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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







[image: image]


 


[image: image]




CHAPTER 1


ENCOUNTER ON A LONELY ROAD




If a worshipped idol has power, it shall always emanate from the eyes or the navel, except for golems, in which case see Vol. XCVIII.


—The Book of Rules, XCLV, 194(d)





IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES; IT WAS THE WORST OF TIMES. In point of fact, Husaquahr had been blessed now with good government—as good as it was going to get, anyway—and peace for several years.


In other words, it was pretty damned dull in Husaquahr.


Oh, there were the usual quotient of crimes, magic spells, occasional irritating geases, and a number of black-art wizards and witches lurking about, and the general population was oppressed by a ruling class of one sort or another as usual, but it was minor, petty stuff. There’d be no great new warrior kings to fear and celebrate in song and story through the generations, no wondrous battles, the tales of which would thrill the newer generations for centuries, no epic quests or bold adventures that would make this a time to look back on. Since the defeat and subsequent exile of the Dark Baron and the dispersement of his armies, even those who were most evil in Husaquahr seemed willing to compromise with the good and just have a comfortable old time.


The rider on the black horse was almost invisible in the dusk, wearing as he was a tight black body stocking, black belt, and worn riding boots. He was a small man, both short and slight, and wore only a small dagger for his defense. He looked elfin, although he was of totally human blood, and somewhat boyish; yet any who looked into his cold, penetrating eyes knew both fear and respect. They were dark eyes, as black as his garb, and they were very old eyes as well. They said to one and all that this was a dangerous man and not ever to be taken lightly.


It had been seven years since he’d stood with the greats and fought with the best of this world the forces of evil and darkness brought forth from Hell itself by the Dark Baron. He had killed many men then and a few since, but never without cause.


It was cool in Husaquahr right now; the gods of the north wind breathed down deeply this year into the southern lands and refused to take their rest, even as the days grew longer. He pulled his cloak a bit more tightly about him to ward off the stinging fingers of wind and saw in the waning light of the setting sun the signs of an approaching stormfront. There was no question as to what sort of front it might be—soon snow would be all that would be possible out here. It was already far too late for snow, but someone had forgotten to tell the snow that this was so.


Only an idiot would be out in wastes like this with weather like that coming on, he told himself sourly. There seemed little hope that he could outrun the storm, less hope that there was any place along this route where he could find shelter for the night or the storm’s duration, and it was much too far to turn back to the last settlement. He knew what was behind him; what was ahead certainly offered more hope, since he was ignorant of the details, although perhaps not anything better.


He had taken this ancient road primarily to avoid uncomfortable pursuit. A slight smile came to his face and he reached down to his belt and into a small pouch and brought forth a giant emerald, as large as a lemon and alight with an inner green fire. He would have given it back, having proved his point and met the challenge, but the priests of Baathazar weren’t the sort to be forgiving just for that. He had no use for the thing—he had long ago amassed more money than he knew what to do with and he had the most powerful friends and allies in all the world to bail him out if need be.


Necessity had made him a thief; but once he’d chosen his profession, he’d been bound by the Rules concerning thieves, and the occupation had both shaped and gotten along famously with his personality. He was a thief, and he’d always be one—the greatest thief in all Husaquahr, perhaps the world. The profession was the grandest one offered someone of no means and little magic, for each theft was a challenge, each caper a unique puzzle to be solved. The more impossible it was, the more he was drawn to it as a fly to honey. He had stolen this, the jewel in the navel of the great idol Baathazar, in full view of ten thousand pilgrims and half a dozen high priests with great powers of wizardry. It had been easy—but only in retrospect. He was quite certain, without being egotistical, that no one else could have pulled it off.


Still, he would have returned it to them—sent them a note telling them where to find it, perhaps involving them having to lower themselves to a great indignity to get it; but they would have retrieved it. What was the point? The thing was worthless to him now.


They had not, however, a true appreciation of his skill and, yes, his integrity as well. They didn’t really care if they got the stone back, so long as they got the “desecrator” of their sacred idol. It wasn’t even much of a god, as these things went—one of those left over from the bad old days, supported by a decreasing number of followers.


That, more than anything, was what had made them bad-tempered fanatics. Priests used to all that power now had to undergo a lot of belt-tightening, and they didn’t like it one little bit. He was a handy person to take all that frustration out on. In a way, he’d known it from the start and had taken steps to counter it, steps which included this escape route. The one thing he hadn’t counted on, though, was snow.


It began soon and quickly built up into an uncomfortable blinding world of white flakes. Within minutes he was no longer certain that he was still on the road, or in which direction he was going, and he knew he’d have to stop soon or perish. This was no weather nor fit place in which to be stuck, whether man or beast. His horse was already complaining and it had no place to go, either.


Chance would not save him now, nor all his skills, and he knew it. Only magic would get him out of a fix like this, and he had very little that really mattered. He wished, at least, he had some power to dry up the snow or conjure a nice inn with good ale and a warm fire. Damn it, he wasn’t even dressed for this weather!


At the thought, the jewel in the pouch seemed to hum and throb, slowly at first, but with a building force that could no longer be dismissed as mere imagination. He stopped in the midst of the storm and removed it once more, noting its unnatural fire and glow.


Why did a god have a navel to begin with? He wondered about that idly, knowing that he was trying to take his mind off his impending doom. He stared deeply into the jewel’s throbbing fire, and suddenly it seemed to him as if the wind were calmed and the storm silenced. There was, all at once, a deathly hush about him and his mount, and he knew in a moment that he was not imagining things. This was indeed magic, dark magic of the blackest sort, the kind of magic that he would never touch in any other case but this. He didn’t know whether or not he’d sell his soul to live—he frankly wasn’t certain it was still his to sell—but it was better than the alternative.


He hopped down off his horse and looked around. There was still near total darkness; yet where he stood no wind blew and no snow fell. There was, in fact, an unnatural warmth which was already melting the snow that had fallen upon the ground on which he stood, turning it to mud.


He placed the stone on the ground and drew a pentagram around it with his dagger. It wasn’t a very large pentagram, but that which he expected to occupy it would fit one the size of the head of a needle if need be. He stepped out of the pentagram and then closed it.


“All right, green fire,” he called aloud to the thing, “if indeed you are a gateway to elsewhere, then I hear your call. Whoever is bound to you should come through, so that we may discuss things.”


There was a sudden hissing from the stone, which flared into extraordinary brightness, and then the sound of escaping steam as a thin plume of smoke rose from it until it was perhaps shoulder-high. The steam, which gave off an uncomfortable heat in spite of the raging snowstorm all about him, widened into a turnip shape, expanding to fill the entire area. When it contacted the boundaries of his crude pentagram, it ceased growing and instead solidified.


The demon who showed up was something of a turnip itself.


It seemed to be all face, a comical, Humpty-Dumpty sort of thing whose waist was its mouth, above which sat two huge oval eyes. The head rose into a point, at the top of which was just a shock of purple hair. Below, the thing sat on two huge clawed feet, but seemed to have no legs to speak of. Its arms, coming out of its body just below that tremendous mouth, were short and stubby things of misshapen crimson, ending in long and mottled hands with great black claws at the fingertips. It looked around, spotted him, opened its mouth, and licked its lips with an enormous black tongue. The inside of the mouth was lined with more teeth than a shark’s, all pointed and sharp, and beyond those teeth seemed to be a bottomless hole.


This, then, was the source of the priests’ powers and the reason why they were nearly frantic to get back the stone.


“You’re not one of those mealy-mouthed priests,” the demon croaked in a voice so deep and reverberant that it moved the very air. “That means that either their silly faith is overthrown or you’re a pretty damned good thief.”


“The latter, Sir Demon,” the little man responded, bowing slightly. “I could not resist the challenge, although, to be sure, I had no idea I was stealing more than a great gem.”


“All great gems have demons assigned to them. You should know that. Otherwise, where do you think all those curses came from?”


“Good point,” he admitted. “However, this, I suspect, is a different sort of gem.”


“In a way,” the demon agreed. “I can certainly see that you’ve mucked up your getaway. This is no curiosity call.”


“Quite right, sir. I need a service, it is true, if the price be not too high.”


The demon studied him. “What could you offer me, thief? Those in your profession tend to wind up with us anyway, so your soul isn’t much of a deal. Still, you never know. What’s your name?”


“I am Macore of the Shadowlands,” the thief replied.


“Macore, huh? Seems like I heard the name. Hold on a moment while I check.”


Instantly the demon vanished, leaving Macore alone once more. No, not quite alone—from the center of the pentagram came forth the lush sounds of massed violins playing a rather pleasant if monotonous melody. It was very nice at first; but as time wore on and both he and his horse began to get very impatient, the strains of the music began to irritate him.


Suddenly the music stopped. Just as abruptly the demon was back. “Sorry to keep you on hold so long, but his Satanic Majesty’s filing system is lousy. We have so many customers and prospects these days that he really should automate it, but that would make it too easy for us.” His voice took on a mocking tone. “It’s supposed to be Hell, remember that!” He sighed, and the sound of it went right through the little thief.


“Still,” the demon continued, “I did find the file. Thought your name was familiar, too. One of the minor demon princes got sent all the way down to the dungpits a while ago and he ain’t stopped wallowing in more than just dung, if you know what I mean. All the time, this self-pitying wail about how he was gonna deliver this world on a silver platter and got cashiered instead of rewarded for it. What’s he expect, anyway? It’s Hell, after all.”


Macore thought a moment. “His name wouldn’t be Hiccarph, would it?”


“Yeah. That’s the one. So it is the same Macore. Okay, that simplifies everything. What do you wish, thief?”


This was suspiciously too cooperative. “And what is the price?”


“First you tell me what you want, then I’ll quote you the going rates. That’s simple enough. You keep it simple, I’ll keep it cheap. Fair enough?”


“I can ask for no more,” Macore responded. Already the temptation was there to ask for whatever he wished, to go for it all, but he knew that this was the trap of demonic bargains. He had no intention of delivering himself totally, now and forever, as a slave to this creature. “Naturally, I wish safety and security from this storm and from my pursuers. Of course, I mean this in the way that I am thinking it, without loopholes or various things I did not think of when requesting it.”


The demon nodded. “All right. What else?”


“That is it,” the thief told the creature. “That is all I want from you.”


The demon sounded slightly disappointed. “Nothing more? Great wealth may I bestow upon you. I could make you irresistible to women of any sort. I could give you immunity from all spells, or give you many of the powers now reserved for wizards who must suffer to gain what I offer.”


“Suffer now or suffer later,” Macore responded. “That is of no concern to me.” He admitted to himself that the sex appeal was quite tempting, but he had never really had much trouble in that direction. “I have all the wealth I need—I steal for the sport of it. Women and I get along quite well without demonic spells. I have great protections against much of the spells of this world, and I have enough magic to get along. No, I’ll seek the price for what I asked and no more.”


“You are hardly in a position to bargain,” the demon pointed out.


“Nor are you,” the thief responded confidently. “I know enough of the laws of magic to know that one such as you has but one door into the world, and your door is obviously that gem. Were I to die here, that gem might well be lost in this wilderness for generations, perhaps forever. You would then have no outlet to relieve your own tedious existence in Hell. My passing over to your plane is not nearly as terrifying to me as your being cut off over there is to you, and I know this. Now, quote me fairly.”


The demon spat. “Bah! Ones like you are pains in the ass! However, I’ll quote you fairly. You actually desire three things, then. You wish to survive and again take up your life. You wish to elude your pursuers. And you wish it straight, with no tricks or loopholes. Very well. For your miserable life, you must agree to give this stone at the first opportunity to one who can and will make use of it. Agreed?”


“That is simple enough. Agreed.”


“For security against the priests and their followers, you must accept a mark that I will place upon you, so that all of Hell shall know that you have dealt with me and will recognize you at once.”


He was a bit nervous at that. A demon “mark” could be anything from a small scar or birthmark to something quite extreme and quite hideous. “I will not agree unless I know the nature of the mark.”


The demon didn’t like that. “The priests will know your identity and they will hunt you down eventually. I promise only no physical deformity or infirmity. Take it or leave it.”


He sighed, knowing that he’d gotten as much out of the demon as he could expect, and knowing, too, that the demon was right. He had struck at the core of the priests’ cozy racket and stolen the base of their power. They would never rest until they got him, unless called off by supernatural means more powerful than any in Husaquahr. “All right—agreed.”


“Finally, you can see the potential for traps and loopholes in the first two agreements. I could turn you into one of the faerie, an unpleasant sort of one, or make you a lover of other men, or perhaps a plain woman, or thousands of other possibilities. To gain it gently and without loopholes, I require that you freely accept a geas from me, one which you will not know but will be compelled to carry out.”


“I must know the nature of that geas, demon,” the thief told him. “I would rather you changed me into a monster than perhaps to kill a friend.”


“Admirable. However, you must understand that any geas of which you have knowledge will be readable by wizards, and that is unacceptable. No, even this much will be taken from you if you accept. I will go this far. The geas is a single task, it involves no one’s death or in fact even harm to anyone, friend or stranger, nor will it in any way alter the social, political, or military fabric of Husaquahr as it stands. The consequences do not, in fact, really affect Husaquahr at all. There is risk to the task, but none that you are not up to facing.”


“You wish me to steal something, then.”


“Sort of. The task is that, although you do not actually have to steal the object, you must reach it. That is all I can tell you, for anything more might render the geas useless.”


“It does not sound too bad. Will I know at some point what the geas was?”


“You will know—when it is done.”


“Then I will accept.”


“Done!” cried the demon.


Macore was slightly disappointed. “No blood contract? No terrible oaths?”


“Don’t be ridiculous. We save that sort of stuff for the psychos and fanatics. Your word is bond, as is mine. I return now to my dwelling place and expect to find at least one new sucker very soon, as per our agreement.”


“But—our bargain! How will I survive the wastes in this storm? And what mark have you placed upon me?”


The demon chuckled, not only at the question but at the fact that Macore had already had all memory of the third bargain and geas wiped from his mind. “As for the first,” it said, “the storm has already abated, and the town of Locantz is but a half-hour’s gentle ride in the slush. You will be able to see the lights of it when I leave. Just head for them. As for the second—no shadow or reflection shall you cast, no matter how polished the mirror or bright the light. That should actually come in handy to one like you. I will take my leave now.”


Macore felt more than a little relieved, but he was a bit suspicious. “Now that the bargain is done, can you tell me, before you leave, Sir Demon, if that town was there at the start of this business?”


“Of course it was. Fun’s fun, after all …” And with that, it vanished, and a sudden cold blast of air hit him. He had been perspiring from Hell’s heat—not that Hell was actually flames, but there was some strong reaction, some sort of friction, created when one from the nether-world projected into this—and now it seemed to turn into tiny icicles as he stood there. He erased the pentagram and picked up the gem, which was still quite warm to the touch, and placed it back in his pouch, then climbed quickly back upon his horse and looked around, finding the lights of the town in a moment. He kicked his mount forward, anxious to reach an inn and a warm fire.


No shadow and no reflection. Not a bad mark, as these things went, and, as the demon said, possibly quite useful. He’d have to find some convenient explanation for it, though, as it was going to be a bit obvious to his friends. A curse, perhaps, for stealing the gem in the first place. That sounded right. Considering what the demon could have done, it seemed a small price to pay. Perhaps in the town just ahead he could fulfill his end of the bargain and get rid of the damned stone. He certainly wanted no more of it or Squatty Bigmouth, either. He had had enough adventure to last a while, he told himself. Perhaps it was time to take a little time off and see some of those old friends again.


Terindell, he thought longingly. I shall visit the great old wizard at Terindell. He suddenly very much longed to see the place, although he hadn’t given it a thought in over five years. He did not, however, wonder why.




CHAPTER 2


THE TROUBLE WITH GODHOOD




Barbarians may make effective monarchs, but will be unable to reconcile their civilized duties with their inner natures.


—Rules, VI, 257(a)





THE TWO WOMEN COULDN’T HAVE BEEN MORE DIFFERENT in appearance. One was small, dark, and incredibly voluptuous, almost in a state of undress, more of her body covered by her long brown hair than her clothing; the other was tall, chunky, with short hair and a stern face, dressed in leather jerkin, trousers, and slick black boots. The contrast was only accentuated by the fact that the one in leather had a toad on her head.


“Oh, Djonne!” the looker wailed. “Things just haven’t been the same in Raven’s Lair since little Alee fell into the giant dough mixer while competing in the Grand Husa-quahrian Bake-Off!”


“I know, dear,” the tall one in leather consoled. “Just think of my poor Hanar here, turned into a toad just because he left out one little teensy clause in his contract with the demon!”


“Hmph! You think you have problems? I mean, if Alee had just stayed dead instead of returning as a spirit to this house, that might have made it bearable! Now, though—it’s dough, dough, dough, all over the place. You can’t sit or walk without stepping in it; and, if you manage for any length of time, she throws it at you. It’s gooey and sticky and hell to get out of pile carpeting!”


“Not to mention those creepy cannibals stalking the place,” the one with the toad responded.


“Wark!” croaked the toad perched atop her head.


“Oh, don’t you worry, dahling Hanar,” the big woman consoled it. “They’ve only eaten humans so far. You’re safe as long as you remain a toad.”


The small pretty woman sighed. “Yes. They were reformed cannibals who had been strict vegetarians for years, but they liked the taste of poor Alee so much while judging the contest that they can’t rest until they’ve sampled the rest of the family!”


“It was silly to enter the bread after the—ah, accident,” Djonne told her friend. “I mean—it was that which turned them on.”


“But what were we to do? Without the money from the Bake-Off we would have lost the house, the toadstool groves—everything that makes life worth living! And we won, too! If only Master Gwelfin can duplicate the taste, without having to throw people into the mixing batters, we’ll be richer than any in the land!” She paused. “Perhaps it wasn’t Alee after all. Perhaps it was the forty-day-old dried mermaid’s scales. …”


“Oh, enough of this, Moosha!” Djonne cried. “What’s done is done!”


“You know they say I pushed her in! Always coming around, asking questions! They say that’s why Alee’s come back with her abominable doughballs!”


“I know, I know. It’s true the top rung of the ladder over the vat was sawed almost through, but I know you weren’t the one.”


The pretty Moosha stopped and stared. “You do? Why?”


“Because during the only time when the rung could have been sawed through, I know you were making it with your brother Mischa. I—saw you.”


“You were peeking into windows again?” Moosha was aghast.


“It’s a hobby. Besides, I know you were only trying to console your brother because of his curse.”


That sobered Moosha. “Yes, yes! That was it! How horrible to have to go through life with a curse like that. You see, someone started to play music outside, and the only way to save him was to involve him so much that he could not hear it.”


“Compulsive tap dancing is a horrible thing,” Djonne agreed.


“Particularly when there were taps in the room but no shoes!” Moosha responded. “Think of the pain! Besides—it was safe. I knew even then that I was pregnant!”


“What! But—who? You’re so chaste that the two-headed dragon went after you a few months ago!” Djonne paused. “Oh, my! It’s not …”


“Yes—he caught me. We’ve been having an affair ever since. Little did I guess that I had enough fairy blood in me to make something else happen!” She sighed. “Bowser has been so jealous.”


“Your dog?”


“No, silly—my horse.”


“Will it be a dragon or a human?”


“Who can say? Oh, Djonne! I’m so alone and afraid! Haunted, stalked by cannibals, pregnant by a dragon! To whom can I turn?”


Djonne got up, came over, and hugged her. “Moosha, I made a sacred oath when Hanar got turned into a toad that I would love no other man and I have kept that oath. But you I love, my darling Moosha, and I always have loved you.”


They embraced and kissed. At that moment there was the sound of smashing glass. The couple broke and stared into the darkness in panic.


“It’s them! The cannibals! They’ve found me at last! Oh, what will we do?” Moosha cried.


“There’s no way out!” the other told her. “We must make our stand here for better or worse!”


“Oh, Djonne!”


“Oh, Moosha!”


“Wark!” said the toad.


All went dark. There was sudden, stunned silence.


And then the audience rose to its feet and clapped and cheered so loudly and so long that it seemed like the very theater would collapse.


High in the royal box, two giant figures, looking like massive statues, sat and watched impassively. Both were easily ten feet tall and as white as the purest marble, with matching white hair and white robes. Now and then, though, the curious onlooker could see one or another of the pair stir and know that indeed these were great statues come to life. One was a woman of tremendous proportions and radiant, idealized beauty; the other was a man with the face of a stern yet achingly handsome man and the body of all men’s dreams.


They stood suddenly. As the cast came out for their final bows and stared at the great figures in awe, the entire theater fell silent. Then the goddess gave a smile of favor and a nod to the company, and the audience gave an audible sigh of pleasure and relief. As the two gods turned and left the box, the roaring cheers started again.


“You did quite well, my love,” the Goddess Eve said to her companion. “I could tell what torture you were going through.”


“I never liked this god business much anyway. You know that,” the God Adam responded sourly. “But when it makes me sit through that maudlin soap opera …”


“Come, come!” she consoled. “This is only every two years!”


“Well, that’s part of it. I mean, they left a hundred more threads dangling this time than they did before. It never ends. And we have two years until the next chapter, while they play the cities and the boondocks!”


“Oh, come! Come! It gives the peasants something to talk about during the interim. As for us—well, it is one of the obligations we have in exchange for running things.”


“Huh! I don’t see old Ruddygore showing up at these premieres, and he’s now Chairman of the Council of Thirteen.”


“He probably writes them. I have heard it said that he has an entire group over on Earth doing nothing but tape-recording daytime serials for him. Still, it’s over now. We can become ourselves once more and not have any further ceremonial appearances until the temple rites on Mid-Day.”


“Yeah. Three whole days. Not long enough to go anywhere or do anything, except get cooped up in that ivory tower of a castle.”


They reached and entered a small dressing room that was strictly out of bounds to anyone, even theater staff, on nights like this. There the Goddess used a now familiar spell to change them both back into their human selves once more.


They were still both quite attractive and quite large. Joe de Oro was six feet six and two hundred and seventy pounds of pure muscle. Tiana was just a half inch shorter than he and proportioned accordingly. Both were actually classified as barbarians under the complex Rules that governed this strange world. In human form they tended to dress minimally in rough-cut furs and preferred going barefoot. Although they still bore a striking, if less perfect, resemblance to the God and Goddess whose nude statues were everywhere, no one ever made the association when they walked the streets as ordinary folk. The resemblance was occasionally noted, but only that. Part of the reason was a spell, of course, that prevented anyone from making the logic leap, a spell put on by the whole of the Thirteen and thus literally unseeable and unbreakable, despite the powerful wizards who roamed the land, but another part was the fact that they were imposing but, quite certainly, humans; with black hair, brown eyes, and bronze, weathered complexions, they hadn’t the supernatural aura of gods.


Nor, of course, were they gods, although the majority of the people of the nations of Husaquahr thought they were. The evil Kaladon had kidnapped and bewitched Tiana and made her into the Goddess in a plot to take control of the whole of Husaquahr. Joe and others, including, ironically, his sworn enemy the Dark Baron, had disposed of Kaladon, but the old wizard had been clever enough to spread the power about among some of the others of the Thirteen who lived in Husaquahr. They found the legitimacy that their roles as anointed high priests and priestesses of the new cult gave them quite satisfying. Neither Tiana nor Joe liked the deal, but they were not really offered another one. Even a good wizard like Ruddygore had found this new religion a culturally unifying force and supported its continuance. To be sure, it made the emergence of another Dark Baron quite unlikely.


“I’m just plain bored, that’s all,” Joe grumped. “I mean, I was always on the move, always going someplace else. I wasn’t forced into trucking—I chose it for its freedom, such as it was. Over here, they held out the idea that, once I did a few things for them, I’d be free to roam and see this crazy place. Instead, what do I find? I’m a damned god who has to wait an hour just so he can ride his horse out without getting stuck in traffic!”


“Do you regret it, then?” she asked him. “It was I who had no choice, not you. You know that you still don’t have to do it. You could walk out now, and we’d find some stand-in to pretend to be you during public ceremonies.”


He grew irritated. “Oh, come on—you know better than that. I knew the price coming in, or at least I thought I did. Sure, I’d like to go roaming around and finding adventure, but not alone. Without you, it just wouldn’t be any fun. It’s just, well—so damned boring! Worst of all, there’s really no end to it. All this luxury and power is okay, I guess, but even gods need a vacation once in a while.”


“We can’t do much right now, I suppose, but let us talk to Ruddygore. He is due in near the end of the week, anyway. Let us take some time off and go down to the island and get away from it all. Discuss it with him there. He always seems to know when something has to be fixed and how to fix it.”


“Yeah, well, maybe. He hasn’t been exactly chummy lately, either. Just ducks in and out every once in a while with a new script to fit something or other he and the Council are doing. I guess that’s the other problem. We’re the only two friends we got. None of the old gang stops by anymore, not even Marge, and it’s been years since we heard from Macore or even Grogha and Houma. No battles, no adventures, no big travels, and no social friends. Who can be comfortable being friends with two folks who are worshipped by a few million people?”


“I know. Something must be done. I will admit that on more than one of these occasions I have had the urge to say something silly or screw up the ceremonies. The cost, however, would be great to us both, and very unpleasant, as you know. Ruddygore chairs the Council, but he could neither contain nor control them if we messed up their little racket.”


He sighed. “Well, I guess the island’s as good as any for a little relaxation, anyway. It’s the full moon on the sixteenth through the eighteenth, you know.”


She nodded. “I know.”


The full moon was quite important to both of them. Joe had long ago become the rarest of transmuters, a pure were, condemned on the nights of the full moon to turn into whatever animal or fairy or other nonvegetative creature was nearest. Nor was he alone in this curse. It was inevitable that sooner or later, if only in the intensity of their lovemaking, Tiana would come to be bitten and also get the curse. She had known this before and had accepted it.


In point of fact, what Joe had originally seen as a terrible affliction now provided both of them with their only diversion. They had the power and authority pretty much to arrange what they wanted to be, and they had been a lot of things—human, animal, and fairy. It also meant that as the fairies feared only iron, they feared only silver, and Tiana, whose magical powers were quite strong, had learned first of all the spell for transmuting silver into some other substance when it was too close to her or to Joe.


She reached over, took his hand, and squeezed it, smiling. It was surprising to both of them, but without magic, at least as far as either knew, after all this time they were still very much in love with each other and very devoted as well. It was strange, really, but they both still felt like honeymooners. Even stranger was how so nearly perfect a love could still leave them both unhappy.


“Perhaps it would be different if we could have children,” she said softly.


“Forget that!” he snapped. “You and I know that must never happen!”


There was, in fact, a curse that went down through her family, a curse levied perhaps a thousand years before on the females of her line. It was said that one of her distant ancestors was a great and powerful sorceress. The details were unknown beyond that point, except that this sorceress in some manner either made a bargain or attained a powerful curse that she would never die. Instead, she would die at childbirth with her firstborn girl, and her soul would then enter the body of the newborn, and so the cycle would continue forever. It was, of course, roughly even odds, boy or girl baby, but that was a pretty severe step to take. Joe wasn’t at all certain about the soul business, but he knew that Tiana’s mother had indeed died in childbirth while giving birth to Tiana. She had always thought the curse a local one on her own mother, and while she was convinced she had her mother’s soul inside her, Tiana had not at the time realized just how continuous this was. Now, with the records of Castle Morikay, her ancestral home, at her disposal and more time than she liked to have, she found just how far back the curse went.


Both of them did want children, but there seemed no safe way to get them. Her love was strong enough that she was willing to take the risk for him, but his love was strong enough that he would in no way allow it, no matter what his desires.


There were, of course, magical ways of determining the sex of a child; but when dealing with a curse as ancient and as powerful as this, such spells could not be depended upon.


“I think it’s clear enough to leave now,” he told her. She got up and put on her fur cape, and the two of them quickly left the room and walked down toward the stable area. It had mostly cleared out by the time they got there, and there was no trouble finding their horses.


He still felt a lot of tension and frustration within him and had no desire to go quickly back to the castle that dominated the city. “I feel like getting rip-roaring drunk and maybe taking apart a bar,” he growled.


She laughed. “Count me in! Lead on!” They galloped off down the street to find a likely victim.


The riches of Castle Terindell were legend, but few tried to gain them, for Terindell was the home of Ruddygore, his current name of his more than three thousand identifiable ones, and Ruddygore was the Chairman of the Council of Thirteen, the strongest of the strongest among wizards. The great vaults below were made of solid iron, enough to kill any of the fairy folk, save the dwarves, with nothing else added. For humans and dwarves, who had no such weakness, there were other traps, both mechanical and sorcerous. None who had ever tried for those vaults had ever been seen or heard from again.


Still, more had tried since the war than had ever tried before, and some of them were the very best. Ruddygore believed that it was the peace and quiet in the land that caused the increase. He well understood that, to a master burglar, the challenge was irresistible. There were things in those vaults, however, that no human or fairy should ever have, things even he wished he did not have to have, and the penalty had to be severe and permanent for that reason alone. He almost never went down there himself, except to check that none had indeed been successful and to reinforce the spells and traps.


The thief’s name was Jurgash, and he considered himself, as did all good thieves, the finest at his craft in the world. Also like all great thieves, he was very rich and also knowledgeable in the magical arts. Unlike most, he was also a powerful practitioner of those arts, although he used that power, other than for gratification and amusement, only to combat such power in his objectives.


Like almost all the great thieves, too, he was a small, wiry, slightly built man, in the peak of physical condition. He had entered Terindell through the front gate, in the guise of a man who had been set upon and robbed on the road and who needed help. He was a convincing liar, so much so that he often believed his own lies while he was telling them.


Ruddygore, as he well knew, was not at home, nor was his adept and very dangerous companion, Poquah the Imir. This had left mostly the staff, which were a few humans, some elves, and various and sundry other creatures—even one ogre, Gorodo, the trainer of the wizard’s small but powerful private army. Jurgash dealt mostly with the elves though, as he expected, and they had believed every word of his story, fed him a fine meal, and put him up for the night in a luxurious guest suite. In fact, he had the virtual run of the place for the night, which was even better than he had hoped, although it showed just how dangerous the vaults might be. If the old and powerful wizard could in fact leave his castle in such gullible hands, then all that was truly worthwhile was so well guarded he believed none could get to it.


The door down to those vaults looked deceivingly simple, with a huge basic key lock that any amateur could pick. Of course, that was how it should be. The first traps would not be on the outside of such an entry, but just inside. The only advantage he had as a thief was the knowledge that Ruddygore himself had to go down there once in a while, so there was a way around every trick and trap, every spell and danger, if he could spot them all in the proper order and solve their riddles.


An experienced hand with a probe revealed the first one right away. The big wooden door, in fact, was not locked at all, and any attempt to fiddle with the lock mechanism meant instant activation of alarms. Examining the door carefully, he saw that it was, in fact, not a normal door at all. The hinges, for example, were false. The door, in point of fact, appeared hinged in some way from the bottom. Try and pick that lock and the entire door, built of heavy wood and probably reinforced with iron or lead, would suddenly and quickly fall outward, crushing the would-be thief like a rat in a trap.


He had his kit with him; from it he took a small handle that was actually a magnet. He placed the handle as far up on the door as he could and then, holding his breath, he pulled gently. The door, which was clearly iron-cored, gave, coming forward as he pulled. He stopped as soon as he dared and examined the small, dark area he had revealed. As he had suspected, there were two alarms, one mechanical and one magical. The mechanical one, nothing more than a pull-string, proved easy to bypass, but the spell was enormously complex and took some time to understand and build onto enough to bypass its trigger.


Removing his door block, he continued to pull down until he was satisfied that there were no more traps, at least on the door. No alarms that he could sense were sounding, and he felt reasonably satisfied that he was safe. He carefully stepped inside, then used his handle once more to pull the door back up to its closed position. He was now totally in the dark, and knew he would have to risk some light. He brought forth a small torch and lighted it with his flint, not wishing to try any spells in this place until he could see just what he was dealing with.


The torch flickered and then burst into life, and the thief gasped. In front of him was a great hole, a bottomless pit of blackness. The floor did continue, but it was a good twenty feet to the other side, and no ladder, rope, or other way to bridge the chasm was evident. He shifted his sight to the magical bands and saw a criss-crossing network of complex red and blue strands across the whole of the chasm. He realized quite suddenly that the spell was so complexly woven that it would take hours to unravel enough even to guess its nature. He ignored that as impractical; instead, he looked for loose ends and found none. The spell was a complete one, then, not an interactive type wherein he or another intruder would provide the additional mathematics to enact its horrors.


He wondered, in fact, about that chasm. Nothing in his research indicated that Ruddygore ever brought with him a great bridge or ladder, and he could hardly see the huge fat man going hand over hand on a rope. Clearly one could cross this without apparatus, but to do so would have required at least one loose end in that spell to which a small solidifying spell could be tied, sufficient to allow someone simply to walk across on thin air. This was a spell of concealment or revealment, then, not a true trap in and of itself. That meant that either it hid something that was actually there or showed something that was not there.


Could the chasm be false? He gingerly tested, and found his foot going down off the edge without finding any support. No, at least some sort of depression was there. But if the chasm was real, how did Ruddygore cross it? By added spell? If so, what was the purpose of this one? He doubted the added spell anyway; it was somewhat complicated, and he had many timings from his spies and paid informants. Ruddygore went in and rarely spent more than fifteen minutes inside; the longest time known was just over half an hour, which included the time going to and coming back from the vaults. He did not cast and uncast spells in that period of time.


Could the spell, then, conceal a bridge? One could not simply cast for it—that would break that fine spell there and send up an alarm, at the very least, and perhaps something fatal. A bridge, then—but perhaps a bridge that did not start at the edge and was barely wide enough for one of Ruddygore’s bulk? Anyone testing the edge would find space, but if he knew where the bridge was, he could just blithely step across it.


But where would such a bridge be? On one side or the other, certainly, and not anywhere in the middle. Ruddygore would not risk a misstep, nor make it so complex that he couldn’t get anywhere here in a hurry. But which side? If Jurgash were the wily wizard, he’d have that bridge on one side and a very ugly surprise on the other. There was no way to test it without possibly triggering an alarm, so the only solution here had to do with psychology. Ruddygore was right-handed; right-handed people tended to move to the right, which would place the bridge on the right-hand side. However, the wizard would know that this was an elementary trick.


Taking a deep breath, Jurgash the thief picked up his bag, sighted the left, ran to the edge and jumped off into what seemed to be open space.


He came down hard on a stone surface and fell forward, skinning his hand and knee. His kit flew forward out of his hands, but hit some sort of stop and halted. He felt the thrill of confidence, although it still looked to him as if he now sat on thin air. He reached over and retrieved his kit, then got carefully to his feet, feeling a surge of exhilaration and confidence. Not easy, no, but this was a challenge worthy of him for certain!


He did not, of course, fall for the gap further on in the bridge; it was almost inevitable, and only an amateur or a fool would be so thrilled at solving the bridge that they would not expect it.


At the other end, things changed once more. A tunnel made a sharp turn and then led to a deep descending stairway. The steps were of stone, but obviously could not be trusted and had to be examined one by one. Several proved to be booby-trapped, but the trap he appreciated the most was the invisible wall that moved down when one skipped over an obviously booby-trapped step, setting him up for a very close shave. He barely missed it, and redoubled his caution.


So far, most of the traps were mechanical. Fine, effective puzzles, but far below Ruddygore’s skill as a wizard. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, though, he turned back around and saw that the whole series of forty stone steps were now ablaze with ribbons of red, yellow, and blue magic, tied in complex patterns. He immediately guessed the purpose—the same traps were there, but now all of them were reassigned, perhaps even reversed. Going up would be a totally new challenge. Still, it told him something more, something which sobered him a great deal. He had passed the point of no return, the place at which the amateur would either be discouraged or easily fooled. Anyone getting this far would be a pro of the highest order. When a defender started blocking exits it meant that the thief must now win or die. He already now knew too much of the defensive system to be allowed to live.


He, however, had no intention of going back out. Everyone knew that Ruddygore had in his vaults the magic lamp that granted wishes; it had been stolen once by the Dark Baron and then back from him, and had been used in plain sight. It would wish him out of here safely with whatever loot he wanted.


The tunnel had no more evident traps for about ten feet, although it still angled down, but then it emptied into a small chamber that was lined with mirrors. There seemed no way out—there were three reflections of him in front, two more on each side. The floor was still solid stone, with no signs of magic, and the ceiling was also featureless stone and a good fifteen feet up. Clearly, then, one of the mirrors was itself an illusion of a mirror, or was in some way hinged and trapped.


He stood there, in the center of the room, contemplating the new puzzle, when suddenly a ghostly, reverberant voice spoke to him. It was Ruddygore.


“You are to be congratulated, thief, for getting this far,” the voice said. “Now you stand, however, in the primary trap, the one that cannot be passed by any other than myself. For the record, you are now twenty-six feet from the vault doors, and there are seven doors there, six of which, when opened, contain horrors more terrible than you can ever imagine, and only one of which contains what you seek. Don’t worry. This is the end for you.”


He knew that the voice was part of an activation spell now, and that in fact Ruddygore had no knowledge that he was here. It was a generic taunt, meant to discourage and unnerve.


“If you wish to halt things now, I give you ten seconds to turn and walk back through the tunnel to the base of the stairs. There you will find a recording of the one spell that will allow you to pass easily upward and back out into the castle. It will also, of course, turn you into an ogre and make you my absolute slave forever afterward, but that’s the price you pay for staying alive. Fail to take this and you will die, and your soul will be consumed by these mirrors and used to feed their powers.”


He looked frantically around. Ten seconds! He would not be panicked, but he knew enough not to take the threat lightly. He had triggered a spell for sure, and it was certain not to be a bluff. But how had the spell been triggered? With a sinking feeling, he thought he knew. The mirrors. The spell was triggered if they reflected any form but Ruddygore’s!


He stared in horror at the mirrors, then watched as his own reflections seemed to take on a life of their own, then step out of the mirrors and come toward him, daggers drawn.


They were upon him before he could even take the offer to be an ogre.




CHAPTER 3


OLD FRIENDS AND OLD ENEMIES




Neither friendships nor relations shall be anything but subordinate to one’s true nature as established by these Rules.


—Rules, III, 27(c)





THE FACT THAT THROCKMORTON P. RUDDYGORE LOVED to travel by ship was well known, so his arrival at the island castle retreat in a sleek racing yacht was not unusual. The fact that the lake in which the castle sat had only one outlet, the Khafdis River, which was not navigable made it a bit more unusual. Ruddygore’s ships did not travel in conventional places or along conventional paths.


Lake Ktahr was broad and enormous, although quite shallow in places. From no point on Wolf Island, even the highest tower of its castle, could any land be seen beyond the waters, which made it ideal for Joe and Tiana. Beyond its cliffside castle and outbuildings, the island was still wild, although no wolves were known to be there. The island had received its name ages before because of a peculiar, wolflike prominence jutting out from the high cliffs. The vegetation was lush, the climate generally warm, and there were a few small white sand beaches accessible by steep trails from the high island floor.


Once, not long ago, this place of secluded beauty had been the center of Husaquahr’s evil and the site of an epic battle between Ruddygore and its previous owner, the Dark Baron, Esmilio Boquillas. The castle itself had been expropriated by the couple regarded by many as gods and had been redone and staffed with Ruddygore’s loyal servants, or “employees” as he always called them—mostly elves and other fairy folk whom he trusted over humans.


It was a bright, warm, sunny day when Ruddygore arrived, and Joe and Tiana went down to meet him personally at the only anchorage on the island, a mile or so from the castle itself. No matter how many times they saw him, the old sorcerer made an impressive sight.


Ruddygore was not merely tall—almost as tall as they were—but he was big, and with his long white hair and flowing white beard he looked very much like what the real Santa Claus should look like, complete with a rough, reddish complexion. Although he’d been known, in private moments, to dress quite informally, he was now dressed in his normal public attire—striped pants, morning coat, formal shirt with vest, bow tie, and top hat. He seemed not to notice the heat and humidity.


Ruddygore, of course, was not his real name. He had, it seemed, thousands of them, and probably more that were still not traceable to him. He was quite old—thousands of years old at the very least—and his past made up a considerable body of both Husaquahrian history and legend. To know a great sorcerer’s true name was to have some magical power over him, and it had been so long since his own name was uttered by anyone or anything that it was said that even he had forgotten it.


His comical name and appearance belied his tremendous power, which was the strongest known in this world where magic ruled—at least the strongest known human. In addition, he had one other skill, one piece of information no other wizard knew, and one which gave him a decided edge in a world where magic worked and technology was virtually unknown. He alone knew how to cross the Sea of Dreams between his own world and Earth, and he alone was privy to the secrets of technology that Earth had.


He came down the gangplank like some great king, clutching his cane with the golden dragon on its hilt, but he warmly shook Joe’s hand and hugged and kissed Tiana with evident real affection. “How good you both look!” he said enthusiastically in his great booming voice. “It’s good to be back home and among friends once more. Come—let us go up to the castle. Poquah will see to our things.”


Poquah was the thin adept of Ruddygore’s, an Imir, or warrior elf, by birth and training. His race had but one innate power, but it served them well. No one, not even their closest friends, even noticed their existence unless they wanted to be noticed. It was often spooky or even irritating to have him seemingly pop up from nowhere and vanish just as quickly, but it was very handy for a warrior. Like humans, though, any powers of wizardry had to be learned by hard study and apprenticeship, and he was the first known of his race to have both the talent and the desire.


Ruddygore’s great bulk looked unmanageable, but the old man was really quite spry. He mounted the horse they’d brought for him with a single easy motion and managed to look both comfortable and, considering his garb, ridiculous at one and the same time. The couple mounted their own horses, and they started off up the winding, switchbacked trail to the top and then to the castle.


“I can tell that something is amiss with you,” Ruddygore noted as they rode. “Excuse my prying, but are you two having—difficulties?”


“Not in that way,” Joe responded. “Frankly, we’re just bored to death and sick and tired of all this.”


“With your support, we are the richest and most powerful in all this world,” Tiana added, “yet we are no more free than the lowest serf in the fields.”


“Well, everyone’s trapped in one way or another,” Ruddygore replied. “No one is ever really free to do whatever he or she wishes, I fear. Still, if one has to be trapped, it’s far better to be trapped at the top of the heap than at the bottom. Believe me, any of the peasants putting in eighty-hour weeks and going home to a mud-and-straw hut would trade places with you in a minute. It is, however, both ironic and unfortunate that the higher one climbs, the less freedom and more responsibility one finds. In that sense I am no more free than either of you.”
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