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THE ULTIMATE PARADOX
“Limbo indeed exists, on a strange plane of its own,” said Darxes, Lord of the Underworld. “And it is possible for you to reach it, to release your beloved Aloethe, despite the fact that you are human.”
“I have not the least idea what to do,” Varka said, “where to start, what to look for.”
“This, Varka, is the Book of Paradox. It contains all you will need to know to find your way to Limbo.” Darxes held out the book. “Take it. It is rightly yours, as it has been rightly mine. Use it well, and it will prove its worth.”
Varka took it, flicked the pages, then looked across at Darxes. “But it is blank! Completely blank!”
“Yes,” Darxes replied calmly. “There is one thing I neglected to mention. You must write the Book of Paradox yourself....”
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FOREWORD
 
THE TAROT, like nearly all magical aids, functions on many levels. At its most base it is the pure pack of fortune-telling cards (often closely associated with Gypsies); at its most esoteric it is seen as a system of mnemonic guides to the inner worlds, functioning rather on the level of Jung’s archetypes.
Nobody is certain of the origin of the Tarot, and the most learned Occultists have argued as to its roots. Opinions range from China, to India, to the Hebrew Qabalah, but, most often of all, to ancient Egypt and the high magicians who practiced in that society.
Not all Tarots are the same in design; they are open to wide interpretation and very differing symbolism. Indeed, not all Tarots have seventy-eight cards, but it is now generally agreed that seventy-eight is the optimum number. The Tarot comprises twenty-two Major Arcana (as used in this book) and a further fifty-six which have, incidentally, devolved into our present-day pack of fifty-two playing cards, with the addition of the Fool from the Major Arcana, which is now our joker.
An intensive study can be made of the Tarot, and many books are available throughout the world for that purpose. How it functions (for it does, and most accurately) is open to wide conjecture, but there lies another story.
The Book of Paradox represents the journey of the Fool through the initiations of the various cards. This is Varka’s fated quest, and one which leads him and the reader through many strange lands, into contact with many strange people, as will the Tarot itself.
Gary R. Cooper







 
The Magician, thought by some to be a personification of Hermes or Mercury, god of communication, represents Will. He can also symbolize an introduction to something new, and is the guide of men from the mortal to the realms of the gods.
 
In reverse aspect, the Magician takes on a more unpleasant nature, being mischievous and often malevolent. The appearance of the reversed card portends deceit, treachery and bad luck; the misuse of power for evil and destructive purposes.
 
ALOETHE screamed. It was a horrible sound, rising to the high ceiling of the house, and echoing in Varka’s ears. It was a death scream.
She jolted backwards, away from the knife, and inertia pivoted her body round in slow, slow motion, her feet dragging and turning in a macabre mockery of life. Then she keeled over and drifted to the floor, shuddering as she struck the hard stone. Blood welled with obscene swiftness between her breasts, and a red mist seemed to flow from it and obscure Varka’s vision, so that he reeled.
Then his head cleared. Across the room was Dinmas, shaking, his dagger still silver-bladed in bis hand. Varka’s dagger was steeped in dull, dead crimson, the same crimson that stained his arm and shirt: Aloethe’s lifeblood.
The girl’s body formed a barrier between them, and, as if it were somehow sacred, neither could make a move to step over it. Their eyes met and held fast; hate and horror mingled and clashed. Breaking the terrible silence, Varka forced words out of a throat as dry as ancient sandstone.
“You—murdering—bastard!” he managed to say, then his voice broke and he choked.
Dinmas said nothing, but took two steps back before turning and rushing blindly for the door. He stumbled out, and a moment later the street door slammed.
Varka was alone with Aloethe. But the pitiful thing on the floor, staring at him with hollow, sightless eyes, was suddenly far, far removed from the youthful, delicate girl he had known. He could hardly bear to look at her, but still forced himself to crouch beside her and gaze at her face. Already her color had drained away to a sickly pallor, and the blood was drying on her gown.
He could not yet truly believe that this had happened, and found himself going over the events with a kind of stony insistence. For a long while now the rivalry between Varka and Dinmas for Aloethe’s favors had been increasing, but this was not an uncommon thing among young men. It was not until today, this very afternoon, that their rivalry had exploded out of all proportion into a towering, murderous conflict. Varka had known, when Dinmas had first advanced on him with crazed fury on his face and a long dagger in his hand, that before the day was out, one of them would die, or at least be terribly injured. The first son of the city’s High Magistrate, Dinmas was used to getting his own way, and would never do things by halves. But Aloethe ... not Aloethe!
Very softly, he spoke her name, taking a limp, pale hand in his and clutching it tightly as if trying to instill fresh life into the chilling flesh. Tears brimmed in his black eyes and spilled on Aloethe’s fingers, and he pressed the hand to his cheek. It was like a dead leaf, so fragile that a single breath might crumple it to nothing. Silently, his grief like a gaping wound within him, Varka wept.
And it was thus that the men of the City Guard found him when they burst in with Dinmas and Aloethe’s own father at their head. The room was a grisly tableau: the young man crouched, now moaning softly over the corpse, while his bloodied arm and shirt and knife branded him for instant judgment.
Dinmas took a great breath and pointed a finger straight toward Varka. He spoke clearly, coldly. “Murderer!”
Varka’s reverie was broken. When he looked up, his eyes registered sheer amazement behind their misery. His voice was barely recognizable.
“I—I—did—not—”
The men of the City Guard glanced uncertainly at Dinmas.
“Well?” Dinmas shouted, “Why do you hestitate? You see before you a killer!”
It was never advisable to argue with the son of the city’s most influential man. Two of the Guard took Varka roughly by the arms and hauled him upright, dragged him back so that he ‘ought to escape them, to return to his vigil with his dead Aloethe. Then, without warning, something in his brain snapped, and all the horror and agony of the situation crashed in upon him like an avalanche. He cried out in half-insane grief, and tried to twist away from the men who held him.
“Aloethe!” he cried, “Aloethe! I have not touched her—he killed her, he murdered her! Give me my knife, and I will kill him in return!”
Dinmas looked at the leader of the Guard, and shook his head slowly. For a moment, Varka caught the eyes of Aloethe’s father. They were empty, bleak, and did not as much as acknowledge him. Aloethe’s father sighed with bitter sadness. “The boy rambles,” he said heavily. “He has lost his mind. Get him out of my sight.”
And, as Varka was hustled towards the door, Dinmas would not look in his direction, but kept his gaze steadfastly fixed on the floor.
And so here he was, in this rat’s hole of a cell. Just waiting.
The court, of course, had preferred the word of a High Magistrate’s son to that of a youth of doubtful character and unknown parentage, and had dismissed Varka’s truthful account without a second thought. A crime of passion, Dinmas said, compelled to kill the girl he loved rather than see her choose another in preference to him. No, Varka had protested, Dinmas was answerable, not he! He had felt the contempt and disbelief and hostility boring into him from the eyes. of all those present, even as his voice trailed off. So it was that the true murderer had walked free from the court, while Varka, found guilty by jury, waited to hear his sentence.
He had tried to explain, to tell them that Aloethe had that very day made her choice, and promised to be Varka’s wife. Dinmas, when they told him, had ignored Aloethe’s half-apologetic confession, ignored all that Varka had said in effort to calm him, and had sworn that he would kill Varka if he could—-that they must fight.
Self-preservation alone, Varka said, had forced him to draw his long knife, a weapon with which he had become expert, and meet the challenge for his love. But the court would not listen, and so the true story of how Dinmas had decided an issue that he seemed in danger of losing by thrusting Aloethe forward, cold-bloodedly and deliberately, onto the lethal point of Varka’s dagger, remained untold.
So here, in this dungeon, he must while away the last remaining hours of his life. He felt surprisingly emotionless about his impending fate. It was not as if he had a lot to live for, not now. He only wished they could have found a choicer way to dispose of him than by sacrifice to Darxes, God of the Underworld.
Suddenly, thought of the Temple of Darxes on its high hill, and of the gruesome legends attached to its patron, made Varka shiver. A part of his carelessly philosophical attitude was slipping from his grasp and, try as he might, he could not recall it. Darxes, it was said, was a good servant, but a terrible master ... Varka’s religious convictions were not particularly strong, but, like all his people, he held a basic belief in their many gods and all that was thereby implied. Darxes was not a friendly entity at the best of times, and even his awesome temple was shrouded in secrecy and gloom.
Again he shivered, feeling his mouth very dry. He staggered to his feet and shuffled across the straw-strewn floor to rattle at the door of his cell and peer out, as best he could, into the dark passage beyond.
“Hey! Boy!” he shouted to the jailer’s young son, who was keeping watch while his father had a meal. “Bring me water!”
The boy turned a deaf ear. Varka yelled, “You! In the name of Naarlesis, I need water!”
The boy turned slowly, deliberately, and walked away. As his footsteps diminished, a surge of loneliness, fear, and remorse swept over Varka, and he sank back against the grime encrusted wall. He covered his face with his hands, ashamed of the tears that filled his eyes.
“Aloethe!” he murmured miserably. “Oh, Aloethe!”
An hour before sunset, Varka was marched from his cell to a room where a hot bath awaited him. He was unceremoniously scrubbed, the filth of the cell was cleaned from his wild mane of fair hair, and then his hands were fastened behind his back with shackles. It was time to go.
Naked but for the shackles, he was taken outside and made to climb into a covered wagon, which then set off at a furious pace through the town, toward the outlying hills.
As they traveled, Varka tried not to think of the Temple of Darxes, tried not to notice the increasing gradient and the slowing of pace as the wagon began to climb. But it was impossible, and by the time they stopped and his two guards pushed him down the three steps to the grass below, his fear was an ugly, welling sickness in his stomach.
The sun formed a flaring semicircle above the horizon, an arch that sent streaks of blood-red light across the upper reaches of the sky. To Varka it was not a pleasing sight, seeming as it did to reflect his own mood. The sun caught the eyes of the two horses hitched to the wagon, and they winked mockingly at him. One of the horses bared yellowed teeth, as if laughing at his plight, and he glared defiantly back.
No one had come to see his final minutes. There were just the two guards and the driver of the wagon, who now seemed to be dozing in the last of the day’s warmth.
One of the guards looked for a few moments at the sunset, thinking his own thoughts. Then he said,
“No point in waiting longer than need be. Come on, up those steps.”
Varka looked up, up the slope of the hill, up the steep narrow steps cut like a gorge into the stone. High above he could see the twin stone Guardians of the Temple gate, black against the sky. He swallowed hard.
“Come on,” the guard said again, not unkindly.
Varka began to climb.
From the summit of the Temple hill, one could look over mile upon mile of coastline, laid out like a vast and colorful map. Away to the west, the sea glittered under the sunset, and tiny white lines of foam glided silently in, to shatter at the foot of the huge cliffs.
Varka stared at the sea as he climbed closer to the Temple of Darxes. Just a few feet from him was the soft grass of the hill, dotted with tiny flowers, that led gently down, steeper and steeper, before it fell away to the quiet water of a sheltered and unattainable cove. He had always loved the sea, and emotion filled him as he gazed out, his hair lifting in the steady wind. In his mind, he wished the sparkling ocean farewell.
They came at last to the vast Temple gate. The stern, sandstone faces of the two Guardians, towering dizzily above him, made Varka’s flesh creep, but he could not take his eyes from them as the small party passed under the giant arch and entered the Temple courtyard.
Silent stillness greeted them. Everything in the courtyard was built from stone the color of fine sand. The sea wind blew stronger through the open archways, and then whisked away over the high, leeward wall, as if afraid to linger there.
The guards’ instructions had been to leave their prisoner in the courtyard, and to return to the city without delay. The priests of Darxes were highly sacred, and even to set eyes on them was said to be an ill omen. And so it was that Varka found himself alone, deserted by the terse but not unfriendly men, dwarfed by the giant statues that frowned down on him from the walls, and very much afraid.
He waited helplessly for mere seconds before a movement at the other side of the courtyard caught his eye, and he turned to face a delegation of the Temple priests. At first sight, he thought they could not be human. Everything about them was gray, from their parchment skins and almost nonexistent hair, to their long, red-sashed robes, even to their doleful voices. These priests were not renowned for mercy or kindness, and he began now to understand why.
Sweat broke out on Varka’s face and chest as the priests reached him. He looked from one tc another, and met a kind of impersonal disdain. They were clearly interested in him only as a sacrificial offering. Varka felt sick.
The priests of Darxes formed a ring around him, and, after removing his shackles, marched him toward a central doorway that formed the mouth of a demonic face cut into the wall. From there they traversed a series of passages, so many that Varka lost count, but all leading steadily downward. They were lit by sullen torches at long intervals, and the walls were painted with murals depicting the bloodthirsty legends surrounding Underworld deities.
Not a word was spoken. The pounding of his own heart was crashing in Varka’s ears, and wave upon wave of hopeless nausea assailed him. Several times his shaking limbs failed him and he stumbled, only to be pulled up again by one of the priests. But at last the maze of corridors ended, and they entered a small room whose only feature was a high door carved with hieroglyphs that centered around a hideous death mask. The priests moved to one side, and three more stepped from the unlit shadows to meet them. For one brief and horrible moment, Varka thought the newcomers must be denizens of the Underworld itself, for each wore a huge mask with the same grotesque features as the carving on the door. Two carried spears, one a torch, and between them they hustled Varka forward and made him stand facing the door. Accusing, malicious eyes never left him.
Varka’s resolve broke. “In the name of pity!” he cried. “What is to happen to me?”
The masked priest who held the torch inclined his head. “You shall be sacrificed to Our Lord Darxes, miserable one,” he said. There was a note of malicious glee in his tone. “The fall to the Pit may kill you, it may not. If it does not, then starvation or terror-madness shall see the end of you. It is no more than you deserve for your crime.”
Horrible pictures sprang into Varka’s mind. Visions of a sudden, violent death, his neck snapped like a reed, his body left to decay; forgotten by the priests, forgotten by those whom he had once counted his friends. Or worse—to lie, alive, at the bottom of the Pit, among the mortal remains of the unfortunate ones who had preceded him, until such time as his body weakened and finally gave out....
The priests of Darxes were ranged in a semicircle before him, at a fastidious distance. The torch bearer stepped a pace or two forward and began to speak. He droned in a deep, flat voice like a doleful bell, and occasionally the other priests would reply to his chant with harsh, wordless cries. Such wild, jumbled thoughts were racing through Varka’s mind that he was oblivious to anything the priest was saying, until, suddenly, two sharp words penetrated the fog of his brain.
“Convicted one!”
Varka assimilated the words, shook his head.
“Convicted one!”
They were speaking to him—but he had done no wrong, he had not killed Aloethe.
“Convicted one, look upon the face of Our Lord Darxes!”
Very slowly, Varrka raised his head and stared into the cold, obsidian eyes of the carving before him.
“O Darxes, Lord of the Underworld, see this evil one who stands convicted before your sight!”
Still Varka stared, half mesmerized by the chilly eyes of the carving. His mind began to reel.
“Darxes, Master of Death, we bring you sacrifice in bringing this man to his just end!”
The floor beneath his bare feet shuddered violently, throwing Varka to his knees. He stayed there, crouching, like a trapped animal, while his eyes roved frantically from one to another of the grim priests.
“O Darxes, King of Night, punish him for his crimes!”
He wanted to scream, but his voice would not be summoned....
“Commit this man to eternal torment, O Darxes, Ruler of the Vanished!” One of the priests was reaching toward the wall. “Accept this, our sacrifice!”
Varka hurled his head back. “No!” he yelled, and his voice shrieked and echoed round the room. “No!”
There was a scraping, slithering sound. The firm ground fell away from beneath his feet. For an eon, he seemed to hang in the air; then he plummeted like a stone from a cliff down into a whirling, shrieking vortex of icy darkness.







 
The High Priestess symbolizes a high, spiritual wisdom. She is the guardian of the Veil of Isis, gateway to the Inner Mysteries, the mediating force between the twin pillars of Mercy and Severity. The appearance of this card suggests that a deep intuition is at work, a profound yet sublimated influence of which the subject may be only vaguely aware.
 
SOMEWHERE, far away it seemed, a voice was screaming insanely. It might have been human. Dark colors jumped and flashed before Varka’s eyes in total chaos, and the whirling of the vortex seemed to flood through his body until he felt it must burst. Some animal perception had seeped through to his consciousness of a solid mass that resisted him impassively as he hurled himself against it again and again, fists beating, nails clawing, mad with terror and a wild compulsion to break it down.
He reeled back suddenly, and crumpled against a wall. Instantly the screaming stopped, and he realized with a jolt that the half-demented voice he had heard was his own.
His senses returned then, in a cold, harsh flood that sent a racking shudder through every nerve. Pain filled him. He tried to move, but his battered body would no longer rally, and he collapsed face down on the chill stone floor.
Varka rolled over as his tortured muscles throbbed anew, and screwed up his eyes to shut out the darkness, the sentient darkness that surrounded him like an implacable enemy. And yet he could not shut it out, for this enemy was more than blackness, more than fear; it forced its presence upon him from within his own mind, as slow realization dawned.
He was still alive.
The implications hit him all at once, and he cried out in wordless horror as his brain tried to reject the truth and failed. He lived—he had survived the fall, had been cheated of the swift death he prayed for, and was trapped here in the Pit of Darxes to scream and plead fruitlessly until his carcass rotted.
Varka’s breath rattled in his throat. Slow starvation ... foul, stinking darkness ... the trap door, too high to be reached ... 
Panic. Fight it, fight it; turn over and crawl across the filthy floor until the pain takes your breath away ... starvation ... death, and whatever lay beyond ... if the priests were to be believed ... corpses for his companions....
“No!” Varka’s voice rose shrilly and bounced mockingly from a distant and invisible ceiling. His screams broke to a stifled yet violent sobbing, and he buried his face in his hands. Nails, black and broken from his earlier attfmpts to get out, scraped down his cheeks and drew blood; the blood mingled with another damp stickiness that trickled from his temple and plastered hair over his eyes. Still whimpering like an abandoned child, he raised trembling fingers to find its cause.
A long, deep gash ran diagonally across his forehead, and he winced as he touched it. The blood was still flowing, and this for a moment brought Varka to his senses, so that he forgot his terror in the light of this new and more urgent matter.
Instinctively he had reached to his throat for a kerchief to stanch the flow before he remembered that he was naked. Yet he must stop it. His hand clawed and groped the floor around him, and finding nothing, he dragged himself a few painful yards. His hand came into contact with something smooth and cold and hard, and he paused. Fingers pulled the mysterious object closer, and Varka stared hard into the murk.
Dull glimmer of old bone in the darkness. Gaping eye sockets, veiled with dirt and cobwebs; idiot, grinning jaw ... Whoever this skull had once belonged to must have died a long, long while ago.
Varka swallowed back an attack of nausea, and pushed the ancient skull away. It rolled noisily out of sight into the thick gloom, leaving Varka shivering as he stared after it.
Blood was still running from the gash in his head, and in places his hair was stiff with it. Yet, with the vision of that piece of mortal wreckage fresh in his mind, he asked himself, Is it worth trying to prolong my life in this way? Wouldn’t it be better to bleed to death, to speed on the inevitable rather than fight it?
Blood trickled over his eyebrow and fell on his cheek. He blinked rapidly. Which was the worse fate—to die relatively swiftly, or starve gradually and spend interminable hours of agony awaiting the end? That question needed no answer. He would gladly have plunged his own knife into his heart to make the end a quicker one, but his knife had been taken from him. -
Suddenly he shook the unhealthy idea from his thoughts, and tried to summon back his lost confidence. He looked up. Somewhere above was the trap door through which he had been hurled; somewhere above were the priests of Darxes, no doubt confident that their work was complete and justice had been done. They had condemned him, dismissed him for dead—but it was just possible that another way out of the Pit existed. Just possible ... 
Varka climbed to his feet, and stood swaying. He was aware for the first time of innumerable cuts and bruises, a badly grazed arm, knotted, twisted muscles that would barely respond to his attempts at movement. Hammers crashed in his head and tried to knock him senseless, but he stonily ignored them, and using the wall to keep himself upright, took a few experimental steps.
Varka stumbled blindly along the wall, which seemed never to end. He seemed to have staggered on for eons, but in reality had traveled only a lew yards, when he collided with something that slid to the floor and then was still.
He hesitated, shock setting his nerves even more on edge, then bent down to find out what it was he had disturbed. He clasped a rough fabric that shredded and fell away beneath his fingers, revealing the long white bone of a human arm. Decaying traces of flesh and a few tendrils of thin, brittle hair confirmed that this unfortunate woman had died relatively recently. As he touched her shapeless face, Varka cried aloud; for instantly the specter of Aloethe as she had lain before him, with her blood staining the floor, sprang unbidden into his mind. This poor woman—this lifeless hulk of a once-human being—reminded him painfully of Aloethe’s fate, and of his own.
Aloethe was dead and gone, and no one could bring her back. Within a few weeks he, too, would be dead, decaying away, like this woman, in some black corner....
Varka swung aside, seized by a sudden and uncontrollable spasm of vomiting. He retched agonizingly again and again, his head spinning as he leaned against the wall, but his stomach was empty, and the spasm, when it passed, did nothing to relieve him.
“Damn you, Dinmas!” he whispered gratingly. “This is all your doing—oh, by all the Powers, damn you!”
His senses were wavering; terror and anger and bitterness were all one within him and, at the conscious thought of Dinmas, they came flooding to the surface.
“Damn you!” Varka shrieked to the far-off ceiling. “Damn you all!” He hurled a string of terrible curses at the priests of Darxes, called on the wrath of all the Underworld to blast Dinmas, whom he so hated, cursed those who had convicted him and sentenced him to this fate. Varka hurled himself at the wall, beating clenched fists against it until the pain drummed to his shoulders, yelling to the roof, begging, pleading, goaded on by the madness of crazed terror. Sliding to his knees as cursings and pleadings became mixed, at last, exhausted and hopelessly confused, he sprawled full-length on the floor with every atom of fight knocked out of him.
Time seemed to swim past him in a haze of gory red, until something, some small sensation all around him, made him stir.
He thought he heard a voice, a deep, distorted whisper that called to him from a short distance away. It called his name.
“Varka ... Varka ...”
Varka raised his head fearfully. He could see nothing, and when he tried to answer, his throat burned and his voice came out as a useless croak.
“Varka ... Varka ...”
I am here, he wanted to shout; I am here, can you not see me? He was beyond caring who this unknown being might be—even if it were Darxes himself, he no longer had the capacity to be afraid. The sound had seemed to emanate from the far end of the Pit, and to his distorted mind it seemed that his unknown companion was lurking just beyond the shadows. He strained his eyes to see better, and as he did so a pale shape began to materialize, like a shivering will-o‘-the-wisp. It took form, and a halo of light grew from it—cold white light that seared through the darkness and showed up the stark outlines of the Pit of Darxes.
Above the inward-sloping walls, the light showed up the trap door in the roof, and so high it was that Varka might have wondered at the fact he had lived. through such a fall ... but Varka was paying no heed.
The shape in the light was taking solid form, and he felt his face muscles tighten and his whole body begin to tremble. He was insane. That was the only possible explanation. She could not be standing there, looking at him like that, for she was dead. He had seen her die—by all the Gods, he had been convicted of her murder!
But there was no mistaking that face with its frame of dark hair; no mistaking those liquid eyes, even behind the thin veil she wore.
Varka found his voice.
“Aloethe?” The word shook.
The vision in the light smiled, and raised her arms as if to embrace him.
“Oh, Aloethe!” He got to his feet and, like a swimmer launching out into deep water, went toward her.
The apparition—for such it could only be—waited until he was a few paces away, then began to fade. Varka shook his head, mouthing incoherently for it to stay, but still its outlines diminished, until there was nothing left.
Varka stood still, confused and miserable, and stared at the wall ahead, where she had been.
He could never know whether the wall did physically alter, or whether his eyes had played tricks on his distraught brain, but where Aloethe had stood was now a perfectly symmetrical hole in the Pit wall, of the perfect height and width to admit a man of his own stature.
“Varka ... Varka ...”
The voice summoned him from the tunnel beyond the wall. Half fearful of what he might or might not see, Varka approached and peered in. The tunnel stretched away down a slope, as dark as the Pit. A trickle of warm air flowed from it and made Varka’s face tingle. In the distance, her eyes never leaving his, stood Aloethe. As he watched her, she raised a hand and beckoned slowly, then turned her back and walked on down the tunnel. Varka ran after her. The passage seemed to lead into eternity, and always downward. At first, Varka wondered if this was perhaps some malevolent trick being played on him by the priests of Dances, but he soon dismissed the idea. They had told him the Pit had no escape route, so what reason could they have to do such a thing? No, it was nothing to do with the priests, he decided—he was being taken somewhere, for a purpose, but he knew not where. He could only follow—and hope.
The going became steeper and rougher as the tunnel ran deep into the rock. The rough floor bit into Varka’s feet, and once he fell heavily and slithered down the sharp incline until a. bend in the tunnel brought him to a painful halt. While he collected himself, the ghostly figure, which always seemed to be at the same frustrating distance ahead, waited, then beckoned again and moved on. Stumbling after her, Varka found himself becoming more and more aware of a subtle change in the atmosphere of the tunnel, but he could not pinpoint it. The only light came from the apparition ahead, the tunnel still wound torturously downhill—but something was definitely different; he could almost smell it in the stale air. Varka was so preoccupied with this new and puzzling revelation, that he had unconsciously slowed his steps, and when he at last looked ahead again, the figure of Aloethe had disappeared.
Varka cursed himself for his own carelessness and ran after her. She had rounded a bend in the tunnel—but when he too reached the bend, there was no one in sight. Aloethe had vanished without trace, and facing him now was not another unending length of passage, but a door.
The door was cut from the natural stone of the tunnel, and stood ajar. Light flooded from beneath it, and the atmosphere he had sensed was much stronger.
Varka took a deep breath. The door looked heavy, and he had little strength left in him. But she must have gone this way.... He leaned his whole weight on the rock slab and it swung open instantly, nearly throwing him off balance. The chamber beyond was revealed to him.
Brilliant light struck his unwary eyes and he winced, virtually blinded. The room, or cavern, was huge, he could tell—but no feature of it was clear to his affected eyes. Varka began to stagger forward. He registered little, but was dimly aware of a riot of color unrivaled by anything he had seen before. Warmth bathed his battered body; soothing, gentle warmth, and as he walked, his feet left spoors of blood from their lacerations on a glittering floor.
Ahead of him he could make out steps—wide, sweeping, and shallow—and on the level above the steps was a table, laden to the point of collapse with food. He told himself it was illusion, a mirage, but the longer he stared at it the more solid it appeared. If he could but climb the stairs, reach the sustenance he needed so desperately ... 
His legs were leaden and would barely obey him. He reached the first step, but could not force his foot to climb it. He dropped to his hands and knees and tried to crawl up—but the stairs were a million miles high, and time was running out. The scene around him began to spin, faster and yet faster, and, mercifully, Varka lost consciousness.
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WHEN he woke, Varka found himself lying full-length on a hard surface that felt like stone. His brain was dulled, and he would have been content to lie still for hour after hour, letting his body soak up the warmth all around him. But it seemed this was not to be, for a shadow passed over his closed eyes, and a voice he recognized spoke to him.
“Varka?”
It was the same voice that had called eerily for him in the Pit, but it had lost its ugly distortion, and was now no more than a deep and unusually musical human voice. Varka opened his eyes.
Contrary to what he had expected, there was nothing in any way alien about the man who stood beside him. He was black-haired and black-bearded, and was gazing down at Varka with an expression of great concerrn.
Varka screwed up his eyes again as the light hurt his head.
“Baalberith!” he said irreverently. “I feel my head has been split open!”
“I am not surprised,” the stranger said with a hint of humor. “You suffered some unpleasant injuries when you fell into the Pit. Your head has stopped bleeding now, but only just.”
Injury? The Pit? Remembrance flooded back, and Varka thought of the trial, the terror of execution at the Temple of Darxes.... He should be dead!
Completely confused, he tried to sit up. “Where is this place?” he demanded. “Am I still awaiting execution? Am I still in the Temple?”
The other man raised ironical eyebrows. “Hardly,” he said. “You are, of course, thinking of your execution at the Pit? Oh yes, it all took place, and it is all past now. You have no more to fear.”
The specter of Aloethe, which had now vanished without trace, was completely forgotten in the light of this. Varka shuddered, despite the heat. “Then—I am, to all accounts, dead?” He looked at his hands, as if weighing up their solidity.
“No,” the stranger said. Varka looked up in surprise. “You are alive—or at least as alive as any human being can be, here.”
“Here—what—where is this place?”
The stranger smiled. “It looks somewhat like a cavern, don’t you think? A particularly warm and colorful cavern.”
Angrily, Varka slapped a hand down on the slab upon which he lay. He had seen corpses laid out on slabs such as this, he thought suddenly.
“I am losing my patience!” he shouted petulantly. “Tell me who you are!”
The stranger smiled more seriously. “I am Dances, Lord of the Underworld, King of Night, and so on. You know my other titles.”
“Darxes! By all the powers of—” He stopped as the other held up a hand.
“Please, have a care what you say. I am in no mood for dealing with troublesome elementals just now.”
Varka was speechless. Somehow he did not doubt that this man was Darxes, but he would have expected a great, terrifying figure with a voice like thunder and a wrath to match, the same god whose legends had sparked awe and fear into the hearts of his worshipers for so many generations. Such a good-humored, ordinary man did not fit the picture at all.
A little warily he said as much to Darxes, who laughed.
“You pay me a great compliment, Varka. You see, I am a lover of paradox, and therefore I delight in seeming to others the opposite of the man I really am. Do you follow me?”
Varka frowned. His mind was sharp again. “That is a paradox in itself, surely,” he said. “For you might well be playing that trick on me.”
“Ah! You share my tortured thought processes!” The god laughed, as if at some private joke. “Now, come down from that slab—looking at you sprawling there makes me feel morbid—and come and refresh yourself. I have food for you that I think your sensitive palate will appreciate.”
Varka climbed down, and winced as his muscles tightened and all the cuts and bruises on his body throbbed. Darxes looked at him.
“You are in pain?”
Varka forced a grin. “I assure you, it is nothing by comparison to what I suffered earlier!”
“But bad enough, by the look on your face. Come, follow me.”
They walked toward the farther side of the cavern. For the first time Varka was able to take in his surroundings, and stared awestruck at the colorful walls and roof. If he squinted and used his imagination a little, the swirling hues of the towering domed ceiling could easily be taken for cosmic clouds. All around the walls were mysterious little staircases that appeared to end in mid-air, tiny, half-hidden pools that took their water from crystalline fountains and yet never overflowed; and the floor undulated, rising and falling to many different levels. The whole appearance of the place made no sense.
Darxes led him to a sheltered alcove, where he found a spring of glass-clear water that splashed into a shell-shaped pool of generous proportions. Varka looked at it longingly.
“Take as long as you please,” Darxes said, indicating the pool. “You will find its properties very soothing to your hurts.”
He walked away through a low, curtained arch, and Varka hesitated only a bare moment before plunging into the pool. The water was warm and invigorating, and for some time he splashed under the fountain, washing away the grime of the Pit and bathing his burning cuts and grazes.
He was directly under the spring, letting the water course over his face and through his wild hair, when Darxes returned. In his hand he carried a silver bowl of fruit, and was nonchalantly chewing a succulent orange as he walked. He sat down by the side of the pool and held the bowl out.
“Help yourself,” he said, and spat out a pip.
“Thanks,” Varka tried to veil his curiosity as he accepted an orange and began to peel it. Darxes’ seemed to be living the same sort of languid, careless life as the gentry among his own race. Somehow, this was not the kind of thing a deity was expected to do. As the Lord of the Underworld selected another orange, he was able to look at him more clearly. His clothing was incredible. He was dressed in a multitude of colors that somehow looked right on him, although in any other setting they would only have clashed horribly. His jerkin was exquisitely embroidered—Varka suspected the gold and silver thread to be genuine—and his shirt was of the finest silk imaginable. He wore no boots, but was barefoot, and on his fingers were many dazzling rings. His black hair, held by an engraved circlet, rivaled Varka’s own considerable mane in length. In fact, if truth be told, his appearance was more that of the court jester than the reigning monarch.
But just one thing gave a clue to Darxes’ identity; showed that he could not be human. His eyes. Those eyes with their heavy brows and fringe of dark lashes held illimitable, impenetrable depths, and through them glowed a wisdom far, far older than mankind. When his strong-boned face was in repose, then the god’s eyes gave away their secret most clearly, and Varka was held fascinated, watching them.
At last Darxes turned, and laughed when he saw Varka staring at him. “Come out of your reverie!” he said. “You will drown yourself!”
Varka started, then he too laughed, ducking from beneath the spring and shaking water from his hair like a dog. Darxes leaned back against a convenient rock and nodded towards the curtained alcove from whence he had come. “You will find clothing in there.”
Expressing his thanks, Varka swam to the side of the pool, climbed out, and pushed through the velvety folds of the curtain to the small chamber beyond.
A soft cotton shirt, breeches, embossed leather jerkin, and boots lay across a plush couch. Facing him was a full-length mirror, its glass smoked gray. Varka paused for a minute or two to examine.his reflection, noting the scar of the wound on his temple and a multitude of angry blue bruises over his body, then gathered up the shirt and began to pull it on.
A rustling made him turn abruptly, and his eyes widened. He was in time to see, stepping from within the mirror, two women, dark-haired, smiling provocatively at him as they materialized. He took a step back.
“What—? Who—?”
“Our master wishes us to assist you,” one of the women said, now standing clear of the mirror and still smiling. Her companion giggled softly.
Varka swallowed. “Darxes sent you?”
“Yes. We are to assist you.”
“Well, he might have chosen a more orthodox method ...” But Varka spoke under his breath: What joke was the god playing on him? Or perhaps it was not a joke.... He shook his head uncomprehendingly.
The women were watching him. Now one ran to him and took his arm, helping him with the shirt. He noted the extraordinary length of her fingernails, and then saw with a start that her eyes had neither iris nor pupil like his own, and even Darxes‘, but were deep, blank orbs of purplish-black that flickered with seeing life. He drew back, and the girl parted lascivious red lips.
“Come,” she said. “Come, let me tie the lace.”
Varka glanced at the other girl. Her eyes were the same, and when she opened her mouth to laugh she showed sharp, pointed teeth. Something about them both reminded Varka of the dreaded Harpies of ancient superstition.
The girl finished lacing his shirt, and her companion brought the breeches across to him. As she held them out, she pressed her sensuously curved body against his, stroking his hips and thighs. Some sense within Varka made him feel nothing but repulsion at this, and as firmly as was polite, he pushed her away. She licked her full lips.
“Do you not like me?” she said sweetly.
Varka felt as if he was being sized up for the kill. He forced himself to smile back. “I have other things on my mind just now. Please—leave me alone.”
The girls looked at each other and sighed. But they made no move to go.
“Please leave me,” Varka said again, more determinedly. ,
The girls pouted at him, then fluttered to the mirror. They left the way they had come, undulating into the glass like exquisite but somehow deadly snakes. For a second Varka stared at the now empty mirror, then he shrugged, and turned back to dress as swiftly as he could.
Darxes was waiting for him when he emerged.
“Are you feeling more refreshed?”
“Yes.” Varka glanced back over his shoulder. “Those women in there—who were they?”
“Or what were they, you mean.” Darxes was laughing.
“The way they appeared ...”
“Oh, you will soon be used to such things. Those women have no true existence of their own, but they are useful to me.”
“Are they elementals?” Varka guessed, trying to recall the little superstitious lore he had learned during his life.
“After a fashion.” Darxes almost sounded evasive. “But pay no heed to them—come and eat.”
He led Varka across to the table he had seen earlier, which was heaped with rich, exotic dishes, the like of which he had never seen before.
The god smiled at Varka’s obvious delight. “I like to entertain my guests well. Sit down. We have much to talk about.”
Varka seated himself on a comfortable chair and relaxed. He was refreshed, had new clothing—and very fine clothing at that—and was now faced with the prospect of a meal fit for a god. “What more could I ask?” he said to himself, and then suddenly wanted to laugh. The situation was ludicrous. He had been executed, cast into a pit with thoughts of eternal torment in his mind—and yet here he sat, surrounded by luxury, at the table of the very deity to whom he had been sacrificed! For a fleeting moment he wondered if this could be no more than the ramblings of a mind turned insane, but immediately dismissed the idea. This was too real.
Darxes was regarding him shrewdly. “You have a mercurial mind, my friend,” he said suddenly. “Many emotions have shown on your face in the last few seconds. What are you thinking?”
Varka laughed self-consciously. “Oh—forgive me, but I am still trying to untangle the situation in my own head,” he explained. “When I was convicted and executed, I believed I would go to aq everlasting and hideous death. The last thing I might have expected was—” He looked around, then waved an arm vaguely in the air. “Well—this!”
Darxes smiled. “Yes, I see your point. And I must confess, Varka, that at first I had no intention of taking any personal interest in this affair.”
Varka looked surprised. “Then what—”
“What prompted me to change my mind?” Darxes pulled a half-dozen grapes from their main bunch and swallowed one. “You might term it an attack of conscience. It has a habit of plaguing me. You see, despite my love of paradox, I also pride myself on my sense of fairness and justice. When I came to know the full circumstances of your trial and sentence, I realized—”
He stopped, as he saw that Varka was paying not the slightest attention. He was staring past Darxes, over his shoulder to the far side of the cavern. Darxes turned to look, and saw the wraithlike figure that had appeared beside a fountain, in the shadows.
Very slowly, Varka rose from the table. His eyes were misted, and there was an expression of deep joy on his face.
“Aloethe!” he said.
So it was true. It had been no vision that had come to him in the Pit to guide him here, but Aloethe herself. He should have realized that Darxes, in all his wisdom and power, could resurrect her without a second thought. Why, to him it would be child’s play!
Oblivious to the god’s restraining hand on his arm, he began to move round the table. But strong fingers were gripping him, and Darxes’ voice broke into his mind so that the thoughts fell into a confused tangle.
Varka’s eyes met Darxes’ blankly, and he saw that the god was sad. So sad that Varka’s own heart ached.
“Varka, that is not Aloethe. I know it is hard for you, but you must trust me. Aloethe is dead—that is not she.”
Varka swallowed something. “Dead—but—”
“Sit down, Varka,” Darxes said gently, “and I will show you.”
Mutely, Varka obeyed. Darxes turned again toward the figure standing so still by the fountain, and beckoned.
She came forward silently, a smile on her face. Varka’s eyes never left her, but as she approached he frowned. Her hair was black and lustrous as Aloethe’s ... but her face was so different! The last shred of irrational hope died as the girl reached Darxes and stood beside him. His own longing had distorted his mind—how could he, for a single moment, have taken her for Aloethe?
He looked away miserably, and Darxes smiled at the silent girl.
“Go now,” he said to her. “Go—your work is done.”
She inclined her head, then seemed to shiver and fade into the empty air.
Darxes leaned back in his chair and looked at Varka for a long time before speaking. Finally he said, “She is gone. Will you eat?”
Varka raised his head and stared at the food spread out before him. “I am sorry—I cannot.”
“You truly believed she was your Aloethe?”
Varka nodded slowly. “I thought that you—you could so easily raise her, and bring her back.”
Darxes didn’t answer for a moment, and when he did, only said, “I see you have a lot to learn.”
Silence fell between them then. Varka could think of nothing to say, and Darxes was having a sharp conflict between his judgment and his conscience.
His conscience won.
“Varka, I am not omnipotent. I am merely immortal, and at times I doubt the importance of that. But if—oh, let this thing explain itself? Come with me.”
His tone was suddenly so abrupt that Varka was startled. But he rose, as bidden, and followed the god down the steps and across the cavern to where a short flight of stairs zigzagged a short way up the wall, and ended in mid-air.
Darxes indicated the stairs. “Climb up to the last step, Varka, and wait there.”
Puzzled, Varka obeyed him. He had climbed perhaps five steps when the light began to dim. First dusk and then total darkness closed in as he went higher, and the sounds of the fountains faded away, until he stood on the top step, muffled in silence and soft blackness, and waited.
A milky oval of light suddenly sprang into being before him, on a level with his face. It stayed clouded for a brief few seconds, then cleared, and an image was revealed.
On an unadorned bier, surrounded by darkness, lay a girl with flowing black hair. Her hands were crossed on her breast, and dried blood made a random pattern across her bodice. Her eyes were closed, and her face bore no look of peace.
Varka covered his face with one hand, turned, and stumbled blindly down the steps in the darkness. When he reached Darxes, who was waiting for him at the foot of the flight, the darkness was gone and the cavern was back to normal.
“Well?” Darxes said, “What did you see?”
Varka turned on him. The shock of such a sudden and bitter reminder had made him angry, and afraid of his own grief, he vented that anger on Darxes.
“Why did you show me such a thing?” he cried. “Is it your idea of a joke? By all the Powers, is it not enough to know that she is dead, without that to remind me?”
“Varka, Varka, calm down!” The god clasped him by the shoulders so that their eyes met. Varka looked swiftly to the floor.
“Varka, that was not intended as a jibe. I wished only to show you where Aloethe is now.”
“Do you mean to tell me she is here?” there was a trace of eagerness impossible to disguise. But Darxes sighed and shook his head.
“I would that she were. Then this situation would be so much simpler. But even I cannot bring her here, for she is in Limbo.”
Varka looked up. He knew the legends. “Limbo? A world of suspended existence?”
“Yes. Just that.”
“Oh....” Varka sat down suddenly on the first step. “Then there is no hope of bringing her back. Even less than if she were truly dead—oh, Gods, no!”
“Wait!” Darxes held up a hand. “Hear me out. Make no conclusions, for if you do, you may find yourself proved wrong.” He caught sight of Varka’s face then, and frowned faintly. “I had not intended to tell you of this, but my conscience plagues me again, and I know I shall have no peace until you learn the truth.
“There is just one way by which you can release Aloethe from Limbo, but it is fraught with perils of the worst kind. If you fail, you will endanger not only your physical life, but your soul also.”
Varka was on his feet again, and at these last words he spat.
“That for my soul! There is nothing—nothing—I would not sacrifice for her! You insult me!”
“Ah, the courage of the fool! You are young yet.... No, do not look at me that way, I meant no offense. But you jump into the well without first finding out how deep it is. How do you know that the difficulties may not be too great for you?”
It was a challenge, and Varka knew it. He rose like a fish to the bait.
“Whatever they are, I shall overcome them. What must I do?”
“Just one thing. You must find Limbo.”
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ALL the self-confidence and certainty fled from Varka’s face. He stared at Darxes in amazement.
“You’re not serious!”
“Oh, but I am. It is not impossible, but, as I have already, said, it is difficult and dangerous in the extreme.”
“But Limbo cannot exist, in our terms!”
“In your terms,” Darxes corrected, “not mine. Limbo indeed exists, on a strange plane of its own. And it is possible for you to reach it, despite the fact that you are human.”
Varka half smiled. He had never considered humanity as a disadvantage until now. But this was not the time for flippancy. He looked at Darxes seriously.
“If I am to search for Limbo, I cannot begin alone,” he said. “I have not the least idea what to do, where to start, what to look for, even.”
“I know that. In truth, you have already begun searching, by being here. From your mortal world, such a journey would be impossible, but here things are different.” He smiled. “And I can help you further. I have a gift to give you that will be of more value to you than you can imagine, if you use it well.”
“What is that?” Varka thought that Darxes had begun to sound secretive and mysterious, and his suspicions were confirmed when the god refused to answer his question, but bade him return to his place at the table and wait.
Wait, wait, Varka thought as he slumped in the chair; all I am ever allowed to do is wait! He twisted round to see where Darxes had gone, but he was nowhere in sight. With a sharp sigh of exasperation, Varka sat back and waited.
When Darxes eventually returned, he was carrying a small bundle of black cloth, which he set down on the table, clearing a space with a sweep of the hand.
Varka put down the bunch of grapes he had been toying with. “What is it?” he said, staring at the bundle.
Darxes spoke almost reverently as he pulled away the folds of cloth. “This, Varka, is the Book of Paradox. It contains all you will need to know in order to find your way to Limbo. If you are to succeed, it must be your constant guide and companion.”
And as he finished speaking, the cloth fell away to reveal a small, slim volume, bound entirely in green leather. Neither the cover nor the spine bore a title or words of any sort.
Darxes held the Book of Paradox out. “Take it. It is rightly yours, as it has been rightly mine. Use it well, and it will prove its worth.”
Varka took it, wondering at the strange reference Darxes made. Almost absently, he turned back the front cover, and immediately frowned. He flicked the pages, then looked across the table at Darxes with a mixture of confusion and disbelief, to which anger was beginning to add spice.
Varka said, “But it is blank! Completely blank!”
Darxes returned his accusing glare with a look of mild amusement.
“Yes,” he replied calmly. “There is one thing I neglected to mention. You must write the Book of Paradox yourself.”
The Book shut with a snap. How Varka kept his temper he did not know. By the Horns of Baaiberith, he thought, I have been duped! This paradox-loving entity has led me such a tortuous dance, and for nothing but a whim!
“No, it is no whim. You have not been deceived.” Darxes’ words came through to his brain, and he halted in the midst of rising from the table.
The god waved a hand. “I know what is in your mind. But perhaps when you are better versed in such matters you will understand that what I said was not paradox, and certainly not beyond your power, even now.”
Varka sat down.
“To write the Book of Paradox,” the god went on, “you must look, and listen, and learn. On your journey you will meet many people, some friendly, some not so. But you must heed them all, and they will tell you—perhaps not directly, but you will know—what to write. What they say will seem paradoxical, and therefore impossible; but each paradox must be resolved before you may continue on your journey. Now do you begin to understand?”
Varka shrugged helplessly. “I understand what I must do, yes—but ... Darxes, is this really taking place, or am I mad? This is the stuff of which myth and legend are made!”
“Yes.” Darxes smiled gently. “Perhaps it is. Or perhaps it will come to nothing, and you will be forgotten for all time. As to whether or not you are mad—why, only you can answer that. And I can see you do not know, so let it rest, eh? Besides, insanity is a relative thing.”
“Darxes, you leave my mind spinning in all directions!”
Darxes laughed loudly. “Good! Then it can come to rest where you will! Varka, my poor friend, forgive me! I am a cruel host. I should not make such sport with you. Seriously now, have you made your decision? Will you follow where the Book of Paradox leads, and seek Limbo?”
“If I do, am I so sure to find it?”
The god clasped his hands together and studied his thumbs. “In truth, I can promise nothing. Your own wits and intelligence can be your only criterion.”
Varka did not hesitate, for it was what he had expected to hear. “Then I shall go,” he said.
Darxes looked up, his face broke into a smile, and he took Varka by both hands.
“Well spoken! Eat your fill, then, Varka, and when you have done I will see you on your journey.”
“So soon?”
“Why waste time, when time has no meaning? Eat, now.”
They began their long-delayed meal, and as they ate they talked for a while of trivial matters. But deep in Varka’s brain, a question gnawed insistently and would not let him rest, so that at last he was compelled to ask it.
He said, “Darxes, why have you done all this for me? You said earlier that at first you did not intend to intervene when your priests cast me into the Pit—yet why did you change your mind?”
Darxes swallowed a mouthful of food. “Ah ... that,” he said. “You may also remember my saying that I take pride in my sense of justice. You were tried for a crime you did not commit, by a body of men prejudiced against you by the word of a spoiled but influential brat. Your sentence was barbarous and inhuman, and reeked of corruption. When I learned of it, I was disgusted that the supposed guardians of my laws could act in such a way without qualm.” He smiled sheepishly. “I could not let the matter rest, for that would be as bad as if I had condoned their action. My conscience again—I swear it will be my undoing!”
“Your undoing it may be,” said Varka feelingly, “but it has been my salvation!”
“Well, how could any reasonable man—or unreasonable man, for that matter—stand by and see such an injustice done?” And the god sighed. “Poor Aloethe ... so innocent. I feel strangely sad when I think of her, Varka, and I know not why. It is as if there is something in my memory that will not come to light—some long-forgotten parallel ...” His fingers, drumming on the table, slowed to a halt, then he shook his head. “It cannot be important. Varka—I see you are not eating—have you taken your fill?”
“I have, indeed.” Varka tilted his chair back.
“Good! Then we need wait no longer. Come, there is no need for further preparation. I will show you where you must go.”
They left the table and went once more down the steps. As they crossed the main expanse of the cavern, Varka felt a tingle of excitement mixed with a certain foreboding. He carried the Book of Paradox in his hand but only now began to wonder just what its properties were. It would be invaluable, Darxes had said, but only if he used his own resources to resolve the paradoxes that it put before him. Varka was no fool, but the more he thought about the Book, the more he doubted his own ability to use such a powerful aid to his advantage. Use it well, Darxes had told him, and it will prove its worth. And if he failed in this? There would be no second chance. He had everything to lose.
Varka’s worries were suddenly submerged as he saw Darxes pulling open a door, and he knew that it was now far too late to turn back. A dark tunnel of rough rock was revealed, and he realized that this doorway was the very one by which he had first entered, eons ago now it seemed.
They stepped into the tunnel and Darxes closed the door, cutting off the light so that Varka blinked.
“Are we returning to the Pit?” he said nervously. His voice came back in a hollow echo.
“No. This tunnel leads wherever I wish it to. We are going somewhere very different.”
The god set off along the narrow tunnel, and Varka went hesitantly after him. The way was pitch black, and, concentrating on groping his way along hand over hand, Varka stumbled over a projection in the floor, swore, and stopped.
Darxes’ voice called back out of the gloom. “Are you hurt?”
“No—but I cannot see an accursed thing!”
“Ah! I had forgotten your mortal eyesight. A torch, then?” And without warning, a flaming pitch brand appeared in Varka’s hand, flinging light all around the walls.
Varka started violently. “I—I thank you!”
“Don’t mention it. Come, we have not far to go.”
I should expect such things by now, Varka thought, as the passage took a turn downhill; but still I jump like a startled rabbit. The god’s silhouette wavered ahead of him, and clutching his torch in one hand and the Book of Paradox in the other, he followed on.
The tunnel suddenly widened out, and they found themselves standing on a long, wide shelf of rock that overhung a dark lake. The roof overhead was black, the lake vast, and at intervals along the wall by which they stood, more pitch brands guttered in the rock where they had been fixed. Stalagmites reared up from the water in shadowy clusters to their right, and the general atmosphere of the place made Varka shiver.
“What is this lake?” he asked in a cautious whisper to Darxes. “Am I to cross it?”
Darxes returned his question with another. “Are you a good sailor? There is your transport.”
He pointed downward and peering over the edge of the shelf, Varka saw a small, narrow boat rocking in the sluggish swell, bumping against a flight of steps that led from the rock ledge into the darkness of the lake.
“The boat will take you on the first stage of your journey,” Darxes said. “You will find a cloak there, and some small provisions to sustain you. You look doubtful, Varka. Are you afraid?”
Varka flushed. “No—no, I am not afraid.” He shivered.
“Then there is just one more thing I have to tell you. The boat will carry you on a river, and on that river you will meet with an old man fishing. Leave your boat and join him on the bank. Ask him to tell you the way to Limbo, and follow the road he shows you. That is all I can tell you—the Book of Paradox must be your guide from then on. Never let it out of your sight, Varka, for its value cannot be measured.”
“Rest assured, I will not.”
Darxes laid a hand on Varka’s shoulder, and clasped it for a long time. “I wish you well, my friend.”
Varka murmured his thanks almost sadly. Despite the new hope of finding Aloethe, he had come to feel an almost brotherly affection for Darxes, and was sorry that this must be their parting.
He went down the steps to where his boat waited. It shuddered as he climbed in, water slapping the sides; and he settled himself in the center. A bracket in the high prow held his pitch torch, and he tucked the Book of Paradox safely under his arm.
Against the flickering light, Darxes’ figure on the ledge above looked unreal. Varka untied the painter and looked up.
“Will we meet again?”
“I believe we will. Farewell, Varka, and good speed on your journey!”
A sudden eddy of a current snatched at the boat and spun it round, pulling it away from its mooring and out into the lake. It nosed into the center of the stream and sailed steadily on.
Darxes was still standing on the ledge and had raised a hand in salute. Varka watched until his eyes ached; until the god’s tall figure dimmed and was lost from sight in the deepening gloom.
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AS the poor but welcome light around the rock shelf slid away astern and darkness closed across the lake, Varka began to feel cold and very much alone. He groped on the floor around his feet, and found that there was indeed a cloak there; a heavy, voluminous thing made from the fur of some animal—he guessed it to be wolf. With this wrapped closely around him, and the Book of Paradox clutched in his hand, he began to feel better.
After some minutes, the torchlight caught the outline of a towering rock wall directly ahead. Varka drew in a sharp breath, for it seemed that the speeding boat would crash into it, but at the last moment it veered aside, nearly throwing him out, and began to nose along the lakeside, as if looking for something.
It found it—a hole in the wall; a tunnel into which the current foamed, and into which the boat in its turn surged. The vast echoes of the water shrank as the lake cavern was left behind, and soon all that remained was the hiss of the river current beneath the keel.
The journey was a rough one. The waterway was narrow, and the ferocity of the current sent the boat bumping and jarring against the rocky banks every few seconds, until Varka began to feel seasick. Light from the torch spilled out in ragged arcs, and was echoed by the walls, which carried a faint, phosphorescent glow. It lit up Varka’s face in stark relief, casting dark shadows beneath brows and cheekbones, and reflecting in his watchful black eyes.
He shivered again, though this time not with cold. The sharpness of his light against almost total darkness threw grotesque shadows which leaped and gibbered at him from the bank as the boat scudded on. At least, he was almost certain they were shadows.... 
Varka rebuked himself sharply for such thoughts, and settled lower in the boat, staring straight ahead. He started at a splashing at his side, but told himself it was nothing more than a violent eddying of the current. Or a fish. Were there fish, or any form of living creature, in this river? Certainly, with its black, oily water and permanent gloom, it was not a likely haunt for anything other than the eyeless monstrosities which, it was said, lived in the crevices of the sea bed in his own world.
With his mind turned to this he began imagining, partly against his will but partly with an unhealthy fascination, what forms of living thing could possibly inhabit the river on which he was sailing. If there were beings here, on what did they feed? On each other, probably, or any stray traveler, human or otherwise, who came this way....
He stared suddenly at his torch, and saw its light reflecting down, down into the water, breaking into tiny shards of flame as it penetrated below the surface. If, and only if, he reminded himself ... there was something ... lurking on the river bed, it was surely the ultimate folly to attract attention to himself in such a way. But yet he had not the courage to extinguish the light, for it was his most comforting companion.
From then on, every jumping shadow was a new bogey, every splash of water sent his heart pounding, and he crouched in the bottom of the boat, praying that the journey would soon be at an end.
Varka had hidden himself in the folds of his cloak and was striving not to think of the river, when a new sound came flying down the tunnel from the darkness ahead.
“Ho, stranger!”
Varka sat up abruptly. He hesitated.
“Ho, there! Slow your craft! Slow it, I tell you!”
And, in the gloom, he could make out a place where the bank jutted into the water, and on the bank an old man was crouching. He was waving a hand wildly as the boat approached, and then Varka saw why. Stretched taut into the water, tugging against the pull of the current, was the faint silver gleam of a fishing line. The boat was about to collide with it.
“Stop your boat!” the old man cried. “Fool, you will break my line!”
Varka scrambled to his feet, leaned precariously over, and grabbed at a projection where the bank jutted out. The boat swung violently, crashed against the tunnel side, and he jumped out onto slippery rock. For a moment the boat wavered, then it seemed to dip under the fishing line, and went careering away downriver, carrying his precious light and provisions with it.
Varka hitched his cloak around his shoulders and walked over to the old man, who looked up sharply at his approach.
“So I should think,” he said. “So I should think! And if you had broken my line, where d’you think I would get a new one, eh? Out of thin air?”
He was wearing a dirty gray robe, and his face was half hidden in its hood. A straggling white beard trailed down his chest.
“Well, well,” he went on petulantly. “No need to stand there staring. Sit down, sit down!”
Varka subsided onto the slimy rock beside him. This was going to be difficult; the old man was clearly not in the most amiable of moods, and might, even if he knew the answer, refuse to answer his question. Varka decided to try a friendly approach.
“What are you fishing for?” he asked cordially.
“Mind your own business!”
He tried again. “I would not have thought many fish inhabited these waters.”
The old man giggled, a cracked, ugly sound. “Nor do they. What are you, stupid? Do you not know the first thing about this river?”
“I am a stranger,” Varka said defensively.
“Ah! Ah! I thought so! Such a healthy young specimen wasn’t bred here, nor doesn’t belong here, neither. Where d’you come from?”
That was not easy to answer. Varka made two halting attempts, and the old man shrieked with laughter.
“Stupid! I said you were stupid, and you are! Well, I have no time to talk to stupid upstarts. Go away! Go away!”
Varka fought down his fast-rising anger and let out a sigh of exasperation. “I will not waste your time, old man,” he said coldly. “Just tell me one thing. Where is the road to Limbo?”
“What? Where? Limbo?”
“Limbo, yes. Do you know the way?”
“That I do. But why should I tell you, eh?”
“Because it is vital that I go there!” Varka was almost shouting now.
“Vital to you, maybe,” the old man retorted. “But not to me. So I shan’t tell you. No, I shan’t!” he finished peevishly.
Varka got to his feet, sliding on the slippery bank. “You senile old fool!” he yelled, his fury by this time beyond his control. “I could cheerfully wring that scraggy neck of yours!”
His companion giggled again. “Then why don’t you, eh? I could never tell you the road if I was dead, could I? Perhaps to die would be interesting ... yes, I think I might enjoy that!”
Varka stared at him. “You are mad?” he said through clenched teeth.
And the old man laughed until the tunnel rang. “Did I not tell you what I am fishing for?” he said, when he had breath enough.
“No,” Varka said, aware of a growing feeling of unease.
“Ah!” And the old man shrank into his robe, peering craftily from under the cowl. “Why, I am fishing for my sanity!”
Their eyes met, and by the haggard features and tiny, glittering pinpoints of eyes, Varka knew that he was looking into the face of a madman.
He stepped back into the tunnel wall, overcome by a terrible, claustrophobic despair. He was trapped here, so near and yet so far from his road, with a decaying lunatic who would not, or could not, show him the way. Frantically he looked down the length of the tunnel, but could see no sign of a way out.
A shout from the old man made him swing roimd, and he saw the robed figure capering wildly on the bank—while in his hands the fishing line jumped and twitched spasmodically.
“I have him!” the old man bawled. “I have him! Help me!”
Varka ran to his side and took hold of the jerking line. If the old fool }iad spoken the truth, then this might be his one chance to find the road....
Together they pulled on the line, and something was pulling from far below with an almost equal strength, nearly tipping them into the river. But they held ground, and slowly, slowly, began to reel in the line.
The old man was repeatedly shouting a word which sounded like “Magalan,” but Varka had no idea what it meant. Then, with a sound like a giant cauldron boiling, the river began to seethe and foam.
“Magalan!” cried the old man again, and as the word echoed away in the general din, a huge bulk rose above the surface amid a surge of foam.
Varka’s yell of horror was drowned out as a shattering roar blasted the air, and the old man’s catch emerged.
A shapeless head twice Varka’s height reared up, with a curved beak that bellowed its fury, and a single red eye that roamed the walls in search of those who had disturbed it.
Varka had frozen into the rock, but could not help watching as a great tentacle flung itself out of the water and smashed against the wall in rage, then another, and another....
“Magalan!” the old man shrieked, and leaped along the bank, gesticulating at a fourth tentacle which had risen to hang over the thing’s head in readiness to strike.
The old man shook a furious fist at it. “Magalan, thou unholy denizen of the slime! Give me back that which is rightly mine!”
The thing roared again, and Varka saw that the tip of the fourth tentacle was wound round a small box of black iron. It was this box that agitated the old man so much.
He was teetering on the river brink now, still shaking his fist impotently, and Varka saw Magalan’s single eye swivel round to rest on him, while the cruel beak opened wider yet. He wanted to shout a warning, but the words dried up in his throat.
“Magalan, filth of all filth—give me that box!”
Varka sprang forward.
The old man was oblivious to the danger as a tentacle snaked from the wall toward him, but Varka’s sudden movement diverted Magalan’s attention. The eye turned, the tentacle swung, and, swift as a whiplash, it shot out and caught Varka around the waist.
He cried out, and the Book of Paradox went skimming from his hand to land on the rocks a few feet away. Magalan snarled viciously, and the tentacle gripped and squeezed.
“Help me!” Varka gasped, nearly choking. “Help me, you fool!”
The old man turned, saw what was happening, and ran toward Varka, drawing a short sword from under his robe. He hacked wildly, missing the tentacle and nearly slicing off Varka’s arm, and all the while hurling a fresh string of abuses at the monster from the river.
Magalari’s other tentacles lashed the water, and howling with rage, he reared up and hurled the black iron box straight at his would-be assailants.
The box struck Varka on the side of the head, and the tunnel reeled giddily before him. He tried to shout again for help, but the tentacle was crushing the breath out of him, and his struggles were useless.
On the rocks where the box had landed, the old man was crouched over it, hacking at it with the blade of his sword. Varka clawed frantically in the air to attract his attention, but he paid no heed. There were red flashes before Varka’s eyes—nausea filled him—he could no longer breathe, and his bones were on the point of cracking. He was going to die....
With a yelp of triumph, the old man smashed open the box, but Varka was beyond caring. He was, he knew, about to be crushed out of existence, to a pulped and bleeding mess.
“Darxes!” he groaned, with his last remaining breath. “Darxes—aid me!”
A sword came flashing down, and black blood spurted from the tentacle where the blade bit deep into it. Varka strained his failing gaze upward and saw the old man, eyes ablaze, raising his weapon for another blow, while a terrible roaring dinned in his ears as Magalan’s brain registered pain.
The sword flashed again, blood splashed Varka’s face—but the appalling grip was loosening. The tentacle was half severed.
Another strike of the sword, and suddenly Magalan let go his hold with a jerk that flung Varka across the bank, stunned. He rolled over, dragging air into his lungs through a burning throat, tried to struggle to his feet, and failed miserably.
He saw what passed next through a thick haze of sickness and fear. Magalan was churning the water to a mass of foam in pain and rage, and before him stood the old man, his hood fallen away and his hands, brandishing the black-stained sword, raised high above his head.
“Magalan!” he shouted. “O vilest creation of the dregs of the Universe, hater of all that is clean and pure! Return, I command thee, to thy lair of slime! Return to the darkness from whence you came! By Ator, Athor, Aarlegor!”
Magalan shrieked, and the shriek died until it seemed the monster was whimpering. The tentacles shrank back. Then, with a final bellow of frustration, Magalan slid below the surface leaving only an oily smear of blood and curdled foam to show where he had been.
Varka lay where he was, staring after the monster as the river rushed on. He made no attempt to move when the old man came over to him, but merely looked up into his face.
The madness had gone. Kindly brown eyes met his, and the old man let out a deep breath.
“My friend, I owe you a debt—and a very great apology. I should have come to your aid earlier, but I would have been useless until that box was open.”
Varka stared back suspiciously. “Another of your tricks?”
“No—please—I am no longer mad. I cannot remember what has passed between us before now, but I see from your face that I have disturbed you deeply. I am sorry.”
Varka threw off the last shreds of anger, and found he was able to sit up. “The black box,” he said. “Was that ... ?” He could not finish the question.
“Aye, it was what I have been searching for, for so long. I am myself again.” He held out a scrawny hand to help Varka to his feet, saying, “You are in a poor state. Are you seriously injured?”
“No—I think not. And I would thank you for what you did. That creature was on the point of destroying me.”
“Magalan is not a friendly beast at best. But fortunately there are three names of power which, if spoken together, can command him. Until I had my box, I did not know those names. Now I remember ... I remember very well.”
Varka frowned distastefully at the dark, sliding water. “And I am heartily glad of that. Are there many such monsters in these parts?”
“A few, but seldom troublesome. Now, my friend—although we are indebted to each other, I do not even know your name. I am Haemiron. Those who know me call me a hermit, and I am content with that.”
Varka took the gravely extended hand. “My name is Varka.”
“Ah. Well, Varka, I can see you are a stranger. What brings you on this river?”
Again Varka asked his question, this time with more hope and confidence. “I seek the road to Limbo.”
“Limbo?” Haemiron was surprised. “A strange quest! It is not a welcoming place, I have heard tell.”
“Nevertheless, I have urgent reason for finding it.” Varka persisted. “Can you help me?”
“I can—for who am I to question what others do? But first,‘ cleanse yourself. The river water is not harmful, and your face is still stained by Magalan’s blood.”
Varka put a hand to his cheek, and it came away sticky. He bent down at the edge of the bank and splashed the icy water over face and arms until all traces of his struggle with the monster had gone.
When he straightened up, Haemiron was standing a few paces away—and in his hand was, the Book of Paradox, which he was studying intently.
Varka felt a guilty flush at his own neglect of the precious Book, and Haemiron seemed to notice it when he looked up.
“This is yours?”
“Yes.”
“I thought so.” The hermit smiled, handing it back. “There is something I must tell you, Varka, and you can make of it what you will.”
“What is it?” Varka felt his spine prickle with excitement as he remembered Darxes’ words: “You will meet many people—you must heed them all, they will tell you what to write....”
Haemiron stared hard at the Book. “Just this—the Prince that is without Princedom shall be known for what he is not.” He sighed. “I have known it a long time. What it means is for you to decide.”
Varka made no reply. He was slowly turning back the cover of the Book of Paradox, and his fingers, as if with a separate life of their own, came to rest on the first empty page.
He repeated Haemiron’s words aloud, and as he spoke the letters began to form before his eyes until, clearly written across the page in a bold hand, they were complete.
“The Prince that is without Princedom shall be known for what he is not.”
The Book of Paradox snapped shut, and Varka came back to earth.
Haemiron was watching him. “Does it make sense to you?” he asked.
“No.” Varka shook his head. “Not yet. But there is time. Will you show me the road?”
Haemiron turned, and walked a few paces along the bank. By an overhang in the tunnel wall, he stopped and pointed to a narrow crevice in the rocks, just wide enough and high enough for Varka to squeeze through.
“Look into the crevice,” Haemiron said, “and you will see the road.”
Varka put his face to the crack and peered through. He was amazed to see an open landscape beyond, for he had been convinced that the river ran deep underground. But this was a wintry landscape, dull and gray under an oppressive cloud bank, and the well-trodden path that led from the crevice had an air about it that suggested it led nowhere.
He turned doubtfully back to Haemiron. “That is the road?”
“Yes. It may not appear so, but it will lead you where you want to go.”
And a very lonely road it must be, Varka thought. “Will you travel with me, Haemiron? There can be nothing to keep you here.”
But the hermit shook his head sadly. “Ah, I fear I cannot come with you, for I still nave work to do, and that work will never cease. Those lands beyond the wall are no place for me.”
He turned away and gathered up the black box, looking at it with an expression of great regret. Then he seemed to make a decision, and snapped the lid of the box shut.
“What are you doing?” Varka called to him, suddenly anxious. Haemiron turned his head. His lips parted in a crooked smile, and his eyes flickered with an ugly light.
“Why,” he said in a wheedling voice, “I am going fishing!”
And with a swing of his arm he hurled the black box up, up, out, and down into the river.
“I am going fishing!” he yelled wildly, and the yell became a maniacal cackling laugh, ringing from the walls and changing to a dreadful sobbing as he fell to his knees and tears streamed from his mad eyes.
Varka stumbled back in horror as Haemiron, still sobbing as if the weight of the universe was upon his soul, flung a fist to the roof and cursed all gods and spirits under and above the earth. He could not bear to stay, and with a cry of anguish, ducked into the crevice, fought his way through, and emerged onto the bleak moorland beyond.
Varka ran. He cared not where. He only knew that, for the- sake of his own sanity, he must get away from the river and Haemiron, and all that his actions implied. He forced himself not to dwell on the reasons behind the hermit’s terrible, eternal fate—if there was any reason in this senseless land—but only ran, his feet thudding on the hard earth of the path, and his cloak flying behind him like the wings of a gigantic bat.
And when at last he slowed his steps and looked back, there was nothing of the rock to be seen. Only the moorland stretched away, until it merged hazily with the lowering cloud and became nothing.
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VARKA did not know how long he had walked. With no sun to guide him, he lost all track of the hours, and only aching legs and sore feet told him that he had trudged many weary miles.
Still the land about him was unchanged. Gray, scrubby grass undulated away on both sides, broken occasionally by a cluster of boulders, or the straggling dregs of a bush that was still fighting for survival in the bitter wind. No birds roamed under the layers of unbroken cloud, and the only animal he encountered was the half-rotted carcass of a wild pig, lying by the path.
He had thought deeply about the strange words now written in the Book of Paradox, and had come to no conclusions. If this seemingly insoluble paradox was merely a foretaste of what was to come, then his own chances of finding Limbo must be very slim indeed. But there was nothing he could do to alter the fact that he had started his travels, and once started, he must go on to the end, or perish.
This last thought made him shudder, and the wind whistled through his cloak so that he drew it even more tightly around his body. He walked on, quickening his pace a little in an effort to keep warm. He longed for the moorland path to end.
Eventually, in the distance, a range of low hills came in sight, black humps against the sky. The light was beginning to fade as dusk crept in from behind, and with it came a flurry of cold rain. The shower passed soon enough, scurrying on its way towards the hills, but it left Varka wet and exhausted and more despondent than ever.
The hills marched closer and yet closer, and he could see that the path plunged into a gully that ran through the range. But by the time the first peaks rose into the clouds on each side of him, the daylight had gone and it was almost fully dark.
The path was a pale ribbon, a dormant snake that slept between the hills. The effect of this had lulled Varka almost to a mesmeric state, so that he did not see the house until he was almost level with it. Only when the pool of yellow light from a tiny window caught his eyes did he stop, and look.
The house was small, retreating into the steep hills and becoming almost one with them. The only other sign of life, apart from the gold candlelight, was a thin trickle of smoke that rose quaveringly from the chimney, then, clearing the shelter of the lower slopes, was flattened and whisked away by the wind.
Varka hesitated for a long time. He longed to knock at the low door and ask for a night’s shelter, but it occurred to him that, to the householders, the arrival of a disheveled stranger at their door at night would be a suspicious thing indeed. But on the other hand, he argued with himself, what had he to lose by the attempt? The night was growing colder, he did not relish the prospect of sleeping in the open, and he could only be refused....
Varka stepped up to the cottage door, and knocked.
Some time passed before the latch clicked, the door opened a few inches, and a woman’s face looked out.
“Yes?” she said slowly.
Varka cleared his throat. “I—I am sorry to disturb you at such an hour—but I am in need of shelter for the night. I have seen no inn....”
The door opened further, and the woman—middle-aged and heavy-featured, with thick black hair—stared into his face in the new light that poured from within. She seemed to start, then called over her shoulder, withdrawing a few paces.
“Gestrios! Come quickly!”
Through the door, Varka could see her in consultation with a swarthy man who must be her husband. He waited, stamping his feet in the cold air, until the two of them returned.
The man stared at Varka as his wife had done, then suddenly flung the door back on its hinges.
“My lord Prince!” he cried, and dropped to one knee.
Varka was astounded, and begged him. to rise. He tried to explain that he was no prince, only an ordinary traveler, but his words were swept aside as he was ushered into the main room and given a chair beside a sluggish log fire. His wet cloak was taken from his shoulders, and a wooden stool brought for his feet. And all the while, as he tried to explain the mistake, the couple would not listen but only showered him with apologies that their home was not a fitter place for him.
“My lord,” said the man at last, “I am Gestrios, a forester of these parts. My home is humble, my table simple, but I am glad to offer you all that I can for your comfort. Is there anything more you desire?”
Varka was about to say, once and for all, that there had been a mistake, but something stopped him; the words would not come. Then he remembered.
“The Prince that is without Princedom shall be known for what he is not.”
The paradox was beginning to make sense.
“I—I thank you, Gestrios.” he said gravely, “Your hospitality is everything I could wisn for.”
The forester’s dark, heavy face broke into a smile. “I thank you, my lord! Now—may I present to you my good wife, Darima ...”
The woman curtsied awkwardly and murmured, “An honor, lord Prince.”
“And my daughter, Katya,” Gestrios added.
Only then did Varka realize that there was a fourth person in the room. She now rose at her father’s bidding from her shadowy corner, and approached nervously to curtsy at Varka’s feet. She was young, olive skinned, and heavy-featured like her parents, and her straight black hair framed a face whose awe-filled eyes were far too big for it.
“My lord ...” she whispered, and then retreated to her corner, as if afraid to remain in his presence.
Gestrios sat down on a wooden bench at the other side of the fire and began to stir the wood so that it burned more brightly. “Please forgive our confusion, sire,” he said apologetically, “but although we have heard much of your wanderings, we had never expected to see you, let alone have the honor of being your hosts. Have you come far, my lord?”
The man seemed to know more about him than he did, and Varka had no wish to expose himself for the charlatan he was. That, it seemed, was not the advice of the Book of Paradox.
He thought swiftly. “I have come a long way, Gestrios, on an exhausting road. Might I avail myself of your kindness, and wash away the grime of my travels?”
Gestrios sprang to his feet. “My lord, what have I been thinking of! Katya—Katya, fetch hot water! Darima—show my lord Prince to the bedroom upstairs!” and to Varka, “Sire, it is but a poor room, but comfortable enough, and it is all I have to offer.”
“I am sure it will be as good as ever I could desire,” said Varka.
Darima, a candle in her hand, led him up a wooden ladder to the top floor, and showed him into a small, low-ceilinged room with a bed, chair and table, and a cracked mirror. Katya followed with a wooden basin of steaming water, and then both women curtsied their way out, leaving him alone.
It was the opportunity he desperately needed to collect his thoughts. Varka went to the mirror and peered at his own reflection. Hair wet and disheveled, face smeared with the dust and grime of the moorland, clothes stained and battered from the skirmish at the river—he hardly presented a princely picture. The situation, he thought as he thankfully plunged his hands into the warm water, was ridiculous; as ridiculous as those that had gone before. Then he glanced at the Book of Paradox and thought, Well, what else should I expect? It was no use trying to apply human ideas and values to these strange worlds, they had no place here.
Face and hands cleansed, he sat down on the bed, which protested loudly, and took up the Book, opening it to look once more at what was written there. But it fell open at the second page and here, to his surprise, were more words in the same, clear hand. It was headed, “The legend of the lost city of Kaih.”
He half smiled to himself. Not only was the Book providing him with the vital links that would take him to Aloethe, but it also seemed to be answering his unspoken questions. He settled himself to read.
“In ancient days, before Time was recorded, did the Princedom of Kaih hold sway. Kaih ruled over all; over the folk of the mountains and of the lowlands, over the haunted forests of the Jhamin, over the coasts and ports of the merchant traders and slavers. Here, at the City of the Glass Ocean, great kings ruled the country with a wise and benevolent hand, and here was born Ranamar, a king’s son who in his turn succeeded to the throne, as was his right.
“Yet Ranamar grew to despise the ways of his fathers, for in him was a pride and a covetousness that earned him hatred among his subjects. Under his rule the Princedom fell to chaos and ruin, the lands became divided, and finally, incensed by his father’s deeds, Ranamar’s only son rose against him with a peasant army. The young Prince was defeated in a bloody battle on the shores of the Glass Ocean, and fled the kingdom in fear of his father’s vengeance.
“But with the young Prince went the last of Kaih’s good fortune. Utter destruction befell the Princedom and the lands around, and Kaih, the City of the Glass Ocean was ravaged by the fury of its insane ruler. When he died, a madman in the ruins of his own city, Ranamar swore that his son might wander the lands and never know peace until he returned to the city from which he was banished. This curse he laid in the name of the Unspeakable One, and it is said that, such were the forces unleashed by Ranamar’s words, that the very world turned in upon itself, and Kaih and the Glass Ocean vanished.
“Yet still the Wandering Prince, Kaih’s one living link, roams eternal roads in search of the city he sought to save from ruin, and still he knows no release, but only sorrow. To meet him is said to be an omen; and any man, however poor, should offer the Prince all he has to give. If the Prince accepts, all will be well; if he refuses, ill will befall the giver and his kin. The Wandering Prince has been seen by many, and it is said that he can be recognized by his strange countenance, fair hair, and black, haunted eyes.
“Kaih is now a forgotten city; her whereabouts are lost, and even the dimension in which she lies is unknown. Yet legend holds that her stones will never crumble to dust until the Wandering Prince should find his home, and be reunited with his forefathers. Then, and only then, shall the Prince and the city know peace.”
The passage ended. Varka laid the Book slowly down, his eyes brooding. So Gestrios and his family had taken him for the Wandering Prince of legend, and this explained their anxiety to afford him every comfort they could. Yet he wondered why they had accepted him so readily? True, he bore the same fair hair and black eyes, but his was not the care-worn countenance that one might expect in a sorrow-burdened traveler of some thousands of years’ standing. Perhaps the Book of Paradox had more to do with it than he realized....
He felt pity for the true Prince, in his solitary roaming, and wondered if he would ever find his lost city again. Perhaps, after all, there was more than a fleeting similarity between them.
Varka sighed, and tucked the Book of Paradox in his belt. It seemed to nestle against his hip, and, straightening his jerkin, he rose and ducked out of the low-ceilinged room to rejoin his hosts.
When he entered the room downstairs, he found a meal waiting for him. It was simple enough fare: crusty bread and cheese and meat, with a flagon of the forester’s freshly brewed ale; but after a day of trudging across the moorland, it was to Varka a meal fit for a king.
When they had eaten, and Darima and her daughter were clearing the wooden table, the two men returned to the fire and sat down.
Varka warmed his hands before the blaze. “You tell me you are a forester, Gestrios, but I have seen no forest. Where do you work?”
“Beyond the hills, sire, there are forests that stretch to the north and west. They are grim and inhospitable places, but I cannot hate them, for they provide our livelihood.”
“Yes—and what lies beyond the forests?”
The forester made an expressive gesture. “I know not, my lord. The forests reach for many leagues, and I have never ventured further than the outskirts.” His brows creased together and he added, “No man of these parts ever goes deep into the forest. It is not a healthy place, and strange creatures are said to live in the darkness beyond the fringe.”
Varka wondered privately whether the legends had given rise to the people’s obvious fear of the forest, or vice versa. Aloud, he said, “Gestrios, I am seeking a certain road, and if you know of it, I would be grateful for your guidance.”
“What road is this, my lord?”
“The road to Limbo.”
Gestrios’ eyebrows vanished into his fringe of hair. “Limbo! Gods, sire, that is a strange road to be seeking!”
“I know, I know, but nevertheless seek it I must. Do you know where it lies?”
The forester calmed himself. “Aye, I believe I do, sire. There is a path in the northern forest which, it is said, leads to the wild lands beyond, and thence to Limbo. I can tell you the path’s source, but more than that I cannot say.”
He frowned, concentrating for a few minutes, then went on. “The path is flanked by two standing stones at the trees’ edge, directly north of these hills and not a half-hour’s journey from here.”
Varka let out a breath of relief. “I thank you, Gestrios! You have told me all I need to know.”
Gestrios smiled hesitantly. “Might I ask you, my lord, why you seek to go there?”
“Oh ... I have good reasons. You might say that it is a means to an end.” And that, after all, Varka said to himself, was the truth, however Gestrios might interpret it.
The forester was nodding. “Ah—of course—forgive me, my lord, if I touched on an unpleasant subject....”
Varka waved a hand, secretly praying that the forester would not ask any further questions like that one. “No matter,” he said, “no matter,” and yawned suddenly. Darima caught her husband’s eye.
“My lord Prince is tired, Gestrios. Cease your chatter, and let him rest!”
Varka smiled at her. “I thank you, madam, but your husband is not boring me. Nevertheless, I do feel the need for sleep—” he broke off, yawning again.
Gestrios stood up. “Then I will bid you a good night, sire. One thing more, though—will you be leaving us tomorrow?”
“In the morning, yes.” Varka paused halfway to the stairs.
“Ah. Then I must give you a warning, sire. I shall probably be gone to my work when you rise, so I will speak now. When you enter the forest, you must not stop under any circumstances, but travel on fast until you reach the far side.”
“I understand you. And what would happen to me, should I stop?”
“I cannot say, my lord. But it is imperative that you do not rest a moment. To halt would only mean disaster,” he added darkly.
Varka walked to the stairs. “I will remember your advice, and I thank you for it. Goodnight to you, Gestrios—Darima—” He looked for Katya, but she was not there, so he only smiled again and wearily climbed the ladder to his room.
His bones ached with fatigue as he climbed into the wooden bed, leaving his clothes scattered on the floor. Yet, exhausted though he was, sleep would not come. Thought upon aggravating thought passed through his mind, and he turned restlessly, sometimes staring at the ceiling with its cross-running beams, sometimes gazing toward the uncurtained window and the dense, starless night beyond.
At last he lapsed into a half-doze, in which his thoughts became muddled and disturbing dreams. And it was while he was in this state of semi-sleep that some sixth sense deep within him warned him of another presence in the room.
He was wide awake instantly, his eyes fruitlessly searching the darkness for a glimpse of the intruder. There was no sound, but still he sensed a certain atmosphere that told him his instinct was not wrong. Very slowly, Varka reached out for his knife.... 
A voice suddenly broke the bubble of stillness.
“My lord Prince ... are you awake?”
A girl’s voice, low and hesitant. Varka replied,
“That is Katya, is it not?”
The scratch of flint and tinder. A hiss, then a tiny, flame of light that grew as Katya lit the candle by the mirror. The rafters sprang into shadowed relief, and Katya’s own shadow fell across the bed as she moved towards him. She had brushed her black hair until it shone, and had changed from her working clothes into a dress that, although still very plain, was obviously kept only for special occasions. She looked nervous.
Varka looked at her almost sternly. “Katya,” he said, “does your father know you are here?”
She nodded. “He sent me to you, my lord, to—to see if there is anything you might wish.”
He smiled. “I have all I need, thank you. It was a kind thought. Good night, Katya.”
Katya made no move to go. She stared at her feet for a minute or so and seemed to be trying to muster words together. At last, she looked up again and said, “I am here to—to offer myself to you, my lord. It is my father’s wish—and mine—that I should.”
Varka was amazed. Did Gestrios seriously intend that his daughter should spend the night in a stranger’s bed? Was he in the habit of offering her to any casual wayfarer who might chance to seek shelter? And if so, what was his motive? Marriage? Suddenly Varka thought of Aloethe, and his heart ached with sadness. He had not set out on this arduous search to find the one woman he loved, in order to betray her by sporting with another!. Even if he was to fail, and never see her again, no other could take her place.
Katya waited. Varka tried to make the best of it.
“Katya,” he said, “return to your parents. You are a good, kind girl, and I have no wish to take advantage of your family’s generosity.”
Katya put both hands to her face in distress. “Oh, my lord, do not reject me!” she cried. “The legend says—” She stopped abruptly.
Now he understood. Had he not read it for himself, mere hours earlier? “Any man, however poor, should offer the Prince all he has to give. If he accepts, all will be well; if he refuses, ill will befall the giver and his kin....” And, having no material things to give, Gestrios was offering instead his own daughter for the Wandering Prince’s pleasure.
Varka was faced with a terrible decision. To refuse would mean that this family, which had been so good to him, would be living forever afterward in the fear of disaster; yet to accept would be to betray Aloethe.
Or would it? The Book of Paradox had guided him here, and it had advised him to maintain the pretense of being the Wandering Prince. Surely that meant playing out the charade to the full? Maybe this would even provide some vital link, some clue that Katya unconsciously carried within her.
There was a heavy weight in his heart as he held out an arm toward her. “Do not be sad, Katya,” he said. “You shall lie with me tonight.”
Hours later, Varka had made no attempt to sleep. He lay on his back, eyes focused on nothing, and listened to Katya’s even breathing beside him. He had done what she and her father had desired of him, and was now burdened with regret. Katya, he thought, had found pleasure in their love-play and its inevitable conclusion; he had not. There had been a mental barrier that had prevented him from experiencing their union as anything more than a mechanical and somewhat sordid act. In its wake had come a bleakness and a feeling of despair that left him cold and empty of spirit. At this moment he loathed himself, and might have loathed Katya, too, were it not for the fact that she was just ah innocent pawn in this game of the gods.
He turned, and stared out of the window. The sky was still pitch-black and the night was as silent as death. He guessed that there were still many hours to go before dawn. In some ways he longed for the light of morning; in some ways he prayed it would never come.
Varka lay lonely and bitter, until peace finally crept over him like the softest of blankets, and his exhausted body answered the call of sleep.
He woke once more during the night, and, as he had when Katya had first entered the room, instantly sensed a change in the atmosphere. But this was different—it was as if the very air was charged, and his face tingled as he cast his eyes around.
Katya had gone. That was the second thing he noticed. And the candle had burned away to nothing, leaving the room in total darkness. Varka began to wonder if he were not still asleep, and dreaming, and as the thought crossed his mind he heard a, girl’s voice speak to him.
He could not afterward be certain whether he had truly seen or merely imagined Katya’s figure bending over his bed, one finger to her lips. But he heard her words clearly enough.
“The sleep that gives Life shall bring the kiss of Death,” she said, and her voice was sad. Then she blew him a kiss that seemed to linger in the air, and merged back into the dark.
Varka believed he must have fallen asleep again immediately, for he was aware of nothing more until he opened his eyes to the harsh light of dawn, and found himself alone.
He yawned, and stretched arms and legs until they ached. Then he remembered Katya’s appearance (had it been a vision?) and her strange words. A though occurred to him, and he reached tor the Book of Paradox.
“The sleep that gives Life shall bring the kiss of Death.”
There it was, written on what had previously been an empty page. Varka mused over it for some minutes, wondering what it could mean. It sounded, he thought, like a warning.
He laid the Book aside and stretched again, only now fully awake. Then he stopped and he stared.
Where last night he had lain on a heavy blanket and had been covered by another, he now lay on bare boards, and over him was his fur cloak. His pillow was his own clothes.
Varka blinked, and sat up. His eyes roamed round the room; and although full daylight had not yet come, it was possible to see the drastic changes that had taken place, apparently overnight.
The floor was thick with dust and rubble, and begrimed cobwebs hung in layers from walls and ceiling. Gone was the old mirror; and the chair, its legs broken or eaten away, sprawled under the window, from which the glass had been smashed.
Varka couldn’t believe the sight. He rose and dressed swiftly, half convinced that this must be some delusion or nightmare from which he would wake in a few minutes, and when he was ready, went to the door.
The hinges groaned as the door swung back, and he saw that they were almost rusted away. But that was impossible.... He stepped out onto the tiny landing, and there the scene was the same—dust, cobwebs, rotting wood—and in the air hung a deep and grim silence.
“Gestrios?” Varka called.
Silence.
“Gestrios—Darima—are you’there?”
No one answered him, and the only sound was the nervous throbbing of his own heart. In the growing light, he looked all around.
A door swung shudderingly on one hinge, in the shadows, and Varka’s hand went to his belt Ho draw the long knife, one which Darxes had given him to replace his own. He moved softly toward the door, paused, then flung it wide open with a crash.
Nothing. Only the echoes dying away somewhere in the roof, another ruined room, and the door swinging in the draft from a broken window.
He backed out and turned to face the wooden ladder to the ground floor. Dust rose in a tiny cloud from beneath his boots, and the boards creaked ominously. Varka was frightened. He had fallen asleep in a comfortable if none too happy situation, and waked to a nightmare, the reality of which was fast becoming all too clear. But something like this could not happen overnight, he told himself—it was beyond the bounds of logic and reason! Then he reminded himself of his own thoughts of the previous night; that it was no use trying to apply human standards and values to these worlds. Yet—what could have happened?
He tested the strength of one rung of the ladder before climbing gingerly down to the ground. The main room greeted him, a tangle of wreckage and decay. Most of the furniture had gone, and what was left was so thick with filth and cobwebs as to be virtually unrecognizable. Coarse grass sprouted yellowly where only last night a fire had burned in the bare earth hearth, and dark stains of damp rose up the walls. The front door was gone, and some of the stone had crumbled from the lintel to scatter on the. floor among the other debris.
Varka moved forward as if in a trance, while his mind struggled to take in the situation and turn it into something that made a little sense. But it was impossible. Several times more he called out to anyone who might be there, but he knew even as he shouted that he would receive no answer. Gestrios and his family had left this house long ago.
But what had happened? He had slept for no longer than the duration of one night, he was certain. Had time somehow played a trick on him, turned around on itself and thrown him far into the future? Or had the forester and his wife and daughter been a dream, or phantoms from a long-dead past? Surely that could not be—for he remembered Katya only too well.
Varka went to where the door had been, and looked out. Heavy clouds were driving slowly across the sky, and a biting wind soughed between the hills. He shivered with something beyond cold, and stepped out into the chill morning.
Out here, too, there were no traces of life to be seen; but to make doubly certain, Varka decided to look all around the house.
At the back of the house, in the small space before the hills rose steeply up, he found three unmarked graves.
Gestrios—Darima—Katya. All dead, and their house fallen to ruin through long disuse. They had believed the Wandering Prince would bring them luck—and they had been tragically wrong.
Varka ached inwardly as he walked away from the graves and looked at the house for the last time. He felt that, in some indefinable way, he was to blame for whatever disaster had overtaken the forester’s family, and wished that he had never set foot inside their door.
“The sleep that gives Life shall bring the kiss of Death.” Perhaps that paradox had already solved itself. Had he slept under their’roof and inadvertently brought Death with him? Or, on the other hand, had he somehow walked into a time that had passed many years ago, and helped the old ghosts to live again? Or—and maybe this was the most unpleasant possibility of all—was he mad?
He believed he would never know the true answer. He raised a hand to the crumbling house in farewell, and started on his way to the forests.
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IT took Varka less time than he had expected to reach the far edge of the hills. He climbed some way up the long lower slopes of the last peak, and sat for a while to rest and to look at the vast expanse of dark green forest stretching out before and below him. Up here the ever-present wind was stronger still, and as it whipped past him and away southward, it helped to cleanse the sadness and remorse from his thoughts. He forced himself not to brood; what had happened to the forester’s family had happened. He did not know that it was his fault, and nothing he could do now would alter the facts one iota.
From his vantage point he could clearly see the two standing stones Gestrios had mentioned, little sentinels in the distance. And between them the crooked path ran like a drunkard’s careering before it plunged among the trees and was lost to view.
The forest looked very dense, and it reached as far as the eye could see. Not the most pleasant of places for a morning ramble, he imagined, remembering the warnings he had been given. But there lay the road to Limbo, and there he must go.
There was no point in delaying the journey any longer. The day was still young, and with luck he might be able to cross the forest land before night fell again. He stood up reluctantly, and set off down the hill.
He noticed, as he neared the trees, that a bank of heavier cloud was building up on the southwest horizon, topped by a dark, anvil-shaped mass. It was traveling slowly against the wind and looked like the herald of a big storm. As well, Varka thought, to make as much headway as possible before it broke.
He reached the path and passed between the two standing stones. The trees—abnormally tall, reptilian-looking things—greeted him with a sinister rustling, and a low branch brushed sharp needles against his face. For some minutes he felt afraid of them, but at last the trees seemed to tire of their game and settled once more into silence.
The path wound on ahead under a dim green light, which increased as the daylight edge fell behind. The quiet became more intense, too, until Varka felt that he might well be the only living thing, in this entire world. There was something peaceful in the silence—and also something morbid.
As he pressed deeper into the trees, Varka began to understand something of Gestrios’ dislike of the forest. No animals, no small birds—his eyes flickered warily about him and he found his hand resting involuntarily on the hilt of his knife, fingers restless. More than once an unformed foreboding made him half draw the weapon before he realized sheepishly that the bogey was nothing more than his own imagination.
The mind played strange tricks here, and Varka soon lost all track of time. He might have been walking ten minutes or ten days, for all he knew. But he was hungry. And the hunger grew until he pushed it savagely away, then at last it subsided. But the one thing that would not subside, that grew until it gnawed and aggravated within him, was his thirst. His throat burned and his tongue was dry, and he felt that he must drink, or go mad.
This thought was still fleeting through his mind when he saw the pool.
It was not a large or particularly inviting pool, where it lay among the undergrowth, but it contained water. He stared at it. There must be more than coincidence at work for this pool to materialize at the very moment when he needed it so desperately. Was the Book of Paradox at the root of it? Or were more sinister forces responsible? He remembered Gestrios’ emphatic warning, that to stop, even for a moment, would only mean disaster; and it occurred to him that this water, which called so invitingly to his aching throat, might be a trap set for the unwary wanderer.
No. He dismissed the idea. It was natural that he should become thirsty; no supernatural powers would have engineered that. And, in his longing for water, the Book of Paradox must once again have come to his aid, and provided the pool for his use.
Besides, he thought (the new ideas gaining strength), what could possibly happen to him if he did stop? Gestrios had said nothing of that. What evil could befall him? Would he be set upon and torn apart by animals? Unlikely, for there had been no sign of any creature, and anything large and ferocious enough to attack would not discriminate between a man standing still and a man walking. Varka thought it more likely that there was some local superstition, tales of ghouls or vampires or harpies, that had made Gestrios so afraid. Unfabricated fairy stories.... He longed for a drink.
How long would such a brief stop take? Two minutes? Three? In fact, he reflected, still trying to justify the idea, if he did not stop and quench his thirst now, he might not have another chance.
He had passed the pool by this time, but retraced his steps and plowed a way through the foliage and low overhanging branches to kneel down by it. The water was clear enough, and he scooped some up in his hands to drink. It tasted brackish, but to Varka’s throat it might have been wine from the sweetest grapes in the Universe. He drank deeply, again and again, until his thirst was thoroughly quenched, then bathed face and hands in the pool to freshen himself.
He felt a certain sense of relief, as he pushed back through the trees to the path, at having stopped with no ill fortune, despite Gestrios’ forebodings. Now he could carry on along the road and—
Varka stopped in mid-thought and yawned. Although he had slept passably well the previous night, he was unaccountably tired. His head was suddenly heavy, and he rubbed his eyes vigorously as they threatened to close against his will. A few paces onward, and his legs ached as if they could no longer support him. He wondered with horror if the water had been poisoned; thought what a fool he had been—but no, it was not that. Exhaustion flooded him, pure exhaustion and nothing more, dragging him down so that he leaned against a tree in an effort to stay upright. He felt he was about to die, that to save himself he must sleep ... must sleep....
All the determination to hurry on his way had gone, buried under the weight of tiredness. Varka managed to stumble a few paces to a reasonably clear patch of ground before he collapsed. His cloak fell in folds over his body, his head sank onto a carpet of soft grass, and he slept.
A blue flash that set the whole forest momentarily ablaze woke him. He sat up with a start, wondering what it was that had aroused him so suddenly, then jumped as a deafening clap and rumble sounded overhead.
The forest was now dark. The storm had come with the onset of night, and Varka realized that he must have slept for many hours. Cursing himself, he scrambled to his feet, brushing down his clothes, and slung his cloak across his shoulders to be on his way before the weather got any worse.
A sudden hissing among the dense tops of the trees announced the rain, and within seconds a downpour was lancing down between the leaves and pounding the dry ground. A second flash lit the forest like an explosion, and Varka yelled out. He yelled in uncontrollable shock, for in the instant before the thunder echoed out of the sky in its brother lightning’s wake, he had seen the silhouettes of many figures standing between the trees.
He stopped where he was, heart thudding, and tried to strain his gaze through the gloom and the rain to where he had seen them. But among the dim and confusing shapes of the trunks, it was impossible.
There was a sudden clatter in the trees, as of gigantic wings, and something flew past him, uttering a screech that made his hair stand on end. He swung round, whipping the knife from his belt; but the thing was gone in an instant, and he heard a scuffle as it landed in the undergrowth nearby. Then a low laugh—a woman’s throaty laugh.
A flash of lightning, more violent and prolonged than the last, seared through the trees, and simultaneously came the crack and roar of a thunderbolt directly overhead. In the livid light Varka saw them clearly. There were at least a dozen of them—they looked like women, but women with wild hair, vicious faces from which red eyes blazed balefully, and thick, leathery wings that trailed obscenely on the ground behind them. They were virtually surrounding him, and they were waiting.
The sound of the pouring rain came back with double intensity as the thunder faded. Varka stood stock still. He didn’t dare make a move in any direction: they knew he was there, and the next flash of lightning would give him away and probably bring the whole pack down on him. He held his knife at the ready, and stared into the dark.
Perhaps a minute passed before a second thunderbolt split the air above the trees, and the storm gave vent to its full fury.
The roar of thunder drowned out any other sound, and the flickering lightning was almost continuous. Slowly, with smiles of anticipation on their twisted faces, the beast-women began to advance.
Varka looked frantically behind him for an escape route and saw more of the creatures, wings held wide, ready to lift them into the air; mouths open, drooling, showing two sharp fangs like gigantic vampire bats. -He was completely surrounded—and still they closed in.
With a half-human shriek and a clap of wings, one of the creatures launched herself at Varka’s undefended back. But her cry was Varka’s saving, for he turned a second before she reached him and leaped out of the way. She landed heavily, but was up again instantly and advancing on him, almost crouching, snarling softly.
It would be useless to go on the defensive. There were far too many of them, although as yet the others showed no signs of attacking. They merely watched as Varka and their companion circled warily, each ready to spring.
A thick hand, the fingers tipped with long, iron-hard claws, raked towards him, slashing at his face, and he jumped back. Then, judging his moment with what he hoped was perfect precision, he rushed forward.
A shrieking mouth came towards him, an arm snaked out, and then the dagger had gone home into soft flesh and the screams were shriller, hysterical. The beast-woman fell to the ground, clutching at her wound. Immediately many of the others rushed toward her, and Varka’s quick mind told him to escape while they were engaged helping their comrade....
Helping? The wounded woman’s screams grew louder, and now mingled with a wild snarling and grunting from the others. Varka drew back suddenly, and nausea rose in his stomach as he realized what was happening. Far from going to her aid, they had closed in on her for the kill. The smell and sight of her blood had aroused them to an uncontrollable frenzy, and now they were tearing her apart while she howled and shrieked on the ground.
He couldn’t look. He had to get away, run—he turned—and came face to face with three more of the creatures not five feet away.
Seeing his horrified face, they all grinned. Their eyes were alight with a fire that only some great lust could have kindled, and then the foremost one raised a hand.
It was a signal. They lunged forward with cries like demented birds and sprang at him.
Varka went down under the first onslaught, all three on top of him in an instant. Arms flailing, his knife met flesh and pierced it, a ghastly screech, and a haze of blood spattered on the ground. Claws raked his leg, he kicked out at empty air, and fought like a wildcat as more and more of the beast-women, leaving their earlier prey, closed hi with shrieks and the thick beating of wings.
A face loomed out of the bloody melee, ugly and distorted, red eyes flashing greedily. It laughed, showing its fangs, and Varka slashed at it. A gash opened up in the face’s cheek, and blood stained the disheveled hair. The beast-woman yelled in fury, and flung herself at his head. Varka jerked his head back in an effort to twist aside, and it was the worst thing he could have done. Uttering a triumphant screech of delight, the woman lunged forward and sank her fangs into his throat.
There must have been at least a dozen of them on him, all hell-bent on his destruction. Clawing, tearing, teeth snapping, they had all moved in to join the attack. Varka thought he had gone on fighting, seemed to remember killing the one who had bitten him ... but then a stiffness began to creep from his neck, along his arms and through his body. His limbs would not respond as he wanted them to, and every movement, every kick and twist, was an agony of effort. He gasped as a spasmodic shudder ran down his spine, and his body semed to go rigid.
And then, suddenly, at the very moment when he had expected them to finish him off, the beast-women withdrew, leaving him helpless and breathless on the path. The snarls fell away, one of them laughed, then their cacophony died altogether.
Blood trickled from the double wound in Varka’s throat and rain splashed in his mouth and eyes, but when he tried to roll over he found himself completely unable to move. His limbs were numb, and he could not even turn his head. It occurred to him then that the woman who had bitten him must somehow have injected some sort of poison into his bloodstream, totally paralyzing him.
But why had they ceased their attack? Did they ... think him dead and not worth their notice, or had they simply lost interest?
Time passed, while the lightning and thunder became more intermittent. Varka listened to the rain and tried to detect any other sound. He had no idea where the beast-women were, and was half expecting a second attack.
“You have done well. We shall take him back with us for the full moon.”
The voice came from behind his head. Varka tried to strain his eyes upward, but could see only the blurred outline of a long cloak.
“Pick him up. Two of you can carry him.”
The voice was thin and flat, and carried no resonance. A throaty mutter of excitement came from beyond it, but the voice’s next words were drowned out by another peal of thunder. Varka remembered trying to speak; remembered failing, before he was roughly lifted from the ground and half-carried half-dragged into the undergrowth. He struggled again to see the newcomer, who obviously was in control of the women, but the paralysis had spread even to his eyes, and his gaze faltered and shook before him.
He became aware of very little as the procession progressed through the trees, and the wildly lurching scene before his eyes was nothing more than a blur. The noise of many feet faded, and he was barely conscious when he was finally dumped on a hard surface and left alone.
Time had no meaning to him at first, but finally he realized that a faint warmth was coming from somewhere, seeping into his bones and his nerves, so that his whole body tingled. He felt as if he were thawing out after having been buried in snow for a very long time.
For a while Varka lay still, until the tingling stopped. Then he tried cautiously to move, and found his reactions almost back to normal, with only an aching stiffness to show for what he had suffered earlier.
He coughed suddenly, and was answered by a low giggle somewhere behind him. Frowning, he sat up and turned around.
The room he was in was spacious and well-furnished, with something of the atmosphere of a wealthy man’s drawing room. The heat, which he now found humid and oppressive, came from the embers of a fire in the vast grate. This also provided the room’s only light, a dull red glow that left the far corners in shadow.
On the floor a few feet away sat two of the beast-women. The firelight showed their eyes, their wings folded over humped backs, and the fangs of one as she smiled evilly and touched her lower lip with a moist tongue.
Varka froze, and one of the women laughed. The other, smiling at him, was scrambling to her feet, then she ran to the far side of the room and went out through the door.
“You are awake,” the first woman said. “Good. Our master will be pleased.”
He was surprised that, for all her animal appearance, she could speak. Her voice had a peculiarly low pitch.
“What do you want of me?” he demanded defensively.
She laughed again. “Oh, our master has plans. That is why we did not kill you. When you know our master’s plans, you will wish we had!”
Varka turned his back abruptly. The creature was taunting him, trying to make him angry. He would ignore her.
But still, despite the stifling heat, he shuddered.
The beast-woman went on talking, taking obvious pleasure in hinting of all kinds of horrors without revealing any true details. She watched carefully for Varka’s reaction, and was delighted when he showed signs of losing his temper. She taunted him, laughed at her own speculations on his fate, while he became more and more inwardly distraught. He was almost at the end of his tether when he realized that the creatures had made a very stupid mistake.
They had returned his knife to his belt.
He heard the rustle of the woman’s wings, then the pad of her feet as she got up and came toward him.
Her voice spoke in his ear. “You will learn our master’s plans soon.”
Varka’s hand touched the hilt of the knife. One more word would be enough to snap his self-control....
“Would you like to know what fate our master has in store for you? Shall I tell you?”
His hand tightened. He said evenly, “I am not interested. I will hear no more from you!”
And as he spoke he sprang to his feet and turned in one movement. The knife speared up, and took the beast-woman in the stomach.
She howled like a wolf, choked, and clutched at the blade in an effort to wrench it from her body. Varka grinned, then laughed shrilly as she fell dead at his feet. He was still laughing, on the verge of hysteria, when the door at the far end of the room opened to admit the man the beast-woman called Master.
He stood on the threshold, taking in the scene, then stepped into the room and softly closed the door. Varka had seen him and stood defensive, brandishing the knife, his eyes glittering with hate and fear.
“Put down your blade,” said the Master in the same thin voice.
“Put it down? I am not as stupid as your beast-women!”
“My friend, you are a bigger fool than all those creatures together. You cannot harm me with that toy of yours. But I can harm you, if you do not do as I say. Put it away.”
His tone was calm, detached, almost peaceful. Varka slipped the knife into his belt without really knowing why.
“Good,” the Master murmured approvingly. “Now—come over here and sit down.”
Varka shut his mouth, which had been hanging open. He managed to get out, “But—but I have just killed one of your women....”
“So I see. Come and sit down.”
“But—don’t you care?”
“Why should I? That is your affair, not mine. Now, won’t you join me?”
He had seated himself in an armchair at a respectful distance from the fire, and Varka went dazedly across to subside in another chair a few feet away.
The Master was an unhealthy, pasty-faced man with fish-blue eyes, dressed somewhat theatrically in a black cloak from which the cowl was flung back to reveal a balding head. He regarded the corpse on the floor with hooded lids.
“At times, I wonder if they have any regard at all for their own lives,” he said. “But I suppose, with their lack of intelligence ...” He turned to look at Varka. “It is a lonely way to live, surrounded by one’s intellectual inferiors. Perhaps now that you are here, I can at last indulge in some diverting conversation. You seem of above average intelligence.”
“I wasn’t under the impression that I had been brought here for that,” Varka retorted sharply.
“Nor were you. You are astute. By the way, do you know that you still have blood on your throat?”
“Blood?” Involuntarily, Varka raised a hand. His throat and the collar of his jerkin were stained, although the wound had long stopped bleeding.
He looked again at the Master. “One of the women bit me ... was that what caused the paralysis?”
“It was. But do not worry, it has a very short-lived effect. Perhaps you will be stiff for a while, but that is all. Now, where was I?”
“Discussing the merits of intelligent conversation, I think,” said Varka.
His sarcasm was wasted. The Master smiled. “Yes. While you live, we may as well spend the time talking, eh?”
Varka swallowed. He had expected this, but it still came as something of a shock. “While I—live?”
The Master studied his well-manicured fingernails. “I did order the woman to tell you of my intention, but she was very stupid—or perhaps you did not give her a chance? I will explain.
“These creatures have long held the opinion that there are gods, and that these gods control their destinies. Therefore, these gods must have offerings and sacrifices to appease them, and to ensure health and prosperity to their earthly children.”
“They do not look very prosperous to me.”
The Master smiled agreeably. “As I said, they are very stupid. Whatever their life, they still hold the conviction that their deitie& are watching over them, and they worship accordingly.” He laughed good-humoredly. y
Varka thought fast. He had the outlines of an idea for escape in his mind, but was careful to remain Outwardly calm. He said, “I have the impression that you do not share their beliefs.”
The Master looked quite surprised. “Oh, come now! Surely no enlightened and capable thinker could possibly give any credence to such legends! The idea of an assortment of deities that exist to watch over the world—well, it is quite ridiculous!”
Varka privately wondered what Darxes would have said to that.
“Then if you are so sure, and so contemptuous of their beliefs, why do you allow them to worship?”
“It keeps them happy,” the Master said simply. “They hold a sacrifice at the full moon, sometimes a forest animal, sometimes one of their own number. They think it an honor to die for the gods, and it gives them all pleasure. Why should I deny them that? Life is all pleasure, my friend, or should be. Don’t you agree?”
Varka frowned. “And where, then, is your pleasure in all this?”
“My pleasure is in power,” the Master said, with a smile as guileless as a cherub’s. “I command them; I give them food and keep their temples in good repair, and although for the most part they hate me, they obey me. That is my supreme pleasure. Why, without me, they would be without direction, and although they would be free, they would find no pleasure in their freedom, for their intellects are too limited. I curse and command; they tremble and obey. That way we are all content. That is the only way.”
It was illogical, crazy. The Master’s expression was so empty that it seemed the epitome of innocence, andJVarka found himself on the verge of believing the man’s arguments to be reasonable. He shook himself out of the mood.
r“And what is my part in this farce?” he said angrily. “I am not one of your fawning slaves, nor ever wili be.”
“I would not insult your obvious intelligence by assuming that,” the Master replied. “Your part is much simpler. In two nights’ time, the women are planning their biggest festival of the season, a sacrifice to some nonexistent deity they call the God of the Four Winds. They imagine he is the guardian of the North, South, East and West, and is a stern god who must be frequently placated.” He looked at Varka speculatively. “Your blood will make an ideal sacrifice.”
“What!”
“Oh, do not worry. It will be painful, but over soon enough. We will sever a main artery, or maybe two, and the women will offer your blood to their precious god. And when you are dead, your corpse will be given to them to eat. I really think that is the part they most enjoy,” he added reflectively.
Varka’s heart pounded. He prayed that the Master could not see his hand as it moved hidden beneath the folds of his cloak.
“And if I have other plans? What then?” he said slowly.
The Master lost his smile. His eyes were like cold iron. “Oh, you can have no other plan’s, my friend. I am not offering you a choice.”
Varka smiled icily. “Oh, but I think you are!”
The knife shot through the air, flashing silver in the dying firelight, as Varka struck. He could not miss; the blade was directed at the Master’s throat....
A terrible shock wave ran from the knife and coursed through Varka’s arm, making him yell in pain. Deflected by some invisible force mere inches from the Master, the knife -went spinning from his hand and crashed to the floor.
He doubled over, swearing bitterly and clutching at his sprained wrist. The Master was watching him.
“I wouldn’t advise you to attempt any such thing again,” he said coolly. “I thought you intelligent, but it seems I was wrong. You are not worthy of my time.”
He clapped his hands, and three of the beast-women entered through another door.
“Take him to the temple annex,” the Master commanded. “I have done with him—and in two nights’ time he will be yours.”







 
This card can be taken as an indication of the outcome of a struggle such as that symbolized by the Chariot. It represents the inner strength of the seeker, and, when well-aspected, indicates courage, energy, and success.
 
VARKA was hustled along a seeming maze of corridors to a tiny, unfurnished room, which, judging by the stale air, had been long disused. The beast-women who had been his escort locked the low door on him, and he heard them scurrying away.
He propped himself in a sitting position against the wall, rubbing at his wrist, which still throbbed painfully, and he felt thoroughly miserable.
He had been impetuous and foolhardy. The Master had warned him of the consequences of such an action, but fear and stupidity had got the better of him, and had made him throw away his one slender hope of survival.
They had taken his knife, of course. Varka guessed that by now it would be locked away in some safe place—as he was—until the proposed ceremony, or feast, or whatever they termed it.
Varka’s thoughts turned back to the Master. How powerful a man was he? Certainly his methods of protecting himself and of dealing with adversaries showed that he had far more than ordinary ability. Was it possible, Varka wondered, to break down that force field and kill him? He doubted it, but if it were, would gladly have been first in line.
With some difficulty, he shifted his right arm to a more comfortable position. Ho had no one but himself to blame for this predicament, and it was not a comforting thought. If he had heeded Gestrios’ warnings and not stopped to quench his thirst, none of this would have happened, and he would have been well clear of the forests by now.
He thought of Aloethe. Strangely, she had been the furthest thing from his mind during his travels; in fact, since he had left Darxes to embark on the first journey, he had been too preoccupied with other matters to spare her more than a few minutes’ thought at one time. Well, he would have a night or two to think about her as much as he wished. Then, if the Master had his way, he would forget about her, and everything else, for good.
If the Master had his way ... There must surely be some loophole in his complacent arrangements. Varka’s mind latched onto this new idea, and for some time he picked it over and wrestled with it. He was making no progress, and was about to give up in disgust, when it occurred to him to consult the Book of Paradox.
The Master and his women had not noticed the Book where it nestled in his belt, or if they had, they had considered it unimportant enough to leave alone. Varka turned the pages.
“The sleep that gives Life shall bring the kiss of Death.”
Well, he had been wrong in thinking that this applied to the forester’s family. It had, as he had first suspected, been a warning against stopping in the forest, and he had been too blind to see it. Now it was too late to be of any use. If only he had thought, if only he had paid more attention to the Book!
But perhaps this was the Book’s own peculiar way of telling him, of teaching him to take good heed? If so, he had learned his lesson well—and hard.
He turned to the next page. Blank. Varka’s spirits sank.
“You are indeed a thing of paradox,” he muttered under his breath, addressing the Book. “When I need you most, you tell me nothing, and when you are useful your words are impossible to understand. I am beginning to wonder if Darxes knows you as well as he claimed to‘”
For a moment, nothing happened. Varka was never certain whether he truly saw the words appear, or if it happened so fast as to be undetectable. But there they were, clearly written across the previously empty page.
The light was poor, but yet the words seemed to stand out.
“Turn back the tide upon its source, and so destroy. Be as the winds that have no substance and are not, the winds that live in all the land.”
Varka read it three times to be sure of its exact content, then put the Book away with an exasperated sigh. This paradox, if it was a paradox and not pure nonsense, was the worst yet. Turn back the tide ... What tide? And what possible connection could the wind have with his situation?
“I am not intelligent enough for you,” he said to the Book, slapping his belt. So, he thought, I shall just sit here and while away the time. After all, one night, or maybe two, is not very long. And then it won’t matter anymore, for I shall be dead.
He tried to picture himself in their temple, probably laid out on an altar of some sort, staring at the Master as he held a sword in his hand, ready to—ugh! Don’t be morbid. Think about ... about afterwards. Where, he wondered, would he end up once he was dead? Would he pass into total nonexistence? Or return to the realm of Darxes? An ironic smile creased Varka’s face. He might go to Limbo, to join Aloethe in eternal nothingness. Maybe that would not be such a bad thing.... Maybe—he felt tired as he speculated—that would be better than spending a lifetime in fruitless wanderings across mad, illogical lands. Varka shook his head as he felt his eyes closing. This could well have been the Book’s intention all along—that he should find and join Aloethe only through death itself.
He slid lower, so that he lay almost at full length on the floor. It was more comfortable. If, when he was dead—oh no more of these thoughts! They depressed him, made him want to hurry on the conclusion of his life, and that was an unhealthy attitude. He didn’t want to think anymore....
Varka slept.
He hardly touched the plates of musty food that were pushed under his door from time to time, but spent his waking hours poring over the Book of Paradox and trying desperately to unravel the problem that was his only way to freedom. Many times he felt himself on the verge of solving it, but always the answer eluded him at the last moment.
And still he had made no headway when the Master came to visit him.
The Master had either forgotten or overlooked Varka’s attempt to kill him, for he spoke as pleasantly as ever.
“How do you feel, my friend?”
“I’ve never felt better,” said Varka with heavy sarcasm.
The Master was not offended, and chose to ignore the remark. “The moon will rise in four hours’ time,” he said. “Tonight is the night of the feast.”
He was aghast. “It cannot be time! Not yet!”
“One is inclined to lose track of the hours here,” the Master said agreeably. “But I assure you, your waiting is over.”
Varka stared at him, then looked away in disgust. Even if he had been able to think of an escape plan, it was too late now. And as for the Book of Paradox ...
“The women are growing very excited,” the Master told him, with some relish. “It is, as I explained before, the high point of their lives.” He laughed derisively. “The God of the Four Winds! Have you ever heard of a more unlikely deity?”
Varka started. Two days ago, the Master had told him of the god to whom he was to be sacrificed—the God of the Four Winds. And with the words of the Book of Paradox screaming in his face, he had not seen it! “The winds that have no substance and are not, the winds that live in all the land.” The paradox must only refer to this god, whose very existence was so much in dispute. He could have kicked himself.
But even this revelation was of little use. The paradox remained unsolved—and within a few short hours it would be far too late.
The Master turned back to the door as these thoughts ran through Varka’s brain.
“Well, do you intend to come without protest, or must I use force?”
“What do you mean?”
The Master made an impatient gesture. “Really, you are slow-witted! The ceremony is to begin in less than four hours—you are to come now to the temple.”
“Now?”
“Yes, now! Hurry yourself!”
Varka climbed to his feet, horrified. Surely two hours’ respite would not have been too much to ask, and it might be all the time he would need.... Dumbly he walked toward the door. The Master ushered him out first, and they began to walk in the direction of the temple.
It was nothing more than a large but otherwise unremarkable room, converted for the purpose. There were no windows, and the single torch that burned before the altar cast a very poor light. The altar itself was simple enough—a raised, rectangular slab, draped with a green cloth that totally covered it—and it had been set by the far wall, flanked by two crucibles that were burning a sickly-smelling incense.
The Master clapped his hands. Almost immediately a beast-woman appeared through a doorway at one side of the room. She saw Varka and her eyes lit up greedily, but the Master forestalled her.
“No. Not yet. Later, you shall have him.”
She seemed satisfied with that, and the Master began to issue orders. Varka had expected them to lay him out on the altar, but soon realized that this was not to be so. Behind the altar, at a good height from the floor, shackles had been fixed to the wall, and below them the stone was brown with old stains, which Varka recognized with a sinking feeling. Any thoughts of escape, then, had been anticipated. The beast-woman had brought with her a long stave, and while the Master held him still, she landed him a stunning blow on the head, which knocked him senseless.
When he came to, he was suspended against the wall, with his wrists clamped in the shackles and his feet resting on a narrow ledge provided, he assumed, for the purpose. He had been stripped of cloak, shirt, and boots; and he imagined that only modesty had prevented the women from taking his breeches as well. The clothes now lay in a bundle by the altar, and on top of them was the Book of Paradox.
Varka remembered the words, and tried again to think of the one link that would resolve them. His eyes roamed round the temple, still in semidarkness. Poorly furnished. The altar with its cloth, and laid out on this a slender ceremonial sword. So that was what they intended to use....
On the other side of the altar, half hidden in the shadowy dimness, he saw one of the‘ beast-women (obviously sent to keep an eye on him). She sat with her back to him on the floor, wings folded like a cloak around her body. She looked asleep.
Varka shifted nervously. His arms and legs ached, and the metal of the shackles had rubbed his wrists raw. He jerked his arm to ease the numbness, and the shackle rattled noisily on its short chain. Still the beast-woman did not turn around.
And the shackles seemed to have been made for someone of a much heavier build....
Varka was quite strong, but his was a wiry, slender frame, without brawn or heavy muscle. In fact, if he relaxed his hand and pulled sufficiently hard, he might just be able to release himself ... •
At first he felt that his hand would only be crushed, but he grimly pulled ... pulled ... and his hand was free.
A shadow sprang across the far wall and the ceiling as he brought his aching arm down, but the beast-woman saw nothing. Varka rubbed his arm against his side to ease it, and thought that the faint light must produce some very eerie effects in this room. Even if the Master was right, and the women’s gods were nonexistent, it would be easy, here, to imagine that they were present.
He smiled suddenly to himself. The paradox was as clear as daylight! And so simple! He assumed that the beast-women had never actually seen a manifestation of their god ... Well, this would be their first experience!
He was sweating now, and had considerable difficulty in releasing his other hand from its shackle, but at last it was done. He poised for a moment, his eyes warily on the back view of his solitary guard, then he sprang, light as a cat, to the floor and ducked down behind the altar.
Here he waited for some minutes, then, hearing no sound, ventured to raise his head above the stone slab.
The woman had not moved. He smiled with satisfaction, and reached out a hand to lift the ceremonial sword. The blade was newly sharpened....
Varka eased round the altar and crept, half crouching lest his shadow should give him away, toward the woman squatting on the floor.
She made no sound when he brought the flat of the sword down on her skull, but keeled over in an unconscious sprawl. All well and good—but he muSt work swiftly now; he might have very little time left.
Dragging the weight of his slumped burden to the altar was a feat of endurance, but he finally managed it, and lifted her clumsily onto the slab. He laid her out on her baok, wings trailing and head lolling over one end of the stone. Then he raised the sword again. What he had to do now repelled him, carried out as it was in cold blood and not self-defense, but he had no other choice. It was her life, or his.
The bright blood poured from her throat and spilled down the altar stone to the floor. Varka bit back his disgust at himself and took a deep breath. Here, perhaps, was the most unpleasant task of all.
He daubed his face liberally with the dead woman’s blood, making circles around his eyes, tracing long lines under his cheekbones and from nose and mouth. In the gleam of the sword blade, which was the closest thing to a mirror he could find, he looked hideous.
Next he attended to his hands, marking out the long bones until they had the appearance of a skeleton. That should suffice. He wiped the sword and his palms on the corpse’s clothing, then hurried to find his own clothes, and to dress.
He had taken the cloth from the altar, and this he draped over his head like a cowl, with his own cloak around his shoulders. He took the torch from its place before the altar, and crouched down behind the stone, with brand in one hand and sword in the other.
Varka was in a mood for vengeance. To merely slip away and escape to the forest would have left him dissatisfied and still angry; he wanted to leave them all—and particularly the Master—with some remembrance of him. And now the Book of Paradox had shown him the way.
He had not long to wait. Soon came the sound of feet in the corridor, and the hushed but excited murmur of voices. A creak as the temple door was opened ...
With the Master at their head, the whole congregation of beast-women came into the temple. They advanced a few paces—then stopped. The voices rose to a shrill pitch as they saw the bloody corpse on the altar, and then saw that their intended victim was gone.
A man’s voice barked out over the clamor, and the women ceased their noise. From his hiding place, Varka heard a slow, measured tread approaching. The Master himself....
The flat, toneless voice spoke. “The one who was to be sacrificed for the God of the Four Winds has scorned the honor bestowed on him, and escaped! He has killed one of your sisters! Find him—or the god will be angry!”
A frightened muttering rose and fell among the crowd of women. Varka bunched his muscles in readiness....
“Leave not the smallest corner unsearched!” the Master cried. “For only when he is found can the God’s wrath be appeased!”
The Master broke off suddenly as, uttering a bloodcurdling yell, Varka sprang up onto the altar, cloak flying and sword and torch flung high.
Shrieks echoed in the temple as the beast-women saw him. Some cowered, some hid their faces and abased themselves. Only the Master remained where he was, halfway to the altar, but a look of amazement was frozen on his face.
Varka cried out, in a voice totally unlike his own, “Take not my name in vain, O thou charlatan!” He pointed the sword at the Master, and cut an arc through the air with the torch. “Thou hast been the deceiver of my faithful people for too long!”
The women screamed again. More fell to their knees, terrified half out of their wits by the sudden appearance of this ghastly figure, who could only be their god!
But the Master was not so easily deceived. A look of fury was spreading across his face, and he yelled back.
“You cannot fool me with yqur tricks! Come down and surrender yourself, or I will run you through!” He drew a sword, longer and heavier than Varka’s, and shouted, “Imposter! Imposter!”
Varka swayed suddenly as the Master started toward him. Something was growing from the dark regions at the back of his mind, filling his head, swamping him. He was aware of an alien, terrifying sensation, as if he were growing, growing to vast dimensions....
He flung his head back and let out a shriek that stopped the Master in his tracks. Through eyes that were suddenly blinded by flashing light, he saw the women, rigid, horrified, saw the Master’s sword wavering in his hand.
The temple was suddenly filled with a brilliance that was agony to the sight, and with it came a howling sound and an icy blast of air that rushed through the room and was gone in seconds.
Varka had drawn in a tremendous breath, and when he spoke, a voice emanated from his throat that was not, could never be, his own.
The words forced themselves past his lips and rang through the temple like the cry of a great gale.
“Call me not imposter! You who for so long have enjoyed a power to which you have no claim!”
The Master paled, but rallied himself quickly and shouted back, “Enough of this charade! You may trick these morons, but I am no such fool!”
Varka laughed; the voice laughed through him. His body was completely limp, but still he stood upright, sword raised high, and still the unearthly voice filled his throat. He knew himself possessed, overtaken by a force a thousand times more powerful than he was, and the knowledge inspired in him a reckless joy that was near the brink of madness.
“You are a pitiful creature, you who call yourself Master of my people!” The voice was tinged with menace. “But your reign is at an end, little mortal. Women of the forests! Sisters of the night, lovers of the dark trees!”
An answering, wailing cry rose from the throats of the beast-women, and they pressed forward, their eyes never leaving the shape on the altar.
“Good sisters!” The voice dropped to the whisper of a west wind, low and persuasive, yet with a hint of the storm to come. “This man who calls himself your master has denounced and decried your gods! He has laughed them to scorn behind your backs, and makes ritual obeisance only to ensure your servitude!”
Red eyes flashed among the throng below. Varka saw them through a flickering haze, heard the soft snarls as if from many miles away. His lungs ached, he was gasping with every breath he took....
The voice rose again to a shriek. “Our laws have been made a mockery by this man! Sisters—as you love me, as I am your guardian and protector—destroy him!”
The last words mingled with a scream that flung itself from the mob and rang to the roof. The Master had time for one short-lived cry, a desperate plea to the beast-women to stop, to obey him, before they were on him, and he vanished in a melee of clawing hands and clattering wings.
Varka staggered on the altar and almost fell. His sight cleared, and he stared on the scene in horror. They were tearing the Master apart, and their blood-lust echoed in shrieks and grunts and snarls that dinned in his ears.
This was his only chance to escape. He must skirt the mob, edge his way round the temple, and somehow get to the door.
As he began to make a move from the altar, something swept over him like a wave breaking at full tide. It swamped his mind and body, so that he fought with it for only a few brief seconds before it had taken control of him.
He seemed to leap from the altar and surge straight toward the yelling, swaying crowd of beast-women who still fought for the privilege of slaughtering their one-time master. The mob was below him, he was streaking over their heads toward the open door of the temple.
The howls and shrieks of the feasting women faded, and Varka found himself standing in a corridor, some way from the temple door, panting for breath. Something had brought him out of that place, had carried him like a leaf in autumn and set him giddily down here, and that something remained in the air, vibrant and sentient, almost laughing at him as he stood dazedly in the corridor and looked about him.
Which way to go? Whatever kind of dwelling this was, it had more passages and corridors than he could ever know, he was sure. And any attempt to find a way out could lead him in eternal, fruitless circles ... 
An unhuman voice whispered words that had no formation in his ear, and a gust of cold air scurried down the passage, lifting his hair and blowing it over his face. He followed it, and at a bend in the passage it waited for him. He thought he heard airy laughter, and then the wind was carrying him with it, whirling him away down the passage, down many passages, through twists and turns and around dizzying angles, until his breath was spent, and he gasped aloud for it to slow down.
Yet the wind only laughed the more, and Varka ran on.
Light loomed green and phosphorescent, and he ran up a steep incline to burst out into the comparative brilliance of the moonlit forest. He paused once to look over his shoulder at the tunnel from which he had come, and saw an underground entrance, overgrown with brambles and grass, like the warren of a monstrous rabbit.
Varka laughed with joy and with the knowledge that he was free. The wind laughed with him, and its cry rose into the highest trees so that their tops shook and bowed before its wild mirth. Varka did not know what the women had seen in the temple below the ground, but he knew that they had not seen him in his clumsy disguise. He had been something other than human, something possessed, something all-powerful. Now he stood in the small clearing, and he raised his stolen sword in salute to the howling wind. The wind laughed anew, long and loud, and parted the tops of the great trees so that the bland face of the moon shone down and turned the dull sword into a streak of silver fire. Then the wind was gone, racing away to the strange dimension of its being, and a sensation of great calm flowed through Varka’s mind. The voice of the wind finally died away, and the deep and peaceful quiet of night settled on the dark forest.







 
As its name suggests, the Hermit is a symbol of withdrawal and meditation, a deepening of wisdom. The appearance of the card has been said by some to predict a meeting with one who will give inspiration or counsel to the seeker.
 
THE moonbathed night passed; clouds drove in and obscured the sun in its wheeling across the sky. Varka reached the edge of the great forest as dusk was falling that evening. Footsore and exhausted from lack of sleep, he rested for some while with his back against the last of the trees, and surveyed the land that now lay before him.
He was fairly high up; below him a grassy hill ran down to a hollow in which nestled the clustered buildings of a small town, perhaps a mile away. The path on which he walked led through a dip in the hills, then plunged away among the houses.
There might be an inn of some sort down there, but it occurred to him as he climbed to his feet and wearily began to walk on, that he had no money with which to pay for a night’s lodging. Perhaps he could work for his supper and his bed ... but the prospect was not an appealing one.
He came at last into the town and made his way down a narrow, deserted street flanked by wooden houses, nearly all heavily shuttered, which bore a desolate, dejected air. It had been raining; the streets were not particularly clean and the deluge had made them treacherous, and the cobbled village square, when he eventually found it, was virtually awash.
He paused in the square, in an attempt to get his bearings. Here, at least, there were some signs of life: shadows moved in the maze of streets that led off the square like the spokes of a wheel, and candles burned behind closed curtains in many of the surrounding houses. Across the square, almost directly opposite from where he stood, was a stone building larger than its neighbors, from whose open door a pool of yellow light was pouring. Varka even fancied he could hear carousing voices from within.
An inn. Somewhere he could shelter until morning; people who might be able to direct him further on his road....
Sliding on the muddy cobbles, he hurried across the street and walked boldly through the open door.
It was an inn; there was no mistaking that. The air was thick with smoke and ale fumes, and men and women crowded the long benches, drinking and laughing and talking. The noise was painful after the long silence of the forest, and Varka waited on the threshold until his ears became more accustomed to it, before seeking out the landlord.
He was a middle-aged man with a red, heavy-jowled face, and seen from a distance he looked cheerful and obliging enough. Varka pushed his way through a crowd of men, who seemed not to notice his presence, and approached the bar.
“Sir—” his voice was lost in the general babble. The landlord was looking the other way.
“Sir—have you a room for the night?” Varka shouted.
The landlord said something to a man standing next to him, who roared with gusty laughter. Then he turned, and looked Varka full in the face.
His eyes went straight through him, and focused on a point far behind.
“Sir—good landlord—” Varka broke off, and involuntarily glanced over his shoulder to see what had distracted the man’s attention. But there was nothing remarkable there....
He waved a hand, wondering if perhaps his stranger’s face had not been noticed in the crowd. But the landlord was still looking straight through him ... still had not seen him....
He turned frantically to another man, who was pushing a way through, with his wife, mere inches away. Varka plucked at his sleeve and began to speak—but the newcomer ignored him.
Several times he tried, and each person he approached took not the slightest notice of him. It was as if they were totally unaware of his existence, and as he went from one to another, always without success, his puzzlement changed to anger.
“Is this the way you treat all strangers?” he shouted at last, his face flushed with indignation. “This is a poor town indeed! Well, do not fear that I shall trouble you again!”
And he turned abruptly, and marched out of the inn.
As he stood, cold and confused, in the village square, he wondered just why the landlord and his customers had acted with such blatant hostility. If they had just said they did not want him there, that would have been enough. He debated with himself whether it would be worth his while to search the streets for some other citizen to appeal to, or whether he would be best advised to forget this place and go on his way, in hope that the next town would be better disposed to strangers.
Two women hurried by, and were past before he could decide whether or not to approach them. Yet he had been standing mere feet away—and they too had appeared not to see him....
Varka made up his mind. He would appeal to the next person who came in sight, even if it meant threatening him at sword point! Ho waited, shivering in the cold, until from the street to his left, four people appeared.
The man was fairly wealthy, judging by his appearance. His well-fed wife walked beside him with the air of one who considered herself a little above her fellow mortals, and two young children dragged at her heels.
Varka heard their voices as they approached.
”... that next year should be more fruitful.” The man’s voice carried clearly. “But as usual he makes the excuses that his ships are poorly fitted and manned, and that he has not the money to provide for their upkeep. What he expects me to do about it, I cannot imagine.”
“Perhaps he thinks your resources are endless,” the woman replied, with a sniff.
Varka chose this moment to step out from the shadows of the inn building.
“Sir, might I crave your help ...” he said politely.
The woman carried on talking. As if he were no more than a fly on the wall, the whole family swept past him and went on their way across the square.
“Sir!” Varka shouted after them, but they took no heed.
Fury rose within him. What was wrong with the people of this accursed town? Did they consider a disheveled stranger beneath their notice, and therefore ignore all who chanced to come their way? Or—and then a new possibility came into his mind—or were they in all truth unaware of his existence?
He ran after the disappearing back views of the family and caught them up as they turned into another side street. There was only one way to resolve this.
Uttering a loud shout, he leaped in front of the little party, and drew his sword, brandishing it in their faces.
Nothing. The family walked on as if he had not been there, and he was forced to jump aside to avoid a collision.
Varka stared after them, open-mouthed, as the truth finally dawned.
For some reason which he could not even begin to guess at, he was completely invisible to the whole population of the town. They could not see him, they could not hear him—they could not even feel the touch of his hand. To all intents and purposes, in this town Varka did not exist.
It was a terrifying revelation. He tried swiftly to collect his thoughts, decide what in all the realms of the gods he should do now. There was nothing to be gained by sitting down and trying to understand why such a thing should have happened; his main problem was one of food and shelter. Then he thought, if they are unaware of me, that problem is surely solved! I can follow these people, slip into their house unnoticed, and find some quiet, warm corner for the night. Then, in the morning, I can be on my way, and no one will be any the wiser for my coming and going.
Yes. That was the answer. Peculiar though it would be, he could avail himself of this family’s hospitality while all the time they remained blissfully unaware of his presence.
Putting his sword away, he left the shelter of the inn wall, and hurried after the family, who were disappearing down a darker street.
An unwillingness to believe his own situation kept Varka at a cautious distance from the family as they made their way toward what was obviously the better part of the town. Here the streets were better cleaned and were lit by brands at intervals along the wall, and the air smelled a good deal more wholesome.
The party stopped at last outside a tall bouse. Like the other houses in the same street, it was built of stone and not of wood. Steps led up to it, and there were decorative shutters at the windows.
The man fumbled fussily with a large key and unlocked the door. As he scraped flint and tinder and lit a strange kind of oil lamp that hung in the dark hallway, his wife and children disappeared inside, and Varka took his chance.
He slipped past the man, followed the woman into a large and elegantly furnished room, and found her lighting candles all around the walls. He felt very uncomfortable—for it was a strange thing indeed to be here, in the midst of strangers, in their house, while they went about their business and were totally unaware of him.
Varka waited until the whole family were present and seated, then lowered himself gingerly into a vacant chair, praying it would not creak. He guessed that he was in the house of a merchant, for earlier there had been talk of ships and travel, and the room in which he now sat was ornamented with a multitude of trinkets and mementos that must have had many different origins.
It was odd to think of other countries existing in this world, for the lands through which he had traveled since leaving Darxes’ domain had seemed, to him at any rate, to exist only for the purposes of the Book of Paradox. Varka now found himself having to adjust his mental perceptions to accommodate this new realization that to the people concerned, this world—and no doubt all the others—were as real and tangible as his own.
As the talk among the family progressed, he began to fidget uncomfortably. The merchant and his wife seemed concerned only with the trivia of life, and their incessant chatter about their neighbors’ affairs and lengthy complaints about the state of their business interests became very boring after a while. And he was hungry.
At last the merchant’s wife broke off a long discourse on the new and vulgar clothes of an acquaintance, to pull at a tasseled bell rope that hung near her chair. Within minutes a servant appeared, and was dispatched to prepare the evening meal.
Varka waited with mounting impatience until the servant reappeared and announced that the meal was ready. Then, as the family rose and headed for the door, he realized with a sinking of his heart that it would be impossible for him to eat at their table. He imagined their reaction if their food should suddenly start rising into the air and disappearing before their eyes!
Nevertheless, when the merchant and his family seated themselves round the long, highly polished table in an adjoining room, Varka went with them. He hovered by the door, looking with longing at the repast spread out before them. To the family, it was probably nothing more than an average meal; to him, particularly considering the meager fare which had been his only nourishment during the past few days, it was a sight to set the juices of his stomach gnawing at him afresh. Yet it seemed he could have none of it.
As the merchant’s children scrambled eagerly to their places, the woman beckoned to a servant and whispered in his ear. Moving around the table, Varka caught her words. “... Take him a few choicer morsels to tempt his appetite. He has barely eaten for several days now.”
Her husband flashed her a glance. “You are arranging Coryon’s food?”
“Yes ... I thought a few of the tastier dishes—he will become ill if he does not eat.”
The merchant grunted. “Perhaps I should not say such a thing, Mylia, but would that not be for the best?”
“Baksa Naldo, what are you saying!” She hissed the words under her breath, as if afraid that the children would overhear them, but they were otherwise occupied.
The merchant made a grimace. “Well—can’t you see the sense in it? Coryon is nothing but a burden on us all, and if, as we have been told, there is no hope of a cure for him ...” He broke off, shrugged, and motioned to the servant. “Do as your mistress directs. The best dishes to tempt poor Coryon’s appetite.”
The servant bowed, and hastily began to gather up a selection of food, which he arranged on a tray. Varka watched with new interest, and new curiosity. So there was another person in the house, besides those already present, and it seemed that this person was to dine alone. Here might lie his chance....
When the servant left the room and began to climb a steep flight of stairs that led into darkness, Varka followed him. As he went, careful that the sound of his feet matched the servant’s every step, he wondered at the merchant’s reference to this “Poor Coryon” for whom there was no cure, and speculated as to what illness might be afflicting him. He had run the gamut of the accustomed childhood diseases, and was progressing to the rarer ones, when the flight of stairs ended and the servant turned abruptly along a corridor lit by one sliver of light that came from under a door. Here he stopped, turned a key with a harsh, grating sound, and went in. Varka followed him.
It was a child’s bedroom, but sparsely, almost severely furnished. On the bed, surrounded by books, sat a child who might have been ten or twelve years old, a thin, frail child with hair of the palest gold that fell to his shoulders, and the fairest skin Varka had ever seen.
The servant set down the tray without a word, turned, and stalked out. The child turned his head, revealing large blue eyes that had a terrible sadness in them—then he paused, and stared harder.
Without thinking, Varka looked over his shoulder to see who was there. He had already grown so accustomed to his own invisibility that it did not occur to him that the child might be looking at him.
Then the child spoke. “Who are you? Another physician?”
Varka raised a hand, then changed his mind and lowered it again. “I—?”
“I see no one else in the room. But no—I think you are not a physician, for you are dressed for traveling, and you wear a sword. Why do you look so dumbfounded?” the child added gently.
Varka sat down on the end of the bed. “You mean—you can see me?” he said.
The child considered this question for a minute, then frowned. “Why, certainly. Should I not be able to?”
“... and hear me?” Varka could hardly believe it.
“Yes. Please ... will you explain what you mean?”
By now thoroughly confused, Varka did his best to explain all that had happened to him since he had come to the town. The child listened attentively to his story, with the grave air of a philosopher presented with a new theory, sometimes frowning, sometimes nodding, yet seemingly never skeptical.
“I cannot begin to explain the reason for it,” Varka finished, “but you are the first person to have been aware of my presence since I arrived.”
Coryon looked at him for a very long time. Then he said, “Are you a complete stranger to these parts?”
“Yes.”
“I see. Then may I ask why you are here?”
“I did not come to this town for any specific purpose,” Varka told him. “I passed through the forests south of here—not without incident, either, though that is beside the point—and this town was the first habitation I encountered when I left the trees.”
“And where are you heading for now?”
Varka hesitated. “I am no longer sure. I was following a road, but before I can go further, I need directions. I had hoped to find guidance here, but so far I have had no success.”
“What is your ultimate destination, then? You must surely be heading somewhere?”
“Well ... oh, if I tell you, you will think me mad!”
Coryon smiled with an odd wisdom. “Let me be judge of that.”
Varka shrugged. “Make of it what you will—but I am going to Limbo.”
The child’s eyes widened in surprise. “Why?” he asked simply.
Varka met his eyes, and sighed. “It is a very long story. I have no wish to tire you.”
“I assure you, there is little chance of that. I have so little company, as you may have realized, that I am a glutton for any tale, however strange.”
So Varka told him of all that had happened since the day Dinmas had murdered Aloethe. Strangely, Coryon showed no surprise at his account of the transition from world to world, dimension to dimension; and when he explained the significance of the Book of Paradox, Coryon expressed eager interest and begged to.be allowed to see it.
“I have never encountered anything as fascinating as this,” he said softly, turning the pages of the Book as if they were made of the most precious substance. “It must surely come from the realms of the gods!”
“It does,” said Varka with some irony, but Coryon was too enchanted by the Book to take heed.
“Yes ...” the child went on, excited. “This is a book of the gods, and you—you must be from that realm also!”
“I am no deity!” said Varka hastily. To have been taken for a prince was one thing, but a god—!
Coryon shook his head. “You misunderstand me. I know you are as mortal as I am—but you are not of this world, you are from a dimension as far removed from this one as the soil is from the stars. Even your name—Varka didn’t you say?—is strange and haunting to my ears. And that explains the strange behavior of the townspeople—their unawareness of you.”
Varka was doubtful. “I cannot see the connection,” he said.
Coryon smiled at him, and again Varka saw the odd sadness in his innocent blue eyes. “We are two of a kind, Varka,” he said quietly. “Although there is one great difference. You, at least, have your personal freedom.”
“I would not be too certain of that, but go on.”
“Thank you. You have come here from a world where anything is possible: where the gods wander their dimensions at will, and play what we hope are benevolent games with the worlds of mankind. Yours has been a spiritually oriented existence, searching with such conviction for something that, in ordinary terms, does not exist. I would describe you as a magician from a world of magicians—and your magical weapon, that Book, wields a greater power than probably either of us realize.
“Here, things are very different. From what I have gathered from my history books, there used to be some form of religion in this land, but it has long since been trampled in the mud of progress and commerce. The people are motivated by one thing and one thing only—wealth. I will include my own father and mother in that sweeping statement, for they are as bad as their contemporaries, if not worse, and my father’s obsession to outvie his neighbors for material possessions sickens me.”
There was a trace of venom here that seemed surprising in one of such apparently gentle nature. Coryon went on:
“As power and wealth take precedence in the minds of a community, the gods are the first things to go. Worshiping is a tiresome, irksome business and takes up time that could be better put to increasing one’s business interests. The money necessary to build and maintain shrines is coveted by those who have control over town policy, and so the shrines in their turn disappear. And, taking the matter from this purely base level, we come to the deep-rooted beliefs themselves.”
Here Coryon paused for breath, and Varka saw what he was leading up to.
“High-minded spiritual thought does not go hand in hand with the passion for acquiring money,” Varka murmured.
“Precisely. And in the struggle between temporal and spiritual power, temporal was the inevitable victor. At first people probably felt a certain guilt at going against their own spiritual doctrines, and so to erase this they convinced themselves that all such thought was nonsense, and that gods and spirits do not exist. In time, this self-imposed conviction took root, until all the things of the mind were not only ignored, but completely forgotten. Now all the people of this town are so convinced of their own ‘rightness’ that they are completely oblivious to anything even remotely spiritual that may come upon them—even though it might be in their very midst,” he added meaningfully.
At last, Varka saw exactly what Coryon meant. “Then,” he said slowly, going over the facts in his mind one by one, “that explains why they cannot see me, hear me, or even feel my touch. I am, if you like, beyond their comprehension.”
“Yes! Now you understand me! Mind you, this is only a theory that I hold, but I think it is a sound one.”
“And I,” Varka agreed. “But this raises another point, Coryon. What of you?”
“I?”
“You are the one person who has been able to see and hear me. Why is it that you are not indoctrinated with the same nearsightedness of all the people around you?”
Coryon’s eyes lost some of their eager glow. He looked at the floor and smiled wryly. “I believe I said earlier that there is one great difference between us.”
“You said that I have my freedom. I gather that you do not.”
Coryon inclined his head. “As you say, I do not. Tell me—did you overhear any talk between my parents concerning me?”
Varka thought back. “Yes ... they referred to you as ‘poor Coryon,’ and there was some, talk of an incurable illness. But I may say that you seem in perfect health to me.”
“I am,” said Coryon simply. “Or in as perfect health as one can be when spending one’s life locked in one room, with never a sight of the outside world.”
Varka looked at him. “Yet in the conventional sense, you are not normal, are you?”
Coryon’s lips twisted humorously. “What do you mean?”
“Well ... I have been talking to you as an adult, and an unusually intelligent adult at that. Yet you are obviously so young in years.”
“I have been in the world less than a dozen years,” Coryon said slowly, “and therein lies at least some part of my so-called affliction.
“I was born with the worst ailment that could exist in this society of ours. I am psychic. I feel an affinity with the gods, with the spirits of the elements, with the world of magic. When I was very young I did not realize that such things were not only laughable, but even anathema to my parents and to their friends, and so I used to talk freely of the things I saw and heard and felt; the things of which they were unaware. I suppose that they became frightened by my condition, for I began to hear whisperings behind closed doors, rumors that there was something abnormal about me. When I was six years old, I was incarcerated in this room as being insane and even possibly dangerous, and here I have been ever since.”
Varka was horrified. “But you are as sane as anyone I have met!” he protested. “More so, it seems to me, than those who profess to know your condition better!”
“But what can I do?” Coryon spread pale, delicate hands. “If my abilities had been more tangible—if, for example, I had the power to turn base metal into gold—why, then I would have been revered as the savior of traders, the spiritual side of my nature conveniently forgotten. But I have no such power; I merely listen to the voices of the wind and the stars, and meditate on the meaning of life. Therefore I am a danger to them all, in their closed, comfortable existence.”
Varka shook his head. “That is a terrible story, Coryon, and a terrible fate to condemn anyone to suffer. Have you not tried to reason with them?”
“Oh, many times. But their ears are closed and they silence me, saying that I babble madness. I believe they are too afraid of their own beliefs, lurking still dangerously near the surface, to listen to my words and pleas for freedom.”
He broke off, and turned to the tray that the servant had set down for him. “Varka, I am sorry, I am not a good host. You must be hungry—will you share my food?”
In the interest of Coryon’s story, Varka had all but forgotten his hunger, but was now sharply reminded that he had not eaten for many hours.
“Thank you,” he said. “I would be very grateful.”
While they ate, Coryon talked at greater length about his solitary studies. He had come to many conclusions concerning the nature of the gods, and the many worlds they inhabited, that were borne out by Varka’s own experiences.
It occurred to Varka as he listened to this extraordinary child that in his search for the truth he might have come across some clue to the whereabouts of Limbo. Had not Darxes told him that those whom he should meet on his journey would tell him the road?
He said, “Tell me, Coryon—you have studied a great deal and come to conclusions whose validity I can well vouch for. But now I have come to an impasse. I need to know the way the road to Limbo goes from here. Can you tell me?”
Coryon considered this. “The answer will, I think, take the form of a paradox.”
“That is likely.”
“Varka, if I should tell you the way, what would you do for me in return?”
“A bargain?”
“Desperate people have no other choice. I have been locked in this room, scorned at first, but now conveniently ignored. I am desperate to be free, and there you can help me.”
Varka looked at him doubtfully. “I do not see how.”
“Ah, well, when one has nothing else to do, one dreams up plans for hypothetical situations. Now, it seems, I can put one of my plans into practice.”
“I see. And if I help you, then you will tell me?”
“That I promise, on my honor. You see my predicament—as I said, desperate people have no other choice.”
Varka had to smile at Coryon’s almost tragic tenacity. He held out a hand. “Very well. If I have your word of honor to show me the road—then you have mine to give you all the help I can.”







 
The nature of this card is self-explanatory. It represents the ups and downs of fortune, the constant changes of life. The reversed card indicates that the seeker’s fortune will depend upon the intensity of his own endeavors—that the quality of his involvement will measure the quality of his reward.
 
VARKA slept that night on the floor of Coryon’s room, comfortable enough on cushions, with his own cloak as a blanket. In truth, neither slept for more than a few hours, for most of the night was spent talking, discussing Coryon’s plan for obtaining his freedom.
Varka was surprised at the preciseness of the idea; every detail, it seemed, had been carefully thought out, and he became ever more aware of the strength of the boy’s longing to escape from the confines of his room and live as he wished to live.
Coryon told him eagerly that the time was perfect for putting the plan into operation; Varka had timed his arrival ideally. There was, he said, a great fair to be held in the town in two days’ time to celebrate the launching of yet another merchant fleet, and this would culminate in a colorful carnival procession through the streets, with music and dancing.
“It is the procession that is the important part to me,” he said. “Those taking part will be dressed in all manner of costumes and will be masked. I must take part in that procession, and I want you to help me safely out of this house when my family have departed. Will you do that?”
“Gladly,” said Varka, surprised that his part seemed to be so simple. “But there is one problem, Coryon. How can you disguise yourself without a costume? Surely you will be recognized as soon as you set foot outside the door?”
“I have thought of that.” Coryon smiled secretively. “And I have made arrangements for a costume to be provided for me. Don’t ask how—you will understand later. It will be brought tomorrow night, to a dark street that runs alongside the inn in the town square, and you must be there to collect it.”
“Very well—but how will I know the person I am to meet? And besides that, how will he know me, if I am invisible to him?”
“Oh, do not worry. He will see you, and know you. That is all I can say. Trust me.”
Varka inclined bis head. “As you wish. I will do my best.”
 
He spent the greater part of the next day exploring the town, acquainting himself with the lie of the streets and buildings. Coryon had told him the route the procession was to take, leading from the quayside just outside the main part of the town, and had said that they were to join the procession as it reached the square. It was here that the entertainment was to take place.
Although the sky was still heavily overcast, the town looked far more lively and attractive in the light of day. The rain had washed the streets a little cleaner than they had been the previous night, and the houses almost shone with the freshness of morning. Chattering crowds in gaily colored clothes thronged the town, and near the outskirts Varka came upon a street market that rang with a brilliant and almost brassy cheerfulness.
But when night fell, and the majority of the townspeople were safe behind shuttered windows in their own tiny candlelit worlds, the town took on the cold, dank atmosphere of decay. Varka shivered as he crossed the square, his shadow, faint in the light from a side street, flitting beside him. No stars shone overhead, and a grim silence had descended, seeming to fill the air all around him.
He glided past the inn, through whose door a faint wave of noise was drifting, and slipped into the black darkness of the street to which Coryon had directed him. As the shadows closed over his head he slowed his steps and waited for a few moments, listening intently. No sound.
Softly Varka called out, “Is anyone there?”
Silence answered him. He moved a little further into the street, ever wary, growing increasingly uneasy. But he had not walked far when he arrived at a stone wall blocking the road. And still he was alone.
He turned, and paced slowly back toward the square. His hand played on the hilt of his sword, but although he was alert, he was not truly nervous—yet.
Something scuffled a few feet away, and Varka jumped. Golden eyes blinked mysteriously at him from somewhere near ground level, and the cat darted away on its business. He almost laughed aloud at himself for being afraid of the animal, then paused suddenly, straining his eyes and ears into the dark.
He thought at first that he had imagined the small sound, but when it came again, stronger this time, he knew he had not. It was a soft whispering sound, like several hushed voices overheard at a distance. Varka looked all around, but still could see nothing. < Then the whisperings seemed to come together, and he heard his name being called from somewhere behind him.
“Varka ... are you there?”
He turned on his heel, and from the darkness a pattern of shadows emerged. They shifted, drifted apart, and formed vaguely humanlike shapes that gathered around him like living silhouettes.
The voice spoke again, and behind it sounded the whispers, like a chorus of dreams. “You are sent by Coryon?”
“Yes. Who are you?”
“We are friends. We see you, because we are not like the townspeople, because we are not human in the way that they are.”
“How did Coryon contact you?”
“In dreams,” said the voice gently, and the whispers murmured and sang behind. “Such realms are familiar to us, more familiar than this material world. We recognized you, because you are not of this world either. You are the one who seeks Limbo.”
Varka nodded. Still he was trying to gain a closer look at the figures, but their outlines swam before his eyes and no feature of them was clear.
“We have brought what Coryon desires. You must convey it to him with all speed.”
“I will.”
“You have promised to help him in other ways, too. He tells us that you are to be the perpetrator of his escape from the prison which holds him.”
“I have sworn to do what I can,” said Varka. “And in turn, he will tell me the road to Limbo.”
“Ah! Then we wish you fortune, Varka. Now take the clothes we have procured. If you are successful, we will meet once again. If you fail, we shall not. Farewell to you.”
“Farewell....” Varka was left staring into a dark, empty space where a second ago the wraithlike shadows had hung. The whispering voices had cut off like the closing of a door, and all that remained was a roughly wrapped bundle that lay on the ground at his feet.
He gathered it up, mused over it for a few moments, then with one final glance behind him to be certain that his strange companions had gone, he hurried back in the direction of Coryon’s home.
 
“What is happening? Can you see?” Coryon struggled with the cumbersome folds of a long, brighth colored robe, and glanced at Varka, who stood by thi window.
Varka leaned precariously out. “There are torche being lit in the square ... crowds are beginning ti gather, most of them from the inn. They are all looking in one direction ... ah ... and I think I hear music in the distance.”
“Then we have not much time.” Coryon yanked at a wide black belt and turned toward the mirror that hung by his bed. “Well? Do you think I will pass without recognition?”
Varka looked at him critically. He was dressed in a parody of magician’s garb: long multicolored robe so bright that it was almost painful to look at; tall hat adorned with stars and planetary symbols, none of which Varka recognized; and his face was hidden under a mask that was a comic travesty of a human face.
“Excellent!” Varka told him. “I would not recognize you myself if I came unwittingly upon you in the street.”
Coryon removed the mask and smiled with satisfaction. “I thought the mocking nature of this costume would appeal to the sense of humor of the people. Have you prepared the rest of our apparatus?”
“It is here.” Varka pointed to a bundle on the floor, then took another look out of the window. “Coryon! I see them! The procession has almost arrived.”
‘’Then we must hurry. The key—the key—” he looked swiftly about the room.
“I have it.” Varka grinned, producing the key which he had earlier removed from the belt of a servant without the man’s even being aware of it. He unlocked the door, then, motioning for the boy to wait behind, slipped out into the passage and looked down the stairs.
“All is clear. Make no sound.”
Coryon followed him silently, looking as if in wonder at this part of the house which he had not seen for years. At the top of the stairs he waited, while Varka climbed to the ground floor. He checked all the rooms he could find, and each bore an air of more than normal emptiness.
“Hurry,” he called back. “The whole household has already left.”
They left the house and ran through the streets until they came upon the town square. A buzz of excitement was already running through the considerable crowd, but no one took heed of a solitary, small figure in costume who was threading his way through them. After all, many participants in the procession lost their way, or had other diversions that made them late....
Varka and Coryon saw the procession as they reached the far side of the square. It was a wave of color and noise, flooding the narrow street along which it surged; and as it passed, people leaned from windows and threw flowers and streamers at the dancers. It was halted for a few minutes by a bottleneck of buildings at the entrance to the square, but then, with a sudden push and rush and a great shout, the procession surged onto the cobblestones.
A cheer went up from the crowd, and flowers were hurled through the air so that children dived for them, shrieking with delight. Sleek, well-groomed ponies, their riders dressed as knights, headed the carnival, and behind them came the dignitaries of the town in their ceremonial robes. Behind the dignitaries were the entertainers: clowns, jugglers, dancers, acrobats, and behind these, forming the rear guard, came the musicians with pipe and tabor, strange stringed instruments, and a great assortment of bells.
“A colorful assortment, eh?” Coryon remarked.
“Very.”
“But don’t you feel there is something missing? Isn’t it somehow empty, and shallow ... soulless?”
Varka thought about this as the procession began to array itself around the square, leaving a large arena in the center. “I think I understand you,” he said at length. “There is a kind of desperate gaiety about this, as if all present believed the world will end at sunset”
Coryon nodded grim approval of this statement, then said, “But this is no time for discourse on such things. If we move round to join the clowns and acrobats—you see them, over there—that will be our best vantage point, I think.”
They darted through the throngs of men, women, and children, past the inn, round the square, to mingle among the entertainers with their dazzling clothes and grotesque masks.
“Have you set eyes on your family yet?” Varka asked.
Coryon glanced around to make sure no one was watching him before whispering. “No. But they will not be here, among the rabble, never fear.”
They waited for some while, until the musicians had finished playing a set of jigs intended to heighten the mood of the crowd. The air was becoming oppressive and hot, and Coryon’s elaborate mask was uncomfortable, so that both were relieved when at last the music came to an end.
“Now the entertainers will begin, I think,” Coryon said to Varka. “Is everything prepared?”
“Everything.” Varka fingered the bundle that he held shrouded under his cloak, and therefore invisible to all but themselves. “I only hope this is successful, Coryon. What will you do if it is not?”
Coryon shrugged. “I shall be returned to my prison, no doubt, and then I shall wait for another opportunity to try again. But personally, I think we shall succeed.”
“You are very confident.”
“Ah, well, perhaps I have reason to be. We have allies, you know.”
“Allies?”
“Surely you have not already forgotten the ones who brought my costume, the ones whom you met only last night?”
“I could hardly forget them—but I do not see how they can help us.”
Coryon only smiled, then changed the subject, stretching up in an effort to peer over the shoulders of those in front of him. “Ah—the amusements have started. A troupe of jugglers ... hardly to our taste, I think.”
A small man dressed in a jester’s costume of black and white and carrying a brightly painted staff pushed his way through the mob and came face to face with Coryon. He looked him up and down, then said, “I do not believe I know you. Your name, sir?”
Varka shut his eyes, fearing the worst, but Coryon swept a pace forward and bowed theatrically to the newcomer.
“I, sir, am an exponent of the secret arts! I wish only to give pleasure and diversion to the good people of the town, to amaze them with my humble tricks!”
The jester laughed cheerfully. “A conjuror! I can see you have been a theater player a long time, sir! Very well, you shall show us your tricks. Would you prefer to follow the clowns, or the dancers?”
“Ah—the clowns, I think, good sir. When the audience is at its most receptive—that is when I like to mystify them!”
“Very well, the clowns it is.” From nowhere the jester pulled a roll of parchment, and hurriedly scribbled something down. Then, with a wave, he was threading his way through the crowd again and was soon lost to view.
Coryon put a hand under his mask and wiped his brow. “My friend, I believe I shall not come closer to discovery than that!” he said fervently.
“You knew him?” Varka tried to catch anothet glimpse of the man, but he had vanished.
“He is a close friend and neighbor of my father’s. I have often observed them together in the street, outside my window. Fortunately, my voice is mufflec beneath this mask, otherwise I am sure he woulc have guessed my identity.”
“Well, at least you now have your chance to take part in the carnival.” Varka looked at the motley assortment of performers, all awaiting their turn to amuse the crowd. “He’s obviously some form of organizer.”
“Yes,” said Coryon. “He would be. Tell me when the clowns appear, Varka. I shall hide myself by that wall until then. That last experience has made me uneasy.”
Time passed, the entertainment went tediously on while the occasional streamer or nosegay of flowers spiraled into the air. Varka was sweating in the sultry heat, and wished the heavy clouds would clear.
At last, the clowns pranced out into the arena. The jester had reappeared in the crowd and was hunting frantically for Coryon. Varka slipped between a knot of jostling men and ran to where the boy was standing.
“You are wanted. I think the clowns are nearly done.”
At that moment, a voice behind them called, “Ah, there you are, my conjuror friend. Come with me, it is your turn to amuse them now.”
The jester clamped a hand on Coryon’s shoulder in a friendly manner, saying, “They are a large audience, but a receptive one. Come....”
As he was led away, Coryon turned once and signaled for Varka to follow.
As the clowns sprang out of the square to a tumult of applause, the jester stepped into the center and addressed the crowd.
“Friends! Now for your diversion, may I present one who will delight and entrance you with feats of conjuring the like of which you have never seen before!” He was carefully avoiding the word “magic,” Varka noticed. It was probably offensive to him.
“Good citizens, I give you—” The jester paused suddenly as he remembered he had not learned the conjuror’s name. He thought swiftly. “I give you—Master Marvel!”
Varka winced.
The jester was holding out an arm, and Coryon marched into the arena with all the confidence of one who had played to such audiences all his life. Unseen by all but his companion, Varka followed.
There was some laughter as the crowd saw the mocking nature of Coryon’s garb, and they relaxed visibly. This was something they could all understand.
Coryon cleared his throat. “Good people ... before I begin, I must have my bag of tricks. Now—ah, yes—here it is!”
He snapped a finger in the air, and Varka pulled the bundle out from under his cloak. To the eyes of those present, it seemed that the bundle had materialized from thin air, and they all gasped in surprise and admiration.
Coryon bowed. “Thank you! And now—my wand, if you please!” He stared sternly at the bundle, hanging in mid-air, and it apparently lowered itself to the ground, unwrapped itself, and from its folds a slim stave rose and nestled in his hand. The crowd applauded.
The whole thing had been perfectly rehearsed, and as Coryon’s “act” progressed, Varka laughed in spite of himself. In the eyes of his audience, this little conjuror was performing miraculous feats indeed; conjuring all manner of objects out of nowhere, making them perform dances in mid-air, even jigging among the crowd, who laughed and gasped and tried to catch the fleeting things.
Flowers were thrown at Coryon’s feet, and these in their turn danced, vanished, and reappeared in the most unlikely places. Then, when at last the performance was drawing to a close, Coryon paused and held up his hands for silence. As a hush settled, he said, “Good friends, I must leave you now. I have one more feat to perform before I go!” And as he spoke, he clutched at his mask, and wrenched it off to reveal his small fair face and blue eyes.
The silence took on a note of disquiet, but only for a moment. Loudly, from the crowd, a woman screamed.
“Coryon! It is my son! My son, who is mad!”
The merchant’s wife was pushing her way through the crowd, trying to reach the boy who stood smiling triumphantly at the astonished people, but before she could reach him something happened that made her stop where she was, and all others with her.
The sky darkened as a huge shadow passed over the square. A laugh of whispers drifted down from somewhere beyond the shadows, then the air cleared again, and four more figures were standing beside the charlatan conjuror.
Varka, who had not expected any such manifestation, was perhaps more surprised than anyone. He had recognized the shadows and the laughter as belonging to the strange beings he had encountered the previous night, but now that he could see their features for the first time, he could hardly believe his eyes.
Each of the four was a perfect replica of Coryon. They smiled at the crowd with the same sweet innocence, their blue eyes sparkled with childlike pleasure, and their soft golden hair blew round their faces in a light breeze that had suddenly sprung up.
“Waste no time!” one of them said. Varka could not tell whether it was Coryon, for all were dressed in the same colored robes. They moved toward him, and he felt his hands being clasped. A confusion of sounds whispered in his ears, then he heard one voice over the babble. “Varka—hold on!”
Varka slid an arm over the shoulder of two of the children, then he was borne abruptly upward, hanging in the air over the heads of the crowd, who had recovered from their initial shock and were swarming into the square.
The scene shrank as they rose higher, and the sounds faded slowly. The last thing Varka recalled hearing was a crying, pleading scream from Coryon’s mother, who was kneeling in the square, her hands raised to the sky as if in supplication. Then he could see the limits of the town, a river winding through it; and it shrank away until it seemed no larger than a child’s elaborate toy.
At last they left the town behind, and were speeding over hilly countryside. This gave way to grassland, and it was here that the strange convoy finally alighted, letting Varka down to the ground with a gentle bump.
He picked himself up, rubbing aching arms, and regarded the five children who stood a few feet away, smiling at him.
One of them stepped forward, and Varka knew instinctively that this was Coryon. He held out a hand.
“Varka, how can I ever thank you for your aid? Without you I would still have been locked in that room, and my brothers would still be waiting.”
Varka started. “Your brothers?” It was obvious, of course, but still a surprise.
Laughter whispered from all directions. Coryon said, “In a sense, yes. Though perhaps our interpretation of the word and yours are two different things. But we must part now. You have kept your part of our bargain, and now I shall keep mine. As you say, the clue to your direction lies in paradox. If you look in that precious Book you carry, you will find it there.”
“I thank you, Coryon, with all my heart, for you have aided me as much as I you.” Varka took the Book of Paradox from his belt and began to turn the pages. When he glanced up once more, he was completely alone.
The Book of Paradox fell open before him. On a previously blank page were written three simple words: “Follow the sun.”
He was puzzled. This was no paradox, it was a pure statement. All he had to do was travel in the same direction as ...
The thoughts trailed off. He was looking up into the sky, at the solid bank of cloud that lay like a shroud over the land. He had seen nothing but cloud since he had left Haemiron’s disturbing underground world, he remembered. Now he did not know where he was, or in which direction he was facing. Follow the sun, the Book of Paradox told him—but in this land, it seemed, there was no sun to be followed.







 
Justice is, by and large, a self-explanatory card. In reverse aspect, the card stands for the negative side of justice—lawlessness, lack of balance—and I can suggest a prevailing attitude of carelessness and irresponsibility.
 
WHEN Varka turned to gaze back to the ground, he saw a crossroad.
Moments before, he had been standing on a grassy plain that stretched unbroken as far as the eye could see. Now his feet were on a road of dry, flat earth that ran straight ahead for perhaps a quarter of a mile before intersecting with another road. In the center of the crossroad stood what appeared to be an oblong block of stone, rearing up like a monolith.
Baffled by this extraordinary manifestation, Varka walked toward the crossroad. When he reached it, he approached the monolith with some caution and examined it.
It was made of granite, of about the same height as he, and bore four faces which stared blankly at each of the four paths of the crossroad. Varka searched with intense care for any markings that might give him a clue to its purpose, or even help him to solve this strange new paradox that was not paradox; but it seemed to be completely smooth and blank. And he was still searching when he heard the clop of horse’s hooves approaching from behind him.
Varka straightened up and turned around, staring down the path to see the newcomer.
The horse was a tall pale-golden creature that moved with a prancing step as if a great wind were behind it. Its rider was dressed in a long robe of yellow, with purple flashes that seemed to shift and swim in the fabric with every movement of his body. His long hair, too, was purple, and held back with a band of yellow from a fine-boned aesthetic face.
Varka stepped back a pace warily. The stranger did not look wholly human, and he could not guess at his intentions. His hand went to his sword, half drawing it from his belt.
The newcomer reined in a few paces from the monolith and slid lightly and gracefully from his mount.
“Greetings,” he said. His voice was light and airy, and when he spoke a capricious breeze rose from,* nowhere and played about Varka, ruffling his hair and tugging at his cloak. “Sheath your sword, friend, and have no fear, for I come to guide you.”
Varka looked at him with new interest, mingled with a certain suspicion. “To guide me where?” he asked.
Again the wind blew, and this time it gave Varka the impression that it was emanating from the stranger himself. “Why, to where you wish to go!” the stranger said.
“And where is that?”
“Oh, come, we cannot stand parrying questions for eternity! Where are you going?”
Varka sighed. “I seek the road to Limbo.”
“Why Limbo?” the entity said, apparently forgetting his own previous remark. “What business has a mortal there?”
“I am searching for my love.” No matter how many times he said it, Varka still felt the same pang of anguish at the mention of Aloethe. “She is in Limbo, and I go to free her.”
“I see. But you are human, and humans cannot know these things without aid from others. Who sent you on your journey?”
There was no point in evading the question; it seemed harmless enough. “It was Darxes,” said Varka.
“Ah! The capricious lover of paradox!” And his companion sighed, casting his gaze to the ground. “There is no justice!” he added at length.
“What do you mean?”
“Poor mortal, you have traveled long in hope. How can I tell you that your striving has been all in vain?”
“In vain? Explain yourself!” Varka’s curiosity was turning to anger.
“Should I need to? Can you not see what Dances Jbas done? No. Perhaps mortals do not understand the ways of the gods. My friend, Darxes has done no more than use you for his own amusement. Your love is in Limbo, and so using that as an excuse, Darxes has sent you on a wild goose chase which he can watch over and laugh upon. What possible hope have you, however pure your intentions, of finding such a strange, amorphous world as Limbo—and returning? No, my friend, you have been duped! If by some chance you should find Limbo, do you think you could return from there? I tell you, you could not. Darxes has tried to condemn you to an eternity of living death!”
Varka was staring at him while the words assimilated themselves in his mind. However ludicrous the entity’s speech might seem, however well Darxes had helped him, there was still an uncomfortable ring of truth in what had been said. Logically, his brain argued, he should not believe this—but something had wormed its way into his thoughts and lodged there, something that urged him to trust this stranger, be he man or god.
Trying to be more certain, he said, “But what is your part in this? What interest have you in me?”
The wind lifted his cloak. “I am a manifestation of the Guardian of the East,” the entity said. “It is my duty to meet all who come upon this crossroad, and offer them an alternative to their destination. In your case, it is an alternative to death.”
Varka swallowed. “And what is this alternative?”
“As I told you, there is no justice. The gods live for pleasure alone, and care naught for the doings of mortals. I offer you instead of an eternity of agony, an eternity of delight. On the eastern road there is a city, and the inhabitants of that city—of which I am one—live only for pleasure. Wild celebrations for their own sake, sensuous delights such as no man has seen elsewhere. You may do whatever you wish without thoughts of retribution or fear of guilt and remorse. I promise you, your lover will be fast forgotten in the ceaseless joys of everlasting indulgence.”
And he smiled again, so that Varka had to smile back.
“Why waste your existence in fruitless wanderings, burdened. by sorrow and ever betrayed by your own hopes?” his companion continued. “Why know misery when you can know delight? There is no need for such grief as yours. There is pleasure to be had, women whose beauty far outshines that of any mortal—and all yours for the taking. See sense, my poor friend. I come only to help you. See, I have even brought a horse so that you may ride in triumph to the City of the East! Forget your old burdens, and sport with the gods!”
The thought of a release from all this—the journey, the troubles, the endless succession of paradoxes that set his mind spinning—eternal joy and love and light in this beautiful city; all the mental images rose in Varka’s mind. And if the stranger spoke truth, then his quest for Aloethe could only end in misery and defeat.
Varka straightened his back. All was suddenly clear to him, he thought, and he spoke out with confidence. “Friend, I thank you! Many times in the past I have doubted the validity of my search, and now your words have opened my eyes at last. I shall follow you to your city!”







 
The Hanged Man can be said to represent a spiritual turning point in the life of the seeker. He represents the quality of self-sacrifice for the purpose of spiritual growth.
When reversed, the self-sacrifice can often become self-indulgence, and the card shows an egotistical turn of mind that condemns and opposes any spiritual influence.
 
VARKA caught hold of the reins of the pale golden horse and grasped a handful of its mane, ready to swing himself into the saddle. The entity of the East was smiling at him, and was about to speak, when both were diverted by the sound of another horse approaching.
It came along *he road to their left, and walked slowly and ponderously—a heavy, brown creature that showed no interest in them as it approached. Its rider was dressed in a long robe of brown and black and dark green. His features were heavy, almost coarse, but there was a proud set to his mouth. His long saffron-colored hair was held with a black band.
Varka glanced at his companion, and saw that he was frowning.
. “Do you know this man?” he asked. But his companion made no reply.
The newcomer reined in a few paces from the monolith, and slid from his horse with a thud. He bowed sardonically to Varka and to the entity of the East, and they saw that in his hand he held a tiny sapling tree whose leaves were beginning to fade from their full summer height.
He looked at Varka and said, “Greetings. What do you here?”
“Greetings to you,” said Varka. “I came here on a journey, but now I have changed my plans and am to travel elsewhere.” He felt suddenly uneasy—the arrival of this somber man had upset the new, careless thoughts that had been purging his mind, and he felt the first sliver of doubt concerning the validity of his first companion’s argument.
The newcomer nodded. “If the change is to your advantage, then that is good,” he said, and Varka thought he saw him flash a skeptical, almost contemptuous glance at the entity of the East. “Where were you going, and where go you now?”
“I was seeking Limbo, to find the woman I love,” Varka told him. “But my companion here has persuaded me that such a miserable quest is fruitless, and so I am going with him to his city, for a life of pleasure.” The words rang false, and a sensation somewhat akin to panic rose in him as he began to wonder just what sort of a mistake he could be making.
“Your companion is right in saying that your quest is fruitless,” the somber man conceded. “But he is a fool to think that living for eternity in delight and debauchery will profit you. What will you gain from it? Answer me that, if you can.”
“I will gain forgetfulness, a new outlook—a spiritual joy,” said Varka.
“Ha! Rubbish!” the man waved a derogatory hand. “What things of the spirit are of benefit to a mortal? You have your priorities wrong, my friend. I am only glad that I was able to intervene in time, and so prevent you from making another mistake. Your first quest was of no value, so why go on to something that is also useless?”
“I do not see it so,” Varka argued, wondering within himself if he spoke the truth or not.
“Then you are indeed a fool, as is your friend. You should live for those things that will profit your body and your pride, not your soul. Money—power—the ability to command, and the right to wield judgment.”
“I think that is for me to decide.”
“You are wrong. I come not to argue—I come to guide you. You must realize that, and cease your senseless thinking.”
“Another guide? Tell me—who are you, and why do you seek to help me?” Varka was growing ever more confused.
“I am a manifestation of the Guardian of the North. It is my duty to meet all who come upon this crossroad and offer them an alternative to their destination. In your case, it is an alternative to suffering great loss.”
“I do not see what I might lose by going to the City of the East.”
“Ah! Your companion has you under his sway already! You should not trust him, for if you do you will find that life is not worth a single gold piece.”
“And do you count life in terms of riches?” Varka demanded angrily. ‘
“Of course!” The entity of the North smiled. “What else is there for humankind to believe in? Your spiritual capacity is so limited, you cannot hope to ascend to the heights of the gods; and in the attempt you would lose your pride and self-esteem.”
Varka frowned. “I have little enough of that as it is.”
“Then you must be a sad man indeed. I am here to offer you guidance to the City of the North, where through your own endeavors you might rise to a position of far greater power than any of your earthly kings and emperors. All wealth could be yours, all earthly knowledge, all power. Leave aside your considerations of spiritual things. Think of yourself—you are clever, I can tell, and your ingenuity and wit could carry you far above the heads of others. You could rank alongside the greatest men who have ever lived, a star of solid gold among the worthless specks of dust. Have you any conception of what it is to have such wealth at your fingertips?”
“No,” said Varka. Against his will, an image was creeping into his mind, and he took pleasure in it. He saw himself clad in the finest silks and brocades, hung about with gold and silver chains of office in which were set gems of unimaginable value. People bowed before him, brought him gifts, were ever eager to run at his every command. He could be a monarch of all monarchs—all this the entity of the North offered him. And this entity echoed the words of the entity of the East in saying that his search for Aloethe in Limbo could only end in ruin.
“You see the trappings of my horse?” the somber man said. Varka looked and saw that the beast was caparisoned with beaten gold and silver and other precious metals, adorned with gems that studded its bridle, and its saddlecloth was of cloth-of-gold. He had never seen such wealth in his life, brought up as he was in surroundings of poverty with neither mother nor father to provide for him. He had often envied those rich men of his own world, young men like Dinmas, the murderer of his love, whose fathers could provide them with all they desired, and more.
“Mount the horse and come with me to the North,” the entity said gently. “I would not see such a one as you take a fall, lose all he has, and spend his life in sorrow.”
Varka clasped his hands to his head, looked first at one companion then at the other. His head reeled with the conflicting desires and all that each one implied, and he did not know what answer to make. At last he looked to the entity of the East, his eyes begging for an answer to his dilemma. Varka opened his mouth to speak.







 
Although the name of this card suggests a final mortality, this is not necessarily so. Death is closely linked with rebirth and the appearance of the card signifies a rebirth in terms of consciousness, a new awakening.
In reverse aspect, the consciousness shows its negative side, and the card has a stagnating influence, indicating a tendency to dullness and lethargy.
 
ALL three paused suddenly and turned to look along another path of the crossroad.
A third horse was approaching. It was a pure white animal of medium size, and although its step was graceful, it hung its head and seemed tired and dejected. ,
Varka stared at the rider as the horse came closer. He was dressed in a long robe of blue, with orange flashes that seemed to shift and swim in the fabric like ripples in a pool. His heavy orange hair was also long, and hung over his face like a waterfall cascading down a sheer rock, and it was tied with a band of blue.
He raised his head, saw them, and reined in a few paces from the monolith. His robe flowed around him as he? slid from his horse and smiled wanly at the three.
“Greetings,” he said in a voice like a slow-running stream.
Now that Varka could see his face clearly, he noted that the newcomer had a pale, rounded countenance, young and fresh, but that his blue eyes were old and tired. In his hands he carried a chalice of water, and was careful not to spill the smallest drop.
“Your expression is not a happy one, friend,” the stranger said to Varka. “Are you in a dilemma?”
“I am indeed,” Varka said heavily. “And I fear that you will only add to my troubles.”
“Oh no,. not I. I come not to confuse you; I come to guide you.”
Varka stared at him, then shook his head slowly and covered his eyes with his hands. Was his predicament not awful enough, without the intervention of yet another strange being?”
“Where would you guide me, friend?” he asked.
The newcomer came forward and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Raise your head and look not so sad. I am a manifestation of the Guardian of the West. It is my duty to meet all who come upon this crossroad and offer them an alternative to their destination. Tell me, where are you going?”
Varka calmed himself with a great effort of will. “I started out in a search for Limbo. Now I have been told that Limbo is a fruitless quest, that I cannot release the woman I love, who is trapped there, and I must choose between the City of the East and the City of the North. I do not know what to do for the best.”
“Ah, you have my sympathy. But I can offer you something which you will never find in lifelong pleasure, nor in lifelong power.”
Varka looked up, a trace of hope glimmering in his black eyes. “What is that?”
“Peace,” the entity of the West said simply. “The worlds are tired, my friend, and there is no point in continuing your quest for Limbo. You would find nothing there but sadness. Why exhaust your body and your soul when you could find eternal rest? I have come to guide you to the City of the West, where you may lie in solitude by calm waters, or drowse without grief under the shade of the willows.”
“But ...” Varka shook his mind back out of a terrible disorientation and forced himself to think of his original purpose. He fingered the Book of Paradox in his belt, and it seemed to give him confidence. “But what of my search for Aloethe?” he said miserably.
“I know it is a sad thing, but there is no point in such a quest. You mortals may try to reject such truths, but you must come to accept them eventually. Why waste what precious life you have in seeking to destroy yourself? Stay, friend—ride this gentle horse back with me to the West, and do not try to be a molder of destinies. Know peace for all time.”
An image of a beautiful city seen from a distance flooded Varka’s consciousness, a city that shone and shimmered in a watery light, seeming more like a reflection in a vast lake than a solid structure. Then he saw the interior of the city itself—cool, shady walks lined with trees that swayed like fountains, gentle streams that murmured sweet, soothing music to his troubled ears ... the company of soft and kindly . souls, and the knowledge that his calm could never be sundered. Peace, as he had never known peace before ... The sound of waves breaking lazily on a shore filled his ears; he could see them, shining cascades of water. Their life, too, was one of sweet peace ...
He turned away, scraping at the ground with one foot. “I must have time—I cannot think—”
The entity of the West looked upon him with his melancholy eyes. “You have all the time in the Universe,” he said.
And then they heard the beat of hooves, and all looked up to see a fourth rider cantering toward them along the track.







 
Temperance is said to represent a consolidating force, a sense of purpose and resolution on the part of the seeker. It signifies an acceptance of responsibility coupled with the ability to decide one’s own way despite outside influence, and to work with determination toward a chosen goal.
 
THE horse was a big chestnut creature that pranced with a power its rider could barely sustain, and it snorted and chafed at its bridle as its hoofs flashed. Its rider was dressed in a long robe of scarlet, with green flashes that danced and flickered in the fabric like tongues of flame. His long hair was green and flew around his head, held with a band of scarlet His face was a strong, ascetic one that might have been carved from the hardest rock imaginable. Yet his red eyes burned with a kindly light
He reined in a few paces from the monolith and sprang from his horse like leaping fire.
“Greetings!” he called loudly, in a roaring, crackling voice. “What is this gathering?”
Varka looked at him. “Sir, you come upon a sorry scene. I am traveling on a quest, and now I am told that the quest is fruitless. I am offered three alternatives, and know not which one to take.”
The newcomer frowned. “And where did you first intend to go?”
“To Limbo.”
“Why?” said the stranger bluntly.
“To seek the woman I love.”
“That is good enough reason, even for a mortal, which I perceive you are.” There was something about this man that instilled new vigor into Varka’s thoughts, seemed to cleanse at least some of the confusion, so that he found himself more able to answer the inevitable questions.
The stranger hefted a great sword of fire that he seemed to produce from the stuff of his robe. “I,” he said, “am a manifestation of the Guardian of the South, and I come to guide you. It is my duty to meet all who come upon this crossroad, and offer them an alternative to their destination. But it seems you do not know what your destination is.”
“My destination, it seems, is to be swayed from my original intent and to go elsewhere.”
“Ah. And what have you been offered?”
“I have three choices. Lifelong pleasure, lifelong power, or lifelong peace.”
“And which of those is most appealing to you?”
“In truth, I know not,” said Varka, spreading his hands helplessly.
The entity of the South grimaced in sympathy. “An unpleasant choice, if I may say so. Tell me, what prompted you to turn aside from your search for Limbo?”
Varka was beginning to wonder this for himself, but he tried to explain. “My three companions have all warned me that such a quest is fruitless, and can only end in ruin and misery. I am told that I have been duped by the one who set me on my path.”
“And do you believe this?”
“I do not know. At first I did not ... then I did ... now I am not sure. I only know that I cannot contend with yet another alternative.”
“I am not offering you another alternative,” the stranger said with emphasis. “I am instead offering you your first choice as an alternative. Had you thought of that?”
“I had not,” said Varka, hopelessly confused once more.
“Then think now. You began your quest in good faith; why not continue it in the same frame of mind? There have been many perils already—I can see the truth of this hidden in your eyes—and there are doubtless more perils ahead; but you have already overcome the dangers you have met, or you would not be here now. It is my guess that you have a very powerful ally in your search. Am I right?”
Varka thought of Dances, and of the Book of Paradox. Without them he would have been long dead. “You are right,” he said.
“Life cannot be an escape. You must go through it and do your best to triumph in adversity. It is no use spending all your days in bucolic bliss, for by the time your life is ended you will have done nothing, seen nothing, known nothing, been nothing. Do you see the analogy?”
“Yes....” It was becoming clearer. The entity of the South was telling him that in his search he had himself and himself alone to irely on, and that was how it should be. To think of turning aside and retreating into a ready-made shell, however pleasant, was pure cowardice.
The entity of the South went on: “You have set yourself a goal, and it would be great folly not to strive with all your power for that goal. A man who follows the Sun with all his heart shall one day find it”
Varka started. “Follow the Sun.” This was the first reference he had heard to the strange new paradox that the Book had given him. Perhaps here lay the answer. He looked at the bright figure, and at once he knew what he should have realized the moment the . entity dismounted.
Here was a personification of fire—the flying hair, the prancing fire-colored horse, the flaming sword—here was the fire of the Sun! He glanced around at the other three entities who stood watching them, and suddenly they seemed empty, cold, unreal; phantoms from a long-forgotten dream.
The entity of the South spoke again, and this time his roaring voice was softer. “Whatever life offers, look it in the face, and if you cannot challenge it, then adapt yourself to its ways. Be yourself, my friend, and take no heed of what others try to make you.”
Varka’s mind cleared. He saw a sudden image, and that image took form and became Aloethe, lying on an unadorned bier, just as he had seen her under Darxes’ earlier guidance. But now her eyes were open, and she was smiling up at him....
“Whatever it is you most desire,” the entity said, “strive for it, and it shall be yours.”
Varka turned to him. “My friend, I give you thanks! You have helped me to understand what I must do, and the road 1 must take!”
The entity laughed with pleasure. “Then take my horse, and be on your way! Why waste time wnen you need not? Come....”
He held the reins while Varka mounted the creature and settled himselt in the saddle. He adjusted the position of his sword so that it was more comfortable, and thrust his feet into the stirrups.
“What thanks can I offer?” he said again, simply.
“I want no thanks! But here, I have something for you to think on while you ride. Something tor you to unravel, if you can.”
“What is it?” Varka felt the old, familiar surge of excitement, and the Book of Paradox seemed to burn into his hip.
“The Castle Without Parallel is yet surpassed by that which is its neighbor. Think well on it! And good fortune!”
The entity was smiling up at him, and suddenly, through his eyes, Varka seemed to see other, more familiar eyes.
His lips formed the word “Darxes ... ?” but no sound came. And then the illusion had gone.
He wheeled the horse, and it pranced, eager to be away. Varka raised a hand in grateful salute, then drove his heels into its flanks and sped along the southern road at a gallop. When he twisted precariously round to look behind him, the four entities had vanished, and only the monolith remained to mark the place where they had stood.







 
The appearance of the Devil can indicate that a situation will arise over which the seeker has no control, yet which he cannot possibly ignore. It is something inexorable and unavoidable, perhaps even destiny.
 
When reversed, the card indicates that the situation may not be a pleasant one. However, there may be a possibility of some spiritual understanding, although a vacillating and petty attitude is also indicated..
 
VARKA rode throughout the night and on into the next morning. His mount seemed to have near-endless stores of energy, and by the time dawn broke under a gray, watery sky, he had ridden many miles.
He slowed at last to a leisurely walk as the day began to lighten, and took time to look around him. He still was traveling over grassland but here and there in the distance he could see what looked like quite large areas of land fenced off and cultivated. It appeared that civilization of some form was making its mark. And within half an hour, as he had half expected, a hamlet came in sight. It lay half a mile or so off the road, sprawling in ugly disorder over the lush landscape. Varka reined in for a while to consider whether he should stop there, but something about its appearance struck a discordant, unpleasant note; and he rode on, leaving the hamlet and its people behind.
He breakfasted on bramble berries that he found growing conveniently close to his path, and stopped for a while to rest. Sitting on the soft turf, he took out the Book of Paradox, and looked for a long time at the new paradox which had been given him by the entity of the South.
“The Castle Without Parallel is yet surpassed by that which is its neighbor.” He read this over several times, then lay back staring at the sky and wondered what it could mean. In some ways it was considerably less confusing than some of the problems he had been set before—it seemed to suggest that he must seek out a castle, and that this castle was very beautiful—a castle without parallel. Yet the paradox suggested that whatever lay near the castle was more beautiful still. Varka shook his head. He would, he decided, seek out the Castle Without Parallel first, and then worry about the other half of the paradox when the time came.
He climbed stiffly to his feet, pulled his reluctant horse away from its feast of rich grass, and swung himself into the saddle. He turned onto the road once more, and set his face southward.
Some while before nightfall, Varka reached a village that straddled the road and seemed to have grown up around a small and somewhat dirty river that ran past its borders. He found an inn that squatted amid a conglomeration of tiny wooden houses, and there he made inquiries.
An old peasant man with a sly pockmarked face shook his head. “I know of no castle in this area, stranger. You had best ride on and ask elsewhere.”
Varka looked around the room, but saw only blank faces and empty expressions. He thanked the old man and went on.
He rode on for several days, eating what the countryside had to offer, drinking from the occasional stream or spring that he came upon. He had no money to secure lodging at an inn in any of the towns and villages through which he passed, but slept in the open, usually managing to find a sheltered hollow in which to make his bed.
And always he asked in the villages for the whereabouts of a Castle Without Parallel. And always he received the same answer: “There is no castle in this area.”
But at last the countryside began to change, becoming less fertile and considerably more hilly. The towns became even smaller than before but were cleaner, more attractive, and filled, it seemed to Varka, with much friendlier people. It was at one of these towns—again, built around a small river—that he felt his first surge of hope in a long time when he asked the now tedious question.
“I believe there is something of the sort in these parts,” the woman he questioned said, looking at him solemnly from under a linen shawl that covered her hair. “But it is two days’ ride at least.”
“I have come a long way to find it—two more days is no hardship,” Varka told her.
She nodded. “Mind you, I know not whether it be castle or city or whatever, for I have heard that it is no more than a ruin, and has been so for centuries.” She paused, looking at him again. “What name did you say it is known by?”
“The Castle Without Parallel—at least, that is what I have been led to believe.”
“I have never heard of such a name. But you might try. Ride on this road, and ask directions when you come to the next town. They may have better knowledge of it than we here.”
Varka thanked her, and rode on with a sense of mounting excitement in his heart.
From that time, each village he passed seemed to be more certain of the existence of the castle, although he was warned many times that it was in ruins, and that he could hope to find nothing there. But Varka traveled on, sure by now that he was near his destination. And at last, on the third day, he found it.
He had followed the directions given to him at the last hamlet, and had turned from the main track to follow a narrow, overgrown road that led through a range of hills, and from there over terrain that was rough and choked with heather and gorse, almost like coastal land. It had been raining for some hours and he was cold and wet and thoroughly bored with his journey, when he came to the top of a gentle rise and looked down upon a sea that was as flat and still as a mirror.
He stopped, gazing out. The sea was the same dismal gray as the sky, and the only signs of movement upon its unbroken surface were the tiny waves that straggled to rise in the shallows and fell sluggishly onto a shingle beach. To the left were low cliffs, with one particularly odd formation of tall rocks that caught his eye, but to the right the coastline rose high and brooding.
He looked down, directly below him. The land sloped gently away to the beach, crowded with gorse bushes whose yellow flowers made a pleasing splash of color among the dreary gray and green—and among the gorse bushes, Varka’s eyes caught the outlines of a crumbling mass of stonework.
He stood up in his stirrups to see better, and his horse pawed restlessly, disliking the rain and the‘ smell of the salty air. Varka gave it its head, and it plunged down the slope, slithering on the wet grass, to arrive finally at what could only be the ruins of a very great building.
Varka dismounted, tethering his mount to a bush, and walked slowly among the fragmented stones. Here and there parts of a wall still stood, but were so overgrown with heather and grass that they were all but indistinguishable from the land.
So this was the Castle Without Parallel. All that remained of a great structure that had been beautiful, now reduced to sad and crumbling decay. Varka sat down on a vast block of stone whose fall to the ground had created a deep hollow in the earth, and he stared out at the motionless sea. The Book of Paradox had led him here, and now he found nothing and no one to greet him. Surely his journey must continue beyond this? Was he, he wondered, to cross the sea? And if so, how? Or ... or was this place with its eon-old air of sorrow indeed Limbo?
He looked to right and left. More stonework, more heather and gorse ... he looked over his shoulder, and then he saw what his horse had already seen.
Standing on a part of a wall which still defied the elements, was a man. He too was staring out to sea, arms folded across his chest, his hair plastered down by the driving rain. Varka stood up and began to walk hesitantly towards him.
The stranger saw Varka as he approached, and climbed down from his wall to meet him. As he came closer, Varka saw that he was of about his own age, perhaps a little older. He too had fair hair, but unlike Varka’s own wild mane, it was straight and thin.
The young man held out a hand as Varka reached him. He was dressed elaborately in clothes that must once have been rich and beautiful. But now their colors were faded; the brocade was thin and pale, like a reflection of things long past and forgotten, the silk old and worn, the green cloak stained with long use.
“I had no thought to meet anyone when I came here,” the stranger said softly. His voice was weary, but not unfriendly.
“I am sorry. I did not realize I was intruding.”
“No matter. This place belongs to no one now.” And the young man sighed. “In all this time, I had never imagined that I would find these walls so crumbled, the land so desolate. I have searched for these ruins such a long time....”
“As have I,” said Varka. “And in truth, I had hoped to find more here.”
The stranger looked at him with curiosity. Varka noticed that his thin face was careworn, and that his eyes—which strangely were black like Varka’s own—carried a haunted, almost mad look.
“What could you possibly wish to find here?” the stranger asked him. “There is nothing but death and the silence. What brought you here?”
“I am on a journey, and I have been directed to this place. Yet I had believed the Castle Without Parallel could offer me more than silence,” Varka said heavily. “It seems I was sadly wrong.”
The stranger was frowning. “If you seek the Castle Without Parallel, friend, you have indeed been misdirected.”
And then Varka knew—the answer dawned upon his mind in the instant before the stranger spoke again.
“This is the city of my forefathers, for which I have searched for such a time as I cannot remember. This is all that remains of Kaih, the City of the Glass Ocean.”
Varka stared at him. “Then you—you are ...” He checked himself and finished lamely, “I have read the legend.”
“Aye,” the Wandering Prince nodded. “Many people have read or heard the legend. But now the legend is ended. I am home....” He turned away suddenly and added bitterly, “What little of my home there is left to me.”
Varka remembered the words of Ihe Book of Paradox, which he had studied so avidly while under Gestrios’ roof. He said, “But was Kaih not laid waste before the death of your father?”
“I have heard so.” There were sudden tears in the Prince’s black eyes. “It is said that my father died among the rubble of his own palace, that Kaih was no more than a ruin.” The tears spilled down his thin cheeks. “But yet I had hoped that the rumors were false....” He collected himself, wiping a hand across his face. “Forgive me, I—the emotion of such a reunion—it has been so long, so very long—such sorrow and bitterness, and now this ...” He drew himself up, pulling his cloak around his emaciated body. “Perhaps I was wrong to hope for more. But when one has known such a city as Kaih, beautiful and peaceful, it is difficult to reconcile oneself to such a sight.”
Varka looked at him with sympathy. “I think I understand you.”
The Wandering Prince sighed as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He sat down on a piece of crumbled masonry, and Varka did the same. The rain battered down on them, soaking into their clothes and chilling their skin, but neither noticed it as they stared out across the flat sea.
“The Glass Ocean,” the Wandering Prince said suddenly. “It seems that only yesterday my peasant forces were massing on that shore in preparation to do battle.”
“And you lost ...” said Varka reflectively.
“Aye, I lost. Perhaps if I had bowed to my father’s ways I should have been spared these eons of roaming and sorrow—but my father employed sorcery to combat my army. I was one of five who survived. Five, out of nearly nine hundred.... The gods work in strange ways.” He looked at his boots, and rain streamed from his lank hair onto his shoulders. “Always I have had the burden of those men’s lives to carry with me. I am to blame for their deaths, and at night their faces come back to haunt me still.”
Varka felt uncomfortable. The sadness in the Prince’s voice, the heavy grief he carried in his heart, had brought tears to his own eyes, and he did not know what to say for the best.
He laid a hand on the Prince’s shoulder, feeling the thinness of the cloth and the body beneath it. “You should not hold yourself to blame,” he murmured. “It is my belief that such things are destined, and nothing you or I can do will make any difference to the chain of events. Would not those men still have risen up against their king, even without you to lead them?”
“But if I had bided my time ...” the Prince said tragically.
“It would have made no difference;” Varka repeated. “You played a part that destiny had set out for. you. That does not make you a wrong-doer. In fact, I would say that you helped to speed on the end of an era of evil by indirectly causing your father’s death.”
The Wandering Prince smiled wanly, and there was gratitude in the smile. “Aye, my father’s death I have never regretted. I believe that in all the world there have never been two people who hated each other more than he and I. Your words are comforting, friend, and help to lift a little of my sorrow.” And he shook his head. “But Kaih—I would not for all the treasure of the gods have harmed Kaih.”
“But you are reunited now.”
“Reunited ... aye, now, at last, the legend can be fulfilled, as it was predestined.” The Prince looked at Varka, and this time there was a brighter light in his eyes. “Kaih and her Prince can at last be at peace.”







 
The Tower, sometimes known as the House of God, signifies an unforseen catastrophe or cataclysmic event. The appearance of the card indicates that this event, which can bring a disruption of one’s beliefs or way of thinking, can also bring a new enlightment in its wake.
 
THE Wandering Prince had risen from his seat of stone and was walking very slowly down the slope toward the sea. Now and again he would stop, and turn over some small piece of broken masonry, seeming to recognize it for what it had once been. His voice carried back in the still air over the sound of the rain.
“The land where Kaih was originally built was not like this. She stood in a sweet, verdant country, where birds sang and lush forests grew on two sides. I remember once traveling to the slopes of the purple mountains beyond the forests and seeing my father’s kingdom laid out below me like a child’s picture book. Never in all this time of searching had I expected to find her here.”
Varka frowned, not comprehending. He slithered down the slope after the Prince, and they stood together where the fallen stonework marked Kaih’s seaward edge.
“Then Kaih has somehow been moved?”
The Prince inclined his head. “I heard so, but I could not believe the rumor until I dared to return to my own land, and saw for myself. Where Kaih and the Glass Ocean had been, there was—nothing. I think that is why it has taken me so long to .find her ruins.” He looked at the sea, so still and silent. “There is the ultimate peace, do you not agree? I have wondered whether the city and the ocean would remain together, or be sundered. I am glad they are still as one.”
“Where will you go now?” Varka asked him. He felt oddly concerned about this strange man’s welfare, as if it was of some great importance to him as well as to the Prince. But the Prince had a faraway look on his face, and seemed not to hear. He moved forward, his boots crunched on the shingle, then he was bending down at the sea’s edge and trailing one hand in the wavelets, as if to be sure that they were real arid not some phantom of his dreams.
Again Varka followed him. His thoughts had turned again to his own predicament, and he said. “I am glad that you are reunited with your lost home, for I have often thought about your legend and felt sorrow for you. But now I am at a loss, for I came here in the belief that this was the Castle Without Parallel, and now I do not know which way to go.”
The Wandering Prince straightened up. “You have comforted me more than you can ever know,” he said. “So in return I shall tell you where the Castle Without Parallel lies. It is not far.”
His eyes scanned the cliffs where they rose high and malevolent-looking to the right of the bay. “Beyond the high cliffland, no more than a day’s ride, the coast falls again to another bay, far wider and grander than this one. There you will find the Castle Without Parallel. I know not if the sea it borders is the Glass Ocean, but I feel that it cannot be. I believe that my homeland stretches as far as the eye can see and no further.”
Varka nodded. He made no attempt to understand the Prince’s strange words, but instead said, “Is it a very beautiful castle?”
The Prince laughed strangely. “That depends on your concept of beauty,” he said. “You will understand why I say that when you arrive there. But the people are good-hearted and friendly—you will find a ready welcome, as I did.”
“You have been there?”
“Aye, recently.” The Wandering Prince reflected for a moment. “The cliff road is an unnerving ride, for it is dangerously close to the edge and beset by strong sea winds. I would advise you to have a care.... Remember me to the inhabitants of the castle.”
Surprised by such a sudden change of subject, Varka said, “I will.”
The Prince nodded. “Before we part, there is one more thing I would advise you to remember. Keep this in mind when you reach the castle: heed the words of the voiceless one, and look well upon all she sees, for she is blind.”
He did not wait for Varka to ask him what these extraordinary words meant, but went on: “Now I will say farewell to you, stranger.”
“My name—” Varka began, but the Wandering Prince interrupted him before he could say more. There was a look almost of panic in his black eyes.
“No! Do not tell me! I will not know your name, and you must not know mine. That way there can be nothing between us.”
“As you wish.” Varka shrugged.
The Prince turned once more to the sea. “I have just one more task before I can join my forefathers,” he said quietly. “Good luck, stranger—I hope you find whatever you are seeking.”
He squared his thin shoulders and walked forward. The wavelets lapped around his ankles, around his knees, then he flung himself forward and was swimming with slow, strong strokes out to sea.
Varka, watching in amazement, started forward into the water, then checked himself suddenly. He wanted to call out to the swimming Prince, but something within forestalled him; told him that he would be interfering in affairs beyond his comprehension. So he stood on the shoreline, staring at the diminishing figure. The Prince was making for the strange formation of rocks to to the left of” the bay, which Varka had earlier noticed and as he swam it seemed that the water around the rocks began to agitate. It seethed and swirled until a great wave took form beyond the rocks and began to rise and sweep inwards, disturbing the calm of the Glass Ocean.
The Wandering Prince swam on, heedless of the rising water. He and the wave reached the rocks together and the wave broke over his head with a crash that shattered the calm of the air. Then Yarka cried out, for he felt the impact of the great wall of water, as if he too had been out there to meet it. He shuddered agonizingly. The wave foamed into nonexis-tence, the sea was flat again—and the Wandering Prince had vanished without trace.
Varka’s horse whinnied, breaking the tingling atmosphere, and Varka turned. The animal was regarding him forlornly, rain streaming from its forelock and into its eyes. It shook its head and tugged at the bush which secured it. Varka pushed his mood away, trudged through the soaking undergrowth to untie the reins and climbed wearily into the saddle. He shook the wet hair from his face and spared just one final glance toward the Glass Ocean and the remains of the beautiful Kaih before spurring his horse on up the slope to pick up his road where he had left it.
As he rode, heading for the cliffland where the path wound steeply upward, he brooded. The Wandering Prince had returned at last, and he had been the only witness of an event that brought an eon-old legend to a close. Now the Prince’s earthly being was dead, and perhaps that was as it should be. But why had he chosen such a way to end his life? Surely there must be kinder methods of death than by drowning....
And then a new thought occurred to him. Kaih had lain on the edge of a strange sea whose far shores were a mystery to him, and maybe also to her inhabitants. The Prince had found the city, and had passed beyond its boundaries in the only way he could, by giving himself up to the sea. Now ... now, Varka believed with an ever growing conviction, he was truly at peace.
He felt suddenly better, as if the sun had suddenly appeared to lighten the gloom of the day; and although the rain still poured down on him, Varka laughed and rode his horse at a spirited canter to the cliffs which loomed ever closer before him.







 
The Star is a card of particularly good portent. It is a light shining out of the darkness, and its appearance signifies new hope, gifts, joy, good health. It can also show the seeker a glimpse of a more transcendent way of life.
 
VARKA spent the next night curled in a tiny, damp hollow set back from the cliff road, which offered poor shelter and even poorer comfort. But when he awoke in the morning, he found to his surprise that the rain had gone. Not only that—the dense layers of cloud had also vanished, and a vivid yellow sun was coming up with the dawn.
He climbed to his feet, so stiff after his cramped night that at first he could barely stand, and set about saddling his horse. The wind was stronger this morning, whipping in from the sea and racing through the grass that carpeted the cliff. He shivered as it bit into his skin through damp clothes, and was glad to mount up and ride on his way.
The wind grew stronger as the sun climbed slowly into a sky almost white with its brilliance. The cliff road was rocky and uneven, and more than once Varka’s horse slipped or stumbled, at one time nearly pitching him from the saddle and over the cliff. Below him was a drop of some seven or eight hundred feet, to where the sea foamed greedily as it waited for him.
He dismounted at last, too unnerved by the sight of the sickening cliff face to continue on horseback, and walked instead along the track, leading the animal, while the wind shrieked and howled and buffeted them with endless gusts.
Then at long last, the wind began to drop. It fell away from a half-gale to a bluster, from a bluster to the smallest of zephyr breezes that played with his hair and allowed the welcoming heat of the sun to seep through to his chilled body.
He climbed back into the saddle when the path took a turn downhill, slightly away from the treacherous edge, and rode fast to where the road wound round a bend, flanked on the left by a steep rise, and disappeared. Beyond the bend he pulled hard on his horse’s reins, bringing the beast to a slithering, snorting halt, and he stared at the scene that stretched out before him.
On the edge of a wide, sweeping bay, growing from the far cliff and sprawling down almost to the sand, lay the Castle Without Parallel.
Looking at it, Varka wondered yet again what the Wandering Prince had meant when he said that the beauty of this castle depended on one’s conception of the word. It was quite a pleasant-looking place, shimmering under the brilliant light, but was not nearly so lovely as the crescent of the bay and- the glittering green sea. Also, there was something indefinably odd about its appearance. Something was wrong, and as yet he could not see what.
Puzzling over this, he kicked his horse into a trot and went down toward the beach. The horse’s hooves first crunched on shingle, and soon it was moving over hard sand toward a wide rocky path that led up to the castle itself.
As he reached the path and began to climb it, he realized just what it was that gave the place its disquieting strangeness. None of the walls or towers were straight. They sloped, wavered, undulated—even the doors and the windows were crooked—and the rooftops made him wonder if he were drunk. He laughed suddenly to himself. This place, it seemed, was a Castle Without Parallel in the truest sense of all!
The. path zigzagged between sickeningly tilted walls that rose unevenly higher and higher, until Varka found himself facing a great door that seemed to be composed of six different shapes at once. Dismounting, he raised the heavy ring with its carving of a dragonlike creature and rapped three times. Echoes shouted somewhere within, and he waited, trying not to look at the crazy angles that surrounded him.
After several minutes slow footsteps sounded inside. There was a brief pause, then the crooked door opened.
The girl who stook there had fair hair cut strangely short for a woman, falling only to her shoulders and forming a V at the nape of her neck. Her large gray eyes seemed focused on infinity, and she stared through Varka and beyond him in the same way that Coryon’s people had done. She smiled woodenly, said nothing.
Varka cleared his throat, disconcerted. He said, “Good day to you. Is this the Castle Without Parallel?”
And a man’s voice answered him from the cool darkness beyond the threshold. “Indeed it is, sir. Thank you, Charinan. You may Beturn.”
The girl smiled again, turned, and walked slowly away into the castle. Varka stared after her and his expression must have betrayed his thoughts, for the unseen speaker emerged into the sunlight and said quietly, “Forgive her strangeness—she has been both dumb and blind since birth.” The newcomer was watching the girl with sympathy in his eyes. He was a stocky man of middle age, fresh-faced, with beard and hair of a rich brown. If his garb was any criterion, he must have been well placed in the castle’s society.
Now his eyes turned to regard Varka. “Welcome to Castle Wyvern, the Castle Without Parallel,” he said. “You can see our little fortress is well named!”
“Indeed it is!‘” Varka answered with some feeling. “I have been wondering whoever could have built such a place, and why.”
The man laughed. “It was built long ago, for one who had been accustomed to existing in several dimensions at once,” he said. “Stability disoriented him—a strange anomaly—and so he commissioned the construction of Castle Wyvern. When he eventually died, or whatever happened to him, our race usurped the castle. You will become used to it, given time.”
Varka nodded, unconvinced. He said, “But I seek shelter only for a night or two. I am on a journey, and I seek advice, for I do not know my way from here.”
“Then ask!” said the man, with an expansive gesture. “If it is in our power, we will help you.”
“I thank you kindly. I am seeking the road to Limbo.”
His companion deliberated for a moment. “Ah ... I see. Well, each to his own tastes, I suppose. But your quest is a strange one. I think only the Queen will be able to help you.”
“The Queen?” said Varka, in some alarm. He had no knowledge of court etiquette, and so did not relish the prospect of meeting with a monarch. The other saw his face and laughed. “Do not worry! The Queen of Blue is a delightful lady, and dearly loves to meet and talk with strangers. I will take you to her now—oh, and leave your horse here; he will be attended to.”
Still not altogether comforted by this, Varka followed him inside. He found walking on the undulating floors like trying to keep upright on the deck of a ship in a storm, and the colors that sprawled at random over the walls gave him a headache. But his companion was quite unperturbed, and eventually led him to a small door, alone at the top of a short flight of ludicrously uneven stairs. He knocked, and a woman’s voice called put from within for them to enter.
The Queen of Blue had been reading by the window, but as they ducked through the door she put down her book and rose to greet them.
“Madam.” Varka’s companion bowed, Varka likewise. “Pardon me for disturbing you, but we have a visitor, a stranger.”
“A stranger—how delightful!” The Queen of Blue smiled brilliantly. Varka noticed how small she was. “We have few strangers here these days. Perhaps he can tell us more of the affairs of the outside world!”
“I am afraid I must disappoint you, Madam,” Varka told her hesitantly. “I have taken no interest in the world, save for my own quest.”
“He has peculiar tastes,” the stocky man interjected. “He seeks the road to Limbo.”
For a moment the Queen looked surprised, then the look was replaced by one of interest. “I see,” she said, and to the other man, “Will you leave us now. I wish to talk with the stranger alone.”
“As you say, Madam.” He raised his eyebrows at Varka, bowed, and went out.
“Now.” The Queen of Blue indicated a curving projection like a growth in the floor that seemed to serve as a chair. “Sit there, and first tell me your name.”
Varka told her, and gave a brief account of his journey and the reasons behind it. As he spoke, he noted and analyzed the Queen’s outward appearance.
She was an elderly woman, and the years had taken their toll of her once formidable beauty; but still her tiny figure retained a flowerlike bloom to which age had added graciousness. She wore her gray hair piled high, and oh her head was a strange headdress from which hung a veil that she draped artistically over one shoulder. There was nothing of the traditional regal majesty in her appearance; yet there was a power about her, an aura of wisdom and leadership that was so strong as to be almost tangible.
While Varka spoke she listened intently, and when he had finished, sat for a few minutes before uttering a noncommittal “Mmm. I see.”
Varka waited for her to say more, and when she did not, ventured to ask, “Do you think you can help me?”
The Queen of Blue looked up. “I don’t know. It depends on many things. This Book you spoke of ...”
“The Book of Paradox.”
“Yes. Do you have it here now?”
Varka took the Book from his belt and handed it to her. She opened it, turned the pages, musing, and at last said, “Who gave you this last paradox?”
Varka cast his mind back. “That is the one that refers to this castle....”
“No, no. Not that one. The one that begins ‘heed the words of the voiceless one.’ ”
Very surprised, Varka stood up and looked over the Queen’s shoulder at the page. And as had happened so often before, there were words where previously there had been nothing.
He read, “Heed the words of the voiceless one, and look well upon all she sees, for she is blind.”
Then he remembered something that the Wandering Prince had said during his last minutes of life. A piece of advice to which at the time he had attached little significance. But it had been peculiar advice, in the form of paradox ...
“I recall it now,” he said. “It was told to me by the Wandering Prince.”
The Queen of Blue glanced at him quizzically. “You have met the Wandering Prince?”
“I encountered him on the shores of the Glass Ocean among the ruins of Kaih itself, not two days ago,” Varka told her.
“But that is impossible! Why, the nearest accessible shoreline apart from our own bay is eleven days’ fast ride from here!”
Varka frowned. “But I saw him ... just a few leagues to the south lie the ruins of his own city. I talked with him, he spoke of Castle Wyvern—he even asked me to convey his greetings to you!”
The Queen of Blue sighed and shook her head. “I do not doubt your word, Varka. But yet not one of my people has ever discovered that bay and its lost city. If we had, the Wandering Prince’s journey might have ended long ago, for he has visited us many times.... Ah, it is a strange world!”
She rose, and opened the window as if the sea wind would clear her mind. Then she clapped her hands once and turned back. She was smiling.
“Tell me now ... do the words of that paradox suggest anything to you?”
“No ... I don’t believe so.”
“Ah. Listen to me, Varka. I cannot tell you where Limbo can be found, but I do believe your vital link is here, within Castle Wyvern—” She stopped, interrupted by a hesitant knock at the door. “Enter!”
The blind girl, Charinan, came in. She felt her way across the threshold and smiled hopefully at the opposite wall. In one hand she carried a small silver bell.
The Queen of Blue stood up. “Charinan, is supper about to begin?”
The girl nodded eagerly.
“Good. Very well then, go and sound your bell.”
Charinan curtsied and left the room. As she walked down the stairs and into the passage below, the voice of her little handbell echoed back to the chamber.
The Queen of Blue had been smiling, almost motherly, while Charinan was in the room, but now she turned to Varka and her face was very serious. “Now do you understand what I mean?”
Varka believed he did. “You think that Charinan holds the key?”
“Yes. Somewhere within her, perhaps in the hidden depths of her mind, is the knowledge that you need to continue your quest. The problem that faces us is in bringing that knowledge to the surface. I shall talk to her and explain why you are here and where you are going, but in truth I doubt if she even realizes what she knows.” Then she saw Varka’s expression. “Do not look so downcast. I am fascinated by your story and am determined to find a way to help you. Until I do, you shall stay here as my guest.” She smiled at him, and held out a hand. “Shall we go down to supper?”
 
The evening meal at Castle Wyvern was a very noisy and boisterous affair, in which everyone from the highest to the lowest joined. Food consisted mainly of many kinds of exotic fish, drink was abundant, and talk and gossip flowed like a high tide.
Varka was placed at the left hand of the Queen of Blue—a much honored place customarily given to guests. Opposite him was Charinan, who, though she only picked at the dishes placed before her, seemed as cheerful and happy as the rest of the company.
He was able to look at her openly, for of course there was no chance that his stare might offend her. She was not beautiful, but her thin face and figure had a waiflike charm, and her fair hair shone as if burnished by the sun itself. And it seemed to Varka a sad and indeed paradoxical fact that her gray, sightless eyes were among the loveliest he had ever seen.
During the meal, he made several attempts to speak to her, but guessed that she either did not hear him or was not interested in his talk. And there were many other claims on his attention. The people of the castle were friendly and outgoing, and already he was beginning to feel at home among them. They seemed to be always busy without ever Working at anything they disliked; they had many friends and no enemies, and as the meal progressed Varka became more and more convinced that theirs was an ideal way of life.
Those near to him were eager to hear the full story of his adventures and urged him to recount it. After a while, he found himself addressing Charinan more directly than the others, and now she too listened with interest. The tale he had to tell was a long one, and he drank frequently as much to soothe his throat as anything else, or so he told himself. Whenever his cup became empty it was instantly refilled by a smiling servant; and as the wine flowed the stories became ever more exaggerated and improbable, until Charinan put a hand to her mouth and Varka saw that her shoulders were shaking. He realized suddenly that, had she possessed a voice, she would have been laughing aloud.
Abruptly he stopped speaking. There was nothing funny about this tale ... how his head ached! He blinked—the entire dining hall and its contents seemed to be swinging from side to side....
He hiccupped, then caught sight of the Queen of Blue, who was trying unsuccessfully to control her mirth.
“Varka, our wine is too strong for you!” she said. “I should have warned you of its potency!” Then to the blind girl, “Charinan, take our guest to the Rosy Tower. A suite has been prepared for him.”
The room lurched again as Charinan came around the table. Red-faced and horribly self-conscious, Varka went with her, making a great effort to walk straight and steadily. At the door he turned to smile apologetically to the company, but they had all returned to their eating and drinking. Hastily, Varka followed Charinan into the outer hallway and shut the door behind him.
She must have lived in Castle Wyvern all her life, for she knew every inch of the flowing floor, every turn of the passages, every twisted stair in a flight. She held Varka’s arm—to steady him and not to guide herself—and he was glad of it in his present state. They came at last to the Rosy Tower—so named because it faced west and its walls caught the crimson glow of the setting sun each night—and climbed to the top. Here, as the Queen had said, was a freshly prepared suite of rooms, and it was here that Varka was to stay.
Charinan did not come in, but remained at the door. Varka turned to her.
“Thank you for your help,” he said, trying none too successfully not to slur his words. “I am grateful.”
Charinan made a gesture with her hand as if to say good-night. She supped out of the room and away down the stairs, leaving Varka to recover his finer senses in solitude.







 
This card can be taken as a card of fluctuation, symbolizing the changing faces of the moon as it waxes and wanes. The appearance of the card portends deception and the making of an error, unforeseen dangers, and the possibility . that a situation may arise that is threatening to a loved one. It is also said that the card indicates psychic forces at work.
 
DAYS passed slowly at Castle Wyvern, life was tranquil and easy, and a great sense of peace hung over the whole community. For a while Varka’s troubled mind was soothed by the calm atmosphere. He made many friends and began to relax as he had not done for a very long time. But underneath all the apparent serenity, the old feelings were returning; the feelings whose edges had been blunted by the experiences he had gone through in the recent past. He began to long for Aloethe again, to think on the clue to the paradox, to wonder if he would ever find Limbo. At these times not even those closest to him could give him any comfort, and he would saddle his horse and ride alone until the crowding thoughts and frustrations eased. Sometimes he would gallop along the hard sand of the bay under the blazing sun, letting the wind and spray blow against his face, and sometimes he would stop and stand at the sea’s edge, kicking at the tiny pebbles that littered the shoreline. Occasionally, he wished he could swim out into the cool green ocean, like the Wandering Prince, and find his peace there.
He saw little of the Queen of Blue. She was, he knew, spending much of the time in her rooms while she sought to find the answer to his problem, and for this he was grateful. She had spoken to Charinan as promised, but her fears had been confirmed when the girl showed no reaction. Obviously Charinan was completely unaware of her own part in Varka’s quest.
However, the day came when the Queen of Blue sought out Varka in his apartments. She seemed unusually cheerful.
“Varka,” she said as she sat down, “I think that at last I am beginning to break the barrier!”
The book that he had been absently browsing through fell from Varka’s hands onto the floor. He stared, hope and excitement alight in his eyes.
The Queen settled herself and explained. “Charinan still has no conscious knowledge of the answer to this paradox,” she said. “But my own meditations have brought me to a conclusion that the Wyvern can help her to bring it to the surface.”
She looked shrewdly at Varka and saw that her Words meant nothing to him. He frowned, and was about to speak, but she forestalled him.
“You do not know the history of our castle’s name, do you?”
“No. I have often speculated, but never known,” Varka agreed.
“Well, I will tell you. Have you ever seen a Wyvern?”
“Only in mythology books.”
The Queen of Blue waved a deprecatory hand. “Mythology! Some people are so blind that they cannot see the truth even when it confronts them in the face. Varka, this castle was so named because a Wyvern lived in the hills that rise to the north.”
Varka let this sink into his brain while he looked out of the window. Rising from the sea, the cliff slopes which gave way to the sheltering northerly hills were just visible.... Then he became aware that the Queen was speaking again, and turned to listen.
“The Wyvern was adopted as protector and counselor to the castle people—an oracle, you might say. Four times a year, offerings of all kinds were taken to its cave in the highest peak of the hills and its advice would be sought by those in need of it. All this was begun many years ago, though—we do not know if the Wyvern still lives in his lair, but the traditional ceremonies are still observed.”
“I understand what you are saying, and it is a fascinating story. But I do not see how it can help me,” said Varka.
The Queen wagged a finger good-humoredly at him. “Ah, you are too impatient! In more recent years, we have had no direct counsel from the Wyvern—but strange things do still happen. The atmosphere at the quarterly ritual can be best described, I think, as highly spiritual, as if the gods themselves are with us. At these times, people are inclined to say and do things which seem meaningless, but a«e later found to be of very great significance. The cause of this is not known to us, but I have two theories.
“Firstly, the forces present at such times—whatever they may be—could be using such people as mediums for communication with us. This has been known to happen in the past, but personally I prefer my second theory, which is that the power of the ritual serves as a key to unlock the door of the mind, so bringing out that knowledge which has been hitherto hidden.”
At last Varka caught her meaning. “Then this force, or whatever it is—this force could have the same effect on Charinan!”
The Queen of Blue inclined her head. “Exactly!”
“When is the. next ceremony to be?”
The Queen smiled. “It is two days to Midsummer. Charinan is to play an active part in the ritual.” She stood up and moved toward the door. “So think on that for a while, Varka—it may be that we are closer to solving this problem than we realize!”
 
The ceremony took place as planned, on a blazing morning two days later. Varka was disappointed that he could not himself attend, but, as the Queen explained, only those initiated and prepared for the rite could be eligible. So instead he stood on the roof of a dizzily leaning tower and rested on the crazy parapet while he watched the procession that wound its way from the castle. Slowly they moved, their distant figures hazy in the blistering heat, and began to climb a narrow grassy track that led up into the heart of the hills. He strained his eyes until the last of the stragglers was out of sight, then he went reluctantly from his high vantage point and climbed down to ground level, to wait.
They returned at sunset, empty-handed and exhausted, and Varka went to meet them. His eyes betrayed his question before he could ask it, and the Queen of Blue smiled.
“You must give her time. When she realizes—if she realizes—I do not know how she will show it. Perhaps you and not I will be the best judge. But give her time.”
From then on, Varka found himself spending more and more time in Charinan’s company. He had no illusions about his reasons for this: his sole purpose was to watch her and look for any signs that the hidden secrets of her mind might be rising to the surface. At times he felt guilty and ashamed of himself, for the girl was always delighted to be with him and took his attentions as a great compliment. Yet despite himself, he found pleasure in the hours they spent together, for even with her disabilities Charinan was a delightful companion.
There was the morning when he had found her sitting by the open window in her room, her face turned toward the warmth of the sun. She had been weaving, and Varka could not resist taking a look at the tapestry which she had almost finished. He looked at it for a long while, then said quietly:
“Charinan, is this all your work?”
She flushed slightly; nodded. Varka turned back to the tapestry. Its soft colors that mingled in such peculiar contrasts, the tiny beastlike figures, huge flowers from the gardens of imagination; all seemed to reflect her wistful, half-hidden longing to be sighted and to speak.
She had her back to him now; he crossed the room and laid his hands on her shoulders.
“You love the air and the sunlight, don’t you?” he said.
Charinan nodded very slowly.
“It seems unjust that you should go out on so few occasions,” he said, half to himself. Then a new thought occurred to him. He took Charinan by both hands and pulled her to her feet. “We shall ride! Along the beach—the tide is low, and there are miles of sand for us. Would you like that?”
Charinan was overjoyed. As they cantered at leisure along the tideline, one rein from her horse’s bridle firmly gripped in Varka’s hand, her happiness was reflected in her face. This was a pleasure she had always loved, but she could never ride alone and these days people seemed to have too little time to go with her. She could hear Varka’s voice as he described the scenery to her; could feel his presence near to her.... Charinan prayed that there would be many more days like this.
There were many more days. They would ride or sometimes even walk on the shore, and at these times Varka would find sea shells for her to handle and touch. He would describe their colors, and she, who had seen many colors in her inner eye but could not put names to them, would light-heartedly try to equate them with the little curling shells. They would sit together in the shelter of the rocks and listen to the cries of sea birds as they wheeled overhead. And in the evenings Varka would read to her, bringing alive the books that had been nothing more than dead objects until now.
Then there were the nights.
Varka had never in his wildest fancies intended that their relationship should become so close, but the situation was upon him before he realized, and, for reasons which he could not even begin to guess at, he capitulated. Perhaps it was partly an attempt to bring out Charinan’s still-hidden secret through the intensity of their emotions; perhaps it was an unleashing of all the hopes and longings whose fulfillment seemed to become more unlikely with the dawning of each day. Either way, he gave no thought to the ethics of the situation, and for Charinan the question of ethics never arose either. She was wholeheartedly in love, and that was all that mattered.
No one knew of their secret; no one ever saw Charinan leave her room when the castle was sleeping and go as surely as a cat to Varka’s rooms. No one saw her leave early in the morning when the sun was barely risen. And if Varka was sometimes plagued by pangs of guilt and regret he said nothing of it to her, nor showed it in any way.
Varka had discovered early on that the Queen of Blue was not in the habit of summoning those to whom she wished to speak; she preferred to seek them out for herself. So he was not truly surprised, when he returned to his rooms one evening, to find the Queen waiting for him. He bowed low, for he had not seen her for some while, and wondered at the purpose of her visit.
“Varka—” The Queen of Blue held out a hand to him. “I have just received some news which I believe you should share. My physician was called to Charinan—”
“Charinan—is she ill?” Varka cried in alarm.
The Queen shook her head. “No, not ill. She is with child.”
“What!!!”
The Queen of Blue repeated what she had said. Varka could hardly comprehend. Clumsily, he managed to say, “I had never imagined—never realized ...”
“You concede that the child is yours? Charinan is reluctant to admit anything, but I am no fool.”
“Yes,” said Varka in a very small voice. “It is mine....”
He expected recriminations, fury, even an order for his arrest. But instead the. Queen smiled and rose from her chair.
“Then I congratulate you, and for more than one reason.”
He looked at her blankly.
“I have been able to do nothing to help you find your lost love, and now I have no need to try. You have found peace and contentment with another, and I am glad.”
Varka stared. What on earth did she mean?
He soon found out. The Queen continued: “The preparations for the marriage have already begun. You must wait only a short while before you can be man and wife.”
She came forward to kiss him lightly on each cheek. “Although she is not related, I have always looked upon Charinan as my own daughter. Now I shall have a son and a grandchild, too!”
Varka was aghast. He shook his head, opened his mouth to protest, but the Queen of Blue spoke first.
“Varka, you look quite horrified!” Suddenly her tone became harder. “You would not forsake and deny her now? It would kill her if you did, you know that.”
“I know ... I would not hurt her, of course. It is—it is just something of a shock.”
He turned his head away, crossed to the window so that the Queen should not see his expression. Behind him he vaguely heard her speak.
“I shall tell Charinan that the ceremony will take place in seven days from today. She is awaiting you in her room, anxious to see you.” She hesitated a moment. “Go to her soon, Varka. She is afraid.”
The Queen of Blue closed the door very softly behind her.
In a sudden, uncontrollable outburst of fury and grief, Varka smashed his fist down on the stone windowsill. It was a futile gesture, and pain throbbed in his hand as he paced to the nearest chair and threw himself down in it. He condemned himself bitterly and relentlessly for having been so weak-willed. Without rhyme or reason, he had betrayed his whole cause and there could be no turning back. A kind-hearted friendship and an urgent need to learn a blind girl’s secret had been distorted into something far greater, and now he was to be irrevocably tied to a woman he did not love. Charinan was gentle, Charinan had an innocent charm—but the bald fact was that he did not love her. Aloethe still held that doubtful advantage.
Well, there was nothing he could do, the situation was out of his control. Preparations had begun, and in seven days he would be a married man. The rest of his miserable life would be spent stagnating at Castle Wyvern. And when he was alone, always he would think of Aloethe. She was an immovable, almost tangible specter, even now as clearly visible in his mind’s eye as on the day she had died.
Wearily Varka rose. He did not look forward to meeting Charinan and pretending to be thrilled by her news, but knew that for the girl’s sake he must try. He was at the door when he became aware of the Book of Paradox, which seemed to move at his hip. He put down his hand and touched its green cover. There had been times in the past when he had accused it of letting him down in moments of great need. Now, it seemed, the position was once and for all reversed.







 
The sun, as might be expected, signifies light and life, liberation and material contentment.
In reverse aspect, however, opinions differ as to whether there can be a “dark side” to the sun. In the Middle East, where the Tarot is thought to have originated, the sun with its blistering heat definitely has a malevolent side, and to interpret the card in a purely Occidental way may be incorrect. The reversed card, therefore, can be taken to mean uncertainty concerning the future, and the loss of something the seeker values.
 
VARKA’S efforts to hide his misery at the situation were doomed to failure from the start. As the day of the marriage loomed nearer he became more fretful and ill-tempered. He took no interest in his morning excursions with Charinan along the beach, and when he read to her in the cool evenings, he was listless and disinterested.
Charinan had known from the beginning his reason for coming to Castle Wyvern; knew that he was seeking the one woman he loved, and that he would move the earth itself to find her. Yet she had hoped within her heart that his fondness for her had been something more than friendship, something strong enough to help him forget his Aloethe and turn instead to her. Now it was becoming increasingly clear that she was wrong. Perhaps because of her disabilities, some of her finer perceptions had developed to a greater extent than most, and she was able to read the deeper sorrow that lay beneath his moodiness.
Now that the. marriage was arranged, it seemed to be the accepted custom that Varka and Charinan should live as man and wife for the week before the ceremony. Rooms had been prepared for them, and they moved in together, amidst great excitement, three days before the wedding. It was during their first night in these new lodgings that Charinan was made fully aware of the agony and turmoil that throughout the day Varka did his best to hide from her.
They lay in bed with the light of a full moon filtering in through the window and making silver patterns on the carpeted floor. Charinan had been awake for some while, thinking, and she had believed Varka to be asleep, when his voice roused her from her drowsy state.
She started, groped across the bed to where he lay with his back to her. He had murmured a name, she was sure, but she had not been able to hear it clearly.
Varka turned over with the heavy motion of a person in restless slumber. He made a sound that was half word and half groan, then said clearly, “No ... nothing ... could not ...”
Charinan withdrew her hand. Was he awake and speaking to her—or did he ramble in his sleep about things of which she knew nothing?
Varka murmured again. “Darxes ... the Book ... oh, it is all lost!”
Charinan had never heard of Darxes, but somehow knew that he was speaking to one who had been his mentor.
“There is nothing ... the fault lies ... I had no wish, Darxes ...”
Charinan bit her lip in the moonlight.
“What could I do ... by the gods, how can I ... she is far away ... Aloethe ...”
Charinan wished with all her heart that she could see into Varka’s troubled dream and bring him comfort. She listened as he spoke again, his words confused.
“Darxes ... tried ... only failure ... but nothing was ... nothing right ... Aloethe!”
The last word rose to a scream that rang with pain and futility and frustration. Bright tears welled up in Charinan’s sightless eyes and ran down her cheeks onto hands that were suddenly shaking. She lay back on her pillows as Varka turned over again, and she wept silently.
It took Charinan two days to come to a decision. Although she personally was happier than she could remember ever being, she wished for Varka’s sake that none of it had ever happened, and the thought preyed on her mind until she felt she could stand it no longer. And then she decided what she must do. To her, who loved Varka and hated to witness his unhappiness, it seemed the only way.
She made a pretense of excitement to stay awake late the night before the wedding, and wandered around the castle for some hours with nothing particular in her mind. Varka had long ago gone to their rooms, but she was certain that he too would not be sleeping, and had no wish to let him see her and in that way arouse his suspicions. She stayed for a while in her old room, sitting at the window and idly fingering her disused loom.
Although she did not know the hour, and could not see the lights that one by one flickered and died in the windows of the castle, her instinct told her when all the inhabitants were sleeping. She rose then, and left her room to pad silently down the long flights of stairs to the great main door. Her fingers touched the bolt, drew it, lifted the heavy latch, and she slipped out into the starry night.
The ever-present sea wind blew around the maze of roads that led to the outside world, and Charinan shivered at its touch. She reached the sweep of steps that ran down to the beach and turned aside onto another path, a grassy track that wound upward, making a wide circle around Castle Wyvern and snaking away to the north.
She had walked this way recently, and knew it well. It would take her perilously close to the cliff edge, but she was not afraid. Swiftly and unhesitatingly she hurried on her way, never faltering, toward the hills that rose steeply ahead.
As Charinan had guessed, Varka was not sleeping. He stood, as he had stood for the past three hours and more, at the open window of the room he shared with her. He was deliberately avoiding all conscious thought, but stared out at the velvet sky with its pattern of unfamiliar stars, at the sea with its path of moonlight that fled to the horizon in a shivering line. He wished he could take his horse and ride out on that path, away to the gods alone knew where. But it was too late for wishing....
When the Queen of Blue flung open the door and rushed into the room, he started sharply, thinking it to be Charinan. He had time to wonder vaguely why she should enter in such a hurry before he had turned and had seen before him the Queen’s agitated figure.
Her eyes were alight with fear as she looked around the room and saw the empty bed.
“Varka!” She crossed the room in three strides and took hold of his arm. “Where is Charinan?”
He frowned. “I do not know—I have not seen her for some hours.” He noticed that the Queen was fully dressed and wore a cloak, and wondered why. “What is amiss?”
All the energy seemed suddenly to drain from the Queen of Blue as she stood before him. She sank onto the bed and put a hand to her face. “Oh, Varka, I have had a dream—and I am afraid!”
Varka came fully back to earth with a jolt. “What is going on?” he asked her urgently. “What dream is this?”
She calmed herself. “I was asleep, and a vivid vision came to me. I saw Charinan, and she was going to the Wyvern’s cave with the Midsummer procession—yet she was alone—it is hard to explain....”
Varka took hold of her hand and gripped it. “Go on.”
“Then—then I saw her, standing at the entrance to the cave. I felt that there was menace in the air—a terrible danger—I tried to call out to her, but she did not hear me—then she was gone ...” She paused for breath, and swallowed. “I awoke, and went immediately to find her. She is not in her old room, she is-not here ... and I know that my vision was not a dream!”
All the Queen of Blue’s old strength was gone, and she was on the verge of tears. She looked up into Varka’s eyes, and her face was pleading. “I must go to the cave, Varka—but I dare not go alone!”
He released her hand. “I will join you as soon as I am dressed.”
Varka flung his clothes on, gathered up cloak and sword, and hurried to the main corridor where the Queen of Blue was waiting. They spoke not a word, but ran through the long passages to the main door.
The bolt was drawn. They said nothing, only ran faster.
The wind soughed over the grassy cliff beyond the castle, and its voice was an urgent warning. Far below them as they ran, Varka could see the sea, a brooding, heaving gray without the sun to lighten its waters, and he shivered with foreboding. They reached the hills and slowed their pace as the path sloped steeply upward. Loose shards of stone rattled down from their feet as they climbed, breathless now, and several times Varka all but lost his footing on the unfamiliar ground.
But at last the path leveled out, and they stood on a circular patch of bare earth, surrounded by the tall hills on all sides. The silence was eerie after the moaning of the wind, the moon was hidden, and only the stars shone coldly down on them.
In the center of the sheltered circle were signs that a fire had been recently lit. Beyond this, a gaping hole in the side of the highest hill, was the black mouth of a cave.
The Queen of Blue looked all around her as if hoping to see Charinan step out from behind a boulder. Then she glanced at Varka. “That is the cave.”
He nodded, and they crossed the circle of bare ground.
The cave mouth loomed blacker as they approached and peered in. The silence beyond its boundary was more profound than anything Varka had experienced, and a sudden flame of fear leaped in his heart. But the Queen of Blue stepped into the darkness without hesitation, and he followed.
They felt their way to where the wall of the cave bent round and dipped downward. And suddenly there was light.
It was a strange, violet light that shone from the walls of the cave. The walls themselves were streaked with green and blue like a grotto from a child’s fairy tale, and long stalactites speared from the ceiling like accusing fingers, casting their own grotesque shadows.
Varka’s taut face was white and ghastly in the glow. His nervous whisper echoed a hundred times arqund the walls as he went with the Queen down the first of a long flight of steps. “Are you sure she has come this way?”
“I have learned always to trust my instinct, Varka. I only wish I could be wrong.”
Their feet on the steps made the only sound as they climbed down into the hill. The colors in the walls lost some of their brilliance and muted to somber, cold hues that struck an unpleasant chord in Varka’s memory. But finally the steps ended, and they stood in another cavern, by the mouth of a great pit that fell deep into the ground, into darkness.
The Queen of Blue spoke in a hushed but strained voice. “This is the Wyvern’s Well. It is here that the Wyvern is said to live, spending his time at the bottom of that pit. Those steps you see at the far side, winding down—that is his only way up to the daylight world.”
Varka shivered and looked all around. There seemed to be no further passage. “Where could Charinan have gone from here?” he said before he could stop himself, then, “—you’re not suggesting she—”
He couldn’t finish the sentence. The Queen of Blue had left his side and was advancing slowly toward the black mouth. She stopped at the edge and seemed to falter before looking down. She stayed, staring into the pit, for a very long time, then her voice came back to Varka where he stood.
“You had best—run back to—the Castle—fetch some men....”
She swayed on her feet, and would have fallen if Varka had not run forward to catch her. He held her close to him, knowing that she was weeping, and he looked over the sharp drop into the Wyvern’s Well.
The violet light shone in the pit, right to the bottom. At first it seemed the pit was empty, but then Varka looked closer.
He pulled the Queen of Blue abruptly back from the edge, and struggled to find his voice. When he did, it was a voice he had never heard from his own throat before. “Come,” he said gently to the still sobbing Queen. “There is nothing we can do now. We must fetch men to climb down and bring her back to the castle....”
The Queen of Blue could not answer him. He put an arm around her small shoulders and led her very slowly back toward the steps.







 
The card of Judgment shows a growing of consciousness, a moving toward a final outcome. It suggests a new and important stage in the seeker’s development, and indicates that the final threshold of knowledge and understanding is not too far away.
 
IT was late in the evening of what would have been Varka’s wedding day when the Queen of Blue came softly into his apartments. Varka lay on the bed, face down, and she thought him asleep until a movement of his hand showed that he was indeed awake.
The Queen of Blue crossed the room. “Varka?”
Varka sat up, then, and seeing who his visitor was, climbed to his feet.
The Queen had regained her composure and now the only signs of her inner feelings were the purple mourning robes she wore, and her sad blue eyes.
“She must have known, Varka,” she said gently.
Varka’s black eyes were dull. “How?” he said, so softly that his voice was barely audible.
“She had a sixth sense.... I might have known that she would somehow learn the truth. And her love for you was such that she could not bear to stand in your way.”
Guilt, pain, remorse ... the awful feeling that he held full responsibility for Charinan’s suicide ... Varka sank back onto the bed as the enormity of his loss and the part he had played became clear to him.
“You cannot be held to blame,” said the Queen. “How could you possibly have foreseen such a thing?”
Varka nodded, too distressed to say any more. He wanted to be left alone for a few hours longer, to give his mind time to calm itself a little more. But the Queen of Blue had a purpose in her visit and dared not shelve it now for fear that she would never bring herself to broach the subject again.
She said, “Varka, would you still pursue the woman you love to Limbo?”
“Aloethe? Yes. I would pursue her, but now it is useless.” He was scoring grooves with his nails on his own leg, his hand unsteady. “You believed Charinan held the clue ... and now she cannot yield it.”
“Yes....” The Queen remembered, all too well perhaps. She drew breath. “That is what I wished to discuss with you. What I have to say may sound impossible—but I firmly believe that the Wyvern has been the instrument of solving your paradox. Charinan died at the Wyvern’s Well, and I think that whereas she could not yield her secret in life, she can so in death.”
They looked at one another. Varka’s eyes were suddenly narrowed and apprehensive. “I do not understand you.”
“I wish I could find less harsh and sordid words to explain. Now that Charinan is dead, the handicaps which she bore in life are gone from her. If you are as determined as I believe you are to find Aloethe, then there is one way in which we can learn this clue. We must raise Charinan again by a necromantic ceremony.”
“To raise her spirit?”
“Not only that—we must reanimate her body.”
Varka hid his disgust well. “And is there a sorcerer here sufficiently powerful to do it?”
“There is a sorceress.”
He knew the meaning of her words. The Queen sat down. “The final choice, of course, must rest with you. But I ask you not to consider my feelings, for in matters such as this I can be completely detached.”
Varka nodded. “Then I need not consider my choice at all. What must I do?”
The Queen of Blue had been prepared. She had studied what was necessary and knew that the time could not be better.
“We will begin the ceremony at midnight tonight,” she said.
At the Queen’s express wish the castle was sleeping when she and Varka made their way to the tallest tower with its undulating walls that stood at the central point of the maze of buildings. The entrance and hallway beyond were lit by white candles that guttered as they passed and threw grotesque shadows on the walls. Upstairs they climbed, to the topmost floor, and here a chamber had been made ready.
Charinan’s body lay upon a bier in the center of the room, her head pointing to the north. She had been dressed in loose white robes, and most of the marks on her face and body sustained in her death fall had been smoothed away. Around her was a circle chalked on the floor in white, and at each of the cardinal points a white candle was burning.
The Queen of Blue crossed to a side table, and with the candle she carried lit a small silver crucible of incense. Thin plumes of gray smoke curled up and began to spread insidiously across the ceiling, until the whole room seemed suffused with a dense and acrid-smelling fog.
Varka knew a little of the death rites conducted among his own race, but this was something as far removed from those clumsy and somewhat unwholesome ceremonies as it could be. He watched as the Queen of Blue positioned herself by Charinan’s left side, facing east. She drew from her sash a dagger with a black handle, and raising it in both hands, began to speak. The language was totally unfamiliar to Varka, and he could only observe without understanding while she chanted, making strange symbols in the air with the knife, then moved to the south and repeated this once again, then again, to the west and north. When she had done, she stood in silence for a few minutes before motioning Varka into the circle, indicating that he bring with him a tray that stood on the table.
The Queen sealed the circle once again with water from a carafe on the tray Varka gave to her. Then the ritual began in earnest.
Varka stood at Charinan’s feet, facing northwards, while on the eastern side of the circle the Queen placed items from the tray together in a silver bowl. He recognized among them salt, mercury, and a clipping of hair that he guessed to be Charinan’s own. One or two more substances were added, then the whole sprinkled over with a black powder.
To Varka, standing by the inert corpse with his gaze intently fixed on the Queen of Blue, the ceremony held a strong note of unreality. He found it difficult to follow in the unknown tongue, but could only watch and wonder as the Queen took a lighted taper in one hand and the silver bowl in the other. She held the bowl high and touched the taper to it seven times. At the seventh touch the contents caught light and a yellow flame flared briefly, and was gone.
The Queen called out words, only one of which Varka knew, and that was “Charinan.” Then she moved to stand at the girl’s head, facing Varka.
For a few moments, perfect silence and stillness. Then, slowly the head of the corpse began to move, to turn from side to side. It ceased abruptly, and Charinan’s eyes flickered open.
If Varka had hoped to see any warmth there, any semblance of the Charinan they had all known, he was thwarted. The eyes were cold, almost reptilian, their color faded to a pale and wintry hue. He flinched, and the Queen of Blue’s eyes met his with a swift warning to be calm. He swallowed and steadied himself.
The dead girl stirred again and began to sit up. She stayed thus, face blank, arms hanging limply at her sides. The Queen of Blue drew a deep breath and spoke in a harsh whisper.
“Charinan—Charinan—do you hear me?”
The corpse’s mouth fell jerkily open, and the voice that answered was thin and faint and ghostly. “I hear you.”
“There is one here whom you loved, and who would ask a question of you. Do you see him?”
“I see him.”
Varka shuddered.
“He would know the road to Limbo,” the Queen of Blue said softly.
For a moment nothing happened. Then the thin voice spoke again.
“Seek out the one who is not yet born. Seek out his mother, and his mother’s mother, even so unto the seventh generation before him. There he shall be.”
And with that Charinan sank down again upon the bier and did not move.
The candles around the circle began to gutter, so that they seemed in danger of going out. The Queen of Blue motioned to Varka to make no move, and repeated her incantation at the four cardinal points while he stood with head bowed, trying not to let his thoughts come to the surface.
At last the Queen stepped out of the circle. She seemed to relax, and turned her attention to extinguishing the guttering candles one by one.
“Well,” she said with a sigh, “your question is answered, Varka. I am only sorry that I cannot interpret its meaning.”
Varka discovered that his own voice was not as steady as it could have been. “Always these paradoxes defeat me at first,” he told her. “But given time ...” He shrugged, and moodily fingered the blackened wick of one candle.
The room fell into darkness as the Queen snuffed out the last of the light. They left Charinan’s corpse still within the circle and began to make their way down the dark stairs, and outside. The night was very still and the sound of breakers on the beach came faintly on the air. Varka looked up at the stars and, perhaps for the first time, became fully aware of the alien arrangement of the myriad constellations. His knowledge of astronomy had been slight, but he could always pick out four or five star groups that he knew. Here there was no familiar pattern, nothing that could comfort him.
He sighed, suddenly very weary and depressed. To the Queen of Blue, who walked by his side, he said:
“I wonder what would have happened had Charinan lived and our child been born. I shall always ask myself that, I think.”
The Queen did not answer immediately. They were walking along a dark road, hemmed in by high walls, and it was only when they came out of its confines onto one of the higher terraces overlooking the main wing of the castle that she spoke.
“ ‘Seek out the one who is not yet born. Seek out his mother and his mother’s mother’—her death was meant to be, wasn’t it?” And when Varka said nothing, just stared at her, she continued: “Your child is the one who is not yet born—what is it the paradox says? ‘Seek out his mother before him, even unto the seventh generation. There he shall be.’”
“I don’t understand it.”
“The child is not born, and now never shall be. Therefore you might say that he is in Limbo.”
“Ah ...” Varka looked at his hands, then asked, “And his mother? She is dead. What of her mother?”
“Dead.”
“And her mother?”
“Dead.”
“And ...”
“Need you ask? There he shall be. To find Limbo, you must first seek out Death.”
Varka turned suddenly. “But I know this already! I have been told that Limbo lies within Death’s realms, it is obvious!”
“Varka, do not be so impetuous!” The Queen laid a restraining hand on his arm. “I truly believe you take your Book of Paradox too literally. I have an inkling of what these words refer to. But—” seeing his face suddenly eager, “I would rather sleep on it than tell all at this moment, and I would suggest that you do the same. Do you know your way to your rooms?”
“Yes, but—”
“Then I wish you a good night.” She smiled, kindly and not without a hint of secrecy, and walked silently into the deeper shadows.
Varka waited impatiently for morning and did not sleep. By sunrise he was bathed and dressed and pacing the corridors near the dining hall in an attempt to kill time until the Queen of Blue’s arrival.
She came at last, looking no worse for the exertions of the night’s ritual, and led him at once to a tall window at the far end of the passage.
“Look there,” she said, pointing out across the bay which shone under the brilliant sun. “You see that promontory on the northern headland, where the rocks are?”
“I see it.”
“At low tide the water clears that point, and beyond it is another, much smaller beach. On that beach is a cave which the people of these parts call the Cave of Souls Passing. For centuries they used to lay their dead there, as it was believed the cave was one of the earthly entrances to the next world. From here, they thought, the soul would stand a greater chance of passing into the care of whatever lay beyond.”
“You think it could be the way to Limbo?” Varka prompted.
“That is for you to discover. The cave has not been used for centuries, and it is possible that the gods may have built their front door elsewhere by now,” the Queen said with irreverent humor. “But the tide will be low by mid-morning.”
“Then I thank you from my soul for all you have done, and I pray that you will wish me well.” He bent and kissed her hand.
The Queen of Blue looked quite touched by his words. She held onto his fingers and said, “You must breakfast with us all first—there is time—and we would like1 a better opportunity to make our farewells.”
“Of course.”
They walked together into the dining hall where the people of Castle Wyvern were already gathering for the‘ morning meal. Charinan’s place had been discreetly filled, but Varka hardly noticed. He was looking across the room, through the windows, to the sand and the slow receding sea.
 
The Queen of Blue came with Varka down the wide, sweeping steps that cut through the cliff to the beach. The tide was at its lowest ebb as they walked together to the promontory. Then the Queen would come no, further.
“I wish you fortune,” she said fervently, holding his hands. “I shall remember you, Varka, and think of you often.”
“I shall remember you, dear Queen.” Varka kissed her forehead. “Whatever becomes of me, I shall remember you.”
They parted then, Varka leaving his horse in the Queen of Blue’s care. If he had not returned within two hours, then he would never return at all....
There were tears in the Queen of Blue’s eyes as she watched him go.







 
The World, by most traditions, represents a reward, the final attainment of the seeker’s goal. It is completion, the fulfillment of cosmic consciousness—the “heart’s desires.” The card has also been said to suggest change, and this would seem to be in accordance with the meaning of a realization, as the seeker undergoes the change to full awareness.
 
VARKA found the cave easily; it was the only one in the small half-circle formed by the cove. It was peculiarly quiet here—sheltered from the wind by tall cliffs on three sides. The beach was warm and silent and totally undisturbed.
Standing at the cave entrance, Varka looked back at his own footprints. They made a trail across virgin ground, almost defiling the white purity of the sand.... He laughed at his own fancies, and walked into the cave.
It seemed quite ordinary and unremarkable. Cool, dark, echoing with sluggish drips of water that fell from the roof. Small pools tried to conceal themselves against the rock—and at the back was a solid wall. Varka tried to force the disappointment down as he began to make a more systematic search of the walls, looking for a tunnel or opening ... not that a long crawl in pitch blackness between narrow, slimy rock walls presented an appetizing prospect. It was a circumstance which had become all too familiar to him.... But there was nothing.
He had searched, without realizing it, for over an hour when he finally gave up and admitted to himself that the Queen of Blue had been wrong.
Perhaps there is another cave, he thought; perhaps the Queen made a mistake in naming this beach. Certainly there is no sign that the dead used to be buried here. There are no bones, no morbid atmosphere, no—
His thoughts collapsed abruptly into scrambling, panicking chaos. Not ten yards away, between him and the cave mouth, the daylight, the sanctuary of the outside world, someone was standing. With an animal instinct Varka knew that this was something completely outside his experience, even outside the limits of his comprehension. A deep, chilling cold filled the cave and the silhouetted shape began to move toward him.
Varka backed away until he hit his spine sharply on the cave wall. Still the shape advanced. A whiff of decay reached him, the smell of moldering matter and things too ancient to be remembered. Varka’s heart crashed against his ribs until its pounding filled his brain and he couldn’t think sensibly. The cold was increasing....
The shape stopped. It was still in shadow. Then a hand, thin and gray, adorned with shriveled, transparent flesh so that it was no more than a skeleton covered by a dusty spider’s web, reached out toward him.
He yelled in horror and repulsion, and made a dive to one side to escape this nightmare. His foot caught in a rock that protruded above the sand and he went sprawling, his head skimming the barnacle-encrusted cave wall as he fell. As if in answer to his terror, darkness and oblivion closed in to release him.
When he finally came to, the chill was still evident but seemed lesser now. He lay on, or against—with his limbs near numb it was difficult to tell which—a hard surface, and something surged up from the depths of his brain, a sudden attack of déjá vu, that made him think he was once again in Darxes’ strange domain. He expected when he opened his eyes to see the god’s dark, solemn face staring down at him. But when he finally did open them he saw not the colorful walls and roof he remembered, but the filmy grayness of twilight.
He sat up and looked around him.
He had lain on the floor of what appeared to be a large hall, only faintly illuminated by thin shafts of dismal light that had no particular source. He was surrounded by a forest of slender gray pillars, and as Varka’s gaze traveled up one of these, he saw that its top was hidden in darkness.
Varka stood up and flexed one leg which had been bent beneath him. He could not tell whether he had been dragged from the cave into this hall, or whether the cave itself had somehow altered. But either way, he had no intention of staying.
Yet ... a peculiar, foreboding feeling about the hall itself held him back. He had no way of knowing what lay beyond those slim pillars stretching into soft darkness in all directions. They might just reach to infinity—not a comforting thought. And on top of this he considered that there must be some reason for his being here, on this exact spot—after all, the Book of Paradox had never truly failed him. Maybe even at this moment someone was coming to find him.
Or something.
His spine prickled as he recalled the grisly specter that had come upon him in the cave. There had been that terrible chill, as there was a swiftly-increasing chill now....
He spun around just in time to see the dark, amorphous shape materialize from the darkness between two pillars. It moved toward him and he saw that it was human, or human-like, but heavily garbed in clumsy, bulky robes, and cowled. Summoning all his mental strength, Varka stood his ground—and then the figure veered away and began to walk at random among the pillars. Its decayed hands touched the smooth stone here and there, then moved on.
Varka’s curiosity, and the urgency of the situation, overcame his natural fear and repulsion. He called out and his voice rose in many thin echoes to the invisible ceiling.
“Your pardon—but who are you?”
The figure stopped, paused, shuffled around to face him. He swallowed hard. “Will you tell me where I am?”
A quiet, hollow voice issued from the figure before him.
“That depends on where you want to be.”
Always I am answered by evasion or riddles, Varka thought to himself. Aloud, he said:
“I seek limbo.”
“Then you seek the dead,” replied the entity. “You have searched well.”
Varka chewed this over for a moment, and when he looked up the figure was moving away once more. He went after it.
“Please,” he called. “Please—tell me where this place is!”
The entity stopped; deliberated, then it said, “You have come beyond the Cave of Souls Passing, to the Hall of Life in Death. You are fortunate, for now you may make a choice.”
“What kind of a choice?”
“Why, which path to take, of course,” said the entity, walking on again.
Varka sighed, not entirely to himself. “Does this hall lead anywhere at all?” he murmured despondently.
“Oh, it does. You cannot, indeed, stay here for much longer. You must choose your path soon.”
“And ... and what are my choices?”
“To go on, and seek Limbo—or to return.”
Varka made no hesitation. “I shall go on,” he said, his voice suddenly bolder. “If you will show me the way.”
“I will be glad to.”
They walked, one behind the other, among the pillars. The dim light traveled with them until they came at length to a place where the pillars ended. Beyond was a black, silent void.
“Do not fear the darkness,” the entity said, perceiving Varka’s sudden apprehension. “Your choice has given you nothing to fear.”
Varka nodded, trying not to show his doubts. “What will I find when I venture—there?”
“You will pass first through the Hall of Phantoms—but rest assured that nothing it contains can do you harm. It can only strengthen your resolve. After that—I do not know, for I do not venture to those realms.”
The entity was facing him, and Varka had a sudden desire, a compulsion even, to learn more about his eerie host.
“Before I go,” he said, “please tell me who you are. I must know.”
“I guard.”
“Guard what?”
“The dead.”
These words made Varka look quickly around him. Still the hall was empty.
“The dead are here?” he asked softly.
“They are here. All about you. These pillars are the dead.”
“Oh....”
“Only the newly dead pass through here,” the entity told him. “Here they discard their earthly remains before going on to whatever life awaits them. Each pillar you see is a memorial to what is past for them. Some have come this way many times.”
Varka was fascinated. He gazed around at the tall, slender pillars with a new reverence.
“How many of them are there?” he whispered, awestruck.
“I do not know.”
“Do they reach the boundaries of this hall?”
“The Hall of Life in Death has no boundaries. The pillars of the dead will reach out to infinity, and when they come to infinity they will reach further. You must go now. You have been here too long.”
They were directly opposite one another. A shaft of light fell on the cowled head of the strange guardian, and Varka looked full into its face. There was nothing there. Choking back a cry of shock, Varka turned sharply and ran forward, plunging into the darkness that marked his way.
 
In a disturbing dimension that existed devoid of time and space, life stirred faintly where life was not. The black shrouds of death fell away from a captured soul, and a young and lovely girl sped back to awaken to the world she had always known. She did not remember the past; could not know the future. But if she had known, she would have wept.
And in the Hall of Life in Death, the still air at the farthest edge of the graceful pillars began to agitate. Another pillar took dim form, strengthened, and solidified, to take its place among its myriad companions.







 
The fool is the seeker, the one who travels the strange roads of life, experiencing all things in his perilous quest for truth. In this way, the card can be said to represent the positive inner forces whose influences act upon him along his way.
 
MINGLED emotions flooded through Varka as he stumbled on in the blackness. Fear was surprisingly absent; he felt mainly weary, a little sad and a little eager at the same time.
After a while a small square of light appeared ahead, and as his sense of perspective struggled to the fore, he realized that he had been walking in a rectrangular vortex. The light grew, then suddenly he burst from the passage and stood on the threshold of a room whose walls were one great mass of mirrors.
They dazzled and blinded him, winking with light. But the light was not reflected from the room; it shone from within the mirrors themselves. And, as he began to walk down the long chamber, Varka realized why. Each mirror was a window into the past and reflected a lost phantom of his own life. He saw in one his home, the sunlit ocean that he had so loved—he seemed to feel the cool bliss of the surf breaking over his naked body as he played in the water with his friends. But there was an emptiness in the memory, the shouting voices were hollow and meaningless, and he realized that such friendships had been very superficial.
He was gazing upon a green field in which the grass looked abnormally high. He felt it against his skin and knew he was experiencing his early childhood. But his childhood had not been a happy time....
No part of his past life had been overlooked. He wandered through the crowding memories, lost in his own recollections, until the more recent days jolted him back to his senses.
He saw Darxes, with his wise, humorous face. He saw the cackling Haemiron and the ruins of the forester’s cottage. He felt again the fear of encountering the beast-women in the storm-racked forest, and laughed as he defeated their Master. He relived the Wandering Prince’s last moments, and recalled his first view of the extraordinary Castle Wyvern.
And then he came to the last mirror of all, and stopped.
This mirror stood apart from its companions, alone at the far end of the hall. And, unlike the others, it gave no light and revealed no image. At least, that was what he first thought. But as he looked, the darkness beyond the glass seemed to recede a little and a dim shape loomed before him.
Varka stared at it, then gasped. He had seen it before, and the memory gave him pain. A bier, unadorned and surrounded by blackness, the resting place of a soul in Limbo. But the bier was empty.
A tangle of thoughts raced through his mind as he stood and stared at the glass. His lips formed a name, but his voice could not speak it. Where was she? What had happened? Was this illusion? Or had his journey been an illusion that left him with ... nothing?
Varka’s hands gripped the edges of the mirror. He might have gone toward it as if trying to cross its smooth barrier into the phantom dimension beyond, but before he could make a move the image of the bier faded and left him alone. And when he looked around the mirrors were all losing their glowing scenes and fading into darkness.
Varka never knew how he came to be standing at a door, but he clearly remembered pulling on the iron ring and opening it to walk out of the Hall of Phantoms.
The door swung silently behind him, and shut with the gentlest of sounds. And there was nothing. Emptiness. Void.
Varka turned his face upward to a sky that did not exist, and he was filled with a terrible flood of emotion. Sorrow, remorse, anger—but worse than all these, loneliness. He knew not why he felt what he felt, but all the faith and hope of the past were gone, leaving behind them a knowledge of hopelessness that cried out in him until he felt his soul must be made of lead. But he had come beyond tears or any form of emotional release. There was just nothing. He knew that he might try to go back, return to the Hall of Phantoms, and search again for all that had been lost. But no, the past could not be recalled.
He would have sunk down on the smooth, featureless ground and let his misery take hold of him, but he was forestalled. A halo of Tight suddenly appeared before him, hanging like a fallen sun a little way off—and it called soundlessly to him. He moved toward it like an automaton, and saw that beyond it was a plain, asymmetrical corridor, unbroken by color or feature.
There was no other alternative offered him. Neither reluctant nor eager, he stepped into the heart of the glowing halo.
 
The corridor within the light seemed endless. Varka walked it as if in a trance; slowly, never looking to right or left but always straight ahead. The corridor never altered.
At first Varka thought many thoughts and they brought him pain still. He thought of Aloethe and himself, wondered where she was now, wondered where he was going. He did not consider that his quest might not be over. The emotions that had come upon him as he left the Hall of Phantoms had drained him of all hope, and now he was sure of his own failure, knew that he would never find Aloethe and be reunited. The grief had been too deep, the despair and loneliness too strong, to leave any doubt—the thoughts marched cruelly on.
But at last the feelings began to fade, the thoughts curled and twisted and became jumbled like a random pattern of tapestry. Sorrow was replaced by a void, despair by a formless calm. He could have walked at the same unchanging pace for a year, for all he knew. He could not tell when finally the transition came, for by then his mind was numb almost to the point of nonexistence. But there came a moment when the flat walls that had run so smoothly for so long swelled out and undulated, and sprang colors that blinded and dazzled, took shape, pulsed with warmth—and became a great, colorful cavern whose walls sheltered tiny pools and fountains and strange, winding steps.
Varka’s spinning consciousness turned about on itself and settled back to normal. He frowned, not certain where he was—then smiled. Now he remembered.
He crossed a glittering floor, mounted a flight of steps, and sat down before a table that groaned under the weight of the food it held. He was hungry. Picking up an orange, he dug his nails into the soft skin—then paused.
Something was at the back of his mind, troubling him, and he could not pinpoint it. He felt he should weep, but knew not why. He felt that there was a sorrow and an anger that were struggling with each other for precedence in his thoughts, but he did not know what had caused them.
To clear his head, he thought about eternity. It seemed a good exercise and made him feel better. Then he set about peeling his orange.
He was about to eat when another sensation began to niggle at the depths of his consciousness, and he forgot his previous worries in the light of it. It spoke to him of bigotry and injustice and wrongful accusation. He turned his mind toward it and probed deeper....
The human worshipers of the gods were frequently unworthy of the attention given, them by their deities. Many were small-minded, mercenary, and wont to bend the gods’ laws to suit their own purposes. He had very little regard for the priests who professed to serve the Lord of the Underworld, and wondered vaguely if his abnormal dislike of them might have some deeper roots. Perhaps they had done something to displease him ... he could not remember. But now it seemed the priests were engaged in aiding and abetting a great miscarriage of justice, and it made him angry. Sacrifice was not an uncommon occurrence, but in this instance it seemed the unfortunate victim was not guilty of his supposed crimes. Even now, he realized, the Pit was awaiting him.....
“Darxes, Master of Death, we bring you sacrifice in bringing this man to his just end!”
Anger twisted in him like a knife thrust. He stood up sharply and paced down the steps toward the far end of the cavern. No innocent man deserved such a fate as the priests intended to mete out, his conscience told him. Maybe he should not involve himself in the ways of their world, but he felt he could not stand indifferently by and see such an injustice done....
“O Darxes, King of Night, punish him for his crimes!”
A sudden vision of a naked man, black-haired, black-bearded, afraid and yet defiant, knowing his own innocence. A girl, dark and beautiful, her dead face staring. And that face was familiar, so familiar that tears streamed from his black eyes and down his cheeks, and he could not check them. A name—Aloethe—it meant something, and yet it meant nothing. But the sacrificial victim was not her murderer.... 
“Commit this man to eternal torment, O Darxes, Ruler of the Vanished!”
Eternal torment? Was that what the priests wanted? Would it give them pleasure to see an innocent man go to such a fate? Still the tears flowed.
Quite suddenly, he collected himself. He pushed the mane of fair hair out of his eyes and made a decision. Priests be damned—they were the tools and not the masters. The tears stopped and his thoughts cleared. He tried to think where that strangely familiar girl was now, and when he remembered it made him want to weep again, though still he knew not why.
His hands were on his hips, foot tapping impatiently as he thought what to do. The answer came to him almost immediately.
He drew from his belt a small, green-bound volume and looked at it. The Book of Paradox. Once it had belonged, to him, had been his constant guide and companion. He only wished he could remember when and how, for it seemed to tie in with the death of that girl.... He shivered and deliberately put her sweet face from his mind. He should be above such sorrow.
He looked at the Book of Paradox again. It had served him—or he it, he was not sure—but now their link was past and broken. It belonged to another, and must be put in a safe place for him.
He walked across the cavern and took the Book to a secret place he had prepared. When had he prepared it? He shook the thought off with a puzzled frown.
Returning to the table and his interrupted meal, he tried to think of the name of the one who even now was being sacrificed at the Pit. But it seemed he had two possible names. One he could not think of, and the other—he laughed at himself for being ridiculous.
He would not have long to wait. He had almost felt the man’s fear at the moment of sacrifice, and a wave of empathy flooded from him to the unfortunate victim. Now he would be guided....
His thoughts were calmer as he sat, kicking idly at one leg of the table. He felt as if a weight had been lifted from his mind.
Accept this, our sacrifice ... he would deal with the barbarous priests on another occasion, perhaps....
His half-peeled orange still lay in its bowl and his eye fell on it. He smiled, realizing he was hungry still. Picking it up and turning it deftly, the Lord of the Underworld pulled away the remaining peel and began to eat.
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