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The Incompetent Magician




Throughout the length and breadth of the world of the Twin
Suns, from the Great Salt Desert in the south to the Ice Mountains of the
north, no one seeks out a mercenary-magician unless he wants something; and it’s
usually trouble. It’s never the same thing twice, but whatever it is, it’s
always trouble.



Lythande the Magician looked out from under the hood of the
dark, flowing mage-robe; and under the hood, the blue star that proclaimed
Lythande to be Pilgrim Adept began to sparkle and give off blue flashes of fire
as the magician studied the fat, wheezing little stranger, wondering what kind
of trouble this client would be.



Like Lythande, the little stranger wore the cloak of a
magician, the fashion of mage-robe worn in the cities at the edge of the Salt
Desert. He seemed a little daunted as he looked up at the tall Lythande, and at
the glowing blue star. Lythande, cross-belted with twin daggers, looked like a
warrior, not a mage.



The fat man wheezed and fidgeted, and finally stammered “H-h-high
and noble sor-sor-sorcerer, th-this is embaras—ass-assing—”



Lythande gave him no help, but looked down, with courteous
attention, at the bald spot on the fussy little fellow’s head. The stranger
stammered on, “I must co-co-confess to you that one of my ri-ri-rivals has
st-st-stolen my m-m-magic wa-wa-wa—” He exploded into a perfect storm of
stammering, then abandoned “wand” and blurted out, “My p-p-powers are not
suf-suf-su—not strong enough to get it ba-ba-back. What would you require as a
f-f-fee, O great and noble ma-ma-ma—” he swallowed and managed to get out “sorcerer?”



Beneath the blue star Lythande’s arched and colorless brows
went up in amusement.



“Indeed? How did that come to pass? Had you not spelled the
wand with such sorcery that none but you could touch it?”



The little man stared, fidgeting, at the belt-buckle of his
mage-robe. “I t-t-t-told you this was embarrass-as-as— hard to say, O great and
noble ma-ma-magician. I had imbi-bi-bi—”



“In short,” Lythande said, cutting him off, “you were drunk.
And somehow your spell must have failed. Well, do you know who has taken it,
and why?”



“Roy—Roygan the Proud,” said the little man, adding, “He
wanted to be revenged upon m-m-me because he found me in be-be-be—”



“In bed with his wife?” Lythande asked, with perfect
gravity, though one better acquainted with the Pilgrim Adept might have
detected a faint glimmer of amusement at the corners of the narrow ascetic
mouth. The fat little magician nodded miserably and stared at his shoes.



Lythande said at last, in that mellow, neutral voice which
had won the mercenary-magician the name of minstrel even before the reputation
for successful sorcery had grown, “This bears out the proverb I have always
held true, that those who follow the profession of sorcery should have neither
wife nor lover. Tell me, O mighty mage and most gallant of bedroom athletes,
what do they call you?”



The little man drew himself up to his full height—he reached
almost to Lythande’s shoulder—and declared, “I am known far and wide in Gandrin
as Rastafyre the Incom-comp-comp—”



“Incompetent?” suggested Lythande gravely.



He set his mouth with a hurt look and said with sonorous
dignity, “Rastafyre the Incomparable.”



“It would be amusing to know how you came by that name,”
Lythande said, and the eyes under the mage-hood twinkled, “but the telling of
funny stories, although a diverting pastime while we await the final battle
between Law and Chaos, puts no beans on the table. So you have lost your magic
wand to the rival sorcery of Roygan the Proud, and you wish my services to get
it back from him—have I understood you correctly?”



Rastafyre nodded, and Lythande asked, “What fee had you
thought to offer me in return for the assistance of my sorcery, O Rastafyre the
incom—” Lythande hesitated a moment and finished smoothly “incomparable.”



“This jewel,” Rastafyre said, drawing forth a great
sparkling ruby which flashed blood tones in the narrow darkness of the hallway.



Lythande gestured him to put it away. “If you wave such
things about here, you may attract predators before whom Roygan the Proud is
but a kitten-cub. I wear no jewels but this,” Lythande gestured briefly at the
blue star that shone with pallid light from the midst of the high forehead, “nor
have I lover nor wife nor sweetheart upon whom I might bestow it; I preach only
what I myself practice. Keep your jewels for those who prize them.” Lythande
made a snatching gesture in the air and between the long, narrow fingers, three
rubies appeared, each one superior in color and luster to the one in Rastafyre’s
hand. “As you see, I need them not.”



“I but offered the customary fee lest you think me
niggardly,” said Rastafyre, blinking with surprise and faint covetousness at
the rubies in Lythande’s hand, which blinked for a moment and disappeared. “As
it may happen, I have that which may tempt you further.”



The fussy little magician turned and snapped his fingers in
the air. He intoned “Ca-Ca-Carrier!”



Out of thin air a great dark shape made itself seen, a dull
lumpy outline; it fell and flopped ungracefully at his feet, resolving itself,
with a bump, into a brown velveteen bag, embroidered with magical symbols in
crimson and gold.



“Gently! Gently, Ca-Ca-Carrier,” Rastafyre scolded, “or you
will break my treasures within, and Lythande will have the right to call me
Incom-comp-competent.”



“Carrier is more competent than you, O Rastafyre; why scold
your faithful creature?”



“Not Carrier, but Ca-Ca-Carrier,” Rastafyre said, “for I
knew myself likely to st-st-stam—that I did not talk very well, and I
la-la-labeled it by the cogno-cogno—by the name which I knew I would fi-find
myself calling it.”



This time Lythande chuckled aloud. “Well done, O mighty and
incomparable magician!”



But the laughter died as Rastafyre drew forth from the dark
recesses of Ca-Ca-Carrier a thing of rare beauty.



It was a lute, formed of dark precious woods, set about with
turquoise and mother-of-pearl, the strings shining with silver; and upon the
body of the lute, in precious gemstones, was set a pallid blue star, like to
the one which glowed between Lythande’s brows.



“By the bloodshot eyes of Keth-Ketha!”



Lythande was suddenly looming over the little magician, and
the blue star began to sparkle and flame with fury; but the voice was calm and
neutral as ever.



“Where got you that, Rastafyre? That lute I know; I myself
fashioned it for one I once loved, and now she plays a spirit lute in the
Courts of Light. And the possessions of a Pilgrim Adept do not pass into the
hands of others as readily as the wand of Rastafyre the Incompetent!”



Rastafyre cast down his tubby face, and muttered, unable to
face the blue glare of the angry Lythande, that it was a secret of the trade.



“Which means, I suppose, that you stole it, fair and square,
from some other thief,” Lythande remarked, and the glare of anger vanished as
quickly as it had come. “Well, so be it; you offer me this lute in return for
the recovery of your wand?” The tall mage reached for the lute, but Rastafyre
saw the hunger in the Pilgrim Adept’s eyes and thrust it behind him.



“First the service for which I sought you out,” he reminded
Lythande.



Lythande seemed to grow even taller, looming over Rastafyre
as if to fill the whole room. The magician’s voice, though not loud, seemed to
resonate like a great drum.



“Wretch, incompetent, do you dare to haggle with me over my
own possession? Fool, it is no more yours than mine—less, for these hands
brought the first music from it before you knew how to turn goat’s milk sour on
the dungheap where you were whelped! By what right do you demand a service of
me?”



The bald little man raised his chin and said firmly. “All
the world knows that Lythande is a servant of L-L-Law and not of Chaos, and no
ma-ma-magician bound to the L-Law would demean hi-hi-himself to cheat an honest
ma-ma-man. And what is more, noble Ly-Lythande, this instru—tru-tru—this lute
has been cha-changed since it dwelt in your ha-ha-hands. Behold!”



Rastafyre struck a soft chord on the lute and began to play
a soft, melancholy tune. Lythande scowled and demanded, “What do you—?”



Rastafyre gestured imperatively for silence. As the notes
quivered in the air, there was a little stirring in the dark hallway, and
suddenly, in the heavy air, a woman stood before them.



She was small and slender, with flowing fair hair, clad in
the thinnest gown of spider-silk from the forests of Noidhan. Her eyes were
blue, set deep under dark lashes in a lovely face; but the face was sorrowful
and full of pain. She said in a lovely singing voice “Who thus disturbs the
sleep of the enchanted?”



“Koira!” cried Lythande, and the neutral voice for once was
high, athrob with agony. “Koira, how—what—?”



The fair-haired woman moved her hands in a spell-bound
gesture. She murmured, “I know not—” and then, as if waking from deep sleep,
she rubbed her eyes and cried out, “Ah, I thought I heard a voice that once I
knew—Lythande, is it you? Was it you who enchanted me here, because I turned
from you to the love of another? What would you? I was a woman—”



“Silence,” said Lythande in a stifled voice, and Rastafyre
saw the magician’s mouth move as if in pain.



“As you see,” said Rastafyre, “it is no longer the lute you
knew.”



The woman’s face was fading into air, and Lythande’s taut
voice whispered, “Where did she go? Summon her back for me!”



“She is now the slave of the enchanted lute,” said
Rastafyre, chuckling with what seemed obscene enthusiasm, “I could have had her
for any service—but to ease your fastidious soul, magician, I will confess that
I prefer my women more—” his hands sketched robust curves in the air, “So I
have asked other, only, that now and again she sing to the lute—knew you not
this, Lythande? Was it not you who enchanted the woman thither, as she said?”



Within the hood Lythande’s head moved in a negative shake,
side to side. The face could not be seen, and Rastafyre wondered if he would,
after all, be the first to see the mysterious Lythande weep. None had ever seen
Lythande show the slightest emotion; never had Lythande been known to eat or to
drink wine in company—perhaps, it was believed, the mage could not, though most people guessed that it was simply one of the
strange vows which bound a Pilgrim Adept.



But from within the hood, Lythande said slowly, “And you
offer me this lute, in return for my services in the recovery of your wand?”



“I do, O noble Lythande. For I can see that the enchanted
la-la-lady of the lute is known to you from old, and that you would have her as
slave, concubine—what have you. And it is this, not the mu-mu-music of the lute
alone, that I offer you—when my wa-wa-wand is my own again.”



The blaze of the blue star brightened for a moment, then
dimmed to a passive glow, and Lythande s voice was flat and neutral again.



“Be it so. For this lute I would undertake to recover the
scattered pearls of the necklace of the Fish-goddess should she lose them in
the sea; but are you certain that your wand is in the hands of Roygan the
Proud, O Rastafyre?”



“I ha-ha-have no other en-en-enem—there is no one else who
hates me,” said Rastafyre, and again the restrained mirth gleamed for a moment.



“Fortunate are you, O Incom—” the hesitation, and the faint
smile, “Incomparable. Well, I shall recover your wand—and the lute shall be
mine.”



“The lute—and the woman,” said Rastafyre, “but only
wh-wh-when my wand is again in my own ha-ha-hands.”



“If Roygan has it,” Lythande said, “it should present no
very great difficulties for any competent magician.”



Rastafyre wrapped the lute into the thick protective
covering and fumbled it again into Ca-Ca-Carriers capacious folds. Rastafyre
gestured fussily with another spell.



“In the name of—” He mumbled something, then frowned. “It
will not obey me so well without my wa-wa-wand,” he mumbled. Again his hands
twisted in the simple spell. “G-g-go, confound you, in the name of Indo-do-do
in the name of Indo-do—”



The bag flopped just a little and a corner of it
disappeared, but the rest remained, hovering uneasily to the air.



Lythande managed somehow not to shriek with laughter, but
remarked, “Allow me, O Incomp—O Incomparable,” and made the spell with swift
narrow fingers. “In the name of Indovici the Silent, I command you. Carrier—”



“Ca-Ca-Carrier,” corrected Rastafyre, and Lythande, lips
twitching, repeated the spell.



“In the name of Indovici the Silent, Ca-Ca-Carrier, I
command you, go!”



The bag began slowly to fade, winked in and out for a
moment, rose heavily into the air, and by the time it reached eye level, was
gone.



“Indeed, bargain or no,” Lythande said, “I must recover your
wand, O Incompetent, lest the profession of magician become a jest for small
boys from the Salt Desert to the Cold Hills!”



Rastafyre glared, but thought better of answering; he turned
and fussed away, trailed by a small, lumpy brown shadow where Ca-Ca-Carrier
stubbornly refused to stay either visible or invisible. Lythande watched him out
of sight, then drew from the mage-robe a small pouch, shook out a small
quantity of herbs and thoughtfully rolled them into a narrow tube; snapped
narrow fingers to make a light, and slowly inhaled the fragrant smoke, letting
it trickle out narrow nostrils into the heavy air of the hallway.



Roygan the Proud should present no very great challenge.
Lythande knew Roygan of old; when that thief among magicians had first appeared
in Lythande’s life, Lythande had been young in sorcery and not yet tried in
vigilance, and several precious items had vanished without trace from the house
where Lythande then dwelt. Rastafyre would have been so easy a target that
Lythande marveled that Roygan had not stolen Ca-Ca-Carrier, the hood and
mage-robe Rastafyre wore, and perhaps his back teeth as well; there was an old
saying in Gandrin, if Roygan the Proud,
shakes your hand, count your fingers before he is out of sight.



But Lythande had pursued Roygan through three cities and
across the Great Salt Desert; and when Roygan had been trailed to his lair,
Lythande had recovered wand, rings and magical dagger; and then had affixed one
of the rings to Roygan’s nose with a permanent binding-spell.



Wear this,
Lythande had said, in memory of your
treachery, and that honest folk may know you and avoid you. Now Lythande
wondered idly if Roygan had ever found anyone to take the ring off his nose.



Roygan bears me a
grudge, thought Lythande, and wondered if Rastafyre the Incompetent, lute
and all, were a trap set for Lythande, to surprise the secret of the Pilgrim
Adept’s magic. For the strength of any Adept of the Blue Star lies in a certain
concealed secret which must never be known; and the one who surprises the
secret of a Pilgrim Adept can master all the magic of the Blue Star. And Roygan,
with his grudge....



Roygan was not worth worrying about. But, Lythande thought,
I have enemies among the Pilgrim Adepts themselves. Roygan might well be a tool
of one of these. And so might Rastafyre.



No, Roygan had not the strength for that; he was a thief,
not a true magician or an adept. As for Rastafyre—soundlessly, Lythande
laughed. If anyone sought to use that incompetent, the very incompetence of the
fat, fussy little magician would recoil upon the accomplice. I wish no worse for my enemies than
Rastafyre for their friend.



And when I have succeeded—it never occurred to Lythande to
say if—I shall have Koira; and the lute. She would not love me; but now,
whether or no, she shall be mine, to sing for me whenever I will.



If it should become known to Lythande’s enemies—and the
magician knew that there were many of them, even here in Gandrin—that Roygan
had somehow incurred the wrath of a Pilgrim Adept, they would be quick to sell
the story to any other Pilgrim Adept they could find. Lythande, too, knew how
to use that tactic; the knowledge of another Pilgrim Adept’s Secret was the
greatest protection known under the Two Suns.



Speaking of Suns—Lythande cast a glance into the sky—it was
near to First-sunset; Keth, red and somber, glowed on the horizon, with Reth
like a bloody burning eye, an hour or two behind. Curse it, it was one of those
nights where there would be long darkness. Lythande frowned, considering; but
the darkness, too, could serve.



First Lythande must determine where in Old Gandrin, what corner
or alley of that city of rogues and impostors, Roygan might be hiding.



Was there any Adept of the Blue Star who knew of the quarrel
with Roygan? Lythande thought not. They had been alone when the deed was done;
and Roygan would hardly boast of it; no doubt, that wretch had declared the
ring in his nose to be a new fashion in jewelry! Therefore, by the Great Law of
Magic, the law of Resonance, Lythande still possessed a tie to Roygan; the ring
which once had been Lythande’s own, if it was still on Roygan’s nose, would
lead to Roygan just as inescapably as a homing pigeon flies to its own croft.



There was no time to lose; Lythande would rather not brave
the hiding place of Roygan the thief in full darkness, and already red Keth had
slipped below the edge of the world. Two measures, perhaps, on a time-candle;
no more time than that, or darkness would help to hide Roygan beneath its
cloak, in the somber moonless streets of Old Gandrin.



The Pilgrim Adept needs no wand to make magic. Lythande
raised one narrow, fine hand, drew it down to a curious, covering movement.
Darkness flowed down from the slender fingers behind that movement, covering
the magician with its veil; but inside the spelled circle, Lythande sat
cross-legged on the stones, flooded with a neutral shadowless light.



Holding one hand toward the circle, Lythande whispered, “Ring
of Lythande, ring which once caressed my finger, be joined to your sister.”



Slowly the ring remaining on Lythande’s finger began to
gleam with an inner radiance. Beside it in the curious light, a second ring
appeared, hanging formless and weightless in midair. And around this second
ghost-ring, a pallid face took outline, first the beaky and aquiline nose, then
the mouthful of broken teeth which had been tipped like fangs with shining
metal, then the close-set dark-lashed eyes of Roygan the Proud.



He was not here within the spelled light-circle, Lythande
knew that. Rather, the circle, like a mirror, reflected Roygan’s face, and at a
commanding gesture, the focus of the vision moved out, to encompass a room
piled high with treasure, where Roygan had come to hide the fruits of his
theft. Magpie Roygan! He did not use his treasure to enrich himself—like
Lythande, he could have manufactured jewels at will—but to gain power over other
magicians! And so, the links retaining their hold on their owners, Roygan was
vulnerable to Lythande’s magic as well.



If Rastafyre had been even a halfway competent magician—even
the thought of that tubby little bungler curved Lythande’s thin lips in a
mocking smile—Rastafyre would have known of that bond, and tracked Roygan the
Proud himself. For the wand of a magician is a curious thing; in a very real
sense it is the magician, for he must
put into it one of his very real powers and senses. As the Blue Star, in a way,
was Lythande’s emotion—for it glowed with blue flame when Lythande was angry or
excited—so a wand, to those magicians who must use them, often reflects the
most cherished power of a male magician. Again Lythande smiled mockingly; no
bedroom athletics, no seduction of magicians’ wives or daughters, till
Rastafyre’s wand was in his hand again!



Perhaps I should become a public benefactor, and never
restore what Rastafyre considers so important, that the women of my fellow
mages may be safe from his wiles! Yet Lythande knew, even as the image
lingered, and the amusement, that Rastafyre must have back his wand and with it
his power to do good or evil.



For Law strives ever against Chaos, and every human soul
must be free to take the part of one or another; this was the basic law that
the Gods of Gandrin had established, and that all Gods everywhere stood as
representative; that life itself, on the world of the Twin Suns as everywhere
till the last star of Eternity is burnt out, is forever embodying that one
Great Strife. And Lythande was sworn, through the Blue Star, servant to the
Law. To deprive Rastafyre of one jot of his power to choose good or evil was to
set that basic truth at naught, setting Lythande’s oath to Law in the place of
Rastafyre’s own choices, and that in itself was to let in Chaos.



And the karma of Lythande should stand forever responsible
for the choice of Rastafyre. Guardians of the Blue Star, stand witness I want
no such power, I carry enough karma of my own! I have set enough causes in
motion and must see all their effects... abiding even to the Last Battle!



The image of Roygan, ring in nose, still hung in the air,
and around it the pattern of Roygan’s treasure room. But try as Lythande would,
the Pilgrim Adept could not focus the image sufficiently to see if the wand of
Rastafyre was among his treasure. So Lythande, with a commanding gesture,
expanded the circle of vision still further, to include a street outside
whatever cellar or storeroom held Roygan and his treasures. The circle expanded
farther and farther, till at last the magician saw a known landmark: the
Fountain of Mermaids, in the Street of the Seven Sailmakers. From there,
apparently, the treasure room of Roygan the Thief must be situated.



And Rastafyre had risked his wand for an affair with Roygan’s
wife. Truly, Lythande thought, my maxim is well-chosen, that a mage should
have neither sweetheart nor wife... and bitterness flooded Lythande, making
the Blue Star glimmer; Look what I do.
for Koira’s mere image or shadow! But how did Rastafyre know?



For in the days when Koira and Lythande played the lute in
the courts of their faraway home, both were young, and no shadow of the Blue
Star or Lythande’s quest after magic, even into the hidden Place Which Is Not
of the Pilgrim Adepts, had cast its shadow between them. And Lythande had borne
another name.



Yet Koira, or her
shade, knew me, and called me by the name Lythande bears now. Why called she
not... and then, by an enormous effort, almost physical, which brought
sweat bursting from the brow beneath the Blue Star, Lythande cut off that
memory; with the trained discipline of an Adept, even the memory of the old
name vanished.



I am Lythande. The one
I was before I bore that name is dead, or wanders in the limbo of the
forgotten. With another gesture, Lythande dissolved the spelled circle of
light and stood again in the streets of Old Gandrin, where Keth, too, had begun
dangerously to approach the horizon.



Lythande set off toward the Street of the Seven Sailmakers.
Keeping ever to the shadows which hid the dark mage-robe, and moving as
noiselessly as a breath of wind or a cat’s ghost, the Pilgrim Adept traversed a
dozen streets, paying little heed to all that inhabited them. Men brawled in
taverns, and on the cobbled street merchants sold everything from knives to
women; children, grubby and half-naked, played their own obscure games,
vaulting over barrels and carts, screaming with all the joys and tantrums of
innocence. Lythande, intent on the magical mission, hardly saw or heard them.



At the Fountain of Mermaids, half a dozen women, draped in
the loose robes which made even an ugly woman mysterious and alluring, drew
water from the bubbling spring, chirping and twittering like birds. Lythande
watched them with a curious, aching sadness. It would have been better to await
their going, for the comings and goings of a Pilgrim Adept are better not
gossiped about; but Reth was perilously near the horizon and Lythande sensed,
in the way a magician will always know a danger, that even a Pilgrim Adept
should not attempt to invade the quarters of Roygan the Proud under cover of
total night.



They dissolved away, clutching with murmurs at their
children, as Lythande appeared noiselessly, as if from thin air, at the edge of
the fountain square. One child clung, giggling, to one of the sculptured
mermaids, and the mother, who seemed to Lythande little more than a child
herself, came and snatched it up, covertly making the sign against the Evil
Eye—but not covertly enough. Lythande stood directly barring her path back to
the other women, and said “Do you believe, woman, that I would curse you or
your child?”



The woman looked at the ground, scuffing her sandaled foot
on the cobbles, but her hands, clutching the child to her breast, were white at
the knuckles with fear, and Lythande sighed. Why did I do that? At the sound of the sigh, the woman looked up, a
quick darting glance like a bird’s, as quickly averted.



“The blinded eye of Keth witness that I mean no harm to you
or your child, and I would bless you if I knew any blessings,” Lythande said at
last, and faded into shadow so that the woman could gather the courage to
scamper away across the street, her child’s grubby head clutched against her
breast. The encounter had left a taste of bitterness in Lythande’s mouth, but
with iron discipline, the magician let it slide away into limbo, to be taken
out and examined, perhaps, when the bitterness had been attenuated by Time.



“Ring, sister of Roygan’s ring, show me where, in the nose
of Roygan the thief, I must seek you!”



One of the shadowed buildings edging the square seemed to
fade somewhat in the dying sunset; through the walls of the building, Lythande
could see rooms, walls, shadows, the moving shadow of a woman unveiled, a saucy
round-bodied little creature with ringlets tumbled over a low brow, and the
mark of a dimple in her chin, and great dark-lashed eyes. So this was the woman
for whom Rastafyre the Incompetent had risked wand and magic and the vengeance
of Roygan?



Do I scorn his choice because that path is barred to me?



Still; madness,
between the choice of love and power, to choose such counterfeit of love as
such a woman could give. For, silently approaching the walls which were all
but transparent to Lythande’s spelled Sight, the Pilgrim Adept could see
beneath the outer surface of artless coquetry, down to the very core of
selfishness and greed within the woman, her grasping at treasures, not for
their beauty, but for the power they gave her. Rastafyre had not seen so deep
within. Was he blinded by lust, then, or was it only farther evidence of the
name Lythande had given him, Incompetent?



With a gesture, Lythande banished the spelled Sight; there
was no need of it now, but there was need of haste, for Keth’s orange rim
actually caressed the western rim of the world. Yet I can be in, and out, unseen, before the light is wholly gone,
Lythande thought, and, gesturing darkness to rise like a more enveloping
mage-robe, stepped through the stone wall. It felt grainy, like walking through
maize-dough, but nothing worse. Nevertheless Lythande hastened, pulling against
the resistance of the stone; there were tales, horror tales told in the outer
courts of the Pilgrim Adepts where this art was taught, of an Adept of the Blue
Star who had lost his courage halfway through the wall, and stuck there, half
of his body still trapped within the stone, shrieking with pain until he
died... Lythande hated to risk this walking through walls, and usually relied
on silence, stealth and spells applied to locks. But there was no time even to
find the locks, far less to sound them out by magic and press by magic upon the
sensitive tumblers of the bolts. When all the magician’s body was within the
shadowy room, Lythande drew a breath of relief; even the smell of mold and
cobwebs was preferable to the grainy feel of the wall, and now, whatever came,
Lythande resolved to go out by the door.



~o0o~



And now, in the heavy darkness of Roygan’s treasure room,
the light of the Blue Star alone would serve; Lythande felt the curious
prickling, half pain, as the Blue Star began to glow... a blue light stole
through the darkness, and by that subtle illumination, the Pilgrim Adept made
out the contours of great chests, carelessly heaped jewels, bolted boxes...
where, in all this hodgepodge of stolen treasure, laid up magpie fashion by
Roygan’s greed, was Rastafyre’s wand to be found? Lythande paused, thoughtful,
by one great heap of jewels, rubies blazing like Keth’s rays at sunrise,
sapphires flung like dazzling reflections of the light of the Blue Star, a
superb diamond necklace, loosely flung like a constellation blazing beneath the
pole-star of a single great gem. Lythande had spoken truly to Rastafyre, jewels
were no temptation, yet for a moment the magician thought almost sadly of the
women whose throats and slender arms and fingers had once been adorned with
these jewels; why should Roygan profit by their great losses, if they felt the
need of these toys and trinkets to enhance their beauty? And Lythande
hesitated, considering. There was a spell which, once spoken, would disperse
all these jewels back to their rightful owners, by the Law of Resonances.



Yet why should Lythande take on the karma of these unknown
women, women Lythande would never see or know? If it had not been their just
fate to lose the jewels to the clever hands of a thief, no doubt Roygan would
have sought in vain for the keys to their treasure chests.



By that same token, why should I interfere with my magic in
the just karma of Rastafyre, who lost his wand because he could not contain his
lust for the wife of Roygan? Would not the loss of wand and virility teach him
a just respect for the discipline of continence? It would not be for long, only
till he could take the trouble to fashion and consecrate another wand of
Power....



But Lythande had given the word of a Pilgrim Adept; for the
honor of the Blue Star, what was promised must be performed. Sworn to the Law,
it was Lythande’s sworn duty to punish a thief, and all the more because Roygan
preyed, not on Lythande whose defenses were sufficient for revenge, but upon
the harmless Rastafyre... and if Roygan’s wife found him not sufficient, then
that was Roygan’s karma too. Shivering somewhat in the darkness of the
storeroom, Lythande whispered the spell that would make the treasure boxes
transparent to the Sight. By the witchlight, Lythande scanned box after box,
seeing nothing which might, by the remotest chance, be the wand of Rastafyre.



And outside the light was fading fast, and in the darkness,
all the things of magic would be loosed....



And as if the thought had summoned it, suddenly it was
there, though Lythande had not seen any door by which it could have entered the
treasure chamber, a great grey shape, leaping high at the mage’s throat.
Lythande whirled, whipping out the dagger on the right, and thrust, hard, at
the bane-wolf’s throat.



It went through the throat as if through air. Not a true
beast, then, but a magical one.... Lythande dropped the right-hand dagger, and
snatched, left-handed, at the other, the dagger intended for fighting the
powers and beasts of magic; but the delay had been nearly fatal; the teeth of
the bane-wolf met, like fiery needles, in Lythande’s right arm, forcing a cry
from the magician’s lips. It went unheard; the magical beast fought in silence,
without a snarl or a sound even of breathing; Lythande thrust with the
left-hand dagger, but could not reach the heart; then the bane-wolf’s uncanny
weight bore Lythande, writhing, to the ground. Again the needle-teeth of the
enchanted creature met like flame in Lythande’s shoulder, then in the knee
thrust up to ward the beast from the throat. Lythande knew; if the fiery teeth
met but once in the throat, it would cut off breath and life. Slowly,
painfully, fighting upward, thrusting again and again, Lythande managed to
wrestle the beast back, at the cost of bite after bite from the cruel
flame-teeth; the bane-wolfs blazing eyes flashed against the light of the Blue
Star, which grew fainter and feebler as Lythande’s struggles weakened.



Have I come this far to die in a dark cellar in the maw of a
wolf, and not even a true wolf, but a thing created by the filthy misuse of
sorcery at the hands of a thief?



The thought maddened the magician, with a fierce effort,
Lythande thrust the magical dagger deeper into the shoulder of the were-beast,
seeking for the heart. With the full thrust of the spell, backed by all
Lythande’s agony, the magician’s very arm thrust through unnatural flesh and
bone, striking inward to the lungs, into the very heart of the creature... the
blazing breath of the wolf smoked and failed; Lythande withdrew arm and dagger,
slimed with the magical blood, as the beast, to eerie silence, writhed and died
on the floor, slowly curling and melting into wisps of smoke, until only a little
heap of ember, like burnt blood, remained on to floor of the treasure room.



Lythande’s breath came loud in the silence as the Pilgrim
Adept wiped the slime from the magical dagger, thrust it back into one sheath,
then sought on the floor for where the right-hand dagger had fallen. There was
slime on the magician’s left hand, too, and the Adept wiped it, viciously, on a
bolt of precious velvet; Roygan’s things to Roygan, then! When the right-hand
dagger was safe again in the other sheath, Lythande turned to the frantic
search again for Rastafyre’s wand. It was not to be thought of, that there
would be much more time. Even if Roygan toyed with the wife who was all his now
Rastafyre’s power was gone, he could not stay with her forever, and if his
magical power had created the bane-wolf, surely the death of the creature,
drawing as it did on Roygan’s own vitality, would alert him to the intrusion
into his treasure room.



Through the lid of one of the boxes, Lythande could see, in
the magical witchlight which responded only to the things of magical Power, a
long narrow shape, wrapped in silks but still glowing with the light that
singled out the things of magic. Surely that must be Rastafyre’s wand, unless
Roygan the Thief had a collection of such things—and the kind of incompetence
which had allowed Roygan to get the wand was uncommon among magicians... praise
to Keth’s all-seeing eye!



Lythande fumbled with the lock. Now that the excitement of
the fight with the bane-wolf had subsided, shoulder and arm were aching like
half-healed burns where the enchanted teeth had met in Lythande’s flesh. Worse
than burns, perhaps, Lythande thought, for they might not yield to ordinary
burn remedies! The magician wanted to tear off the tattered tunic where the
bane-wolf had torn, but there were reasons not to do this within an enemy’s
stronghold! Lythande drew the mage-robe’s folds closer, bitten hands wrenching
at the bolts. The Pilgrim Adept was very strong; unlike those magicians who
relied always on magic and avoided exertion, Lythande had traveled afoot and
alone over all the highroads and by-roads lighted by the Twin Suns, and the
wiry arms, the elegant-looking hands, had the strength of the daggers they
wielded. After a moment the first hinge of the chest yielded, with a sound as
loud, in the darkening cellar, as the explosion of fireworks; Lythande flinched
at the sound... surely even Roygan must hear that in his wife’s very chamber!
Now for the other hinge. The bitten hands were growing more painful by the
moment; Lythande took the right-hand dagger, the one intended for objects which
were natural and not magic, and tried to wedge it under the hinge, prying to
grim silence without success. Was the damned thing spelled shut? No; for then
Lythande’s hands alone could not have budged the first bolt. Blood was dripping
from the blistered hand before the second lock gave way, and Lythande reached
into the chest, and recoiled as if from the very teeth of the bane-wolf.
Howling with rage and pain and frustration, Lythande swept into the chest with
the left-hand dagger; there was a small ghastly shrilling and something ugly,
horrible and only half visible, writhed and died. But now Lythande held the
wand of Rastafyre, triumphant.



Wincing at the pain, Lythande stripped the concealing cloths
from the wand. A grimace of distaste came over the magician’s narrow face as
the phallic carvings and shape of the wand were revealed, but after all, this
had been fairly obvious—that Rastafyre would arm his wand with his manhood. It
was, after all, his own problem; it was not Lythande’s karma to teach other
magicians either discretion or manners. A bargain had been made and a service
should be performed.



Hastily wadding the protective silks around the wand—it was
easier to handle that way, and Lythande had no wish even to look upon the gross
thing—Lythande turned to the business of getting out again. Not through the
walls. Darkness had surely fallen by now; though in the windowless
treasure-room it was hard to tell, but there must be a door somewhere.



Lythande had heard nothing; but abruptly, as the witchlight
flared, Roygan the Proud stood directly in the center of the room.



“So, Lythande the Magician is Lythande the Thief! How like
you the business of thievery, then, Magician?”



A trap, then. But
Lythande’s mellow, neutral voice was calm.



“It is written; from the thief all shall be stolen at last.
By the ring in your nose, Roygan; you know the truth of what I say.”



With an inarticulate howl of rage, Roygan hurled himself at
Lythande. The magician stepped aside, and Roygan hurtled against a chest,
giving a furious yelp of pain as his knees collided with the metalled edge of
the chest. He whirled, but Lythande, dagger in hand, stood facing him.



“Ring of Lythande, ring of Roygan’s shame, be welded to
this,” Lythande murmured, and the dagger flung itself against Roygan’s face.
Roygan grunted with pain as Lythande’s dagger molded itself against the ring,
curling around his face.



“Ai! Ai! Take it off, damn you by every god and godlet of
Gandrin, or I—”



“You will what?” demanded Lythande, looking with an aloof
grin at Roygan’s face, the dagger curled around the end of his nose, and
gripping, as if by a powerful magnet, at the metal tips of Roygan’s teeth.
Furious, howling, Roygan flung himself again at Lythande, his yell wordless now
as the metal of the dagger fastened itself tighter to his teeth. Lythande
laughed, stepping free easily from Roygan’s clutching hands; but the thief’s
face was alight with sudden triumphant glee.



“Hoy,” he mumbled through the edges of the dagger. “Now I
have touched Lythande and I know your secret... Lythande, Pilgrim Adept, wearer
of the Blue Star, you are—ai! Ai-ya!”
With a fearful screech of pain, Roygan fell to the floor, wordless as the
dagger curled deeper into his mouth; blood burst from his lip, and in the next
moment, Lythande’s other dagger thrust through his heart, in the merciful
release from agony.



Lythande bent, retrieved the dagger which had thrust into
Roygan’s heart. Then, Blue Star blazing magic, Lythande reached for the other
dagger, which had bitten through Roygan’s lips, tongue, throat. A murmured
spell restored it to the shape of a dagger, the metal slowly uncurling under
the stroking hands of the owner’s sorcery. Slowly, sighing, Lythande sheathed
both daggers.



I meant not to kill him. But I knew too well what his next
words would be; and the magic of a Pilgrim Adept is void if the Secret is
spoken aloud. And, knowing, I could not let him live. Why was she so regretful?
Roygan was not the first Lythande had killed to keep that Secret, the words
actually on Roygan’s mutilated tongue: Lythande, you are a woman.



A woman. A woman, who in her pride had penetrated the courts
of the Pilgrim Adepts in disguise, and when the Blue Star was already between
her brows, had been punished and rewarded with the Secret she had kept well
enough to deceive even the Great Adept in the Temple of the Blue Star.



Your Secret, then, shall be forever, for on the day when any
man save my self shall speak your secret aloud, your power is void. Be then
forever doomed with the Secret you yourself have chosen, and be forever in the
eyes of all men what you made us think you.



Bitterly, Lythande thrust the wand of Rastafyre under the
folds of the mage-robe. Now she had leisure to find a way out by the doors. The
locks yielded to the touch of magic; but before leaving the cellar, Lythande
spoke the spell which would return Roygan’s stolen jewels to their owners.



A small victory for
the cause of Law. And Roygan the thief had met his just fate.



Stepping out into the fading sunlight, Lythande blinked. It
had seemed to take hours, that silent struggle in the darkness of the
Treasure-room. Yet the sun still lingered, and a little child played
noiselessly, splashing her feet in the fountain, until a chubby young woman
came to scold her merrily and tug her within-doors. Listening to the laughter,
Lythande sighed. A thousand years, a thousand memories, cut her away from the
woman and the child.



To love no man lest my Secret be known. To love no woman
lest she be a target for my enemies in quest of the Secret.



And she risked exposure and powerlessness, again and again,
for such as Rastafyre. Why?



Because I must.
There was no answer other than that, a Pilgrim Adept’s vow to Law against
Chaos. Rastafyre should have his wand back. There was no law that all magicians
should be competent.



She laid a narrow hand along the wand, trying not to flinch
at the shape, and murmured, “Bring me to your master.”



Lythande found Rastafyre in a tavern; and, having no wish
for any public display of power, beckoned him outside. The tubby little
magician stared up in awe at the blazing Blue Star.



“You have it? Already?”



Silently, Lythande held out the wrapped wand to Rastafyre.
As he touched it, he seemed to grow taller, handsomer, less tubby; even his
face fell into lines of strength, and virility.



“And now my fee,” Lythande reminded him.



He said sullenly “How know I that Roygan the Proud will not
come after me?”



“I knew not,” said Lythande calmly, “that your magic had
power to raise the dead, oh Rastafyre the Incomparable.”



“You—you—k-k-k—he’s dead?”



“He lies where his ill-gotten treasures rest, with the ring
of Lythande still through his nose,” Lythande said calmly. “Try, now, to keep
your magic wand out of the power of other men’s wives.”



Rastafyre chuckled. He said “But wha-wha—what else would I
do w-w-with my p-p-power?”



Lythande grimaced. “Koira’s lute,” she said, “or you will
lie where Roygan lies.”



Rastafyre the Incomparable raised his hand. “Ca-ca-Carrier,”
he intoned, and, flickering in and off in the dullness of the room, the velvet
bag winked in, out again, came back, vanished again even as Rastafyre had his
hand within it.



“Damn you, Ca-ca-Carrier! Come or go, but don’t flicker like
that! Stay! Stay, I said!” He sounded, Lythande thought, as if he were talking
to a reluctant puppy dog.



Finally, when he got it entirely materialized, he drew forth
the lute. With a grave bow, Lythande accepted it, tucking it out of sight under
the mage-robe.



“Health and prosperity to you, O Lythande,” he said—for once
without stuttering; perhaps the wand did that for him too?



“Health and prosperity to you, O Rastafyre the Incom—”
Lythande hesitated, laughed aloud and said, “Incomparable.”



He took himself off then, and Lythande added silently, “And
more luck to your adventures,” as she watched Ca-ca-Carrier dimly lumping along
like a small surly shadow at his heels, until at last it vanished entirely.



Alone, Lythande stepped into the dark street, under the cold
and moonless sky. With a single gesture the magical circle blotted away all
surroundings; there was neither time nor space. Then Lythande began to play the
lute softly. There was a little stirring in the silence, and the figure of
Koira, slender, delicate, her pale hair shimmering about her face and her body
gleaming through wispy veils, appeared before her.



“Lythande—” she whispered. “It is you!”



“It is I, Koira. Sing to me,” Lythande commanded. “Sing to
me the song you sang when we sat together in the gardens of Hilarion.”



Lythande’s fingers moved on the lute, and Koira’s soft
contralto swelled out into an ancient song from a country half a world away and
so many years Lythande feared to remember how many.



The years shall fall upon you, and the light

That dwelled in you, go into endless night;

As wine, poured out and sunk into the ground,

Even your song shall leave no breath of sound,

And as the leaves within the forest fall,

Your memory will not remain at all,

As a word said, a song sung, and be

Forever with the memories—



“Stop,” Lythande said, strangled.



Koira fell silent, at last whispering, “I sang at your
command and now I am still at your command.”



When Lythande could look up without the agony of despair,
Koira too was silent. Lythande said at last, “What binds you to the lute, Koira
whom once I loved?”



“I know not,” Koira said, and it seemed that the ghost or
her voice was bitter, “I know only that while this lute survives, I am enslaved
to it.”



“And to my will?”



“Even so, Lythande.”



Lythande set her mouth hard. She said, “You would not love
me when you might; now shall I have you whether you will or no.”



“Love—” Koira was silent. “We were maidens then and we loved
after the fashion of young maidens; and then you went into a far country where
I would not follow, for my heart was a woman’s heart, and you—”



“What do you know of my heart?” Lythande cried out in
despair.



“I knew that my heart was a woman’s heart and longed for a
love other than yours,” Koira said. “What would you, Lythande? You too are a
woman; I call that no love...”



Lythande’s eyes were closed. But at last the voice was
stubborn. “Yet you are here and you shall sing forever at my will, and be
forever silent about your desire for a man’s love... for you there is none
other than I, now!”



Koira bowed deeply, but it seemed to Lythande that there was
mockery in the bow.



She said sharply “What enslaves you to the lute? Are you
bound for a space, or forever?”



“I know not,” Koira said, “Or if I know I cannot speak it.”



So it was often with enchantments; Lythande knew... and now she
would have all of time before her, and sooner or later, sooner or later, Koira
would love her... Koira was her slave, she could bid her come and go with her
hands on the lute as once they had sought for more than a shared song and a
maiden’s kiss...



But a slave’s counterfeit of love is not love. Lythande
raised the lute to her hands, poising her fingers on the strings; Koira’s form
began to waver a little, and then, acting swiftly before she could think better
of it, Lythande raised the lute, brought it crashing down and broke it over her
knee.



Koira’s face wavered, between astonishment and sudden
delirious happiness. “Free!” she cried, “Free at last—O, Lythande, now do I
know you truly loved me...” and a whisper swirled and faded and was still, and
there was only the empty bubble of magic, void, silent, without light or sound.



Lythande stood still, the broken lute in her hands. If
Rastafyre could only see. She had risked life, sanity, magic, Secret itself and
the Blue Star’s power, for this lute, and within moments she had broken it and
set free the one who could, over the years, been drawn to her, captive...
unable to refuse, unable to break Lythande’s pride further....



He would think me, too, an incompetent magician.



I wonder which of us two would be right?



With a long sigh, Lythande drew the mage-robe about her thin
shoulders, made sure the two daggers were secure in their sheaths—for at this
hour, in the moonless streets of Old Gandrin there were many dangers, real and
magical—and went on her solitary way, stepping over the fragments of the broken
lute.
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