. See the increased agitation of the surf. A great wave
is coning and their luck does not ward it away. Pull them back aboard and we will slip offshore a
| eague or so until the disturbance passes. Then on the norrow we will set sail as the glib one has
directed. Keep themin bondage. If | can think of no new amusenent during our journey, then
certainly they can serve as shields on the floor of the casino."

Al nost in a daze, Kestrel pulled Phoebe to himand held her tight. He | ooked at the | ast w sps of
snoke fromthe
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doused fire and cursed his luck, what little there was of it. Now they would have to travel to the
casino. There would be no chance that Myra woul d be persuaded to light a fire again. Yes, to the

casi no and hope that Astron woul d sonmehow be there as well. He kicked the sextant overboard and
then gave the al manac a shove—devi ces of the nmanipul ator, the one behind the nmerging real ms and
the riddle as well. There might indeed be sonething of significance to them he thought, but it

woul d take soneone like Astron to discover what it was. Now, until they dropped anchor, he had to
focus all his attention on keeping Myra's thoughts away fromnore testing with her sw nging bl ade.

CHAPTER TVENTY- FI VE

Br oken Tal i smans
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ASTRON peered out fromthe cover of the brush at the Iine of the crest. Leaves of deep green
scattered tiny droplets of dew as he pushed them aside. Behind him buzzing insects filled the
interior slopes of the island with a blur of sound. No one had yet stirred fromeither of Myra's
ships lying at anchor in the bay below. But in only a few nonents nore, Byron's force sneaking
down the hillside would inevitably be discovered.

From the | ook of the anxious faces of those who had followed the tall swordsnman, not everyone was
as convinced as he about their rdle in his destiny. Arned only with blade and shield, they would
be no match for aleators with necks ringed by talismans. But surely at |east sone would survive

| ong enough, Astron thought. Long enough to bolt and flee back up the slope along the w de path
that ran by his hiding place. And just as surely, some of Myra's aleators would follow

Astron tightened his grip on the rope of tw sted vines
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that ran fromhis hand down onto the wi de path past the bush. There was every chance that it would
break or even cone untied fromthe base of the tree across the way, but he could think of nothing
better to try.

He gl anced at Ninbia, kneeling at his side, a sword of steel dangling fromher hip. "The words you
had me say to Byron about nmy prowess in battle felt nbst unconfortable," he said. "I ama
cat al oguer, not a hewer of nen."

"I saw how you led the reticulates at nore than a single node," Ninmbia answered. "Do not be
concerned about the disconfort, demon, though the nodesty is becomi ng."

Astron winkled his nose. He should have felt pleasure in Ninbia' s words, but he did not. Sonehow
the aid he offered to Byron increased her stature, rather than his own.

"Neverthel ess,” he grow ed, "too nuch time has been wasted in ny translation of fluffs of
conversation back and forth. It is better spent in observation of the realm collecting facts that
| ater can be used to advantage."

Ni nbia smled. "I do not consider the exchange of information a waste," she said. "You are serving
me well. Wthout the facility of your tongue, | would know nothing of Byron beyond grunts and
stares." She stopped and | owered her eyes. "And just as inportant, he would know as little of ne."

Astron felt his annoyance grow. He did not care for the way that Byron stared at her when she was
distracted el sewhere. When in Byron's presence, she behaved |like a human femal e fromthe sagas.
Her interest in the aleator went beyond the needs of their riddle-quest or even westing sone
anvi |l wood fromthe grand casino. Mire than once she had | aughed when he translated Byron's words
and shook her head at the chastisement he suggested as a reply.

"Byron has nmade clear nore than once that his destiny is his primry focus.
tentatively on the rope. "Everything else is of little concern.”

Astron pull ed

"A secondary position would not be so bad." Ninbia

324

shrugged. "I have not fared nearly so well in the realmof the fey." She flipped golden curls over
her shoulder. "He is conely enough so that no one woul d whi sper when we are seen together. Anmong
his own, he commands a station of respect, one that fittingly links with a hillsovereign."

Ni mbi a stopped and | ooked Astron in the eye. "Besides, when all is done and you return to your own
realm what then is to happen to nme?"

The winkle in Astron's nose deepened, but Ninmbia did not seemto notice as she rushed on

"I can tell that he is interested," she said. "Constantly he devours me with his eyes. His

bol dness is far better than the hesitant glances and turned-away faces that were the features of
nmost when | was the one who held sway. Yes, he has great interest; and yet, at the sane tinme, he
shows neasured restraint. Unlike the others who becone victins of their own lust and interpret
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each gentle hesitation as a stunning rebuke or a sure indication that there is soneone else, he is
game for the chase."

"You have special qualities as well." Astron stunbled. "Your creations were as nuch for your

m ni ons as yourself. No prince have | seen display such concern. You woul d have earned your

di adem even if it were not given by default. And a w zard besi des—eonly ones of that ilk can a
djinn ever truly respect. You shielded nme in the tree when—=

"Enough."” Ninbia | aughed. She reached out and touched Astron on the cheek. "You need not sing of
ny virtues, denon. Your place in ny retinue is secure. It is rather / that should Iist the praises
so that you are encouraged to even greater glories for your queen."

Astron started to reply, but then quickly snapped shut his nouth. He halted the idle flexing of
his grip about the rope and froze dead still. Wthout noving, he | ooked at N nbia expectantly.

Ni nbia's face clouded in puzzlenment. "Denon?" she said. "What is the matter? Did sonething happen
in that stenbrain of yours?"
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"I amwaiting," Astron said sinply. "Waiting to hear the list."

Ni nbi a threw back her head and | aughed. Her voice tinkled |ike a shower of gol den brandels tossed
against a shield, "Very well," she said after a nonent. "You deserve no |ess."

Ni mbi a eyed Astron critically and then touched her index finger to the pal mof her other hand.
"First, there is the keenness of mnd," she said. "In no other of your real mhave | observed such
an ability for deduction."”

"PaJodad and ot her princes that rule—= Astron blurted out, suddenly unconfortable, as he had been
before. But N nbia put her finger to his lips for silence and then placed anot her beside the
first.

"Secondly, there is the dedication to your quest," she said. "Despite the hindrances and dangers,
you pursue the goal with an unrelenting intensity. Surely |I have seen it matched in none of the
m ghty djinns with their easily distracted flitter of thought. And, now that I think of it, none
in the realmof the fey would have persisted as | ong as have you."

Astron felt the beginning of a smle appear on his face, despite the disconfort. O her delicious
feelings began to stir underneath. He wanted again to protest the sweep of her hyperbole, but
t hought better of it as Ninbia retracted her hand and began to say even nore.

"Last, and perhaps npst inportant, denon," she said, "is the confort that you bring when we are
together. | do not have to worry about sonehow breaki ng through an i npenetrabl e shyness or warding
off a self-image that never can be satisfied. | do not have to renenber that | ama wonman and you
are a man."

The seductive sweetness bubbling up inside Astron suddenly turned sour. Sonehow Ni nbia's words of
prai se were no longer a delight. Despite his best efforts to keep a placid conposure, he felt his
eye nenbranes quiver and his stenbrain stir fromits slunmber with discontent.

Astron shook his head in the manner of nen. Wy did ail of her words now affect himso? Was there
a residua
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effect fromhis transposition into Kestrel's body that he somehow still retained?

Before he could begin to sort out any of the confusion of his thoughts, he saw the first of
Byron's nen appear on the crest. The al eator had thrown sword and shield away and was runni ng as
fast as he could. Astron scowl ed and pushed the feelings away. They woul d have to be exam ned
later. First there was the natter of the darling of destiny and passage to the grand casi no.

Three nore of Byron's mnions crested the hill in full rout and then six after that. Imrediately
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behind the last, tall, well-fed swordsnen with purple surcoats over close-knit nmail cane racing
cl ose behi nd.

Astron | ooked out across the trail as the first of Byron's men staggered past and then back to
Ninmbia to see if she was ready. The rest of Byron's followers sprinted down the path into the
interior of the island with the first of Myra's aleators on their heels. Astron saw a hal f-dozen
tali smans danci ng about the necks of those in the foreground. Gitting his teeth, he let them
pass. A score of swordsnmen sped by, shouting and | aughing as they ran; then behind them cane a
hal f - dozen stragglers nore, not so richly endowed as the rest.

Astron waited until the last three were just beginning to rush past the hidden rope. Then he
jerked it tight and held it as firmy as he was able. The first al eator unexpectedly | eaped over a
smal | boul der jutting in the way and hurled clear of the trip rope, evidently not even noticing
its presence. The other two, however, were caught just above their ankles and pitched forward onto
the ground. Both | anded gracefully on gl ove-protected hands; but nore inportantly, just as Astron
had hoped, the talisnmans about their necks hurled free to land a few body | engths beyond.

"Now, " Astron shouted, "now, Ni mbia, while we have a chance."

Ni mbi a sprang out onto the trail, her sword pointing the way. The two sprawl ed warriors rose to
their feet; then their eyes widened in terror as she noved between them and their charns.
Instantly they returned to their knees
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with hands spread w de, indicating surrender. One | ooked longingly at what lay a few feet away and
began to sob.

Astron ran out behind N nbia and scooped up the treasures. He flung them over his head and then
turned after the third warrior who had stopped to see what was happeni ng behi nd. Astron waved his
sword with one hand while pointing at his own chest with the other. "Not one standard issue but
two," he said. "You do not have a chance."

The third warrior froze. He unbuckled his sword and let it fall. Saggi ng on one knee, he bowed to
the ground. Astron did not hesitate. He ran forward and, despite the snmall rocks that seened to
get in his way, pulled the third set of talismans away fromtheir wearer.

"Over there." He pointed his sword back to Ninmbia. "Do exactly as she says."

Astron saw the man-at-arnms nod in subnission. Wthout waiting to ensure that he fully conplied,
Astron began running down the trail as fast as he could nmanage not to stumble. So far, everything
was proceedi ng as he had hoped. The aleators were so conditioned to depending on luck in
everything they did that, without their charns, they felt conpletely hel pl ess. Wen confronted
with an opponent better endowed, they gave up rather than attenpt a fight.

Astron bounded down the trail, catching up with two nore warriors who ran behind the rest. He
tripped over a bared root in the trail and barely kept fromfalling. CGrcling his sword over his
head, he froze his face in a beserker's stare, yelling an incoherent challenge. Over a dozen
tali smans now bounced from his chest as he ran, and the nen-at-arns' eyes i mmediately focused on
t hei r dance.

Just as the others before, the two warriors inmedi ately assuned postures of surrender, letting
Astron snatch then-charns with a clunsy swi pe before they guessed his intent. Mre al eators | ooked
backward, and a shout of warning coursed through their nmdst. The pursuit of Byron's followers

sl owed and then conpletely halted.

Byron's warriors sensed the slacking of pursuit and
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halted their own flight. Wth a rallying cheer, they turned and began to strike at the aleators
who were | ooking over their shoul ders at what was attacking their rear
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Astron yelled as fiendishly as he could and slashed blindly left and right. Aleators on both sides
st epped backward, tunbling over one another and off the trail into the brush to get out of the
way. One of Myra's captains in the vanguard caught sight of Astron's weight of treasure. He | ooked
down at his own chest, barely ducked a swipe at the side of his head; then with a shudder, he
bolted fromthe trail into the brush. Two nore followed his |ead, then a hal f-dozen nore on the
other side of the trail. In barely an instant, only five nmen-at-arnms remuained, all facedown-ward,
of fering their swords in surrender

Astron pulled to a halt, barely believing what had happened. Mre than a score of well-arned
warriors had been routed by a single fool hardy rush. Shaking his head, he grabbed the talisnmans
that remai ned and added themto the rest. Wth stooping shoul ders, he wal ked sl owly back up the
hill to see how Ninbia was faring in her stint at guard duty. For a noment he felt a rush of

el ation. He had performed as well as could have been expected of even a mighty djinn. But then
just as quickly, he put the thought aside. He was still a long way from securing any anvil-wood.
There was yet the rescue of Kestrel and Phoebe to be nanaged. The lightning djinns that pursued
m ght di scover themat any tine. And Byron? If he had survived the rush down the slope, what nore
coul d be expected fromthe one who seemed to covet Ninmbia nore and nore with each passing nonent.

Astron scow ed at the frustration born of the inactivity. H s stenbrain was becom ng increasingly
difficult to control. He | ooked about the evening canpfire erected just down the seaward sl ope
fromthe crest of the hill and shook his head. Byron sat on the other side of the dying flane,

tal king quietly with two of his Iieutenants and one of the captured warriors, as if the day had
been the same as any other. The bl oodstai ned rags which bound the tall war-
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rior's leg | ooked blotched with black in the di mess of evening. Felled by the first nman he net,
Byron had been | eft behind when his ranks broke and began retreating up the hill

Then, when Astron and the others returned in triunph, the aleators that remained in Myra's ships
all transferred onto a single barge and sailed away, |eaving the other vessel behind. Evidently,
she had reasoned that she was confronting a force nmuch nore powerful than her own and did not w sh
to suffer the sane defeat. Wth the next dawn, Byron had said, his own band would foll ow the sane
course and be led by her luck directly to the grand casi no.

Astron ran his hand over the skin of his neck. Reluctantly, after the abandoned ship and the
prisoners had been secured, he had given up the talisnmans to be destroyed. Hi s argunments about the
men-at-arnms who had run into the forest possibly returning were ignored. The luck had to be

di ssi pated back into the ether. Byron had insisted. To do |l ess would not be true to his quest.

Astron | ooked over at Ninbia on the far side of the clearing. At |least for the nonent, she was
occupi ed with other thoughts than tending to the tall warrior. Instead, the queen was watching
with interest the preparations of Sylvan and Centuron for the breaking of the charns.

Astron rose and stretched, trying to renove sone of the tension that froze the nuscles of his back

into tight knots. He supposed he should investigate the dissipation process as well. There m ght
be sonething to be learned that could be used |ater. Besides, it probably was the | ast chance to
talk to the hill sovereign w thout Byron being in the vicinity. Tonmorrow t hey woul d be confined

together in the barge for the final journey across the sea; then once in the grand casino, from
what little Astron had gl eaned, there would be little tinme for anything other than struggling for
survi val

As Astron approached, N nbia was peering over Syl-van's shoul der and gesturing, while the al eator
slowy stirred the contents of a small cauldron over a sputtering flane. Nearby a second fire was
roaring fiercely as it consuned branches of dry pinewood that Byron's fol -
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lowers had faithfully carried with themfromthe beginning of their trek.

»| think | understand what you ask," Sylvan said, "but a nore intense flane nakes the filmtoo
fragile. The only purpose of the heat here is to thin the liquid to the oroper consistency."
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"I't 1ooks like the sap of what we call the soapbark tree in the realmof fey," Ninbia said to
Astron as he drew near. "Here the aleators tap the trunk and let it drip into waiting buckets."

"The sane is done for syrups in the realmof men, Astron answered as he fell into the node of
automatical ly transl ating.

"This is for a greater purpose than delighting the tongue,
the risk of contamination is far too great."

Sylvan said. "Wthout its protection

"1 thought that fires destroyed the concentration of luck,"” Astron said. "If you nust ruin the
talismans, why not just toss them under the stewpot while it heats?"

"The heat would crack the shell that resists the great pressure of the gas, it is true," Sylvan
said, "but when it rushes out in a burst, there is no way to tell which way it will surge. It
mght all lodge in a nearby tree or worse yet, in one of us who attends the fire. No, the luck
must be released slowy in a way that we can control ."

"Then you coat the talismans in this paste?" Astron asked.

"Watch and you will see." Sylvan shook her head. She notioned for Centuron to come forward, and
the old man | unbered up, holding one of the talismans at arms length, as if it had a foul odor

Syl van dipped a circle of wire into a cauldron and then drew it back. Astron saw that it energed
with a thin filmof the soapbark sap stretched across its interior. She blew gently on the film
deforming it froma plane into a bul gi ng heni sphere. Centuron continued forward until the dangling
talisman net the shiny surface and then passed through it to the other side. Sylvam exhal ed one
nmore strong burst of air and a gl assy bubble separated fromthe ring, conpletely envel opi ng the
tal i sman.
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"Now we can apply the heat." Sylvan | ooked back at Ninbia. She took the |eather thong from
Centuron's grasp and slowy noved the talisman with the enconpassi ng bubbl e over toward the second
fire. The bubbl e bounced slightly, but remai ned suspended, not touching the charmat all but
sonmehow remai ni ng hanging fromthe point where it was pierced by the thong.

Syl van held the talisnman bubble over the fire so that it was warnmed by the rising heat, but the
flanmes did not touch. Two or three others of Byron's followers gathered around Sylvan as she
adj usted the height of the bubble, all silently waiting for what woul d happen.

For several hundred heart beats Astron detected no change. The fire crackled and w sps of snoke
rose into the air, enveloping the bubble in a sooty haze as it floated skyward. Then, just as his
i nterest began to sag, he noted a slight change of color on the surface of the brightly painted
wood i nside the glassy sphere. The yell ows and reds began to fade. The blues paled into gray; the
whites started to blister. In a nonent, the polished surface turned to a dull, ashen

i ndi stinctness. The charm seened to start vibrating, although Astron could not hear a hum The
sharp outlines of the intricate carving blurred. Wth a sharp crack |ike the breaking of an egg, a
jagged rip appeared down one side fromtop to bottom

Astron saw a sparkling iridescence suddenly shoot fromthe fissure and di ssipate itself against
the interior curve of the bubble. Like the spout of a tiny geyser seeded with reflective glitter
the essence of the talisman rushed out of its confinenent and began to fill up the sphere. Sylvan
waited a long while nore until the exhaust fromthe charmhad slowed to a barely discernible
trickle. A slight opaqueness filled the bubble, where before it had been perfectly transparent and
cl ear.

"Now for the controlled outgassing,” Sylvan said, nmotioning to Centuron, who was al ready naking
his way forward with a circle of twi ne about one hand and a needle in the other

"Poppi ng the bubble would serve no better than crack-
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- the talisman unprotected,” Sylvan said. "But the strength of the soapbark filmis high. It
allows us to proceed with nuch nore care." She took the circle of twine fromCenturon with her
free hand between extended thunb and forefinger. Very gently, she placed the ring against the
surface of the bubble and quickly withdrew.

Astron saw that the band of twine did not penetrate the surface but, instead, floated on its
gl assy slickness, pulled into a tiny, perfect circle.

"It is the surface tension in the liquid," Astron said. "The same force that holds the bubble
together in a sphere against the gasses inside deforns the string into a ring."

Syl van ignored the coment. She carefully turned so that the floating circle was ai ned away from
the rest of the canmp and outward toward the open sea. Reaching fromthe side, she quickly stabbed
the needle into the small ring of filmtrapped by the tw ne.

Astron expected the bubble to pop with an expl osive spray of what was contained inside, but it did
not. Instead, only the snmall ring of filmwthin the' circle vanished, |eaving the bulk of the
bubble intact. Wsps of the glittering gas oozed through the opening out into the air in a gentle
fl ow.

Astron watched, fascinated, as the bubble slowy contracted. Totally unlike a fragile sphere of
filmand rather like a balloon nade of a cow s bladder in the real mof nmen, the orb grew smaller
in a stately nmanner. As nore and nore of the glittering gas vented to the outside, the surface
tension contracted the bubble into a tinier and tinier volunme. Finally the radius becane so small
that the filmtouched the ragged edge of the rip in the talisman. Wth a tiny pop, the bubble
flashed i nto nonexi stence.

"Mpst interesting,” Astron said. "l suspect that such a procedure would work with the soaps in the
realms of men and the fey as well."

"But to no great practical use," N nbia said. "There the laws are different. It would serve only
to amuse the young."

"Perhaps," Astron said, winkling his nose.

Back near the main canpfire, Byron suddenly threw
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back his head and | aughed at something his |ieutenant had said. N nbia quickly |ooked his way and
then flushed as she noticed everyone watchi ng what she had done.

"It is too bad," Centuron runbled. He waved at the two fires as Sylvan stirred the snmall caul dron
"Sone | uck can be undone." He | ooked at N nbia and shook his head. "Yes, the dabblings of nen can
be unnade but that which is bestowed by fate at birth is a burden forever."

"What do you nean?" N nbia asked after Astron translated. She glanced at Sylvan and hesitated.
"Are you the one until now the nost in his favor? | amsorry, but if nothing yet has been deci ded,
then surely there is no harm=

Ni nbia's words trailed off. Sylvan | ooked down at the caul dron and began stirring nore vigorously
wi t hout answering. The queen | ooked back to Centuron, eyeing the old man carefully. "Wat is your
wish in the matter?" she said. "lIs Sylvan here a personal favorite? If not, certainly the words of
one so venerated will carry a great weight, if there is to be a decision."

The ol d al eator coughed and stood a little straighten He cl osed one eye and studied Ninbia a | ong
time before answering. "Can you not inagi ne how heavy the burden of tine hangs over ny head?" he
croaked. "Do you not wonder what it is which drives me to rise on each new norrow, rather than
curl up into nonexistence, disturbing as fewas | can?"

"What does that have to do with—

Centuron raised his hand and swept trenbling fingers in a wide arc. "All of this that we see, all
of the realmthat |ies beyond | have sanpled nore than once in nmy prine. And if Byron is cut to
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ri bbons as soon as he enters the floor of the grand casino, there will be no nore nysteries of
which I long to taste."

Centuron coughed again. Astron noticed that an intense gleamcane into his eye.

"But suppose he is not," the old aleator continued. "That is the chance of it that makes it al
worthwhile. If sonehow, w thout manipulating the tenets of |uck, the
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ponpous one nmanages to survive to the final struggles, then there is where | want to be—at the
very center of the realm when all those who have cast their lot with the vagaries of chance begin
to doubt the foundation of their existence.

"Yes, | know of the futility; even Byron only guesses at it. Years ago, nessengers through the
flane revealed to me the workings of a distant nmaster's plan. Wen the walls becone dimand icy
fingers of the void start to clutch at each and every heart, when |I finally lie down to die, then
it will all be worthwhile, knowi ng that | do not cease to exist alone.

"So you see, your question does not require an answer, unfortunate nmaid. Wth either outcone, your
wish will be denied. Either the sands will run with Byron's bl ood or—

"Do not mind his prattle,” Sylvan cut in. "l suspect that it depresses himthat you are so unl ucky
and there is nothing that he can do."

Ni mbi a frowned. "Wthout luck, yes, | understand that," she said. "It is what happened when we
first arrived—but unlucky? Wiat do you nean?”

Syl van | ooked back down at the cauldron for a noment and then directly at N nbia. "Wy, your
beauty, of course. How unfortunate to be saddled with such a burden.”

Ni mbia's frown grew deeper. She reached up and straightened a | oose strand of hair. "I know that |
amfair," she said. "It is what gives nme an advantage when it comes to Byron's affections, | do
confess, but—

"Thi nk, woman," Sylvan said. "Byron cannot be the only one. The souls of how many men have been
war ped by the cl oseness of your presence so that their inner worths were hi dden? Whom do you know
that has acted so that you could judge himas he truly is?" She glanced at Byron. "What you do is
tenpt himfromhis destiny; and if you succeed, then whomelse will he blanme?" Sylvan paused and
shook her head. "No, | do not rue the fact that you have himsmtten. | pity you instead."
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CHAPTER TWENTY- SI X
The Grand Casi no

KESTREL steadi ed hinsel f against the gentle roll of the ship in the quickening breeze. He shiel ded
his eyes fromthe energing sun on his starboard and squinted at the smudge directly ahead of the
bowsprit. The air was hazy with the remains of a clearing fog, but already he could see what nust
be the tall thin towers that nmarked the corners of the casino. Myra m ght not have deduced that it
was her luck that brought themto the proper destination, rather than his guess at the course, but
they were there, neverthel ess.

They had been beset by calmfor nost of the first day at sea. At the dawn of the second, a | ookout
had spied a mast on the sternward horizon. The crew had buzzed with the specul ation that they were
being foll owed by the savages who had decinmated the entire conpany of nmen-at-arns. Little that
Myra had said changed the grow ng apprehensi veness of their disposition

Kestrel had listened closely to the description of the one who had | ed the charge down to the
beach and al nost succeeded in boarding before they were safely away. He dared not hope too mnuch,
but perhaps there was the slimest of chances that sonehow it was Astron who foll owed their every
nmove through the swirling fog and occasional gusting w nds, though the description did not sound
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Phoebe came to Kestrel's side and reached up to nassage the tense nuscles in his neck. He felt
tight and drawn out, like an archer's bowstring before its release. For the two full days at sea
he had just barely managed to convince Myra to direct her experinments el sewhere and save hi m and
the wizard for the contest in the casino.

"It is not your burden," Phoebe said softly. "Mra
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woul d have toyed with the others, regardless of what

u saj(j. your words were not responsible. They did no nore than shield ne fromcertain harm"

Kestrel shook his head. Each time that Myra had been di ssuaded, she nerely turned instead to
anot her of the unfortunate ones who were prisoners bel ow deck. Cries of pain and pleas for a quick
death echoed through his nmind. A terrible weight bore down on his shoul ders.

"But for what?" Kestrel said. "I have done no nore than postpone the inevitable. Myra has nmade it
quite clear that our purpose on the casino floor is to be human shiel ds agai nst the weapons
directed at her by the other conpeting aleators." He grasped Phoebe's hands in his. "I amsorry,"

he said, "sorry that ny wit has not been as strong as it needs to be."

Kestrel | ooked back at the cabin in the stern. He rel eased Phoebe's hands and felt his fists
clench tight. He renenbered MIligan's theft of his luck without even a hint of warning and the
smal | value Jelilac placed on their lives.

Thi s gquest had beconme one of nounting obligations, he thought. First, his pledge to Phoebe, then
the debt he owed to rescue the rotarians who trusted himas | eader, and now, if somehow he could
manage it, Jelilac, MIli-gan, Myra, and the others |Iike them should be nade to pay for all they
must have done.

Kestrel turned to | ook back at the shore. Draw ng Phoebe cl ose, he watched the towers of the

casi no becone nore crisp and clear. He sucked in a chestful of air slowy, then spilled it back
into the salty spray. Brave words, he thought ruefully, not what one m ght expect froma schem ng
woodcutter—especially not fromone who could calculate quite well the chances of surviving without
luck in a casino filled with talisman-wearing al eators. He shook his head as he flexed his fingers
about the sword ponmel that was not there, trying to fan the flane of his conviction so that it
masked the grow ng fear.

Kestrel pushed the bizarre thoughts away. Gimy he stood, silently watching and waiting for what
woul d happen next. In a little nore than what he judged to be an hour, Myra's ship cast anchor in
a crowded harbor. Her
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foll owers and prisoners cane ashore into a surging nass of aspiring aleators and their own
retainers. Everyone in the realm Mra had said, would be there—+f not a possessor of enough
wealth to conpete, then certainly to watch to see who the next archon would be

In the confusion of mngling bodies, one m ght expect soneone to break for freedom but those
without talismans knew better than to try. Wth faces heavy with resignation, they shuffled into
position as their masters directed. Kestrel kept Phoebe close, his eyes darting all about, | ooking
for a sign of Astron or a chance to comunicate through the flane.

Except for the casino itself, the island was bare of structure, |ow and sandy with no plants

tall er than bushy shrubs. The buil ding was shaped |ike a huge hexagon with high walls that Myra
had said enclosed a many-tiered stadium From each vertex of the polygon, the towers soared even
farther into the sky. At the apex of each, attendants stood ready near the signal beacons that
woul d flash the results of the conpetition across the sea to those whose | uck prevented them from
arriving in time. The walls were thick, covered by nany |ayers of fading paint that had w thstood
countl ess years of high surf and spray. Portions of old nurals peeked out from behind the peeling

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (173 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

| ayers of those placed on top. Faded scenes of previous victories; cornucopia brimmng with
tali smans and devi ces of chance bl ended into the nmute drabness that surrounded them

M dway in the face of each of the casino walls, high doors thrice the height of a man stood open
Into each slowy snaked the retainers of the aleators, clinbing into the high seats to cheer their
| ords onward.

"You two shall be in the vanguard of ny contingent." Myra pointed in the direction of Kestrel and
Phoebe as other aleators jostled past. "For each contender, a full dozen is allowed on the fl oor,
but it is folly to have every minion's neck heavy with capsules of great fortune. A single
reversal could spell the end of serious contention. | think it is better for at |east four to be
| uckl ess as newborn babes. Let the nachines of Jelilac and the others do their
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orst It will not be talismans of true power that feel the flings of their wath."

Myra waited until all the aleators at the nearest door had entered. Then, with a majestic swirl of
a cape she had donned for the cerenony, she walked slowy into the casino. Immediately inside the
outer shell, Kestrel saw the stairways |leading up into the stands on either side. Pressed agai nst
the high ceiling, globes of biolumnescent fungi bathed everything in an eerie soft |ight.
Directly ahead, a tunnel ran onto the floor of the casino itself. The ground underfoot was bare
earth, al nmost nmuddy fromthe humd

sir
Myra notioned her followers, except for the chosen

twel ve, to take the stairs to the left and ascend to the highest seats, as far renmpoved as possible
fromthe rest of the spectators. \When the | ast had begun to clinmb, she nodded to Kestrel and
Phoebe to begin their entrance.

Kestrel clutched enpty air at his side with a feeling of futility. He felt his pulse begin to
race. On Jelilac's sloop, he had managed to escape, but here in the casino there would be too
many. He started to speak when a sudden crashi ng boom expl oded outward fromthe casino floor and
echoed down the tunnel walls.

"Mnefields," Myra grunted without losing a stride. "Evidently one of the contestants did not
enter sufficiently prepared.”

Anot her expl osion ripped down the passageway. Then a third cane, this one nmingled with cries of
pain and a roar fromthe crowd. Kestrel noved forward as slowmy as he could with the tip of a
sword planted squarely in the small of his back. He stepped in front of Phoebe just as he reached
the tunnel entrance and | ooked out into the bright Iight of the contesting field, squinting to see
what was happeni ng.

From the other entrances were enmergi ng nore contingents, each with a dozen retainers surrounding a
richly dressed al eator shouting commands. Nearer the center of the casino floor, still other
groups surrounded their |eaders, but in nbst cases their nunber had been reduced fromthe origina
dozen. Only six still protected a corpu-
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lent, well-dressed lord in their midst, and one of those linped, with his |eft arm hangi ng usel ess
at his side. Their goal evidently was the sanme as the rest of the contenders, to reach one of the
shal low pits dug into the ground and surrounded by chal ky white boul ders and | ow barriers of
tunbl ed | ogs.

The group proceeded cautiously and then, with no apparent reason, veered sharply to the left. Wth
a flash of angry yellow, another boomricocheted through the stadium Kestrel saw the retainer on
the far right suddenly hurled up in the air, his body bent |ike a handful of broken tw gs.

"Cone," Myra said as she arrived at the entrance. "W will show themthat ny luck is sufficient to
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find a path to a fortress without fear or hesitation." She prodded one of her talisman-protected
men-at-arnms forward, and he began pacing rapidly out onto the casino floor. "Follow his footsteps,
foll ow themexactly,” Myra commanded. "Match himstep for step, if you wish to survive until you
are needed |ater."

Kestrel hesitated while he watched the man-at-arnms suddenly veer sharply to the left and then just
as quickly resune his course toward the protective barricades. He felt the sharp prodding in his
back and sucked in his breath. Stepping out into the warrior's footprints, he reached behind to
pul | Phoebe's hand. He took two tentative steps and then half a dozen nore, matching the zigzag
path of his predecessor as best he could. Mwving with increasing haste so that he would not | ose
the trail, he pulled Phoebe after him only dimy aware of Myra and her other followers snaking
behi nd.

A sudden crack sharper than the boom of the m nes suddenly pierced through the din on Kestrel's
right. He felt a sudden rip of pain in his hand and | ooked down to see a streak of blood, as if he
had been neatly nicked by a blade. He | ooked up to see the nearest boul der of the barricade just
ahead. Instinctively he snapped Phoebe forward and tunbl ed her over the rock, just as a second pop
sounded behind him As he junped for cover, what sounded |like a
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chower of pebbles skittered against the thick granite be-

"A grenade,"” Myra muttered behind himas she was hel ped over the rock by two of her retainers. She
stopped and coughed, trying to blow the dust fromher lungs, "Shrapnel will find the unlucky.
About that there can be no

doubt . "

El sewhere in the casino, the other contesting groups were al so seeki ng what shelter they coul d.
Those who arrived the | atest were beginning to erect nakeshift barriers of shields and protruding
| ances on open ground as far renoved fromthe other contingents as possible. Mre grenades began
to soar through the air, lofted fromone group to the one closest. The dull boom of the m nes was
repl aced by the staccato pop of many tiny projectiles.

One of the less protected groups sallied fromtheir cover and raced with swords drawn at the
adversaries on their left. Kestrel expected to see a protracted and grimstruggle like the
careful |y choreographed dances of the reticulates, but instead, in a brief ne!6e, the encounter
was over. Half of the attackers stunbled and fell when they engaged their opponents; the rest were
di spatched by the first |ucky swings of carelessly ainmed swrds. Kestrel shifted his focus and saw
anot her brief flurry erupt on the opposite side of the casino floor and, far to the right, yet two
nor e.

"The ones whose w shes exceed their stores of wealth," Myra said at Kestrel's side. "They nmmc
the contest of old when strength of arm and cl everness of siegecraft determ ned the victor. Soon
they will all be gone, and those of true potential will struggle as it should be done."

Fulfilling her prophecy instantly, a strong voice suddenly rang through the din. "A challenge, a
chal  enge of true virtue to masqueraders on our left."

Inmedi ately the crowd fell silent and all the hostilities ceased on the casino floor. Kestre
craned around to see MIligan standing on the top of a snall boul der near one of the tunnels with
a nmegaphone to his nmouth. Evidently Jelilac's had been one of the last contingents to arrive.

"W do the great practice of our art disservice by such crude neasures,” MIIligan continued.

"Avoi di ng ni nes
341

and the shrapnel of grenades takes a neasure of luck, to be sure, but it in no way answers which
of us has the greatest power and hence the authority to rule.”" MIligan paused and circled to
address the stands at his back. "Remenber our heritage," he said. "This very edifice is enshrined
with the name of the grand casi no—ot the arena, not the stadium but the casino where all is
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rul ed by chance. The events to be decided here are to be based upon the pristine tw sting of
gaseous luck, not the slashing of bloodied blades."

The crowd roared in approval, but MIligan notioned them back to silence. "Yes, luck is to be the
nmechani sm of deci si on—uck, pure and unsullied with irrelevant skill."

He pointed at his side to a large glass bowl with two transparent tubes snaking out of the top and
filled with tiny white spheres. "OF all those who have assenbled to struggle here Jelilac is the
nmost nighty, the one with the greatest hoard of fortune. He issues a challenge to one and all. The
first to have three nunbers discharged will be the victor. The vanqui shed will cease their
struggl es and submit all talismans to aid in the greater cause.” MIIligan paused and then shut his
eyes. Extending his arm he pointed out across the casino floor and spun about three tines,

qui ckly pirouetting to a sudden halt.

"You!" He | aughed as he sighted down the length of his armtoward a small fortification across the
floor. "You shall be the first to test that Jelilac's luck is the nost potent of all."”

Kestrel turned to watch a young aleator rise fromcover and shake his head. "No, that is not ny
plan," he protested. "My only hope is to win against others simlarly endowed and capture what
luck they have remaining after the battle. Only by that nmeans would | have the chance to face the
likes of Jelilac in the end."

The crowd roared in disapproval. For a long while, the high walls of the casino echoed with their
lust for the confrontation. Kestrel squeezed Phoebe's hand and tried to settle into a confortable
position. At |east for the nonent, everyone was distracted and no grenades were hurling their way.
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He watched MIIligan and two other retainers set up a wooden frane and then drape it with
tapestries emh oidered in intricate designs. A long hose was connected to one of the tubes
protruding fromthe glass bow and run hack behind the panels where Kestrel could not see. In an
instant, the tiny spheres began to dance in the confines of the bow, like a boiling liquid just
about to erupt. In the distance, Kestrel saw that each ball was inscribed with a few strokes of
precise lettering in black ink

"Your numbers,"” MIligan shouted over the fading din of the crowd. "Everyone here denmands it.
Renenber the fourth tenet—+tuck favors the believer. If you have doubts and hesitate, then surely
you will fail."

The al eator across the casino floor |ooked wildly out into the stands and then slunped his

shoul ders. He grasped at the handful of talismans about his neck and tightly clenched shut his
eyes "Seven, nineteen, and thirty-seven,"” he shouted after a nonent. "And by the third tenet, may
these charns beget all the fortune that | will need."

M1 ligan | aughed and marked the sel ected numbers on a huge slate handed to himfromw thin the
canvas framework. "Nine, forty-two, and forty-three," he called out w thout apparent thought and
added themin a line belowthe first. "Now we shall contest in the manner in which it has al ways
been intended."

MI1ligan renoved a cover fromthe second tube enmerging fromthe bow, and the crowd again fel
silent. No one noved while the white spheres churned and frothed. After a short while, one of the
bal | s bounced into the conical orifice that fed the exit and popped out into MIligan's waiting
hand. "Forty-two." He | aughed as he held up the orb and waved it over his head. "Forty-two on the
very first ball, even though over two hundred spin about."

Before MIligan had finished speaking, a second sphere followed the first. Another of Jelilac's
retai ners dashed out fromthe cover of the fram ng and caught it as it arched into the air. "And
forty-three.” MIligan |aughed again. "I can see the marking clearly fromhere." He | ooked across
the casino floor and shook his head.

343

"You may as well nmke ready. It appears that the we you wager against Jelilac is neager indeed."
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MIlligan turned his attention back to the glass KA just intine to receive the third ball energing
f ' tube. "The third is nine," he said. "Yes, after

just in time to receive the third ball emerging fromtk tube. "The third is nine," he said. "Yes,
after the fi two so suddenly, there could be no doubt." '

Most of the crowd broke into enthusiastic cheeri although Kestrel saw one small grouping high in
j?" stands sit silently with faces pulled to their chests Mir gan waved both arnms over his head
to keep up the voi une of sound as he tripped across the casino floor to th aleator who had been
defeated. Wth a theatrical floi/ ish, he accepted an arm oad of talisnmans and carried t hem back
to Jelilac's framework.

"Who is next?" he shouted. "Who is next to challenge? Jelilac is ready to battle with one and
all."

Kestrel |ooked at Myra out of the corner of his eye. He saw the old wonan sl owy shaki ng her head.
"Not yet," she nuttered. "Each contest dissipates a little of Jelilac's wealth back into the
ether. And there is always the chance that he will not be able to beat themall. | will wait unti
the I ast, when my own opportunity is the best."

Kestrel scanned the casino floor and saw the wave of a banner from another of the fortifications.
A new cheer went up fromthe crowd. "Five, thirty-nine, and fifty-two," a voice heavy with

resi gnati on sounded in the distance. "I may as well be next. It seens that at the |ast nonent, ny
luck turned fickle. This fortification is nade of anvilwood, not sinple fir or pine like the
rest."”

The cheer reverberating in the stands suddenly stopped. MIIligan nearly doubled over with his

| aughter. "Barrier |ogs made of anvilwood," he said. "The custodians of the casino have prepared
for this contest better than nost." He waved back at the glass bow and the churning balls. "One,
two, and three," he said. "Let us proceed quickly so we can get on to the next."

Anvi | wood, Kestrel thought quickly, the very reason for comng to the casino in the first place!
He touched the rucksack still hanging on his back. Again he scanned the rising stadium seats and
the array of contestants on
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fl or "Astron, where are you?" he nuttered. the casino no "™ ~ phoebe and snook njs head Wtn

He g| anc”ul ed besi de her and watched the dance of a sigh. "e s witn an tne contingents on the
casino tiny- whlln Id take sone while to get to Myra. Maybe by floor, it *° wouid appear—or
failing that he could then the a

figure out

& flame ~ for phoebe on ns own

roar of the crowd was deafening. O all the con-
t that had swarned onto the casino floor so many
tngen s NN Myra and jeyiac renained. Kestre

Mvhe tension grow in Myra's retainers. Wth each new h |l eneer they had hoped that Jelilac's |uck
would turn, ht it held steady and true. Some of the opponents had £ken nore effort to defeat than
the others. For one, over seventy spheres of no consequence popped free of the miniature nael strom
before Jelilac received his third victory. Another actually had one of his selections and for a
nmoment trailed only two to one. But in the end, MIligan's naster emerged triunphant over all
collecting the | argesse of talismans and adding themto his store.

"And now Myra." MIligan pointed at the one fortification still occupied in the center of the
floor. "What are your guesses, old crone? The hour grows |ate. W have been at this for the better
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part of a day."

Myra grasped the talisnmans about her neck and hesitated. She squinted at the bounci ng spheres
whil e the bowl was being rel oaded and then around the vast interior of the casino, as if |ooking
for a sign. "W both have warriors and shields still unspent,"” she called out in a hoarse voi ce.
"I't has made no sense to bring the fated twelve, if they are not to be used.”

"You talk as if you had a great store of wealth, Myra," MIligan shot back. "As great as Jelilac's
own. But the ruse will not shake his beliefs. Having the dozen slash at one another is only a
distraction. Eventually it will cone down to the spheres." He paused and waved. "If you wish to

i ncrease the stakes, then it will be done. Al talismans forfeited by the | oser as before —but in
addition, the re-

345
tainers are to be given to the victor to do with what he will."

Kestrel felt Phoebe tighten against him but he did not know what to do. Myra or Jeiil ac—hich one
energed the winner did not really matter; in either case, their fate was the sane.

Myra scowl ed. She quickly counted the talismans about her neck and then | ooked around the now
nearly deserted casino floor. She rubbed her chin and shook herself with a great sigh. G abbing
the | argest stone hanging on her chest, she stared back at MIligan. For a | ong nonent she did not
waver. Then a hint of a smle forned on her |ips.

"Done," she said. "Only instead of three balls let us make it two."

Two of her retainers bolted to their feet but Myra notioned themto be still. "Wy not?" she
nmuttered. "You have seen what has happened to all the rest. This way our chance is the greatest,
slimthough it m ght be."

MIligan frowned. "But only two nunbers increases the variability of the outcone even nore," he
said. "Atruly lucky stroke could win, despite where |lies the preponderance of wealth."

"Precisely." Myra cackled. "Luck favors the believer and I will take what is nmy best chance." She
st opped suddenly and then reached into the paraphernalia her retainers had | ugged out onto the
floor. Kestrel watched with surprise as she extracted the navigator's al manac and opened it to a
random page. He had thought it at the bottom of the sea; apparently it hadn't quite gone overboard
fromthe raft.

"Eight and twelve," Myra called out after she had stabbed her finger down onto the parchnment. "If
I cannot win by sinple luck, then cal culations shall help ne instead."

She held up the volune with both hands over her head and turned slowy around so that everyone
could see. The shouts of the crowd suddenly fell silent, as if their tongues had been sliced by a
bl ade. For a |long nonment, no one
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tirred. Then a troubled murmur arose fromthe far end of the casino and fl owed around the tiers.

"Calculations,” MIligan said after a nonent. "It is not our way—worse even than the slash of
sword and clang of shield."

"Ei ght and twelve," Mra said. "Perhaps now even Jeiilac is beginning to have sonme doubts?"

"Never!" Kestrel heard Jelilac's voice boomout fromthe protection of the canvas fram ng. "The
old woman is desperate. | choose ninety-three and one hundred forty-two. Let the m xing begin."

For a nmonent, MIligan did not nmove. Kestrel saw his shoulders twitch before he notioned for the
air to begin punping into the bowl. Alnost instantly, a ball popped out the second tubing and
everyone waited in hushed anticipation to see what it would be. "Thirty-four." MIlligan set it
aside. "l admt that you will not be as easy as any of the rest, Myra, but even with cal cul ati ons,
Jeiilac will prevail."
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Myra said nothing but stared back with unblinking eyes. Kestrel could see the stringy nuscles in
her arns draw into tense bands. He had to try sonething. Anything was better than just waiting to
see which would be the victor

"Yes, thirty-four," he shouted suddenly. The prattle of nunbers he had used many tinmes before when
posing as a mmgician cane easily to his mnd. "Ei ght and twel ve—ei ght and twelve are twenty and
thirty-four minus twenty is fourteen, which is just two nunbers fromtwel ve. Two nunbers, two—two
is precisely the total to be chosen—as the cal culations said they would be."

M1 ligan frowned but said nothing. He reached for the next ball. "N nety— he began, but Kestre
cut himoff.

"Yes, in the nineties,
to plan."

he said. "Eight tinmes twelve is ninety-six. The nunbers energed according

Anot her ball bounced up to the exit orifice, but before it could start its journey it suddenly
fell backward into the rest. The whirl of random notion died away. In an instant, all the spheres
were lying quietly in the bottomof the bow .

Jeiilac energed fromthe confines of his shelter. Wth
347

a waddling gait he wal ked out to stand at MIligan' s side.

"I have stopped the blower," Jelilac said as he glanced quickly at Myra's tally on the board. "If
you truly be-iieve in the power of your calculation, |I have another proposition to offer instead.”

Myra tossed back her head and | aughed, the tension suddenly gone. She gl anced once at Kestrel and
smled. "You said that | would not cause doubt, MIIligan," she wheezed, "but your master's words
speak otherwi se. Do not nmind this old book. It does not really matter. It served, to pull a |lucky
nunber fromthe air. It neans no nore than! that."

"I amwilling to up the stakes still further,"” Jelilacl said, "and give you better odds."

"You heard what nmy minion said," Myra answered.] "The flow of luck is in ny direction. There is no
incentive for me to change."

"If we enploy instead the giant spinner, | will give you nine portions out of ten of the field,"
Jelilac said. "And in addition to the twelve, | propose that we becone part of the prize pools
oursel ves. "

"No, not the spinner,"” MIligan said. "It is not proper. W have agreed not to succunb to the
tenptation that was offered. Let us continue with the dancing spheres. Surely you will prevail."

Myra squinted. "N ne out often," she said, "and your body to probe with ny pinchers as | see fit."
She sl apped the al manac at her side. "Wy not?" she cackled. "Your luck is potent, but it cannot
be that much greater than mine.”

Jelilac grimaced and notioned back to his retainers. "I will be archon.” He answered the question
formng on their lips. "If we do not duel with the sane tools, then how can we be sure?"

M 11igan opened his nouth to protest, but Jelilac's stare turned him aside. He stood silent while
two of the master aleator's retainers energed frombehind the tapestries carrying a | arge wooden
frane into which a hundred pegs had been pounded in the outline of a great circle. Wth his head
shaking, MIligan propped the pane
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right. He offered no nore aid as the hel pers affixed a

Tut shaft onto an axle that protruded through the
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nter of the frame. Kestrel saw that a flap of stiff
father was affixed to one end of the shaft and protruded
just far enough to touch the circle of pegs.

"You may start the spinner into notion, Myra," Jelilac said with tension in his voice. "Then
before it has conpleted its third spin, I will call out the ten nunbers that | select as nmy own."

Myra stepped fromthe fortifications. Wth a flourish of her cape, she wal ked across the casino
floor, avoiding the mnes that remai ned. Wien she reached the frame, she bowed slightly toward
each of the six sides of the casino. Then, with an el aborate gesture, she grasped the opposite end
of the spinner fromthe one that held the leather flap. The few remaining nmurmurs of the crowd
vani shed in anticipation.

"A nonment." Jelilac held out his hand. "Please do not begin until |I amready." Mving as quickly
as he could, he joggled back into the cover of his canvas-draped box. For a noment, there was
silence. Myra scow ed, but waited, a smile of anticipation growing on her face.

Kestrel twi sted unconfortably. He had changed the contest slightly, but not enough to nake any
real difference. After one spin of the wheel, what hope did he and Phoebe have? If only there were
some way to get a fire started before—

"I snell snoke." Phoebe suddenly sat up out of her slunp at Kestrel's side. "There behind the
tapestries, | amsure of it. Jelilac is starting a fire."

There was a sudden whoosh of wind that billowed frombehind the tapestries, straining them agai nst
the hooks that held themto the frame. Kestrel felt a sudden rush of heat and then the odor of
rotten carrion, |like that he had detected before.

"Camonel ," he said. "Phoebe, can it be? It snells just |ike Canpnel." He shook his head, confused.
"But MIligan said that the aleators avoided fire at all costs because of the second tenet."

Phoebe's answer was cut off by Jelilac's boom ng
349

command. "Now, " he shouted. "Perform your best cal culation, Myra, because no nmatter what the
met hod, I amthe one who will win."

Myra gave the bar a mghty wench to send it whirling about. Just as she did, a burst of yellow
flanme shot upward above the tapestries for everyone to see. In a sudden panic, Jelilac's retainers
expl oded out of the box, rushing onto the casino floor. Two i nmedi ately stepped onto m nes, and
startled cries mingled with a spray of hurling linbs. The spectators in the stands astride the
tunnel behind Jelilac's framework screaned in panic. Those in the rows nearest began clinbing into
the tiers above, tranpling on those not fast enough to get out of their way.

“"Mark," Canopnel's deep voice runbl ed above the din. The djinn pushed asi de the canvas and stepped
next to the rotating spinner. "It passed vertical, master, just as | spoke."

"Jelilac, what is this?" Myra backed away fromthe denon that towered over her. "I saw this
nonster on the raft. You deal with the manipulator far nore than have |."

"You stoop to using calculation. Then do not be surprised if it is enployed by others." Jelilac
followed the djinn into the open. A dark curl of snoke indicated that the fire that sunmmoned

Canonel still smoul dered inside. "I will be archon, woman," he said. "Soon it all will be
deci ded. "
"Mark," Canonel shouted again. "I have tined the initial rate of rotation, nmaster. You have said

that that would be enough."

Kestrel grabbed Phoebe by the arm lifting her up to standing. They had anot her chance to bind
Canonel to her will, and this tine there would be no water to douse the flane inadvertently. He
started to | eap over the barrier and run to the denon, but then hesitated. He glanced at the
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craters and tw sted bodies between his fortification and Jelilac's canvas box. Scowing, he pulled
her back down to safety.

"There is too much risk of the mines," he said. "Phoebe, you nust try to control himfrom here."

"It is too far." Phoebe shook her head. "I have al -
350
eady attenpted the binding of his will, but the control of his master is too strong."

"Ei ghty-three through ninety-two," Canonel booned for all to hear. "One tenth of the nunbers but
that is the region in which the spinner will finally reside. My naster has calculated it and there
can be no doubt."

"Cal cul ation," soneone shouted in the stands. "Not cal cul ati on! No!"

"Cal cul ation,"” another echoed with a groan. "In the final battle, luck is pitted agai nst
calculation and skill."

Kestrel saw a wave of agitation radiate out fromthose nearest Jelilac's box. The aleators in the
stands were nere spectators no |longer. Even those scranbling to safety slowed and turned back to

wat ch. On the side of the casino farthest away fromthe action, a |low nmurnur tinged with despair

began to build and grow.

"But if luck | oses to some other nmethod, then what is the purpose, what is the nmeani ng?" Mra
shri eked above all the rest.

The npaning of the crowd increased. Kestrel saw an entire section clasp hands and begi n swayi ng
back and forth to the cadence of a chant: "Cal culation, calculation and skill."

Kestrel felt a twinge in his stonmach. The ground under his feet suddenly felt less firm He

gl anced up at one of the large windows in the far wall and saw that apparently the fog had begun
to nmove back onshore. A subtle vibration began tickling the soles of his feet and nmigrating up his
legs into his spine. Obviously, the use of sonmething other than luck in the confrontation of
Jelilac and Myra was deeply disturbing to all those who watched. And somehow the nbod was
cont agi ous, affecting everything about them as well

"Somet hing i s happening." Kestrel drew Phoebe close. Sonething, sonething—the thought suddenly hit
hi m—sonething like two realms of symretry starting to nerge.

"Yes," Phoebe said. "I feel it, too. Only this time, there is no other real mof which the aleators
speak." She glanced wildly at the dimmng rays of the sun, filtering through the col ored gl ass.
She pressed herself into Kes-
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trel's side. "And if not nerging, what transformation could it possibly be?"

Kestrel |ooked hel plessly at the distance to the fire behind the tapestries and the nmighty djinn
standing arns akinbo in front, watching the spinner slowing to rest. He felt the heel of his boot
begin to sink into an oozy soup. Except for the burning tapestries, the high corners of the casino
seened to start fading away. Things were converging too fast. He would have to chance getting
Phoebe cl oser to the denmon, no matter what the risk.

Kestrel took in a deep breath and prepared to vault over the barrier. Perhaps if he ran ahead, she
woul d see where it was safe to follow But before he could nove, a new voice sounded froma tunne
behi nd hi m

"Stop," it said. "The contest has not yet run its course. There is the entry of one nore who
destiny decrees will win. Yes, it is I, Byron, who has cone as it has been preordained."

CHAPTER TVENTY- SEVEN
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The WII to Believe

ASTRON | ooked out over the nearly deserted casino floor. Only two contingents remai ned of what
initially nust have been many. He saw the djinn Canmponel standing next to a spinner that was
gradual ly slowing to a stop. Behind him Jelilac was notioning the sluggi sh beam onward so that it
woul d come to rest just to the left of the vertical

Astron saw snoke curling above the canvas tapestries fromthe fire that had brought forth the
denmon and, not far away, what | ooked |ike anvilwood in another of the | ow barricades. Near the
center of the floor, the second group of aieators stood transfixed, all watching the final sweep
of the spinner. Astron's nenbranes flicked down over his
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S jn their mdst, there could be no mstake; there was Kestrel with the pollen-filled knapsack
still on his back.

Astron | ooked out at the scatter of small craters and nmangl ed bodi es and hesitated. Kestrel would
use sone clever tactic, he thought, rather than rushing pell-nell into certain danger. His
stenbrain strained to be free, but, despite the urgency, he had to think and plan

Byron started out onto the casino floor. Astron tugged at his arm "Wy challenge two groups when
if you wait a nonment, you will have to contend only with the victor?" the denon said. "Fate wl|
determ ne which of themit is to be."

Byron grunted. He rel axed the tension in his sword arm The blade slowy arched earthward and
buried its tip into the soft ground. The aieators in the stands saw that the tall warrior had
stopped his challenge and turned their attention back to the slow ng spinner

"N nety-one," Campnel called out as it barely slid past one peg and then stopped as it touched
anot her. "Ninety-one, just as it has been predicted."”

The murmur of the crowd grew in intensity. Only a few shouted accol ades pierced the indistinct
runbl e that coursed fromtier to tier.

"Your talismans, Myra." Jelilac beamed in triunph. The aleator paid no attention to the waves of
sound nmounting behind him "You were the nost likely to offer serious conpetition. Wth your
defeat, no other can seriously offer a challenge now "

"But you used calculation." MIIligan suddenly shook off his restraint. "It is not right. Not by
such a neans shoul d you becone the archon.”

"The nobst trusted advisor is a position coveted by nany." Jelilac frowmed in MIligan's direction
"Do not protest too nuch, or | will have to select another." He notioned to the retainers that
remai ned, directing themto fan out and receive the spoils of their victory.

Astron saw Myra slunmp into a heap. She squinted at the spinner, resting clearly in the region that
Canonel had predicted, and shook her head. "N ne chances out often," she nuttered. "It was worth
the chance." She gl anced at
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Jelilac's smle and then turned away. "I will offer no resistance to the renoval of ny charns,”
she said, suddenly sounding far nore ancient than she | ooked. "Renenmber, | am but an old woman."

She waved her arm back to the central barricade. "Conme, my followers, come. Do not resist. It
woul d be ungracious to prolong ny harm"

Astron saw Kestrel and Phoebe join the procession winding its way across the casino floor to
Jelilac's canvas frane. The denon | ooked quickly at Byron, but the warrior had not yet lifted up
his sword. Moving the pollen closer to the fire could only help, but it was not yet tine to act.

"No! 1 cannot let it happen.” MIligan suddenly sprang away fromthe rest. He drew a short dagger
fromhis belt and waved it over his head. "It is luck that shall triunmph in the end; it nust be
the stronger. It nust. It nust."
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Jelilac's frown deepened. He notioned to two of his retainers, and they drew their swords.
Cautiously, they began to close in on MIligan from both sides.

A great roar of approval suddenly ripped through the stands as MIligan deftly dogged the attack
He drew his own bl ade and sl ashed at one as he passed, streaking the tunic sleeve with red.
Ducki ng his head, he just barely m ssed a tunbling grenade which expl oded harm essly behind.

Short strokes of the dagger sonehow darted through hastily erected guards, and two nore of
Jelilac's followers sagged to the ground. Jelilac's eyes wi dened. He quickly stepped backward and
| ooked at the mmssive djinn standing by the notionless spinner.

"Help me!" he cried as he clutched at his chest. "My talismans are nmany, but now that | have
experi enced the power of your master's predictions and been close to the flane, | no | onger fee
so confident that they—=

Jelilac's voice trailed off. He | ooked in disbelief down at his stomach and then clutched his
hands over a gaping wound. His face turned ashen white. Wth eyes staring into nothingness, he
slid to the ground.

For a monment, MIligan stood silent, staring at what he had done. Then, as the realization dawned,
like the doll of a thaumaturge, he jerked back into life.
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"I amthe victor, the archon." He danced back with his bl oody blade. "As our creators nust have
intended -luck favors the believer."”

The roar of the crowd intensified. Some started | eaping up and down, shaking the tiers in violent
oscillations. MIligan sniled and waved his dagger over his head with one hand while fondling the
tal i smans about his neck with the other

"No." Canpnel's inpassive expression suddenly distorted into one of malice. His voice was heard
even above the chanting spectators. "Luck is not to be the victor. My naster does not wish it so.'
Wth a speed surprising for his size, the djinn batted at Jelilac's framework, tunbling it aside
He reached backward and extracted a burning branch of pinewood fromthe still smouldering fire.

"I ama weaver of matter," he growl ed as he waved it nmenacingly in front of MIligan's face.
"Here, in a realmother than ny own, it is easy." Deep furrows etched into the djinn's forehead.
He studi ed the dance of flame for a nonent, and then the |og seened to burst asunder. Five gl obes
of what | ooked |ike white-hot nmagma arched from his hand and | anded in a pentagon around where

M1 1ligan stood.

"My master has calculated, and five will be enough,” the djinn booned out so that everyone could
hear. "The heat is intense, and eventually each and every charm he carries about his neck wll
crack. The one you call MIlligan will succunb to calculation, just as have all the rest."

Canmonel tossed back his head and | aughed. "Let the fogs of nothingness cone forward," he yell ed.
"Let them come forward and dissolve all that there is. Then there will be one | ess. Were once
there was a realm there will be only the nothingness of the void." He stepped back suddenly into
the flame. The fire roared with a burst of yellow brightness. Then he was gone.

The yells of aleators in the stands stopped just as suddenly as they had begun. The | ow nurmur of
unrest and disbhelief frombefore instantly returned. Like a pendul um gathering energy with each
swing, their enotions rocked back and forth, each tinme nore violently than before.
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MIlligan tried to dance between two of the gl ow ng globes of fire on the ground, but backed up and
hesi tated when the outernost of his talisnmans began to blister. Astron saw beads of sweat pop out

on his forehead above eyes starting to fill with hel pless panic. He bent forward and bl ew
tentatively on the fiercely glow ng globes of light, then shook his head when he saw that they
were perturbed not at all. He raised his hands expectantly, as if calling for the intervention of
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unseen gods. For a long nmonent, he did not nove. Then, in an alnost perfect imtation of Myra, he
slunped into the center of the pentagon that surrounded him One by one he began renoving his
talismans and tossing themat the flanes.

"Then the newconer," Astron heard soneone in the stands nearby shout. "The one on the sidelines
yet to be heard. He is the chance, the final chance that luck will triunph after all."

Sormehow t he spectators all heard and understood. Again they stopped their keening. As one, they
hel d their breaths.

"Luck has nothing to do with ny presence here," Byron called back. "It is the decree of
preordai ned fate. | carry no talismans, and | do not need their aid in ny fight."

Shri eks of despair exploded fromthe crowd. Their enotions swung back to despair far deeper than
bef ore. Whol e bl ocks of spectators suddenly rose fromwhere they sat. Wth eyes suddenly brimm ng
with tears, they began to enbrace those next to themw th heart-wacki ng sobs. Astron felt the
ground trenble as it had done in the realmof the reticulates and felt the caress of a chilling
wi nd across his cheek. It was as if a damhad finally broken. There was no hope left that woul d
stemthe outrushing tide.

"It is just as | was foretold such a long tinme ago," Centuron called out behind Astron in flushed
excitenent. "And by the fates, Byron is not even needed. The sel f-doubt has started even before he
appeared. | have survived | ong enough, |long enough to see it happen. Even if he does not triunph,
the end will be the sane.”

The keening of the crowd rose to an ear-piercing cre-
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scendo. Mdans of angui sh becane nore frequent, and | oud sobbing mingled with the rest. Astron
wrinkl ed his nose. The ground under his feet definitely felt less firmthan when he had first
entered. The pillars and arches that held aloft the roof of the casino were sonehow | ess distinct
than before. Only a deep bl ack painted the high wi ndow where the sun had been

A grow ng uneasi ness coursed up Astron's legs and into his chest. The phenonena were intereseting,
but he could not force hinself to consider dispassionately exactly what was taking place. He felt
his stenbrain withe within the confines of his control with far greater power, straining to be
free. He | ooked about the casino floor. Al of the alea-tors there had fallen to their knees. Wth
eyes focusing on nothing, they rocked back and forth and keened with the rest. Only Kestrel and
Phoebe were still alert, |ooking apprehensively all about. Astron had waited | ong enough. Now was
the tine.

Astron | ooked at the beckoning anvilwod and then turned back to Centuron. "The nmines of which you
spoke as we entered,” he said. "Wat is their danger? Quickly, | nust know. "

Centuron squinted at Astron and then threw back his head. The laughter tunbled fromhis lips in
gaspi ng wheezes. For several nonents, he shook in spasns, unable to regain control. Astron
clenched his fist in frustration, eyeing again the distance to the anvilwod, Canonel's

snmoul dering fire, and Kestrel and the pollen, unable to decide which was to be the first

obj ective.

"Byron and the others." Centuron ignored the question when he finally could speak. "They are al
one and the sane, driving down the one path to nmutual destruction. Each in his own way has
surrendered his free will to the ether and has given up any stake in determ ning events by his own
volition. And with each such subm ssion, on a |level far below their conscious thought, the self-
doubt has increased and the reason for existence has becone less firm W indeed are the nere
puppets of sone other creator, a bubble of life breathed into being by gods that have wal ked
away. "

357

"Denon," N nbia said suddenly. "I do not like what | see. The fey can create realnms out of their
thoughts, but that is not what sustains them once they are born. Only so |ong as the occupants
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believe in their own exi stence does what they inhabit continue to resist the pressures that push
against themfromthe outside. All the aleators here—took at them They slunp and—

Centuron interrupted Ninbia's words with another peal of laughter. "W are all gathered here,
al nost all of the occupants of our realm W now face what we have hidden in our hearts and
refused to believe. There is no purpose to existence. The triunph of predestination over |uck
proves it. It is the end of the universe and everyone that it contains.”

"There are thousands here." Astron shook his head. "One spin of the wheel and a few words cannot
af fect everyone so."

"Despite your great msfortune, you are not one of us," Centuron said. "You cannot know the

i mportance of what has transpired."”

"I wish to continue living," Ninbia said fiercely as she placed her hands around Byron's arm
"Surely others do as well."

Centuron waved at the casino walls a final time. "Qbserve the dissolution of the fabric of
exi stence," he said. "You and your conpanion are too fewto keep alive an entire universe when it
no longer has the will to live."

Byron | ooked down at Nimbia and then gl anced at the fuzzy haze seeming to blur the spectators on
the wall farthest away. He licked his |lips and patted Ninbia' s hand on his arm "Perhaps Centuron
is right," he said in a husky voice. "Perhaps afterward there will not be enough tine."

Byron rel eased the grip on his blade. He wi ped the back of his hand against his |ips and | ooked
with glowi ng eyes at Nnmbia. "There is nothing nore I can do about the others.” He waved back
toward the center of the casino floor. "But now, at least | can succunb to the joys of ny
tenptation." He spread his hands wide and, with a slow deliberate notion, reached to draw N nbi a
to him

"WAit, wait a nonent, Byron." N nbia hesitated and
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then smled. "I kn«w you do not fully understand ny words, but this is not what | had in nind."
She waved her arm around the casino. "First we nust do something about the will of the people. If
you truly are a leader, then rally their beliefs to save us all." Her snile brightened. "Do your
duty. Then you will deserve the reward."

Astron's stenbrain boiled. He gritted his teeth, pulling it back under control. He | ooked at
Ni mbia's smile and then back at Byron, baring the fangs that were no | onger there.

"No," Astron said. "The hillsovereign is not yours to do with what you will. As she states, her
favor is to be for the nbst deserving—and not because of what enotions she excites, but the
qualities she has inside. She is not yours, Byron; she is—she is nine!"

Not fully realizing what he was doing, Astron funmbled for the sword at his side. He glanced around
the casino and saw the closing fog obscuring the farthest stands. The sound of the keening faded
into softness and then vani shed al together. The ground underneath his feet felt like a thin sheet
of linen loosely stretched over a tub of water. The wetness of the swirling fog began to glisten
on his cheeks, as if he were exposed to a gentle rain.

"Do not be overly alarnmed, denon," Ninbia said quickly. "1 amsure that Byron has sufficient
nobility to be different fromthe—=

She stopped as she saw the gleamin Byron's eye intensify. He spread his arns in a wide circle.
Ni mbi a took a step backward and then halted as her foot touched the edge of the stadiumwall. She
| ooked back hel pl essly, her eyes growing wide with fear

"It is your fate to be so unlucky," Byron said. "Such beauty was neant to be consuned."

"Underneath it all, | ama person |like anyone else," N nbia said, pain and di sappoi ntnent putting
a bitter edge to her voice. "Judge ne for that and nothing else. That is all | ask."
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"The allure is too great." Byron shook his head. "There is no one who can resist, no one who can
| ook past the exterior with dispassion to see if there is any other value inside."
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"Somewhere there nmust be at least one.” Ninmbia put out her hands to ward off his approach. She
| ooked about frantically and then stopped when she saw Astron rushing to her

"Dem-Astron!" she shouted. "Astron, help ne. He is |like all the rest. Only you are different.
Pl ease, quickly do sonmething. There is so little tine."

"The m nes! What are they?" Astron yelled at Centuron as he stepped in Byron's way. "Tell ne so
that I may act.”

"W do not know where any are buried." Centuron waved his arm "But it does not nmatter. They will
di ssolve with the rest. Far better that—=

"Buried," Astron interrupted. "Did you say buried?"
"Wy, yes—

"That explains the blotchy appearance of the casino floor," Astron said. "Wth nmy menbranes down |
see far into the red, even into what is called heat in the realmof nen. And turned earth is
col der than that which has been in contact with the air."

He broke off and reached behind to grab Ninbia's outstretched hand. Ducking to the right, he

avoi ded the swat of Byron's arm and started running out onto the casino floor, pulling her behind.
He jogged to the right of a seemngly different-textured plot of ground and then sharply veered
back to the left. Behind him he heard N nbia stunbling after and Byron's heavy tread in pursuit.

Astron cut to the side and felt his heel rip into the softening earth. Like a folded bl anket, the
ground wrinkl ed under the thrust. Hi s foot dug deep into the earth and then, with a sudden | ack of
resi stance, seened to poke through into a chilling nothingness underneath. Frantically, he reached
down and jerked his leg free, watching an inky bl ackness curl upward out of the hole.

From the corner of his eye, he saw that Byron had retrieved his sword and was waving it wldly
over his head. "I amtoo swift for you," the denon called out suddenly as a glinmer of an idea
darted into his mnd. "And until you catch and overconme nme, you will not have the hillsovereign."

Byron ran up to where Astron pulled at his leg. He
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ed one step in Ninbia's direction and then hesitated. "Guard your backside,” Astron said, waving
his own blade as convincingly as he coul d.

Byron turned and | ooked down at Astron. The | ook of lust on his face distorted into one of battle
rage. He gripped his sword with both hands and raised it high in the air. Wth an ear-piercing
yell, he brought it down in a vertical swi pe directly over Astron's head. The denpn waited unti
the | ast possible nmonent and then jerked aside, just mssing the slash.

Byron's sword dug deeply into the softening ground, burying itself alnmobst to the hilt.

I nmedi ately, the warrior tightened his grip on the pommel and strained to extract his weapon. As
Astron had hoped, the blade trenbled, but did not bulge. He scranbled to his feet and again took
Ni mbia's hand. "I have decided," he said. "To Kestrel and Phoebe. It will be a nonment before Byron
is a nenace again."

Toget her they zigzagged their way to the remains of Je-lilac's contingent. The swirling fog had
penetrated alnost to the first few rows of seats. Astron could no | onger be sure that any of the
aleators in the stands were still there.

"The pollen," he shouted, pointing at Kestrel's rucksack as he dashed up upon them
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"The anvilwood," Kestrel answered as he notioned to the abandoned fortification to the right of
where Ca-nonel had stood.

"And the flame." Phoebe pointed at the renmains of Canonel's fire. She | ooked at the crunpled
tapestries lying nearby. "There is wizard's work to be done."

"WAit a nonent," Kestrel said to Astron as the denon dropped Ni nbia's hand and started to head for
the anvil-wood. "I have | earned sone things that night be inportant in the quest. Woever nerged
the real ms of symmetry planted the seeds of calculation in this universe as well. Look, there is
the evidence of the navigator's al nanac."

Astron skidded to a halt. "A book, did you say? That is nobst interesting and m ght indeed provide
a clue."

"Not now," Phoebe shout ed.

"I have tried to anal yze the facts just as you would and extract the nost inportant," Kestre

yel l ed at As-
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Iron's back when the denmon resunmed running to the other fortification. "Of all of the features of
the almanac, it seenms to be nobst strange that it lasts for centuries, and yet, every few days, the
format is conpletely different."

Astron started to winkle his nose, but he realized he did not have the tine. Reaching the
anvi |l wood barrier, he began hewing with the sword as if it were an axe, sending splinters flying.
He nanaged to dislodge two |arge | ogs. Abandoning his blade, he lifted themin the circle of his
arns. Staggering with the |oad, he weaved his way back to the fire which Phoebe had fanned into a
respectabl e bl aze, despite the growi ng wetness of the air.

The tiers of the casino had becone conpletely hidden in the dense black fog, and only hints of the
massi ve support pillars were outlined where the high ceiling should be. The illuninating spheres
of fungi had been reduced to dull glows. Only the fire pushed back the darkness of the encroaching
gloom It looked as if they were on an island in a fogbound sea.

Astron tossed the logs onto the fire and prepared to step into it hinmself, but then hesitated.
"There is insufficient tinme." He shook his head. "You all will be gone before I can return.”

"Then transport us to another realm" Phoebe said. "Like a mghty djinn, you nust sonehow carry us
t hr ough. "

"There certainly is no tine for that, even if | were able," Astron said. "Piercing through one
barrier to the real mof daenon is hard enough, |et alone two."

"You nust think of sonething, Astron." N nbia touched his arm "Look! At the very edge of the
m sts, | see Byron wenching free his blade."

Astron | ooked at the inviting lick of the flame. The col or and snell beckoned himw th an al npst
irresistible allure. He could easily step into the warm enfol ding enbrace and vani sh fromthe
peril. He watched the shrinking horizon of visibility and felt his stenbrain stir in panic.

He reached out and felt the softness of NNnbia's hand still on his arm Menories of the passion he
had felt in Kestrel's body returned with a surprising sharpness. He
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| ooked into her eyes and saw the confidence in his abilities that she seened to radiate back to
him

"I will try as would ny clutch brethren,” he said softly as he walked into the flane. "The arc
will be small, so you will have to squeeze as nuch as you can."

"Where will you take us?" N nbia asked.
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"If I am successful, just into the real mof daenon," Astron said. "To the darkness of ny own den
Per haps none will be waiting for us there."

He paused and studi ed the expression on her face. "It will be quite strange, but perhaps, after
what you all have experienced, not so bizarre that you cannot act. W nust get the pollen to
Pal odad. Renenber, without that, eventually we will still fail."

Astron turned away his face and pulled his thoughts within hinself, trying to shut out totally the
col l apse rushing inward. Goping nentally, he felt the fabric of resistance between the two real ns
and probed it for the flaw, the subtle discontinuity created by the burning of the anvilwood that
woul d create the opening back to his hone.

For how | ong he searched Astron could not tell, but finally he found it, a slight thinning in the
essence of resistance that could be pierced by the strength of will. Astron concentrated on the
famliar conforts of his own den—the ruggedness of the rocklike walls and the shel ves that
protruded fromthem displaying the artifacts he had collected fromthe other real ns. He

envi sioned with satisfaction the three volunes standing in a row between the shell and rock
crystal that he used as bookends in the manner of nen.

Astron strained agai nst the resistance, pushing it inward, thinning it further, making it nore
transparent so that he could see and snell what he desired. There was a small pop and then a
sudden ripping. He felt hinself being drawn away, shrinking into the flame and tunbling into the
conforts of his own lair.

For a monment, Astron let the feeling build within him seeking to slip away and vani sh fromthe
dangers all about. H's toes slid through the flane and dangled into the ceiling of his lair. Then
hi s ankl es foll owed.

Astron stopped his slide with a start. This time it had
363

to be different. He could not luxuriate in the narcotic sweetness of coming hone. He stilled
hi msel f and stopped his transition. Instead, he concentrated on building an arc in the flanme such
as he had seen the mighty djinns formin the real mof the fey.

The ripping of the barrier halted, barely big enough for himalone to slip through and little

el se. He arched his back and placed his hands down into the fire, knotting his muscles and

strai ning agai nst the suddenly increased resistance. He felt the fire of the anvil wood clinb up
on his legs and arns and eventually neet in the small of his back. Sharp tendrils of pain
acconpani ed their journey, sonehow racing along the fibers of his being, reaching even into his
fingers and toes and screaming with hurt.

Astron's jaws tightened and his vision blurred. "Quickly," he croaked. "I do not know how | ong
can maintain an opening this |arge.

"But | can hardly see anything." Kestrel peered into the arch beneath Astron's body. "It is a wall
of flames and in its very center a dark disk hardly big enough for a child."

"It will have to do," Astron persisted. "First N nmbia and Phoebe, and then you can follow "

Phoebe gat hered her cape about her and ducked her head between outstretched arns |ike a diver
preparing to leap froma high cliff. She ained her fingertips at the dark disk and slowy began to
wor k herself through the opening.

Astron gasped as her head slipped through and he felt the wi dening bul ge of her body. The pain
intensified into an agonizing torrent. Only dimy was he aware of her passage and that of N nbia
who followed. He tried to focus on how close the swirling fogs had closed on them but in the blur
of his vision, he could not tell

Kestrel canme last, and Astron could no longer remain silent. He how ed as the searing pain seened
to rip himasunder. Flashes of reds and yell ow washed over him Wve after pulsing wave dug deeply
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into his torso, seeking out every atom of his existence and wenching it about.

"I cannot get through," Astron heard Kestrel call out. "It is the rucksack. The opening is too
small to let it pass.”

"Then take it off and try the grains one by one,"” Astron
364

heard hinsel f answer. He ground his teeth and gasped to make his tongue do as it was comanded. He
felt his last reserves of strength begin to wane. The nearest corner of his stenbrain was
dangerously close to breaking free.

"Kestrel," he choked hoarsely. "If, by sonme chance, | amunable to follow, you must act with ny
kind just as you have done with the inps in your own realm Convi nce whatever denon passes by ny
lair to transport you to Palodad.” He sucked in his breath in a spasm "But do not |et Phoebe
westle with the old prince. Just get the pollen to himso that, in the end, N nmbia can be safe."

"One grain will just have to be enou— Kestrel's answer was drowned by an increased roaring in
Astron's ears. Dimy, he was aware of the prickly barbs of a pollen grain being passed through the
barrier to waiting hands on the other side and then Kestrel's all too massive bulk straining to
fol | ow

Astron felt his mnmuscles begin to trenble and his consciousness falter. He could resist no nore.
The barrier closed with a sudden pop and he coll apsed onto the flame, the last remmants of his
tuni c and | eggi ngs vani shing i n snoke.

"Where have you hidden her?" He | ooked up to see Byron standi ng above himw th the sword ai ned at
his eyes. "Quickly, tell ne. There appears to be so little time."

Astron's thoughts bounced about his head. He could not control their direction. He tried to push
his chest fromthe snoul dering ashes, but his arnms trenbled and he col |l apsed back to the earth.
Pool s of wetness lapped at the flame. Directly in front, he saw three or four of the giant pollen
grains begin to shake and bob as rivulets of water wound their way through the dense thicket of
radi ati ng spi nes. Beyond Byron's boots, all he could see were the di mglows of Canobnel's fire
spheres and, presunably, the shadow of MIligan still slunped in his confinenent.

"Talk, | say," Byron persisted. 'Tell me in which direction she has run."

Astron | ooked up at Byron through glazed eyes, but did not speak. The chaos continued to build in
his mnd. Lead balloons, pollen grains, ultimte precepts, bubbles
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of reality, symetries, talisnmans, alnmanacs, lightning djinns, the archimage, N nmbia—they al
boil ed and churned, linking together in strange patterns that the ordinary discipline of his mnd

woul d not al |l ow.

Byron scow ed and pushed the tip of the sword to Astron's nose, but the denon did not nove. The
warrior pressed against the guard, bringing forth a drop of ichor and then abruptly pulled the
bl ade away. "An aleator until the end | see,” he grow ed. He | ooked at the sputtering remains of
the anvilwood fire and quickly spun on his feet. "Let us see how | oose your tongue becones when
faced with what you believe to be your bane."

Astron saw Byron nove out into the di mess and thrust savagely with the sword. He returned in an
instant with one of the fire spheres affixed to the tip of his blade. Despite the drenching

wet ness that seemed to drip fromthe heavy air, it still managed to sputter and gl ow. Byron
studi ed the dance of flane for a nonment and then thrust it at the nearest of pollen grains at his
feet, plunging the two gl obes together into the soggy ground.

As Camonel's sphere subnerged into the water, the fire sputtered out. But just as it did, the
pollen grain touching it burst into a white-hot blaze of its own, suddenly glowing with a piercing
intensity far nore fierce even than what had ignited it.
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Astron wat ched the burning harebell pollen float in the pool of water and burn at the sane tine,
sendi ng up a bubbling cloud of steamto add to the inky fog. He | ooked at another of the grains
directly in front of his face and al nost abstractly adnired the beauty of the branching net of
spines that bristled alnost into nothingness.

"OfF course." Hs mouth suddenly seenmed to nove of its own volition. "It is the sane principle as
the flour in the realmof reticulates. The tips of the barbs are so sharp and fine that they are
perfect for the beginning of a flame. The pollen burned in the real mof the fey; even here in
water, it can sustain a blaze."

Astron tried to shake his head free of the ricocheting thoughts, but the undisciplined stenbrain
woul d not be reconfined. He saw Byron free his sword fromthe fire
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sphere and stab instead at the burning pollen grain. Wth cruel nmenace in his face, the warrior
brought it forward toward Astron's unprotected eyes.

"And the nore difficult the environment, apparently the nore intense the fire," Astron babbled on
"The grain snoked and snoul dered in the real mof the fey. Here, even water cannot stop the rage of
its blaze. In arealmin whichit is truly diff—=

Astron stopped. Despite his fatigue he bolted up to sitting. Wth a savage wrench, he forced back
his stembrain, trying to regain control of his mnd.

"I't does no good to back away." Byron pressed forward with the burning orb. "A few nore steps and
you wi |l dissolve into nothingness, as have nost of the rest."

"I have solved the riddle!" Astron yelled, ignoring Byron's threat. "It is as Pal odad suspected
all along, but probably did not dare voice for fear that he nmight be wong. The evidence we have
here is proof enough. How do you start a fire in the real mof daenon? Wiy, with harebell pollen

of course. It is the kindling where nothing else will do. Harebell pollen, harebell pollen! It was
with us all along. The quest truly is over. The ultimte precept—+ have di scovered the answer at

| ast."

Byron wat ched Astron's apparent disregard for the burning gl obe and hesitated. "The ultimate
precept," he said, puzzled. "Ad Centuron used to speak of such a thing. Destruction is
preordai ned, he would say. Destruction is preordai ned—ither the sphere of existence is pierced
fromthe outside or the will to believe decays fromw thin."

"No, all of that speculation does not matter." Astron pushed aside Byron's blade. "The wi se nen of
the real ms guessed, but they did not know 'Reality is a bubble,' Finvarwin said. 'Like the pipers
blowi ng into the bow of quickening gel, it is created by thought.1l ' Coal escence foll ows from
simlarity,' Abel shouted when his relamwas nerged with another. Just as the juice and water were
nm xed for his warriors, two bubbles can be nelted into one. And indeed, if the will to believe
decays fromwi thin, the bubble will col—=

367

"Luck will be archon." A voice sounded behind Byron. The warrior spun just in time to see MIIigan
stagger forward out of the gloomw th his dagger still in his hand. "Wth one vertex of the

pent agon renoved,"” the aleator said, "I was no |onger confined. Luck will be archon, even if I am

the only one left who believes."

M1 ligan began to lunge at Byron, but the ground under his feet gave way and he suddenly sank up
to his waist. "The cold! My legs!"” he shouted. "It feels as if they are no longer there.” An
expression of deep shock began to spread over his face as he sagged. Wth a desperate stab, he
reached out with his dagger and sw ped at Byron's calf. The warrior staggered to one knee and
swung his sword, forcing the burning pollen grain toward MIIligan's head.

"If I shall not succeed, then neither will any other," he cried as he snmashed the bl azing sphere
against MIligan's cheek. He grunted as the other aleator's blade struck hone again, this tine in
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the warrior's chest.
"I't is ny destiny." Byron coughed up a spatter of blood. "My destiny just as Centuron said."

Byron's final sw pe caught MIligan squarely on the jaw. Wth a cry of pain cut short, flesh and
hair were suddenly consumed in a sickening belch of snoke. For an instant, blood spurted |ike a
fountain fromthe top of MIligan's neck. Then the small al eator slunped forward to bl eed over
Byron's nore nassive form

Astron hesitated. He watched the black mists sweep even closer. The remaining fire spheres could
no |l onger be seen. In addition to the whirl of thoughts he couid barely control, he felt the
poundi ng panic of his stenbrain increase. H s |inbs stiffened and he coul d not nove. He nust get
the anvil wood burni ng agai n qui ckl y—but he coul d not.

Despite hinmsel f, Astron winkled his nose. Besides the solution to the riddle, sonething el se was
bothering him What else was it that Centuron had said about an j ultimate precept? How coul d

knowi ng about harebell,' pollen be such a powerful secret? Like mismatched ele- * nents of a
magi cian's ritual, everything did not fit into a \ harnoni ous whol e. *
368

Astron gritted his teeth and tried to calmthe rush in his mnd. Wsps of fog coursed about him
and he felt a prickling on his skin, as if it carried strong acids to dissolve himaway. He | ooked
at the bodies of Byron and MIligan, beginning to fade into the bl ackness.

He nust remain in control, he thought as he struggled with the forces inside hinmself. He had to
mar shal discipline as never before. To succunmb now woul d certainly ensure defeat. He had his duty
to his prince; he nmust—

No, the passion thundered in his head. If only for his prince, then i ndeed he need not struggle
nmore. Wth a stenbrain running anok, to dissolve here in the real mof the aleators was as good a
fate as any. But it was no longer only for his prince. The quest was for Ninbia as well.

She had call ed him by nane, he recalled with sudden clarity—not "denmon" but "Astron." "Astron
help ne," she had said. It was a recognition that he served her not as subject but as equal. Yes,
she was the one for whom he would continue the struggle. It was for N nbia—N nbia, queen of the
fey.

Astron took a deep breath in the manner of men. The thought of pleasure not yet tasted flowed
through his mnd, bringing a snmall neasure of calm Yes, for N nbia. For N nbia and—and for
hinsel f being with her as well.

Straining against the stiffness in his linbs, Astron reached down and picked up Byron's sword.
Wth jerky spasns, he touched the pollen grain to the remains of the anvilwod. Despite being half
buried in the ooze, the |logs again sputtered to life. Just as the last rush of blackness reached
him Astron struggled to nerge with the flanes.

369

PART SI X

The Utimte Precept
I

CHAPTER TWVENTY- El GHT
War of the Real ns

"I do not like it." Kestrel frowned as Phoebe pulled away fromthe enbrace. "Wiat little strength
we have grows weaker the nore separated we becone.”

"The devil is hardly bigger than Astron
securely around the waist. "It is clear that, at nost, he can carry only two.

Phoebe waved at the denon struggling to grasp N nbia
" She put a finger to
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the woodcutter's lips. "W only lose tine by churning again through what has al ready been deci ded.
Nimbia and | are to take the harebell pollen to the one called Palodad. If any sort of problem
develops, it certainly nakes nore sense to have available the skills of two wi zards, rather than
one. You are to stay until Astron appears, and then he will sonehow figure out a way for you to
foll ow "

Kestrel scowl ed at the denon standing in the wash of light that flooded outward fromthe open
doorway. The devil beat his leathery wings, pulling Ninbia a hand span away fromthe brief |anding
that ringed the hollow stone. Sprays of hair fromthe ears and nose fornmed long stiletto shadows
that fell across a pockmarked face. The |ower jaw nerged into |oose, hanging flesh that hung from
the neck |ike a bul gi ng sack

Kestrel had found the devil cowering under the |owest shelf in what nmust be Astron's lair shortly
after he recovered his senses fromthe transition. Only with difficulty was he able to interrupt a
frightened babbl e of abject subm ssion to explain the task that nust be perforned. The wonen's

i nsi stence had been surprising;, now, in troubled resignation, Kestrel watched Phoebe surrender to
the folds of the demon's free arm In a heart beat, both
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were gone into the deep bl ackness that seened to perneate nost of the realm

Kestrel turned his attention back to the curving walls of Astron's lair. He touched the rough
surface and felt the stone seemto warp and flex. Thinner than paper, he thought. It was
remarkable that it was able to hold a shape with his weight pressing on a nenbrane of sinilar
mat erial that divided the hollow sphere horizontally in half.

Only the single circular opening to the outside broke the bl ank expanse of the walls. Al
avail abl e space was covered, either with shelves or pierced with hooks from which hung | anps,
flower petals, spoons, key rings, thinbles, scissors, squares of printed cloth, and a | ock of
hai r.

A single cushion sat on the rough flooring next to a pipe, a pile of snmall bones, and a pen and
bottle of ink. The | ow hanging |lanp nearby illum nated a scrap of parchnent on which a carefully
drawn |line of script had been abruptly halted in mdstroke.

Kestrel stepped around the cushion and headed for the dimoutline of a spiral staircase

di sappearing into a circular opening near the far wall. He should have explored thoroughly before
Phoebe' s departure, but the presence of the devil was too great of an opportunity to waste. The
bottom hal f of the lair was probably like the top and, once Astron appeared, it would not really
matter what —

A sudden wheeze of pain filled the confines of the chanber and stopped Kestrel in midstride. He
| ooked quickly about the collection of artifacts and grabbed a | ong, two-pronged fork. It would be
of little use in the real mof daenon, he thought ruefully, but he could find nothing nore potent.

A second wheeze followed the first, and then a rustle of novenent from down bel ow. Kestre
retreated a step, gripping the fork warily. He saw the deep gl ow of yell ow eyes energe, and then a
figure looned into the Iight.

A ragged robe of deep sea-green with one sleeve torn entirely away hung over a sl ender body that
linmped with each step. A wide and angry scar ran frombrow to chin on an otherw se delicate face
The renmai ns of an upturned nose sat atop once slender |ips, now swollen and red.
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"I am El ezar, the one who is golden," Kestrel heard a voice rasp with difficulty between each
draggi ng step. "I knew that mny catal oguer would return, as was his duty to his prince, but | fear
it is nmost likely far too late.”

Kestrel raised the fork cautiously and held it in front of his chest. H s eyes darted quickly
about the confines of the lair, trying to |ocate just exactly where he had materialized and hence
where Astron was also likely to appear

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (192 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:06 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

"You speak in the tongue of nmen," Kestrel said softly. "I understand even though | am not the one
you seek."

"l heard your petty debate and the final resolution." Elezar sagged to the cushion. "Since the
outcone was the proper one, | did not interfere. Getting the harebell pollen to the one who
reckons is all that is inportant now, despite the risk that Caspar's mnions mght see the
transit. It is the last hope. If it fails, then | amresigned to what will follow " Elezar waved
at the fork. The edge of a smile tugged at his lips. "Put away the weapon," he said. "I do not
have the strength to harmyou, nortal. If you strive for the sane goals as mny catal oguer, then it
is not ny intent to do you harm"

Kestrel eyed the prince, but could read nothing in the damaged face. "W had heard that Caspar
even drove you from your hidden node," he said, "and pursued you into the very bl ackness of your
realm™

"Caspar does not have the wit to know where to | ook," Elezar spat. "To find ne in the well-1lighted
| air of the vani shed catal oguer, after he once had determined it abandoned, is entirely beyond his
ken. "

Kestrel could not bring hinself to relax. Astron should have appeared by now. Wthout the denon's
ai d, who knew what Phoebe and N nbia were getting thenmselves into? And a prince of denons, even if
sorely wounded, would be nore than a match for a man with no skills in w zardry.

"Then what now?" he said cautiously. "Wat is the will of the prince?"

"W will wait," Elezar said. "Wait and see if Pal odad has sufficient tinme to unlock the secret to
the riddle.™

Kestrel did not reply. He lowered hinself to the stone floor, but kept the fork at his side.
Imtating the inpassive
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resignation of the prince, he steeled hinself into inaction

Time dragged slowy by. For what seened |ike eons, Elezar did not nove. Cccasionally a soft wheeze
escaped fromhis lips. Wth each one, the glowin his eyes di med even further

Finally Kestrel could be still no longer. He stirred unconfortably from where he had sl unped
against the wall. The inward sl oping curve pressed against the base of his head and gave no
support to his back. He glanced at Elezar, sitting in regal quiet on the cushion, and scow ed.

Wth each passing noment, his agitation had grown, but he did not know what to do about it. Hours
must have passed since the prince | apsed into silence, and even though Astron had said that the
flow of tinme was not quite the same between different real ns, surely he woul d have appeared by
now. He glanced again at Elezar's crunpled form Even if wounded, he thought, could a prince be
persuaded to carry a single nman to the lair of —

"Caspar, Caspar, the prince of lightning djinns has observed ny passage!" A sudden shriek cut into
Kestrel's thoughts. He | ooked up to see the devil that had transported Phoebe and Ninbia tw tching
with spasns on the |landing just outside the entrance to the lair.

"Grab control of your stenbrain, or | will do it for you." Elezar suddenly sprang to life. "Speak
wi th coherence. I, your prince, demand it."

"He observed ny passage to Palodad's lair, and upon my return, forced upon me where you were. |, |

am—

"Silence," Elezar thundered. "The risk was worth taking. If you have failed, there is no point now
in lamenting what might have been. Into the sky with you, assenble all that remain fromtheir
hi di ng pl aces, and draw them here." The prince | ooked about Astron's artifacts and smled. "Yes,
here at the den of a nere catal oguer. For a final battle it is nost fitting."
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"I f Caspar has defeated you before, what hope do you have now?" Kestrel sprang to his feet. He
felt his apprehension tighten like an alchenmist's vice. Everything was crashing down, just as
Astron had feared fromthe first. Even El ezar seened resigned to his fate, and Kestrel and
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his friends were in the mddle of it, with little hope of
escape.

"Do not give up," Kestrel said. "Get help fromthe other princes."

"More than half have thrown their lot in with Caspar," Elezar said. "The rest cautiously await the
out cone before they declare. No, none in the real mof daenobn dare light their dommins to aid the
one who i s golden."

El ezar stopped speaking and, for a long nonent, seened to | ook past Kestrel into the stone wal
behind. "At least it will not be surrender to the great nonotony. The few weavi ngs of energy |
have saved for the last will give Gaspar as much pain as he plans to inflict upon ne."

"If not your own kind, then fromthe other realns,” Kestrel said quickly. H's thoughts spun. He
woul d have to cone up with a plan as he had never before. "Fromthe archi nage, the fey, the
skyskur, and the reticul ates as

wel | .

El ezar's eyes narrowed. He eyed Kestrel specula-lively. "The denizens of other realns regard ny
kind either with fear or |oathing. Wat would nake themwant to enter into a struggle not their
own?"

"Let me handle that," Kestrel said. "First the archimge, and then we can appeal to the others.
Contact any wi zard in the realmof nen and state that you have news of the woodcutter and femal e
wi zard. | heard Al odar ask to be inforned, just as we vanished into the universe of the fey."

El ezar was silent for a monment. "Your words disturb ny stenbrain," he said. "I was prepared to
meet Gaspar even on his own terns if there proved to be insufficient tine to unravel the riddle.
Now you give me one nore tendril of matter to grasp. Even for a prince, there cones a nonent when
he nmust finally put aside the |last of foolish hopes.™

Kestrel waited w thout daring to speak again. Heart beats of tine throbbed away. But finally a
cloud seened to lift fromEl ezar's face. The fading spark in his eyes glowed with a new life and
he nodded.

"Tell each that you contact that they nust first attenpt to bridge through the flame,
commanded the devil just as he was about to | eave. "Get the

the prince
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message of the woodcutter to the archimage so that he in turn will try to contact nme here.™

The devil shuddered a final time. Then with a trenbling beat of his wings, he fluttered away.
Kestrel saw pinpoints of light in the distance behind himassenbling into a precise row and El ezar
foll owed his gaze.

"Each one is a lightning djinn," the prince said. "They are fornming a barrier between ne and
Pal odad's lair. Soon they will nmove forward to attack us here. Your tongue must not only be glib
but quick as well."

"The risk is a great one." Kestrel heard Alodar's words cone fromEl ezar's |ips. The contact had
been established far quicker than he had hoped, but, as he gl anced out the entrance of the lair

he wondered if even what he proposed woul d nake any great difference. The pinpoints of |ight had
intensified to eye-stabbing glows. Their nunber had increased until it |ooked as if a continuous
arc streaked across the black sky. Wth each passing nonent, it grew thicker and | onger, arcing

outward to surround Astron's lair so that there would be no escape.
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"But if it is not taken," Kestrel shot back, "then the loss is certain." Sonehow the archi nage was
abl e to hear because of his contact with Elezar's mind. It was as if the two were together in the
confines of the hollow stone, rather than an indescribabl e di stance apart.

"When you agreed to hel p send Phoebe and ne through the flanmes before,"” Kestrel continued, "it was
because of what would happen to the realmof nmen if Elezar should fall. Nothing has changed to
alter the validity of your decision.”

"l still amnot totally sure of the truth of your words," Alodar said. "And if | and the w zards
of other realns cone forward and fail, there will be no defenses left to be sure.”

"Whul d you rather wait and take on Caspar's might one by one?" Kestrel said. "Which strategy
offers you the better chance to turn aside the threat?"

For a nonent, there was silence. Elezar sat on the cushion, unblinking, with his hands folded into
the I ap of
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his tattered robe. "Your argunents are nobst persuasive,"” the denon nouthed Al odar's words at | ast.
"They ring true despite whatever other doubts I m ght have."

Kestrel felt a slight prickle of amazenent mingle with the urgency that bubbled within him He was
usi ng no deception at all. He did not have sufficient conmposure to think through all the tw sts
and turns that would be necessary for one such as the archinmage. And yet it was work-jog. He was
speaki ng the truth and Al odar was taking himat his word.

"But perhaps nost telling is the fact that you are there,” Alodar said. "There and witling to take
the risks along with the rest. It is the mark of a hero, rather than one | ooking out only for
hi msel f. "

Kestrel's thoughts jerked to the side. "No, not a hero," he said. "Not me. | am not concerned
about hel ping to save the baseness of other nen. It is only for nyself, only for—

Kestrel stopped and sl amred shut his nmouth. Only for Phoebe, he thought—and for the reticulate
warriors, for Ninbia' s underbill, and even for any of the unlucky aleators who still survived—any
who had to endure the tortures of their fellow who did not care.

The injustices that had befallen himwere not unique; they extended through seven realnms as well.
And they would continue to do so until someone cane forward and took the cause of many as his own,
until someone like the archimage felt the duty to | ook beyond hinself and to strive against the
Prydw ns, Jelilacs, and Caspars to save the worthy and unworthy alike.

The feeling of amazenent grew. Was what he had been striving for on this quest really anything
|l ess? He could not turn aside now, regardl ess of what escape he suddenly was offered. |If that was
what constituted being a hero, then perhaps it was not such a foolish role after all

"Yes, | think that we will need soneone to coordinate all of the contingents," Kestrel heard
hi nsel f say. "Soneone with experience in all the realnms on which we will call for aid. | amready
to serve. Even though it
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m ght be hopeless, | will carry out what clearly is ny duty and that of no one else."

"Then it is decided," Al odar said. "Send what denons through the flame that you can, Elezar.
will have the wi zards ready to be ferried back for your aid."

"Next the fey," Kestrel said to Elezar as Al odar's presence faded. "And then the reticul ates and
perhaps the skyskirr as well."

A hint of annoyance at being ordered about washed across Elezar's twi sted face, but Kestrel hardly
noti ced. Despite the growing terror outside, he felt far better about hinmself than he had in a
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I ong, long tine.

"Ni mbia, Ninbia are you safe?" Astron shouted as he squeezed through the vani shing opening between
the realnms. He felt the chill of nothingness on his legs and barely managed to pull themthrough
with a loud pop just in time. What had been the real mof aleators was conpl etely vani shed,
col | apsed i nto nonexi stence by the pressure of the void.

Astron sagged to the fam liar stone flooring of his lair in a heap. The struggle against Byron had
been nost draining and his body cried out to rest. But his stenbrain still bubbled in agitation

He knew he could not stop, not until he was sure N nbia was safe and his alone. Imediately, he
must carry the harebell pollen to—

Astron stopped. His lair was enpty. They had gone on ahead without him He rose to his feet,

| ooki ng about wildly for some clue, and spotted the pen and ink next to the pile of fishbones
where he had left themin what seened like | ong ago. Hastily, he scooped the scrap of parchnent
fromthe ground and read the script that had been added to his own.

Al nost in disbelief, Astron | ooked out of the open portal to his lair and saw the gl owi ng sky that
confirmed that the words were true. Phoebe and N mbia had been transported safely to Pal odad, but
Caspar now assenbled all of his might to strike a final blow Elezar had gone to direct his

resi stance, while Kestrel, carried by a broad-wi nged devil, led the wi zards assenbl ed from nmany
real ns.
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As Astron slowy let the scrap fall back to the floor, a swarmof inps buzzed up fromthe
stairwell, but he paid them no heed. The sky was al npost as bright as day in the realmof men, so
many djinns had Caspar rallied to his side. Wth what nmeager forces Elezar had left, it was
doubt ful he would have any nore need for his tiny entertainers.

Only if Pal odad were swift enough to test the pollen and show it blazing in triunph would any who
foll owed Caspar pause and reconsider that the basis for the confrontation had i ndeed been won.
O herw se Elezar was lost, and, in the end, all who strove for himas well.

Astron | ooked at the sphere of bright lights converging on the darker knot of men and beings from
other real ms, now standing off in the distance and awaiting the strike. He reached out once with
his enpty hand, then pounded his sides in frustration. Astron, w ngless Astron, the one who

wal ked! In the end, he was reduced to being a nere spectator while others decided the fate of the
realm

Astron pushed against the tug of his stenmbrain. It continued to stir and boil. There was sonet hi ng
that still bothered him sone additional conclusion that could be drawn fromall that he had

| earned. He settled on the cushion, not bothering to bat away the inps as they swarmed about his
head.

"Reality is a bubble,” he nmuttered. "I have seen real ns created, nerged, and destroyed. Al eators
i ke Centuron believe that such destruction is preordained. Either the will to believe decays the
pressure within or the bubble is pierced from=

Astron stopped. The already high state of agitation of his stenbrain grewwith a deep terror he
had never felt before. Wiy the know edge of fire in the real mof daenon held such power suddenly
becanme clear. He knew why it was the ultinate precept, the greatest of themall

Astron bolted to his feet and ran back to the open portal. "There is a reason why there is no fire
in our realm" he shouted in panic, "a reason nost profound. Fire breaks down the barrier that
keeps a bubble whole; it creates an opening in the surface that protects it fromthe void."

Astron | ooked at the still brightening sky. He knew
381
that the distances were still far too great for his voice to carry, but he felt he had to continue

on. The battle between El ezar and Caspar suddenly was of insignificant consequence conpared to
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what really was at stake.

"For all the other realns, the opening is to our very own," he yelled. "The pressure on both sides
of the breach is the sane. Except for creating a portal of transport, nothing el se happens as a
result.

"But a flanme in the real mof daenon—think of it! Wen it pierces the skin of the bubble, where
then will it lead? Not to another of the realns; other flanes already provide those connections.
No, it can only be to the void. Like the spheres of the aleators that surrounded the talismans, a
smal |l rupture lets out the essence inside. The real mof daenon would col |l apse into nothi ngness
just as surely as if we had ceased to believe.

"It is not only our own universe that would w ther away," Astron said. "All the other realns are
connected to ours by the other flames. Like the nerged realns of symetry, they would all vanish
as well, first oozing into ours and then following us into the chilling void. It would nean the
end of every thing, all of existence, all that there is."

Astron shook his head and tried to regain a neasure of control. The battle of warring princes for
supremacy in a single realmwere only shadows of what confronted him The death of a single realm
or two was nothing conpared to the end of them all

"But who woul d wi sh such a fate on all of existence?" Astron wondered al oud. "Wo could be so
tired of living that he would succunb to the great nonotony in such a fashion? Who woul d have the
power to mani pul ate—=

He stopped and tried to | ook beyond the glare of the djinn light. "Ch, what have | done?" he
shri eked. The greatest insight of all descended on himlike a weight of the densest natter.
"N nmbia, N nbia," he npaned. "I have sent you to the worst possible place.

"It is Palodad." He whirled and explained to the buzzing inps. "Pal odad, the one who reckons, is
behind it all. | now understand it so clearly. He is the old one Iike Cen-turon whose only desire
is to see the final end. He is the
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one who controlled events that conbined two realns. He is the one that cut away the beliefs of al
the aleators so that they vanished as well. Yes, who el se but a denon woul d design an al manac with
entries beyond the |ifespan of a nan. Who el se but a denon would think it inmportant to change the
format of the entries so that the user would not get bored over such a span and succunb to the
great nmonotony. Who el se provided Jelilac with the cal cul ati on of where his spinner would cone to
rest.

"It is all part of his plan, the same one that he constructed to get harebell pollen to himfor
the final step. It is Palodad who has computed everything along the way. Caspar's chall enge,
sending me on the quest, instructing Canonel nerely to appear dom nated by Phoebe while retaining
all egiance to his prince—there was no other wi zard involved at all. It is Palodad who nust be
stopped; Caspar is nerely a cog in his machine like the rest.1

Astron | ooked at the converging djinns. Sonehow Caspar's rush must not only be halted but pierced
as well. He had to get to Palodad's lair and stop the pollen grain frombeing ignited. Once it was
abl aze, it would be the beginning of the end. He was the only one who knew the true peril. Not
only Ninbia but all of existence was forfeit if he should fail

He | ooked at the inps still swarnm ng about himand grabbed at the thought that sprang into his
head. "Servants of Elezar," he commanded. "Each of you, grab hold of nmy flesh where you can
Toget her you will transport ne across the realm™

383
CHAPTER TVENTY- NI NE

The Final Conputation
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KESTREL wat ched Caspar's denons zoomin for their first attack and hetd his breath. H's pul se
raced. \What he had chosen to do was right, but he could not keep the chilling reality of the nost
likely outconme fromhis thoughts. Even with a score of wi zards fromeach of the real ns of nen,
fey, and skyskirr, Elezar's forces were spread far too thin. The hastily constructed i nner sphere
of lesser devils that faced the Iightning djinns was outnunbered at |east three to one.

Kestrel pressed his foot down on the unseen bl ackness beneath him still not quite believing it
was there. He and the legion of reticulates stood in relative darkness on what El ezar had call ed
an unoccupi ed node. Scattered throughout the real mwere many such points, the prince has said,
loci that remained fixed in the sky and did not fall toward whatever tugged on everything from
below. On them the djinns and | esser devils accunul ated and weaved their meager treasures of
matter, transfornmi ng the blank nothingness into el egant distractions that forestalled the great
nmonot ony. Kestrel pushed aside the wonder of it all. For now, although surrounded by Caspar's
forces like the rest, Abel and the others were ready to act in synchrony, and that was all that
mat t er ed.

Near the center of the spheres of converging attackers, not far fromAstron's lair, Elezar blazed
with a brilliant light, no | onger hiding, but daring Caspar to cone forward. In the direction of
Pal odad' s donmai n Kestrel had deliberately posted the fewest of the defenders in the hopes that,
when the lightning djinns did swoop
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for the kill, their path would be directly through the nmiddle of the two lines of waiting
warriors.

The al ready- bright sky suddenly bl ossoned i nto splashes of intense color. Simultaneously, Caspar's
i eutenants unl eashed bolts of searing energy at those who rose to fight them Kestrel saw two
devils and a smaller denon i mediately enveloped in crackling tendrils of plasma, their shrieks of
pain blotted by the runble of the blow He clenched his fists. Soon, one way or another, he would
experience the fate of the hero.

More denons streaked outward, ducking past the spray of ichor and bone and | aunchi ng strikes of
their own. Behind them broodnothers beat the air with heavy wings, carrying wizards in their
outstretched talons. Caspar's |lesser devils swooped in behind their lieutenants, eyes wide with
the choice of targets and sticky drool streaming fromtheir chins as they contenplated the |ust of
battl e.

Bursts of light flashed into incandescence. Kestrel had to shield his eyes with upflung arns.
Three nore defenders exploded in balls of boiling flesh, then a half dozen nore. The deep boom ng
| augh of Caspar's lieutenants resonated with the rolling echoes of the expl osions.

Still Elezar's defenders rose to neet the attack. The broodnothers clinbed unrel entingly upward
and the wizards they carried projected their wills. Kestrel saw the arm of one of Caspar's
lieutenants suddenly jerk in a spasm A half-fornmed streak of energy sputtered and flew w de of
its mark. The djinn scow ed and turned his head to |aunch another bolt at the one who had
interfered with his thoughts. Before he could, a brown-skinned devil soared past his outflung arm
blasting out with three sharp stabs of crackling pain. Elezar's snaller devils closed in on the

m ghtier djinns. Even tiny inps harried themin vicious swirls, biting earl obes and cheeks when
flailing hands coul d not keep them away.

But then a random bl ast ricocheted froma defensive shield and struck a wi zard fromthe real m of
the skyskirr squarely in the chest. One of Caspar's mnions shook his head at the sudden rel ease
from sl uggi shness. Wth a
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wild yell, he waved to the others, indicating whomthey should attack.

Al'l around the envel opi ng sphere, the word passed as fast as the bolts of plasna. Elezar's denpns
were ignored; the strikes were ainmed at the broodnothers and the | oads that they carried. The

def endi ng denons swooped to intercept the new focus of attack, but the first were blasted out of
the way. One wizard fell, then two nore. The others tried to maintain their concentration, but
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each misdirected bolt now did not stray as far fromits intended target. The uprush of defenders
halted. G adually they began to give ground.

The warriors on the dark node stirred unconfortably, but Kestrel indicated for themto be still.
He gl anced at El ezar and then back to the crunmbling defense. Just as it looked as if the thin
surface of protection would be pierced in a half dozen places, he saw the prince give the sign.
The broodnot hers and ot her denons al ong the deliberately weakened corridor suddenly turned in m d-
flight and began to dive. Wth wi ngs folded, they plunged toward El ezar, shooting directly between
Kestrel and the two lines of reticul ates.

For a nonent Caspar's mnions hesitated. Then, with a shout of triunph, they canme plunging after.
The lieutenants saw the coll apse. As Kestrel had hoped, they abandoned their own battles to join
in the destruction of Elezar the prince. In an undisciplined riot, the mghty djinns circled to
where the resistance had suddenly becone nonexi stent and poured down the corridor, striving to be
the first to strike a blow at the one who waited bel ow

El ezar rel eased two trenmendous bl asts of power of his own just as the first of Caspar's devils
sailed into Kestrel's nmidst, forcing themto stop and hastily throw up their wings to shield off
t he bl ast.

"Now, " Kestrel shouted. "Denon of many heads, close your ranks just as we have planned."

The reticulates on the ends of the two rows nearest the djinns smartly heeled and rotated their
lines inward. Like the lid of a box, in synchronized step they closed off the path to El ezar
presenting a perfect repetition of
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the lines that flanked the denpbns on either side.

More of Caspar's lieutenants raced up in a flurry of wings. Crashing into one another, they | ooked
puzzled at the silent Iines of nmen |inked together and marching in perfect step

"And the bottom" Kestrel shouted when the [ast of a dozen had cone. "Seal the one remaini ng neans
of escape and then they are ours. What can be the hope of a single djinn, no matter how m ghty,
against a foe with eight score heads and twice as many arns with which to unleash his awesone
power ?"

Kestrel bit his lip as he peered over Abel's shoulder. The lines of reticulates swng shut just as
had the ones in front. For a precious nonment, none of the djinns within the box nmoved or rel eased
any of their energy.

"Yes, eight score bodies all connected into one," Kestrel prattled on. "It nust be so. Look at the
unity in novenent. Surely that would be inpossible if each were sonehow di sjoi ned. One hundred and
sixty torsos and hence one hundred and sixty tinmes the strength. You have net your superior

m ni ons of Caspar. Surrender now so you can observe the extent of this power."

Kestrel reviewed his logic quickly. The denon m nd freezes with the unusual, and it does not
i medi ately consider the possibility of falsehood. Wth just a nonent's nore hesitation, a nmjor
part of Caspar's strength would be neutralized

"Inward with swords drawn,"” Kestrel comanded. "They will not resist one obviously nightier, one
who cannot be brought down, no natter what happens to a single linb."

For a nonent the lieutenants remained silent and un-noving, al nost nmesmerized by the cadence of
the reticulates’ march. Then one shook his head. What | ooked |ike a jagged bolt of blue |ightning
arched fromhis fingertips toward the warrior who was cl osest.

The reticul ate expl oded backward fromthe line with blood boiling fromhis chest, but he did not
cry out. The line imediately closed and, in perfect cadence, resunmed the march inward toward the
puzzl ed djinns.
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Anot her bl ast erupted and a third. Two nore reticul ates were hurled away, but their positions were
again inmediately filled, pulling the perinmeter even tighter

A fourth lieutenant raised his armw th sparks crackling between his fingertips but then
hesitated. H s eyes danced wildly as he tried to decide where to aimhis bolt. Finally he sl unped
against the djinn next to himand let the plasma die away. Kestrel saw what he hoped was the

begi nni ng of despair begin to formin the devil's eyes.

"Who plays with the mnds of ny lieutenants?" A gruff voice behind Kestrel shot a sudden chill up
his spine. He turned to see Caspar hovering behind him not quite touching down to | and on the
dar kness of the node. The prince had not rushed forward with the rest.

Kestrel | ooked at the huge formof the djinn and shuddered. Al the terror that nman had for
denonki nd spilled over himin a crashing wave. Meeting Astron, Elezar, and even Canbnel was one
thing, but the presence of Caspar was overwhel ming. He saw the crackles of energy arching between
the fingertips, the twitch of massive slabs of nuscle barely under control, the swarmof nites
about the bristly chin, and worst of all, the smoul dering eyes that were focused on him al one.

"Who twists their ninds?" Caspar repeated. "Wio has closed off even the suggestion that all they
need do is fly upward and then they woul d be free?"

"It is the many-headed denon fromthe far reaches of the realm" Kestrel forced hinself to say.
"Pal odad found himand instructed himin Elezar's defense. You may as well| surrender as well."

"Pal odad? Pal odad hel pi ng El ezar, you say?" Caspar tossed back his head and | aughed. "Your words
do not match the facts, nortal, and | have been warned there m ght be such as you." The denobn
| ooked about at the last of Elezar's defenders fighting his |esser devils. "Even wi thout ny

lieutenants, the outcome is still deternmined—although it mght take a little | onger than had
originally been calculated. And since you are the apparent cause of the delay, it is only fitting
that you al so provide ny diversion until it is done."
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Astron ignored the barbs of pain that stabbed his back and legs. It was better that the grips of
the inmps were sure, rather than confortable. He did not |ike the heavy and | abored sound of their
buzzi ng wi ngs, but what would happen if they faltered, he could not afford to dwell upon

Astron | ooked back at the sphere of Caspar's ninions converging on his lair. He had half expected
to be blasted out of the sky by one of themas he struggled away, but they all had rushed past in
their haste to attack the prince. Evidently, one snmall denon in a cloud of inps was sonething that
easily could be handled | ater.

The escape gave himlittle confort. A few nonents nore of existence was all that he had gai ned,
unl ess he could stop Palodad fromlighting the harebell pollen. H's stenbrain bounced around the
confines of his nmind, unable to find peace with what it knew. He could no longer force it back
into a quiet slunber. Only by straining with all his thoughts could he keep sone degree of contro
on the inpul ses which threatened to fling his body into tw tching spasns.

I nwardly focused, Astron did not note his passage through the darkness of the real mor the descent
down Pal odad's | ong entrance tunnel. Only by forcing his armto nove in clunsy jerks was he able
to fling aside the barrier that opened into the interior that was blazing with |ight.

As the inmps lowered himto the | edge that circumavigated the huge gl obe, Astron froze for a
monent, transfixed as he had been before by the enornous display of matter, the bizarre arrays of
bound devils, the tugging fetters, and the boom ng cadence of whirling nachi nes. Somewhere in the
mdst of it all was N nbia—N nbia and the pollen that had to be destroyed.

Astron ran to the first pulley-basket and clinbed inside. He unwound the rope fromits stay and
began | owering hinself hand over hand into the interior of Palodad's donmain. H's nmenories of the
first visit were hard to keep in focus, but at each transit he was able to recall the direction he
shoul d t ake.
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Wil e he navigated the vast interior, Palodad' s giant nachine clanked onward, oblivious of his
presence. The
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small, free-flying sprites darted fromarray to array, shuttling nessages to the denbns who were
bound. The intricate lines of djinns who flipped fromupright to standing on their heads paid him
no heed when he passed.

Finally Astron spied the central platformthat contained the plane of shimrering gl owsprites.
Huddl ed in front of the screen, clasping the pollen in his hands, was the ancient prince. Only
hints of his raspy voice could be heard over the background, but Pal odad was evidently waving his
treasure about to two captives inprisoned in cages to his left,

Ni mbi a and Phoebe! Astron stopped his rush. They | ooked unharned; but now that he was here, what
exactly was he to do? Pal odad could sunmon any of a hundred djinns to snare himlike the others.
How coul d a catal oguer, and one barely in control at that, stop a prince of denpbns who had plotted
for eras before Astron was even hatched? What good was it to have guessed the answer to the
riddle, if the final result was the sane in the end?

Astron's panic grew. He felt his Ilinbs stiffen. He knew that this time he would be unable to nake
them nove. He strained to open his nouth and yell, know ng not what, but even his jaws grew rigid.
Li ke a statue of inert matter, he watched Pal odad cackle and preen with his prize.

The old prince seenmed to babble randomy for a few nonents. Then a notion on the screen caught his
eye. He gl anced upward and watched for a nmonent in silence. Finally he threw back his head and
| aughed raucously, his frail voice nanaging to be heard even over the clatter.

"It is tine," Palodad burbled. "It is tine for the final ingredient to cone." He whirled and

| ooked directly in Astron's direction. "Do not bother that your nobility is gone, catal oguer,” he
said. "Sprites are on their way to bring you to nmy presence." He waved his arm about the expanse
of his domain. "You have come in duty to your prince, just as ny calcul ations said that you
woul d. "

Astron shoul d have felt shock at Pal odad's awareness of his presence, but he did not. Only dimy
was he aware
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of being lifted and brought to stand directly in front of the prince.

"It is about tine," Palodad continued, a thick drool beginning to formdown the side of his chin.
"The ultimte precept is about time and nothing else. Tine, tine, time—ef all the forces, it is
the greatest, relentlessly pressing onward, unable to be turned aside by any of the other princes.

"But nmy power is by far nore potent still—nore so than Caspar with his bolts of |ightning or even
El ezar and his keenness of mind. | will not nerely harass time in its passage, but stop it

al together. The pollen at your feet, cataloguer, is the kindling, the great store of nmatter | have
accunul ated over the eons is the fuel. | will destroy this realmand all the others that connect
toit. Wen | amdone, there will be nothing left to neasure the tick of tine's passage. It wll
be gone. | will have been the one to see it finally destroyed."

Astron felt his eyes stiffly glance down at the pollen grain at Palodad's feet, a small shred of
puzzl enment tugging at the nmuscles in his face.

"You wonder why | have not already set it ablaze, do you not?" Pal odad said. "Think, catal oguer
Besi des the fuel and the kindling, what is the third ingredient for a flanme?" Pal odad' s rheuny
eyes w dened. He pressed the netal ball in his hand agai nst Astron's chest.

"It is the spark, the spark that ignites the kindling and sets the events on their way, a specia
spark that only a nost unique denmon can provide. That is the final ingredient, catal oguer. That is
why | had to bind you to the quest, to nanipulate things so carefully that in the end you would be
here. "
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Astron tried to shake his head in protest, but Pal odad ignored himand ranbled on. "Yes, the spark
cannot cone from any denon; ny cal cul ati ons have shown ne that just any shape and intensity of the
energy will not do. It nmust originate fromone for whose entire existence the stenbrain has

remai ned under control, a clutch brother of nmighty djinns, but one who has repressed even the
slightest hint of undisciplined thought."
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Pal odad pressed his face against Astron's own. "Now, catal oguer, to nake the final calculation
conpl ete. Surrender, surrender at |ast to what has churned within you for so Iong."

Again Astron attenpted to shake his head. He was nerely a catal oguer, a stunted djinn without

Wi ngs, one who coul d not weave. How could he provide the essence of what the mad denon sought? It
could not be true, and yet—As the feelings churned within him Astron could not deny what the
prince had sai d.

Pal odad was correct, the certainty swelled. He had been correct fromthe first. Al the events had
been cal cul ated and there was no ot her outconme possible. The nad one's great nmachine, his
incredible store of matter, and the pollen that would surely ignite—there was no |logical way to
resist. Not only would everything that existed vanish totally, but he, Astron, the one who wal ked,
was to be the instrunent for that destruction

Astron tried to cry out, but he felt his final control slipping away. A ripping pain coursed
through him as if his very being were being torn apart. Thoughts exploded in all directions and
bounced about his head. Through eyes wet with tears, he saw Ninbia's face contort with concern. He
felt a strange tingling and then sharp nips of pain. H's stenbrain danced as it had never done
before. Crackles of energy popped fromhis ears and raced down his arnms. Purple and brilliant red
streaners surged to his back and then onto his thighs. Hel plessly, he saw Pal odad kick the pollen
grain between his feet, and the angry pul ses of energy spurted and junped to neet it.

Astron felt hinself slipping away into a nmael strom of confusion. The lust for destruction within
himgrew. Wth the |ast shred of consciousness, he struggled to pull back the crackling power that
radi ated fromhimand keep it away fromthe prickly sphere waiting for its touch. But he could not
hol d back the flood. Past his knees, the sheets of plasma danced down onto his shins. Wite-hot
spar ks expl oded out into the air. In a brilliant flash, globs of pulsing energy rained onto the
floor.
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"I have let you agonize | ong enough in anticipation." Caspar stepped forward into the darkness of
the node. "Now you shall experience a hint of what truly is to conme.” He extended his arm and

poi nted at Kestrel's chest. Atiny arc of energy shot fromthe denon's fingertip and struck the
woodcutter just bel ow the throat.

Kestrel staggered to one knee as the stab of pain exploded across his torso and ran down his arms.
He gasped, then gritted his teeth, deternmned not to cry out. For the | ongest while, Caspar had
stood silently taunting himwhile the battles behind the two of themstill raged. Now only a few
cries and bursts of light illumnated the darkness of the denon realm Elezar's |ast defenders
swar med about their prince, but not even the nost hopeful could now dispute the final result.

"What, no pleas for nercy?" Caspar said. "No appeal to sone better part of nmy nature to nmake the
ending swift?" The djinn stepped forward and grabbed Kestrel beneath the arms and lifted him
effortlessly to eye level. "You will grovel before | amdone, nortal, grovel like all the rest
when they feel the wath of the prince whose power is the greatest.”

Caspar's hands started to glow with pulses of energy. Kestrel felt the fabric of his tunic shrive
and part. Waves of heat radiated into his chest. H's skin began to blister and fl ake away. He
shook his head fromside to side, trying to find the words that would turn Caspar's attention
away—somne cl ever stratagemthat would nisdirect even a prince of denmons fromhis fiendish

pl easure. He | ooked into Caspar's eyes and saw only the twi sted desire that would not be denied.
In despair, he realized that there was nothing that he could say that woul d save hi m now.

file:/lIG|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Riddle%200f%20the%20Seven%20Realms.txt (202 of 208) [2/1/2004 3:36:07 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy%20-%20Ri ddl e%6200f%20the%620Seven%20Rea ms.txt

Caspar saw the expression on Kestrel's face and threw back his head with a boom ng | augh. Short
stabs of plasma arched fromthe denon's shoul ders and el bows and smashed into Kestrel's arns,
adding rips of pain to the boiling heat that already was al nost too nmuch to withstand.

As the agony intensified, visions began to swimin Kestrel's nmind. He thought of Phoebe and what
woul d be her fate after he had gone, of Abel and the warriors
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behind himstill faithfully confining the lieutenants as he had commanded them and of Astron, a
denon nost unlike all the rest, of—

Kestrel reached out and grabbed at the thought as it flitted by. He closed his eyes and
concentrated on where it was | eading him Astron would not challenge Caspar with wily words. He
woul d use whatever solid facts he could and fromthem determ ne what rmust be done.

Kestrel shifted his focus as quickly as he could through the nunbing haze of pain. Caspar—what was
all that had been said about the prince in the tinmes that Astron had spoken of himduring the
quest? He was a nost powerful djinn with his weavings of matter, indeed perhaps the nost powerful
of all. But in Elezar's rotunda he had been chided for his lack of wit and unwi|llingness to
chal | enge any wi zard who sought —

Caspar was a powerful weaver, it was true. Kestrel churned the thought in his mnd. But what was
Caspar's strength of will? How well could he fare agai nst the ar-chi nage, or Phoebe, or even—=2

"Surrender,"” Kestrel yelled at the top of his lungs as he seized at the |ast chance. "Surrender to
himwho will be your master. It is dom nance or submi ssion. There can be no in between.”

"You are no w zard—

"Nor need | be. It is only a natter of will," Kestrel gasped. The pain in his sides becane
excruci ating. He thought he could snell the burning of his own flesh. But he | ashed out with his
nmi nd, seeking the essence of the denmon that held him ready to twist and turn with his last dying
gasp. There was nothing else to try.

Kestrel's sight dinmed into hot glowi ng yellows. Blindly, his thoughts exploded, not know ng
exactly what it was that he sought. He felt his awareness expand in all directions, pushing
everything before it. Al of his essence of being, his pleasures, his hopes, his fears, and
everyt hing of consequence boiled and churned, blasting all else aside.

Then Kestrel felt a resistance, sonething that slowed the outswell of thought that swirled m dst
the pain. Inpulsively, he crashed against the barrier, at first skittering
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agai nst the surface, but then striking it again and again. Visualizing nental arms and | egs, he
tore at the covering, trying to rip it asunder so that he could plunge inside.

The images whirled in his mnd, but sonmehow even in the deliriumof his pain, he stalked like a
hunter, testing the seans of Caspar's essence one by one. He jabbed a finger into a dark crevasse;
when he felt something softer than the rest, he thrust in his hand. Watever was inside attenpted
to wither away, but Kestrel was quicker and grabbed and tw sted as savagely as he coul d.

"Your mnions mght have victory," Kestrel shouted, "but you will not share in it, Caspar. | have
conme too far and changed too nmuch to let it be so. | cannot weave, but it does not matter. My will
is the greater because | fight for what | believe, not for sone idle anmusenent to forestall an
eventual dawn."

Kestrel felt his fist rip and tear. A shudder coursed throughout all his body. He reached with his
other hand and pulled at Caspar's being, spreading it open so that it was exposed. He felt a
sudden wave of pleading protest, and then a snell of self-loathing that shook himto the core.

Fear and submi ssion flooded over him drenching himin doubt and ultimate despair.

"Desist, master, desist," Kestrel heard Caspar say. "Stop your smiting. | amyours to conmand."
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Kestrel paused. He opened his eyes and blinked. He was |lying astride Caspar's chest as the denon
sprawl ed on the inky blackness of the node. Kestrel |ooked at his bl oody hands where he had been
ripping at the djinn's face; the flesh of one jow was hanging |inp and oozing green ichor

Tears sprang into Kestrel's eyes. Mngling with the lingering pain, he felt a deep catharsis wash
over him After all these years, the burden was finally lifted. His first deceptions and every one
that followed he could finally put aside.

He started to speak, but the node beneath hi msuddenly runbl ed. There was a flash of light that
lit the sky fromthe direction of Palodad' s lair.

"Ah, even in nmy defeat," Caspar slurred through the
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wr eckage of his face. "Even in ny defeat, it sounds as if ny master has still achieved his own
triunmph, whatever it was that caused himto direct me so."

Astron's eye nmenbranes snapped into place, but they did not help. The harebell pollen glowed with
a white-hot intensity that was greater than any nornal flame. Through a series of nmirrors, the
blinding glare ricocheted out of Palodad' s lair and across the darkness of the realmin the
direction of Astron's den, evidently a signal that the deed was done. Like a boiling sun, the
sphere roared in incandescence , churning the air that surrounded it into waves of convective
force. The netal platformon which it rested began to pool into a slaggy |iquid. Nearby spars
blistered and twi sted. The wi ngs of close-flying inps burst into flane.

But worst of all was the roaring hiss. Even though the air closest to the burning pollen had
greatly expanded, it did not bubble away. Instead, scraps of parchnent and snall | oose objects
tunbl ed toward the flane, accelerating as they grew near. Then in a final rush, they vanished into
t he whiteness. The surface of the real mof daenmon had been ruptured. Now its very essence was

| eaki ng away to the void of nothingness on the outside.

Pal odad knelt down on his haunches and watched t he sucking pressure increase its power. Oblivious
to everything else and cackling at the top of his lungs, he snatched inps out of the air and cast
theminto the flane.

"The rupture is but a beginning," Palodad cried. He waved about the expanse of his lair. "As nore
fuel is consuned, the opening will grow. Stronger will becone the force pushing every object into
its ultimate dissolution. No matter where they hide, no one will be able to resist it. Eventually,
all nust tunbl e past Pal odad, the one who reckons."

Astron felt the wind pushing against his back and rushing into the orb of destruction. His entire
body was alive with dancing sparks, but he no |onger cared. Despite his last futile efforts, he
had been unable to stop the mindless rush of his stenbrain and to restrain the power that gave
rise to the all-inportant spark. Now all he felt was the
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conmpul sive desire to flee, sonehow to shake off the rigidity that gripped him and to hide from
the growi ng suction as long as he was able.

He | ooked at Ni nbia desperately, a snmall part of his mnd dinly aware of how in the end he had not
saved her from Pal odad's fate. He saw Phoebe standi ng next to her, dunbfounded, her nobuth open and
wat ching the all-consuming energy of the fire.

Phoebe, Phoebe and Kestrel, Astron thought. If only the woodcutter had been along for the fina
confrontation. He would not have let his stenbrain get out of control. Sonehow he woul d have used
its power instead, exploiting its irrationality rather than beconing its slave. But for hinself, a
denmon, a catal oguer, Palodad's |ogic had been inescapable. There was no way that—

Astron gasped despite hinself. Indeed, Kestrel would not fight the vagaries of the stenbrain. He
would not try to keep it under restraint. He would let it roamwherever it |led him seeking out
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solutions rooted in enotion that mere logic could never find. Astron | ooked a second tine at
Ni mbia. Wth a shudder, he surrendered the |last vestige of control. Totally unconstrained, he |et
his stenbrain take over his body and do with it what it woul d.

Astron felt the sparks that raced over his body intensify. Like Caspar, tendrils of blue and green
flane filled the spans between his fingers. G ow ng plasna danced over his |lips and across his
cheeks. The rigidity that held himnelted away. Surrendering conpletely, he was able to sag to the
ground with his legs trenbling in mghty spasns and his head jerking fromside to side. H's tongue
poked random y out between his teeth. A neaningless cry escaped fromhis |ips.

And inside Astron's nmind the imges swirled. The safety of his den, Elezar's beautiful spires, the
nmysteries of the real mof nmen, the constructions of the fey, the lust of the human body, the
merging of two realns into one, the collapse of the universe of the al eators—+they all danced and
swayed. Colors fused and nelted, the touch of smooth surfaces transformed into pungent odors and
snells. He sensed his feelings for Ninbia grow into a passion that
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enconpassed all of himand tasted heartbreak because none of her intimte nysteries would he ever
experience. She woul d disappear like all the rest, a pleasure never sanpled, a sweetness—

For an instant the tunble of Astron's thoughts jerked to a halt. He felt hinself frown and pull ed
at the inconsistency that suddenly hovered just outside the reach of his consciousness.

Pal odad had said he had cone in service of his prince just as it had been cal cul ated. That was
certainly true, but the reason had been replaced by one far nore powerful. In the end, it was his
feeling for Ninbia, his concern for her safety above all else, his sense of —ef possessiveness that
had stirred in himso, and that was the notivator of his actions, far nore than anything el se.

Everything was not as Pal odad had cal cul ated, Astron realized in a rush. The irrationality of
feeling, the concern of one being for another, the desire for sharing—the ancient prince had not
counted on such things at all

Astron gl anced down at the pollen grain raging in front of his feet, tasting all the nore strongly
the natural inpulse of any denmon to flee. He looked a final tinme at Ninbia, while his stenbrain
churned and recall ed the powers possessed by the fey. He felt his thoughts expl ode in one | ast
desperate inspiration. Wthout trying to weigh its nerits, he jerked to his feet suddenly and
decided to act.

Pal odad frowned at the sudden nption, but did not npve.

"I't will do no good to resist the tug of the void," he said. "Eventually you will be swept away
with the rest."

"You wanted the essence of our realmand all others vented to the outside." Astron stunbled toward
him "It is only fitting that you should experience firsthand what it is like. It is totally
irrational, but I will rmake the sacrifice. Conme, together we will make one nore journey through
the flame—this time to what is truly nowhere."

Astron heard N nbia scream behind him but he paid her no heed. He reached out with both hands and
grabbed Palodad in a viselike grip. The prince | eaned forcefully to the side, pulling Astron
toward the raging flame, and the
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cat al oguer did not resist. Instead, he added his own nonmentumto Pal odad's thrust. Together they
tunbl ed off bal ance. Hol ding the surprised prince tightly, Astron plunged headfirst into the
center of the pollen grain just as if he were vanishing into a conmon fire.

The scene around Astron twi sted and shinmrered. He felt an i mredi ate nunbing cold and a total
bl ackness, deeper than any he had ever seen before. Instinctively, he clanped shut his nouth to
preserve what little breath he had in his |ungs.
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Astron felt Palodad twi st free but he did not care. The feeling of numbing col dness began to grow.
He felt his chest start to expand painfully and a sudden bubbling in his ears. H s eyes bul ged and
he could not quite bring theminto focus.

Astron whirled about and saw the feeble glow of the pollen grain sticking through fromthe realm
of daermon into the void. The outrush of air batted against him forcing himbackward. He felt
himsel f begin to drift away.

Wth a frantic swi pe Astron reached out and grasped at the burning pollen, feeling a numbing pain
that roared up his arms and into his chest. He was not sure that what he was going to try would
wor k, but there was no other choice.

Pal odad saw what Astron was attenpting and banged the bail in his claw ike hand down on the

catal oguer's elbow, trying to force himto release his grip. But Astron's senses were overl oaded.
The burning flesh in his hands, the nunbing cold of the void, and the pressures within trying to
dissipate himinto the nothingness |eft no roomforanything el se. He wenched at the pollen grain
and felt it trenble slightly, like a giant root that would not quite pull free.

Ti ghtening his grip and ignoring Palodad's rain of blows, Astron pulled hinself to the surface
that confined the realm He planted his feet on its strange, spongy surface and arched his back
Wth a grunt that enptied his chest of any renmaining air, he ripped the burning grain free and
pulled it out into the void.

For an instant nothing happened. The light from Pal odad's donain outwelled into the bl ackness.
Astron could
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see the hemof N nmbia's tunic and behind her the rest of the prince's machine. He began to get
dizzy fromall of the churning inpulses in his brain. He felt his thoughts begin to slow. Hs grip
on the pollen grain | oosened as Pal odad scranbled to rip it free.

But as consci ousness finally faded, Astron noted that the size of the hole into the real mof
daermon began to shrink. He watched it close to the dianeter of Palodad's netal ball, then to a
coinin the realmof men. Wth a satisfying final rush, the rip vanished altogether and the
real m was whol e.

Al nost absently Astron turned his attention to Palo- ' dad, frantically clawi ng away at what he
possessed. For ' a second, the two denons westled with the sphere that i no |onger burned. Then
with a final burst of energy As- . tron steadied hinmself against the outer surface of the \ realm

and heaved the pollen grain as hard as he could 1 deeper into the fathom ess depths of the void.

*

Unabl e to surrender his nost precious treasure, Palo- -s dad held his grip on the orb as it sailed
away. He opened his mouth to scream a protest and no sounds cane forth. In a spew of blood and
foam the prince arched into the nothi ngness and out of sight.

For a second Astron watched himgo. Then he collapsed into a ball as he also began to drift away.
He was ready to surrender to his fate; his job was finally done.

He had done it! Ninbia, the real mof daenon, all of existence, everything had been saved!

Only dimMly was he aware of the transformation taking place around him the formati on of what
| ooked like solid rock, shelves, a small pile of bones, pen and ink, a |ock of hair, and three
books and other artifacts fromthe real mof nen

The stenbrain, he nused in msty incoherence—+t was right even to the |ast conjecture, the sl ender
chance that convinced himto take the risk. And she nust have had deep feelings for himafter all
For a nere subject, she would not have paid so nuch attention to the detail
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"And so Astron ganbled that N nmbia would be able to construct a newrealmfor himin time to save
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his [ife," Kestrel explained to the wi zards who had assenbled in the presentation hall of the
archi mage. Over a dozen score were there, sitting in precise lines and foll owi ng each of his words
with frowning concentration. The archinage sat in the first row, with his consort Aeriel robed in
the deep green of the ministry of Procolon at his side. Crowded about the periphery behind them
scribes busily squeaked their quills across thick parchnments, nmingling with enissaries from
Arcadi a across the sea and other masters of the five arts. The setting sun cast |ong shadows

t hrough the high wi ndows, and serious-faced pages began to light the sconces that would continue
the neeting far into the night.

Kestrel glanced at the denmon next to himon the dais, shyly clasping the hillsovereign's hand, and
smled. Behind the four of them the fire that had brought them back to the real mof men flickered
silently. "If her feelings had not been sufficiently strong, she nmight not have succeeded, "

Kestrel said. "But, as you can see, Ninbia was able to create a safe haven out of the void just in
the nick of tine."

"Astron's nmind was never besotted by ny—ny external attributes."” N nmbia' s hand squeezed the one
she held. "He alone judged nme for ny inner worth. Once | realized that, | knew that the quest that
I had pursued al nost unknowi ngly for so long was finally over."

"Then with Pal odad out of the way, it was a relatively sinple matter for the hillsovereign and ne
to bring the denmons in his lair under our control," Phoebe said. "W dispatched scores to al
corners of the realmto announce the answer to the riddle and to explain that it was El ezar who
had won the contest. Al the other princes stopped their struggle against himand, with the prince
of lightning djinns hinself defeated, brought Caspar's m nions under control. Now they all defer
to El ezar's | eadership—n fear if nothing else, so close was there al nost disaster for all."

"So the golden one is back in conmmand and | amstill his master." Al odar rose fromhis chair. "The
realmof nmen is safe once again." Holding a scarlet ribbon that pierced a
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large circle of gold, he stepped onto the dais. He cleared his throat and placed the nedallion
about Phoebe's neck. "The council of councils is unaninous in their vote," the archi nage said.
"Wear the logo of flame proudly, w zard. You have been accepted by all, the equal of any man,"

"Far nore inportant, | have accepted nyself." Phoebe shook her head. "Man, worman, denon, hill so-
vereign of the fey—none of the opinions of the others really nmatter. Once a person has accepted
herself, then everything else will follow"

Al odar turned to Kestrel and held out his hand. "To one who is not a true student of the five
magi cs, the councils cannot convey any | argesse," the archimage said. "But sonehow | suspect that

the fane of the master of lightning djinns will keep your pockets filled, nevertheless."
Kestrel shook Al odar's hand and his snile broadened. "I have gai ned what no anobunt of gold could
ever buy," he said. He put his arm about Phoebe and pulled her tight. "Trust in one's fell owen—a

sense of belonging —+s worth far nore than even a treasure from beyond the flane."

Kestrel |ooked at Astron. "OF course | nust admit, denmon, to having |learned a few other things as
wel | . Before our journey together, |ead balloons and pin-hole glasses | never woul d have
suspected. Your use of themillustrated a powerful discipline. It was because of exanining the
facts of the situation that |I found the way to defeat Caspar when ny glib words were sure to
fail."

"Logic and cal cul ati ons are indeed powerful." Astron pulled his eyes away from Ni nbia. "Wen the
quest began, it was for such know edge of things that | hungered. Yet now that | ponder, it was
knowl edge of self that 1 gained the nost.

"No | ogical denmon woul d have rushed toward the burning pollen grain when every inpulse was to
flee. Not even the mightiest djinn willingly would travel through the fire into nothingness and
then pluck away the one apparent nmeans to return. None would think that they could pull natter
through into the void if it were difficult for themto transport it between universes that are
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known. Wthout a denonstration, who could know for sure that a creature of the fey woul d have
feelings intense enough to forma newrealmin tine.

"It was not |ogic but the freedomof the stenmbrain that gave nme the plan, as irrational as it was.
Pal odad never suspected until it was all too late. W have both | earned, Kestrel, from each other
you of things in the realns about you, ne of the enotions that slunbered within."

Astron stood up and tugged on Ninmbia's hand. "But enough of analysis after the fact. W should
return to the lair that you constructed for me. We nust give the tiny realmnore thought and soon
so that it will grow. Together we can nold it into whatever we desire.”

"After a nmoment, Astron." Ninbia did not rise. She pulled on the denmon's hand to have hi mresume
his seat. "I first wish to hear nore of the | egends that humanki nd have about the real mof the
fey."

"But we have pl edged to one another." Astron winkled his nose. "According to the sagas, the
wi shes of one are to be the other's conmand and—and | desire to go."

"You do not quite have it right." Ninbia smled. "It is ny desire that is the wi sh, your part is
the command. "

"But— The winkle in AstrorTs nose deepened.

"Astron, there are still many nore riddles in your future." Kestrel |laughed. "And | think that you
will find that Caspar's was just one of the easy ones."

Astron | ooked quickly at Kestrel, saw Phoebe smiling with the rest, and then turned back to
Nimbia. His stembrain told himthat the words of the woodcutter were all too true.
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