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CHAPTER |
ENCOUNTER ON A LONELY ROAD

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

—Fhe Book of Rules, XCLV, 194(d)
IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES; I T WAS THE WORST OF TI MES

In point of fact, Husaquahr had been bl essed now with
good governnent—as good as it was going to get, any-
way—and peace for several years

In other words, it was pretty damed dull in Husa-
quahr .

Oh, there were the usual quotient of crimes, magic

spells, occasional irritating geases, and a nunber of Dbl ack-
art wi zards and witches |urking about, and the genera

popul ati on was oppressed by a ruling class of one sort or
anot her as usual, but it was mnor, petty stuff. There'd

be no great new warrior kings to fear and celebrate in

song and story through the generations, no wondrous bat-
tles, the tales of which would thrill the newer generations
for centuries, no epic quests or bold adventures that woul d
make this a time to | ook back on. Since the defeat and
subsequent exile of the Dark Baron and the di spersenent

of his armies, even those who were nost evil in Husa-

quahr seened willing to conprom se with the good and

just have a confortable old tinme.

The rider on the black horse was alnbst invisible in
the dusk, wearing as he was a tight black body stocking,
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bl ack belt, and worn riding boots. He was a small man,

bot h short and slight, and wore only a small dagger for

his defense. He | ooked elfin, although he was of totally
human bl ood, and somewhat boyi sh; yet any who | ooked

into his cold, penetrating eyes knew both fear and respect.
They were dark eyes, as black as his garb, and they were
very old eyes as well. They said to one and all that this
was a dangerous nman and not ever to be taken lightly.

It had been seven years since he'd stood with the greats
and fought with the best of this world the forces of evi
and darkness brought forth fromHell itself by the Dark
Baron. He had killed nany nen then and a few since, but

never without cause.
It was cool in Husaquahr right now, the gods of the

north wi nd breathed down deeply this year into the south-
ern lands and refused to take their rest, even as the days
grew longer. He pulled his cloak a bit nore tightly about
himto ward off the stinging fingers of wind and saw in
the waning light of the setting sun the signs of an
approaching stornfront. There was no question as to what
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sort of front it night be—soon snow would be all that
woul d be possible out here. It was already far too late for
snow, but someone had forgotten to tell the snow that

this was so.
Only an idiot would be out in wastes like this with

weat her |ike that conming on, he told hinself sourly. There
seened little hope that he could outrun the storm |Iess
hope that there was any place along this route where he
could find shelter for the night or the stornms duration,
and it was much too far to turn back to the |ast settlement.
He knew what was behind him what was ahead certainly

of fered nore hope, since he was ignorant of the details,

al t hough perhaps not anything better

He had taken this ancient road primarily to avoid
unconfortable pursuit. A slight smle came to his face and
he reached down to his belt and into a small pouch

and brought forth a giant enerald, as large as a | enon

and alight with an inner green fire. He would have given

JACK L. CHALKER 3

it back, having proved his point and net the chall enge,

but the priests of Baathazar weren't the sort to be for-
giving just for that. He had no use for the thing—he had
| ong ago amassed nore noney than he knew what to do

with and he had the nost powerful friends and allies in
all the world to bail himout if need be.

Necessity had made hima thief; but once he'd chosen

hi s profession, he'd been bound by the Rul es concerning
thi eves, and the occupation had both shaped and gotten
along famously with his personality. He was a thief, and
he'd al ways be one—the greatest thief in all Husaquahr,
per haps the world. The profession was the grandest one

of fered someone of no neans and little magic, for each
theft was a chal |l enge, each caper a uni que puzzle to be
sol ved. The nore inpossible it was, the nore he was
drawn to it as a fly to honey. He had stolen this, the jewel
in the navel of the great idol Baathazar, in full view of
ten thousand pilgrins and half a dozen high priests with
great powers of wi zardry. It had been easy-but only in
retrospect. He was quite certain, wthout being egotisti-
cal, that no one else could have pulled it off.

Still, he would have returned it to themsent thema
note telling themwhere to find it, perhaps involving them
having to | ower thenselves to a great indignity to get it;

but they would have retrieved it. What was the point?
The thing was worthl ess to hi mnow.

They had not, however, a true appreciation of his skil

and, yes, his integrity as well. They didn't really care if
they got the stone back, so long as they got the "dese-
crator” of their sacred idol. It wasn't even nuch of a god,

as these things went—ene of those |left over fromthe bad
ol d days, supported by a decreasing nunber of foll owers.
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That, nore than anything, was what had nmade them
bad-tenpered fanatics. Priests used to all that power now
had to undergo a | ot of belt-tightening, and they didn't

tike it one little bit. He was a handy person to take all

that frustration out on. In a way, he'd known it fromthe
start and had taken steps to counter it, steps which included
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this escape route. The one thing he hadn't counted on,
t hough, was snow.

It began soon and quickly built up into an unconfort-

able blinding world of white flakes. Wthin nminutes he

was no |longer certain that he was still on the road, or in
whi ch direction he was going, and he knew he'd have to
stop soon or perish. This was no weather nor fit place in
which to be stuck, whether man or beast. Hi s horse was

al ready conplaining and it had no place to go, either

Chance woul d not save himnow, nor all his skills, and

he knew it. Only magic would get himout of a fix Iike

this, and he had very little that really nmattered. He w shed,
at least, he had sone power to dry up the snow or conjure

a nice inn with good ale and a warmfire. Dam it, he

wasn't even dressed for this weather!

At the thought, the jewel in the pouch seened to hum

and throb, slowy at first, but with a building force that
could no | onger be dism ssed as nere inagi nation. He
stopped in the mdst of the stormand renoved it once
nmore, noting its unnatural fire and gl ow

Wiy did a god have a navel to begin with? He won-

dered about that idly, knowi ng that he was trying to take
his mnd off his inpending doom He stared deeply into
the jewel's throbbing fire, and suddenly it seened to him
as if the wind were calmed and the stormsilenced. There
was, all at once, a deathly hush about himand his nount,
and he knew in a noment that he was not inmagining things.
This was indeed nmagi c, dark magi ¢ of the blackest sort,
the kind of magic that he would never touch in any other
case but this. He didn't know whether or not he'd sel

his soul to live—he frankly wasn't certain it was still his
to sell—but it was better than the alternative

He hopped down off his horse and | ooked around.

There was still near total darkness; yet where he stood

no wi nd blew and no snow fell. There was, in fact, an
unnatural warmnth which was already nelting the snow

that had fallen upon the ground on which he stood, turning
it to nud.

JACK L. CHALKER 5

He pl aced the stone on the ground and drew a penta-
gramaround it v/ith his dagger. It wasn't a very large
pentagram but that which he expected to occupy it would
fit one the size of the head of a needle if need be. He
st epped out of the pentagram and then closed it.
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"Al'i right, green fire," he called aloud to the thing, "if
i ndeed you are a gateway to el sewhere, then | hear your
call. Woever is bound to you should cone through, so

that we may discuss things."

There was a sudden hissing fromthe stone, which flared
into extraordi nary brightness, and then the sound of
escaping steamas a thin plume of snoke rose fromit unti
it was perhaps shoul der-high. The steam which gave off
an unconfortable heat in spite of the ragi ng snowstorm
all about him w dened into a turnip shape, expanding to
fill the entire area. Wen it contacted the boundaries of
his crude pentagram it ceased growi ng and instead solid-
i fied.

The denon who showed up was sonething of a turnip
itself.

It seemed to be all face, a comical, Hunpty-Dunpty

sort of thing whose waist was its nouth, above which sat
two huge oval eyes. The head rose into a point, at the
top of which was just a shock of purple hair. Below, the
thing sat on two huge clawed feet, but seemed to have

no legs to speak of. Its arnms, conming out of its body just
bel ow that trenmendous nmouth, were short and stubby

t hi ngs of misshapen crinmson, ending in long and nottl ed
hands with great black claws at the fingertips. It |ooked
around, spotted him opened its nmouth, and licked its Iips
with an enornous bl ack tongue. The inside of the nouth
was lined with nore teeth than a shark's, all pointed and
sharp, and beyond those teeth seenmed to be a bottonl ess
hol e.

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

"You' re not one of those neal y-nouthed priests,” the
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demon croaked in a voice so deep and reverberant that
it nmoved the very air. "That means that either their silly
faith is overthrowm or you're a pretty damed good thief."

"The latter. Sir Denon," the little nman responded,

bowi ng slightly. "I could not resist the challenge, although,
to be sure, | had no idea | was stealing nore than a great
gem "

"Al'l great gens have denpons assigned to them You
shoul d know that. Otherw se, where do you think all those
curses cane fron®"

"Good point," he adm tted. "However, this, | suspect,
is adfferent sort of gem"”

"In a way," the denon agreed. "I can certainly see that
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you' ve mucked up your getaway. This is no curiosity call."

"Quite right, sir. | need a service, it is true, if the price
be not too high."

The denon studied him "What could you offer ne,

thief? Those in your profession tend to wind up with us
anyway, so your soul isn't nmuch of a deal. Still, you never
know. What's your nane?"

"I am Macore of the Shadow ands," the thief replied.

"Macore, huh? Seens |ike | heard the nane. Hold on
a monent while | check."

Instantly the denon vani shed, |eaving Macore al one

once nore. No, not quite alone—fromthe center of the
pentagram cane forth the |ush sounds of massed violins

pl aying a rather pleasant if nonotonous nelody. It was
very nice at first; but as tine wore on and both he and
his horse began to get very inpatient, the strains of the
musi ¢ began to irritate him

Suddenly the music stopped. Just as abruptly the denon
was back. "Sorry to keep you on hold so long, but his
Satanic Majesty's filing systemis |ousy. W have so many
custoners and prospects these days that he really shoul d
automate it, but that would nmake it too easy for us." Hs
voi ce took on a nocking tone. "It's supposed to be Hell
remenber that!" He sighed, and the sound of it went right
through the little thief.

JACK L. CHALKER 7

"Still," the denmon continued, "I did find the file.

Thought your name was familiar, too. One of the m nor

denmon princes got sent all the way down to the dungpits

a while ago and he ain't stopped wallowing in nore than
just dung, if you know what | nean. Al the tinme, this

sel f-pitying wail about how he was gonna deliver this world
on a silver platter and got cashiered instead of rewarded
for it. Wiat's he expect, anyway? It's Hell, after all."

Macore thought a nmonment. "Hi s name woul dn't be
Hi ccarph, would it?"

"Yeah. That's the one. So it is the sane Macore. Ckay,
that sinplifies everything. What do you wi sh, thief?"

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

"First you tell me what you want, then |I'Il quote you
the going rates. That's sinple enough. You keep it sinple,
I"lIl keep it cheap. Fair enough?"

"l can ask for no nore," Macore responded. Already

the tenptation was there to ask for whatever he w shed,

to go for it all, but he knew that this was the trap of
demoni ¢ bargains. He had no intention of delivering him
self totally, now and forever, as a slave to this creature
"Naturally, | wi sh safety and security fromthis storm and
fromny pursuers. O course, | nmean this in the way that

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...0ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (5 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:01 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

I amthinking it, w thout |oopholes or various things | did
not think of when requesting it."

The denon nodded. "All right. \Wat el se?"

"That is it," the thief told the creature. "That is all |
want from you."

The denon sounded slightly di sappointed. "Nothing

nmore? Great wealth may | bestow upon you. | could nmake
you irresistible to wonen of any sort. | could give you
imunity fromall spells, or give you many of the powers
now reserved for wi zards who nust suffer to gain what

| offer."

"Suffer now or suffer later,"” Macore responded. "That
is of no concern to me." He adnmitted to hinself that the
sex appeal was quite tenpting, but he had never really

8 VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS

had rmuch trouble in that direction. "I have all the wealth

I need—+ steal for the sport of it. Wwnen and | get al ong
quite well without denonic spells. | have great protections
agai nst rmuch of the spells of this world, and | have enough
magic to get along. No, |I'll seek the price for what | asked

and no nore."

"You are hardly in a position to bargain," the denon
poi nted out.
"Nor are you," the thief responded confidently. "I know

enough of the laws of magic to know that one such as

you has but one door into the world, and your door is
obviously that gem Were | to die here, that gem night
well be lost in this wilderness for generations, perhaps
forever. You would then have no outlet to relieve your
own tedious existence in Hell. My passing over to your
plane is not nearly as terrifying to me as your being cut
of f over there is to you, and | know this. Now, quote ne
fairly."

The denon spat. "Bah! Ones |like you are pains in the

ass! However, I'll quote you fairly. You actually desire

three things, then. You wish to survive and again take up
your life. You wish to elude your pursuers. And you wi sh

it straight, with no tricks or |oopholes. Very well. For

your mserable life, you nmust agree to give this stone at
the first opportunity to one who can and will make use

of it. Agreed?"

"That is sinple enough. Agreed."

"For security against the priests and their followers,
you nmust accept a mark that | will place upon you, so
that all of Hell shall know that you have dealt with ne
and wi Il recogni ze you at once."

He was a bit nervous at that. A denmon "mark" coul d
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be anything froma snall scar or birthmark to sonething
quite extreme and quite hideous. "I will not agree unless
I know the nature of the mark."

The denon didn't like that. "The priests will know your
identity and they will hunt you down eventually. | prom se
JACK L. CMALKER 9

only no physical deformty or infirmty. Take it or |eave
it."

He sighed, know ng that he'd gotten as nuch out of

the denon as he coul d expect, and know ng, too, that the
demon was right. He had struck at the core of the priests
cozy racket and stolen the base of their power. They
woul d never rest until they got him unless called off by
supernatural means nore powerful than any in Husa-

quahr. "Al'l right—agreed."

"Finally, you can see the potential for traps and | oop-
holes in the first two agreenents. | could turn you into
one of the faerie, an unpleasant sort of one, or nmake you
a |l over of other nen, or perhaps a plain wonan, or thou-
sands of other possibilities. To gain it gently and w t hout
| oopholes, | require that you freely accept a geas from
me, one which you will not know but will be conpelled

to carry out."

"I must know the nature of that geas, denon," the
thief told him "I would rather you changed nme into a
monster than perhaps to kill a friend."

"Admi rabl e. However, you nust understand that any
geas of which you have know edge wi |l be readabl e by
wi zards, and that is unacceptable. No, even this mnuch

will be taken fromyou if you accept. | will go this far.
The geas is a single task, it involves no one's death or in
fact even harmto anyone, friend or stranger, nor will it

in any way alter the social, political, or mlitary fabric of
Husaquahr as it stands. The consequences do not, in fact,
really affect Husaquahr at all. There is risk to the task,
but none that you are not up to facing."

"You wish me to steal sonething, then."

"Sort of. The task is that, although you do not actually
have to steal the object, you nmust reach it. That is all |
can tell you, for anything nore m ght render the geas

usel ess. "

"It does not sound too bad. WII | know at sone point
what the geas was?"

"You will know—when it is done."

10
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"Then I will accept."
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"Done!" cried the denon.

Macore was slightly disappointed. "No bl ood contract?
No terrible oaths?"

"Don't be ridiculous. W save that sort of stuff for the
psychos and fanatics. Your word is bond, as is mne.
return nowto ny dwelling place and expect to find at

| east one new sucker very soon, as per our agreenent."

"But —eur bargain! How will | survive the wastes in
this storn? And what nmark have you pl aced upon me?"

The denon chuckl ed, not only at the question but at

the fact that Macore had already had all nmenmory of the

third bargain and geas wiped fromhis mnd. "As for the
first," it said, "the stormhas already abated, and the town
of Locantz is but a half-hour's gentle ride in the slush.
You will be able to see the lights of it when | |eave. Just
head for them As for the second-no shadow or reflec-

tion shall you cast, no matter how polished the nmirror or
bright the light. That should actually cone in handy to

one like you. I will take ny |eave now. "

Macore felt nmore than a little relieved, but he was a
bit suspicious. "Now that the bargain is done, can you
tell nme, before you leave, Sir Denon, if that town was
there at the start of this business?"

"OfF course it was. Fun's fun, after all...." And with
that, it vanished, and a sudden cold blast of air hit him
He had been perspiring fromHell's heat—not that Hel

was actually flanes, but there was sone strong reaction
sonme sort of friction, created when one fromthe nether-
worl d projected into this—and now it seened to turn into
tiny icicles as he stood there. He erased the pentagram
and picked up the gem which was still quite warmto the
touch, and placed it back in his pouch, then clinmbed quickly
back upon his horse and | ooked around, finding the lights
of the town in a nonent. He kicked his nount forward,
anxious to reach an inn and a warmfire.

No shadow and no reflection. Not a bad mark, as these
things went, and, as the denon said, possibly quite useful

He'd have to find sone conveni ent explanation for it,
though, as it was going to be a bit obvious to his friends.
A curse, perhaps, for stealing the gemin the first place.
That sounded right. Considering what the denon could

have done, it seened a small price to pay. Perhaps in the
town just ahead he could fulfill his end of the bargain and
get rid of the dammed stone. He certainly wanted no nore

of it or Squatty Bignouth, either. He had had enough
adventure to last awhile, he told hinself. Perhaps it was
time to take a little time off and see sone of those old
friends again.

Terindell, he thought longingly. / shall visit the great
old wizard at Terindell. He suddenly very nuch | onged

to see the place, although he hadn't given it a thought in
over five years. He did not, however, wonder why.
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CHAPTER 2
THE TROUBLE W TH GCDHOOD

Bar bari ans may nake effective nonarchs, but will be unable
to reconcile their civilised duties with their inner natures.

—Rul es, VI, 257(a)
THE TWO WOVEN COULDN T HAVE BEEN MORE DI FFERENT

i n appearance. One was snall, dark, and incredibly vol up-
tuous, alnobst in a state of undress, nore of her body
covered by her long brown hair than her clothing; the
other was tall, chunky, with short hair and a stem face,
dressed in leather jerkin, trousers, and slick black boots.
The contrast was only accentuated by the fact that the

one in | eather had a toad on her head.

12
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"Ch, Djonne!" the | ooker wailed. "Things just haven't
been the sane in Raven's Lair since little Alee fell into
the gi ant dough m xer while conpeting in the G and Husa-
quahrian Bake-OFf!"

"I know, dear," the tall one in | eather consoled. "Just

thi nk of ny poor Hanar here, turned into a toad just

because he left out one little teensy clause in his contract
with the denon!"

"Hrph\ You think you have problens? | nean, if Al ee

had just stayed dead instead of returning as a spirit to this
house, that m ght have nade it bearabl e! Now, though—

it's dough, dough, dough, all over the place. You can't

sit or walk without stepping init; and, if you nanage for
any length of time, she throws it at you. It's gooey and
sticky and hell to get out of pile carpeting!”

"Not to nmention those creepy cannibals stalking the
pl ace,"” the one with the toad responded.

"Wark. 1" croaked the toad perched atop her head.

"Ch, don't you worry, dahling Hanar," the big wonan
consoled it. "They've only eaten humans so far. You're
safe as long as you renmain a toad."

The smal | pretty woman sighed. "Yes. They were

ref ormed canni bal s who had been strict vegetarians for
years, but they |liked the taste of poor Alee so nmuch while
judging the contest that they can't rest until they've sam
pled the rest of the famly!"

"It was silly to enter the bread after the—ah, acci-
dent," Djonne told her friend. "I nmean—t was that which

turned themon."
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"But what were we to do? Wthout the noney from

the Bake-O'f we would have | ost the house, the toadstoo
groves—everything that makes life worth living! And we

won, too! If only Master Gaelfin can duplicate the taste,

wi t hout having to throw people into the nixing batters,
we'll be richer than any in the Iand!" She paused. "Per-
haps it wasn't Alee after all. Perhaps it was the forty-day-
old dried nmernmaid's scales...."

13
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"Ch, enough of this, Muosha!" Djonne cried. "Wat's
done is done!"

"You know they say | pushed her in! Al ways com ng
around, asking questions! They say that's why Al ee's cone
back with her abom nabl e doughbal | s!™"

"I know, | know. It's true the top rung of the |adder
over the vat was sawed al nost through, but | know you
weren't the one."

The pretty Mosha stopped and stared. "You do?
Wy ?"

"Because during the only tine when the rung could
have been sawed through, | know you were making it
with your brother M scha. |—-saw you."

"You were peeking into wi ndows agai n?" Mdosha was
aghast.

"I't's a hobby. Besides, | know you were only trying
to consol e your brother because of his curse."

That sobered Mdosha. "Yes, yes! That was it! How

horrible to have to go through |life with a curse |ike that.
You see, soneone started to play nusic outside, and the
only way to save himwas to involve himso nuch that

he could not hear it."

"Conpul sive tap dancing is a horrible thing,
agr eed.

D onne

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

"What! But-—-who? You're so chaste that the two-
headed dragon went after you a few nonths ago!" Djonne
paused. "Ch, my! It's not..."

"Yes—he caught nme. W've been having an affair ever

since. Little did | guess that | had enough fairy blood in
me to make sonet hing el se happen!" She sighed. "Bowser

has been so jeal ous."

"Your dogT

"No, silly—y horse."
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"WII it be a dragon or a human?"
"Who can say? Ch, Djonne! |I'mso alone and afraid
14
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Haunt ed, stal ked by canni bals, pregnant by a dragon! To
whom can | turn?"

Dy onne got up, cane over, and hugged her. "Moosha,

I made a sacred oath when Hanar got turned into a toad
that | would |ove no other man and | have kept that oath.
But you I love, ny darling Mosha, and | al ways have

| oved you."

They enbraced and ki ssed. At that noment there was
the sound of smashing glass. The coupl e broke and stared
into the darkness in panic.

"I't's them The canni bal s! They've found ne at |ast!
Ch, what will we do?" Mosha cri ed.

"There's no way out!" the other told her. "W nust
make our stand here for better or worse!"

"Ch, Djonne!"

"Ch, Mbosha!"

"Work!" said the toad.

Al'l went dark. There was sudden, stunned sil ence.

And then the audience rose to its feet and cl apped and
cheered so loudly and so long that it seemed |like the very
theater woul d col | apse.

High in the royal box, two giant figures, |ooking |Iike
massi ve statues, sat and watched i npassively. Both were
easily ten feet tall and as white as the purest marble, with
mat chi ng white hair and white robes. Now and then,

t hough, the curious onl ooker could see one or another of

the pair stir and know that indeed these were great statues
cone to life. One was a worman of trenmendous proportions

and radi ant, idealized beauty; the other was a man with

the face of a stemyet achingly handsone man and the

body of all nen's dreans.

They stood suddenly. As the cast cane out for their

final bows and stared at the great figures in awe, the entire
theater fell silent. Then the goddess gave a snile of favor
and a nod to the conpany, and the audi ence gave an

audi bl e sigh of pleasure and relief. As the two gods turned
and left the box, the roaring cheers started again.

"You did quite well, ny love," the Goddess Eve said
15
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to her companion. "l could tell what torture you were
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goi ng t hrough. "

"l never liked this god business much anyway. You
know that," the God Adam responded sourly. "But when
it makes nme sit through that maudlin soap opera..."

"Cone, cone!" she consoled. 'This is only every two
years!"

"Well, that's part of it. | mean, they left a hundred
nmore threads dangling this tinme than they did before. It
never ends. And we have two years until the next chapter,
while they play the cities and the boondocks!"

"Ch, come! Cone! It gives the peasants something to
tal k about during the interim As for us—well, it is one
of the obligations we have in exchange for running things."

"Huh'. | don't see old Ruddygore showi ng up at these
prem eres, and he's now Chairman of the Council of Thir-
teen.”

"He probably wites them | have heard it said that he

has an entire group over on Earth doing nothing but tape-
recording daytine serials for him Still, it's over now. W
can becone ourselves once nore and not have any further
cerenoni al appearances until the tenple rites on M d-

Day. "

"Yeah. Three whol e days. Not |ong enough to go any-
where or do anything, except get cooped up in that ivory
tower of a castle.”

They reached and entered a small dressing roomthat

was strictly out of bounds to anyone, even theater staff,
on nights like this. There the Goddess used a now famliar
spell to change them both back into their human sel ves
once nore.

They were still both quite attractive and quite |arge.

Joe de Oro was six feet six and two hundred and seventy
pounds of pure nuscle. Tiana was just a half inch shorter
than he and proportioned accordingly. Both were actually
classified as barbarians under the conplex Rules that gov-
erned this strange world. In human formthey tended to
dress minimally in rough-cut furs and preferred going

16
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barefoot. Although they still bore a striking, if |less perfect,
resenbl ance to the God and Goddess whose nude st atues

were everywhere, no one ever nade the associati on when

they wal ked the streets as ordinary fol k. The resenbl ance
was occasionally noted, but only that. Part of the reason
was a spell, of course, that prevented anyone from nmaking
the logic | eap, a spell put on by the whole of the Thirteen
and thus literally unseeabl e and unbreakabl e, despite the
power ful wi zards who roaned the |and, but another part

was the fact that they were inposing but, quite certainly,
humans; with black hair, brown eyes, and bronze, weath-
ered conpl exi ons, they hadn't the supernatural aura of
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gods.

Nor, of course, were they gods, although the majority

of the people of the nations of Husaquahr thought they
were. The evil Kal adon had ki dnapped and bew t ched

Ti ana and nmade her into the Goddess in a plot to take
control of the whole of Husaquahr. Joe and others, includ-
ing, ironically, his sworn eneny the Dark Baron, had dis-
posed of Kal adon, but the old wi zard had been cl ever
enough to spread the power about anong sonme of the

others of the Thirteen who lived in Husaquahr. They found
the legitimacy that their roles as anointed high priests and
priestesses of the new cult gave them quite satisfying.
Neit her Tiana nor Joe liked the deal, but they were not
really offered another one. Even a good wi zard |ike Rud-
dygore had found this newreligion a culturally unifying
force and supported its continuance. To be sure, it made
the energence of another Dark Baron quite unlikely.

"I"'mjust plain bored, that's all," Joe grunped. "I rmean,

I was al ways on the nove, always goi ng sonepl ace el se.

I wasn't forced into trucking—+ chose it for its freedom
such as it was. Over here, they held out the idea that,
once | did a fewthings for them |'d be free to roam and
see this crazy place. Instead, what do | find? I'ma damed
god who has to wait an hour just so he can ride his horse
out without getting stuck in traffic!”

"Do you regret it, then?" she asked him "It was | who
JACK L. CHALKER 17

had no choice, not you. You know that you still don't
have to do it. You could wal k out now, and we'd find
some stand-in to pretend to be you during public cere-
nmoni es. "

He grewirritated. "Ch, cone on—you know better

than that. | knew the price comng in, or at |east | thought
I did. Sure, 1'd like to go roam ng around and fi ndi ng
adventure, but not alone. Wthout you, it just wouldn't

be any fun. It's just, well—-so damed boring' . Wrst of

all, there's really no end to it. Al this luxury and power
is okay, | guess, but even gods need a vacation once in
a while."

"W can't do much right now, | suppose, but let us

talk to Ruddygore. He is due in near the end of the week,
anyway. Let us take sone time off and go down to the
island and get away fromit all. Discuss it with himthere.
He al ways seens to know when sonething has to be fixed

and howto fix it."

"Yeah, well, maybe. He hasn't been exactly chummy

lately, either. Just ducks in and out every once in a while
with a new script to fit sonmething or other he and the

Council are doing. | guess that's the other problem W're
the only two friends we got. None of the old gang stops

by anynore, not even Marge, and it's been years since

we heard from Macore or even G ogha and Houma. No

battl es, no adventures, no big travels, and no social friends.
VWho can be confortable being friends with two fol ks who
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are worshipped by a few million people?"

"l know. Sonething nust be done. | will admit that on
more than one of these occasions | have had the urge to
say sonething silly or screw up the cerenonies. The cost,
however, would be great to us both, and very unpl easant,
as you know. Ruddygore chairs the Council, but he could
neither contain nor control themif we nessed up their
little racket."

He sighed. "Well, | guess the island's as good as any
for alittle relaxation, anyway. It's the full noon on the
si xteenth through the ei ghteenth, you know. "

18
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She nodded. "I know. "

The full npbon was quite inportant to both of them

Joe had | ong ago becone the rarest oftransnuters, a pure
were, condemmed on the nights of the full noon to turn

into whatever animal or fairy or other nonvegetative crea-
ture was nearest. Nor was he alone in this curse. It was

i nevitabl e that sooner or later, if only in the intensity of
their | overmaki ng, Tiana would cone to be bitten and al so

get the curse. She had known this before and had accepted

it.

In point of fact, what Joe had originally seen as a ter-
rible affliction now provided both of themwith their only

di version. They had the power and authority pretty nuch

to arrange what they wanted to be, and they had been a

| ot of things—human, animal, and fairy. It also meant

that as the fairies feared only iron, they feared only silver,
and Ti ana, whose nmagi cal powers were quite strong, had

| earned first of all the spell for transmuting silver into
sone ot her substance when it was too close to her or to

Joe.

She reached over, took his hand, and squeezed it, sm]l-

ing. It was surprising to both of them but w thout magic,

at least as far as either knew, after all this time they were
still very much in love with each other and very devoted

as well. It was strange, really, but they both still felt |ike
honey nooners. Even stranger was how so nearly perfect

a love could still |eave them both unhappy.

"Perhaps it would be different if we could have chil -
dren," she said softly.

"Forget that!" he snapped. "You and | know that nust
never happen!"

There was, in fact, a curse that went down through
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her famly, a curse |levied perhaps a thousand years before
on the females of her line. It was said that one of her

di stant ancestors was a great and powerful sorceress. The
details were unknown beyond that point, except that this
sorceress in some manner either made a bargain or attained
a powerful curse that she would never die. Instead, she

woul d die at childbirth with her firstborn girl, and her sou
woul d then enter the body of the newbom and so the

cycle would continue forever. It was, of course, roughly
even odds, boy or girl baby, but that was a pretty severe
step to take. Joe wasn't at all certain about the soul busi-
ness, but he knew that Tiana's nother had indeed died

in childbirth while giving birth to Tiana. She had al ways

t hought the curse a |l ocal one on her own nother, and

whi | e she was convi nced she had her nother's soul inside
her, Tiana had not at the tine realized just how continuous
this was. Now, with the records of Castle Morikay, her
ancestral hone, at her disposal and nore tine than she
liked to have, she found just how far back the curse went.

Both of themdid want children, but there seemed no

safe way to get them Her |ove was strong enough that

she was willing to take the risk for him but his |ove was
strong enough that he would in no way allowit, no matter
what his desires.

There were, of course, nmmgical ways of deternining

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

"I think it's clear enough to | eave now," he told her

She got up and put on her fur cape, and the two of them
quickly left the room and wal ked down toward the stable
area. It had nostly cleared out by the time they got there,
and there was no trouble finding their horses.

He still felt a lot of tension and frustration within him
and had no desire to go quickly back to the castle that
dom nated the city. "I feel like getting rip-roaring drunk

and maybe taking apart a bar," he grow ed.

She | aughed. "Count ne in! Lead on!" They gall oped
of f down the street to find a likely victim

The riches of Castle Terindell were |egend, but few
tried to gain them for Terindell was the hone of Rud-

dy gore, his current name of his nore than three thousand
i dentifiable ones, and Ruddygore was the Chairnman of the

20
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Council of Thirteen, the strongest of the strongest anong
wi zards. The great vaults bel ow were nade of solid iron
enough to kill any of the fairy folk, save the dwarves,
with nothing el se added. For humans and dwarves, who

had no such weakness, there were other traps, both
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mechani cal and sorcerous. None who had ever tried for
those vaults had ever been seen or heard from again.

Still, nore had tried since the war than had ever tried
before, and sonme of themwere the very best. Ruddygore
believed that it was the peace and quiet in the |land that
caused the increase. He well understood that, to a master
burglar, the challenge was irresistible. There were things
in those vaults, however, that no human or fairy should
ever have, things even he wi shed he did not have to have,
and the penalty had to be severe and pernanent for that
reason al one. He al nost never went down there hinself,
except to check that none had indeed been successful and
to reinforce the spells and traps.

The thief's nane was Jurgash, and he considered him

self, as did all good thieves, the finest at his craft in the
world. Also like all great thieves, he was very rich and

al so knowl edgeable in the magical arts. Unlike nost, he

was al so a powerful practitioner of those arts, although

he used that power, other than for gratification and anuse-
ment, only to combat such power in his objectives.

Li ke alnost all the great thieves, too, he was a small,
wiry, slightly built man, in the peak of physical condition.
He had entered Terindell through the front gate, in the
gui se of a man who had been set upon and robbed on the

road and who needed help. He was a convincing liar, so

much so that he often believed his own lies while he was
telling them

Ruddygore, as he well knew, was not at hone, nor was

hi s adept and very danger ous conpani on, Poquah the

Imir. This had left nostly the staff, which were a few
humans, sone elves, and various and sundry other crea-
tures—even one ogre, Gorodo, the trainer of the wizard' s
smal | but powerful private armnmy. Jurgash dealt nostly

JACK L. CHALKER 2.

with the elves though, as he expected, and they hac
believed every word of his story, fed hima fine neal, anc
put himup for the night in a |uxurious guest suite. In fact
he had the virtual run of the place for the night, which
was even better than he had hoped, although it showed

j ust how dangerous the vaults mght be. If the old and
powerful wi zard could in fact |eave his castle in such
gullible hands, then all that was truly worthwhile was so
wel | guarded he believed none could get to it.

The door down to those vaults | ooked deceivingly sim

ple, with a huge basic key lock that any amateur coul d
pick. O course, that was how it should be. The first traps
woul d not be on the outside of such an entry, but just

i nside. The only advantage he had as a thief was the

know edge t hat Ruddygore hinself had to go down there

once in a while, so there was a way around every trick

and trap, every spell and danger, if he could spot them

all in the proper order and solve their riddles.

An experienced hand with a probe reveal ed the first
one right away. The big wooden door, in fact, was not
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| ocked at all, and any attenpt to fiddle with the | ock
mechani sm meant instant activation of alarms. Exani ning

the door carefully, he sawthat it was, in fact, not a nornal
door at all. The hinges, for exanple, were false. The door,
in point of fact, appeared hinged in sone way fromthe
bottom Try and pick that |ock and the entire door, built

of heavy wood and probably reinforced with iron or |ead,
woul d suddenly and quickly fall outward, crushing the

woul d-be thief like a rat in a trap.

He had his kit with him fromit he took a small handl e
that was actually a magnet. He placed the handle as far
up on the door as he could and then, holding his breath,
he pulled gently. The door, which was clearly iron-cored,
gave, coming forward as he pulled. He stopped as soon

as he dared and exami ned the small, dark area he had
reveal ed. As he had suspected, there were two al armns,

one nechani cal and one mmgi cal. The mechani cal one,

not hing nmore than a pull-string, proved easy to bypass,
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but the spell was enormously conpl ex and took somne
time to understand and build onto enough to bypass its
trigger.

Renovi ng his door bl ock, he continued to pull down

until he was satisfied that there were no nore traps, at

| east on the door. No alarms that he could sense were
sounding, and he felt reasonably satisfied that he was safe.
He carefully stepped inside, then used his handl e once

nmore to pull the door back up to its closed position. He

was now totally in the dark, and knew he woul d have to

risk sone light. He brought forth a small torch and |ighted

it with his flint, not wishing to try any spells in this place
until he could see just what he was dealing wth.

The torch flickered and then burst into life, and the

thi ef gasped. In front of himwas a great hole, a bottomnl ess
pit of blackness. The floor did continue, but it was a good
twenty feet to the other side, and no | adder, rope, or other
way to bridge the chasmwas evident. He shifted his sight

to the magi cal bands and saw a criss-crossing network of
conpl ex red and bl ue strands across the whol e of the

chasm He realized quite suddenly that the spell was so
conpl exly woven that it would take hours to unrave

enough even to guess its nature. He ignored that as

i mpractical; instead, he | ooked for |oose ends and found
none. The spell was a conplete one, then, not an inter-
active type wherein he or another intruder woul d provide
the additional mathenatics to enact its horrors.

He wondered, in fact, about that chasm Nothing in

his research indicated that Ruddygore ever brought with
hima great bridge or |adder, and he could hardly see the
huge fat man goi ng hand over hand on a rope. Cearly

one could cross this w thout apparatus, but to do so would
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have required at | east one |loose end in that spell to which
a small solidifying spell could be tied, sufficient to allow
sonmeone sinply to wal k across on thin air. This was a

spel | of conceal nent or reveal nent, then, not a true trap

in and of itself. That neant that either it hid sonething

23
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that was actually there or showed sonething that was not
t here.

Coul d the chasm be fal se? He gingerly tested, and found
his foot going down off the edge w thout finding any sup-
port. No, at |east some sort of depression was there. But
if the chasmwas real, how did Ruddygore cross it? By
added spell? If so, what was the purpose of this one? He
doubt ed the added spell anyway; it was somewhat com
plicated, and he had many timngs fromhis spies and paid
i nformants. Ruddygore went in and rarely spent nore

than fifteen mnutes inside; the |longest time known was
just over half an hour, which included the time going to
and com ng back fromthe vaults. He did not cast and
uncast spells in that period of tine.

Could the spell, then, conceal a bridge? One could not
sinmply cast for it—that would break that fine spell there
and send up an alarm at the very least, and perhaps
sonet hing fatal. A bridge, then—but perhaps a bridge

that did not start at the edge and was barely w de enough
for one of Ruddygore's bul k? Anyone testing the edge
woul d find space, but if he knew where the bridge was,

he could just blithely step across it.

But where woul d such a bridge be? On one side or the
other, certainly, and not anywhere in the mddle. Rud-
dygore would not risk a msstep, nor nake it so conpl ex
that he couldn't get anywhere here in a hurry. But which
side? If Jurgash were the wily w zard, he'd have that

bri dge on one side and a very ugly surprise on the other
There was no way to test it without possibly triggering an
alarm so the only solution here had to do with psychol -
ogy. Ruddygore was right-handed; right-handed people
tended to nmove to the right, which would place the bridge
on the right-hand side. However, the w zard woul d know
that this was an elenmentary trick

Taki ng a deep breath, Jurgash the thief picked up his
bag, sighted the left, ran to the edge and junped off into
what seened to be open space

He came down hard on a stone surface and fell forward,
VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS
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skinning his hand and knee. H's kit flew forward out of

his hands, but hit sone sort of stop and halted. He felt

the thrill of confidence, although it still |ooked to himas
if he now sat on thin air. He reached over and retrieved
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his kit, then got carefully to his feet, feeling a surge of
exhilaration and confidence. Not easy, no, but this was
a chal l enge worthy of himfor certain!

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

woul d not expect it.

At the other end, things changed once nore. A tunne

made a sharp turn and then led to a deep descendi ng
stairway. The steps were of stone, but obviously could
not be trusted and had to be exami ned one by one. Severa
proved to be booby-trapped, but the trap he appreciated
the nost was the invisible wall that noved down when

one ski pped over an obvi ously booby-trapped step, set-
ting himup for a very close shave. He barely nissed it,

and redoubl ed his cauti on.

So far, nost of the traps were nmechanical. Fine, effec-
tive puzzles, but far bel ow Ruddygore's skill as a w zard
When he reached the bottom of the stairs, though, he
turned back around and saw that the whole series of forty
stone steps were now ablaze with ribbons of red, yellow,
and blue nagic, tied in conplex patterns. He i medi ately
guessed the purpose—the sane traps were there, but now
all of them were reassigned, perhaps even reversed. oing
up would be a totally new challenge. Still, it told him
sonet hi ng nore, sonething which sobered hima great

deal . He had passed the point of no return, the place at
whi ch the amateur woul d either be discouraged or easily
fool ed. Anyone getting this far would be a pro of the

hi ghest order. When a defender started bl ocking exits it
meant that the thief nmust now win or die. He already now
knew t oo nuch of the defensive systemto be allowed to

l'ive.

He, however, had no intention of going back out.
JACK L. CHALKER
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Everyone knew that Ruddygore had in his vaults the magic
|l anp that granted w shes; it had been stol en once by the
Dark Baron and then back fromhim and had been used

in plain sight. It would wi sh himout of here safely with
what ever | oot he want ed.

The tunnel had no nore evident traps for about ten

feet, although it still angled down, but then it enptied into
a small chanber that was lined with mrrors. There seened

no way out—there were three reflections of himin front,

two nore on each side. The floor was still solid stone,

with no signs of magic, and the ceiling was al so featurel ess
stone and a good fifteen feet up. Cearly, then, one of the
mrrors was itself an illusion of a mirror, or was in some
way hi nged and trapped.

He stood there, in the center of the room contem
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pl ating the new puzzle, when suddenly a ghostly, rever-
berant voice spoke to him It was Ruddygore.

"You are to be congratul ated, thief, for getting this far,"
the voice said. "Now you stand, however, in the primary
trap, the one that cannot be passed by any other than
mysel f. For the record, you are now twenty-six feet from
the vault doors, and there are seven doors there, six of
whi ch, when opened, contain horrors nore terrible than

you can ever inmagine, and only one of which contains

what you seek. Don't worry. This is the end for you."

He knew that the voice was part of an activation spel
now, and that in fact Ruddygore had no know edge t hat

he was here. It was a generic taunt, nmeant to discourage
and unnerve.

"If you wish to halt things now, | give you ten seconds

to turn and wal k back through the tunnel to the base of

the stairs. There you will find a recording of the one spel
that will allow you to pass easily upward and back out

into the castle. It will also, of course, turn you into an
.ogre and nmake you ny absolute slave forever afterward,

but that's the price you pay for staying alive. Fail to take
this and you will die, and your soul will be consuned by
these mrrors and used to feed their powers."
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He | ooked frantically around. Ten seconds! He would

not be pani cked, but he knew enough not to take the threat
lightly. He had triggered a spell for sure, and it was certain
not to be a bluff. But how had the spell been triggered?

Wth a sinking feeling, he thought he knew. The mrrors.

The spell was triggered if they reflected any form but
Ruddygor e’ s!

He stared in horror at the mrrors, then watched as his

own reflections seemed to take on a life of their own, then
step out of the mirrors and cone toward him daggers

dr awn.

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

CHAPTERS
OLD FRI ENDS AND OLD ENEM ES

Nei t her friendships nor relations shall be anything but sub-
ordinate to one's true nature as established by these Rul es.
—Rules, I'll, 27(c)

THE FACT THAT THROCKMORTON P. RUDDYGORE LOVED

to travel by ship was well known, so his arrival at the
island castle retreat in a sleek racing yacht was not unusual
The fact that the lake in which the castle sat had only one
outlet, the Khafdis River, which was not navi gabl e nade

it a bit nore unusual. Ruddygore's ships did not travel in
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conventional places or along conventional paths.

Lake Ktahr was broad and enornous, although quite
shallow in places. Fromno point on Wl f Island, even
the highest tower of its castle, could any | and be seen
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beyond the waters, which nade it ideal for Joe and Ti ana.
Beyond its cliffside castle and outbuildings, the island was
still wild, although no wolves were known to be there.

The island had received its nane ages before because of

a peculiar, wolflike prominence jutting out fromthe high
cliffs. The vegetation was |ush, the climate generally warm
and there were a few snmall white sand beaches accessible

by steep trails fromthe high island floor

Once, not long ago, this place of secluded beauty had
been the center of Husaquahr's evil and the site of an
epi ¢ battle between Ruddygore and its previ ous owner,

the Dark Baron, Esmilio Boquillas. The castle itself had
been expropriated by the couple regarded by many as

gods and had been redone and staffed with Ruddygore's

| oyal servants, or "empl oyees" as he always called them—
mostly elves and other fairy fol k whom he trusted over
hurmans.

It was a bright, warm sunny day when Ruddygore

arrived, and Joe and Tiana went down to neet hi m per-
sonally at the only anchorage on the island, a mle or so
fromthe castle itself. No matter how many tines they
saw him the old sorcerer nade an inpressive sight.

Ruddygore was not nerely tall—-alnost as tall as they

wer e—but he was big, and with his long white hair and
flowi ng white beard he | ooked very nuch |ike what the

real Santa C aus should | ook like, conplete with a rough,
reddi sh conpl exi on. Al though he'd been known, in pri-

vate nonents, to dress quite informally, he was now
dressed in his nornmal public attire—striped pants, norn-
ing coat, formal shirt with vest, bowtie, and top hat. He
seenmed not to notice the heat and hunidity.

Ruddygore, of course, was not his real nane. He had,

it seemed, thousands of them and probably nore that
were still not traceable to him He was quite ol d+hou-
sands of years old at the very | east—and his past made
up a consi derabl e body of both Husaquahrian history and
| egend. To know a great sorcerer's true name was to have
some magi cal power over him and it had been so | ong

28
VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS JACK L. CHALKER 29

since his own name was uttered by anyone or anything
that it was said that even he had forgotten it.

Hi s com cal nane and appearance belied his trenen-

dous power, which was the strongest known in this world
where magi ¢ rul ed—at | east the strongest known hunan.

In addition, he had one other skill, one piece of infor-
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mati on no other w zard knew, and one which gave hima
deci ded edge in a world where nagi ¢ worked and tech-

nol ogy was virtually unknown. He al one knew how to
cross the Sea of Dreanms between his own world and Earth,
and he alone was privy to the secrets of technol ogy that

Eart h had.

He cane down the gangpl ank |i ke sone great king,

clutching his cane with the golden dragon on its hilt, but
he warm y shook Joe's hand and hugged and ki ssed Ti ana
with evident real affection. "How good you both | ook!"

he said enthusiastically in his great boom ng voice. "It's
good to be back hone and anong friends once nore.

Cone—tet us go up to the castle. Poquah will see to our

things."
Poquah was the thin adept of Ruddygore's, an Inmir, or

warrior elf, by birth and training. Hs race had but one

i nnate power, but it served themwell. No one, not even
their closest friends, even noticed their existence unless
they wanted to be noticed. It was often spooky or even
irritating to have himseem ngly pop up from nowhere and
vani sh just as quickly, but it was very handy for a warrior
Li ke humans, though, any powers of w zardry had to

be |l earned by hard study and apprenticeship, and he was

the first known of his race to have both the talent and the

desire

Ruddygore's great bul k | ooked unmanageabl e, but the
old man was really quite spry. He nounted the horse
they'd brought for himwith a single easy notion and
managed to | ook both confortable and, considering his
garb, ridiculous at one and the sanme time. The couple
mounted their own horses, and they started off up the

wi ndi ng, switchbacked trail to the top and then to the
castle.

"I can tell that sonething is amiss with you," Rud-
dygore noted as they rode. "Excuse ny prying, but are
you two having—difficulties?"

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

"Wth your support, we are the richest and nbst pow
erful in all this world," Tiana added, "yet we are no nore
free than the | owest serf in the fields."

"Wel |, everyone's trapped in one way or another,"
Ruddygore replied. "No one is ever really free to do what -
ever he or she wishes, | fear. Still, if one has to be trapped,

it's far better to be trapped at the top of the heap than at
the bottom Believe nme, any of the peasants putting in

ei ghty-hour weeks and goi ng hone to a nud-and-straw

hut would trade places with you in a mnute. It is, how
ever, both ironic and unfortunate that the hi gher one
clinmbs, the less freedomand nore responsibility one finds.
In that sense | amno nore free than either of you."
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"But you are," Joe retorted. "I know you're busy and

have little tinme, but you can occasionally nmanage a break,
a vacation, and you can do it on another world, where

no one knows your identity or powers."

Ruddygor e thought about it a nmonent. "Well, that's
not really true. When I'mon Earth | manage nostly to

get away for an evening here or there, but in general |'m
qui te busy. What happens there affects what happens here,
as strange as that sounds. I'mnot going to explain it to

you, since it's somewhat mystical and technical, but let's
just say that the greater Hell's power on Earth at any
given time, the greater its power here."

"And how is Hell doing over there?" Tiana asked him
only half serious.

"Quite well," he responded. "Better than here, which
worries me a great deal. The threat of nuclear war grows
greater each day, while crine runs ranpant. The human
genius for killing other humans has devel oped whol e new
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and nassive ways of wagi ng war w thout Armageddon,

but that won't last forever. Repression and terrorismare
up all over, and the true nmeasure of Hell's success, the
anmount of fear injected into the daily lives of the nost

i nconsequential of people, regardl ess of nation or ideol-
ogy, is way up. The tides this causes in the Sea of Dreans
are large and dark, and they are washing up on our shores
as well. | do ny best to build the dikes to keep it from
engul fing us, but | fear it is a battle that cannot be won
for long. The effect is not as strong the other way, alas—
our defeat of the Dark Baron | owered tensions sonewhat

on Earth, but not nearly enough. They are back even now
to their prewar |evels."

That was depressing, but not something they either

under stood or could do anything about. Joe said, "Wll,

I don't want evil or another war or anything |like that,
because it would kill too many people, but frankly I'd do
al most anything to relieve this boredom W need a break,
Ruddygore." He sighed. "You know, | felt sorry for Marge,
but the fact is she's getting to see this place while I'm
stuck on a dammed fal se throne as sone kind of nonu-

ment. W can't even really enjoy this place. W' re due
back in only four days. That's just not enough."

"Don't feel sorry for Marge—ever!" Ruddygore
adnmoni shed him "She's really happy for the first tine in
her life."

"You' ve seen her, then?"
He nodded. "Yes, about a year and a hal f back. She's

still much the sane, but she's fully accepted and adjusted
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to her faerie* nature now and she seens to be fully enjoy-
ing life. The fairy folk have a far greater joy in life, even
the small est and nost ordi nary things, because, while

agel ess, they are no less nortal than we, but unlike us,

if they die before the Last Trunp is sounded, they die the

"Faerie refers to the heritage, magic nature, power, and "realni of fairies
in general; it has a connotation of that which is w thdrawn from human ken
Fairy refers in nore specific manner to individuals, races, traits, and abilities
of the fairy folk; its connotation is nore that of a normal, day-to-day existence.

real death. It nakes them appreciate things nore and
cherish every nonent. It's one reason why fairy folk in
the main seemchildlike, although you know that they
aren't."

"You nake the threat of true death seem|i ke an asset,"
Ti ana not ed.

"Ch, no! It just nakes the outlook different, that's all
You see, deep down, no human really believes that he or
she can die until it happens. The fairies, whose power is
partly based upon belief, know the truth of that and its
finality. Because of that, you either go nuts or you live
every nonment of life to the fullest. Whole races of fairy
fol k have gone in both directions." He paused a nonent,

t hen conti nued.

"However, as to your holiday problem we mght be

able to solve it. | agree that you need a break, if only
because of the boredom Both of your natures are free-
spirited, and that's part of the problem M, | could use

alittle boredomnow and then. Let ne think on the prob-
lemfor a day or so. Perhaps we could invent a new hol -
i day, one in which the two of you woul d supposedly go

back to Heaven for a few weeks or sonmething. |'ve never
really been confortable with this idiotic theology, but it
has been convenient in many ways and it's no sillier than

ni nety-ni ne percent of the religions and cults in this world
or on Earth. So long as it enphasi zes Heavenly val ues

and virtues, it doesn't serve Hell's ends, and that's nore
than can be said for nost of them"

They arrived at the castle, where elfin groons took

their horses, and they entered and went to the Geat Hall
They settled down in confortable, fur-covered chairs, and
a servant brought thema tray of delicacies, and anot her
brought drinks. Ruddygore, still fornmally attired but with
hat taken, settled back and | ooked sonewhat rel axed.

"I can tell that you have been arguing over children
again," he said casually.

They both junped. "Wat!" Tiana cried. "How did you
know?" She had visions of spies all over the place.

VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS
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"Because it's sonething that woul d happen if boredom
wei ghed heavily upon you. | know you both too well."
"Well, it's out of the question," Joe grow ed.

"Why?" the wizard asked him "Ch, | agree when it
conmes to Tiana, but you're both weres. You can becone
each other. The genes would be the sane."

"You nmean me have the baby?" Joe was aghast.

"Certainly. Oh, at thirty-six hours a nonth | fear the
pregnancy woul d be about fifteen or sixteen years to term
but what of it? A sinple spell would continue you every
were-period until it happened, although you'd have to
make certain that you did in fact becone Tiana each tine
or heaven knows what you'd give birth to in the end, but
it's possible.”

Joe shook his head in wonder. "No, | don't think so."
"Wel |, perhaps there are other ways. W'll see."

"It is the first night of the full noon tonight," Tiana
rem nded him

"Ch, yes—+ know. Don't mind nme. |'mhere for a brief

rest and to do sone studying anyway. Sonething is up

I can snell it. Sonething that | feel both here and on
Earth, and that means something big. | want to find it and

nipit in the bud before it bites all of us."

Macore was a small man dressed in a dark gray tunic

with an integral hood. The hood, of course, was down

now, in the bright daylight and in the conpany of famliar
friends, and revealing a darkly handsome man with an
angul ar face, always cl ean-shaven, and a nose perhaps a
bit too big but of which he was inordinately proud.

He was not surprised to find Ruddygore away, although

his usually reliable sources told himthat the old boy was
due back al nobst any tine now. Macore was one of the

few who knew where Ruddygore went on these frequent

and sonetines | ong business trips, although he'd never
been to Earth, and all he knew about it was what he'd

| earned from associating with Joe and Marge in the old
days.
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The ol d days, he thought sadly, sitting in a small recep-
tion hall and picking at the fine neal Durin, Ruddygore's
el fin master chef, had prepared for him How quickly the
ti me passed, he reflected, and how nuch ol der he felt.

Not that he wasn't physically as good as he ever was, but
now nore of that speed and qui ckness came from spells

and elixirs, dearly bought, instead of through natura
training, as it had been not too many years ago.

He wondered, sitting here, why he felt so depressed.
Things were not, after all, that bad, and he really had no
conplaints. The life of a thief was a | onely one, but he
had chosen it, rather than being forced into it. Those who
were forced into it were amateurs and tended to remain

so. He had only synpathy for them He, now, was dif-
ferent. He was rich, he was famus—er i nfanous,

dependi ng on who heard the nanme and under what cir-
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cunst ances—and he had the friendship of the head of the
Council and the two denmi gods who donminated life, par-
ticularly in the area of the river. Few had ever caught him
and none had ever held him he was getting into his niddle
forties now, pretty old for any sort of thief.

He I oved a good roll in the hay with a willing wench,

but there was no end of those, and he wi shed no | asting
commitnents to anyone. To make such a conmit ment

was to make himeternally vul nerable. He was, in fact,

at the top of his profession and he had achi eved everyt hi ng
in his wildest dreanms—plus a | ot nore.

And that, of course, was the root of the problem Wen

one has broken into dark towers ruled by w tches and

anci ent gods and stolen their treasures, picking the

unpi ckabl e |1 ocks and breaki ng the unbreakabl e spells, what
was there left for hinP He could, he reflected, do no better
than to equal hinself in the future, and one of these days
even he woul d nake afatal m stake, borne of carel essness
or age. No human being was perfect. It was this know -
edge—that he should quit now, while well ahead, or inev-
itably die—that was eating at him He was the ganbl er

who was now ten thousand ahead, able to support hinself

34 VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS

forever, who knew that if he played | ong enough he'd | ose
it all, but could not stop playing because, really, he didn't

want to do anything el se.

And what chal l enges were | eft? What had not he or
one of his colleagues never failed to crack that was worth

cracki ng?
Wth a start, he thought of one. One right bel ow him

in fact, and the best guarded of the lot. He could recite

the nanes of two or three dozens of the finest who had

tried it. He'd never seen them again, and probably woul d

not, inthis life. It had never occurred to himto steal from
Ruddygore. Mooch off him certainly, and use his nane

and political influence where it was advant ageous—but

steal from hin? The man was the nobst responsible for

el evating himfrompetty con nan and ninor crook to the

ki ng of thieves he now was.

But did he have to steal —or nerely sol ve the probl enf

He dwelt on the idea that evening as he put away his
things and nade ready for bed. He | ooked at his shaving
gear and then stared into the mirror and scow ed. Not hi ng,

no reflection at all, stared back. It was as if he were
invisible; yet, of course, he was solid and real. He'd been
cutting hinself shaving for several weeks and still hadn't

really gotten it right. He would grow a beard and to hel
with it, except that trinmrng a beard was just as difficult.
It hadn't seened much of a curse, and it really wasn't,
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considering the alternatives, but that denmon sure had one
hel| of a nasty sense of hunor.

He'd traded the jewel off quickly, as agreed, to a young
and anbi tious bl ack magi cian with some useful spells to
trade. He hoped the kid thought fast. He kind of suspected
that the other part of the deal, that the priests not catch
up with him had been handl ed by them bl am ng whoever

had the gem If so, the twerp better grow up real fast.

Thr oughout the next day the problem of Ruddygore's

vaults haunted him and he really had the urge to give it
atry. He mlked the staff for all the relevant details, which
weren't nmuch, but hel ped nore than they knew, and
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mapped out a rough idea of what was down there. Nat-
urally, there'd be mechanical traps, and ones with fixed
spel | s—those were rather sinple. He didn't fear those,

al t hough they'd be form dabl e i ndeed, so much as he feared
el ectrical traps—the one kind of guard that no thief in
this world woul d expect or understand. They had used a
few such in the war, and of themall the ones he feared
nmost were those which transmtted and those which took

a code to turn off.

Wth a start, he realized that energy was energy, whether
it was nagical or electrical. One of the spells he'd gotten
fromthe young bl ack magician was in fact an energy-
danpi ng spell, although of course the fell ow hadn't seen

it that way.

He decided to give it a try. Wat the hell. This would
surely make himthe king of thieves if he did it; if he
didn't, at least he wouldn't have to worry about his future
careers

CHAPTER 4

I NVI TATI ON TO DANGER

There is no piiule so conplex that it cannot be sol ved.
—Mbtto of the Thieves' @Quild of Husaquahr

NONE | N THE LONG AND VARI ED HI STORY OF HUSAQUAHR

had ever seen Throcknmorton P. Ruddygore nove this fast
or be this angry. He had spent four days on the island
recovering and rel axi ng from his unknown ordeal s, then
had headed off for his great castle Terindell in Mrque-
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wood as Joe and Tiana ruefully headed back to their own
duti es el sewhere.

As usual, Ruddygore al ways checked the seals, and
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when he di scovered that no I ess than three attenpts on
the vault seened to have been made in his absence, a
new record, and one of them by Macore, he blew up. O
course, the staff was only guessing at this—they knew
that all three had entered, two who thought they were
surreptitious and Macore through the front gate—and that
none had energed again, but none could be absolutely
certain that the vaults had been the cause of it.

Ruddygore was certain, taking only a cursory gl ance

at the front door of the vaults and taking a reading from
the menory in the wood. "How dare they!" he stormed

to Poquah. "Particularly Macore! Well, they all got what
they deserved. Let's go down and see what damage is
done. "

What had taken hours for the greatest of thieves to

figure out Ruddygore did in a quick series of notions, so
automatic that one would not have even guessed the traps
were there. He pulled down the door, stepped in, went

i medi ately over the bridge that seened not to be there,
then down the stairs, rapidly, skipping just the right steps
and ducking at just the right points. Poquah, who knew

the route as well as his naster, did |likew se, at |east unti
the hall of mirrors. The mirrors would attack anyone with-
out Ruddygore's full reflection in all of them so the sor-
cerer had to wait a nonent there until Poquah was with
hi m and under his protection. He took the opportunity to
read the walls, and found signs of two thieves gone to

Hell in there between checks. Poquah was the only one

of faerie, other than the dwarves, who would not be
instantly killed by the iron in the vault, and that was only
because of a spell that interacted with Ruddygore only

when Ruddygore was present.

Two thieves. That worried him Two, not three—and
neither of the two were famliar.

"I don't like this, Poquah," he nuttered darkly. "It is
37
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absol utely inpossible for any, be they human or fairy, to
pass this point unless with ne. Even a fal se visage won't
do it, since the nmirror sees and recogni zes such spells.
About the only type of creature capabl e of passing through
here woul d be sonme sort of vanpire, and Macore is not

one of those. Well, cone on. Let's see just how far he
got . "

The I'mr wal ked before himnow and t hrough the cen-

ter mirror as if it wasn't there, as indeed it was not. It
was an illusion, reflecting the others. An i mediate bright,
searing light hit them hot and intense, but there was no
sign of any remains or essence to show that anything had
ended its life here.

"Definitely no vanpiric spirit," Poquah noted. "It would
have been destroyed at this point."
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Ruddygore again took the | ead, pressing the keystone

inthe wall that was invisible in the brightness of the |ight
to ordinary eyes, insuring that the spring-I|oaded, stake-
filled walls beyond woul d not close on them Down anot her
few stairs and around a curve, they broke through a com
pl ex sonic pattern that was inpossible to avoid and wel |
above the threshold of even an aninal's hearing. The sor-
cerer went up to a small wooden box, flipped it down to
reveal a nuneric keypad, then pressed a nine digit com

bi nation that prevented the alarm box from going of f,
triggering all sorts of signals above and even nastier traps
bel ow.

They entered the main chanber and faced the seven

i dentical doors, like those to bank vaults. Each had dif-
ferent and conplex spells and | ocks on them and there
was no way to tell which one was real and which were

the decoys.

Ruddygore and Poquah stood there, puzzled. Still none

of the signs showed any trace of a recent visitor. This
wasn't unusual if one just passed through, but death
inmprinted the inanimate objects surrounding it with a spe-
cific and retrievabl e set of signals.

"Clearly, either Macore did not come down here, or
38
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he succeeded in entering the vault," Poquah noted in his

dry, flat tone.

"No, if Macore had succeeded in getting all the way,
he'd have returned upstairs, either to prevent any sus-
picion fromcomng his way or sinply to taunt ne about
his feat in breaking ny el aborate system" Ruddygore

r esponded.

The I'mr wal ked over to the second door fromthe right

and exam ned its spells and | ocks. "Neverthel ess, some-
one not only was here but managed to choose the correct
vault. It is an amazingly skillful job, but the seals have
certainly been tanpered with."

Ruddygore strode qui ckly over, |ooked, and saw that
it was true. He frowned worriedly, not liking this at all
"Not even the Dark Baron and his denbn prince suc-

ceeded in breaking into these vaults. | don't care who it
was, Macore is sinply not this good. This is serious indeed,
Poquah. | snell the hand of Hell in all of this, for only

they woul d know enough of these vaults to bring soneone
this far."

"Still, the doors are scranbled randomy every few
hours. How could even Hell know the correct one at that
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particul ar nonment ?"

"I don't know. But all these attenpts by all these mas-

ter thieves in the last couple of years, which I'd foolishly
taken as just chance and the wages of being famus in

dull times, | now suspect is nore than that."

It woul d have taken the best of w zards nmany hours

to unwork any of the spells on any of the doors, which
were at the heart of the final security system The true
vault shuffled magically between the doors randomy, but
at | east once an hour; none could undo the spells and pick
the locks in less than two, not even a nmenber of the
Council itself, which neant that even soneone who got

this far would be forever picking the lock to what woul d

be the wong door.

The only one who could undo the spells in sufficiently
fast time to get into the right one was the maker of the

spell, and it still took Ruddygore better than ten m nutes.
He rarely visited the vaults, or even checked them He
only checked to the | ast point where the thief was
destroyed.

The spell undone, he had effectively frozen the vault

shift and now took a great key from his wai stcoat pocket
and placed it in the lock, then turned it in an el aborate
series of noves. The lock was, in fact, a nine nunber

conbi nation lock, and it had to be done just right, includ-
ing renmoving the key before attenpting to open the door

He did so, then pulled up on the handle and the great

met al door swung away.

The vast treasure trove of Ruddygore's went back for

what seened to be miles, but he didn't try and wal k the
corridors and check every little thing. It was all keyed to
himand to a personal inventory spell, and it took him
almost no tinme at all to deternmine that the only things

m ssing were fifty-one pounds of gol d—+eal, not fairy,

al t hough the fairy gold woul d have been a better prize—
and one of his American Express cards. The gold one,
naturally.

There was, of course, only one way to get soneone

and that nuch gold back out, and he i mmedi ately wal ked

far back along the corridors of the vault until he came to
the Lanp. He was nore than a little surprised to find it
still there.

The Lanp of Lakash had been formed in the earliest

days of Creation by the great powers who created the
world. It looked, in fact, the way it should have—an
ancient oil lanp that had once rem nded Joe of an antique
gravy boat with a top on it, sitting atop a rounded stand.
It was originally designed as a fudge factor by the early
Creators, since it could, within some strong limtations,
violate or alter the | aws of science and magi ¢ and grant
a wish. Hell had nade a stab for it, and it had been | ost
inthe turnmoil for eons afterward, even existing at various
times on Earth as well as here, and giving rise to both
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wor | ds' | egends of nmagic w shing | anps and geni es. Rud-
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dygore picked up the lanmp and rubbed it gently, trying to
remain calmand mark his words well while he held it.

No matter what |egend said, none were entitled to nore
than one free wish on the Lanp. Make two and, while

the second was granted, the w sher changed places with
the genie, becoming the slave of the Lanp in place of the
one now there. Ruddygore had no desire to pay the price
he woul d have to pay if he, even inadvertently, made a

wi sh.

When it had been recovered by Joe and Marge, it had
contai ned Dacaro, the evil wi zard and forner pupil of
Ruddygore's, who had taken refuge in it agai nst the denon
prince Hi ccarph.

The geni e of the Lanp appeared, and Ruddygore sighed
as he saw who it was.

"It's not my fault!" Macore the genie protested.

"l shoul d have known," Ruddygore said disgustedly.
"First tell me why you did it, then how"

"The why of it | only now fully understand,"” Mcore
replied, and proceeded to tell the story of the gem the
snowstorm and the denon. Now t hat he had conpl et ed

the geas the denon had |aid upon him he renmenbered

all the details.

"So, anyway," Macore continued, "I was set up to do

it. 1 had lots of information fromthe denon—he ducked

down You Know Where and tal ked to Hiccarph, who, it

seenms, is currently shoveling shit and hating it. Wth the

i nformati on he planted, added to ny know edge of you

and ny own skills, I didit. |I can tell you, it wasn't easy,
even with that."

"l can see getting to the mrrors. Many have done so.
But how did you get past thenP"

"Sinple. The mark the denon laid on me was to have

no shadow or reflection. The mirrors saw nothing. |, of

course, saw the mirrors and deduced the gi mmi ck, so that
meant you had to have something to kill vanpires beyond.
Way back when, | lifted one of those pairs of sungl asses
you had nade for Marge, on the idea that it mght cone

in handy, so | put 'emon and saw the keystone plain as
day. "

"But the sonic alarmthat's battery-powered! Earth
technol ogy! How did you cone up with the conbination?"
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"I didn't. The young punk of a black wi zard | traded

the gemto gave ne several spells in return, one of which
was a bl ocking spell. Allowed nme to go through spells

that only activated when you broke their web because it
kept the spell's energy lines intact as you passed through

them 1 figured that spells are just energy, and so is an
al arm system so | cast the spell several times, including
there, as a precaution. | broke the sonic beans, sure—+

didn't know about themuntil you just told ne—but the
spel |l kept the signal frombeing transnmtted back to your
box. "

Ruddygor e nodded gravely. \Wat happened when the

soni ¢ beans were broken was that a sinple transmtter

was interrupted, causing it to send a strong signal to the
al arm box. Macore's spell sinply kept the current stable
even when he passed through, so the box received no

wong signal. "And how did you guess the correct door

anA pick it in so short a tinme?"

"Ch, I'll adnit that took ne the better part of a day,
and | dammed near died of thirst and starvation taking all
that tinme, even with ny supply kit. | sensed the novenent

and figured out the ginmck, so the first probl emwas
deciding on how to figure out which door held the vault

at any given nonment. You have a lot of fairy gold in here
and every decent thief who's any sort of a pro has a diving
spell for fairy gold. The iron in the doors was a big prob-
lem but |'ve practiced at finding an ounce or less in sone
dut chess' necklace, so with several tons to work with

even the iron couldn't block it out. Once | figured that
part, | had to work on undoing the spells on the door, and
that took damed near forever. Eight, maybe ten hours

at least. It was hard to know just how nuch tine had
passed. Picking the conbination was a pi ece of cake—
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it's ny job, after all, and these are comrercial vault doors,
even if they are antiques."

By this tine Poquah had joined them and was |istening
intently. "I can followthis far," the Imr conmented, "but
I cannot understand how you could pick the | ock and
know t hat the vault woul d be beyond when you opened

it."

Macore | aughed. "See? That's how thi eves make their

living. Even the best wizards think |ike w zards, not |ike
thieves. You see, once | figured out that the thing noved
around every hour or so, it didn't natter which door |
cracked'. Al | had to do was crack it but |eave the key
inside the lock and then sit back and wait until ny spel
for the gold detected that the true vault was behind the
door |1'd already opened. Then | just took the key out,
opened the door, and wal ked in. Sinple."
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"Sinple," Ruddygore repeated glumy. "Yes, when you

had Hell's know edge of the map of the place, a good

know edge of my habits and el ectronics, and when you

cast no reflection and have all the right spells to counter
these things! This is far nore serious than sinple robbery
and escape. This was plotted and planned by Hell, with

the plot coming fromHell's highest |evel and through

of ficial channels. Wen the Denbns saw that they had

you in their power, they set it all up, having failed with
their own thieves. The young bl ack magi cian certainly

was expecting you, and was certainly told just what spells
to provide you. So, conme—give us all the bad news. You

are the genie; hence, you made two wi shes."”

Macore sighed. "You're not gonna like this...."

Macore had rubbed the Lanp, and a rather surprised

Dacaro, still darkly handsone and in the bl ack |eather

uni form of the Baron's forces, had appeared. As a prac-
ticed wizard, it was quickly clear to Dacaro that the thief
who' d freed himwas not wholly hinself.

"I must make ny wishes to free nyself of the geas,"”
Macore told him somewhat woodenly.
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"l am bound to obey you, as you are to obey whoever
sent you, but if you can, will you first tell ne of what has
happened since | was inprisoned in the Lanmp?"

Macor e nodded, and proceeded to tell the wi zard how

the Dark Baron had | ost the battle, both on the battlefield
and in w zardly conbat with Ruddygore, causing an uneasy
stalemate. He told of the return of Tiana, the unmasking

of Boquillas, the great turnabout that Ruddygore had

pl ayed on the Baron and his denon ally, the great face-
down, and how Hi ccarph had been yanked back to Hell

whi |l e Boquillas had been stripped of his powers and even-
tually exiled to Earth after he hel ped defeat Kal adon and
then tried to doubl e-cross everyone.

Dacaro listened intently, but only when Macore had
finished did he ask, "So who sends you now to this place,
t hi ef ?"

"I amsent by Hell, by comumandnent of a denpbn whose
name | know not."

"Very well, then. | amnore than weary of the djinn

VWhat a poor, mserable rattrap of a place, inhabited only
by magi cal creatures who can do nothing but magic yet

to whomnothing is real without nortal wi sh! It was, how
ever, an education in magic that m ght prove nore than
useful, so discharge your geas and command me and the

Lamp. "

"First, | wish that no wi zard of Council rank, be they

on the Council or not, shall be able to cross the Sea of
Dreans to Earth until bidden to do so by nane by a w zard
of such rank on Earth."
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"It is done," Dacaro intoned.

"l also wish that when you are human again you be
transported to the presence of Esm|io Boquillas on Earth,
and be bound to his service, to materialize only when he
is alone and unwatched, along with as nuch true gold as
you can carry with you, stating the words ' Hutsut Ral ston
on the rillorah' when you are ready to go."

"Done!" Dacaro cried, and suddenly becane solid flesh
once again. Macore, |ooking as if he were awakening from
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sone sort of sleep, faded into insubstantiality and found
hinsel f drawn to the Lanp and pulled into it. He knew
no nore, until Ruddygore called himout.

"l shoul d have guessed as nuch." Ruddygore si ghed.

"l do not understand why he didn't sinply wish the
Lanp over there if he had this nmuch |atitude,” Poquah
not ed.

"No, he really couldn't. Neither Boquillas nor Dacaro

can use the Lanp, and he knew we'd be able to trace it
through the djinn, anyway. The Lanp was nore danger

than asset to him For the sane reason, he took no fairy
gold, since its atom ¢ weight and structure varies enough
that it mght not be accepted on Earth as real. However,
the real gold he took will net hima rather |arge sum
woul d say, sold judiciously. Al so, thanks to sone prior

wi shes and sone strong linmtations, the Lamp is of far

| ess effectiveness there than here. It takes one of our
world now to do nmuch with it, and even then the Rul es
governing its use on Earth are extrenely restrictive since
the Conpact liniting direct conflict between Heaven and
Hell to nortal internediaries."

"But what can Boquillas be up to?" Poquah wonder ed.
"He has no power, and is, after all, on Earth."

"Yes. On Earth, thanks to ny nuddl e-headed com

passion. On Earth, where Hell's real battles are waged,

no holds barred. No, he has no power hinself, but he has
vast know edge, perhaps nearly equal to ny own, of mmgic
and its usage—and now he has a sorcerer powerful enough
to use that know edge."

"Surely that will not avail himnuch on Earth! The
Rul es do not apply there!"

"Ah, but nmagic does work there, as you should know,

my friend. It has sinply been forgotten by nost and di sbe-
lieved by the vast majority of people intelligent and ded-
i cated enough to use it. And, you are right—there are no
Rul es there. | would never have sent Boquillas there if

he had even a hair of his power, or if there were any

form dabl e professional w zards still living and operating
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there. Now, though—he has found the way. And this tine
with Hell's full cooperation and bl essing!"

He sighed. "And the worst part is, | can no | onger even
get over there to stop him"

She was a creature of the night and the fairy |ight and
she loved it. She had been across the I ength and breadth
of Husaquahr, and she had been the consort of kings and
wi zards, rogues, thieves, pirates, and nercenaries, and
had to a degree shared their adventures. For one so tiny
and delicate, she was a creature of great power, both
known and unknown to nortals and other fairies.

She did not choose this life or this existence. It was
forced upon her, as it was forced upon her sisters who
were born to it. But she had not been born to it; she was
a changeling, a human who had becone a fairy when taken
to the land where faerie power still held sway, and while
she was totally what she now was, she was al so the one
she had been.

She was four feet ten inches tall, with a skin that was

a soft burnt orange. She was humanoi d, but not human.

Her fingers, far too long for a wonan's, ended in clawike
nails; so, too, her toes, and all digits both fingers and toes
wer e webbed. She had a cute, sensuous face with enor-

mous, sad, dark eyes and a playful, sensuous nouth,
flanked by short, thick, blue-black hair shaped sonething
i ke a pageboy with bangs over her forehead. From either
side of her head protruded erect, shell-like pointed ears.
Her body mat ched her face, and was both sensuous and
perfectly proportioned.

But the nobst striking feature was the wings, sinister
and batli ke but sonehow | ess threatening in deep crinson
than in denonic bl ack, although fromthe back the w ngs
were a deep purple. They were not nerely attached to

her but seened al nbost woven into and between her arns
and body, so that, if an armnoved out or forward, the
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menbranes fluttered and acted sonething like a natura
cape, when not extended for flight.

She was of the race of Kauri, an all-female race with

a very special place in the interrelated and conpl enentary
nat i onhood of faerie, a race nunbering only a bit over
three hundred, one of the nost ancient and nost primal

of faerie types. They all |ooked exactly alike, but by a
faerie sense of reading what was truly inportant about an
i ndi vidual as easily as humans ni ght notice superfici al
surface features and bl em shes, they all knew just who
each was at all tines.
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To the Kauri, the whole world was magi ¢ and t hey

al one were born just to enjoy it. In the sanctuary of their
hone at Mohr Jerahl, they flew and played tag and acted
like small, uninhibited children without any self-control,
having not a care in the world. Part of their job was renov-
ing fromnmen, both human and ot herwi se, the heavi est
enotional burdens inside the nmen's souls. They took it
within thenmsel ves and fed off it, but they al so acquired

in this way nmore than they could consune. To cl eanse
thenselves fully, they had to return quite often to Mhr
Jerahl, where the Earth Mt her who bore themlived in

the heart of volcanic fires and could cleanse in those fires
the stains they had renmoved fromthe souls of others.

Marge had often reflected howironic it was that her

Kauri powers grew enornously the nmore of that guilt and
fear and | oneliness she ate, yet the less fun it was when
she had too nmuch. She had returned to Mohr Jerahl only

the previous night froma trip to the north, where she had
participated in an ancient and colorful barbarian rite. Wen
a chief or warlord married, there were three days of cel-
ebration, feasting, dancing, and all the rest, but on the
wedding eve it was traditional for a Kauri to visit and
service the groom to take away that which m ght harm

the relationship and nake his soul pure for the wedding.
VWil e this involved, anobng other things, incredible sex,
the Kauri even took away the guilt. Nor was there nuch

in this case—there was a male race which was the coun-
terpart of the Kauri, the Zamr, and they, too, were hired
to service the bride

Marge had al ways wanted to neet a Zamir, but she'd

di scovered long ago that it was sinply not possible. Even
when brought face to face, Zamr and Kauri coul d neither
see, hear, nor feel one another, or in any way sense one
anot her's presence. Each was nonexistent to the other—
al t hough not to everyone el se.

Marge was uni que in several ways other than being the

only known changel i ng anmong the Kauri. She was from

anot her worl d; she had vast experiences beyond the com
prehension of a Kauri; and she was highly educated. She
was al so, of course, the only Kauri, and probably the only
one of the fairy folk, to have a west Texas accent.

The barbari an weddi ng had taken its toll on her, and

she was glad to be back at Mhr Jerahl and to have di pped
into the fires of the Earth Mother and be cl eansed once
more. She was prepared to remain quite a while now and
just relax and play.

She was content, really, with her lot inlife, and the
nost i nmportant thing was that she had | earned the faerie
way of not |ooking ahead or anticipating, but living each
monent to the full and maki ng the best of whatever the
situation was. She had neant to visit Joe, Tiana, and old
Ruddygore; she still intended to do so, but she did not
pl an nor have any sense of tinme as humans did and she
sinmply hadn't gotten around to it. Tine was neasured by
day and night and nothing el se; she had no idea how | ong
it had been, except that it didn't seemvery long at all
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It was, then, with sone surprise that she received a
summons to return to the Earth Mot her only one night
after comng "home," as she thought of Mhr Jerahl. The
summons was internal, and it was obligatory. The Earth
Mot her was rather direct and, well, earthy; subtle was
not somet hi ng she under st ood.

Marge flew in toward the snall hissing spatter cone in
the center of Mhr Jerahl and unhesitatingly flewinto its
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crater, oblivious of the heat and of the red bubbling I ava.
Instantly, she was one with the Earth Mot her

"I come in answer to your call, ny Mther," she said,
proj ecting her thoughts into the swirling nmass of reds,
oranges, and bl acks.

"You bet your ass you do," the Earth Mther responded
curtly. "A probl em has cone up which resulted in a request
for you specifically. You' ve been out quite a while and
I"mgenerally inclined to ignore such requests, but this
one seens different."

Marge didn't really feel like going back into the world
right now either, but she had no choice in the matter and
sai d not hi ng.

"It appears that the forces of Hell are once nore on

the march, not in the old arny sense, but in the way they
are nost effective," the Earth Mdther told her. "As a rule,
we're neutral in such matters, but this is an unusual sit-
uation. It involves the Dark Baron and ot hers whom you
know wel | . "

She was startled. "But the Dark Baron is not in this
worl d any | onger!"

"That's true—but his influence pervades the world still,

for his darker enployer is not linmted to nerely one world

or one place. This appears to be sonething so big it involves
both worl ds, and as one of both worlds it has been

requested that you join the conpany fornmed to counter

the evil. How do you feel about it?"

"The third adventure," she responded, suddenly
renenbering. "Ch, yes, ny Modther. | will go."

"If | decide it, you'll go. | amhesitant. There are no

signs or signals | can read on the course and outcone of
this, since it involves Earth. There is great danger and
possibly death in this. There is a great possibility that you
will have to go to Earth to get this resolved."

"To Eart hF

"Yes. And if you do, it will not be as you were but as
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a Kauri you will go. Your powers are sufficient to mask
you fromordinary folk, but none with the sight, including

JACK L. CHALKER 49

those fromthis world, will be fooled. Wrse, Earth is a

pl ace terribly in need of Kauri, so the pressures on you

will be enormous to help all that you find, and you nust
resist this. There is no way while there to cl eanse yourself.
Half of Earth is made of iron, which nmeans it wll be

unconfortable at the very least, and while there are spells
to protect you, they offer only a very limted protection
It will be arranged so that you can handle snmall ampunts

wi t hout nore than slight disconfort; but if you are injured

by iron, it cannot be healed, and if you are killed, it wll
be the true death."

"I'"'mnot afraid of that. | |onged for the true death once,
and was only saved by providence fromtaking ny own
life. All that | have done since has been the only truly

happy tinme in my life. If the bill nmust be paid for that,
then it nust."

"Good girl! I'mproud of you! Very well. You will go

to Castle Terindell, arriving on the night of the new noon,
and fromthat point you will be-in the hands of Ruddygore
and his conpany. Just renenber at all tines that you are
Kauri. Your will is strong. Control yourself and place the
m ssion above all else." The Earth Mother hesitated a

monent. "If you don't conme back, |I'mgoing to be really
pi ssed off."

It was the closest thing to affection the Earth Mbdther
had ever said to her, and she was touched.

"As a Kauri, | would not want to do anything to cause
you angui sh."

"Co, then! Before | change ny mnd!"
And, with that, she found herself flung fromthe top
of the vol cano back out into the open night air.

The noon was a thin crescent in the sky, telling her

she had but three days to nmake the castle. It would not
be difficult.
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CHAPTER 5
A LONG EXPECTED REUNI ON

The Council is absolute in all matters of adjusting or suppl e~
menting the Rules. Council nenbers nmay not |ike or be allied
wi th one another unless they so choose, but nmust be civi

when neeting in session. This Rule should not be taken as a
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constrai nt agai nst assassi nations.
—Rules, I'l, 77(a)
IT WAS A SOVBER PARTY, BUT, NEVERTHELESS, THROCK-

morton P. Ruddygore was a good host. There was gour net

food of every kind, fine w nes and even chanpagnes, and

the best accompdations. It was, in fact, a historica
meeting at Castle Terindell; short of the convention of the
Brot herhood, it was the first tinme anyone in living nenory
could recall that all thirteen nmenbers of the Council were

in the same place at the sane tine.

O course, they and a few others knew of the one other
time, when these same men and wonen faced down the
Dark Baron in his castle and stripped himof his nmem
bership and his powers, but this sort of gathering was

unpr ecedent ed.
There was Ruddygore, of course, now Chairman of the

Council and host to the gathering, still taking sone delight
in showing off his priceless collection of pink flam ngos
and plaster-of-paris statues gleaned fromEarth; and the

| ovely and two-faced queen of the wtches, Esnerada,

who' d only survived the Baron by switching sides. Here,

too, was Fajera, the huge bl ack-robed figure fromthe
continent of Murri far to the south of Husaquahr, and the

schol arly Docondi an, the | ean and dangerous Sargash,
the ancient gray-robed Mathala, and all the others—the
thirteen nost powerful men and wonen of their world,
and, perhaps, of any world.

Joe and Tiana, too, were there, along with many ot hers
bot h human and of the faerie. Al had great power in the
worl d of one sort or another.

O all those invited. Marge was the last to arrive, cir-
cling the great castle and renenbering all that had hap-
pened to her since arriving here. She took a turn over the
great River of Dancing Gods which here joined with the
Rossi gnol and w dened into the greatest noving body of

wat er any had ever known, yet still a thousand mles from
its nouth. It was nostal gia and the beauty of the scene
that made her hesitate; she no |onger could even under-
stand shyness or other social inhibitions.

Finally she di pped down, flying over the mpat and
outer castle and then into one of the brightly Iighted w n-
dows fronting on the reception.

"Ah! A Kauri!" soneone conmented. "The old boy
spares not hing."

Joe was polishing off a glass of good dark al e when he
heard the coment, and he turned and saw her. It was

i mpossible for himto know if this was just any Kauri or
Marge—they all | ooked absolutely identical -but she
spotted him smled, and wi nked, and he felt pretty cer-
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tain. Tiana had al ways been unconfortable wi th Mrge
around, but she knew better than to be anything but cal m
and graci ous now.

Joe wal ked over to her, towering over the tiny fairy
form "Hello, Marge," he said a bit uncertainly. "It's been
along tine."

For the first time Marge realized that it nust have been

a long tine. Although Joe was still strong and in the best
of shape, she noticed now a few gray hairs anong the

black and a certain etching of lines in the face. It shocked
her a bit, since she was conming froma place where tine
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meant nothing and the only close friends she had never
aged.

"H, Joe. | guess it has been long. You |ose track of
time after a while. You're still |ooking good, though."

"I"'mgetting bored and lazy," he told her. "You got the
best of the deal, believe nme." He paused a nonment. "I'm
sort of surprised to see you here, to tell the truth. The
old man asked for you specifically?"

She grinned. "He couldn't help it. The Rul es guaran-

teed three adventures, and we've only had two. But if

this involves Earth, it's something the two of us are best
abl e to handl e anyway. "

"Maybe, " he responded hesitantly. He still had trouble
reconciling her fairy nature with anything practical. The
Kauri were enornously powerful but only in defense.

None could so nuch as stick out a foot to trip soneone

or slap a face or stick a pin in sonebody's rear. Not that
they had to, so great were their defensive powers, but
those powers defended only them not anyone they night

be with.

"Do you know the details of this?" she asked him

"Not rmuch. Ruddygore's supposed to brief everyone

at a neeting here tonight. Al | knowis that Dacaro's free
because of some denmon and he and a fortune in gold have
gone to Boquillas on Earth. The Baron has as nuch

know edge of mmgi ¢ as Ruddygore, and Dacaro has the

power and strength to use it. Imagine that team set |oose
on Earth with no scruples. Hell's help, and a popul ati on
that doesn't even really believe in magic."

She nodded, but said nothing, just |ooking around at
the assenbled dignitaries. "Looks |like a rogue's gallery,
if | ever saw one, right here. Two-thirds of the people
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here are nore in Hell's grasp than Boquillas."

And she wasn't wong in that. The fact was, the ruling
powers were a m xed bag of personalities and many, if

not nost, were magicians of the blackest sort—the kind

of folk who'd cheerfully torture small children and kill and
mai m whol e popul ati ons of innocents w thout |osing a

monent's sleep. It was thought that no one, not even
Ruddygore, could reach such a hei ght of power and posi -
tion without a driving egocentrismthat surpassed all nor-
mal human under st andi ng.

In fact, the only thing any of the Council really feared
was that Heaven and Hell would cone together for the

final conflict, the Armageddon that would settle forever
the fate of all the universes. Until then, unless they were
careless, as Tiana's father had been, or upset the bal ance
of power anong the wizards, as Boquillas had tried to

do, they were incredibly powerful and nearly as inmortal
as, and far less vulnerable than, the fairy folk. It was a
Heavenly attack they feared, which would end their power
and perhaps bring themthe true death, and so the nore
evil they were, the nore they feared the final conflict.
They liked things just the way they were and wanted the
due bill as far down the road as possible.

Those who were not wi zards generally stuck to them

sel ves, feeling somewhat unconfortabl e around such true
power, and bided their tine until Ruddygore was ready
for them

He entered with a flourish, in full flow ng robes of
sparkling gold, and was instantly the center of attention,
greeting everyone with friendly informality and the usua
banalities and acting for all the world as if this were a
happy and wel | - pl anned occasion. It was only when he

got to Marge that the act seened to slip a bit.

"I"'mquite happy to see you. Marge. | hope this won't
interfere with your new life too nuch."

"Don't worry," she responded lightly. "Every once in
a while it's good to have an adventure."

He wi nked and was off again on the rounds of the room
Finally winding up at the pastry tray, he took seven or
eight and a half-bottle of vintage chanpagne and settl ed
down in his big, plush, oak chair, which he'd cleverly
managed to place on a slight riser near one end of the
room so that it not only gave hima total view of the
occupants but al so sonewhat resenbled a throne. Every-
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one qui eted down rather quickly as it was noticed that he
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was now sinply sitting there and exam ning themthor-
oughly. In a mnute or so, there was silence.

"Most of you know the reason we're here al ready,"”

the big sorcerer said at |ast, "although perhaps not all the
details. W are faced with a minor crisis and a nmjor
decision and we'd better get to it. This is an informa
party, not a formal Council neeting, and | hope to gain

a consensus rather than force through any record votes."

That was clever, Tiana thought. It neant that they

m ght well vote to go against Hell, while being able to
deny that they were on Ruddygore's side later on if things
went wrong.

"You all are the ranking wi zards of this world of ours,
such as it is," Ruddygore continued, "and the | eaders of
some of the nost powerful of fairy races who still have
sone menbership on Earth. Also here are sone with |ong
records of service against the Baron and whose help we
m ght need, depending on what is decided."

He paused a nmoment and took a drink of the cham
pagne, then went on.

"Now, as you all know, Esml|io Boquillas was sen-

tenced to a total |oss of power by the Council, and that
sentence was carried out in accordance with the Rul es.
When, afterward, he continued to present a threat to us,
the Rules called for a duel to the death with him but, as
we had stripped himof his powers, this would have been
murder. As you also know, the Rules specifically forbid
that sort of thing when a ranking wi zard is rendered pow
erl ess by an action of the Council. This left me no choice
but to exile himto Earth, feeling that there, where tech-
nol ogy rules and there are no really nmajor ranking magi-
cians, he'd no |longer be any threat to us. As it turned
out, this was a mistake, but it was a m stake nade because
of mandated Rules. In other words, we are responsible,

as Rul e makers, and so we have both the authority and

the ethical inperative to act in this matter. Wiat we nust

decide first is whether or not we have the duty to do so
and the will."

"Perhaps you'd better first give us your idea of what
he's up to," the witch queen Esnerada suggest ed.

"Well, | have no clear ideas on that. W now know

that he retains sone sort of organization here, on this
side, and that he can sonehow reach them perhaps

through Hell and perhaps through nagi cal neans. This
matter of the Lanp was carefully planned down to the
smal | est detail, and it had to have been planned fromthis
side, if only because a nunber of traps in ny vault cham
bers have been changed since anyone was in there who
survived. Soneone recruited top thieves and sonehow
forced themor convinced themto try, and each one had
sonme sort of spell or charmthat fed data back to a master
wi zard here. They all failed, but the information got out,
and each one got farther than the last. The fact that the
Baron still has powerful allies even in Husaquahr, along
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with a nmeans of comuni cation, neans that he is a direct
threat. The fact that his ally nust be a wizard of the top
rank makes it our concern directly."

They didn't like that, none of them The inplication
was cl ear that one of the very wi zards in the room was
in fact in |league with the Dark Baron

"Still, what concern is that of the Council?" the dark
wi zard Fajera asked. "Boquillas is powerless and cannot
cross the Sea of Dreans any nore than we can, w sh or
no wi sh. What danmage he will do is on Earth, which is
out si de our province."

"Perhaps not," the huge wi zard responded. "First of

all, Boquillas now has a wizard close to top rank, if not
equal to us, at his beck and call, and the Baron retains

his trenmendous know edge of magic and spells. This is a
two-pronged attack, but it is not ainmed necessarily at
Armageddon on Earth, although that nmight well be its

result. Earth is well nigh defensel ess agai nst our kind of
power as we are against that of Earth. Were it just Earth,

I wouldn't have called this neeting, but it's not. The work-
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ings of Hell set up great storns across the Sea of Dreans,
and those storns are |lashing out at the breakwaters of

our owmn world. Hell is doing so well, in fact, that Earth
isin an incredible ness. It will take very little to push
down our barriers so that the evil washes once nore into
our lands and lives, but even that is not a real concern

"The real concern,"” he added, with menace in his voice,

"is that this is being waged on both fronts with Hell's
cooperation. Armageddon is but a single decision away

on Earth. So far they have resisted all pressures and prov-
ocations, but it nmight not take nuch to tip the bal ance.™

"But the Baron would be as unlikely as any of us to
cause it!" the fat Careska protested. "He has as nuch to
| ose as we, particularly now that he has access to sone
power to protect hinself!"

"Per haps, but you forget that our Baron is an ideali st

and easily swayed," Ruddygore responded. "I assure you

that the injustices of Earth nake us | ook |ike a chorus of
angels in the earliest Garden. He and his allies here m ght
wel | be fooled into thinking the objective is nmore limted.
He is also, of course, a failure, an agent of Hell who totally
failed at his objectives and caused great enbarrassnent

and trouble to the powers that be down there. This is a
way to rehabilitate hinself, get back in their good graces
Certainly Hell is not going to press for the final battle
unless it thinks it can win, and the signs are now quite
favorable for it. It doesn't nmatter—the danger is there
and it is real, and we, by our actions and our Rules, set
it up. The only thing that remains is what we do about it.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...0ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (43 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:02 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

We can wash our hands of it and do nothing, in which
case our nice little systemis dooned to crack and fall
and armes will again march and destroy—and we ni ght
turn around and find Armageddon at any nonment. O we

can act now, preenptively. | say we can't take the chance
nor shirk our responsibilities. | say act and now What
say you?"

There was dead silence for a nmonment, although each
57
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of the wi zards seemed to sink deeply into thought and
occasional |y make side gl ances at the others.

"l take your silence for consent. The next question is
what to do about it."

A regal -1 ooki ng but anci ent dwarf none had even noticed
spoke up in a deep, runbling voice. "Go over there and
kill the bastard. He is nortal now. "

Ruddygor e nodded. "Thank you. King Ewedol, for

sayi ng the unspeakable. | concur. Boquillas alone is a
def ensel ess human being. He must be killed, and wi thout
mercy. Wthout him Dacaro will be form dabl e but man-
ageable as he will not have that vast store of know edge
and experience the Baron brings. Wth Boquill as dead,
will once again be freed to cross the Sea of Dreans and
deal with that slimy little bastard personally."”

"So whom are you going to send over there to do the

deed?" the red-robed Sargash asked him "It is one thing

to say that you will kill him but he is certain to be better
protected than your vault! Those fromhere will renain

bound by the Rules, while his Earthly allies and denonic
friends will not, and none may be wi zards of the top rank."

"Quite true," the Council |eader agreed. "I am aware

of the problens. | amal so aware that any we send wil|l
be known as soon as they arrive, if not before. For that
reason, the Conpany | shall formfor this task will be
done entirely by ne. Sonme of its nmenbers will be obvious
to any here, but sonme will not."

"Why not just take your damed Lamp and wi sh him
dead?" the dwarf king grow ed

"A good question. The Lanp is old, and of linmted

ef fectiveness, although it is still quite powerful. Unfor-
tunately, its reach will not extend across the Sea of Dreans
in either direction. To be used agai nst soneone or sorme-
thing on Earth, it nust be on Earth, and that presents

even greater problens, as it really wasn't designed for
there. On Earth it is erratic, unpredictable, and very |im
ited. To be useful at all there, the Lanp would have to

be no nore than a few feet fromthe object of the w sh.
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Did you not all wonder why Dacaro didn't just take the
Lanp? It's because the thing can no |onger travel by its
own power across the Sea of Dreans, and to carry it over
the Sea woul d have put himat risk to my own powers

and agents." He | ooked around. "Are we agreed, then?"
Again there was dead silence, which pleased the big

sorcerer.
"Al'l right, then. In the meantine, | intend to find and

stop the wi zard on our side and put an end to hi mer
her. This person is no | ess dangerous to us and the future

than was Boquillas, and will remain no | ess dangerous,
even if we deal with the Baron. | do not intend any nore
| oose ends. Had Hell not interfered, | would have crushed

the Baron on the castle walls. Hell will not save this
person this tinme!"

By the next evening, all had left to return to their own
domai ns, leaving only Joe, Tiana, and Marge as outsiders
in Castle Terindell. Ruddygore had spent the day seeing
the others off and consulting with the rulers of the fairy
races who had al so been present, the latter because he
feared their use as hostages or pawns by the Baron. He
seemed wel | sati sfi ed.

Now, in far less formal conpany, they sat around the

sanme great roomwith its walls filled, floor to ceiling, with
the red-bound vol unes of the Books of Rules, waiting for

the signal to go. Poquah joined them as silent and inpas-
sive as usual. The Imr was a w zard probably equal in
strength and power to Dacaro, but he was of the faerie.

In an otherw se equal contest between himand a human

wi zard, however, he would | ose. That was the way of

magi c.
Ruddygore entered, |ooking tired and drawn, but he

seened far nore relaxed with just Joe, Tiana, Marge, and
Poquah about. "It's been a difficult tine," he told them
wearily. "Still, it's nothing conpared to the tasks laid out
to acconplish. This will be far trickier than outwitting an
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army or even fighting a denon, which you might have to
do. "

"When do we | eave?" Ti ana asked him

"WP do not," the wizard replied. "The Conpany nust

be carefully bal anced, using a nunber of conplex factors.
Certainly it is necessary that Joe and Marge go, as they
are originally from Earth. They know how to cope there,
and will not be taken aback by the cultures and technol ogy
there. Also, at |ast report the Baron was in the United
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States, which makes it even nore inperative. Unfortu-
nately, the Baron knows this as well as | do, and Joe, you
will never be an invisible sort. Renenber, too, that the
Baron knows of your were nature. He will know how to

kill you and he'll not nake any nistakes on that score
again."
Joe nodded. "I'mready for that. He still has to fear

every living thing during the three nights of the full rnoon
while I'"'mthere, and if he has to steal that nuch gold for
a bankroll, he can't arm everybody working for himwth
silver bullets.”

"l agree. But that suspicion factor will make it triply
difficult to get to himduring those periods. Still, it's a
massi ve psychol ogical factor. He'll never hide so well that
he won't quake in terror at every fly on the wall or spider
in the woodwork. "

"Yeah, but what about Marge? | nean, she's pretty
much of a standout in the good old U S. of A Very few
girls there have wings, for exanple."

Ruddygore grinned and | ooked knowi ngly at Marge. "I
gat her you have never actually sanmpled the joys of Kauri."

Joe flushed and Tiana gave a real hard |l ook to both
himand to the wizard. "O course not!" the big man
grow ed.

"Then you don't know that the Kauri work their magic

by appearing to their—lient—not as thensel ves, but as
the idealized wonan of his dreams. They do not change,
but to everyone el se they appear to be soneone el se, and
they can do this at will. Right, Marge?"
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"That's about it. That's what makes this sound |ike

f un.

"Well, it isn't!" Ruddygore snapped back. "This is
deadly and serious. The odds are very much agai nst any
of you surviving, let alone acconplishing this mssion."

She shrugged. "One thing at a tinme."

Ruddygor e si ghed, accepting her faerie outl ook because

it was useless to change it. "There are, of course, a few
problenms with you. Marge. For one thing, none of the
fairy folk photograph at all. Any of the Baron's agents
who takes a photograph of you, or |ooks at a video inage,
will not see you and will inmediately know that you're
one of their quarry. For another, your guise is transparent
to any w zard or anyone else with very strong second
sight. Fortunately, few have the sight on Earth and many
of themonly have it when they're drunk or on sone drug
or other. But Dacaro will certainly not be fooled for an
instant, and we can assune Boquillas has nade provision
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by this time not to be fooled, either. And don't ever forget
that both know you, Boquillas in particular, and know
the powers and linits of Kauri."

"l understand. Don't worry. The Kauri are nothing'if
not careful about such things."

"Well, it only takes one slip and the tremendous power

you'll feel over there, as you are, may blind you to your
dangers and Iimtations. | can give you, and Poquah as

well, spells to protect you against the routine iron of Earth,
but it is only limted protection and iron will still bum
scar, and even kill if it penetrates your skins. So nmuch
contains iron there that you'll have to be on constant

guard. "

Joe's eyebrows rose and he | ooked at the Imr. "You're
com ng, too?"

"I ama wi zard of considerabl e strength who has spent

sonme time on Earth," Poquah replied calmy. "My powers

are nore than sufficient for conceal ment and will also aid,
| suspect, in locating and penetrating the plot. |I amjust
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bel ow t he power threshold established by the w sh. Wy?
Do you object?"

Joe renenbered the Inmir's courage and dedication in
their previous bouts with the Baron. "No, of course not.
G ad to have you."

"l assume that what goes for Joe goes for nme as well,"”
said Tiana, feeling left out.

Ruddygore sighed. "No, ny dear, I'mafraid it doesn't.
You can't go."

She stood up angrily, a very form dable sight. "I am
goi ng!"

"You cannot. Even if we could find sone way to fake

the Goddess's departure for what mght prove a great

Il ength of tine, and even if we could convince the Counci
to allow the risk of your not getting back, it still won't
wor k. "

"I was born here, yes, but | was raised and educated
in Europe! | amas nmuch of Earth as these two!"

"Not quite, but, yes, I'lIl grant you that you woul d be

a valuable addition; but, you see, it just isn't possible.
The wi sh Dacaro used agai nst wi zards bl ocks power, not
skill. You are over the wi zard threshold, ny dear. You
are too powerful. The wi sh prevents you, not [|."

She | ooked at Joe, stricken, and Joe | ooked back with
equal anguish. In nore than five years they'd been an
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i nseparable team "Then | won't go, either," Joe said flatly.

The anger and frustration seemed to subside in Tiana.

"Yes you will, my love," she responded with a w stful

sigh. "You nmust. Not only is this far bigger than just the
two of us, but | think the Rules and your own nature
command it. If you could go, and did not, it would eat at
you forever. If none of them came back, you would not

be able to live with yourself, wondering. | could not stand
to see that happen to you. You will go."
Joe still |ooked uncertain. "W'l| see," he nuttered

under his breath.

"There is a gray area here that nust be addressed,"”
Ruddygore told them "The Rules apply here, and they
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apply to all of us, but they do not apply to Earth. That
means we won't need an unwi el dy seven or nore for our
conpany, but it also nmeans that Marge will remain a Kauri,
bound by Kauri rules as well as her own nature, and the
sanme for the others. This is also true, to a degree, for
Dacaro and Boquillas, particularly when interacting with
ones fromhere. | would not be too concerned about it,
though. It certainly will not be Marge who takes on Dacaro

in the end."
"Yeah, well, that's the point, isn't it?" Joe snapped. "I

mean, you're gonna drop us over there cold, at which

time we sonehow have to find out where in a country

three thousand mles wide and two hundred mllion strong
they're hiding, then take on a super-powerful w zard with
no wizard to match, all w thout being picked up and | ocked
away in sonme |ooney bin by the cops. It's crazy!"

"Actually, it's nore like two hundred and fifty million
people," the wizard replied casually, "but | think we can
narrow down the odds a bit. | amnot w thout resources
and an organi zation of nmy own there, although I wll adnit
it's weaker in the United States than in Europe. You w ||
have hel p, anyway, and nbney—as much as you need.

| admit, however, to not having a good plan on howto
face down Dacaro. That is why | think you and Marge
should take a prelimnary trip down the River of Dancing
CGods. | think we should have a consultation with the
Oracle of Mylox, which will acconplish two purposes.
First, it will tell us if this deed is possible. That rmuch of
a straight answer we can expect, anyway. Beyond this,

we mght or might not learn nore. Oracles are al ways

right but they aren't very dependabl e and are al ways

obscure.”
Joe | ooked at Tiana, then at Marge. "Ch, great. Just

where is this Oracle, anyway? | never heard of him"
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"Ch, he's quite fanous, but, alas, a bit expensive and
somewhat inconvenient to reach. He lives on a small trop-
ical island about a hundred mles or so due south of the
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river's mouth, and it's difficult to get to and often difficult
to return from"

"If it's that bad, | could fly down al one," Marge offered.

"No," Ruddygore replied, "that won't do. For one thing,

it's too far out for you to fly without a rest stop. The sea's
rough fromthe bottom of the continent to there, and the

only bit of rock is quite hostile. Mre conpelling, how

ever, is that the Oracle's predictions are only truly reliable
when requested by a nortal, not one of fairy blood. Sore-

one nust go who is not of the fairy races and who is al so
going on the expedition. | think that pretty well singles

out Joe as things stand now. "

"There is nore to it than that," Tiana noted. "You said
there were two reasons, and | suspect | know t he second.
Joe is bait."

Ruddygore nodded. "I'mafraid so. Wether one of
those in this roomlast night is in |eague with Boquillas
or whether it's soneone of rank not on the Council is

irrelevant. The Baron knew who woul d be sent agai nst
himfromthe nonent he put this plan into operation. The
fact that Macore was chosen to do the deed tells us that
whoever we're dealing with on this side knows us rather
wel | . There were spies on you, probably fromthe nonent
Macore freed Dacaro, Joe, and once they see you heading
south, it will be no puzzle at all to themwhere you're
goi ng and why. Sooner or later they will make an attenpt
at you both, and then we'll either have our villain reveal ed
or we will be able to trace the attackers. You nust appear
in every way to be alone, but they will not be the only
ones keeping a sharp eye on you. Wen they strike, help
will not be far."

"Then | will at least go with themto the Oracle!" Tiana
procl ai ned.

"No, ny dear, you will not, even if you nust be pre-
vented by spell fromdoing so. | have been forced into an
agreement with the Council that both of you shall not be
put simultaneously at risk. Don't worry. Joe can take care
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of hinself, and you will be reunited before the Conpany
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| eaves for Earth."

"Yeah, sure." Joe sighed, secretly relieved at this. He
woul dn't like to have her there to be used as a threat
against himin a fight, he knew "Don't worry. Hell, naybe
the Oacle will tell us it's a waste of tine."

Ruddygore stood up and | ooked at them grimfaced.

"I'f so, a darkness, will fall over this land which will make
us yearn for death or even Arnmmgeddon, to gain sone

rel ease. "

CHAPTER 6
NCSTALG A TRI P

Anyone bound by these Rules of magi c and behavi or shal
remain bound to them even if in a plane where the Rules do
not apply in and of thenselves. This Rule is mandatory unti
death. After death, it is optional

—Rules, I'll, 106(d)
TI ANA WAS WORRI ED, BUT SHE HAD HER DUTI ES AND SHE

was stuck with them and so she reluctantly returned to
Castle Mrikay, there to prepare for the opening of the
vitally inportant Lavender Festival, after a long and tear-
ful farewell to Joe. He, at |east, knew that sonme of those
tears were less fromseparation than froma desire to
chuck it all and go with them no matter what. It was
clear, not only to the two of them but to Ruddygore as
well, that the demigod situation sinply could not be tol-
erated much | onger. Sonething had to be done to get rid

of the need for that.

Poquah best knew and understood Ruddygore's Earthly

organi zati on and he al so knew Earth. He was, therefore,

sent on ahead to set things up and ease the transition of
the others when they arrived. The Imr believed with Rud-
dygore that the faster this was done the better, and so the
prelimnary detective work and eval uati on was under his
direction.

He hoped that the rest of the Company m ght be deter-

m ned by what the Oracle had to say, although, if not, he
had a few ideas in reserve. Wat he did not |ike was too
much del ay. He had no i dea what grandi ose schene had

been hatched by his old eneny, but he did not under-
estimate him

So it was that Joe and Marge were pretty nuch al one

as they wal ked down the long path from Castle Teri ndel

on the bluff to the small dock just down fromthe junction
of the river Rossignol with the great Dancing Gods. Marge
needed no baggage, of course, but did wear a belt hung

| oosely on her hips which supported a small | eather case.
Init were two pairs of the sleek but gogglelike sungl asses
Ruddygore had ordered nade for her |long ago so that she
could remain awake and alert in daylight. Even with them
her daylight vision was quite poor, since her eyes were
those of a nocturnal creature, but at |east she could func-
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tion and not becone comat ose.

Joe, too, traveled light, although not quite that |ight.

It was now spring, and they were headi ng south into sub-
tropi cal and even tropical climes, so he felt little need for
heavy furs and boots, preferring to stick to his ornate
sword belt, which held his great magic sword in a snug

but easily reached scabbard, and a sinple brown |oin

cloth. Wth his long, straight, black hair and reddi sh brown
skin, he | ooked very much like an idealized version of his
Apache ancestors.

He stopped and | ooked over and down at Marge.
"Seens |ike old tines again, doesn't it?"

She sniled. "Yeah, it does that, all right. | still can't
help thinking like a target, though. | heard of these ora-
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cles, and even if any of '"emcan really predict anything,
you never can figure "emout until it's too |late, anyway,
so what good are they?"

"Well, the old boy seens to think that this will be
different. Anyway, it feels good just to have a little action
again. |'ve been bored to death."

The boat was a small luxury sailing vessel that could

operate well both in shallow and deep waters. Ruddygore

had described the captain as an old water rat, but they
weren't prepared to be greeted by a creature who stood

nearly six feet tall and | ooked for all the world |ike a giant
brown rat with broad, flat feet and tiny hunmanlike hands.

The giant rat wore a blue and red jacket on which epaul ets
had been sewn at the shoulders; in between its huge

rodent's ears perched a snmall sailor's cap with polished

bill. If the thing weren't so inposing, and if it didn't snell,
close up, like twenty gallons of stagnant water, it would

| ook al nost comical, Joe thought.

Mar ge whi spered, "He's a Pahadur. Be polite.”
"He's not of the faerie, is he?" Joe whispered back

"No. Just one of the several hundred nonhuman races
around. "

Joe could only feel upset at his shock and his ignorance.
He' d seen a number of nonhuman races, and even fought

a few, but his real know edge of mpbst of this world and
its creatures was abysmally poor. For all the perspective
Mori kay and Wl f |sland provided, he m ght as well have
been i n Phil adel phi a.

The captain had a gritty, rasping, unpleasant voice that
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cane from sonmewhere far beyond the snout, deep in the
t hr oat .

"Wl cone aboard the Piebald H ppogryph\" he said.
"I"'mCaptain Ely." He stuck out a small, gray-pink, tal-
oned hand.

Joe took it without hesitation. He wasn't used to shak-

ing hands with giant talking rats, but he'd been severa

years now in the social and diplomatic circuit. "Gad to
meet you."

"I"'mglad the ship's not naned the Bounty," Marge
munbl ed.

"I's this your ship. Captain?" Joe asked, either not hear-
ing or ignoring the coment.

"No, it's actually owned by a bunch of little old |adies
who had to invest their quilting noney in a tax shelter,
but for all intents andpurposes it's mne. W run charters
to various points up and down the river system You don't
get luxury like this on the average vessel," Biy bragged.

And, in fact, he wasn't kidding. There was far nore
room bel ow than either of them would believe—+two very
wel | - appointed stateroons with | arge beds wi th feather
mattresses and a dining and | ounge area off of which was
a wel | -designed galley. The area was presided over by a
very beautiful young woman whom Ely introduced as

Audra. Only the fact that not only Audra's eyes were
green, but her skin and hair as well, suggested that she
was sonet hi ng ot her than hunman.

"l can see your question, and it's a common one," she

told themw thout it having to be spoken. "I am a wood
nynph. | had just lost ny tree in a fire and had sw tched
to anot her when they came to lunber the area. | was in

hi bernation at the tine and wasn't marked or registered,
so they took the new tree and used it in building this
boat . "

"You nean you're stuck, attached to this boat?" Marge
asked, a bit taken aback by the coment.

"Ch, yes, at least until it is totally destroyed. | don't
mnd. At least it gives nme sonme chance to see the world
and earn ny keep, and | neet a lot of interesting people.
It could have been worse. | nean, they could have used
only half of the tree."

Mar ge shuddered. The idea of severed |inbs appearing
all over the place was unnerving.

Biy took them back topside. "She literally lives inside
the ship itself, or inits tinbers," he told them "Makes
it easy, considering the limted crews quarters, and rea
conveni ent. She's happy, and we get free nmmid service.
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Only trouble is, she's a | ousy cook, since she just sits up
here and takes in the sun for a couple of hours and gul ps
down some water. She tries followi ng recipes; but if you' ve
never eaten food, how the hell can you ever |eam how

to do it right?"

"You won't need nmuch on ny score,” Marge told him
"I eat fruit and take juices now and then, nmaybe even
some w ne, but nothing else."

"Well / eat, and a lot," Joe noted. "However, I'll take
your advice and do ny own cooking, if Audra will let ne
inthe galley for it."

"Ch, sure. She's used to it. She'll stand there and take
all sorts of notes trying to figure it out. Ah! Here's our
pilot!"

The face and form of yet another pretty young wonman

appear ed; she was hol ding onto the side of the ship, appar-
ently just back froma swim Wen she haul ed herself
aboard, though, and sat on the rail, a long, fishlike tail
creamcol ored |ike her skin, extended down from her wai st.
Joe had seen nermai ds before in Husaquahr, but never

this close up. He had always imagined the tails as dark
and scaly.

"Tura, meet our passengers," Biy called to the mernaid.

"H! dad to know you!"

There were introductions around, and Joe began to

wonder just what sort of cruise this was going to be.
Certainly he was glad that Tiana was of f at Mrikay. Wat
woul d she say on discovering that he was to be in close
quarters for several days with a Kauri, a wood nynph,

and a nernmaid, with his only conpetition a giant rat?

Mer mai ds, he knew, were always fermale, but nmated solely
wi th human nen—but only at one tine in the year and

for the duration of getting pregnant.

This, then, was the crew of the Piebald H ppogryph

"Anything to report, luv, before we get under way?"
Biy asked the mernmaid.

"No, it's pretty clear. Steer forty degrees to the main
channel, then followit. There was a herd of wild hippo-

campus grazing on the river bottom about nine | eagues
south, just off the mamin channel, but | wouldn't worry
about them™

Biy | ooked at his two passengers. "Very well, then
Any | uggage or other gear to be stowed?"
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"We're clear," Joe told him "W tend to travel light."

"Very well, then. It's a pretty easy trip goi ng down-

river. The current's strong and gets stronger from here
south, and | use the sails nore as a brake than as power.
We'll run until dusk every day, then tie up at a settlenent,
if it's convenient, or along the shore, if it's not. Barring
bad weat her or unforeseen accidents, we should hit Mar-
ahbar in about ten days."

They nostly got out of the way as the nermaid again

went over the side and Biy cast off the lines fore and aft,
then went leisurely to the Iarge wheel located in the rear
As he said, he didn't even bother to set any sail at this
point, although it was clear fromthe | ook of a forward
line that sonething or soneone was pulling the ship away
fromthe dock and pointing it in the right direction

As soon as they got into the main channel of the Ros-
signol, the line went suddenly slack, and Tura haul ed
hersel f back aboard, looking a little w nded. She gl anced
over, saw Joe and Marge sitting on deck, and snil ed.

"In main ports they have trai ned hi ppocanpus to do
the tug work, but out here it's just little old ne," the
mer mai d sai d, between deep breaths.

She didn't | ook that strong, but Joe rem nded hinself
not to underestinmate a mermaid's strength or power in
t he wat er again.

Tura was wel | accustonmed to noving al ong the ship,

using the rails and other projections. She sat down near
them and stretched out her long tail. "Fish out of water,"
she comment ed apol ogetically.

"You stay on board when not working?" Marge asked
her .

"Sonetimes, yes. Everybody thinks of us as related
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to the fish, but we're air-breathing mamal s, just as
humans are."

"But don't you—dry out—after a while?" the Kauri
asked.

"Ch, sure. Don't you? But this is skin, not fish. |'ve

got layers of protection underneath it that you don't, so

| don't have to worry about water tenperatures and the

like, at least not rmuch, but the skin's the sane. |'mpretty
awkward out of the water, but there's no harmin it any

more than with Joe, say. Wirst problemup here in bright
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sunlight is that it's so bright I don't see as well."

Mar ge, who had her goggl es on, chuckled. "I know
what you mean. Maybe you ought to get a pair of these
made. Wthout them I'mtotally blind and out like a |ight

up here in the day."

"Say! What are you, anyway? | don't think | ever saw
sonebody of your race before.”

"I"'ma Kauri."

The nermaid stared at Marge, then | ooked at Joe, and
gave a knowing smrk. "Ch...."

"Hey! It's not that way!" Joe protested. "W're old
friends and partners, that's all."

The nermai d | ooked startled. "Wy not?"
"Huh? What do you nean?"

"Why not that way? You one of them nuscle boys who
only likes other nuscle boys or sonething?"

Joe flushed. "OF course not! |'mhappily married!"

Real i zing that the nmermai d woul d never |let Joe off her

hook and that he was incapable of getting off it gracefully
hinsel f. Marge intervened. "I'ma changeling. W' re from
the sane place and knew each other before |I changed."”

Tura sighed, and Marge knew that she'd put it down

as a case of fate stepping between two old | overs. Wong,
of course, but unrequited | ove was a nore conveni ent

expl anation than the truth.

They were now wel |l past Castle Terindell and out into
the River of Dancing Gods. The Rossignhol and the Danc-
ing Gods net rather gently, but did not inmediately m x.

It was fascinating to see the difference in coloration as
the two rivers flowed side by side wthout any barrier
bet ween them except speed and density. Wen these finally
equal ed out, perhaps a few mles south of the junction,
there was a gradual nerging into one body.

Marge yawned as the sun took its toll on her. Finally

she said, "I'mgoing to go down and get sone rest. Con-
sidering everything, | think it'll be a good idea if | keep
my usual schedule for this trip. Sonebody with good night

vi sion shoul d be awake while we're tied up."

He nodded. "Go ahead." In point of fact, he thought,

it was a very good idea all around. He wondered if the
crew had been told anything about the possible dangers,
and, if so, just how rmuch of a fight they would put up.
He deci ded not to press the question now, but to ease
into it. Marge went bel ow, and he and the mermai d just
sat there and enjoyed the nice day for a while.

"I hear a lot of birds," Tura said suddenly, frowning.
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"I can't see them but ny hearing and sonar are pretty
good, even up here. It seens as if they're staying directly
over the ship."

He | ooked up and around, only now aware of it as well.

The birds were pretty high up and both overhead and a

bit behind, but they were only dark shapes at this distance
and under these conditions. "Do you have a tel escope or
somet hi ng?" he asked her. "I'd like to know what kind

of birds those are." He was suddenly quite tense. If those
were ravens. .

"Sound |ike eagles to ne,
be around these parts.”

Tura said. "Funny that they'd

He rel axed a bit. "That's okay. | think that they and
we have a mutual friend."

I n about an hour they canme upon a herd of wld hip-
pocanpuses, whose horseli ke heads and forequarters
bl ended into huge, mermaidlike tails. They were far |arger
than horses, and they | ooked neaner than hippopot a-
muses, despite colors ranging frompale blue to passionate
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pink. It didn't look as if it would take too many of them
to sink the small ship, and that worried Joe.

"Ch, don't worry so nuch," Tura chided him "They're
peaceful vegetarians living in the shallows and feeding off
bottom pl ants nmuch of the time. The only problemwe

ever have with themis a stanpede, when they' |l panic

and instinctively head for deep water. It nostly happens
during sudden thunderstorns, and the weather's clear and
sunny. "

"Yeah, just the same |—=

At that nonment, a trenendous expl osion seened to go

off right over the herd of nore than thirty of the huge
creatures. There was no flash or blast or any other sign
of its cause, but the trenendous boomit created was so
strong it could be felt as well as heard.

The great ani mal s pani cked, |aunching thensel ves

straight toward the boat in a strange m xture of gallop

and snoot h, al nbst snakeli ke notion. Except for the fact
that they all seenmed to be rushing straight for the Piebald
H ppogryph, however, no two were noving exactly alike

or in a predictable manner, and all were naking | ow
pitched, grunting sounds that filled the air.

Ely had been taken as much by surprise as had the
hi ppocanpuses by the expl osion, but he acted al npst
i nst ant aneously, bringing the ship around hard and point-
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ing it, it seemed for a nonment, directly at the onconing

st anpede. Then the bow canme around sone nore, and

not only Ely's hands and feet but even his long tail seemed
to be working one control or another. There was no tine

to unfurl sail and try and get past them instead, what he
appeared to do was sonehow put on the brakes and stop

dead in the water.

It was a long swmto shore, and Joe braced hinsel f
for the crash.

Ely had done all he could with the ship; holding the

wheel and rudder fast, his tail snaked into a small | ocker
and picked up sone small objects with the skill of a ten-
tacle. The huge creatures were now al nbst upon them

and it seened inevitable that they would strike the Hip-
pogryph and overwhelmit, crushing at |east the bow.

Ely had been snmoking a long, thin cigar, and now coolly
touched it to the objects he'd snaked fromthe | ocker. The
tail then hurled whatever it was forward with great strength,
then inmredi ately returned to the | ocker for nore.

A series of small, staccato expl osions went off between
the ship and the hi ppocanpuses. They weren't in the sane

| eague as the great noise that had stanpeded the herd,

but fromthe viewoint of the animals they went off right
in front of them The tail tossed another snoking bundl e,
and again the rat-a-tat-tat of the explosions cane. Joe
had hit the deck and was clinging to a rail for dear life;

he felt the ship suddenly shudder and heave and knew it
was all over.

There was great splashing about, water washing over

the side and onto the decks, and nore violent thunps. It
seened as if the Hippogryph was being flung in all direc-
tions at the same time, but suddenly things cal med down,
and t he noi ses and spl ashes receded.

It was about half a mnute before Joe realized that he
was still on deck and that the ship was still afloat.

"Ely's the best captain on the river, that's for sure,"”
Tura said calmy

Slowmy, the big man picked hinmself up off the deck and

| ooked around. There seemed no sign of the terrible horde.
Al'l was calmand bright once nore. "Wha—where'd they

go?"

"Into deep water, but they won't stay there long," Ely's
strange, rasping voice responded fromthe rear. "That's
why, as soon as | get us straightened out and back where
I"msure of nmy markings, we're gonna drop sail and run
li ke mad. Having survived '"emon the way out, | sure
don't want to be sunk by themon the way back in!"

Joe was confused, and | ooked to the mermaid for help.
"He brought us about and dropped the centerboard,

anong ot her things, bringing us to a tenporary halt and
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aimng us in at the stanpede. That nmade us a snaller
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target," Tura explained. "It wouldn't stop us for |ong, but
it was enough to allow himto break out and toss sone
fireworks we keep on board right in front of them and

that turned them just enough. A couple of them grazed

us, but I won't know the real damage until | get a chance
to go down and take a | ook."

Joe | ooked around. All was peaceful once nore,

al t hough he coul d see sone debris sticking up fromthe
side of the ship near the bow. There was no question that
they had i ndeed been hit, and his respect for Ely's abil-
ities, no matter what his appearance and nanner, went

up enornously.

He stared at the far horizon, where the shore was barely
vi sible, and said, "You know, there was sonething very
fishy about that stanpede.”

"No, they're mammals, too

He gave her a sharp | ook of disgust. "It's not bad
enough | have to put up with one Marge, now | got two,"
he munbl ed. Louder he said, "No, | nean the expl osion

We have to face facts here. There was no natural cause
for that explosion, and it's timng was perfect. Sonebody
waited for us to cone by and then blewit, hoping we'd

be tranpl ed—and it al nost worked."

They were soon well past the danger area, and Tura

was able to go over the side and check things out. Audra
had al ready merged with the wood and reported no dam

age to her areas, but she could sense only that part of the
ship made up of wood fromher own tree. Certainly they

were not taking on water, which was a relief.

"You know," Ely commented, com ng back on deck,
"that girl of yours can sleep through anything. If they'd
split us open, she'd have gone down with the ship."

"I't wouldn't matter," Joe told him "As |long as she

wasn't hurt, she's as confortable in water as anywhere
else, or so I'mtold. Gtherwise fairies that fragile would
all be dead. Still, sonebody's out to get us, that's for
sure. "

Tura suddenly broke through the surface and | eaped

up to grab the rail, then haul ed herself aboard. "Not too
bad," she told them "Sone outer planking is pretty nessed
up, but the inner hull's sound. The only puncture is a few
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i nches above the waterline and it's not very serious."

"We'll make Harmatuu tonight," the captain responded.
"If we're lucky, we can get her patched enough there to
take us all the way." He paused for a noment. "It night
take a coupl e of days, though. Sorry, sir."

Joe thought it over. "I'mnot too broke up over the
del ays, but |I'mnot sure—well, maybe |'mjust suspi-
cious. Captain, is there any other town where we could
make repairs other than Harnmatuu?”

"Not safely. The next town south with a shipwight big
enough to work on the Hi ppogryph is better than two
days sail. Wy?"

"Well, a stanpede's a good threat, but not really a
killer. The odds are that whoever started it was aimng at
damage rather than anything else. If it sunk or killed us
all the better, but danage is all he could count on."

Ely thought it over. "A trap, then? You think they wait
for you in Harmatuu?"

"I think I'd better think that."

"Well, she's not handling very well, and 1'd hate to try
her for any length of time under full sail, but if we take
it slow and nostly drift down with the current we could
skip the town and continue south."

Joe went over to the rail and | ooked out at the broad

river, whose multicolored patterns showed deeps and

shal | ows and whi ch seened now so serene. "No," he

decided. "First of all, this isn't your fight. If we continue
on down, crippled, it neans we'll be easy to stop and

maybe be sunk next tinme. If they strike, let it be soon,

and on land, at a place where we're expecting it. Mke

for Harmatuu, Captain. |'d rather face a horde of sword-
wi el di ng denons than nysterious expl osions from on

hi gh. "
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It was well after dark when they reached the snal

town on the Marquewood side of the river, which neant,

at least, that they were still theoretically in friendly ter-
ritory. It wasn't much of a town—a small docking facility,

a main street, and two parallel streets were about it. It

was actually just a place for local farms to bring their
produce down to ships and pick up supplies ordered from

el sewhere; it wouldn't really exist even for that if Marque-
wood' s road systemreached this area of the country.
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However, because it was hal fway al ong a deserted

stretch of the river, there was enough mnor barge repair
business to nmaintain a small repair yard. It was, of course,
cl osed when they got there, but it was hardly a probl em
finding someone with authority in a town this size, and
Ely was soon able to make arrangements, with suitable
extra payments, for a quick fix. The fact that his charter
was Ruddygore's nade a big difference i n Mar quewood,

whi ch both |l oved and feared their nost illustrious resi-
dent. Biy was rather evasive about whether or not the
sorcerer was actually aboard, and that hel ped matters

nor e.

There was a small inn with a bar-restaurant and four

sl eeping roons upstairs, two of which were taken. Joe
took one of the spares and Biy the other; Tura pulled out
a wonder ful wheel chairlike contraption and had no trou-
ble getting around town, but decided to stay in the river
itself; and Marge, after hearing about all that had hap-
pened and understandi ng the dangers, decided it would

be better for her to stay outdoors. Kauri-style. Audra, of
course, had to stay with the ship, which was fine as well,
since it guaranteed a friendly person on board at all tines,
especially during the repair phase. It would be very dif-
ficult for anyone or anything to sneak on board, and just
as difficult to leave any ugly surprises there.

There was a snmall square in the mddle of Main Street,
with a huge nmarbl e statue before which was a flame-1ighted
altar. It was a statue of two enornous figures, one nal e,

one fenale, perfect in physical form much overendowed
sexual |y, and quite naked.

"I't doesn't ook nmuch |Iike either of you," Marge noted
critically.

Joe flushed. "Conme on! |'m enbarrassed enough about
this sort of thing as it is. | nmean, look at this! Oferings!"
"Wel |, take heart. Your feet are alnobst black fromthe

flane and the heads and shoul ders of you both are covered
with bird droppings. At least they aren't all that religious
around here."

"I don't know whether to be grateful or insulted by
that," Joe grunped.

There wasn't nuch else to do, so they joined Tura and

Biy at the inn. Tura wore a black pull over sweater and

had a bl anket wapped around her |lower part; it was dif-
ficult, although not inpossible, to tell that she was in fact
a mernmaid and not sinply a pretty paraplegic.

Marge drifted away fromthem and they soon | ost sight

other in the small but |oud gathering in the bar. Biy proved
that his eating habits were fairly disgusting as his form

m ght suggest, but he was quickly through his neal. "I'm
going to turn in,” he told them "I want to be there first
thing tonorrow to make sure everything' s done just so.

|'ve asked around, though. The other two roons upstairs

are taken by fol ks who are regulars through here. One's
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a farminplements sal esman and the other's a mate on a
barge on | ayover here. Strangers stick out in a town like
this, so maybe we're hone free. Still, watch it anyway."

"Iowill,!
ture left.

Joe assured him and the strange ratlike crea-

Joe found Tura both charming and interesting, even if

she did eat everything raw. He found that the three ship-
mat es knew that they were on a potentially dangerous

m ssion and what the ultimate destination was, but that
they didn't know anythi ng about Joe or Marge personally.

Tura tal ked about the life and attitudes of her race and
its ways, with some wistful ness. She was, it seened, nore
at hone in the ocean than in the rivers, and she was here
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and doi ng what she was doi ng basically because she had
been exil ed.

"My people all belong to clans, which are nore than

that +hey are distinct tribes, with their own col oration
and markings. You can't change your clan—you are what

you are. But if you don't go along with whatever the clan

| eaders demand, you risk banishment. Qur territories are
sacred and are tightly controlled. Al who use them nust

do so with the approval of the clan, and, of course, clans
often fight over territory with each other. | sinply grew
sick and tired of it. | just couldn't do what they ordered."

"So you di sobeyed and they threw you out?"

"I't was nore than di sobedience, really, |+ refused to
kill soneone they ordered me to kill."

Joe was shocked. "They actually do that?"

"All the tinme. Usually it's killing soneone randony
fromanother tribe that killed one of us, either accidentally
or on purpose; but sonmetinmes it's |and-people who won't

pay tribute or show the | eaders proper respect. It doesn't
take many of us to sink a ship, you know. "

Joe just shook his head in wonder. Sonehow, he had

never thought of nernaids as being like the Mafia. He
could see the racket, though. He'd been a truck driver,
after all, and not everything and everyone that he'd worked
with during his career had been | egal and aboveboard.
There were routes and cargoes where protection had to

be paid, and territories that were reserved for certain
conpani es and owners. Here everything of inportance

moved al ong the great river system and across the broad
ocean, and the ones who controlled their territories would
i ndeed have enor nous power.

He felt sorry for Tura. Because she' d been bani shed,
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she couldn't go honme or she'd be killed, but the other
clans had different colors and marki ngs and woul dn't
accept or trust her. She was an outcast from her own
kind, in her own way as torn fromher world as he'd been
fromhis.

She liked the |l and—a forest had the sane nystery and
79
JACK L. CHALKER

romance for her that the bottom of the sea would for

hi mbut she needed to be near water nuch of the tine.

She was good for extended periods, but eventually her

skin would dry out and crack or break out painfully if not
fully imersed for quite sone tine. The sun al so caused

di scolorations after a while that carried the threat of skin
cancer.

"I'"ve always wanted to go up to a nountaintop,"” she

told him "and feel the cool snow and | ook down on the
world. It's silly, | know, but it's sonething of a dream"”
"It's not silly," he assured her. "Not at all."

The place had thinned out, and it was clearly near

closing tinme, which was still early in a place like this.
"Cone on," he said. "I'll walk you back to the ship."

She sm | ed and nodded, then suddenly shook her head.

"Ugh! | think I overdid the drinking. I never drink, nuch,
and | feel —dizzy."

He was concerned. "Are you gonna be all right? |
mean—toni ght ?"

"I —mybe not. | don't know. | guess | have to, though."
"No, no. You can stay here. It's a fairly large room"
She | ooked over at the wooden stairway | eading up

"I don't think I could manage that, at least not in ny
condition."

Joe grinned, got up, went around to her, and picked

her up. She was heavy, but she was no Tiana. By this
time, only the proprietor was in the place, and he paid
no notice at all.

He got into the room put her down on the bed, then
went back down to get her wheel chair. As he was goi ng
back, the proprietor called to him

"Your finny lady's got a | oad on, huh?"

Joe shrugged. "That's about the size of it."

The man reached under the bar and took out two smal
corked bottles. "This one is for the lady. You sleep nice
but you don't get sick and you don't have nmuch of a
headache in the norning. The other's a little good-night
drink for you—en the house."
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Joe noted whi ch was whi ch, then nodded. "Thanks."
"Any friend of Ruddygore is a special guest here."

Joe went back up to the room and stowed the wheel -

chair to one side. She was |ying there, |ooking through

the pictures in a small book that was on the nightstand.

Joe knew by the cover photo that it was the biography of

J. MIllard Harrilot, the founder of the |largest chain of inns
i n Marquewood. Joe hadn't noticed that even this little

one was part of the chain until he saw the ubiquitous

paper back.

At least all the beds were king-size in Harrilot inns,
and never did Joe need that nore than now.

He sat down, took the bottles, and uncorked them

"The barkeep says this stuff will give you a good night's
sl eep with no hangover,"” he told her. He sniffed it. It
snelled like cherry brandy. His snelled nuch nore pun-
gent and powerful, with a trace of anise.

She smled, and they touched bottles. "To the noun-
tains!" he said, sniling.

"To a good day," she responded, and they both drank

The stuff was snmpoth but strong goi ng down. He went
over and blew out the light and returned to bed. Suddenly,
he felt alittle dizzy, too.

"Hnph! Must have been a real kick in that," he com
mented and | ay down.

Al nmost imredi ately he felt as if he were fl oati ng—not
awake, but not asleep, either. It was an odd but euphoric
dreanli ke state and it felt far too good to fight.

Tura, too, lapsed quickly into the sane sort of state,

and they lay there, eyes closed, hardly aware of anything,
and particularly not aware of the door to their room open-
ing and a bl ack shape entering.

The newconer qui ckly examined the two of them for

spells and curses. Tura had a few minor charns, probably
purchased from some river w zard, but was essentially
clean. Joe was not quite as clean, however. Not only did
he have a | ot of strong magi cal protections bearing Rud-
dygore's unm stakabl e stanp, but there was sonething

el se there, too, sonething infinitely conplex and dark
The man carried within himan incredibly powerful curse,
one that was of the blood. The stranger hadn't expected
that, but couldn't divine its exact nature.

He was hinsel f an enornously powerful w zard, but

it hardly seemed worth it to undo all of Joe's protections
met hodically. Wth the potion they had both taken, it was
far easier just to go around them

He could do little about the Kauri and even less with

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%?2...0ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (63 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:02 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

the nymph, and Ely didn't matter all that much in this,
but these two he could affect now He knew better than

to challenge the big man directly with sone sort of arned
force; he had a charnmed sword, and that curse | ooked as
if it gave him sone strong neasure of protection as well
as cursing him Well, he had lives to spare—when the

time cane.

For now, a little nonkey-wench was in order, nothing
nmore. Something to keep them of f-bal ance until the tinme
was right.

The potion would do nost of the work. Al) he needed
to add were a few nore practical "suggestions."

JACK L. CHALKER
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CHAPTER 7

MEMORI ES ARE MADE OF THI S

The following shall be taken as the only legitimte purposes
for messages from beyond the grave: (a) warnings; (b) proph-
ecies; (c) curses; (d) related grave matters. Ail other notives

shoul d be suspect ed.
—Rul es, CVI, 201(b)
"ITS A GOOD THING | STAYED UP PAST SUNRI SE, " MARGE

told Ely as they wal ked back to the inn fromthe boatyard.
"I really can't believe this. How could it have happened?"

"Del i berately, you can be sure," the ratlike creature
responded. "It had to be right in the inn. There's no evi-
dence that either of themleft that night."

They approached the inn at a brisk clip. "The innis

still closed to the public?”
"Ch, yes. | had enough influence to handle that, which
is a very good thing, as you'll see."

They entered through the rear door, wal ked past the
smal | kitchen and into the main tavern area, and then
froze.

Joe had apparently noved all of the furniture back from

the center of the serving floor and set up several cushions.
He sat there now, stark naked, an equally but nore nat-
urally naked Tura on his lap, and the two were alternately

| aughi ng, giggling, and meking out |ike newl yweds. They
seenmed oblivious to the newconers, occasionally break-

ing and feeding each other small norsels, nostly bread

and fruit bits.
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Marge, who did sonme of this sort of thing as a business,
was nonet hel ess di sgusted by the display. She cleared her
throat several tinmes, and, when that produced no reac-
tion, she said, rather loudly, "AHEM"

They both turned, big grins on their faces, and | ooked
at the two interlopers. "Oh, hi!" Tura called with a giggle.

"Joe! What the hell happenedto you?" NMarge demanded
to know.

Joe had a puzzled expression and then | ooked at Tura.
"Who' s Joe?" he asked her, and she shrugged.

Marge frowned. "You are! And you're Tura. Don't you
renmenber your own nanes?"

"l never heard of no Joe,
"You?"

the big man responded.

The nermai d shook her head. "Nope. And who's that
ot her one you sai d?"

"See?" Biy whispered. "Bewitched for sure. Both of
Cem "

Mar ge nodded. "I wish | could see the spell, but in

daylight and with these glasses on I'mas spell-blind as
you are. Joe's pretty well protected against spells, though
I smell a potion in this." She turned her attention back

to the unlikely pair. "So if you're not Joe and Tura, what
are your nanes?" she asked them

"l dunno," Joe responded, then |ooked at Tura. "You?"
The nmermai d shook her head, but it was clear that this
lack didn't bother themin the | east.

It took quite a while for Marge to get the whole story
out of them what there was of it. Cearly neither of them
had any nenory what soever of their past or their iden-
tities, nor did they wonder about this or even care about
it. They had awakened together upstairs in a bed and it
was |ike being born at that noment. They had no idea
where they were, or why, and no interest in such things.
They only had eyes for one another. They were passion-
ately, madly in love, and the center of the universe was
the other one and absolutely everything else was irrel e-
vant. In point of fact, it hadn't even occurred to them
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that Tura had a fish-like tail while he had legs; it seened
the nost natural thing in the world for them

"Definitely a whale of a | ove potion," Marge told Ely.
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"I'"'m somet hi ng of an expert in these things. It's tied to
an uninhibitor of some kind. It's a really primal potion,
too. Joe doesn't even know he's naked, or care. | doubt
if either one of them knows the difference between good

or evil, for that nmatter."
"So they are in sone ways like small children," the

captain replied. "But what are we going to do? The ship's
repairs are mnor and will be conpleted by late this eve-
ning. W can sail tonorrowbut with themlike this...."

Marge thought a nonent. "If they were slipped a

M ckey, the odds are it was done here after everybody

else left. It would have taken a small gang to have gotten
them both upstairs when they were out, and | don't think
it's that elaborate, or we'd have noticed sonething. That

| eaves the one man who was here for certain last night.

Where's the proprietor?”

"Still asleep, | think. H's daughter runs the breakfast
part and she was the one who di scovered them+ike

t hat -and awakened ne."

She thought for a nmonent. "I'ma | ot weaker in the
day, but | might be able to manage enough for this. Do
you have a way to contact Ruddygore in an energency?"

"l have sone pi geons aboard, yes."

"Wl l, send hima message now-this norning. It

shoul dn't take more than half a day, considering howlittle
di stance we've traveled. Tell him basically what happened
and request his help or an antidote, then neet me back

here. "
"A'l right, but what then? | nean, he's an awmfully big

man for us to handle, if he doesn't want to be handl ed,

and Tura's no |ightweight—sost of that tail is pure nus-
cle.™

"I know. We'll cross that bridge |later. Get that nessage
off. I"'mgoing to find out why and at whose order this

was done and, hopefully, find out the potion."

She left himand wal ked to the back, nmeeting up with
a thin, nervous-looking girl of sixteen or so. "You the
i nnkeeper's daughter?"

The girl nodded.
"Where is your father now?"

"In back—but he's sleeping. He doesn't like to be
di sturbed at this hour."

"I think nmaybe we should wake him don't you? O
don't you want to open today? Suppose they decide it
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woul d be fun to smash chairs and bottl es?"

The girl nodded, |ooking both scared and glum and
|l ed the Kauri back to a | arge wooden door. Marge | ooked
up at her. "Your nother in there, too?"

"No. My nromdied a few years back."
"Uh-huh. No brothers or sisters?"

"No. "

“I's this door unlocked?"

"Certainly. Why should it be otherw se?"

"Well, 1'l'l wake up your old man. You just go back and
keep our two | overs happy and nake sure they stay put
inside the inn."

"l don't think he—=
"Just do it, girl!"

This was nore than the innkeeper's daughter could
handl e, and she left.

Marge gently turned the knob and entered a hall way.

At the end was a stairway going down to the cellar, and
she realized that they |lived down there with the potables
and other stored itens. That was perfect for her.

She lighted no light, although it was very dark at the
bottom Al this suited her just fine. The walls were stone,
it was sonewhat cool, and there seened no sign of a

wi ndow. Taki ng a chance, she renoved the goggles and

found, to her relief, that the cellar blocked out the radia-
tion that would affect her. In fact, in a place this dark and
this well insulated, it was alnpost |ike being in night, and
she felt her powers grow to near nornal.

Most of the cellar was still devoted to storage, but one
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area had been divided into three small roonms. It was pretty
cl ear which one held the proprietor; he snored like a
dr agon.

Al t hough her notivation was different, she automati -
cally drew on her powers as needed, taking in the inpres-
sions fromthe sl eeper beyond the wall and using them

wi t hout even thinking about it.

The Kauri's power over men was great, in part because

it drew upon the man to supply what was necessary and

nost appropriate. She opened the thin door to the pro-
prietor's bedroomand saw himinstantly, sleeping spraw ed
across a bed rmuch like the ones upstairs. He was an
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unassum ng, dark, chubby man with a cl ose-cropped beard
and t hin nustache.

"Wake up," she said softly, but it was no request or
timd attenpt. It was a command with fairy power behind
it.

The man stirred, shifted, then frowned, and opened

his eyes. She reached up and found a candle, then wlled
the energy to flow fromher to it. The candle flickered
intolife, lighting up the entire small room He saw her in
an instant, and his nouth dropped. "Unora?"

"Yes, ny darling," she responded, knowi ng that he was
seeing not a Kauri but the inmage of his dead wife, not as
she was but as he remenbered her

He yawned and sat up. "But—you should be at peace

now | did what you asked of nme." He paused a nonent.
"You are not like you were. You are beautiful and radi ant
once nore."

"l have not returned before, ny love, for it is generally
forbi dden. | was sent back because | was told you had
conmitted a grave evil. Are you saying you did it in ny
name? For nme?'

"But —-you were here! Cold fromthe grave! | saw you!"
He shudder ed.

So that was it. "Someone nmade you believe it was ne,
but it was not. You were fooled by a very evil one, ny
darling. Wo was it?"
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He shook his head, trying to take it all in. She could

see he was struggling, but she presented the preferable
vision of reality, even if the false one. Bit by bit, he told
her the tale.

She—er one who' d | ooked |ike her—had cone to him

in the early norning, as she did now. But that one was
not beautiful as she now was; no, she'd been only a
terrible shadow of her fornmer self, a recognizable but
horri bl e corpse, partly deconposed. She—his wife's
corpse-had told himthat her soul was trapped and coul d
not go on, held by one who was the Master of the Dead.
The Master had sent her to request a small task of any
who cane, and had agreed that, if he perforned that task,
she would find eternal peace. Her voice and horrible ap-
pearance had haunted himand filled himwith pity. Wen
she'd piteously conpl ained of the cold and the wor s,

he could do no nore than follow orders. To free his be-

|l oved wife fromsuch a fate, he would have comitted
mass nmurder; this was nerely to slip a potion, which he'd
been assured was not lethal, to a couple of strangers.

"Who gave you the potions?" she asked him

"You—she—di d. Left them here."
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"Then you never saw this Master of the Dead?"

"I «nel |, sort of. He was here, |last night. Were

don't know, but he was here. | was to | eave the keys
avai |l abl e and then cone down here. | did, but not all the
way. | heard hi mnoving about and heard hi m nount the
stairs. Wien he cane out, | peeked through the eyehol e

i n back—you renenber when and why we put that in."

She nodded and | et himcontinue. Best not to get trapped
into details she couldn't possibly know This thing had its
limts, and she was no nmnd reader. Irritated, she realized
that she hadn't asked, nor did she know, his nane.

"All | can say is that he was a big man, dressed all in

bl ack robes. His face | didn't see, or any particular fea-
tures. Just a large man dressed in full robes and hood of
solid black, that's all."
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"I't was definitely a man, then, nmy | ove? No woman
or another sort of creature or fairy?"

"No—+t was a man. A wizard for sure. He went out

the front door, and | checked; all was quiet, so | just cane
down and went to sleep.” He hesitated a nonent. "Those

two were a strange pair, even for an inn. Wuat did the
potion do?"

"You will see. | nust go now, but do not feel guilty.

You did what you thought you had to do for ny sake.

O her powers far greater than ne will deal with this Ms-
ter, and I will return to the peace and joy | left. Good-
bye, ny darling."

The candl e wi nked out, and for a while he just sat there
on the side of the bed in the dark shaking his head and

| ooking very guilty indeed. She had beconme as not hing

to him and she was able to exit and clinb back up the
stairs without his even noticing that anyone was opening
and closing the doors. She hesitated, alnost forgetting to
repl ace the goggles, but did so just in tinme.

The daughter was waiting hesitantly in the hallway near
t he door.

"Your father was not awakened by nme," she told the

girl. "Don't worry. He may be up shortly and acting a

little strange, but don't be afraid for him" She then wal ked
past the girl and back to the inn proper.

The Master of the Dead.... An animated corpse of the

i nnkeeper's wife.... This was power indeed, but at |east
the bastard lived up to his name. Her thoughts went back
to the male wizards on the Council. She found she woul dn't
put it past any one of them Ruddygore excepted.

One thing was certain, though. She and Joe had cer-
tainly underestinated their foe here in Husaquahr,
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expecting as they did nore of a frontal attack or at |east
a good stab in the back, with her as the nore vul nerabl e
target. Wth this one sinple gesture, the eneny had halted
this expedition at its beginning, with mniml exposure,
and taken out the best sword in the bargain.

The two were still there, but not for long, it appeared.
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"I amwater," Tura said, "and you are Earth. | feel like
an early norning swm"

Joe got up, then scooped up the nermaid as if she were
a feather. "Anything you want, you get." He started for
the door, which was |ocked; when it didn't nove at his
prod, he stood back and kicked it hard. The | ock splin-
tered and the doubl e doors swung open, one hangi ng by
only a part of a hinge

Word, of course, had gotten around the little town

al ready that norning, so they were nore curiosities than
shocks to those who were already out on the streets. Joe
went to the center of the street, |ooked up and down, and
spotted the mast of the ship at the far end, and headed

for it. Tura lay in his arms, giggling and | aughing all the
whi | e.

Marge took flight, know ng she couldn't stop it and

just determ ned to shadow them and, if need be, beat them
to the river. There was nothing she could do; anyway,
they were going pretty much where she wanted them

They reached the bank and then went out on a snall

pier. Joe didn't stop, walking right off the end with Tura
still in his arms and hitting the water with a big splash
For a nonent Marge felt fear, wondering if Joe could

swim but as she flew over them she found that he seened
to swmaquite well, although not nearly as well as Tura.

There was little she could do except hope they'd play

and stay nearby. She | ooked around and saw t he eagl es
circling lazily in the air high above, then headed up toward
them It was quite an ordeal and she was extrenely tired

and weakened by the sunlight, but she was deternined

to nmake it.

Fortunately, one of the eagles noticed her, sensed her
weakness, and descended to her |evel

"What brings you to us. Kauri?" the eagle asked sorme-

what nenacingly. In many cases, eagles were not adverse

to attacking fairies if they appeared weak and out of their
el ement .

She was banki ng on them being on the sane side. "If
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you pl ease, great lord of the skies, we need to contract
the wi zard Ruddygore at once and it was hoped by ne
that one of such grace and mastery could aid in this."

"VWhat's the problen? Were you attacked while we
roost ed?"

Qui ckly, Marge sketched in the problem and pointed
out the swimrers far bel ow

The eagl e snorted. "Surface grubs,"” it nmurnured deri -
sively. "Wait here, if you can, on these currents. 1'l|l have
to take this to a higher-up."

Wth that, the eagle clinbed. He related the story to
the second | evel above, which in turn relayed it to the
third, which finally dispatched soneone to the highest
eagle in the bureaucratic and physical pyram d. Mrge
only hoped that the nmessage didn't get garbled in the
transl ati on.

Finally the word cane back down, and the | owest eagle
approached her once nore. "You sent the pigeon this
nmorning with this news?"

"As much as we knew at the tine. Not the details

gave you."
"Well, we can beat the pigeon if we have to. Get on
below, and we'll take it fromhere. You should hear some-

thing in a couple of hours at nmpbst. How are you going to
keep t hem handy, though?"

"We'l'l think of sonething," Marge replied, nore in

hope than with any concrete idea. She wearily descended
and | ooked for the pair of potion-induced |overs. They
were on the bank, in very shall ow water and nud, and
both of them were apparently di snmenbering and eating a
live fish.

She found Biy | ooking over the repair work, which did

i ndeed seem nore inconveni ent than serious, and sent
himto the inn for Joe's sword. She was determined to

try every trick available to her to get Joe under control,
but she badly needed sone rest. It was going to be a busy
eveni ng.

Finally, she went down to the galley and saw Audra
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"Have you any booze on board other than the usual ale
kegs?" she asked the nynph.

"Yeah, | think we have sonme."” The nynph rummaged
around to the resoundi ng sound of hammers and saws,
then brought up two bottles of what | ooked to be decent
wine. "This do?"

"Maybe, " Marge said hopefully. "Just keep them handy
while | nmake a quick visit to the village apothecary shop."
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"Yeah, okay, |—-yeowF The nynph jumped a foot and
whirl ed around, |ooking very angry. "Those bastards just
goosed me in the deck planking!"

The fact that the apothecary was a small roomin the

back of the public stables was not encouragi ng, but Marge
| ooked around anyway i n hopes sonething could be done,

at least tenporarily. Wen, after a while, no one seened
to notice her, she called out, "Hello! Anybody here?"

A strange head suddenly popped up from bel ow t he

doubl e-doors | eading to the apothecary storage room She
junped, startled, then stared, not sure if she was | ooking
at a fairy or a human face. It was round and rosy-cheeked,
surrounded by snow white hair the thickness and consi s-
tency of sheep's wool, with a bul bous nose and ti ny,
squinting eyes. "Yes, ny dear?" the stranger asked, in a
voi ce that sounded like a very old man speaking fal setto.
He seened to have difficulty with his vision, and certainly
did not see her clearly, judging by where he was | ooking.

"Over here,"” she told him "You the apothecary?"

"Ch, ny yes! Phineas T. Harbottle, at your service,
m um What seens to be the probl en?”

"I have a male, six feet six and all nuscle, who's been
slipped a | ove potion that apparently al so has induced
ammesia. He's cavorting around naked in the nud with a
mer mai d, who got the sane stuff."

"Well, at least it's nutual," Harbottle conmented. "Last
fewtinmes |'ve had to deal with such potions, the devotion
was strictly one-sided. Makes for a messy thing, you
know. "
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"I'"ve sent off a nessage for help to Terindell, but I
need sonething to keep them under control until that
help arrives."

"Ch—slip 'ema Mckey, huh?"

"Well, it worked to get theminto this mess. Say! How
do you know the term'M ckey' anyway?"

"Ch, | know all the great Irishmen, M. Mchael Finn

in particular. W do sone business around here with sone
em gre | eprechauns, you see, and they love to tell stories.
Unfortunately, they love to tell the sane stories. |I'mafraid
I"mthe only one they can pin down who'll still listen to
them Only the Anericans believe in 'em anynore, you
see—the Irish are far too practical these days—and it's

far too fast a culture in Arerica for them Al so, it seens,
these Americans who think of thenselves as Irish are ten
times nore Irish than the Irish, so the little people tend
to wind up com ng over here."

Mar ge decided not to go into her own origins right then.
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"Can you hel p ne?"

The strange little man scratched his head. "Well, | don't
know. You don't happen to know which potion, do you,
or have a residual sanple fromthe bottle?"

"The bottles were gone when the couple was di scov-
ered, and with themthe brand nane."

"Wel |, describe the synptoms—fully."
She did so, sparing no detail

Harbottle just |istened, and when he was up-to-date he
said, "It has to be a very old formula. | haven't heard of
this conbination i n—rust be seven, eight hundred years,

at least. You' ve a very old-fashioned w zard here, or he's
got one devil of a cellar. Still, wait a few nonents and
I"lIl see what | can do."

He seened to di sappear again behind the dutch door

She wasn't tall enough to see nuch of what was inside,

but he nust not have been too tall hinmself to vanish so
compl etely from sight—$romsight, but not hearing; the

noi ses that began com ng out of the stall were incredible.

It began with the sinple clinking of glass and then the
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sound of nortar and pestle, but soon all sorts of things
started happening. Once it sounded as if a whol e barnyard
was in there, and once a huge cloud of foul-snelling purple
snoke arose fromthe floor and she heard Harbottle say,
"Qops! Onh, dear!”

Finally the strange head popped up again, and a chubby
armheld up a vial of a swirling orange |liquid that seened
to snoke a little. "I had to conprom se a few ingredients,
he told her, "because sonme of the better stuff just isn't
made anynore. Here—take it."

She reached up and took it; she found it warm but not
too hot to hold. She sniffed it, and turned up her nose.
"Phew\ Snells awful!"

"Tastes worse," Harbottle assured her. "That's one of

the Rules, you know. Poisons and potions all taste won-
derful, while treatnents and antidotes taste like ml-
dewed, broil ed swanpwater. You should feel lucky. Mny

of themare far fouler than that one, and are nearly inpos-
sible to adm nister."

"It's going to be a good trick just adm nistering this
stuff. How nuch should | give to themand what will it
do?"

"Dammed if | know, actually. |I'd say divide it roughly
equal ly and get themeach to drink as nmuch of it as pos-
sible. The nore they get inside them the nore conplete

the results will be. And because of the substitutions, there
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may be sone odd side effects, or it night not be totally
effective. He has a wife and nmagi ¢ sword you say?"

"Yes. | have the sword, anyway."

"The wife would al so be handy. However, the sword

has its owmn life and identity, and it can aid its owner in
many ways. |If he takes it, the sword will at |east weaken
the spells that may go along with the potion. There may

al so be physical side effects because of the cross-racial
nature of the romance, as it were, but nobst should be

tenporary.”

"Urn—thanks a lot. Any ideas on how | get themto
drink this?"
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"You came for a Mckey and | gave you a treatnent.
I can't be expected to come up with everything."

She was grateful to the strange little man, no matter
what, and she suddenly became acutely aware of just how
di stant she'd becone fromthe real world. "I—+'mafraid
I haven't anything to pay with right now "

"Ch, that's all right—+'Il just put it on Ruddygore's

tab. If you see him however, you m ght rem nd himthat

I haven't seen a paynent in alnost a hundred and seventy-
eight years, and | could use a bit. |'ve been building a
cyclotron in the basenent bit by bit by nail order and |'d
really like to get nodul e nunber 1068."

She stared at him "I beg your pardon?”
"A cyclotron. It's a device for shooting atonms—

"I know what it is. | just never expected to hear of one
i n Husaquahr, let alone the power to run it."

"Ch, one problemat atine. 1'll work on the power
later. Right nowit's so nice and long and conplex it's sort
of a work of art. Well, good |uck."

Marge was feeling a bit dizzy. "Yeah—thanks." And,
with that, she wal ked back out of the stable and into the
nor ni ng sun.

Biy lured the potioned pair onto the ship with an offer

of food and a very |arge bed, which they took. The ratlike
captain seened confident that he and sone |ocals could
contain the pair should they energe, and urged Marge to
get sone sleep. There was no chance right now to get
themto take the potion, nor any plan to do so, so the
captain assured her that he and Audra would work on the
probl em while she slept. If they were lucky, or smart, it
was possible they'd come up with sonet hing.

Dead tired and knowi ng she'd gone about as far as she
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coul d. Marge went to the other cabin and went to sleep

Marge awoke to the snell of fresh paint and a genera

qui et, and she didn't know whether this was a good thing
or not. She quickly left the stateroom entered the galley,
and found Audra there.

"H!" the nynph greeted her. "Well, things should start
poppi ng around here soon, | guess."

"How s that?"

"W managed to keep our lovers pretty well happy

here, with a few mnor incidents—eld Ruddygore's not
going to like the town's danmage bill, |I'm afrai d—and then
this real creepy guy and this strange-|ooking girl cane
down a couple of hours ago with a note from Ruddygore.
They zinged "emcold with a wave of the hand and then
exam ned themreal careful, you know? Then the guy

| ooked at the stuff you brought and said it mght work,

m ght not. Anyway, they're waiting up on deck for you
now before trying anything."

"And our | overs?"

"Still out cold in the other cabin." She wal ked out from
behi nd the counter; as she approached the |eft cabin door,
it opened for her. It was pretty clear what parts of the
ship were, in a way, parts of Audra.

Wth the sun down. Marge's fairy sight and powers

were at their full potential. Both Joe and Tura were out
col d, as advertised, and kept that way by a strong loca
spell that was easy to see. Below it, their bodies seened
to have a reddi sh-brown gl ow of a kind she had never

seen before. This, then, was the potion. Below that, she
qui ckly sorted out the ol der spells and Joe's curse and
noted, with some amusenent, that Tura now had deep

and conpl ex bl ack spell bands as well. Sometine during
the day, Joe had bitten her for sure.

Interlaced, though, were newer bands that bore a far
different signature than any of the others. These, then,
were what the Master of the Dead had added, and what

were, in fact, the greatest potential threat to undoing the
har m

Noddi ng to herself, she went back out and up on deck

Biy was there, looking pretty tired. He'd had a very
busy day that had started early, and she felt sorry for him
Wth himwere the pair that Audra had told her about,
dressed in |long, black cloaks and hoods. For a nmonent
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she wondered if she could trust a nere note. The Master
of the Dead had been described as | ooking not too dis-
simlar to the | arger one.

They turned and put down their hoods when they heard

her, and she gasped. "Tiana! Macore!" The | arger one
she'd thought of as being the Master of the Dead had been
Joe's wife.

Both were grimfaced, but nanaged snmiles at seeing
her .

Marge stared at Macore. "I thought you were stuck in
the land of the djinn for the duration.”

"No, the old boy has some other uses for the Lanmp,"

the thief replied. "And sone other uses for ne, too, |I'm
afraid. I'mgonna be his neat for a while, until we solve
this whole business or | die in the attenpt.”

Marge turned to Tiana, who towered over her. "I—+'m
sorry this happened."

"Something like this had to." The big woman si ghed.
"I amafraid this world is not safe when one goes adven-
turing. Wien word cane, | could not be restrained."

"Ruddygore suspects that this is a trap to draw him
into a conprom sing position—a fight on the eneny's
timng, terns, and turf," Macore explained. "He'd rather
pi ck his own point for a showdown."

"l can understand why Tiana's here, but why you?"
"Because |'ma thief—-and a dammed good one."
"How s that agai n?"

"Look, the potion's bad enough. Wiy lay that crap on
themas well except to lock themin, antidote or not. This
Master of the Dead had to know that a potion's not nec-
essarily permanent, so he tied it to sone spells there, and
five will get you fifty that what they nean are booby traps.
Undo 'em any way but perfect and they'll reach out and

get you and maybe everybody el se in the i nmedi ate vicin-
ity. Tiana's got the power, and |'mpretty good at traps."

Mar ge nodded, feeling relieved. At |east she wasn't
going to have to go through this alone. "So when do we
start, and what do we do first?"

"You do not have to do anything, dear," Tiana told
her. "You have been nore than enough help this day. It
is for ne and denmon-brain here to take."

"I"ll stay," the Kauri told them "I've got very good
defenses and |'mnot as easily affected by spells as humans
are; also, this is partly a spell of passion, on which I'm
sonet hing of an expert."

"Al'l right, then. On your own head be it," the big
woman replied. "Let's go down and take a | ook at our
sl eepi ng beauties."
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Biy opted out of the session, not only because he wasn't
being paid to take risks like this, but also because he was

too tired to do anyone any good. Still, that left the three
of themvery crowded in the cabin with the two sl eeping
beauti es.

"She is quite pretty,’
is she—normal | y?"

Ti ana noted. "Wat sort of person

"She seened nice enough,” Marge told her, "but | really
didn't have nmuch of a chance to get to know her. There
was somet hi ng i nside her, though, sonething nelancholy,
that | sensed. She was not happy."

"l ask because Joe was in fact attracted to her, and

wi t hout any spells or mermaid tricks. Joe is sinply one
of those men who | oves wonmen. All wonen. |f she also
had a sad story to tell, it would get to him Even as

i nsul ated as we have been these past years, | have seen
it happen before.”

Marge | ooked at Tiana strangely. "You nean he cheats?
And you know it?"

Ti ana shrugged. "So do | —-and he does not know it."
She sighed. "Well, let us get to work."

Li ke surgeons studyi ng a wound before operating, the
three exam ned all of the newer spells. That was the only
real advantage they had—that each spell cast by anyone
bore a distinct signature. It could be disguised, but no
two wi zards' spells were ever exactly alike—ike finger-
prints. The spells, then, could be sorted out—but not
necessarily deci phered.
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It took sonme time to fix both the start and the end of

the conpl ex col ored bands of the spells, but this was
absol utely necessary to dissolving them Once the route
was traced, they could begin. Fortunately, the w zard had
not wanted to spend a great deal of tine inside the inn
room and had cone with the spells prepared. As he could
not know who the partner would be, the spells were essen-
tially identical except for sexual identity diacriticals, and
this neant that if one were solved, the other could al so
be. Mre difficult would be further down, where the spells
reached out to both of themw th conmon threads. The

spell had to be unraveled in the exact same order as it
had been cast. Anything else would do no good and woul d
sinmply backfire on the unravel er

It was easy going at first, but then they ran into a knot
of finely woven yell ow and red threads crisscrossing in
all directions. The first trap. Tiana |ooked at the little
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thief. "Macore?"

"Ch, it's a boomerang spell, all right," the little man
responded t houghtfully. He foll owed beyond the trap to

the next junction. "The trouble is that he's got something
i nnocuous runni ng across somet hing nasty, using the sane
color and pattern. W have to get only the continuing
threads of the spell and none of the obscuring one."

"The progression seens obvi ous enough. Six to twelve
to twenty-four, with the last making a right turn at the
junction."

"Ah, but that's what he wants you to see. But, here—

si x strands becone twel ve becone seventy-two straight

on, then back to twelve beyond the next junction. That's
al so symretry. |1'd go straight. The odds are he's nuch
nmore concerned with the spell than the trap. In any event,
I"d go for the nore conplex pattern as being the spel
itself in this case."

"Al'l right. Here goes." Tiana concentrated and dis-
sol ved the threads running through the junction and into
a braided pattern. Nothing happened, so she continued

on to the next junction, then took the turn again to go
back to the six.

Marge could do nothing but watch their operation. She

could followit, but not the complexity of the spell renoval
that Tiana was doing, and she certainly had a great dea

of respect for Macore, who seened to think Iike a thief all
the time. It took about an hour to follow the pattern all
the way down, and then they shifted to Tura. Macore had

guessed right on the matching spells as well; this Master
of the Dead had been in a hurry. Even so, he was a rea
pro.

It was. Marge understood, sonething like unknitting a
complex quilt with little bonmb triggers set to go off if you
| ost the thread. Soon, though, there remmined only the
simpl e binding spell connecting the pair, and both Ti ana

and Macore grew confident and nore rel axed. They were

al most done when suddenly a snakelike coil of pure energy

| eaped out and engul fed everyone in the room

"W really blew that one,
ati c soprano.

Ti ana sang, in a lusty oper-

Macore and Marge both | ooked at her and then at each
ot her.

"W have a real conedian here," Mcore sang, in a
| ow tenor that was slightly off-key.

"I't sounds |like grand opera,” Marge sang to them

Audra suddenly cane through the door singing, "Wuld
anyone |i ke sone wi ne—and cheese?"

"Ch, this is terrible, terrible, terrible!" Tiana sang.

The ot hers chorused back, "Terrible, terrible, terrible!"
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The spell's sinple bands were still connecting them

and clearly visible, and Tiana, putting a finger to her lips
for silence, proceeded to unravel each of themin turn

and roll the thing back to the two unconscious forms. It

was not nuch of a spell as these traps went; nore a

t hunbi ng of the nose at the one who sought to undo the
Master's work.

Bei ng careful not to nake the same mi stake twice,
since a trap sprung nore than once becane nore and

100
VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS

nore conpl ex and, after a while, becane inpossible to
unravel , she renoved the | ast of the spell.

Macore |l et out a deep breath and turned to Audra. "I'I|
have that drink now, |ass." He beaned. "Ah! No nore
si nging!"

"1 thought you had a lovely voice," the wood nynph

told him

Macore beaned. "We'll have to talk this over later, ny
dear. Business first." He turned back to Tiana. "Now
we' ve still got that stupid potion to deal with."

She nodded, but, before she could say anything el se,
Marge put in, "The alchem st said that the sword m ght
hel p, and that each should get an equal dose of the anti-
dote."

"Let us try it,'
swor d?"

the big woman said. "Can you get the

"l can't touch it. You know that. Macore? It's next
door in ny cabin."

Macore nodded, smiled, and blew a kiss to Audra, then

went out and was quickly back with the sword. It had

begun to hum di scordantly when Macore had picked it

up, but now, in the roomwth Joe, it seened to give off

a smal|l but pleasant electronic sort of whine. Tiana took
it, placed it in Joe's hand, and cl osed his hand around the
hilt. The sword began to hum a strange tune, which star-
tled them Marge frowned, then said, "I think it's some-
thing by Ferlin Husky."

"Huh?" Ti ana asked her, | ooking confused.
"Don't worry about it. It knows it's hone."

Macore | ooked at them "Can we force that vile brew
down them while they' re out w thout choking them or
losing it?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%?2...0ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (79 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:02 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

"W will see. Bring it here," Tiana comranded. Audra
exited and returned with the bottle, which was still snok-
ing slightly. Wth Macore's hel p, they propped up Joe's
upper torso enough to get his head only slightly | eaned
back. Hi s nmouth, fortunately, was sonmewhat open. Hol d-

ing the head and nouth, Tiana poured just a little from
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the bottle into his nmouth and held it closed. Joe coughed,
but didn't otherw se react.

The gl ow around his body di m nished slightly.

It was a slow and sonewhat nessy business, using it

bit by bit until the glow seened to vani sh conpletely. The
rest they tried with Tura, whose nouth was cl osed and

had to be pried open, but eventually it worked. It was,
however, a good thing that Tiana was so big and strong
hersel f. Marge refl ected.

At last, the potion was gone, and they stood back

"Time now to wake themup." Tiana sighed, sounding

tired. She renoved her spell quickly, and they waited.
When not hi ng happened after a little while, the big worman
said, in a loud voice, "Joe! Wake up!"

Joe's eyes opened, but they were vacant and staring.

It was the sane with Tura. No matter what, they could
get no reactions out of themat all

"What's wong with then?" Macore asked, irritably.
"Did we bl ow sonet hing or what?"

"l don't think so," Marge responded. "But, you see,
I can feel and see enotions. They are tangible things to
me. There's nothing there. No feeling at all."

"Joe—sit up in bed!'" Tiana comanded, and the big
man did as instructed, staring vacantly ahead.

"I was afraid of this," the big wonman said hesitantly.
"When | saw the reactions, | knew. We have been wasting
our tine, nmy friends. Now we know what the Master of
the Dead took away in those two little potion bottles."

"You nean—he took their essences? Their soul s?"
Mar ge breat hed, shocked.

Ti ana nodded. "I fear so."

"But —+they were aninmated | overs, playful innocents
t oday!"

"It was the spell,"” Macore told her. "They were playfu

| overs, yes, but they were sinpletons, too. It was a mask,
an act, to deceive us while the Master nmade a cl ean get-
away. So nuch for Ruddygore's plotting. Al we've got
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here now are two animated corpses that will dance a jig
if we tell "emto but don't have a thought in their heads."

Marge threw up her hands in disgust. "Ch, great! Now
what do we do?"

"W nust track the bastard to his lair and reclaimthem™
Ti ana said determ nedly.

"Ch, sure," Macore agreed sarcastically. "That should
be a snap.”

CHAPTER 8
SAUL SURVI VORS

Al castle and fortification wells in disuse for nobre than three
centuries are declared as hones for nonsters.

—Rul es, LXXI, 207(c)
A DETAI LED MAP OF THE REG ON AROUND THE TOWN WAS

spread out on the galley table as they gathered around to
try and figure out where their quarry might be. Macore

was certain that this Master of the Dead had to have a

base not far fromthe town itself, because the w zard was
able to take some tinme to research the innkeeper and his
personal life in order to get a hold on him also the Mster
m ght have deternined where they would stay, but woul d

have no way of know ng what day or week they would

set off on their journey. He al so obviously had to have
access to the |local graveyards in order to pull his aninated
corpse routine, assuning it was, indeed, no illusion

"I'd say south,” Ely commented, |ooking at the map
"And certainly on this side of the river. North of here are
some rolling hills and plains that are good farm country
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but not much on conceal nent. O d Harbottle has consid-
erabl e power, and all the fol ks around here know and
trust him and he's seen no strangers with this kind of
power. Now, |ook—about twenty miles south of here starts
a swanp and marsh area that extends for the next sixty
nmles downriver and inland a good twenty-five."

"The Hol i mau Swanp," Macore said. "Everybody in
these parts is scared stiff of it."

"Exactly," the captain agreed. "Makes it the perfect

place to hide out if you' ve got real power and still want
to be close enough to sneak into town, maybe transforned
as a bird or animal as need be. | know the region pretty
well. | have sone relations fromthat part of the country."

It was the first time Marge realized just what Kkind of
pl ace sonmebody who resenbl ed a gi ant bi pedal rat woul d
find nost confortable.

"Any ideas?" Tiana pronpted him
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"Well, there are a lot of old structures and ancient ruins

in there, nostly reclained by the swanp, but |'d guess

he's using one of them He's human, | think, and likes

his conforts. He could have ravens or sone other birds

as his spotters, but he had to get into town fromthere,

I"l1l bet, and fairly quickly. That limts it to just five pos-
sible spots where it's easy enough to get in and out quickly
but far enough in to stay conceal ed. They'll have to be
checked out, somehow, tonorrow, maybe by the eagl es,

if they're willing to do it."

Marge | ooked it over. "Wiy wait? Just mark the places
on there. | can fly, and | have power and sone advant age
in the dark."

They all stared at her. Finally Tiana said, "All right—
if you're certain. But be very cautious. He's bound to be
expecting us sooner or later, and if he captures your soul
which is faerie in nature, your body will beconme nothing
but stone, an ornament for his door, subject to damage,
wear, and breakage which woul d be pernanent, even if

you were sonetinme freed."

Marge's eyebrows rose. "I didn't know that—but 1'1]I
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be careful." And, with the marked map, she was off to
t he sout h.

Flying a thousand feet above the treetops and foll ow ng
the bends of the great river. Marge was struck, as al ways,
by the great beauty of the night world.

Once over the swanp, she headed inland, descending

and taking out the map, |ooking for whatever |andmarks

she could find and trying to judge di stances froma height.
She found the first two—eol d, forbidding places over-
grown and al nost invisible, if not |ooked for specifi-
cally—=with little trouble, but quickly dismssed them as

| ost to everyone, even the Master of the Dead.

The swanmp was alive, not only with plants but with a
trenmendous variety of animals and insects; but, while some
seened threatening and sone downright scary, they really
didn't bother her too nuch. Creatures of the night knew
how to survive in the night.

The third place she did not find, in spite of being certain
of her location. It had apparently been so reclai nmed that
it had ceased to exist. The fourth was in remarkably good
repair, and gave off emanations of great power, but this
power was not human nor was it faerie—t was sonething

far stronger and older and, well, evil. \Watever it was,

t hough, was wedded to the building and the swanp, and

would not be likely to trouble itself with the affairs of
their tiny ship, no matter what its mssion

The fifth, however, was another nmatter—an ancient
keep of sone kind, partially overgrown but show ng signs
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of much recent activity. The short trails to and fromit
had clearly been recently cut and well nmaintained since,

and it sat on a snall island. The water there was quite
shal l ow; far too shallow for the H ppogryph, but not too
shallow to permit a small, flat-bottoned boat from being

poled in and out to deeper water, where sonething better
m ght await, hidden fromsight. The boat—eally nothing
nore than a raft—was there and securely tied to a tree.

The place itself was dark, but she sensed a fire some-
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where within, and felt ™. presence there, a human presence
but one not to be trifled with. It was al so, oddly, sonewhat
famliar, but she couldn't place it, nor did she expect to.
There were ot her presences, too—but of a different sort.

The place was well guarded, both inside and out, by fig-
ures that appeared human from a di stance but gave off

no sense of warnth or life at all

The dead guarded the Master of the Dead.

He had been here sone tine, that was clear. How

long it would be inpossible for anyone but himto tell
but certainly it was | ong enough to have captured the
soul s of the newy dead and dyi ng. She wondered how
many of the famly, friends and associ ates of those
who lived in the region he had under his conplete con-
trol ? How many were being blackmailed with the soul s
and corpses of their deceased | oved ones?

This was a wizard with a hell of a skill, and it gave

hi mincreasing tenporal power. As Ruddygore's skill in
travel i ng between here and Earth gave hi m power and

know edge, so the ease with which the Master bottled up
the souls of his victins gave hima different and darker,
but no | ess powerful, donain.

It was, however, pretty boring conpany.

She swung back around and headed for the ship, after
scouting the nost |ikely approaches and net hods of
reaching the place. Wthout a raft, it would be a bitch
getting into there, and if they got one fromthe town or
built one, it would certainly tel egraph everything.

She had been gone several hours, and it would be dawn
in perhaps two nore. She felt as if she'd already put in
a good ni ght.

She circled the ship, then | anded on the afterdeck. It

was oddly quiet, and she grew i medi ately suspi ci ous.
Surely after all this, they would have posted a guard, she
t hought, and slept in shifts.

"Hello!'" she called out. "lIs anybody here?" She wal ked
around to the bow and back again, seeing no one and
finding no lights. Carefully, she opened the doubl e-doors
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| eadi ng bel ow and | at ched them open, so she coul d have
some sort of getaway. She did not go all the way down,
however, instead using her powers to sense what life there
was.

Not hi ng. She registered no life below at all. That was
particularly odd, since, even though both female and a
fairy, she still should have gotten sonething from Audra,
who coul d not | eave the ship.

Suddenly the cabin doors slamred open and a host of
horri bl e-1 0ooki ng creatures burst out. They were | oath-
some, grotesque versions of hunman beings, bodies with
skin hangi ng and parts of skull and bone protruding,
dressed in decaying rags. She quickly discovered, how
ever, that zonbi es could nove damed fast.

She turned, but tripped on the top step; by the time

she'd scranbl ed back up, the | eading one was al nost on

top of her. She pushed off into the air and felt a cold, dry,
horri bl e hand grab her right foot. Twisting in the air, she
felt resistance suddenly cease and she was up and away,

just avoiding the outstretched arns of the rest of the ter-
rible creatures.

She was five hundred feet in the air before she | ooked
back and saw, to her disgust, the zonbie hand still clutch-
ing her foot. It had been in such poor condition that she
had managed to wench it |oose with her twist.

She felt horrified and repul sed by it, but actually crossed
two-thirds of the river before daring to land on a snall
island and pry the grisly thing off with sticks. She then
junped into the river to renove any |ast traces of the
horror from her body.

Finally feeling a little cleaner, she rose back into the
air and headed south once nore. Later she would have

the luxury of screanming, crying, and naybe fainting; now
she had to be cl earheaded and absol utely perfect.

It was clear what had happened. Know ng that they
woul d soon cone for him the Master of the Dead had
decided to junp the gun. It was possible that he com
manded Joe and Tura to do it, for those with the souls

had the power—er perhaps they were nerely over-

whel med. At any rate, it nmust have happened shortly after
she'd | eft. She thanked providence that she had insisted
on goi ng out that evening; the Master had obviously
counted on their deciding on a norning search

The fun and ganes were over. The Master had ceased

toying with them and now had all but one of themin his
power, that was clear, including the two who represented

a strong and Council - backed theocracy. In a sense, he'd
been shrewd with his fun, ganbling a little that all of his
antics would not attract soneone truly able to chall enge
his power and so gathering even nmore into his net. Now
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he had not just the voyagers, but Tiana and Macore as
wel | .

She knew she was racing against time. Wthin a half

hour of sunrise it would be clear to the eagles that some-
thing was wong and they would investigate. Wthin an
hour after that, they would be reporting to Ruddygore on
the one hand and | aunching their own search on the other.
She doubted that the Master would remain at the swanp
base much | onger than he had to; he had accompli shed

his mssion in spades. Not only would any expedition to
Earth now not contain those nost threatening to Boquil -

| as, but he had under his conplete control the bodies of
the deni god and dem goddess. If he were a nenber of

the Council, he would have wested tenporal control from
Ruddygore without a wizard's battle and he woul d be
supported by the other menbers, as |ong as he kept them
confortable and protected. If he were not a Council mem
ber, he was in a good position to make a deal with them
no matter what Ruddygore m ght say.

But the rule and the religion would take on a far
darker coloration under him Ruddygore had been right
to worry; with the Baron and Dacaro doi ng sonet hi ng
terrible on Earth and the Master assum ng control here,
Hell mght well be in the driver's seat, no matter what
the outcome of Armmgeddon was supposed to be accord-
ing to the script.

T
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She was certain he would return first to his redoubt.

If he'd lived there a fair anount of time, as she surnised,
he wasn't going to | eave wi thout checking under the bed

to see if he'd left anything, particularly anything incrim
i nating.

Still, she wasn't sure what she could do. She was no
match for a wi zard of his powers and she knew very
little about the process he was using. She knew, of
course, that souls could indeed be extracted and cap-
tured in seal ed vessels, such as bottles, but she also had
been taught that such rituals were conplex, fairly |ong,
and invol ved invoking a particular kind of demon. The
Mast er had apparently no need for any of this; he'd
taken, by the innkeeper's account, no nore than a few
mnutes to do his dirty work to Joe and Tura, and cer-
tainly seemed to have nmoved fast in the case of the rest
of them Tiana, in particular, was untrained and undi s-
ciplined, but had a ot of raw power and a | ot of pro-
tection, yet he'd apparently taken her as easily as he
had the ot hers.

She circled in and dropped to nearly treetop |evel,
sl owi ng and checki ng the nobst obvious route in and out.
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Qovi ously she had m ssed them bei ng noved south only

by a freak of perfect timng—en the Master's part. Entirely
too much was going that bastard's way so far, she decided
angrily.

She thought she spotted sonething, then di pped down
and perched in a tree. Yes—there it was. A sleek yacht
even larger and nore |uxurious than the Piebald Hi ppo-
gryph, well-conceal ed under a lot of brush and natural
camouf | age. She decided to have a | ook, and cautiously
drifted down until she was on deck. There seened to be
no one aboard, but that was by no nmeans certain, con-
sidering the nature of the eneny's troops.

Soneone had been here, though, and recently. She

coul d see the fresh breaks in the vines on which the con-
ceal i ng canoufl age was hung, including some fresh enough
to be still oozing their acidic sap. They had brought them

in, where they'd been net by the raft, probably. Soneone
had gone aboard, possibly to check for |ast-mnute read-
i ness, then had continued on, back to the swanp base.

Hangi ng on the stem of the ship, held by pulleys, was a

smal |, sleek little sailboat that might well be the |ifeboat.
It showed signs of use, and, in fact, was still dripping
wat er .

When you had zonbies to row if there was no breeze,
or you didn't want to be noticed, you could go twenty
mles up the coast very nicely in that thing.

The central cabin of the yacht was | arge enough to
have porthol es above the deck, and she looked in. It was
pitch dark, of course, but that didn't bother her

They were all there, just sitting around a central table
as if about to eat dinner; only none were noving, or even
doi ng nore than blinking and breathing. Joe, Tiana, Tura,
Macore—even Biy. In the center of the table was a life-
sized statue of a woman of unnatural beauty, formed in
travertine marble. Wth a shock she realized that it was
Audr a.

Joe, she saw, was wearing his sword, and the others

seenmed arned as well. She guessed the trap. The Master
needed no zonbies to guard them they would guard them

sel ves. They did not think, however, and so would be

quite literal in their orders. They would not have curiosity
and woul d not be likely to investigate strange noi ses out -

si de.

She went to the rail and | ooked down, praying that
there were no fearsone creatures bel ow to attack her
Then she junped and slipped into the water and swam
underneath the craft.

The Master had cut it close. There were only two

feet or so of draft between the ship and the bottom at

this point, although it deepened quickly only fifteen yards
or so in back. It was chosen for naxi mum conceal nent
fromground and air and a quick getaway, but that wasn't
what she was | ooking for. She spotted what she hoped
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was it, cursing the fact that sonebody born and rai sed
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in west Texas knew very little about boats of any kind,
and then cane back up and | anded on the deck. There

was a forward hatch with several clanps, and she undid
them not without difficulty, for her strength wasn't all
that great, and then she swung the hatch cover open,
praying to the Earth Mdther that no corpses | eaped out

at her.

They didn't, and she went down and into the bl ackness.
She was instantly relieved to find some water down there,
and began quickly searching for its source. This was, or
had been, a snuggler's craft, and it had sonme very effi-
cient neans of scuttling in a hurry if need be.

The val ve wheel s and clanps were iron, and it took

her several minutes to find sonmething of wood so she
could mani pulate them froma distance. Once the stick
broke and she actually had to | eave and find another; but
eventual ly she managed to turn the rusty wheel s enough
to open the valves nuch further than they should have
been. Water was not entering in torrents, but enough was
comng in, she hoped, to sink this boat two feet in the
swanp nud.

She flew out, knowi ng she could do no nore, and cl osed

the hatch, refastening the wooden pegs that secured it.
She coul d only hope that she had opened the ports enough
to sink the ship, yet not wi de enough to attract attention
There was a gurgling sound below, but it was quite faint
through the hatch cover.

She heard soneone com ng, the sound of pole hitting

wat er and the creak of timnmbers, and rose up into the trees
to see. Suddenly she was worried that her timng had been
off; if so, the Master would be able to take his ship out
into the main channel, but it would then sink |like a stone
in twenty or nmore feet of water, drowning those aboard.

It was not the Master, however, but some of his

zonbi es, carrying neatly stacked boxes seal ed with ropes.
She felt great relief at seeing the horrible creatures, for
it meant the Master was still up at the redoubt and that,
per haps, he was nmaking his first m stake. He woul d not
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risk taking any of his captives if he were forced to use
the small boat, and even that would be sl ow and con-

spi cuous. She suspected that, cone norning, it was

going to get very hot for the nysterious stealer of souls
around here.

She decided to go up to his fort and see what other
m schi ef she could acconplish to sl ow hi mdown. Kauri
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were not ones for revenge or other petty enotions, but
this guy deserved all she could do to him

A fal se dawn was al ready perneating even this renote

pl ace, and she knew that very soon her powers would

begin to wane and she'd be forced to wear the gl asses,
putting her at a great disadvantage. Still, she had to see
what she could and do what she was able to foul the w zard
up. Dawn woul d al so nean the start of the process to nab
hi m

Torches had been |ighted now fromthe snmall raft |and-

ing to the trail up to the ancient building, the Iight flick-
ering ghostlike against the nbss and |ichen-covered walls.
The corpses guarding the way seened now al nost to fade
into the swanp growt hs thensel ves, although they nade

no real effort at conceal ment. She flew over them and
checked in the wi ndow openi ngs of the stone structure
which was three-tiered with three squares atop each other,
each slightly smaller than the one bel ow. At one tine,
this had probably been a tenple. To whom or what, she
preferred not to know.

She was surprised to find, in the |large | ower chanber,

what | ooked like living nmen and women wor ki ng, packing

up and stacking boxes. She realized with a start that their
silence and their nechani cal novenents indicated that

they were of the living dead. Scattered around the walls
were numerous statues of various kinds of rock, like a
museum exhi bit to the races of faerie in this region

There seened little she could do here, but she had a

t hought about the raft. The odds were that of the four
zonmbies riding it out, tw at |east would remain on board
the yacht to stow the stuff while the others brought it
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back for the next load. The lack of the raft wouldn't stop
the Master, but it sure as hell would sl ow himdown even
nor e.

She couldn't carry nuch of anything and fly, and she
didn't weigh an awful lot, but there was sonething to be
said for speed and nonentum and she was too deter-
nmned to be repelled by what she was thinking of doing.

She waited until the raft was away fromthe yacht,

per haps m dway back to the redoubt, and saw that there
were two of the creatures polling fromeither side. She
arose high in the air, cane down as fast as she could and
still maintain control, then struck one of the zonbies in
the back with her feet.

The col lision unbal anced her for a nmonent and she
fought to stop a tunble before she hit sonething, but the
ani mat ed corpse had fallen face first into the swanp.

Sonething told the other one it was under attack, but
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it really didn't have the ability to figure out by whom or
what, nor how or why. She nmanaged to pull the same trick

on it without any real additional danger. There was a price
to be paid for using automated | abor, she thought with

sati sfaction.

One of them picked itself up fromthe ooze and started
doggedly toward the raft, which was now hung up agai nst

a clunmp of vines. As the first rays of the sun broke over
the River of Dancing Gods, it was making a determ ned
effort to get back up on the raft. Putting on her goggl es,
feeling her strength ebb a bit and her powers wane, she
continued the rather easy job of knocking the thing back
of f.

Suddenly there was a great disturbance in the water,

and she turned and saw a huge nunber of the wal ki ng
dead treading forward through the swanp, carrying boxes.
These were nore than she coul d handl e, although she had
an idea to make for the first one or two and have the
others trip over that one.

She rose up and then dived on them but as she
approached, she felt a sudden nunbing paral ysis. |ncred-

ibly, she seemed to stop in md-dive, just a few feet above
the heads of the arny of the dead, and remai n suspended
there, unable to nove

Behi nd the zonbhies with the cartons cane the living

dead, carrying a large, dark, figure, hooded and robed,

in a raised sedan chair. The zonbi es conti nued on, but

the ones with the chair did not. Fromthe folds of the

cl oak a hand gestured, and she felt herself gently |owered
and noved forward, alnmost in front of the figure.

I nside the hood were two gl owi ng eyes that seened to
have their own inner |um nescence. Al though it should
have been clear, no face, no other details, could be seen

"Well, the set is now conplete,"” a voice said from

under that hood, a voice that seened somehow famliar.
She had met this man, heard that voice, somewhere

bef ore—but she couldn't place it, nor was it one she knew
she woul d be expected to recogni ze. Soneone she'd net,

but not soneone she knew.

"You will nmake a fine addition to ny scul pture garden,
my dear,"” he commented with sel f-assured good hunor.

He was clearly pleased with hinself. "Perhaps I'Il place
you on one side of the wal k entrance and the wood nynph
on the other. Yes, that would be pl easant indeed."

She found that she could speak. "The Earth Mther's
strength is beyond any hunman's,"” she warned him "You
will incur her wath at this."

"Probably, but she really can't do nuch so |ong as
you' re not dead, and you won't be dead, just bottled up
for atinme."
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She trenbled at this, both in anger and fear, know ng
that his confidence was not misplaced. He knew the Rul es
and the ways of all the faerie, that was for sure.

"Come. W will go to ny ship together, and | will
reunite you with your friends."

She floated just ahead of himas the nmarchers continued
on toward the yacht, frustrated that she could do nothing
and feeling even nore frustrated that her efforts hadn't
counted for nmuch against a really major wi zard. Hell, even
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if the ship had sunk by now, he could probably refloat it
with a wave of his hand.

But there were some things even a wi zard had prob-

lems with. As the yacht came into view, it was clearly
down and on its side, settled in the nmud. Wrse, because

it had rolled slightly on its side it had pulled down nuch
of the canoufl age that concealed it from both ground and
aerial surveillance. Overhead there was the |oud screech-
ing of birds that m ght have been eagles; certainly there
was a strength and urgency to their cries. Marge felt some-
what better. Even if the Master of the Dead could easily
refloat it, he didn't dare sail such a conspi cuous barge,
now that there was a strong chance it was known to his
enenmies. For the first tine, things were going against him
and it gave her a feeling of real acconplishnment. She had
nothing to lose by taunting him

"So what do you do now, hot shot?" she jibed. "You
can still take it on the Iam but your boxes and your
zombi es won't nove so easily.”

The Master stood up in his sedan chair, shaking with
anger as he stared at the crippled craft. "You did this!"

"Serves you right for buying a snuggler's craft. | think
maybe you' d better decide what you can carry with you
and get out of here, unless you're ready right now for a
face-down with Ruddygore. | assure you he's ready for
you. The whol e point of this was to draw you out!"

Now, fromthe direction of the river, they could hear
a chant that could only nean oarsmen working at great
speed.

"0O-re-um Row, rum O-re-um Row, runl"

"Ruddygore | oves a grand entrance," she told him
"After all, he knows he's not going to catch you unl ess
you want to fight."

The Master of the Dead seenmed to hesitate, as if weigh-
ing his alternatives. Finally he said, "All right, then! Rud-
dygore's day is coming, but it will be at a time and pl ace
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of nmy choosi ng, not here and now. "

"O-re-um Row, ruml O-re-uml Rowrum" |t sounded
much cl oser now.

"I'"ll grant you a round, but only a round," the Master
continued. "You will yet grace ny garden wal k, and your
friends will slavishly clean and protect your inmage by ny
commands! | will not forget you. Changeling! | grant you
your tenporary freedom now. Have your conpani ons and

wel cone. They will not be good conpany!"”

Suddenly the force holding her in the air ceased, and

she plunged into the water. Wen she came up, she found
the zonbies still standing there, |ike sonme inaninmte stat-
ues. The sedan chair, however, was empty.

The sight of the undead horde still there unnerved her,

t hough; she had no idea how far the Master had fled or
whet her he was sticking around to see if perhaps he could
surprise Ruddygore. She took off imediately and went

out to the river to greet and brief the great w zard.

The source of the chanting was a large galley, all right;

but even as she cleared the trees, she saw that it was
al ready well past the only possible landing to enter this
area and continuing south at a steady pace.

Ruddygore had not yet arrived. Wthout knowing it,
she'd bluffed the w zard out!

She grew suddenly paranoid. Just how far had she
bluffed the man, and was he now on the run or waiting
to see how bad the damage was? |If he had renmi ned
anywhere nearby, it wouldn't take himmnuch | onger than
it had taken her to discover that the Marines weren't

| anding after all.

She decided to play it safe, at least initially, and flew
up to intercept the eagles.

The great birds, she discovered, were nerely hunting

breakfast in the river and still hadn't rnuch idea that any-
thing was wong. There were no clear signs of violence
aboard the Hi ppogryph, after all, and it was still far too

early to expect the humans on board to be up and about.

She qui ckly pinpointed the danger spots and filled them
in on the situation. Wile Ruddygore was absolutely
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opposed to the introduction of Earth technology into
Husaquahr, he was not above using it hinself whenever
it would give himan unfair advantage. The chief of the
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eagl es had a snall, battery-operated device around his
neck; through a chain of such devices, his voice could
reach all the way to Terindell.

The great |eader was inposing, fully the largest bird

she had ever seen, but he was not one for her to fear.
After all, if you couldn't trust an eagle scout |eader, who
could you trust in this world?

"W have failed to contact Ruddygore directly," the

great bird told her. "There was sone serious trouble far

to the west that drew him A feint, | suspect, but it causes
a few problens. It may be anot her day, perhaps two,

before we can get himhere. There is a force with two

fairly strong wizards at our disposal on a ship not far from
here, but it nay take two or three hours for themto get
here and get in the area.”

She thought for a nmoment, still too charged up to fee

tired. "W can't afford to wait. If the Master is still any-
where nearby and sees that Ruddygore isn't here, he'l

return and renmove their souls at the very least."

"You are certain he did not already take then"

"He was too confident and in no particular hurry. But

he m ght well return for themat any tine. | nust go back
and find them before he gets his chance. Signal the force
to cone in, but we can't afford to give the Master the
hours."

"What nakes you think you can find them Kauri?"

"I believe | can—snell —+them That's the best | can

come to it. It's best done in the dark, when I have ny
full powers, but | think | can find them There are only
a few places they m ght be. Just give ne cover if you
can. "

"It will be done. Go."

She headed first for the yacht, the nost |ikely place.
She was a bit upset to find that her friends had toppled
over, but relieved to see that, at |east from her vantage
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poi nt, Audra hadn't broken, nor was there any sign of

bl ood or other injuries. However, with the Master's con-
trol gone, they were no longer a threat to her, which
counted for nuch. Still, they would starve or otherw se
die of a nunber of things if she didn't restore them soon

She was none too confident that she really could snell

out captive souls, but she knew that the zombi es gave off
no real enotive life-force sensations. She was betting that
t he soul s woul d.

The boat, however, proved barren. The next step was

the unnerving one of flying | ow over the zombie arny,
still hol ding boxes high over their heads in a frozen
processi onal . Again, she could not sense what she sought
and she began to fear that the souls were undetectable to
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her.

Inalittie over an hour, she'd methodically traced the
trail back to the ancient redoubt. She had no desire to go
poki ng around inside; the Master had shown hinsel f pos-
sessed of a ghoulish sense of hunor and a | ove of booby
traps. She perched on a tree linb and tried to think it out.

Thi nk the way Macore would think, she told herself.
So far, beyond the obvious, she'd been Iooking in the
pl aces where she woul d hi de them

Suppose now, just for a nonment, that he never had

any intention of taking the souls with him He would have
to be dependent on the ship to nove any cargo, and the
chase woul d be on, no matter whether his pursuers knew
who and what they were | ooking for or not. Counting the
zonbies and his living dead assistants, he'd have far to
much to carry with himwhile traveling by spell. What
sneaki er place to | eave themthan right here, where he
knew their location and could return after the heat was
of f?

But that posed another problem The redoubt, trapped

and guarded or not, was sure to be eventually vanqui shed
and searched al most stone by stone, by a force including
wi zards powerful enough to detect such things. That neant
no hidden panels in the walls or the like. Ch, there m ght
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wel | be; but even if there were such things, they'd be poor
hi di ng pl aces.

Where, then? She took off and slowy circled the place,
keeping fairly low and trying to be careful not to fly into
any |l owlying branches, npbsses, and vines. Someplace

secure and protected, but not a part of the building itself.

The second time around, she began carefully to study
the ground. She had seen fromthe yacht the kind of cam
oufl age the Master |iked, and now she | ooked for signs
of it.

And she found it—a matli ke covering well in back of

the main building and so well done that one could wal k
right over it and not know anything was beneath. Only

the telltale outline of regular yellow ng of dead vines and
| eaves had given it away, and even then it was only because
she was specifically looking for it, and the darkness of
the swanp had aided her |imted day-eyesight.

She renoved the matting with a great deal of effort

that exhausted her. The thing was heavy. Still, she man-
aged to uncover enough to see that it hid the renains of
an ancient well that nmust have once served the site inits
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gl ory days. She | ooked back at the old ruins and judged
the distance at about three hundred feet. Not bad at all
if you have a zonmbie arny. A horizontal tunnel |eading

frombeneath the redoubt to the well itself would have
been easy, and woul d al so have provided a slick ener-
gency exit.

She coul d not, however, do any nore. The telltale
yel | ow and orange bands dimy perceived deep within the
well told her that the cache m ght be there; but, if so, it
was wel | guarded, both by spell and perhaps by entities

of some kind. Al she could do was keep a watch on it,

and wait for Ruddygore's w zards. She hoped they were

good ones.

The wi zards sent with the force shadowi ng the party
were not what anyone expected. Their nanes, they said,
were Agie and Magie, and they were identical tw ns. They

were also in every sense of the word little old ladies with
hi gh- pi tched, tremul ous voices and thick gray hair, nei-
ther taller than Marge. They doddered and twittered about
like two elderly grandnothers on a picnic and were very
hard to take seriously, particularly since each of them had
the annoying habit of repeating some of what the other

had just said.

Captai n Kol os was an officer in the Marquewood mili -

tia directly attached to the river defense forces. He | ooked,
sounded, and acted |like a professional mlitary nan, but

he treated the two little old |adies with sone deference

and respect.

Marge was now feeling dead tired, but she woul dn't
mss this for the world. "You nean those two are going
to tackl e whatever's in the well?"

"Don't sell themshort. | admit they are—udh—eccen-
tric, but no nore than a fat old man runni ng around these
parts in a top hat and silly-1ooking clothes."

"Good point," she agreed. She watched as the two
doddered over to the well, which had now been com

pl etely exposed by the troops, and seened to study it.
Mar ge and Kol os went over to them

"What do you think?" the officer asked them

One of themturned and put a finger to her lips, then
turned back, as the two continued to circle the opening.
Finally they nodded to each other and cane together

"Adirty set of spells,"” one said.

"Adirty set," the other agreed.

"But can you remove then®?" the captain asked.
"Ch, yes. In fact, we've already done nost of it."
"Done nost of it," the other agreed.

"Wl | —ean we get in?"
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The nearer one nodded. "Yes, you can go in. However,
I"'mafraid that if you do, you'll have to clear away an
obstacle.”

"Cl ear away an obstacle," said the other.
" Huh?"

"There is a guardian held by the only renaining spell
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Once we renove it, it will be instantly freed. You nust
renove it to go down."

"You nmust renove it,"
nod.

the ot her enphasized with a

"I't is nmortal? It can be kill ed?"

"Ch, yes. But it is quite large, and you will not neet
it directly with swords or arrows. The only way to be
certainis to bumit out."

"Bumit out," said the other

The officer thought about it. "Well, if we do that, and
the souls are in fact down there, won't we risk damagi ng
or harm ng t hen?"

"That is arisk. If the souls are freed by nelting the
cork or glass, then they will not return to the body but
will pass on. Fairy souls will become disenbodied spirits,
doomed to wander."

"Dooned to wander," agreed her sister

Mar ge thought a nonent, then said, "Wy not use
electricity?"

They all stared at her. "It is a natural phenonenon,
not something that can be used Iike a sword or tar pot,"
the captain noted.

"Perhaps it can, if the kind wi zards here can hel p.

Copper is one of the best conductors of electricity. If we
can get a large anount of copper wire, then a fierce thun-
derstorm overhead, we mi ght be able to get the lightning

to strike the wire." She suddenly stopped. "No, forget it.
The thing isn't going to sit still with copper wire shot into
it while we wait for a strike."

"Ch, | think this can be arranged," Agie said calny.
"Yes, this can be arranged," her sister agreed.

What they finally settled on was a nmesh net made of
copper and connected by a pure copper lead to the highest
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point on the old ruins. The net was quite nicely woven
and even sonewhat flexible, primarily because it was
transnuted from some of the Master's canoufl age netting
by the sisters.

When all was ready, the troops were positioned around
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the well, but not too close, and the sisters sinply stood
there, a bit to one side, eyes closed, hands |inked. Al nost
i medi ately, it grew darker and there was a sudden chil

in the air. Above, where there had been a nearly clear

sky, clouds swirled in a frenzy of agitation, |ooking al nost
like paint in water. Then the very ground began to shake
and trenble with the fearsone sound of thunder. Light-

ning licked fromthe clouds to the ground and danced in
pencil -streans just above the treetops. Suddenly, Marge
saw, one of the sisters took her mind off the storm and
threw a basic nulling spell back into the well

Al nost imredi ately there was a roar |ike the sound of

a rogue el ephant, and fromthe well suddenly sprouted

great squidlike tentacles, waving around and | ashi ng out
both at the air and at the ground around. The troopers
tensed as a sudden viol ent rainstormstruck, but the sisters
and the troops held their ground.

The creature in the well pushed upward, clearly striv-

ing nowto get out, and the copper nesh lifted as the start
of the body energed, revealing two gigantic and evil -

| ooki ng but unnaturally human eyes.

Suddenly there was an enornmous flash and a bolt came
fromthe terrible stormand struck the rod atop the ancient
ruin. The charge was enornous, and was instantly carried
along the line to the nesh.

The creature was suddenly thrashing about in agony,

engulfed in a swirl of crawming electrical energy. It flashed
and flailed agai nst the mesh, but this only got it nore
snarled in the thing.

A second great bolt struck the rod and led to the crea-
ture, and this tine there was a horrible smell of burning
flesh nixed with the strong scent of ozone. Now yet

anot her bolt struck, and another, and the great squidlike
creature | eaped up fromthe well until its nassive body
was clear and rolled on the ground. They retreated before
it, but while the tentacles continued to |lash out, and it
continued to hop around, one |look at the eyes and the
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sensel ess notions told themit was in its death convul -
si ons.

Now t he troopers poured spears and arrows into the
creature; as soon as the rain stopped, brave teans with
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buckets of foul-snelling liquid ran out, trying not to get
trapped in the death-throes, and threw the contents of
t hose buckets onto the creature wherever they coul d.

At | east a dozen buckets were unl oaded before the
thrashing of a tentacle killed one man and wounded

anot her, and Captain Kol os signaled for a halt and nodded
to bownen, who lit flame-tipped arrows and shot them
into the mass.

The creature burst into flame, and for nore than a hal f
an hour they watched as it continued to bum and seened
almost to nelt down, until, finally, it was nothing nore
than a bubbling nass.

The two sisters | ooked very tired, but also snug and
sati sfi ed.

"It's clean now, in the spell and creature sense of the
word," Agie told them "You may go down now. "

"Yes, go down now," Magi e echoed.

It took another hour to explore the three hundred yards

or so of the tunnel, and to find the cache hidden in a snall
chanmber off to one side, alnbst in the center of the tunnel
The opening had a sinple door, obviously rather recently
installed, and a lock that didn't take nmuch force to break
It was made primarily to keep the pet watch-squid from
fooling around with the nerchandi se.

I nside the chanber, lighted by torches and | anterns,
they gasped at the contents. There were cartons upon
cartons of bottles, each marked with a symbol code with
some sort of crayon.

"It will take forever to figure out who these all are,"
Marge said, feeling hope fade. "How will we ever break
t he code?"

There was a box that hadn't been seal ed or | abeled
yet, and Kol os | ooked at it, reached in, and renoved a
bottle. "Well, nmaybe it won't be inpossible. These bottles
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seemto have | abels with names on them although a few
have been screwed up. Looks |ike sonme water got into
here today. See?" He took themout one at a tinme. "This
one says Lucas sonething or sonething Lucas. This one
says Jones. These two have been water-sneared. Kaz
sonething on this one, and sonmething 'berg’ on this other
Wth any luck we mght get nany of themnatched. It's

a good bet that nost are dead, anyway, so we're just
freeing them but | hope we can find the ones for those
six living assistants out there. They nay know just who
this fellowis."

There was a small group of bottles off by thenselves
on the floor near the door. Marge went over and saw t hat
the water, or hum dity, or whatever had caused the |abels
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to drop off, but the corks, at |east, |ooked new. She ner-
vously reached down, picked up the | abels, and handed
themto the captain. "Wat nanes are these?" she asked
hi m

He | ooked at them "Joe O" he read, "T of M Cap
MM MCR, and WODNYM " he read. "Not very hel pful ."

"Well, it is and it isn't," she responded, her heart sink-
ing. "I think | can take a guess at them Joe is the big
barbarian and ny old partner. T of Mis probably Tiana

of Mori kay, Cap is Captain Ely, MMis perhaps 'nmermaid,’
MCR is Macore, and the | ast probably stands for 'wood
nynph.' Captain, I'mafraid that those bottles contain the
soul s of ny conpany."

He | ooked at them then at the | abels. "Wich is which?"

"I haven't the slightest idea. The | abels had fallen off,
and apparently our opening the door caused enough of a
breeze to mx themall up. W know which bottles, but

not who's in what!"

CHAPTER 9
M XED DOUBLES

Anyt hing that can go wong will. It's nore fun that way.
—Sayi ngs of Mirphitus, ancient Husaquahrian phil osopher

THEY ASSEMBLED THE FI VE BODI ES AND ONE STATUE I N

the cabin of the Piebald H ppogryph, and the six bottles

were set on the table in front of them Agie and Magi e,

al though very tired and | ooking very frail, had consented
to advise on the restoration, but they really could help

only with the technical procedures.

"One soul is identical to another in the pure state,"”

Agie told them "Only when it is mated with the body

does it becone distinctively individual, although, of course,
it contains the coded information on menory and such,

which will reorganize the brain when it enters. The trouble
is, we can't tell one fromanother unless they're in bodies
and can tell us for thensel ves."

"Unl ess they can tell us," Mgie agreed.

Marge and Kol os both frowned. "So," the Kauri said,

"it's strictly luck in this case, and the odds of getting them
all right are inpossible." She had a sudden thought/' Wat

if they are wong? Can't you unm x them when we know

who' s who?"
"Ch, ny, no," Agie said worriedly. "Once the soul and

the body mate, we know of no way to undo them except
through the sane sort of process that caused this in the
first place, and that requires a denon and a very serious
bargain."
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"Very serious," Mgie repeated om nously.

"What about transnutations, then?" Marge suggested,
trying to figure a way out of this. "I nmean, |'ve seen people
changed into animals and vice versa."

"People into animals, yes," Agie replied. "That's no
probl em But people into other people—that is different.
One can take on the appearance of another, but it is al
illusion. Sorry—t's the Rules, you know "

"It's the Rules,” Magie echoed.

Mar ge knew about the Rules all too well, but she wasn't
ready to give up yet. "Wen Joe and | first cane here
fromEarth, Ruddygore did sonething to change our
appearance. That didn't nean nmuch to ne in the end,
because | was a changeling, but Joe didn't |ook rmuch like
the man you see here."

"Ch, yes, but, you see, that was in the process of
bi nding you to the Rules. Even then—was not a denon
directly invol ved?"

She nodded. "I'mafraid so," she responded. "I'd for-
gotten."
"Then your only hope is for Ruddygore to call in sone

of his debts and get a denon to help themagain, if Hel
will do so. If the denons are directly involved in this plot,
they will not be likely to help in any case.”

"Not at all likely," Magie agreed.
Marge turned to Kol os. "You've reached Ruddygore?”

He nodded. "The problemwas relayed to him He said,

in effect, that he was reasonably satisfied with the out-
cone and not to bother himunless either this Mster
struck again or you'd seen the Oracle. He seened to
regard this problemas a mnor matter, I'mafraid."

Marge whistled. "It won't be minor to them Still, that
sounds |ike a go-ahead to ne. W certainly can't keep
themlike this.

"Can we do it one at a tinme? At least we'll have a
chance that way to get sonme right," she suggested, know
ing she was clutching at straws.

"Ch, they'll be out cold for a day or so," Agie told
126
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her. "It takes nore tinme to wite information in than to
renove it and erase it, particularly if it's going into a
different body. Don't worry, though. The | onger they're
in a new body, the nore they'll adjust to it. Hornbnes
and such, you know, and the aninmal parts of the brain

and all that."
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"Hor rones and ani mal s, '
little eager.

Magi e repeated, sounding a

"You nean—+f they're in new bodi es | ong enough,

they will become so wedded to themthey won't want
their old selves back?" Even Kol os was shocked at the
i dea.

"How—ong before this happens?" Marge asked hes-
itantly.

"Ch, it varies tremendously. A few days with sonme, a
few weeks with others, even |longer wth sone—depends
on the personality.”

"It depends," Magi e added for enphasis.

Marge | ooked at the bottles, then at the reclining bod-
ies. "Wll, it has to be done. They can't do anything as
they are. At least, Audra's won't be a worry. That's a
fairy soul ."

"Makes no difference," Agie told her. "A soul's a sou
to this sort of thing."

"A soul's a soul," Mgie agreed.
Marge took a deep breath. "Well, let's get this over
with. "

The process turned out to be sonething of an anti -

climax. A spell was placed on the cabin interior blocking

exit by literally anything, so that the souls could not escape
and perhaps find refuge in that zonbie army still frozen

out there. The four inside the roomwho al ready had soul s

were safe; given a choice, they were assured, freed soul s

al ways went for vacant bodies, if such were handy. Only

when there was no alternative present was there a chance

of possessi on.

Agi e stepped forward, took the first bottle, asked for
a corkscrew, found one at the rather nicely stocked snmall

bar, and opened the first bottle as if opening a bottle of
Wi ne.

Literally nothing could be seen, even on the fairy bands,
but Marge felt a sudden added presence in the room a
presence very much alive and with an overwhel mi ng feel -
ing of confusion. It seenmed to fly about the room then
settle on the fornms and then sink into one, alnost as if
the body had absorbed it. Marge sensed that it had entered
Joe' s body.

One by one the process was repeated, with nearly iden-
tical results. It was interesting to note that none of the
first five had gone to the pretty statue of the nynph Audra;

all had gone into the still living bodies. That left Audra's
formfor nunber six, whoever or whatever it was. Marge

hoped that it was in fact the nynph, and that at |east a
smal | percentage were correct fromthe start. Unfortu-
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nately, here, as on Earth, she knew that Mirphy's Law
seenmed suprene even over the Rules.

Audra's statue shi mered, then changed col or, and the
rock seemed to fade into a pleasant green conpl exi on

For the first tinme in alnost a day, her | eg was down and
her body in a totally rel axed position, with a peacefu
expression of sleep replacing the slightly surprised | ook
she' d had frozen onto her.

"Well, that went well," Agie said, satisfied. "I don't
believe we will be needed anynore. Captain. Oh—this
process has effectively divorced the nynph from her boat,
by the way. She shoul d be independent, at |east until and
unl ess she nmates with another tree."

"Can the bullshit and let's blowthis joint," Mugie said
suddenly. "I need a belt."

And, with that, the two anbl ed out.

Marge took the opportunity to sleep the rest of the day,
knowi ng that the sl eepers wouldn't awaken any tinme soon,
perhaps not until late in the next day, and know ng, too,
that Kol os's crew was busy both at punping out the water
to refloat the yacht and going over everything with a fine-
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tooth conb for any clues to the one who'd bought or
chartered her.

By the tinme Marge awoke, sonewhat after sundown,

the ship had been refloated and was actual |y underway
back up the river to the small town from whence they'd
corme.

Marge al |l owed Captain Kol os to take advantage of her,

and in so doing she fed and renewed her strength. She

had a strong feeling she'd need it when those folks finally
woke up.

Through the next day, the troops cane to several con-
clusions: first, that there was nothing clearly identifiable
with any specific individual aboard the Master's ship itself;

and, second, he had both good and expensive taste. They
woul d trace the registry, of course, but it would have been
through so nany blinds that the actual identity of the

Mast er mi ght not be known by even the one who even-

tually turned it over to him It would take many | ong days
just to catal og the boxes taken fromthe swanp redoubt,

and weeks before anything concrete could be gotten from

t hem

They had been told that the longer it took for the res-
torees to awaken, the nmore likely it was that they had
been badly m xed up. Wen night fell for the second tine
and none had yet awakened. Marge and the others feared

t he worst.
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About two hours after nightfall, Joe stirred, rolled
slightly, then opened his eyes, and | ooked very confused.
Suddenly he got up to a sitting position, |ooked around,
and saw Marge sitting there. Just fromthe expression and
the carriage. Marge had a sinking feeling.

"Hi," Joe said, in a soft, effem nate voice.

Oh, boy.', she thought, her heart sinking. "Wich one
are you?"

"Way, |'m Audra, of course. Wio did you think I was?"

Marge pointed, directing Audra's eyes to the end of
the sleeping figures. Eyes foll owed, and the former nynph
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gasped. "If that's ne, then who am/?" She | ooked down
at her body, then stood up and kept staring. "Oh, oh, o/i!"

"I''"l'l explainit all when the others wake up," Marge
told her. "That'l|l save tine and nmaybe ny sanity. You
won't be the only one."

After a while, Audra seemed to be able to think about

ot her things and came over and sat in a chair at the table.
It was really strange to see that huge, nuscular figure
swiveling its hips and wal ki ng al nost daintily.

Finally, though, Marge got the story. She had been gone
barely hal f an hour when the Master's forces came. There
must have been many of them but Audra saw only the

Mast er of the Dead, who'd apparently been nearby nuch

of the evening. Marge suspected that he noved when he
did because he saw her take off; he was worried about

her destination, and al so concerned that he was going to
| ose his prey one by one. It had been sinple, and quick
Biy had been taken while asleep topside; Macore when

he went on deck for some air. Then the Master hinself

had burst into the cabin bel ow, where Audra and Ti ana
had been tal king, and had held up his hand before the big
worman had been able to do anything at all to counter him
and all had gone bl ank—until the awakening here, on the

shi p.

Tura suddenly stirred, opened her eyes, and sat up,

wi de-eyed. "It is a wizard!" she screaned. "It is the eneny!
Take—

Suddenly she seened to realize that this was somne-

where el se, and she saw the pair at the table. "Joe! Marge
Thank heaven! Wat... what has happened? Wiy do you
stare?"

The accent was unni stakable, slightly Germanic.
"Tiana, | presume," Marge said disgustedly. "Take hold
and prepare yourself for a big shock."

Tiana took it quite well, certainly. She took her own
met anor phosis into nmermaid, in fact, far nore matter-of-
factly than she accepted the very sw shy and effem nate
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One by one they awakened, and a pattern energed.

Macore and Biy had changed bodi es; Tiana and Tura had
changed bodi es, and Audra and Joe had changed bodi es.

The sight of the beautiful but delicate nynph wal ki ng and
talking like a—well, a male truckdriver—was al nost as

i ncongruous as the reverse.

Ti ana stared at the nynph. "Joe? You nmean | am now

married to a nynphV

"Yeah, | got the sane problem being one," Joe grunped.
"Ch, | don't think it's so bad," Audra comented. "It's

the first time |'ve ever been able to see nyself, and
wasn't bad at all, if I do say so."

Macore's tail knocked over an enpty chair. "You think
you got problens!"

"What's wong with that body?" Ely demanded angrily.
"It's a hell of a lot nore versatile and tough than this."

They all started tal king and yelling and conpl ai ni ng at
the sane nonent and it took some time with Marge yell -
ing at the top of her lungs to settle them down. Even so,
they kept getting each other confused, and that took con-
tinual correction and adj ustnent.

Finally, Marge was able to send for food for them since
they were all starving and al so trenendously thirsty—the
wi ne was going fast—and then to explain to themthe
events that had brought themto this point and the news
about their present conditions.

"1'"m convinced that Ruddygore can unm x you all,"

Marge told them "but he seens tied up at the nmonent.

One thing is clear—he won't talk with us again until and
unl ess we see the Oracle, and the longer you all stay that
way, the worse it will be. That neans we shoul d proceed
downriver with all speed and get to the Oracle as fast as

possi ble."

"l agree," Biy added. "However, this will take sone

getting used to for all of us. | still have hands and feet
and | can still sail anything that floats. For organizationa
pur poses, | suggest that certain duties are essential. W

need a pilot, and Tura is no longer able to do the job as

fully as it can be done. That means you. Madam— He
gestured to Tiana "—fAust do the water work while under
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Tura's direction. Tura knows how to handl e the boat;

she'll be able to spell nme, allowing us to travel both day
and night, if we have adequate river conditions and reports.
W will stop only for supplies, and just |ong enough to
take them aboard, providing we need no nore repairs.

Marge, you will have to fly ahead to make these prepa-

rati ons and do sone night tine | ookout work as well."

It sounded reasonabl e. "What about me?" Macore
asked.

"I will find alot of work for you to practice in that

body. | know that body and its capabilities well. Everyone
will do his or her part, because we all have a strong stake
in getting this done and over with. Audra, you're going

to have a hard tinme getting used to that body and that
freedom but we'll find uses for you. No one knows every
inch of the ship better than you."

"That | eaves nme," Joe noted. "What can / do in this
body?"

"Sonebody, " replied the captain, who was still the
captain no matter what body he wore, "has to do the
cl eani ng and cooking."

Joe | ooked horrified.

"When do you intend to get underway. Captain?" Marge
asked him

"As soon as we can reprovision the entire ship. | trust

nei ther water nor wine nor anything else. Not a nonent

| onger, though. If things start going our way, which | tend
to doubt, we could easily make three hundred niles a day.
That will put us in Marahbar in four days, perhaps five,
dependi ng on weather and currents. Fromthere it is a

day's sail over open ocean to the island we nust reach
Hopeful | y, Ruddygore will reach us upon our return to
Marahbar. If not, sailing upriver is far slower than sailing
down. Four days down is easily thirteen days back, wth
opti num condi tions."

That was al nost three weeks, not counting the tine
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spent on the island. Marge noted. And that was if every-
thing was perfect.

The first two days and nights were sl ower than expected,

as they tried to ease their way into their new tasks. Tiana,
in particular, was critical to Biy in spotting ever-changi ng
hazards, and while she took to the water as if bom a
mermai d, thanks to instinctual skills and reflexes that cane
with the body, she had a lot to | eam about hazards, and
particul arly what was and was not inportant to the cap-
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tain.

Biy, for his part, seemed nore than nollified despite

his body switch. Before, he was sinply getting paid a big
bonus to deliver his passengers; now he was told that, by
the |l aws of Marquewood, the Master's former yacht,

after it was tracked down and registry cl eared, bel onged
to the victinms of the man who had owned it. The others

qui ckly agreed to give their shares to himin exchange for
limted use. Biy stood, in a few weeks, to become a very
weal t hy, independent busi nessnan

Late in the norning of the third day, however, the w nd
pi cked up radically and began bl owi ng al nost due north,
maki ng progress nearly inpossible; soon after the skies
darkened and they were in the mdst of a strong and ter-
rible stormthat forced Biy to put in along a sheltered part
of the riverbank and wait it out. Marge suspected nore
foul play, but Biy dismssed it. "These storns are not
uncommon this tinme of year," he told her. "The trouble
is, they can last a long tinme as they sweep in fromthe
ocean and across the flood plain and then strike these
nmount ai ns. "

Tiana, for her part, seened to be relishing her new
freedom after nore than five years as a panpered synbol
and believed a nmernmaid's tail was a very small price to
pay for it. The rain and wind hardly bothered her. Marge
had been both careful and curious in talking to each of
them | ooking for how things were or were not changi ng.
Certainly, the first day or so, they had all gone crazy
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addressi ng each other by the wong nanes, but that seened
to have quickly passed as the personalities inside the bod-
i es tended to doninate.

"It is nmost interesting,” Tiana told her. "My wi zard's
powers are way down from what they were, yet ny new
abilities, particularly the sonar, are amazing. | have al so
been | ooking at nyself and the others, and have discov-
ered some very strange things."

The stormtossed and battered the small boat in spite
of the shelter. "Like what?" Marge asked, a bit nervous
at this acceptance

"Curses. The were curse renmi ned with the body, as

| suspected, as it is a physical curse, which neans that

I, Tura, and Audra now have it, but not Joe. On the other
hand, sone other curses, such as ny own curse of death

in childbirth, are also basically physical, although |inked
to the netaphysical. It seens to have renained with ny

old body as well."

For Tura's part, she was relishing the fact that she was

human and that she had legs. "I was an outcast to mny
people," she told Marge, "and now | can walk, freely, on
dry land!"
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"You don't mss the water worl d?" Marge asked her.

"It's odd, but | don't. | keep dreanm ng of—Apun-
tains."

Macore now managed to get around without being

clumsy, and had even begun to practice a bit with the
prehensile tail, but he still clearly called his formhis
suit" and had no use for it as a permanent thing.

rat

The storm dragged on for three nore days, and it seemned
that, each tine they slept and then awoke again, the vic-
tims of the Master seemed nore and nore at ease with

what they were, although the two nost extreme cases,

Joe and Audra, were unm stakably m smat ched.

Joe, however, found that, rain or not, he needed to lie
out on deck at |east a few hours a day. The nynph needed
water and light and very little else to survive.

"How do you feel, Joe?" Marge asked him
134
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"I'"'mgoing nuts," he conplained. "I've been turned

froma king into a slave at one sw pe of a spell. Everybody
demands | do all the cooking for themon their different
schedul es, then they conplain about what | cook and how

| cook it—as if | wanted to eat it. Food just sort of, well,
turns ny stomach or whatever's in there. Then it's al ways
change the beds, clean and polish the insides, dunp the
garbage. It's boring, demanding, and it never ends!"

"Wl cone to the wonderful world of being a house-

wife," she comented. "I did it for years, you know.
Maybe this will give you an appreciation of what the peo-
pl e who do the work have to go through."

"Yeah, | guess, but it's a pain anyway. Poor Irving's
having an identity crisis as bad as ours, too. The sword
can't decide if Audra or ne is really ne. If it conmes to a
fight, | hope it picks Audra, though. That sword has a life
of its own in a swordfight so it won't be a slaughter, but

I couldn't even lift it."

"You'd have nore trouble than that. Irving is of an

iron alloy. It would kill you. Still, nmore is troubling you
than that. | can sense it."

"Yeah, well, it's the dreans and funny feelings."

"How s that?"

"A wood nynph's half plant, half teenager, it seens.
Sonet hi ng i nsi de keeps nibbling at nmy brain, keeps telling
me not to fight, to let go. | can handle it okay, but every
night it gets just a little bit stronger. |I found nyself day-
dreani ng today, |ooking at Audra over there in ny body

and getting slightly turned on, for instance. | only really
cried twice inmny life before, but now!l seemto baw at
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every little thing that goes wong. And when Mcore told
that crazy joke of his, | got the giggles and couldn't stop
The giggles'. I've swapped with Tiana as a were, and even
you, and never felt anything like this."

She sighed. "Poor Joe. The trouble is really that you' ve
becone a fairy and a nynph. The races of faerie are nore
primal, nmore elenmental than humans or other thinking
races. W don't have as nmuch self-control, and we tend
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to experience everything larger than life. It's in our nature.
I shoul d know And nynphs are seductresses not known

for clear thinking or intellectual abilities. It's not |ike
humans, who leam It's nore instinct, a way you have to

be. W& can only make do and hope that Ruddygore wil |

bail you out in the end, as usual."

"Yeah. Why is he so insistent about our seeing this
Oracl e, anyway? And what's nore inportant than us?"

She shrugged. "Maybe a lot. | have an idea that he

spends a good deal of his time fighting evil on a plane we
can't see or imagine, and in that kind of fight we're sort
of secondary. You know what's not far over the cliff walls
on the other side over there?"

" Huh?"

"The Vall ey of Decision, where we first turned back
the Dark Baron."

"Huh. 'l be damed."

"When we' re underway again, we'll be passing the

Zhaf qua which | eads to Mrikay, and then the Khafdis
whi ch begins in Lake Ktahr. It's our own recent history
we' re passing through. Keep that in mnd."

"Il try," he assured her. "But this stormbetter break
soon, or by the time we get through this | nmay not be
able to fight off going nynph anynore."

There were still |ight showers, but the wind had shifted
and Biy decided to get underway. The resunption of the
journey brightened all their spirits and, as they proceeded
south, the weather brightened. Just before sunset, the sun
briefly appeared, just to give thema beautiful sunset, and
things | ooked up once nore. The ship had weat hered the
stormfar better than the inhabitants, and they were no
nmore than two days from Marahbar.

"We'll have to stop at the port," Biy told them "not

only because we're | ow on provisions but al so because

I"l'l have to get the proper clearances and briefings for the
ocean hop. There are a lot of nasty things out there in the
ocean just waiting for small boats, and there's no sheltered
harbor, if we run into another of these blows."
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"How long will this take?" Marge asked him

"Not long, | hope, if the news and weat her are good.
Macore and | have been working on sone fundanental s,
since, due to the description and portrait on ny master's
license, he will have to inpersonate ne."

"I't shouldn't cause much of a problem" Macore assured
her. "l've gotten pretty used to this body now, and |I've
al ways been good at conning people. Bly' 11 be right there,
and |1've got enough of what's required to get by."

"l hope that the rest of you will remmin aboard," the
captain said to the others as they gathered on the deck
"However, if it is necessary for any reason to get off, or
interact with any workers or officials, play the part your
| ooks demand. W wi sh no conplications with officials

over who's who and what's what. Be who others think

you are, no matter what."

For Joe, every day since he'd reawakened in this strange
fairy body had been sonmething of a nightmare, and the
days nostly boredom and frustration. As Marge had said,
the situation wasn't as nuch bei ng soneone el se, even a
femal e wood nynph, as it was the conpul sive nature of

the faerie as a group. His nmnd and nenory were stil
pretty sharp, but the fact was that a wood nynph didn't
need and wasn't designed, as it were, for such a mnd and
menory. The fairies, as a rule, were born with all the
attributes, basic skills and aptitudes, and everything el se
needed to becone what they were supposed to be; behav-

i or was preordai ned and could not be changed. Mst fairy
folk, then, |earned what they needed or wanted to | earn

and that was that.
Now he was at war with that nature, and it was a war

he coul dn't possibly win. Just as a cat was a cat first,
and, in fact, Marge was Kauri first and Marge second, so
he had no choi ce about being a wood nynph. |If the right
stimuli were present he'd have to act and react as a wood
nynph woul d, no matter what he thought or how nuch

he detested it.
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The worst part was that Audra didn't face his problem

She was human now, and humans didn't have instinctive

and conpul sive behavi or patterns. She was the sumtotal

of her experience—and that was as a wood nynph. The

fact that she was now big and strong and male didn't make
much difference to her; it sinply meant a change in tech-
nique and the fact that she no | onger had to be fearful of
ot hers or apprehensive about her safety. She was al so

now freed fromher attachnent to a specific place, although
Mar ge, who knew the laws of such fairies, assured him

that this was a protective device and not truly a conpul -
sion. If he didn't consciously wish to do it, he could retain
hi s i ndependence, such as it was.
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He had decided to remain strictly aboard while in the
port, although he was dying to see one of the great City-
States. He was physically weak, and, unlike Marge, was
totally defenseless in terns of powers, and yet he was a
nynph and woul d behave |ike a nynph. He'd never been
really scared of nuch of anything before, either on Earth
or in Husaquahr, but he was scared now, alnost fright-
ened to deat h.

After Macore and Biy went ashore, the others grew

restless, with the bright |ights and noise of a nassive and
living cosnopolitan city crisscrossed with a network of
canal s and | evees. Marge had al ready gone, al npost at
nightfall, assuring them she'd be back in a couple of hours
at worst, and Audra and Tura really couldn't be tal ked

out of it by Tiana. For the former nynph, it was her first
and perhaps only, chance to see what a big city was like;

Tura wanted to wal k around and find what it was like to

be a human rather than a mermaid in such surroundi ngs.

That neant that Tiana was nore or less forced to figure

out the big wheelchair, since she didn't really trust those
two on their own out there.

Joe normally slept at night, but he fought sleep nuch

of the tine now, and the sun of the past two days had

given hima lot of reserve energy. He still kept bel ow, and
it wasn't until boredom curiosity, and apprehension at
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hearing nothing topside caused himto energe and | ook
around nervously. Wen he found no one el se aboard, he
nearly went into a panic. He felt suddenly very al one and
very vul nerable. There was activity all around this twenty-
four-hour port, w th dockworkers, stevedores, and all

sorts of others doing their jobs.

A young man, dressed as a dockwor ker of sone sort

and apparently on a break, saw the small figure and wal ked
over to the side of the Hi ppogryph. "Hello!" he call ed,
sounding friendly. "Wat sort are you?"

Suddenly Joe felt a trenendous rush through his whole
body, and fromthat instant he was no |onger in any way

in control. He found hinself wal king sexily over to the
rail near the gangplank and smiling sweetly at the nan.
"I'"'ma nynph," the pale green girl said in a soft and sexy

voi ce.

"I's that right? What's your nane?"
"My nane is—eall ne Joey," the nynph said

It was nearly norning and there was nuch conster-
nation on the afterdeck of the Piebald H ppogryph

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (109 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:03 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

"How coul d you be so stupid?" Marge denanded to
know, sounding angry as hell.

"Look, what was | gonna do, huh?" Tiana responded,
soundi ng angry herself. "1'mgoing to stop sonebody intent
on goi ng who's six-six and two-sixty, all rnuscle? And

had nmy own probl ens, renenber!"”

Macore and Biy tried to nmake sone peace between

themand finally got the whole story. It was apparent now

that Audra had no intention of returning to the ship; by

m dway through the first bar, she'd excused herself to go

to the bathroom and that had been that. Once Ti ana and

Tura had determ ned that the fornmer nynph was gone,

and not apparently a victimof foul play, they decided to

return to the ship and confer before notifying the author-

ities. It was, after all, a city of alnbst a mllion inhabitants
and not famliar to either.

The bigger surprise was Tura. They'd gotten back to
JACK L. CHALKER
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the docks, and Tura had lifted Tiana fromthe wheel chair
and carried her aboard, but then she went back, suppos-
edly for the chair. Instead she'd | ooked back and said,
"I"'msorry—but | have the chance to clinb nountains

and no one is going to take that away fromne," and

wal ked away, taking the wheelchair with her

"l doubt if Tura intended or even thought about it,6"

Biy said defensively, "but when Audra did it and it was

cl ear how nearly inpossible it would be to find even some-
body that inposing, the inpulse was irresistible."

Marge had a sudden thought. "Wat about Joe? He

was |left here all alone!" She made for the cabins bel ow
and found the formof the small, |ight-green nynph Iying
face up on one of the beds, eyes open and staring.

When Joe had no reaction to her entry, she had a sud-

den fear that he had been attacked again somehow by the
eneny, although the body was certainly still living flesh
When Joe noved a little, she relaxed, but needed no spe-
cial powers to realize that sonething was radically wong.

"Joe? You all right?"

The figure sighed, then seened to cone at |east par-

tially to life. "I"'mnot really sure, Marge. It took contro
of me tonight. For an hour, | becane Joey the Nynph,

with all that inplies, and | enjoyed every mnute of it and
| want nore of it, lots of it."

She was shocked. "Who?"

"Nobody special, except for the hour. Oh, don't go

rushing off trying to find some cad. | discovered | do have
some powers, but they're directed to only one end and

used them | couldn't help it. | was worse than Audra

ever was, at least to ne. | wasn't a thinking person any-
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more—+ was a primal force with an irrepressible need."

"Joe, you've got to keep fighting it. Okay, it happened
and maybe it'll happen again, but you' ve got to hold on

to what's really you in there. It will only be permanent if
you let it."

"It's coming after ny mind now, Marge. It wants to
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get rid of all that gets in the way, to push it back or w pe
it out." He sighed. "Wat was the yelling about on deck?"

Marge felt suddenly very unconfortable. This was not
the time for such news, but there was no way to concea
it, either. She swallowed hard and told him

He just nodded fatalistically. "Well, that's it, then

They've committed no crines. They can't be hunted down

Il egally or charged with anything or brought back agai nst

their will, and Audra, at least, is so naive she'll be in thral
to sonebody with power by tonorrow if she isn't already.

Face it—the Master's won."

"I won't give up, no matter what you say! And don't
you dare give up on ne, either! Ruddygore has trenen-
dous powers and can traffic with whatever powers he
needs to!"

"Ruddygore's got nore problens than us now," Joe
responded dejectedly. "Wth no dem god or goddess to

trot out, he can't fake it for |long w thout the Counci
finding out. Once they do, they' Il oust himfromthe | ead-
ership and start running things their owmn way."

"Well 1, for one, amnot going to give up and |'m going

to fight you for your own sake as well! Things have | ooked
pretty dark for us before and we've always pulled it out!"
She turned and wal ked out, actually feeling as confident
as she spoke. Things just couldn't end this way! They

woul dn't dar e\

She told the others about Joe, and Biy sighed. "Well,

my charter is still to get you to the Oracle. There's a tide
in just under two hours. We either take it or we face

anot her stornfront noving in that mght keep us bottled

up for a couple of days. I'll do what you say, since you're
the boss, but if what you say is true below | wouldn't |ike
to have Joe stay around here.”

"Sail, then. W'll |eave nessages. | just wi sh there was
sonet hing we could use to get the cops |ooking for those
two!" She had a thought. "Did Audra take Irving?"

Ti ana si ghed. "No. Wapons scare her. And forget about
t he wheel chair. Macore found it two bl ocks away."
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"Hrmm .. what about rape? That'll get 'em
"One | ook at Audra, even in that body, and they'l

laugh it away."

Mar ge suddenly grinned. "I know And it will stand up
to psychic exam nation, too! Warn themthat they've got
two werewol ves | oose in the city!"

CHAPTER | O

OBLIQUITY SPLIT

When chronicling great adventures, the chronicler should take
pains to use words that even the nost educated of readers

must | ook up. This may nmake your chronicle very slow, if not

i mpossible, to read, but it will be critically acclainmed through-
out the land, for none will wish to adnit that they didn't
understand and relish every word. Instead, they will use the
confort with such phraseology as a litnus test for intellectua
equality. No one nay ever really read you, but all wll be
forced to purchase a copy of the chronicle to convince others
that they did, and your brilliance and intellect will be per-
manent | y unquesti oned.

—Fhe Romantic Saga Witer's Manual of Style, Marahbar
"I CAN T UNDERSTAND WHY THI S IS SUCH AN UNTRAV-

eled route if this Oracle is as hot as Ruddygore thinks he
is," Macore said to Biy as they passed beyond si ght of
| and and picked up a stiff breeze.

"Ch, he makes it just hard enough to get to himthat

you really nust want to," Biy replied. "Being renoved
Iike this nmeans you have to have sone noney and/or

i nfluence to make it, and that keeps the commn fol k

away. He al so charges two arns and four |egs for the
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servi ce—+n advance—whi ch also tends to keep traffic
down. "

"l thought the best oracles were ascetics,”" the thief in
the ratlike body noted. "All the ones |'ve seen are."
"Were they reliable?"

"Um-Ao, not really.”
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"See? |'ve never been out this way before, but I'm

told that he started out like the others, but slowy dis-
covered that it just wasn't required. Now he lives like a
prince on his own little island ki ngdom and has done so
since he di scovered sonewhat by accident that asceticism

wasn't necessary."

The sail billowed in the breeze; while the ship rolled
and rocked in somewhat choppy seas, it nmade good prog-
ress. Biy was determined to make the island before night-
fall

"What's so dangerous about night on this route?"
Macore asked him

"Well, there are occasional krakens and ot her giant
creatures out here, and we have to pass close to the hone

of a race of nocturnal sirens."”
"Sirens? They sing and lure ships to the rock?"

"Ch, no, that's another kind. These are fire sirens. Wi
| i ke banshees and the sound sets your ship aflane.”

Macore |l et the subject drop

Mar ge was asl eep bel ow, and Tiana went down to see

Joe. She had been warned by Biy that this area was hostile
to nermai ds of her markings, and she decided to forgo

any chance at ocean swi nmng for now She wanted to

see Joe anyway. She made no real use of the rails that

Tura had put in to get about better; she felt no | oss of
dignity crawling across the floor, pulling herself with her
two arns. The hands, although hunan-1ooking, were

webbed; spread out, they provided traction and even sone

sucti on.
"Hell o, Joe," she said as cheerily as she could, hauling

hersel f up and settling confortably in a chair.
"They finally got ne, Ti," he sighed.

"Me, too," she rem nded him

"No, not really. If anything, you're better off. You're
still damed good | ooking and strong, you've got the ner-
mai d's powers, and you're free now to wander. Maybe

slowed a little on | and, but you're self-sufficient and nost
of Husaquahr is on the rivers anyway. A nermaid who's

al so a were should do great."

"Marge has done pretty well in a body as pretty as
yours," Tiana noted. "Even if the worst happened, it is
not the end of the world."

"I't's death, Ti! Death for me, anyway. Kauris are com
plicated. They have to be in lots of different cultures
conmpany, they can fly, and they have great defenses.
Nynphs are the | east common denom nator. They're built
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for sex and seduction and nothing else. | can take any
man, no matter how celibate or faithful. Every once in a
while, it all clicks, and then | deposit the issue in a tree
and wait until a new nynph forns. Wth no real need to

eat or have any of the other needs, and |limted to maybe
half a mle fromthe host tree, the only thing a nynph
does when no man's around is make out with other nynphs
and take the seed fromtrees to plant nore trees and
extend the forests. That's really what they're for—to keep
the forests pruned, planted, and nurtured, and it's some-
thing that's needed in this world—but it's all they do\
And they do it all by instinct. They need just enough
brains to talk to humans and nmaybe conmuni cate warn-

ings to themas well, but their kind of life, alone and stuck
inthe wilds with no real needs, nmeans that the nore
stupid, dull, and ignorant they are, the better off they are.

They're fairies too, renenber. They don't die unless their

tree suffers sone terrible tragedy so quick they can't dis-
engage, like sawing or burning down Audra's. It's forever,

Ti!l"

She thought about it, trying to think of what to say in
response. "You are certain this is true? How?"

"I just know. It's built into the genes or whatever fairies
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have in place of them | know the whol e bit—now t hat
I"ve broken the ice, so to speak, and let it take control."

"You speak of 'it.' Wat is "it'?"

"Thi s body, of course! It's—well, sort of |ike a nachine.
No, it is a machine. That's really what fairy folk are—
I'iving machines designed to keep order in the world. That's
why they couldn't continue to live on Earth, once the

machi nes took over. Sone did what they were supposed

to do, and others undid what they were conpelled to do
faster than they could do it."

She thought about it. "Perhaps that is why Ruddygore

is so intent on keeping the machi ne out of here, while not
adverse to using it hinself, yes? He has nothi ng agai nst
machi nes, but knows that, if they cone here, the fairy
fol k have no place else to go."

Joe nodded. "I think so. It explains a |lot, anyway."

"But you can exist w thout being stuck to a tree in a
forest."

"Well, Joe de Oro, in this body, can, and the body

knows it. That neans that Joe's in the way, you see. Joe
woul d al so go nuts doing a wood nynph's job. That neans
Joe's got to go. Ti, the brain's part of the body! Every
hour | lose a little sonething. First it wasn't much, and
that was only when | was asleep, but nowit's going on
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awake or asleep, and | think it will just get faster and
faster when | do rest. That's what's really driving ne nuts.
I know things are going and | don't even know what! |
can't!" Suddenly Joe burst into tears and cried for a |ong
time. Finally he sobbed, "See? | can't even control nyself
this nuch anynore!"

"I think it has a long way to go, considering this con-
versation," the nermaid noted. Still, Joe was certainly
telling the truth. Hs speech was softer, gentler, and very
femnine in tone now, where before the change it had been
hard. Joe got up and wal ked over to where there were

some tissues to dry his eyes, and she saw that he now

had a natural gait better than any she'd ever had. Finally,
she had only one thing to fall back on

r
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"Joe?" she asked hesitantly. "Do you still |ove ne?
Even as | anP"

That stopped himfor a nmonent. "Yes. O course | do."
It was said with sonme surprise in his tone, as if he hadn't
really thought about it.

"Then hold on to that! Fight it! W are near the end
of this road! Fight it not for your sake, but for mne!"

"Ti +— he began, but was suddenly sobbi ng once
agai n.

The island was a snmall and probably extinct vol cano,

covered at the bottomwi th |ush vegetation. It wasn't hard
to find the Oacle's place on it; the island wasn't that big,
and a marbl e pal ace, which Marge | ater woul d conpare

to pictures of the Taj Mahal set into the nountainside,

was hard to miss. It was also just inland fromthe only
decent anchor age.

A whol e crowd of dark brown nynphs greeted t hem

with joy and giggles and surrounded the party when they
came ashore in the ship's dinghy. Two fenal e centaurs

had hitched thenselves to a | arge coach, which could
acconmodate themall, and off they went. It was a little
unnerving to be riding inside with no driver, but the cen-
taurs knew their business.

"I wonder if he allows any other nmales on the island
except as guests?" Biy nused al oud.

"Wbul d you?" Macore cane back

"l just thought of a hitch in this,"” Marge noted hesi -
tantly. "This only works with nmortals, as | renmenber, and
Joe's no | onger one of them"

"But both Tiana and | are," Macore remnm nded her
"And |, at least amgoing along if this m sbegotten expe-
dition ever gets started."
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Ti ana | ooked over at Joe, who seened unconfortabl e.
"VWhat's the matter now, ny poor Joe?"

"Those field nynphs. | felt—+ight at honme. Al | could
t hi nk about when they were around was | ooki ng and act -
ing prettier and sexier than they were."
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"Al nost over now, Joe," Marge consol ed, as they pulled
up to the great pal ace and stopped. They got out, and
mar bl e steps stretched up as far as they could see.

"Just go on up,"” one of the centauresses said to them
"He's always in, and he's expecting you."

Ti ana | ooked at the steps and gul ped. "I had enough
trouble getting in this coach. There's no way | wll make
it up those stairs."

The ot her centauress |aughed. "Oh, don't worry. See

over there, by the waterfall? The water turns a wheel that
eventually turns a belt that will take you up. You can all
use it if you want. | wish we could."

The belt was slow but it had snmall wooden cl anps that

served to support them It did take you up, but at a very
slow rate. Tiana, not being very nmobile on Iand, and the
ot hers, now being rather small, were carried by the belt;

only Marge chose not to take it. The sun had not yet set,
but Marge had her goggles on and could easily fly the
di st ance.

Once up, they wal ked and Tiana crawmed to the front
door, which was open, and then went inside.

There were gol den fountains, rich tapestries, and plush
carpeting all over the place. It was, in fact, fancier than
Castl e Mrikay, and they were inpressed.

"Well," Marge said, "anybody who makes enough
money to afford all this surely nmust have sonet hi ng on
the ball!"

A far door opened and a pudgy man of nedi um hei ght
enmerged wearing a brown satin robe. He | ooked like a
stereotypical nonk, in fact, conplete with rosy cheeks
and a prom nent bald spot. He smled at them and said,

"Ch, hello! I"'mglad you're all here.
Just relax a nonent and |'I|l send for beer."

"Not hing for me, thanks,"” Marge replied. "Anybody
el se?" They all shook their heads in the negative.
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"Ch, | know you needed nothing this tine.
It's just the Rules | nust speak in rhyne.
I"'mthe Oracle of Myl ox, you see,
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And a poet is sonething I'll never be."

"You're the Oracl e?" Tiana said disbelievingly. "Uh—
sorry. You're just not what | expected, that's all."

"You are not what | expected either.
Fahadur, nynph, nermaid, and thief are

nei t her

A big barbarian strong and nmanly
Unl ess a reasonable facsimle thereof is

handy?"

Joe seened ready to burst into tears at that; while Tiana
calmed him Marge and Biy explained to the Oracle what
had happened. He nodded with kind understanding,

al though Macore nmuttered, "If he's so ommiscient, why

do we have to tell himthis?"

The Oracle heard him and tried to explain.

"The future is closed to an oracl e, too.
I can no nore see next year than you
But when questions |'m asked by those who

cone,

| have the power to answer sone.

Thi s power's much higher than ne, you see,
I"monly the nedi umthrough which you'll be
Hearing froma power even wi zards can't know

A power, |'msure, which cones not from
bel ow. "
Macore considered it. "In other words, if someone asks

you a question, he gets an answer from Heaven itself?"

"Not an answer, no, |'msorry.
Heaven tal ks not to ne, don't worry.
I have a gift with which |I'mable
To tap into the great cosm c babbl e
Where past and future all are one
And find the clues before |I'm done.
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Al as, such heavenly cosmc tines

Are far too great for human ninds
You'll get the truth now, don't fret!
Maki ng sense of it you do not get."

"Hmm .. that explains a lot," Macore said al oud,

al t hough he added of nothing to hinmself. "Wll, okay, so
through you we can tap the cosnmic mnd and get rela-
tionships that apply to us. Wiat about direct questions,
t hough? Any ideas on how we start with this? Do you

need a trance or sonethi ng?"
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"/ can give you no suggestions,

But sonme have gotten answers to questions.
The power's an automatic thing with ne.

We can start right nowif the rest agree."

Marge stepped forward. "I think we ought to, and just
get it over with. | know the questions Ruddygore wanted
posed, and I'msure we'll add sonme. | guess, for safety's

sake, we'll have to get Captain Biy to pose them though.
By a crazy twist of fate he's the only human bei ng anong
us."

"Fairies get no good answers, it's true,

But any nortal anmpbng you will do.

Fahadur, mermaid, human all three

Can get sone decent results from ne.

Pl ease step outside before we begin.

It's something | need to start ny discipline."

They went out onto the porch and saw that the tre-
mendous nunber of nynphs who'd greeted them at the

dock, joined by countless others, were all gathered there
at the bottomof the great stair. The Oracle snmiled and
then gestured, and the nynphs began to chant.

"Oracle! Oracle! You're the greatest!
Wth your verse you satiate us!

You' re so wonderful, just divine.
Your wondrous tal ents always shi ne!
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Go, Oracle! Go, Oacle, Rah! Rah! Rah
CGo, baby! Go, baby! Cha! Cha! Cha!"

He turned sheepishly to his visitors.

"/ knowit's false, not worth a cent,
But all great artists need encouragenent."”

Wth that, they went back inside and the oracle took
the usual |otus position on the floor in front of the big
fount ai n.

"Al'l right, then," Macore said, feeling even nore skep-
tical, "let's get this over and done with. | want to know
if there is in fact a dangerous evil now facing Earth from
Boqui | | as and Dacaro."

The Oracle closed his eyes, seened to concentrate for
a nonment, then said,

"The Armageddon bell rings clear
Shoul d the evil ones appear

To the mllions and with one breath
Gve to the west the kiss of death."

Suddenly he snapped out of it, |ooked around, and
smil ed.

"Hopeful ly you got some news.
I remenber not ny own nuse."
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"We got it, all right," Marge told him "and it isn't
good. "

"Yeah, but what's it nmean7" Macore asked.
Mar ge shrugged. "I don't know if we can figure out

the specifics yet, but it's clear that Ruddygore was right.
It's Armageddon if they aren't stopped.”

"If they can be stopped,” Macore responded worriedly.
"The prophecy said if, not when," she rem nded him

"That neans there are two probabilities and we're the
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other one. You seemto know the questions, Macore.
Keep going. You're doing fine!"

"Ckay, Oracle, then | ask this. Wwo will be needed to
stop thenP"

Agai n the nonki sh man cl osed his eyes for a nonent,
then got the nessage and delivered it.

"The two who canme nmust go once nore

To the place fromwhich they tore

Their lives but not their inner souls.

To this the thief nust burrow through hol es
To set the treasure before those who wi sh
Wil e the denpons are stopped by a pickled

fish.

For when evil w shes upon a star

It makes no difference where you are.

Wth Peter Pan's gl ow and swords bel ow

It must grant the wish or Earth will blow "

"Whew! " Marge sighed. "That's a lot. Wll, at |east
part of it is clear."

"Cl ear as mud," Macore responded.

"The two are obviously Joe and ne. You, obviously,
are the thief," Marge pointed out.

"Yeah, okay, |'Il buy that. But where do we get the

pi ckled fish? And it seens like |'m supposed to stea
sonet hing but give sone treasure away. Wat treasure?
And who or what is a Peter Pan? It may all be true, but
it makes no sense."

"I know who Peter Pan is, but it doesn't help, believe
me. Maybe it will make sense to Ruddygore,"” Marge said.

"Yeah, well, maybe. It mght also nmake sense to us
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when we see Earth blowfirsthand. |'d say that neant
fire, or disaster, or war."

"Yes. The last war. And sonething they're going to do

will cause it." Marge sighed. "W need nore information

but we're not getting it here. | think, though, we ought

to ask a couple of personal questions about our own sit-
uation. Considering those lines, |I'd say they're critical."

Macore nodded and turned back to the Oracle. "Okay,
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time for a personal question. Is there any way, other than
trafficking with denons, to get back into our old bodies,
and will we?"

The Oracle again closed his eyes. Marge wondered
what his mnd nust be like if it touched, even grazed,
Heaven for only an instant.

"Physi cal bodies matter not;

Soul s are real and what you got.
Al can find the way back hone,
But only those that did not roam"”

Mar ge gasped. "Poor Joe!" she sighed. "And we
obvi ously need him"

"Wel |, good news for us, anyway. Cap," Macore com
ment ed. "Marge? Anything el se you want to ask?"

"W nore questions will | call.
Your deposit's run out and that's all,"

said the Oracle.

"Well, that's it, then." Marge sighed. "I guess we should
be headi ng back. You know the itinerary. Captain. Wat
happens now?"

The captain finished witing down the prophecies in a

smal | not ebook, then put away his pencil. "W go back

There's a good chance we can still beat that storm and be

in before two in the morning if we | eave now W're to return
to Marahbar and check into the Hotel W ndjamrerjust up

on the riverfront and wait. Ruddygore will either meet us

or send for us there. That's all | know. Then | get paid, and
maybe | get ny old body back—f we both still want it that
way. |'mgetting sonewhat used to this.”

"Sanme here, but | think we're not well suited for our
respective busi nesses. Cap. Let's be off."

They thanked the Oracle, who responded with sone

bad and i nnocuous verse and then cl apped his hands. A
huge, muscul ar satyr, the first male of any sort they'd
seen other than the Oracle hinsel f, appeared, bowed to
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t he nonki sh prognosticator, then cane over to them "I
will assist you in getting back to your ship," he runbled
"l understand one of you has problens with stairs.”

They went back and found Tiana and Joe, who seened

to have recovered a bit. Both | ooked al nost awestruck
at the sight of the satyr, and Joe had to be physically
restrai ned.

"No problem™" the satyr commented, and picked up
Joe and Ti ana, one under each arm and began the wal k
down the stairs.

Marge flew al ong, seeing Joe's agony but knowi ng it

was all for the best. "You're the first male anything we've
seen other than the big man hinself," she noted. "Did we
just miss the nales or am| right?"

"Ch, you're right," the satyr growl ed. "He doesn't |ike
mal es around very long, that's true. It's just that he needs
me. You see, ny actual nanme is Porange Chilver."

She shrugged in mdair. "So?"

"Think of what insanity he would endure if he ever
accidentally ended a sentence in 'orange' or 'silver,'" the
satyr comment ed

The coach was waiting below, and the creature al nost
threwin the two he carried and i medi ately bade fare-
well. "Best | get away fast or that nynmph will have to be
knocked col d," he noted, and he was indeed away fast.

It required all of themto hold Joe down, but the cen-
tauress teamwas off in a flash and they headed back to
t he dock.

Wi le still going along the broad avenue | eading to and
fromthe Oracle's mansion, Joe suddenly went wi de-eyed,
then swooned and fainted. They checked and saw signs

of life, but all were clearly worried.

"He's burning up, like a fever," Tiana comrented.
"H's head feels as if it's on fire."

Marge | ooked at the small figure and felt concern. "The
inside is as bad as the outside. The fairy blood is telling.
He's fighting it like hell, but I"'mafraid we're losing him™"

JACK L. CHALKER
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They beat the storminto port, but the w nd was way

up and it began to rain heavily while they were still on
their way to the hotel. It was an old, low, sprawing struc-

ture several mles dowriver fromthe port, but it was
certainly first class in every way. That was one thing about
wor ki ng for Throckmorton P. Ruddygore; he m ght get

you killed or changed into a toad, but everything was
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al ways first class.

The suites were actually dupl exes around a small pri-

vate courtyard and pool, which suited Tiana quite well

She had been out of the water too long; if she didn't get
a good i mMmersion, and not nmerely froma rainstorm she
could find herself with peeling skin and a painful skin
condi tion. She was, of course, reluctant to | eave Joe, who
was still out, but Marge assured her that she'd keep watch.

The attendants at the Wndjamrer had certainly seen
everything before; they took Joe in on a baggage cart

wi thout so nuch as a comment, although they did offer
to fetch a healer with some expertise in fairy ailnents,
whi ch was accept ed.

The one who arrived in the hour before sunrise was a
rat her severe-|ooking m ddl e-aged woman who told them
that she was Auruga of the Western Wastes. She had mnuch
experience with the fairy folk and wi th nynphs, but she
was now retired and working for the Wtches Anti -

Def amati on League.

She listened to a general account of what had hap-

pened, performed an exani nation and a series of rituals,
then told Marge, "There's nothing really that can be done.
VWhoever inhabits this body is mandated to be a wood

nynph and nothing el se. The body's housecl eani ng now,

as it were. Wen she awakens, she'll have no nenory,

no curiosity, and no will or capacity to | eam anyt hi ng
beyond what it takes to be a better wood nynph. She'l

know everyt hi ng about what nynphs do, because that's

part of her nature, and that will be that. Sorry."

"Then—Joe's essentially dead?" Marge couldn't believe
it.
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"More or less. Oh, when the Final Judgnment cones,
assuning the body lives that long, the information and
personality m ght be restored, but not until then."

"But, damm it, | becane one of the faerie and it never
happened to ne!"

"That's because you're a nore conpl ex organi sm doi ng

a nore conplex job. Many of the fairy races are smarter

than people in their given areas. It neither hurt nor inter-
fered with your function to retain your old self. Nynphs
are anong the sinplest forns of fairy folk. They serve a
function, nothing else. Best thing for her would be to take
her to a nice forest and | eave her. She'll mate with a tree
and be happy and never know the difference."

They couldn't bring thenselves to do that; but with
the witch's visit, all hope was really gone, not only for
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Joe but for the m ssion.

Joe had still not awakened by early the next evening
when Ruddy gore arrived. He usually liked a flourish, but
in this case he came secretly, in a plain brow robe and
hood. Sonehow he seened to think that this effectively

di sgui sed his nmassive nearly four hundred pound frane
and huge white beard. Wthout a transfornation spell
Ruddygore coul d never be in any way inconspicuous, |et

al one incognito.

Hi s usual jovial nood was gone, though. Things had
not been going well for him either, and he seenmed | ess
concerned with Joe's plight than with the contents of the

Oracl e's verses.
"Do you understand any nore than we do?" Macore
asked him

"No, not nuch, but it's pretty clear the direction we

nmust take. Things have gotten pretty nasty here, but the
Earth threat still takes first priority, because, if it goes,
we go. The two are connected in nore ways than one, |

fear."
"You nean our friend in black?"

"Indeed. | amno |onger head of the Council. Because
of his trick with the bodies and souls, which is quite good
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I mght add, he's effectively destabilized the religion we
set up and, as such, turned the Council into acting on its
own to preserve their domains and interests. He has made
deals with a sufficient nunber of themto keep thempretty
much out of the fray and he's al ready begi nning to capi -
talize onit. He is com ng out of the northwest of Hype-
boreya with a legion of the living dead who are his slavish
and unkill able troops. They're not invincible, but every
casualty they inflict on the defenders becones anot her of
their own nunber. A few wi zards are nervous about him

but he's working entirely within the Rul es and pl ayi ng
very good politics with his equals. Nobody knows how
strong he really is, so they are loathe to challenge him
and quick to make deals. O course, he doesn't know how
strong he is, either, or he would have waited for ne."

Macore sighed. "So it's all falling apart again. Get rid
of one Dark Baron and you get a Master of the Dead."

"Well, it's pretty nuch the rules of the gane, isn't it?
Evil |oses battles but never wars. |'ve been going crazy
trying to organi ze and devi se a defensive strategy agai nst
him It's been difficult because he is as good a politician
as sorcerer, and because he seens to have armes of the
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dead planted all over the place. W brought up nmassed
dragons and stopped themat the River of Sighs, but another
force of the sanme sinply cane marching out of the Msty
Mountai ns to the south. No place is safe fromhim but

he stays in the background and relies on his anonynity

to protect himfroma direct challenge. It's frustrating."

"But | can't see how he could connect with this Earth
busi ness,” Marge put in. "I nean, if Earth goes, he goes,
too, right? So why this?"

"I doubt if he really understands the stakes on Earth.

He made a deal, that's what. He woul d stop you from
interfering in our eneny's affairs, and in exchange he was
gi ven access to ancient spells so foul and yet so powerful
he coul d march on Husaquahr. If he were truly convinced
that Arnmageddon was the result of the Baron's actions,

I don't think he would have gone al ong, but they've conned
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hi mas he cons others here. | amfascinated by the fact
that you found himfamliar, though. Mrge."

"We've met <+ know that. Years ago. Maybe when

first cane here. That's all | can say for sure."
"Hrmm .. although |I've never met himin this incar-
nation, |, too, have the feeling that |I know himand he

knows me, perhaps well," the wi zard comrented. "He
certainly knows a good deal of how | think and he knows

al most precisely the strengths and limts of ny power.
There is sonething fam liar about the signature on his
spells, but it is remote and hidden fromme. It's been too
Il ong, and the level of sophistication is quite a bit higher.
In sone ways he rem nds me of Dacaro in the old days,

but we know where Dacaro is, and that's now been con-
firmed by the Oracle.” The big man sighed. "Well, | sup-
pose there's nothing we can do until we take out the
greater threat. W've learned all we can up to now. "

"How can we?" Marge asked him soundi ng pai ned.

"I'"ve been trying to tell you since you arrived that Joe's
gone—hopel ess. Mostly by luck, the switch is pernma-

nent! A brainless wood nynph's no hel p—you heard the
prophecy!"

Ruddygore all owed hinself a snile and reached into

his robe. "Nothing is permanent except the true death
and Arnmageddon," he said softly, taking from sonme pocket
within his robe the Lamp of Lakash.

"The Lamp! O course!" Marge excl ai ned excitedly.
"If it can send Dacaro to Earth, it certainly can restore
Joe!"

"W have some linmits and nust take sone care in its

use, though," the wi zard warned. "First of all, it will grant
no fairy wish—enly nortal ones—but it's still a trap for
fairy folk as for humans. In other words. Marge, you're
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di squalified on several grounds—and so am|, on different
grounds. Macore, it would grant your wi sh—but stuff you
back in the Lanp, so we don't want that."

"Who's in there now?" Marge asked him

"A fellow named Jinner, appropriately enough. He was
157

JACK L. CHALKER

in a spot of trouble a while back and begged ne to bai
himout. | did, but warned himthat | would call in the
price, and | did to free Macore. Don't worry—he's an
aspiring nmagician and he's always desired to visit the |and
of the djinn—and he'll not be in too long. There are others
I wouldn't mind filing anay in there, and I'll pick one
when |'mabout to put it back in storage. Don't worry

about that now. First, Captain, take the Lanp and wi sh
yoursel f and Macore restored.”

Biy took it, and for a second there was a real gleamin

his eye. Then it was gone, and he sighed. "Forgive ne,

but tenptation with it is a rather inevitable thing. Frankly,
sir, had you not been present | mght be too weak to
resist."”

"Don't worry—-you can't succumb," Ruddygore told

him "1 cast that spell before |I handed the thing to you
Now—do it."
Biy thought for a nonent. "I w sh—that ny soul was

once again in the body into which it was bom and that
the occupant of that body occupy the one | do now. "

From somewhere a man's voice seenmed to cry, "Done!"

There was no evident action, but the ratlike creature
asked, "Did | say it right?"

"I'"d say you did," the wizard responded, "considering
you' re back. Macore—the Lanp, please. Al you can do
is wnd up back init."

The little thief |ooked sheepish, then handed back the
Lanp.

"Now | need to performa slight ritual to check on a

few things," Ruddygore told them and shut his eyes as

if concentrating. He did not nove or even seemto breathe
for what seened |ike several m nutes.

"But the prophecy said the others wouldn't get their
bodi es back," Macore rem nded Marge in a whisper

She nodded. "Let's see.”

Suddenl y Ruddygore's eyes opened, and his expres-

sion was grim "lI'mafraid the prophecy is correct, too.
I find no evidence that either body is still alive. Either
158
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the Master found them or sonething untoward happened
to both. | fear the former, alas. The Master would be
anxi ous to make certain that our dem god and demi -
goddess coul d not reappear with full powers and so turn
the Council back agai nst himout of fear of ne."

"Can't you just wish themreplacenment bodi es that | ook
the sane?" Macore asked.

"Well, not really. I can turn theminto |lizards, yes, but
I can't quite recreate themas they were—a fact that, |

m ght tell you, they will not find tragic. Go awaken Ti ana
and get her in here. 1'mgoing to give her the options,
since she's the only one left right nowwth a clear right
to a wish."

"The first priority is to save Joe," Tiana told them

firmy. "All else matters little."

"Only the Lanp can convert, or reconvert, fairy to
nmortal ," Ruddygore told her. "I can perhaps do sonething
with you by using ordinary magic, but Joe will require a
wish all his own. You will need to cascade, or string
together, a series of related desires to forma conplete
wi sh we can use to acconplish our result. Wile we think
on its wording, let's talk about you and what you wi sh
that | might do for you."

"You know enough to know that | wish to go with

them" she replied. "And | know enough of the Rules to
know that it is in nmy best interest to remain as | am as
i nconveni ent as that would be."

They all | ooked at her, then at Ruddygore, puzzled by
her statement.

"Tiana is sinply stating a fact of mernaid lore. If a
mortal nman nekes love to a nmermaid he will always be
inlove with that mermaid. He might still go off and marry
and have great affection for others, but he'll still be in
|l ove with that nermaid."

She nodded. "Yes, that is it."

The ol d wi zard thought for a nonent. "You know,
while | was on holiday in Chicago a few weeks ago | took
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in a cinema that concerned a nmermaid. | am a sucker for
books and pictures on the fantastic, as you night under-
stand. It gives me an idea. It has to be physiol ogical and
hold together, so it won't be quite as sinple as the cinema
m ght have it, but | think | can work a spell that will help
usi ng that idea. Indeed, | had already guessed this and
worked it out on my way here.”

They all stared at himexpectantly.

"OfF course, we can't send you over to Earth as you
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are. It would be too conspicuous and too linmiting. W
can't not make you the mernai d because of our Rul es

and your desires. Admittedly, the Oracle nmade no nention
of you, but it didn't nention Poquah, either. Now, what
this spell will do is basically give you | egs when you are
totally and conpletely dry and upon solid land. It wll
take several hours to take effect conpletely, and if you
get wet or are surrounded by water below, it will reverse
itself—and very quickly. There will be drawbacks, because
you will remain a mernmaid. You nust inmerse yourself

at | east once a day, perhaps before going to sleep, or it
will becone very painful. Al so, the inner bone and nus-
cular structure will not be well-adapted to wal king, so you

will have to walk slowy and will also still feel some pain,
which will grow greater the nore you're on them You'l

still be best off in a wheelchair or on crutches, but you
will look human. |Is this acceptabl e?"

"Of course. I'mno worse off than now and actually

far better, no matter what the [imts."

"Very well. You'll still have the webbing, and you'l

still have the constitution of a mermmid, her powers, and
other limtations, so be careful to observe themstrictly.
I"mal so going to change your conpl exion, as | understand
that your present clan has you marked for death. |'m going
to give you a chocol ate brown conpl exi on, not only

because it will allow you to pass as a hunan better on
Earth but al so because it matches no known nernaid

clan here and as such will confuse the hell out of them"

"Sounds good. | don't mnd."

160 VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS

"Well, / have a question or two," Marge put in. "First

of all, how cone she was too strong a wizard to pass over
before but she isn't now? And second, why the hell would
anybody take a vacation in Chicago?"

Ruddygore chuckled. "As to the first, nmermaids are

covered by a different volune of the Rules, and that
supercedes, and linmits, her powers. She still has power,

but it's limted and redirected to specifics. That will allow
her to escape the barrier. She's now under the liniting
threshol d of power. As to Chicago—did you know t hey

actual ly produce all those wonderful pink flamngos in

one large factory near Chicago?"

"Ch" was all Marge coul d nanage.

"W will take care of ne later,"” Tiana said inpatiently.

"Let us see to Joe."

They went over to the door |leading into the far bed-
room and Marge, who got there first, let out a gasp and
then shouted, "He's gone! And the door's w de open!"

She and Macore rushed out to the patio and | ooked
around. There were the sights and sounds of a | ot of
activity, but no Joe and no way to tell where he'd gone.
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"He's wandering around here now as an air-headed
nynph!" Marge excl ained. "And going entirely on
instinct!" She | ooked around. "At |east there aren't any

trees around here."

"But there are lots of men around, and that's what a
nynph does when she's not in her tree," Tiana puffed,
haul i ng herself out onto the patio.

Ruddygore thought a monment. "Well, | wouldn't be

too upset. We know he's not far, so he's well wthin range
of the Lanp if we act now, no matter if he's physically
present or not. |1'd say we'd better do this quickly, though,
just in case he wanders away and gets out of range."

Ti ana accepted his assistance into a patio chair, and
then he gave her the Lanp. "Consider well your word-
ing," the sorcerer warned. "Watever it is, you' re stuck
with it and so's he."
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She thought frantically, then said, "I cannot put it into
the right words! | cannot be sure'"

Marge decided to help out in the spirit of energency.
"How about this, then? You say that we can't word it
properly enough to make himl ook |ike he did, but maybe
we can. \What about wi shing his original body back, the
one he had before he becane a barbarian? As | renenber
he wasn't that bad | ooking, just a little old."

"Yes, yes! That's a sure thing!" Ruddygore cried. "I
shoul d have thought of it. Tiana, try sonething like this:

I wish that Joe was no |longer of the faerie, but norta
once nore, and in the body he had when he was twenty,

but with his full menories, mnd, and personality restored
as it was the day he becane a fairy. Can you renenber

that and do it exactly? Be cautious. Don't clearly end the
sentence until it's all there."

Tiana | ooked at himwith interest. "So, if it is all about
one person, | can string together as nmuch as aH that?"

"You can. Just be precise."

"A'l right, then. Uh—does not the genie have to appear,
or sonething like that?"

"Ch, no. If you rub the Lanp, he's conpelled to, but

why bot her himnow? Plenty of tine for introductions

later on. Just hold it and look at it and wish. Do it now—
before we night |ose Joe!"

She took a deep breath. "Uh—+ wi sh that Joe shoul d

be no longer a nynph but a nortal man once nore, and
that he be in the body he had when he was twenty, and
that he has the m nd, personality, and nmenories he did
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bef ore he becane one of the fairy folk, and that he be in
the peak of physical condition and the ideal |over for ny
mermai d body and will make |ove to ne this night. There!"

"Done!" came a voice fromthe Lanp.
Marge | ooked at Tiana. "You added a little bit there."

The nmermai d shrugged. "There was no extra cost for
the call," she noted, and handed the Lanp back to
Ruddygor e.

Far off on the other side of the hotel could be heard
162
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the sounds of nen yelling and screanming. It sounded like
a real fight was going on.

"l have a suspicion that it worked," Throcknorton P
Ruddygor e sai d.

CHAPTER
RETURN TO EARTH

Fromtoo nmuch | ove of living,
From hope and fear set free,

We thank with brief thanksgiving
What ever gods may be

That no life lives forever;

That dead nmen rise up never

That even the weariest river
W nds sonmewhere safe to sea

—Al gernon Charl es Swi nburne
THEY HAD COVE OVER ON A FERRYBOAT AND NOW THEY

returned on what | ooked like a nminiature May flower. All
sails were set, of course, and out of the gunwal es great
oars protruded and pushed the ship on. Woever or what-
ever rowed bel ow was somet hi ng none of them wanted

to see, and, indeed, all but the deck and upper cabins
were closed to them Inside quarters were quite cranped,
but well-stocked with food, water, wi nes, and the rest of
the best. Macore had one small beaten-I| ooking Earth-type
sui tcase which he'd gotten from Ruddygore, and they had
brought Irving, but otherw se they were going over cold.
The sorcerer had prom sed that all they would need they
woul d get at the other end.

There was also a small nedical kit, with which Tiana
JACK L. CHALKEK
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continued to treat Joe. He had a nunber of bruises, what
| ooked |i ke a black eye, and several superficial but painfu
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cuts.

"Dam it, ouchi" he started to say when she dabbed
a particularly painful small cut. "At |east you could have
wi shed me to appear imediately in front of you!"

Tiana couldn't suppress a smle. The idea of a party

of businessnen all seduced by a vol uptuous nynph sud-
denly finding that nynph turning into a tall, dark, husky-
| ooki ng man was pretty funny, considering how easily

he'd nmanaged to overcone mutual confusion, then nutua
enbarrassnent and outrage, and fight his way out of there.
Only slightly worse was the wound to his pride in having
to march down to the front desk stark naked and demand

to know if a Kauri and a nermai d were staying there, and
angrily get into another fight when they hesitated to tel
hi m

Better for himwas the fact that he had no menory of
anything after being taken by the Master and no nenory

of the nynph experience at all. It hadn't been intended
that way, but that had been the way the wi sh had been

wor ded. He accepted the story, of course, because they

were all there and confirned it, and it certainly explained
the changes in him but if either Marge or Tiana said what
a cute, sexy nynmph he'd been one nore tine, he was

goi ng to slug sonebody.

He really didn't look all that different. At six two he
was a bit shorter than his barbarian form but still a tal
man; and at a fairly muscular two twenty, he was actually
in pretty good shape. He | ooked a bit nore Mexican and

a bit less Anerindian than he had, and certainly his body
was no |longer the M. Universe machine it had been before,
but he really wasn't changed radically. He'd been in good
shape when he was twenty, after all. He'd been in the
Marines at the time. Sexually, though, he was enor-
mous—far better endowed than he had been at twenty,

the size disproportionately large for the body. Tiana had
many strings on her w sh.
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Now dry, Tiana | ooked remarkably different, although

it wasn't hard to see that there were unusual things about
her. She was still tall; but without the flipperlike fins, she
was closer to five ten than over six feet. She was thin and
qui te shapely, with very long, straight, black hair reaching
down al nost to her waist. Wiile only her coloration was
changed, she woul d now be perceived as a young bl ack

worman by the Anerica to which they travel ed. Although

she knew French, German, and, of course, her native

tongue from Husaquahr, Ruddygore had to use a spell to

gi ve her a working know edge of English. It was nore

than adequate, but she still had to translate from one of
her other tongues, so it canme out a bit garbled at tines

and w t hout good pronunciation. Macore had the sane

spell and the sanme problem but he had a genius for |an-
guages and was certain he'd pick it up quickly when actu-
ally using it. Marge and Joe, of course, needed no | anguage
hel p, although it was difficult for themsonetines to
remenber which | anguage they were speaking, English
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or the Husaquahrian comrercial |anguage they normally
used, and both found they had to concentrate or they
woul d slip quickly out of English

Joe surveyed the close quarters, still in a rotten nood
"At | east he could have given us a bigger ship. Wat the
hell is this thing, anyway?"

"Ruddygore said it was a scale replica of a Spanish
galleon built for some pageant in Spain," Marge told him
"He picked it up when it was just about junked and headed
for rot."

"Scale is right!" He got up, stretched, and flexed his
muscles. "Not all | was used to. Ti, are you up to a wal k
around the deck?"

"OfF course," she responded. "Let us go out and see
what sort of strange place this Sea of Dreans truly is."

She clearly had sone problenms walking, a little of it a
bal ance probl em but nuch of it sinply | egs supported by
bones and nuscle not really designed to bear the weight
of a body.

JACK L. CHALKER
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He hel ped her down the small stairs to the main deck,

and they wal ked forward and to the rail. It was quite dark,
and there was no sign of noon or stars. For a while, they
stared out into the void.

"l think | hear voices," she cormmented. "And noises
like great machines. | |ook down and see little flashes,
|i ke neteors bel ow "

"You' ve been across once nore than | have," Joe noted.
"l wonder just what's out there?"

"Ruddygore once said it was the m nd of God. | wonder
if it's true?”

They stood there a while longer, staring out into the
void they knew was not a void. Finally Tiana asked, "Joe?
Do you still |ove ne?"

He put his arm around her and squeezed. "Wy do
you ask? You know | do."
"Even though |I've changed?"

"I'"ve changed, too. |I'mnot the ideal barbarian any-
nore."
"You | ook beautiful to ne. | was just... wondering."

"Wbnderi ng what ?"

"If it is proper to nmake love anid the nmind of CGod."
He | ooked at her, then pulled her to himand kissed
her. "I can't think of a nore appropriate place," he replied.

Ruddygore' s shi ps al ways "nmade port" on Earth in the
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early norning hours, and in renpte and nostly uni nhab-
ited | ocations, because they were, after all, rather con-
spi cuous. The Conpany didn't really know where they

were being set down, nor did it really matter. Poquah
knew, and was supposed to be waiting for themw th sup-
plies and information.

VWherever it was, it was warm clear, and dry, and
certainly rembte—the stars had faded in as they had
entered the Earth's plane of reality and they were stun-
ning, wthout rmuch of any interference fromnearby lights
or cities.

VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GCDS
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Marge stared out at the darkness and sighed. "Well,
we're hone."

"Yeah," Joe responded, a little disbelievingly. "Homne.

Vell "1l be damed. You know, | never expected to be
here again. Ch, | know | tal ked about it and belly ached
about it in the old days, but | never really did."

"Me, neither," Marge replied. "If you renenber, | had
al ready decided to |eave it for good before | knew there

was anot her place to go."

"Urph. Be interesting sonetime to find out what hap-

pened after we left. | don't mean who's president or where
the Marines have landed this time—+ nean about that

night. | always wondered—are we dead? Did they pick

up our bodies off that super slab and scrape up the truck,
or did we just sort of disappear into nothing?"

"You joined the | egion of those who vani sh forever

every day," a famliar voice said behind them They turned
and saw Poquah standing there. The Imr | ooked rather

funny to them dressed as he was in a black button-down
shirt, jeans, cowboy boots, and Stetson. As usual, they

had not heard himcone aboard. Imrs were only noticed

when they wanted to be, which nmade them occasionally
irritating friends but terrible enemies. "I assune it is just

the two of you?"

"No—eh, | guess you hadn't had a chance to be told.
We have two others, at Ruddygore's direction," Mrge
told him

He | ooked up at the upper cabin in time to see Macore
appear, followed by Tiana.

"l can see there have been sone changes nade," the
Imir noted. "I had not expected himto get out of the
Lanp for a century or so, and | do not know the | ady,
except that she is a mermaid with sonme | and adaptation
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spells and is froma clan | have never heard of before."

"That's Tiana," Joe told him "It's a long story. You
nm ght have noticed that |'ve changed, too."

"Al'l human barbarians |ook alike to me," the Imr
responded calmy. "As for the long story, it is interesting,
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| amsure, but irrelevant. W nust be on the npve. This
ship cannot renain here."

A smal | gangpl ank extended fromthe side, but it didn't
have nuch of a downward sl ope. The ship was still not
quite in Earthly space, nor were they until they got off.
Marge tested her flying and found it as normal as usual;

Joe hel ped Tiana get down, as she was still unused to her
weak | egs, and Macore brought up the rear, |ugging the
sui tcase he'd been given by the wi zard.

A queer -1 ooki ng vehicle awaited them notor running.
"Just what the hell is thatT" Joe wanted to know.

"A coach which has no horses!" Macore said, awe-
struck. "How convenient!"

"It is called a mini-van, and it will confortably seat us

all," Poquah told him "Joe—do you think you could drive

this? | need to test your driving skills after so | ong a hiatus,
and it is difficult to run into too nmuch out here."

"Yeah, | think |I can. | mght be rough and rusty for a
fewmles, but I'll bet | can get back into it real fast. After
all, | drove bigger rigs than this for nmore than fifteen
years."

They got in, discovering that the van had three rows
of seats and was nore than bi g enough to accommodate
themall confortably. Poquah took the front passenger
seat, since he had to navigate.

Joe spent sonme tine adjusting things, then pulled out
and promptly stalled. "Damm! Rustier than | thought," he
munbl ed, slightly enbarrassed. He finally got it in gear;

al though his shifting and clutching were fairly jerky, he
really did seemto get it back quickly.

"On the other hand, once you are a skilled rider, you
don't get yourself so bunped up," Macore noted, nostly
to hinmself. He was the only one anong them who' d never
been on Earth before.

They pulled onto an interstate that was nostly deserted,
and Poquah directed himto proceed east.

"Hey!" Marge shouted excitedly. "This is old I-10! W're
in Texas!"
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"Yes, we are south and west of Mdland,” the Imr told
her.

"Well I'Il be dammed! This is where we came in!"

"It is convenient in that it meets all the requirenents.

We'll be staying in a motel this evening, still south of the
city, and we'll prepare to remain there at |east one day.

I will have to go out and get some suitable clothing and
other things for you all. The small anount of clothing

have for Joe will obviously not fit, and I did not expect
the other two of you. You, Kauri, will have to keep in

m nd that you rmust keep your powers of disguise constant
at all tines. And do remenber not to fly while you are

i n danger of being seen doing so. Even if they do not see
you as a Kauri, these Earth folk might get a bit upset at
seei ng a young wonan suddenly rise off into the air."

"Don't worry," she assured him "Protection and

defense are built into ne. Joe's the only one w thout dan-
ger, though. Ti needs water and she takes sonme tine to

get | and-adapted again; and, if | renenber, Macore has
alittle problem too."

The thief nodded. "I don't reflect or cast shadows. It's
a pain in the ass for shaving—f that is still a problem
By the gods! How fast does this thing goT

"Then do not shave. |If you can manage sone grow h,

it will help disguise you. Qur quarry knows you, renem
ber. The fairy folk do not reflect, either, which can cause
probl ems. Kauri, no matter what the spell, and our shad-

ows are often inconsistent. As for speed, Joe is proceeding
at seventy right now and probably should sl ow down. W
cannot afford a police check right now, | wouldn't think."

"What you're saying is that a group portrait of us would
be rather odd," Tiana put in. "Joe and | woul d show up,
and perhaps two distorted shadows. Handy if you're a
bank robber."

"Ch, really?" Macore responded, forgetting for a

monent his frightened grip on the seat and the speed at
whi ch the surroundi ngs were goi ng past and soundi ng
very interested in this new world. Poquah gave him a
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withering look. The little thief shrugged innocently. "Hey—
it's only professional curiosity."

By the time they'd exited the interstate and began driv-

ing up to Mdland, the sun was comng up. "I'mgoing to
stick with the goggles for now," Marge told them "I guess
we'll all be in and ready to sleep in another hour or two."

Poquah had selected a notel that had only one story
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but was rather |arge and spread out, so that none of them
woul d have to go through a | obby to get in and out. Right
now, they were neither dressed nor in any condition to
meet the west Texas public. The Imr, however, did have
to arrange for another room but he had no probl em get-
ting one that adjoined and had an interconnecting door

He did seemto be spending an inordinate anount of tine
in the office, though, arid they grew concerned. The sun
was up now, and they felt quite conspicuous. Finally he
returned and handed Joe one key and Macore the ot her

"Any probl ens?" Joe asked him

"No. It is the sane everywhere | go in this insane

country. Everyone seens to believe | am soneone naned

Ni noy, or occasionally sonmeone named Spock." They

drove off, following his directions, and reached the two
roons. Quickly and nervously, they made their way from

the van into the roons. Macore still had on his gray jerkin
and boots, which were a bit out of place here, but Joe

and Tiana were literally without a stitch

"I informed the woman at the desk that you had just
flown in and were dead tired, and not to give you any
di sturbance or performany naid service today," Poquah
told them "but you never know with these places. Keep
all the locks and chains on, and put out the 'Do Not

Di sturb' signs. Problens might devel op before we could
correct themwith spells, and we do not need problens

right now "

"Smal | bathtubs.” Tiana sniffed. "Still, | suppose this
will do."

"I't will have to. | will return later on." The Inmr | ooked
at his wist, which sported a fancy digital watch. "It is
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now al nost seven-thirty. | shall return by three this after-
noon with what is needed and the information to brief

you. Until then, | suggest that you get sone rest. W wll
keep to a nocturnal schedule for the time being, both for
security's sake and until you get accustomed to acting on
your own in this environnent."

Macore was in the other room | ooking around. He had

a childish joy in the |ight switches and spent a coupl e of
m nutes just turning themon and off. He was even nore
delighted with the small air-conditioning console. To be
told about such things academi cally was one thing; actu-
ally to see them was sonething el se. Macore's world was

a world of magic, denobns, and spells which he took entirely
for granted. This was truly a Husaquahrian child s magica
dream

"Shall | bring sonething to eat or drink before I go
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into the city?" the Imr asked them

"No, we had plenty on the boat," Joe replied. "You
m ght bring sonething back when you return, though."

"I'"Il do what | can," the Imr assured them and |eft.

Macore, in the other room went over to the tel evision
and stared at it. "This is a wi ndow of sone kind?"

Mar ge | aughed. "That's TV. Look—+'Il show you."

She switched it on, suddenly aware that her position was
the direct opposite of her early life in Husaquahr. There
she | earned the | anguage by spell and was illiterate. Now
Macore was in that spot, although at the nonment it didn't
seemto bother him

He was fascinated by the inages on the tel evision and

had to be assured that they could not see him The mgjor
networks all had their norning news shows on, and some

of the cabl e channels were showi ng things |ike Weeler

and Wl |l sey "B" pictures fromthe thirties, while the sports
channel was showing the curling finals on tape delay from
Hal i fax. There were several apparently all-religious chan-
nel s, and four other channels were showi ng different epi-
sodes of Glligan's Island.

"Sanme old junk," Marge comrented sourly.

"Ch, | kind of like it," the little thief comented. "Par-
ticularly the ones with the little short fellow and the fat
one on the island."

"Yeah," Marge told him "Wit till you' ve seen the
same rerun half a dozen tines!"

"Huh? You nean they are not acting conpanies al
performng this as we watch?"

"I''l'l explain filmand tape to you |ater,"'
"I"'mgoing to sleep.”

she said tiredly.

"So aml," Joe called fromthe other room The sound

of water filling a tub al nbst drowned himout. He was a

bit distressed to discover that fromnow on, his wife would
have to sleep nights in the bathtub. It sinply hadn't
occurred to himin all this.

Macore bade them a good rest and cl osed the door

between. It wasn't conpl etely soundproofed, but Marge
told himthat it wouldn't bother her a bit if he kept the
TV on, although he'd best do it softly to avoid waking
Joe. "COkay—great!" he responded. "I caught a nap on

the way over, and |I'mnot very tired right now"

She renoved the goggl es and was soon conat ose. From

the other room canme snores | ouder than Macore's tele-

vision. He just sat there, curled up in front of it, watching
one thing after the other, often changing channels.

Poquah's hefty tip seenmed to keep the mai ds away;

but close on to noon, Macore, who was still sitting there,
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got irritated when the sane episode of Glligan's Island
he'd just watched on one channel began on another and

he turned the dial. He caught a slight glinpse of sonething
as he turned it, then frowned, stopped, turned it back,

and stared at the screen.

He pressed his face right up to it, then stood back
"Ch, ny god!" he breathed. There was no m stake. There
couldn't be that nmuch of a mi stake.

It was sone sort of talk show or forum and apparently

it was before a huge |live audi ence. He woul dn't have even
noticed it—he' d found seven m nutes of David Hartman
intolerable and could take about forty seconds of Jim
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Bakker—and this, certainly, was the sane fornat. The

speaker seened to be sonme kind of preacher, and he was
dressed in a finely tailored, dark blue suit, had short hair,
and wore round, apparently rimess glasses; but still he
knew that face, which had been I ooking into his only a

few weeks before

Dacaro had sure as hell cone a long way on Earth in
only a few weeks!

"What are these little round things?" Joe asked. "Potato
puf f s?"

"They are supposedly chicken," Poquah inforned him

"You dip themin the little sauce cups, |I'mtold." He
runmaged in the two bags, took out another w apped
package, then handed it to Tiana, who was still very much
a nmermaid but slowy drying out.

"That's all right," Tiana assured him unw apping the
package and finding two raw whole fish and a package of
raw shrinmp still in the shell. "They probably won't taste
I'i ke much, but they'|ll probably be better than whatever
it is you gave Joe to eat."

Poquah wal ked over to the connecting doubl e-doors,
opened them then peered in. Marge, of course, was stil
out cold, and Macore was now curl ed up, sound asl eep

in front of the television which was still on. The Imr
deci ded not to awaken them but went in and turned off
the set, then returned to Joe and Tiana and quietly shut
the doors again. "Forgive ne, but | sinply cannot abide

that drivel. It has nmade the civilized part of this world
into a nass of illiterate norons." He paused a nonent,

then added, "Of course, it also appeals to those al ready
in that condition as well, no matter what their origins."

Joe managed to polish off two Big Macs, the nuggets,
and a | ot nore that Poquah had brought al ong. He was
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still hungry, but it would do. His only conplaint was that
the Imr had brought no coffee; the in-roomstuff the notel
provi ded was hardly worth the nanme even on Earth.

Still, Poquah was anxious to get down to his business.
"You have the text of the prophecies, | hope?"
"Well, we weren't exactly there for them and we didn't

exactly have pockets," Joe replied. "Macore's got the
text, though. You got sone clothes for us?"

"Yes. | had to guess on the |ady, of course, but | think
it will do until she can find some of her own nore to her
liking." He had, of course, taken the measurenents of all
three nortals before | eaving, so he was actually dead on
He either had a keen eye or an uncanny ability to know
just what was required, although he did leave it practical

Joe's outfit was pretty nmuch an upsized versi on of what
Poquah was weari ng—eans, boots, a flannel shirt, and
even socks and underwear, two itens of clothing he' d not
really been used to wearing for many years. For Tiana,
Poquah had sel ected equally practical clothing—but with
worren' s under garnents, of course, even a bra if she
want ed one—and with a | ong wonan's yellow T-shirt. "I
deci ded that you would find boots nore probl emthan

asset, so | found you sonme sandals. | regret the higher
heel but they don't seemto come any other way here. |
know you wi Il probably wish to remai n barefoot npst of

the tine, but there are establishnments all over that wll
not admit you without shoes."

Her | ower body had already split but was still nore
fishlike than human, giving her a really unusual appear-
ance. "I amsure they will be fine," she assured him "I

will try themas soon as | can.”

"I procured a very confortable notorized wheel chair

that folds rather nicely," Poquah told her proudly, "and

al so found a pair of ingenious folding alum num crutches

for when that is nore practical. | think that will take care
of your needs."

He was enotionl ess and officious, but she was touched.
"You are very kind. It is nore than | expected," she told
hi m si ncerely.

Poquah went out and cane back with a small object,
whi ch he gave to Joe. The big man renoved the top of
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the box and found a wallet, and inside were a nunber of

maj or credit cards in the nane of "Joseph Ronero." He
| ooked at Poquah. "That nme?"
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"Yes. We established the accounts after closing out the
stol en one for Ruddygore. They are good, and the best

part is that the bill will not have to be paid by you. Do
not, | pray, abuse them though. They are for business
and survival. Wen you return to Husaquahr, none of you
will be allowed to take anything fromthis world with you,
anyway. "

"Yeah, well |-hey! This is a Oass-G chauffeur's
l'icense!" Joe exclained, then frowned. "But it doesn't
have ny picture!"

"Not necessary in that state, which is why we chose
it. The particulars are a bit off, but | doubt if anyone wll
really notice."

"You want nme to drive a rig, then?"

"Yes. You'll find the permits in order, and we've used
a fewspells to make it inpervious to inspectors. | am
having it nodified sonmewhat today but the conpany we
are dealing with here is quite interested in noney and
assures me that ny nodification will be ready tonorrow "

"All five of us are gonna fit in a cab?" Joe said dubiously.
"I't won't be necessary. You'll see."

The sound of the conversation apparently awakened
Macore, who came through the doors and into the other
room not exactly w de awake but definitely excited.
"Sorry | fell asleep," he apol ogi zed needl essly. "Man!
want ed so bad to wake sonebody up earlier! | saw him"

"Who?" Tiana asked, puzzled. They all turned to | ook
at the little thief.

"Dacaro! That's who!"
"Dacaro!" Joe exclained. "Here?"

"No—en the TV thing in there! He was on a show.
You know, on one of those religious channels."

Poquah seened suddenly very interested. "Indeed? Are
you certain?"

"Yeah, sure—'mnot gonna forget himany tine soon

Oh, he was wearing one of those funny suits it seens |like
they make nmen wear here, and he had short hair and,
believe it or not, pink eyeglasses, but it was him His
voi ce, too. Silky snoboth, you know? His English is per-
fect—at least, it's not nuch different fromwhat the other
TV peopl e speak—but he's sone speaker. Really stirring

up the crowds. You could feel the enotion right through

the TV."
The Imir frowned. "I had not expected himto get so
far so soon. | thought we had weeks, perhaps even nonths

or a year. This changes everything. On national television
within a month of his arrival! Ch, my!"
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"You act |ike you expected it sooner or later," Joe

noted. "You know where he is, then?"

"Of course. It's been rather easy to find both him and

the Baron; they are not exactly engaged in secretive activ-
ity." He paused for a nonment, as if making a decision,

then said, "I was going to wait until Marge was up, but

| suppose this can be done twi ce."

Macore came in, sat on a comer of Tiana's bed, then
got up again fast. "That's wet\" he conpl ai ned, then sat
down on the floor. They were all ears.

Wien the Baron had been exiled from Husaquahr,

Macore expl ai ned, he'd been sent first to the center of
Ruddygore's Earth operations, which was in Basel, Switz-
erland. He had renained there for nore than three nonths,
getting to know the new world in which he'd found hinsel f
and checking out his place in it. He had been very com
fortable, living in a villa owned by Ruddygore just across
the Rhine in France, and had spent the first nonth doing
not hi ng but reading everything in French, German, and
English that he could get his hands on. He needed no
spells or courses in |language or literacy; he proved hinself
unexpect edly adept at both. The Denon Prince with whom
he'd nade his alliances in Husaquahr had been a good
teacher and supplier of certain books and readi ng nate-
rials from Earth.

He was, of course, a genius with a finely tuned ana-
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lytical mnd; he had been the best theoretician of magic
in the history of Husaquahr, far beyond anyone el se, no
matter what their power. Being stripped of his powers had
not made himany less brilliant or know edgeabl e.

He spent another six weeks or so on a sort of European
grand tour, using a |liberal stipend from Ruddygore's com
pany, visiting Ronme and much of Germany, France, and

Engl and, using falsified Swi ss papers that |ooked genui ne
enough to stand al nost any chal |l enge. Ruddygore's Euro-
pean organi zation even got themin his own nane.

Agents reported him both fascinated by the wonders

of technol ogy and appall ed by the contrasts such tech-

nol ogy created. Still, it was hard to pin down just what
real interests he had, since he was fascinated by the ide-
ol ogi es and tensions of the modemworld with its omi -
present threat of nucl ear hol ocaust and with the inbal ances
of wealth, yet he was al so apparently fasci nated by com
puters, space science, and technol ogy, and even the m s-
fits and oddballs of society.

The conputer, though, had particularly fascinated him

as he was getting warnings that his funds were going to
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dry up if he didn't decide to do sonething useful, he
enrolled first in a quick and intensive course in howto
type, then in a London conputer school. For all of its
inanities, magi c was mat hematical and he seemed to find

in conmputer programmng the sane sort of relationship.

He dropped the year-long course after only three nonths,

not because he had | ost interest but because he had al ready
progressed, not only beyond the brightest pupil at the
school, but beyond the brightest instructors as well.

And then, quite suddenly, he informed his benefactors

that he no | onger required any of their help or support

and that he had obtained sufficient funds to live on. They
were baffled by this, but, a few days later, Esmlio Boquil -
| as vani shed fromtheir surveillance and they found no

sign of himfor alnost three years.

Exactly what he was doing at that tine was a nmystery,
al t hough he seened to have spent sone tine with English
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and Wel sh mmystics, nostly cult and lunatic-fringe peopl e,
the sort of professional characters that Britain seened to
grow best in all the world. Then he came to the United
States, partly to the south, then to the San Franci sco- San
Jose, California, area, where he energed once again in
public viewvery public viewas a faith heal er.

"He's a whatT' Joe asked i ncredul ously.

"A faith healer. It appears now that he spent sone tine

| ooking for Earth individuals with some of the mmgica
talents. There are sone—nore than you woul d thi nk—

but nost have no know edge of their abilities and thus

are undetected even by thensel ves. Qthers, when the

powers conme out involuntarily, believe they have had pro-
found religious experiences, or been involved with alien
civilizations, or things like that. He wanted people with
sufficient power to handle at |east mniml spells, but they
had to be people who really believed they could do sor-
cery—hence his interest in cults, witches, and the I|iKke.
Apparently he di scovered one worman at sone Sat ani st

group in southern California who had some real powers

A hostess of a television collection of old horror novies,
| believe, who went under the stage name of —pardon—
Shockarilla, | think it was. He was at that tine enpl oyed
as a programer in the San Franci sco area, but abruptly
bot h she and he resigned their positions and she went to
join him Soon after, they began doi ng guest appearances
at local churches of no real denom nation—there are quite

a nunber of rather bizarre yet still mainstream churches
in the area—and their reputation for truly curing really
caught on."

"The old boy's very charismatic," Joe admtted. "A | ot

of folks carry off that faith-healing business with no rea
chance at success—just people believing so hard they
sonetinmes cure thensel ves. Just enough of 'emto keep

"em going and keep their credibility up. But the Baron,
now—+f he had sonebody with the power, he could really
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do it, couldn't he? | nean, restore a lost linb, make blind
eyes see, all that."
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"He coul d indeed, as you well know. There really aren't
any physicians in Husaquahr as such; the healers are
magi ci ans who specialize in healing potions and spells.
Boquillas is a genius with a photographic nmenory, who

m ght well know just about every spell ever witten down;

and those he couldn't remenber, his fine mathemati ca
m nd could create,"” Poquah admtted.

Joe sat back agai nst the headboard, |ooking a little

dazed. "A guy who could really do healing mracl es—he
could wite his own ticket! They'd flock to himto be
cured! And if he told themthey had to stand on their

heads and recite '"Mary had a little |anmb' three tinmes back-
wards for the cure to work, they'd do it! Ch, man!"

"And it would not take much of an additional string

on those healing spells to make them devoted wor -

shi pers," Tiana added. "They woul d al ready be npbst of

the way there, out of sheer gratitude and physical proof."

"That is the way of it," the Imr admtted, "although
amnot certain that his fermale adept really has the ability
to do nmuch nore, even with the spells he supplies.”

"And that's where Dacaro comes in, | bet," Macore

put in. "If you already have a good scam goi ng, then
sticking in a world-class wi zard at the right nonent is
the smart thing to do."

"The computers,” Joe said, still thinking of the inpli-

cations. "l just can't figure—er can |? | don't know nuch
about computers, and | don't know just how easy to get
they are, but 1'll bet you he's got one hell of a conputer

somewhere that's not only got all the spells but all the
formul as to nmake whatever he wants. Maybe he's rigged
one back where he used to work. | know the di spatcher
before we left always had a conputer termnal in front of
him and so did the one when we arrived at the other end,
and both were connected to the sane conputer sonepl ace
over the phone."

"I fear it is far easier than that today," the Imr told
him "Today you can purchase a conmputer w th enornous
menory and power for about half the price of an auto-
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mobil e, as rugged as a typewiter and not much larger. If
he had enough capacity to store his prograns, he would
need no nmore space than it takes for that television set
over there. And, of course, spells here are mathematically
quite different fromspells where we come from The com
puter woul d automatically be able to translate one com

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (142 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

pl ex spell into another. The only thing he did not have
was someone with sufficient power and training actually
to cast conplex spells. Now he does."

"What did he want the gold for, then?" Macore asked
Poquah. "I mean, it sounds as if he's got a hell of a scam
runni ng just where he is.”

"He required it, apparently, to purchase a | arge bl ock

of land in a very rugged section of northern California. It
was owned by a |unber conpany that was stopped by

the actions of sonme nature |overs from doing any nore

tree cutting in the whole area. They were faced with hav-
ing it taken over by the governnent and were happy to

sell it for what Boquillas could offer upfront, particularly
in gold. He and his lady friend incorporated a nonprofit
religious foundation to own it—a very easy task in Cal -
ifornia, it seens. They are, of course, the head of that
foundation. Although the land is heavily restricted from
any public access, he apparently nollified the nature

organi zati on and guaranteed preservation of the |and.
Everyone is delighted with him even the country, for

whil e he pays no taxes as a religious institution and retreat,
they woul d have received none fromthe governnent con-
demation, either—and now they receive substantial con-
tributions to public welfare. The Baron is al so a good
politician."

"Yeah, okay, so he's got a cult, a following, and a little
ki ngdom of his own. So far | can follow that. But what
goes with Dacaro on tel evision?"

"The Baron is quite—n English | believe the slang

word is "slick'—=ith his theology. It is particularly insipid,
bl and, and nondenom national. Al though he's associ ated

hinself up to now primarily with of fshoots of Christian
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religions, he seldomif ever nentions anything beyond

"God' and 'the Lord.' H's charmor charisma, as sone

call it, is sufficient that al nbst every authentic pastor he
nmeets seens not only charnmed by himbut convinced that

his theology and theirs is a near-perfect match. He knows
the truth of oratory—t is not what you say but how you

say it that counts for everything. Consider just howlittle
a politician actually says, as conpared to what his or her
|isteners believe about that politician. And because so
many of the sincere and legitimte broadcasting preachers
here are so affluent and so conspicuous in their success
that they are the target of many attacks by cynics and
governnent, they are likely to rally around any preacher
they feel is being persecuted, even if that individual is
clearly a fraud. The Baron's Qpen Path novenent has

al ready been the target of many such attacks, which has

won himnotoriety beyond California and a great deal of
synpathy from those who see thenselves, wongly, in

him™"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (143 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

Macore nodded synpathetically. "Yeah, it's always that

way. You get some sincere people with good ideas making

a real go at it and the con artists and the charlatans aren't
far behind."

"You shoul d know, " Poquah responded acidly.

Macore grinned sheepishly. "Hey! | only go for the
rewards! | don't want the end of the world!"

The Imr frowned. "What is this about the end of the
wor | d?"

Macore repeated to himthe first verse of the oracle.

"Then it is Arnageddon at the end! | wonder what
those sincere men and wonen of religion who defend him
woul d say if they knew?"

"They always used to tell us the end was cl ose at hand,"
Joe noted. "I don't know if they believed it, but somehow

I don't think they'd be surprised if it cane. | knew a
preacher once, one of the hellfire-and-brinstone types,

who dropped dead right in the pulpit while preaching a
sernmon. Heart attack. It wasn't instant, but they said that,

just before he died, he didn't |ook sad or angry or upset—
nmore |ike disappointed it was just him™"

"Hmm .. well, give me the second prophecy, then,
thief, and we will see if we can put the two together."

"Yeah, sure. It's lousy poetry." He recited the |onger,
more conpl ex verse on how to avert the doom

"The early part is clear enough,” the Imr noted, "and
now you three are here, so we've gone that far. Unfor-

tunately, the rest is still unclear to ne. The way to sol ve
the problemis there—but unless we can solve the proph-

ecy itself, we will not know the way. Still, this is not a
one-sided conflict, or it would be unnecessary. The indi-
cations are there that Heaven will aid us as Hell is aiding
the Baron."

"You nmean angels for the demons and like that?" Joe
was interested in the prospect.

"No. It never works that way, particularly not here.
Providence will guide the el enents we need into place for
us. If we take those elenments and then apply themin the
pattern established by the verse, we will win. If we do
not, then the Baron will win and we will all die."

"Whew! " Macore said nervously. "It sounds like it's
real easy for themand nearly inpossible for us. W get
one right way to play the hand, and a crazy poem as our
only clue, and they get a stacked deck!"

"Bvil wins out much of the tinme because it is so easy,"
Poquah noted. "Good wins because it is earned and
deserves to. That is the test, don't you see? Every once
in a while an individual or group nust face the ultimate
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evil. Atest, as it were. This tine it is we who are chosen
to do so. Heaven and Hell are betting on our outcone.
If we prevail, we prove that good is still superior to evi

and the stronger of the two. If we |ose, then we prove
that the tinme for Arnmageddon is indeed nigh."

Macore | ooked at the faces of the others in the room
"Who? UsT

JACK L. CHALKER 183
CHAPTER | 2

PROVI DENCE, GHOSTS
AND PETER PAN

Those who insist on living in the past have no future.
—Message found in a Chinese fortune cookie
ALTHOUGH THEY TRIED TO TALK MARGE QUT OF I T, SHE

woul d not be restrained fromgoing out that evening and
visiting sone of the old places where she'd |ived nuch

of her life. She was quite confident of herself and won
out when she argued that she'd better find out nowif she
couldn't fool the people of her old world when it would
just be an incident and not a deadly bl under

In fact, it was useful to allowthemall out for a while
in Earth society, if only to get accustoned to a new and
different world. Joe and Tiana, who was now human-
appearing once nore, decided on sone eveni ng shopping

to fill out their wardrobes; Poquah took Macore in tow,
although the little thief somewhat protested, to get him
oriented to the basic rules of survival on Earth. Mcore,
after all, had never seen a stoplight, didn't know from
which direction traffic cane in this world, and had to get
used to this funny worthl ess paper being treated as if it
wer e sonet hi ng of val ue.

For Marge, it was a matter of flying over the area and
seei ng how nmuch had changed and how much had stayed

the sane over the years. She had been bom and rai sed

in the area and knew it and the nearby town of (Qdessa

Iike the back of her hand. It did, of course, |ook different

182

fromthe air, and the sights, sounds, and even odors seened
nmore chaotic, nore irritating, than she remenbered. This
was the true Texas, though; flat and dry, with an econony

based on oil, gas, and cows, now pretty nmuch in that
order.
Her grammar and hi gh school were still there, but they'd

torn down the old junior high and the nei ghborhood in
whi ch she'd been born and rai sed seened | ess tranqui
and dirtier than she remenbered it.
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The feelings and the sensations of the people bel ow

were al nost overpowering to her. If this place was typica
of Earth, the amount of nisery, guilt, and anger radiating
fromthe relatively peaceful city bel ow woul d keep a thou-
sand Kauris busy for the next century. She would have

no troubl e feeding here; indeed, the problemwould be

not taking on such a load that it wei ghed her down and
made her ponderous and depressed, for she coul d not

cl eanse herself of any excess.

Her thoughts turned to Roger, and she couldn't help
wondering if her ex-husband still lived in the same nobile
hone and the sane trailer park outside of town. He wasn't
gi ven to taking chances or doi ng anything w thout being
forced to—she had even had to propose to himso it

was quite likely. She circled around and headed sout h-
west .

She | anded just outside the trailer park and took on

the guise of her old self. She'd been plain and rather
unattractive nost of her adult life, or so at |east she had
al ways thought, and she took a little tine to adjust the

i mage here and there. A bit nore of a bust, tight clothing
that was well-styled, a nice hairdo, good nmakeup, that
sort of thing. It was very easy to do—she just wished it,
and saw it in her mnd s eye, and it was so. It was al
illusion, but of a broadcasting sort. Any who saw her,
even if she didn't know they were there, woul d see her

as she intended to be seen. Only changelings, ones wth
the power, and those of fairy blood could see, hear, and
know her as she really was. The Kauri were sonewhat
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i ke method actresses, who literally becane their parts,
yet never lost touch with their true natures.

If indeed he still lived in the old place, he'd bought a
new pi ckup, but that was to be expected. She stood there,

| ooking at the place, and the nenories cane back, both

the good and the painful ones. Al of a sudden she didn't
real |y understand why she had cone here or what she
expected to see. All the real love and affection had gone
out of this relationship |ong before she'd taken that |ong
wal k to nowhere up the interstate, and she certainly nei-
ther wanted, nor was it possible, to have a resunption of
their relationship. The Kauri nature, which was her nature,
made that inpossible. Or was it, perhaps, sone inner
desire for revenge? Kauris were generally above all that,
or so she'd thought; they sought revenge only for things
done to thenselves or their sisters, and she had been
sonmeone el se back then. The place was |ighted, though,

and fromthe wi ndows cane the blaring sound of basebal
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pl ay- by-pl ay.

Suddenly the door banged open and Roger came out,

a beer in one hand and a plastic trash bag in the other,
dressed in shorts and T-shirt. He'd grown rmuch ol der in

the few years separating them his hair seenmed fl ecked

with gray, his rmuscul ar body had gone sonewhat to fl ab,

and he had a definite potbelly. He opened a trash can over

to one side, stuffed the bag in, closed it again, then turned
and caught sight of her. He smiled first, as if acknow -
edgi ng a nei ghbor, then frowned; his nmouth dropped. "My

lord. Marge! Is that yo«?"

She sighed. "Hello, Roger," she said.

He came over to her, still disbelieving his senses. "Good
God Al mighty! Where'n hell you been all this while?"

"Away. Ot her places. Places | never even knew
existed."

"Wel |, wherever it was, it sure as hell was good for
you! Jesus! You |look as fne as the day we got nmarried!"
He paused a monent. "You want to cone in and sit a
whi | e?"

Wthout really replying, she followed himinto the trailer
still not really knowi ng what she was going to do or why.
This had al ready gone nuch further than she'd intended.

The place was a nmess, with stuff all over. A small color
TV in the conbined |iving and di ning room bl ared into
the darkness and there were lots of enpty beer bottles
around. Aside from being nessy as hell and fromthe very
wel | -worn uphol stery she renenbered as new or nearly

so, it | ooked pretty much the sane.

Roger seened a little at a | oss but also happy. She

could read the deep guilt within himthat her reappearance
had brought to the surface once nore, although it was
never very deeply suppressed. "Can | get you a beer or

a pop or sonethi ng?"

"No, nothing, thanks." She took a seat in the old chair

she'd bought years ago at a flea market in Gdessa. It had

al ways been her favorite chair. He turned a kitchen chair
around and sat on it, just looking at her for a while. Finally
he asked, "Wy'd you cone back. Marge?"

"I really don't know, Roger. | was just com ng through

this way for the first time since—ell, since—and | just
wanted to see how you were making out. | can't stay very
long. I'mneeting sone people in Mdland in a little while."

He seened crestfallen at that, and for the first tine she
realized that he had really thought, or at |east hoped, that
she had cone back to him She felt suddenly very awk-

ward, and the situation seened nore wong than before.

"What sort of people? What you been doin' all this
time, anyway?"

"Ch, |'ve been pretty nuch of a free spirit," she
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responded evasively. "I travel |ight and nake enough to
get by and see to all ny needs." She decided to change
the subject. "I see that you didn't remarry."

"Ch, after you left | played the superstud for a while,

I guess, and even had a girl or two |live here now and
again, but didn't none of "emhold a candle to you. Marge,
and that's God's honest truth. The ones with the bodies
didn't have no brains, and the ones with the brains had
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better sense than to take up with me. After three days
we found out we didn't have nothing to tal k about. Jesus!
I mssed you. Marge!"

"I didn't miss you, Roger," she said coldly.

That hit himwhere it hurt, but he was too happy to

see her to get mad. Instead he asked, "If that's true, why
didn't you just keep goin' past this little piss-ant piece of
nowher e?"

She shrugged. "1 don't really know Curiosity, nostly,
I think, and naybe sone nostalgia. | had some good tines
here, at the start, before it got all bad."

He stared straight into her eyes. "And now you're a
whore, huh? A traveling whore that ain't got nothing to
her name. Is that what the girl | narried' s becone? A
dammed whore. A dammed col | ege-educated whore!" Hi s

anger was now masking his guilt, and doing a very good
job of it. He would either break into violent action, or,
she sensed, he would break into pieces. Al though he
couldn't see it or sense it, her Kauri w ngs were spread
wi de now, not for flight but as sensory organs. And sud-
denly she knew why she'd been inpelled to cone here,

and what she had to do. So nmuch guilt, anger, hurt, and
pain. There was an illness in Roger that could only even-
tually destroy, perhaps others first and then, fast or sl ow,
Roger hinself. It was her function, and her power, to
treat such things

The w ngs spread wi de, and she held hi m suspended
in her powers. She kicked off inmaginary shoes, and then
began to shed i magi nary cl othing.

Joe had become worried at the sight and sound of an
approachi ng thunderstorm They tried to hail several taxis,
but di scovered that the white drivers seened to ignore
them Sone things still hadn't changed. Finally one

dropped off a fare near the entrance to the mall and proved
to be driven by an elderly black man, and he invited them
in.

They had no luck. The stormhit, suddenly bathing the

cab in a torrent of water. The sound of the storm beating
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on the taxi's roof nasked the sound of ripping jeans as
Tiana's spell was negated and her |ower half was restored
to its natural form It had not been necessary actually to
be out in the storm she was literally surrounded by water
and that was all it took. Tiana had a strange m xture of
relief at being confortable again and anxiety at her current
condition; Joe had only the anxiety to deal with.

They finally pulled into the notel and directed the driver
to their room When they got there, the storm had al ready
abated and, in fact, was al nost over, no help to Tiana.

"Let nme open the door first," Joe said hurriedly. "MWy
wife has real bad arthritis and this storms |eft her unable
to wal k. "

"Ckay," the driver said, sounding friendly and con-
cerned. "Want ne to hel p?"

"Ch, no! | can handle it." Joe got out and opened the

door with his key, propping it wide with a chair, then

qui ckly returned. The cabbie was getting out and maki ng
for the trunk, which held nmost of their boxes. Joe | ooked
at Tiana, who shrugged, and waited for the trunk to open,
then qui ckly scooped her up, took her out, bunping her
head in the process, and carried her quickly into the notel
room Their beds, of course, were still unmade, and he

put her on one and she quickly pulled the covers up an
appropriate I ength and sat up, watching them

The driver was in a nonent |ater with about half the
packages. He seened a bit surprised to see her already

in bed, but he didn't comment. He and Joe went out to

get the rest of the stuff. "Just set it here. 1'll get it in,
he tol d the cabbie.

The old man did it, then stood there, scratching his

head for a minute, and it was clear that he'd seen, or

t hought he'd seen, sonething odd when Joe carried her

in. He started to say sonething, then thought better of
it, and accepted his fare and a sizable tip. He said good-
bye, got into his cab, and slowy drove off, thinking, /
been working too hard. Even if there was such things as
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that they wouldn't be in this country. And they sure as
hel | woul dn't be bl ack

Joe returned and took the chair away, closing the door.
"Close," he nuttered. "Too close.”

"l suppose | should not have cone after all,"” Tiana
moped. "I amfar nore of a burden here than any help.
And this is dry country! What will happen when we get
to places where this happens all the tinme?"

He cane over, sat on the bed beside her, put his arm
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around her, and kissed her. "W've all got our problens.

/ need you here. Leaving you al one back in Husaquahr

with that Master-of-1he-Dead creep still on the | oose would
have worried me so much | couldn't have thought straight
here anyway."

"I was also pretty upset tonight, not just with the taxis,
but with some of the places and people. Nothing was
restricted or segregated or anything like that, but | stil
often felt hostility here and there. And for no reason!”

He chuckl ed. "Honey, don't you worry about that stuff.

I know you're second class in these parts, but don't think
all that was directed at you. There's a class around here
down at the bottomreal far below whites, blacks, Mex-

i cans, and anybody else. That's Indian—and I'mit."

Roger had not seen her come, and he was sl eeping

peaceful ly when she |l eft, so she wal ked back out after
turning off the lights and turning off the TV. It was |ate,

| ater than she'd expected to be here, but still early enough
to see a bit nore. She was certainly no | onger hungry,

and woul d not be perhaps for several days, but she knew
she'd lifted two burdens tonight and buried her |ast per-
sonal ghost as well.

There was no one apparently around, so she flewinto
the night, circled one last time around the trailer park,
and headed back toward M dl and

There were several thunderstorns in the area and she
grew worried about Tiana. She knew she shoul d go back
i medi ately, but she was overly full and needed to work

some of it off, changing it to energy, or she mght be nasty
or nean as hell when she didn't intend to be.

The stornms attracted her childish inner nature. There

was nothing quite like a west Texas thunderstormin late
spring, one whose viol ence and power was enornous but
whose boundari es one could see froma great distance.

She had been in awe of themas a girl and in fear of them
as an adult in a trailer park, but she'd never before seen
themwith fairy eyes, in which their power was tangible
and sonewhat nysti cal

Now the lightning was no threat to one who swamin

vol canic fires, and the trenmendous updrafts and down-
drafts were like a super roller coaster. She knew that she
could be slamred to the ground, but she was confi dent

of her abilities to recover before that tine. For now, she
pl ayed at dodging the lightning bolts and rode the viol ence
she could not nerely sense but see, and it worked of? a

| ot of excess energy.

It was while doing this that she suddenly had a strong
stabbi ng sensation. It was brief, and not painful, nore as
if some great invisible |ance vibrated through her md-
section. Play stopped, and she tried to find the sensation
once again. She knew it, although she had never expected
to sense it on Earth, and particularly not here, so close
to hone.
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It was a universal, racial call for help. It was the sen-
sation you got when a fairy was hurt and needed hel p—
not just Kauri, any kind.

Wth two or three of her sisters, it would have taken

no time at all to locate the source, even in the storm but,
al t hough the storm passed quickly, it took her the better
part of an hour to find that strong pul sing vibration once
again, and even longer to be able to hold onto it and foll ow
it dowmn. It was not a strong signal, which could nmean

many things, one of which was that one of faerie was

dyi ng.

She canme down, at last, on the grimy tar and cinder
roof of a building, now awash in deep puddl es. Her only
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t hought was that perhaps sonething terrible had hap-
pened to Poquah, but the Imr would be easy to spot up
here on this roof, and it definitely was comng from on
the roof rather than inside the building.

She extended her wings and followed the signal's inten-
sity, weak even here, to its source. There was nothing
evident on the roof at all, and she grew puzzl ed, when
suddenly she heard a tiny sound from over near the roof
edge. She wal ked over and saw the creature, so small that
at first she'd taken the glowto be just reflection on a
puddl e.

It was the figure of a slender, athletic-looking girl, alnost
snow white in color but with very short blond hair. From

her back extended a set of proportionately large trans-
parent wi ngs, like those of a dragonfly, and she had the
shel |l -1i ke, pointed ears of nost fairy fol k. She was nude,

as were virtually all the flying kinds, and. Mrge saw, her
body gave off a weak but definite self-Ium nescence that
seened to pulse with regularity.

She was al so perhaps four inches fromhead to foot.

There were many such creatures in Husaquahr, includ-

ing a fair nunber in Mhr Jerahl, but they were usually
as territorial as wood nynphs. Unless this one had stowed
away on the ship com ng over, there was no way to explain
finding a pixie on an urban rooftop

The tiny creature stirred, then nanaged to open her

eyes and bring herself to a sitting position. She was
instantly aware that she had conpany and | ooked up at

Marge in surprise. Her voice was as tiny as she was, and,
like that of all pixies, was pitched far too high for hunman
ears, so that only the overtones could be heard as a high,
ringi ng sound by those with good hearing, like children
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Marge, of course, could hear it fine, although there were
the usual city noises and the runblings of the storms in
the distance that made her bend low to catch it all

"So what da hell are yow?" asked the pixie, in what
sounded li ke fluent Brooklynese. "And wud' dya starin
at, anyways?"

"I'"'ma Kauri. | heard your distress cry and canme to
help if | could."

"A what? Man, oh nan! Dey grow deir fairies as big
and nean as deir thunderstorns in dis sucking state of
Texas!"

Suddenly Marge was struck by a menory chord: with
Peter Pan's glow.... "OF course!"” she nmuttered to her-
self. "Tinker Bell!"

"Don't give ne none ofdat Tinker Bell shit!" the pixie
retorted angrily. "Ain't been no end of grief since dat
Liney wote dat play da foist tinme!"

"You're—a native of Earth, then?"

"Sure! Bom'n bred in Prospect Pock. Dat's in Brook-
lyn, you know. "

"l woul d never have guessed."

"Been dere since da Lineys shot up da place. Made a

mess, but we couldn't compl ain. Because ofdat dey |eft

it as a pock. Prob'ly da only big slice o' green left around
dere."

"l've never been there, but |'"'mnpbre interested in how
you happened to wi nd up here.”

"Yeah, well, | ain't too sure on dat, neither. Pact is,
was dunb, dat's all. | nmean, dere ain't no place worth
livin' outside o' Brooklyn, 'cept nmaybe New Yawk and

dey even nug da fairies dere dese days. Dat's why nost

of us up and left along tine ago. Me'n a few udders, we
stayed on. | nean, if you can't live in Brooklyn, why live
at all?"

"But you left."

"CGbviously! | din't have no choice. Dey been takin

little bits and pieces of da pock for yeahs and yeahs, and
finally it just got so dere was no way to live no nore. W
need flowers 'n trees 'n all, and 'cause it's so urban, I|ike,
the stuff'd die no matter what we did 'less the city cane

in and hel ped out. So dey cut the pocks budget again and
again until dere was nothin' really left 'cept for trimmn'
the battle nonunment. Dey sent clods out wit' no feelin

for grown' tings, you know? Not only did dey not do da
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job, dey screwed the place up so much it'll take yeahs to
get it goin' again. | was da | ast—+aybe da last fairy in
Br ookl yn.

"Now, what was | supposed to do? Go live in Joisy,

for cryin' out loud? So | says, 'Gmet old goil, you either
gotta get planted forever in dear old Brooklyn or make it
over to da udder side sonmehow.' Now, dere's only six

pl aces dat even used to be ways over and out, you know?
One's in da Swiss Alps, one's in China, one's in da Ama-
zon, one's in da deserts of Australia, one's somewheres
between da Nile 'n da Congo, and one's soneplace in
Texas. Maybe | got da right spot, since you' re here and

I don't even ever hear of your kind before, but maybe
I"'mwong. That Texas accent of yours is somethin' else.”

"Your accent's pretty thick itself," Marge noted.

"What accent? | ain't got no accent. You mnust t'ink
I"mfrom New Yawk or nmaybe da Bronx. Dey got accents!"

"Qut here, you're the one with the accent and you
better hadn't forget it. \Wat happened to you, anyway?
Are you hurt?"

"Got a bruised wingis all. | ain't gonna be able to fly
nopl ace for a day or two but |I'H be okay. Two hundred
yeahs of dodgin' storns wit' no sweat at all, and | run
into dat baby here and lose ny traction! It just tore ne
| oose and spun ne around and | cone to here. | been t'ru
al nost as bad but never woist."

"Lucky it did happen, if you're not seriously hurt. |I'm
with a group fromthe other side. W' re over here doing
wor k, but one of our party can get you over there if he
wants to."

"Is he one o' us?"

"Yes, but don't count on that neaning anything. Still,

I have a suspicion that you're going to have to be with

us a while if you're going over at all. | sense another hand
bringing you to us at this tine. Conme on—you gane for
alittle ride?"

The pixi e | ooked di sgustedly around the roof. "Well
| sure could use a better nei ghborhood."
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* * *

"And now t he company numnbers six," Poquah not ed.

The Imr seened far nore rel axed than previously and

much nmore sel f-confident. He even seened slightly better

di sposed toward Macore, making the rest of them wonder

if the little thief had slipped the elf something when they
were out. "Providence will send us the seventh in due
course. Then it will be up to us to finish this matter."
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"I thought the Rules didn't apply here," Joe noted. "I

mean, why do we need seven?"

"The Rules in general do not apply, except to us per-
sonal ly of course,” the Inir continued. "But seven is a
mystical nunber with sonme power, as you must know.
Seven woul d be good, even if we are not limted to that
nunber . "

"It can be at the crap tables, yeah, but you can crap
out with that sanme seven, too," the pixi e added.

"I's that so unlike life?" the Imr asked.

The pixie was standing on the top of the tel evision set
eyei ng Poquah critically. She wasn't used to seeing other
fairy races any nore than the hunans of Earth were. "He

| ooks like Leonard N moy," she conment ed.

"Too short," Marge responded in a whisper

"l should know from short?"

It was a good point, well beyond argunent. Poquah,

if he heard the exchange, ignored it, but turned to the
pi xi e. "You understand that there will be no transportation
until, and unl ess, we conplete our mssion? Al travels
have stopped until then."

"Yeah, | get it. | ain't got nothin' better to do anyways,
so | mght as well string along. Besoides, if dis really is
de end of de woild t'ing, what's the difference anyhow?"

"I admire practicality,” the Inr commented

Joe and Macore | ooked bl ank as they found thensel ves

cut out of the pixie's end of the conversation. Tiana, to
her surprise, discovered that she could hear the pixie,

al t hough the accent was bad enough she coul dn't nake

a |l ot of sense out of the dial ogue.
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Wth all of them now present, though, Poquah thought
that this was a good tinme for a general briefing, and they
sat around Joe's roomand listened to him

"I't was expected that we woul d eventually have to

transport a nunber of people and equi prent, and we did

not wi sh to be dependent on notels and other such public

pl aces. As a result, we had shipped here a purchase Mas-

ter Ruddygore nade sone tinme ago for his own persona

conveni ence when in this country. It is a masterpiece of
confort and practicality and is very well disguised. It wll
serve not only as accommmpdati ons but as a nobil e head-
quarters."

"This why you need a truck driver?" Joe asked him
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"Yes. |, too, amcapable of driving it in a pinch, but I
woul d rather not do so unless there is sone compelling
reason for it. | amconfortable with its operation but not

confortable on and around the hi ghways of this place. It
will be quite effective, with the van, in which | am nuch
nmore confortable, being used for |ocal transport when
needed. "

"Why go from here, though?" Marge asked him "I
assunme our destination is California."

"It is indeed. However, as the pixie told you, this is

the only safe and secure landing spot in North America
with an access to good roads and nodem conveni ences,

for a variety of conplex reasons not worth going into
right now. Also, the truck is on record with a real inter-
state trucking line, and so any checks run on it wll show
that it is legitimate and has reason to be in the areas it
will be. This is nore credible if we actually nmake a run
fromsone distant point.

"W will be entering a hostile area in nore ways than

one. The Baron already has a substantial follow ng,

i ncluding many of the wealthy and influential. Politicians
and corporate presidents get as gravely ill as the common
folk, after all, and as desperate. It is a mstake to think
of this as a nonth-old operation that began with Dacaro's
arrival. It is not. The Baron has been building this up for

over two and a half years now, and that is a lot of time
in a media-oriented society."

"l understand the dangers fromthe Baron and his | ack-
eys," Tiana said, "but you seemto indicate it's not as
sinmple as all that."

"It is not. In addition to his followers and supporters,
public and private, he has been very good to a county

that is economically one of the nbst depressed in the Wst
since the | oggi ng boomended. A lot of noney is being
dropped t here—enough so that, even with his backers,

he needed the gold fromthe Master's vaults to pay off

the bal ance of his nortgage. He has, however, adopted

a clever, even fiendish, nmethod of assuming control. H's
substantial following that is on and around the |and all
registered to vote, and those politicians who did not accept
his authority were then recalled and thrown from office,

to be replaced with the Baron's people. His cult controls
the political |evers of the towns nearest his hol dings, and
some of county governnment as well."

"Surely he can't be that pervasive," Marge said dis-
believingly. "I mean, maybe it's not a heavily popul ated
county, but it hasn't been a long time, either."

"There is opposition, yes, but this techni que has worked
before with other religious cults and it works now It is a
flaw in the Anerican system which can be exploited by

ones with the followi ng and resources to do so. Loca
governnents control power, water, sewage, police, fire,

and all the other services people depend on. They set the
tax standards and the tax rates. An irate citizen m ght
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have his well inspected and condemmed by the county,
maki ng his land worthl ess. There is condemation and

em nent domain. A business picketed by and not patron-
ized by a large mass of people will fail. It is immoral,
unet hical, and absolutely legal. He is doing nothing that
ot hers have not acconplished before him only he is doing
it far faster and far nore efficiently. The Baron does his
homework well and he is brilliant and anal ytical. The
attenpt at foreclosing on himwas our doing, of course,
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and our |ast legal gasp, as it were, although he'll be tied
up in court for years."

Joe couldn't help smling in admration. "So your folks
put the squeeze on himand he paid off with gold stolen
from Ruddygore's own vaults. He nust have |oved that
touch." He paused a nonment. "Lord! Is this man incred-
iblel™

The pixie, following all this, |ooked around the room
"And a group of buns |like dose in dis roomis gonna take
on and beat dis guy? You're all nutsV

The Imr repeated the coment verbatimfor the ben-
efit of the humans, who only nodded sonewhat in agree-
ment. Poquah, however, was not about to grant the point.

"W are not as insane as we mght seem nmadam" he
replied. "First, the magi c powers that Boquillas depends
upon and which awe his foll owers and associ ates are noth-
ing strange to us, nor are we w thout some such powers
oursel ves. Second, be rem nded that Boquillas hinself

has great know edge but no powers of his own—those

were stripped fromhim The rest around him wth one
exception, are Earth psychics of linted abilities and al nost
no training. | could dispense with them one on one without
even straining, and probably even Marge could do so if
they tried anything against her. No, Dacaro is the only
real threat, the only one we cannot match. Renpove Dacaro
and we, not they, have the bal ance of power."

"Yeah, but that's the trick, isn't it?" Joe noted. "I nean,
Ruddygore coul d take himout, and so could nost rea
powerful wi zards, but he's blocked any of them fromcom
ing. He is, on Earth, what Ruddygore or one of the Coun-
cil would be in Husaquahr. The nost powerful with no

real conpetition.”

"Let us assune, for the nonent, that we coul d take

out Dacaro,"” Marge put in. "It still isn't any piece of cake.
Sure, we'd have the power, assunming old gloony here

survives the battle, but there's nore kinds of power than
magi c. What are we tal king about? A hundred people? A

t housand? Ten t housand?"
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"I fear your last estimate is closer to the mark," Poquah
told them

"Ckay—ten thousand, plus a governnent in his hip

pocket, right? The cops with their guns, the followers

with who knows what? And denons—the verse said

sonet hi ng about denons, too. Even Ruddygore had to

run froma denon and got pretty banged up in the process

if I renmenber." She | ooked over at the little thief. "You' ve
been pretty silent on this, Macore. |I'd expect you to be
the first one to object to all this."

The thief shrugged. "There's a plan. He knows nost

of it, I know nost of it, and you all don't know any of it.
It isn't perfect, but it's good, very good. Sone little details
we have yet to figure out, but they'll conme. Look—forget

Dacaro for now. Gtherwise, it's the sanme kind of problens
| face all the time as a master thief. W have to case the

joint, as it were, until we know all its ins-and-outs and all
its little quirks and traps. In the end, it's a puzzle, just as
Ruddygore's vault was a puzzle. Before we act, |'m going

to solve nost of that puzzle." He | ooked sheepi shly at
Poquah. "WP are going to solve nost of that puzzle. You
never get a hundred percent solution, but that's what makes
a master thief different froma puzzle fan—er a dead thief.
Alittle inprovisation as you go. W're being handed the

el ements; we'll put 'emtogether. See, that was why Rud-
dygore was so insistent that we get to the Oracle.”

"But we do not understand the nessages," Ti ana
poi nted out.
"I think we will, nowthat |I've seen our pixie and had

the rhyne explained to nme, but that wasn't the point. See,
what the Oracle told us was that this was a test, as Poquah
said. It's not the inevitable end, just a possible end of the
worl d. The big point of the Oracle's verse was that this

was a puzzle that could be solved. | think we can do it.

W' ve beaten the Baron twice before."

"Yeah, with Ruddygore," Joe conmented sourly. "Not
on our own. Seenms to nme that Dacaro nmade mi nceneat
of all of us all by hinself."

r
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"No!" said Poquah sharply. "You and Marge got the

i dea for escaping fromthe denon with the Lanmp and nade
it happen. It was Macore who freed you from Esnerada's
prisons, and Joe who managed, with Marge's help, to
figure a way to escape fromthe Baron's prisons and con-
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tact us. It was Joe's quick thinking that ruined the Baron's
takeover plans for Mrikay. W have beaten the Baron

bef ore when he had full powers—and that neant the Mas-

ter to finish himoff. Now he is without powers even we

possess. His brilliance remains, but so do the basic ele-
ments that defeated himin the past, his overconfidence
and his arrogance. | have no know edge of the future, but

inthe end | will wager that his personality is the key to
hi s undoi ng. "

"Well." Joe sighed. "You're betting all our lives onit."
"And all the lives in both this world and the other,"

Mar ge added.

CHAPTER | 3

OF PONER, PRI M Tl VES, AND PARTI AL
PLANNI NG

If | had heard that as nmany devils would set on me in Wrns
as there are tiles on the roofs, | should nonet hel ess have
ri dden there.

—Martin Lut her
THE TRUCK WAS EVERYTHI NG POQUAH HAD SAID I T WAS

and nore. Qutside, it |ooked |like any other transconti -
nent al ei ght een-wheel er, conplete with a sleeper in the
cab, and it was the latest in large truck technol ogy. The

ubi qui tous CB radi o, however, had an additional channe

that was not a broadcast channel at all, but rode the power
lines back fromthe cab to the trailer and served as an
effective two-way i ntercom which woul d override any
signals the radio was receiving or putting out.

Anyone who opened the back of the trailer and | ooked

i nside woul d see a | arge nunber of stacked cartons of
nicely | abel ed products. Indeed, you could take down a
box at random and open it and renove its contents—f

you liked tacky plaster statues and pink flam ngoes, that
is. The truck appeared packed all the way to the back,
but it was not. The effect was not created by any w zard's
spell, to tip off anyone who mi ght have the power, but

by a classy stage nmagi cian's device that was purely
mechani cal and purely mathematics and physics, but it

was convinci ng and effective.

One entered or left the soundproofed inner sanctum
only by a conceal ed trapdoor with small steps that cane
down fromthe bottomor froman emergency exit reached
by | adder through the top. Neither was obvious, even
when staring straight at them

Once inside, even though it was a craw for them al

to get underneath, there was an air-conditioned and effec-
tive small apartnent, with a naster bedroom and asso-
ciated smaller bedroomw th bunk beds, and a conbi ned
living and dining roomarea with kitchenette and m nor
conveni ences, including a refrigerator and a m crowave.
Water was supplied by a tank on top and was the only
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thing that needed refilling at regular intervals. The power
source was self-contained and apparently did not need
refilling or maintenance, but it was not obvious and they

did not inquire nuch about it. Joe guessed it was nucl ear,
and he really didn't want to know for sure.

The trailer had the logo of Maximllian Express on it,

whi ch was a well-known and quite standard cross-country
haul er. The | ogo was bannerli ke, gold on blue and rec-
tangul ar, and proved to be an ingeni ous one-way mrror.
Those inside could see out as if it were dark glass, but it

200
VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS JACK L. CHALKER
201

| ooked |i ke painted netal to anyone outside, even right
up close—and it was hi gh enough to di scourage anyone
getting that close.

Al'l iron and steel sources had been repl aced, shi el ded,

or covered. The larder was well stocked, and everything
wor ked. There was one addition of which Poquah was
particularly proud. It was over near the smaller bedroom
entrance, but had a full view of the main area. It was, in
effect, a long but thin marble bathtub, although it had
only an interconnection to an outside fixture for a water
source.

"I realized that Tiana woul d have uni que needs," the

Imr explained. "W cannot, of course, carry that mnuch
water, but with a length of hose and the small hand-cranked
punp we have aboard we can fill it fromany tap or even

a river, lake, or stream It enpties onto the roadway, as,

| fear, does the water closet."

"I think it is wonderful!" Tiana cried, and ki ssed the
I mir. Poquah, |ooking both enbarrassed and unconfort-
able, turned to Joe.

"Do you think you can drive it?"

"Ch, sure. It's easier than what |I'mused to and t hat
was pretty good. Gve me ten mles and I'Il take it down
an alley with two inches clearance."

"Very well. Al of the permts have been secured, and

the wei ght has been cal culated to match the manifest and
be within ali legal limts."

"They still on that stupid fifty-five speed limt?"
"I"'mafraid so, but you have detection devices there

and nmuch of our travel will be through areas of I|ight
enforcement. Just don't get carried away. | will followin

the van, matching your speed. Conmunicate with ne by
radio only when you nust, as there is no way to know
who is listening. | prefer, when we are going, that one of
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the two ladies ride in the cab, so that there will always
be reports of a nmale and a fenmale up there. Anyone inside
the trailer should enter or exit only when cleared to do
so by the driver over the intercom Macore will ride with

me in the van, and we will share the facilities inside.
Cl ear?"

Marge saluted. "Clear, man capitan\ Let us march or
diel"

At approximately nine o'clock in the evening, with
everything including the route and pl an squared away,

they left the motel for the last time and Joe pulled the rig
out onto the highway.

It was far easier than the van, he found, alnost as if
he'd never quit driving. There was sone special set of
refl exes you devel oped as a trucker that never seened to
fade, like riding a bicycle. Through double clutching and
si xteen gears, what was a conplex nystery to nost driv-
ers was second nature to him

It occurred to himthat the first part of the journey was
al nrost a ritual conpletion of the run he'd been on when
Ruddygore had i ntervened, westbound |ate at ni ght on

1-10 heading toward El Paso—enly this tinme he'd make

it, and beyond.

He tried to determine just where that nysterious cutoff

was, but he couldn't do it. This country all |ooked alike,
even nore so at night, and he was well past the point before
he finally gave up. Sonewhere al ong here, too, he was
supposed to have smashed up and died in the weck. He

still didn't know if the accident had been allowed to hap-
pen, or, if not, just what had happened to his old truck

Joe stopped once just outside El Paso while he and

Macore went into a carryout place that was open all night
and bought some dinner for thensel ves and Poquah, whose

diet was not that far off fromthat of humans'. Inside the
trailer, it was a matter of thaw ng, but not cooking, some
fish and other such stuff for Tiana. G met seenmed per-
fectly happy gorging on sone jar honey, which would | ast

her a year at her size and weight, and Marge took only
occasional fruit juices, having eaten well of the stuff only
Kauris consumed and needing no nore for a while.

It was, of course, pretty boring, but that was only to
be expected. At least Tiana, dried out, could ride for a
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time with Joe, and Marge then took advantage of the view
if nothing el se when the nmermaid grew tired or had a need
for water. Gmet had little desire to cone out, even though
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she was able to ride al nbst anywhere, keeping to her
instinctual requirenment to stay very close to her food

suppl y.

They made good tine and Joe really enjoyed it; but,

at about an hour after sunrise, he nade for a truck-stop
lot, pulled in alittle away from any other trucks, and
decided to call it a day—er night, as the case m ght be.
Marge was al ready asl eep, and those who ate nornal food
used the truck-stop restaurant. Tiana went, too, finding
that she had no trouble with salads. Although cooked food
didn't really appeal to her, she had decided to eat with
them occasionally, just for the conpany. There was noth-
ing in her constitution that prevented cooked food from
goi ng down and doing the job; it was just that she had
somewhat the same reaction to it that her conpanions did
to seeing her eat a raw fish, head and all

Joe took advantage of the trucker's store to buy hinself
a new hat, not much different fromthe trucker's hat he'd
had made for himin the days back in Husaquahr—enly

a bit better quality.

It was difficult for himto explain his childlike joy at
sitting there at what was basically a boring and tiring job
hour after hour, particularly since he, hinself, hardly had
such gl ee when he'd clinbed into rigs for a living and
pushed them from Nowhere to Anywhere without even

really seeing or enjoying the places in between, but it was
a sinple thing to him He'd been an adventurer, a warrior,
and even sonething of a god, but always there was a

di spatcher there controlling his nmovenents and sched-

uling his appointnments. Even though he was still on

assi gnnent, here he was, behind the wheel, with no worry
about load linmits or schedules or bills that had to be paid,
a sonmewhat free knight of the road, the way all the songs
said it was and the way it never was before.

They went up 1-25 and then over 1-40, not because it

was qui cker but because, while a bit out of the way, it
avoi ded nost of the major cities and also rmuch of the
congestion. They had no problens and, fromall appear-
ances, were little noticed by anyone at all, let alone any-
one hostile to them There was sonething of a sweat at
what Joe called Arizona Custons and Inmigration, the

i nspection station where all trucks had to stop and have
their permts checked and stand an agricultural inspec-
tion, but the dumry | oad and the rear seals hel ped get
them through with no problens. As with custons between
countries, very few trucks had their cargoes fully
inspected; to do so would create a bottleneck forty niles
| ong.

California was tougher and nastier at their inspection,

even stopping all private cars, but when they opened a

few of the boxes and saw the contents they were nore

than satisfied that no dangerous insects were |urking inside,
or could stand to live with forty thousand pl aster Buddhas
and ni ne thousand | awn jockeys, which were anong the

nmore outstanding itens on the cargo manifest.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (161 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

They had no probl ens keeping Tiana's tub full and
reasonably fresh, although they had travel ed through
nmostly very dry country. There had been one thunder-
storm but she had been in the tub at the tinme and so it
didn't matter that the | and adaptati on was cancelled. It
wasn't this part of the ride that worried Joe. Now, how
ever, they made a slight jog south to 1-5, then proceeded
due north. The Baron's hol dings were in the northern part
of California, above San Francisco and above the w ne
country, nore in the land of the redwoods, but it was a
marine climate, perennially shrouded in fog and mi st and
quite wet the year around—and particularly so in the

nm ddl e of spring.

Al t hough Ruddygore's organi zati on on Earth was based
in Europe, it had sone connections and much in the way
of assets in the United States. Poquah regularly phoned
north to teans of private detectives enployed to work
with and provide much information to them before they
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arrived—and, hopefully, to provide backup, when and if
needed.

"A trenendous ampunt of work is going on inside the
compound, " he told them "Trucks and skilled worknen

have been going in and out all the time, and the Baron

has a substantial amount of free labor in his resident fol-

| owers, who appear to live nostly in tent cities in clearings
created by the old | oggi ng operations."

"If he only had a castle, he'd feel right at home," Joe
remarked. "I mean, here are his serfs toiling for himwhile
his heart bleeds for them"

"He has his castle—of sorts,” Poquah said, pulling out

a smal| packet of photographs. "These were taken at great
risk by operatives with special equipnent." The photo-
graphs showed various views of a huge old Victorian-
styl e mansi on surrounded by redwood trees and sone-

what shrouded in mst. The house, nonethel ess, was

i mpr essive

"Where in hell did he find that 7' Marge asked.

"It was there, although not in that good shape, when

he bought the land two and a half years ago," the Imr
replied. "There is still a great demand for redwood, but
there was al ways money in the | ogging busi ness—quite

alot if you inmagine the house when new. It was built by
and for one of the early California |unber barons, a nman
naned Stockman MIIls, before the turn of the century. It
has, however, a tragic history. He was killed in a | ogging
acci dent while out |ooking over his operations—by acci -
dent, it was clained, although it was suspected that it was
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actually nurder by a rival baron. His new bride, a San

Franci sco society matron, and he hadn't even noved in

yet when it happened, and she never did nove in, although
she paid to keep the house up for many years. It was

finally sold to a large |unber congl onerate who used it

as a base of operations; then later it was sublet to the
governnent for sonething called the Cvilian Conserva-

tion Corps, | believe. It then fell into disuse and disrepair

until a large nunmber of young peopl e discovered it in the
sixties and founded a commune of sone kind there."

"I think I know the type," Marge renarked.

"They seened to have repaired the house and kept it

up. Indeed, they seened to have a good deal of noney

for it—enough so that eventually they attracted attention
It was found they were engaged in the growi ng of sone
narcotic or the other, and it was broken up years ago.
Until the Baron purchased the land, it was boarded up

and again, | assune, falling apart, but people seemto
have known how to build houses in those days. W don't
know its interior configuration now, but when it was built,
it had a deep cellar and a total of twenty-four roons on
top. W know the Baron installed running water and indoor
plunbing, but it is not connected to the county system
and so must be by well and septic tank. It had no electric
when the Baron purchased it, but if you see these trailers
and that odd operation over to the side and in the back

of the house, you'll see that he now has his own snall
generating station, sufficient for his needs. He may have
been spoiled in the past few years, but one suspects he
does not need a fully electrified home, considering his
background. "

"Electricity again," Macore muttered. "I like what it

can do here, but | hate to see it involved in a problem |
had a hell of a time with that one electrical alarmin Rud-
dygore's vault."

The Imr |ooked up at the thief. "How, indeed, did you
get around that one?"

"Spells are nothing but energy in a controlled field, and

so is electricity. They're used, controlled, generated,
transmtted, and the like in totally different ways, but
they're really two sides of the sane coin. | just treated
the electrical current as if it were a spell and diverted it.
Even / have enough power to do that."

It was obvious that Poquah had never thought of it that
way—and, in fact, neither had Marge. If electricity could
be treated as a particular kind of spell energy, and if spells
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traveled along electrical lines.... There was sonething
there, but neither could yet see it.

The Baron had spent much tine with his magica
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know edge and his powerful conputers. \Wat problens

had he posed to those conmputers, and what had the com
puters solved for hin? Wat, in fact, could a nmnd |ike
Boquillas cone up with if, instead of |aboriously having
to work out each conplex mathematical fornmula for a
spel | by hand, he could do so with the speed and ease of

a conputer?

"Now that we are getting close, there is sonething el se
I'"d better tell you,"” the Inmr added. "W are not the first
party hostile to himto go to his lair, and we are not the
first to wish to do himharm Sone, including sone of

our detectives, have beconme his strongest converts, par-
ticularly in the last nmonth. Qthers have sinply vani shed."

That sobered them Up until now, it had been some-

thing of an adventure, an exotic or nostalgic visit to new
pl aces, dependi ng on which of the band you were. Now

the fun was conming to an end. Now they were conming

close to their old and treacherous foes, and, unlike the
experience on the River of Dancing Gods, they could not
even bl uff a backup by a hi gher power.

"It's only three days until the full moon," Tiana
rem nded them "W nust make al |l owances for other
strange powers as well."

"Ch, yes—the were business," Poquah said, nodding.
"That's nostly a physical spell, | thought, yet it persists.”

Joe sighed. "It's a long story, even though you heard

nmost of it, but when | wasn't nyself and the origina
mermai d wasn't herself | bit her, and it carried over
Since—well, |I've been bitten again. Let's leave it at that."
He seenmed a bit enbarrassed by that, and was surprised

at Poquah's response

"For our purposes, it will be a very handy thing. The
Baron's followers, who call thenselves the El ect, have
anong themtwo groups that are a potential nonmagica
danger. One group, called the Elders, is an elite all-male
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security force. Mbst are or have been violent crimnals,
or conbat soldiers, or law officers, and all are tough,
nasty, and ruthless. They are his security force and they
are quite good at what they do. The other group, the

M ni stering Angels, is under the command of his nonina

wi fe and actual adept, the former Lynn Syzmanski, usu-
ally now called the Baroness by their followers."

"That's the fornmer horror novie hostess?" Joe asked.

"I ndeed. She began with pornographi c novies, had
aspirations to be a real star, but never nmamde it past the

| ate novie. A self-adninistered spell provided by the Baron
has restored her to her youthful prine. Her Mnistering
Angel s are her stunning supporting cast now, but don't
underestimate them Beneath their beauty, they have been

gi ven body-buil di ng and ot her extensive training, and have
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| earned every deadly art, including all of the martial arts.
They are nany things, but to us they are deceptive and
quite effective bodyguards for the top echelon. Even stark
naked, it is said that they coul d defeat professional conbat
troops. | repeat: Do not underestimate them They are
designed to be underesti mated—until it is too late."

"Neat system" Marge noted. "The guys guard the
property and external dangers; the girls guard the people."

"Yes," the Imr agreed. "So, you see, being a were is

not necessarily a liability. W have timed this well enough
so that both you, Joe, and you, Tiana, will be able to do
some infiltrating nore effectively than anyone el se. And,

of course, you are inpervious to anything except silver,

whi ch includes the sort of bullets they use here."

Joe nodded. "I figured as much. That saved ne from
the Baron once before, renenber."

"Yes, | do renmenber. Only do not be conpl acent. Rest
assured that the Baron renenbers quite well, too. He
expects you, and has a particular score to settle with you,
so don't get too cocky. Let himbe the one with the over-
confidence."

"We'll remenber," Joe assured him "Now what's our
208 VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS
first nove? We'll be in his backyard tonmorrow ni ght, unless

you want me to keep goi ng today."

"No, that will not be necessary. W need i medi ate

facts and a layout. | need to know what that nmanor house
| ooks like now, and | need to know what has been added

or subtracted since. Tomorrow, we will split up into tem
porary teans. Marge, you and G nlet can fly and both of
you have exceptional night vision. You will take G mnl et

with you and do a general flyover, getting an idea of the
terrain and the situation within. If you are undetected and
inthe clear, then Gmet is well suited actually to enter
the house and check it out."

"Dis goi's a big shot wizard and you t'ink he won't
know me?" The pixi e sounded worri ed.

"He will not expect a pixie in particular. You don't
reflect or trip optical alarns, and your hearing is nore
than adequate to avoid sonic alarns. You can see spells,
even if you can't read themat his level, and avoid them
No risks—see what you can see and get back out to

Mar ge. "

"Yeah. Easy fer you to say, hot shot. And wudd'|l you
be doing while we got our necks stuck in it?"

"Macore and | will be checking with our operatives.

Joe—you and Tiana will have a different m ssion. You'l

be traveling a bit, and can leave early if you're up to it.
We have |located a long-tinme resident of that comune |
spoke of, living just over the county line. W want to
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know what changes they ni ght have made—particularly
hi dden areas, which would be logical for ones in their
business to create.”

"Yeah, | see," Macore put in, his professional thief's
m nd wor ki ng. "They were doing sonething illegal and
they had to be always afraid that the | aw woul d sneak up
on them so they had to think of all the ways and guard
agai nst them They'd know the lay of the land pretty

good. "
"Just as interesting," Poquah responded, "is how the
JACK L. CHALKER 209

| aw managed to get inside in spite of all that forethought
and catch themw th incrinmnating goods."

"I ama little concerned about going so far," Tiana said.

"If it is as wet a clinmate as is indicated, | mght well be
unabl e to use the adaptation at all, or | mght change at
any nonent."

The Imir shrugged. "Believe nme, if this person even
noticed it at all, she would think it an asset."”

The place clearly had once been a church, in ol der,

better tinmes. It now was a pale shadow of itself, with

pai nt peeling off its stucco walls and obvi ous gaps where
parts of the exterior had split, fallen, and splintered to
the ground. There was no cross atop the small steeple
anynmore, nor any other signs of its former life in the dingy
smal |l town that had been bypassed by all the hi ghways

and by life itself.

A hand- pai nted, crude sign over the entrance read; THE
NEO- PRI M Tl VE HAWAI | AN CHURCH

Ti ana had worn one of her overly | ong dresses and was

usi ng the wheel chair, although she still had her legs for
now. The danpness was already creeping in, and it was

only a question of time until the air struck the inner ridges
of the coastal range and was lifted high enough to give

up its noisture.

Joe stared blankly at the door as he hel ped Ti ana out
of the van. "Now what are we supposed to do?"

"Knock?" she suggest ed.

He did, but there was no response. Finally he decided

just to open the door, an old wooden two-part barrier that
fornmed an entry arch. It opened, and he hel ped Tiana up
the steps and then back into the chair, and they went

i nsi de.

It seened foggier inside than out, with a thick m st

curling around the floor of the old structure, but the m st
was definitely not of natural origin. The air was thick with
an incredible mxture of incense scents as well. The whol e
of the interior appeared to have been cleared of pews and
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other structures and thickly woven straw matting had been
pl aced over the entire floor. On all sides were enornous

i mges of Hawaiian gods and totens, sone quite realistic,
others very crudely painted and decorated in garish col ors.
Ahead was the altar, upon which stood a gigantic and

very inpressive wooden carving of a Hawaiian deity,

flanked by others in descending order of size and, pos-
sibly, rank. In front of the deity was a scul pted horizonta
redwood pl atform decorated with fl owered garl ands, and
onit, stretched out, was the still figure of a dark-skinned
fermal e body, stark naked except for a lei and flowers in
her bl ack hair. Sonewhere, from cheap speakers, Hawaiian
chants came forth in a nmonotonous drum acconpani ed
performance. The needl e definitely needed cl eani ng or

changi ng.

Bot h of them were shocked and thought ruch the sane
thing. Tiana | ooked up at Joe. "Do you think she is a
sacrifice?"

"I + don't know. "
"Joe—+' m changi ng. The rain nust be here."

"Just sit tight. 1"'mgoing to see if she's still alive." He
approached slowy, warily. He would not have been at all
surprised to find a horde of Polynesian savages suddenly
rise fromthe thick mst of the floors and attack himwth
spears.

He wal ked up to the altar and heard Ti ana's wheel chair
follow cl ose, the sane tenseness in her as in hinself. He

| ooked down at the girl and was relieved to see a very

slight rise and fall, indicating breathing. She was certainly
of Pol ynesian ancestry from her | ooks, but not as young

as she'd appeared from a di stance—perhaps early thir-

ties. It was hard to tell.

He stood there a nonent, wondering what to do, when

her eyes opened and she | ooked up and saw hi m st andi ng
there. Suddenly she sat up and swi vel ed around so she
was sitting, facing them and she sniled. "Oh, hi!" she
sai d.

Joe was so taken aback that he was at a | oss for words

for a nonent. Finally he managed, "Un—+'msorry if we
di sturbed you."

"Ch, you didn't disturb ne. | always neditate for two
hours after dinner. It helps clear the head and conbats
food allergies. |I'm Mhal o MMahon. And you are?"

"Uh—+'m Joe Ronero, and this is ny wife Tiana."
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The ni st covered the wheelchair up to the spokes,
further masking any sign of fins, already difficult to see
in the eerie light of the old church.

"You fol ks here for the services, just passing through
and got curious, or are you sonething el se?"

"Sonet hing else," he told her

She suddenly froze up. "W don't talk to narcs. You
caused us enough trouble."

"W're not narcs. W don't care about that at all. W
are interested if you were one of the fol ks who used to
live at the MIIls place, though."

She | ooked suspiciously at the two of them "You're
not wearing yellow, but | don't talk to Pathies no matter
what . "

"What has yellow to do with then?" Tiana asked her.

"They all wear sonething yellow 1| don't think it neans
anything, just a uniformor sonething, you know "

They filed that one away under useful things Poquah
forgot to mention and got on with it.

"If that's your attitude, | think we can be friendly. You
see, we knew the Baron long ago. This isn't the first tine
he's tried to becone powerful and subjugate |ots of peo-
ple."

"Lots of people don't like him but he's got real power.
If you're for real, you're not long for this world."

"We are for real," Tiana assured her. "The Baron once
conmanded arnmies with a denon as an ally, and still we
defeated him W know who and what he is and how he
does what he does."

Mahal o McMahon was unconvi nced. "You sound GCer-
man, and you, big boy, sound like a truck driver with too
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much education. Wiere the hell could he have com
manded arm es? He ain't old enough to have been a Nazi."

"Not in Europe,"” Joe told her. "Not anyplace you' ve
ever heard of. He's froma different place—than here. So
are we."

"Yeah? Li ke where?"

Joe heard a noise behind him turned, and saw that
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Ti ana was renovi ng her dress. \Wen she finished, she
said, "Joe—pick me up so she can see ne."

He was hesitant. "You're sure?"
"Just do it."

He went down to her, not feeling good about this, as
McMahon, still nude except for flowers and lei, watched
in a mxture of suspicion and fascination.

Joe lifted Tiana up, and there was no m st aki ng what
sort of creature she was. The eyes of the woman on the
altar went wide, and her nouth dropped a bit.

"From a place where races like mne live," said Tiana.
"Froma place that took in the fairies when they were run
off this world. Froma place where good and evil nen do
battle with sorcery and with swords. Can you accept that?"
Joe put her back down into the chair.

For a few nonents Mahal o McMahon sai d not hi ng.

Then, finally, she whispered, "Ww Like in Dungeons

and Dragons." She thought for a nonent, then said, a

little nore confidently, "Okay, | believe you, at |east for
tonight. Tonorrow I'Il decide if you got a real bad disease
or if this was the best hash | ever snoked, but for now
I"1l believe you. Al right, Conan, what do you want to
know?"

Once she got into the spirit of the thing, Mbhalo

McMahon was a wealth of information, not only on the

house and grounds but also on the True Path itself, although
this informati on was often punctuated w th di gressions on

j ust about anyt hi ng.

That night she was alone in her little church, testing
out what she called the atnosphere, but usually there
were between half a dozen and a dozen regul ars, nost,

like her, "forcibly renoved fromagriculture," and a cou-
pl e who were very young and had a nostalgia thing for

the days of conmunes. Al were wonen, sone with small
children, and the church seened to be sonething of a
fem ni st conmune. They'd picked it because the Hawaii an
religions were generally close to nature, and al so because
she had read that no woman was ever sacrificed to a

vol cano—enly nen. O course, woren in the old Hawaiian
culture were strictly subordinate; that was why it was the
"Neo-Prinmitive" church. As a church with a physica
bui l di ng, they generally avoided taxes and had a certain
freedomin what they did.

As for the Baron, she thought of himas a "creepy kind
of preacher; you know, |ike JimJones used to be," but
handsome and charming on TV or in the few early tines
before he'd sealed hinself off fromall but the nedia,
whi ch he carefully controlled. H's cultist group, which
per haps nunbered several thousand, was totally dedi-
cated and quite dangerous and ruthl ess, but beyond his

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (169 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:04 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chalker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20G0ods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt
smal | domai n, she thought he was overesti nated.

"In two or three years he m ght be powerful enough

to influence some votes in the |legislature or go national,
but right now, even as these things go in the West, he's
strictly small potatoes,” she assured them "Now, that
don't nean that he's not strong—that new preacher he's

got is supposed to be dynamte—but just that his strength
don't even extend to outside the county, |ike here. Fol ks
around here don't like or trust him and there's enough
people and towns in this county that he won't find it as
easy to take over."

Finally, there was sone tine for her to satisfy her own
curiosity. "This place you cone fromthis sonewhere
else? It's like in the books, huh? Dragons and uni corns
and all that?"

"Yes, all that," Tiana assured her. "But no machi nes,
no electricity, none of the modern conveni ences. |t sounds

romantic, but actually can be quite dull, or quite danger-
214
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ous, or back-breaki ng work, depending on who and where

you are."
"Yeah, well, ain't that just |ike anyplace el se?" She
paused a nonent. "If you get by the Baron and go back,

can you take passengers?”

"Not really," Joe told her. "It's not up to us or anything
we control. But if anybody would like it over there,
think you might. 1'lIl put in a good word for you, but don't

get your hopes up."

That seemed to satisfy her, and they left the little church
and wal ked into a cold, danp, m sty rain. They got into
the van and started off.

"Joe—+ |like her. She seens nore of Husaquahr than
of Earth."

He chuckl ed. "Maybe, but 1'd Iike to see her when
she's straight first. If she's ever straight.”

"Uh—+t is still early and it is not far to the ocean, is
it?"

"About ten mles. Wy?"

"If we are about to go full into the Baron's lair, | would
i ke one chance to swimin the ocean. | do not know if |
wi |l get another chance."

"You're thinking of the 'pickled fish' line." He tried to
sound casual, but he'd been thinking of it as well and he
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couldn't see a good outcone. "It's pretty nmessy out—
the ocean will be choppy and the shoreline around here
is pretty rough with sharp rocks and the |ike."

"Joe—t is this body's natural elenment. | will be all
right."

He hesitated, weighing anxiety now versus never hear-

ing the end of this later, and finally gave in. Wen they
cane out on US-101, he went down a bit and then took a
road toward the sea

The weat her was bad enough, and his concern over
Ti ana real enough, that he never gave a thought that the
two small headlights far in back of him nmight be follow ng

hi m
* * *

The conpound was snaller than even the snall est of

| anded estates in Husaquahr, but it was fairly |arge never-
theless. Wth Gmet riding in her pouch, peering out at
the terrain below. Marge did as conplete a survey of the

pl ace as she coul d.

Poquah had certainly overesti mated the nunber of per-
manent followers, at |east those on the land. Al though it
was i npossible really to tell, with the wetness driving
nmost i ndoors, she doubted if nore than seven or eight
hundred actually lived in the tents that dotted the clear-
ings, and certainly no nore than a thousand. That was
certainly bad enough, but it was no legion. In a sense, it
was conforting, since it was a | arge enough group that
most were likely strangers to one another, while it was
smal | enough to keep track of.

There were not only guards and patrols, but spells as
well on this land. She had no trouble in diverting them
around her, but they clearly were effective against ordi-
nary Earth people, causing trenendous disorientation. You
could break into the place with little trouble, but you'd
wander around and never find your way out again. It was
clever and effective—the Elders and their dogs woul d
certainly find you after awhile.

The great mansion | ooked | ess inpressive in person

than in pictures. Cearly the place needed painting, and
there were still rough patches on the roof and even sone
broken wi ndows just boarded up on the upper floors. This
was i ndeed the very early stages of the Baron's plans,
and what noney and resources he had were obviously

going into other efforts.

There were two large trailers with noisy electrical gen-
erators, one powering lights around the grounds and some
renote security outposts, the other leading to the house
itself. Some plunbing and ot her work had been done; an
ol d outside well was now capped and had a compl ex of

pi pes leading fromit into the house. Marge guessed that
there were two wells, one there and one probably under
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the old kitchen itself, but there was no way to be sure
wi t hout going in there.

It was certain that the house was a place of magi c—

dark, powerful magic. Both Marge and Gmet felt it as

well as sawit, and for the Kauri it was the strongest sense
of pure evil since she'd cone face to face with the Denobn
Prince Hiccarph hinself. It was not a feeling the pixie

was accustoned to at all, and certainly not one she enjoyed.

"You expect ne to go in dereV

"I think you'll be safe, if you're careful," Mirge assured
her. "1'd do it nyself, but | suspect that there are defenses
in there for Kauris. He knows |I'Il be one of those com ng,
and he knows nme pretty well. These spells will be designed
agai nst those of Husaquahr; you're of Earth, and he won't

be expecting that. |If you feel anything demonic, get out

of there fast though. Those denbns won't have trouble

with the Earth-born, and that's both of us."

Marge found a wi ndow high up on the third floor that
had been weakly repaired and set down on a sill in front
of it.

"Looks like it could be a trap for flying folks," the
pi xie said worriedly. "Dat opening's just big enough for
sonebody |ike ne."

"That's why | think it's safe. He'll be expecting sorme-
body nmore ny size, and it mght be rigged so if the opening
were enlarged it would trigger a trap, but not otherw se.
You' ve got power and speed and guts. Go on."

"I beg to dispute,"” the pixie responded worriedly, but
she went to the opening and peered in.

It | ooked deserted, and, surprisingly, appeared to have
no spells. There were bat droppings around the place, but
nobody was hone right at this hour. Taking a deep breath,
G nlet craw ed through and inspected the room

At first she thought it was a dead end; there seened

no way out and it was certainly unused, perhaps since

the original owners, but then she found an ol d dunb-

waiter. It effectively blocked the shaft, as, perhaps, it was
i ntended to do, but pixies, as Marge said, had sone power

to conpensate for their size. She flewin, then excreted
a small bit of a shiny, powdery substance, and the dunb-
waiter rose slowy, just enough to allow for a gap beneath.

The shaft proved to go all the way to the basenent,
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al though G mMet was in no nood to experinent nore than

she had to. The doors to the dunmbwaiter were all shut,

of course, but since at |east one had to have been opened

in order toraise the little car to its blocking position on
the third floor, she managed to find one, right at ground

|l evel, that slid back a bit with what little weight she could
put on it. She decided to risk leaving it open for a quick
getaway. The gap was snall enough that it probably

woul dn't be noticed anyway, and the place was drafty as

it was.

Met hodi cal | y, she began to explore the house.

Joe had spent sone tine going over the informtion

and drawi ngs McMahon had provi ded; but as the tine

wore on, he just settled back, listening to a country station
on the radi o, and began to snooze.

Suddenly he awoke with a start as both doors to the

van were jerked open with force. He started to nmake a
nmove, but the two men, one at each door, had pretty large
guns.

"Just step out of the van and nake no funny noves,"

the one closest to himwarned. Both were dressed in dark
busi ness suits soaked through fromthe rain, but both al so
had on yellow shirts and yellow ties

He did as instructed. "Al'l right, boys. Wat's this al
about ? I have about twenty bucks you're wel cone to but,
other than that and the van, there's not nmuch here."

The other man slid into the van and picked up the
drawi ngs and di agrans, | ooked them over, then stuck them
in his suit coat.

"Don't be funny," the first man said. "We're not rob-
bers, and | think you know it. Now, where's your | ady
friend?"
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Joe gestured in the direction of the pounding surf. "Qut
there. She had a sudden urge for a swm"

The man struck hi mhard. "Don't be funny, | said!
What do you take us for, anyway?"

"l take you for the Baron's nmen. | take you for what

he calls his Elders. Alittle out of your jurisdiction, aren't
you?"

"Aw, skip it," said the other. "She's a cripple and won't

be hard to find. Even if we don't, what's she gonna do
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on her own out hereT

Bei ng covered by the other one, the first was cocky,

and stuck his pistol almst up Joe's nose. "Listen, smart
guy. We ask, you answer. If we |like your answer, you

m ght live through this. If we don't, you' re gonna be pretty
sore."

"I've been pretty sore before, but asking questions is
free."

They didn't like his attitude, but they were here on

busi ness first. Joe longed for his old, perfect body now,
whi ch coul d have di sarmed and made mi nceneat out of

both of themin a series of nobves, but he decided not to
risk anything until he also found out a little.

"Ckay, big guy—why were you pressing that bubbl e-
brain back there?"

"W want ed good directions to the beach and sone
pi neappl e. "

The man hit himagain. The other said, "You have a
| ot of plans about the castle here. Wat were you trying
to do?"

"Find out all | could about your happy little heaven.”

That was better. "Wiy?" the first one asked. "Wo
are you working for?"

Joe thought fast. "The Sierra Club," he told them
That brought both of themup short. "The Sierra Cd ub?"

"Your boss made a deal to get the land and keep it out
of the hands of the governnment. Now he's npving in
hordes of people, generators, |ots of equi pnment—we think
he violated his agreenent. We think he's preparing to

make so many changes he'll damage the | and beyond repair.
Since you've refused to let us in, we're getting infornmation
where we can. And that's the truth."

The first man stared past Joe to the second. "Wat do
you t hi nk?"

"I think we ought to take himin and let the Mster
talk to him"

"Yeah, |—=

Joe moved with sudden swi ftness against the first nman
He was not in the condition that he once was, but he
knew all the moves and he wasn't in bad shape. He was
not about to desert Tiana and be haul ed before Dacaro
or Boquillas right now.

Both he and the man outside the van went down, and

the gun flew into the darkness. Ignoring the nan down,

he turned and ki cked the van door hard before the first
man coul d react, catching his arm between the door and
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the post. He then flung the door open and pulled the nman
fromthe van violently, adrenaline and nental training
replaci ng what he'd | ost.

The gunman recovered, though, and was no pushover,
suddenly coming to life and pushing Joe off, then |aunch-
ing hinmself on the big man. They struggl ed and fought for
what seened several minutes, but finally Joe seened to
prevail .

There were three sharp explosions, and Joe felt terri-

ble, tearing pain in his back. The first nman had found his
pi stol and had pani cked. Joe cried out in agony and rel eased
hi s own opponent, then rolled onto the ground.

The first man hel ped the second man up, and they
| ooked at Joe. "Wat' U we do now?"

"Get back to the castle and report. We can ditch the
van on the way so his lady friend can't find it, even if she
can drive."

"What about hi nf"

"Forget about him Can't you see with your own eyes?
He's dead."

JACK L. CHALKER 221
CHAPTER | 4
I NTO THE DRAGON S LAIR

.. For | well believe
Thou wilt not utter what thou dost not know...

W |iam Shakespeare, King Henry IV, Part |
I T WAS A BRI GHT AND SUNNY MORNI NG, ATYPI CALLY

warm and clear for this part of the country in this season
of the year. Poquah wi shed to take full advantage of it,
but he first had to arrange for a car to be sent over by
sone of the detectives on retainer.

It had been well after six when one of the special trou-
bl e nunbers had rung and the call had been relayed to

the Imr. He knew sonething had happened when Joe and
Marge had failed to return or call in the previous evening
and he already had people out at McMahon's place check-
ing on things. Wat they had di scovered had not been
encour agi ng. McMahon had apparently not returned from

the church and there was no sign of her anywhere. The

tape recorder was still on and the small fog nmachi nes were
still hissing and overheating, although |ong out of the
chemical s that made them go, but of the high priestess of
the Neo-Prinitives there was no sign

The Imr was relieved, then, when he heard Joe's voice
on the |ine.
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"Yeah, three shots right in the back at point-blank range.

Really screwed up ny shirt. I'Il tell you, that were stuff
really paid off for me last night. Good thing they weren't
using silver bullets, anyway. | figured the best thing to do
220

was to play dead, though—the shock knocked nme out for

a couple of mnutes, and when | cane to | had the choice

of lying there or killing them | figured | was better dead.
No sense in the Baron | earning that sonebody got up

after taking those kinds of slugs. He'd knowin a mnute

it was ne."

"l agree. But why did you take so long to call?"

"Hel I, Poquah! It was the mddle of nowhere, and
still had to wait for Tiana, although she was nearby and
saw nost of it. | cleaned off as best | could, but a guy

wal ki ng or hitchhiking up the road with a bl ood- st ai ned
back woul d be about as obvious as a mernmaid junping

up on a pier and naking a phone call. It took sone tine,
and | still feel really conspicuous here."
"I will be down to pick you up as soon as possible."

It was about a fifty mnute drive along |ess than perfect
roads, but Poquah had no trouble finding the spot and

pi cking Joe up by the side of the road. The Imr had
brought al ong cl ean cl ot hes, which Joe needed badly, and
the big man changed while they went back to pick up

Ti ana. She was glad to see them although al nost rel uc-
tant to | eave the sea. She alone had not suffered at all
during the period.

"They didn't make us, so they nust have had the church
staked out," Joe told him "Wat | can't figure out is why
they let her loose in the first place if she was a threat to
them "

"She probably wasn't," Poquah replied. "At |east, they

did not believe she had any information that couldn't be

gl eaned el sewhere. They allowed her to be bait unknow
ingly, | suspect, since she's an obvious source for anyone
| ooking into the Baron's affairs. That is why her abduction
now worries ne. If it was just after you left, then we

m ght weep for her but not worry very nuch, since they

m ght sinply have deci ded that she was of no further use.
However, if they went back for her after their encounter
with you, then they wanted to punp her for infornation
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on you, and, as | gather fromyour prelimnary account,
she knows quite a bit."

"It was the only way to get her to open up," Tiana

explained. "It did not seemnuch of a risk."
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"Yeah, considering she was higher than a kite at the
tinme," Joe added.

"Most woul d dismiss her story, but Dacaro and the

Baron will not. We nust assune that they will put the

El ders' account together with hers and cone up with

the correct assunptions. They will assunme that it was

you, Joe, and that neans they will not assunme that you

are dead, and they will al so now assune that Marge is

here as well. We nust accelerate our tinmetable, even

t hough the evidence shows that the Baron is not yet as
strong as we believed. There is not only increasing danger
to us, but also the danger that he will accel erate whatever

pl ans he has in operation. | want you both to get a good
night's sleep because you'll have to be ready to go while
it's still light. Tonight is the first night of the full noon;

if we lose it, we | ose one opportunity."
"So you want us to go in tonight?"

"Yes. This will be an exploratory foray at ground |evel,
but it nmay give us the last few pieces of the puzzle. Late
this afternoon, if the weather holds, 1'd like to go into
town and pick sone |likely prospects. | spotted the van,

off the road a few niles ahead. But since it will be rec-
ogni zed now, we'll leave it and stick to this car. W can
always pick it up later, if we need it."

"The demonic force behind all this resides bel ow "

Poquah told themin a briefing before they were to go into
town. "G met and even Marge felt it and knew that it

was there, although it does seem sonmewhat under contro

by the proper spells and restrictions. Do not under-
estimate it."

"Still only one denon, though," Tiana remarked. "Can
it be Hiccarph agai n?"
"I't is doubtful. The demption seened plain, and they

woul dn't trust a known bl underer and insubordinate on

an Earth project. It will be one of the majors, though—
count on that. W will have to find sone way to deal with
it. I amstill not clear why they need it this close to the
Earthly plane of existence. Dacaro has nore than enough
power for this sort of operation." He thought a nonent.

"Unl ess Dacaro hinself is being prepared nerely as a
conduit through which the denonic power can flow. Yes,

that nust be it, but what could the Baron have dreaned

up that would require that nmuch raw power?"

"Great, so we got a denon in the cellar— Joe began,
but Poquah cut him off.

"No, beneath the cellar and not quite in this plane of
reality, but real enough.”

"So, all right, that gives us still nore of a blank. D d
Gnlet get dowmn to the cellar at all?"
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"No, the trenmendous force of evil made her quite nat-
urally too afraid to do so. The first floor, however, has
been redone so that there is a single | ong room al ong the
left side, here, terminating in a standard altar and having
a few hundred folding chairs. This is obviously the chapel
where they conduct services for the locals. On the other
side, there is a large and confortably furnished reception
roomand in back of that is the kitchen. On the second
floor is a suite of offices, still in the unfinished stages,
used by Dacaro and the Baroness, and al so headquarters

and quarters for the chief Elders and the heads of the

M ni stering Angels. The third floor is only partially used,
apparently as comunal quarters for nore of the enforce-
ment personnel, and is partly sealed off. The fourth fl oor
is boarded up and not used at all."

"Hrmm .." Tiana studied the drawi ngs made from
G met's observations. "So where are the Baron's offices?"

"In the cellar, we nust assunme. The Baron and Bar -

oness use the naster bedroom on the second floor, while
Dacaro is currently sleeping in a snmall area behind the
altar downstairs until they finish up his own conplex. The
exterior is well patrolled by the Elders; the interior has
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a Mnistering Angel or two in each of the roons. G nlet

says that all of the Angels are totally enslaved by spells,
and are specifically assigned to a task—a room a person,

and so on. The Elders have nore freedom and i ndi vi du-

ality and less clearly defined tasks, but are no |l ess bound.
She also states that there is a |l ot of equi pment of various
sorts piled up all over the place, and that technicians seem
to be working there day and night. Just what's up, though,

is unclear, although |I have sone suspicions. Conme. Let's

go into town."
"Aren't you afraid they'll recognize me?" Joe asked
hi m

"I't is unlikely that those Elders will be around, and
woul dn't worry about themin any event. The Baron, if
he doesn't already know, will know soon enough."

The day remained fairly clear and warm giving Tiana
some help, and the three drove the car fromthe ol d indus-
try siding where the truck was parked and into the town.

It was in fact a quite attractive little place, not very
large but with all the requisites—a general store, a snall
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cafe, a couple of tiny old churches, a sheriff's office—
but no jail—-a gas station, a tiny branch bank, a Wards
catal og store, and nine places selling redwood burl. There
were nostly pickups parked diagonally up and down the

| one main street, but not a ot of people or traffic. The
pl ace | ooked unnaturally, antiseptically clean, though, and,
whil e the people they did see were all dressed pretty nor-
mally for this place and the tine of the year, alnost all
of them seened to have sonething yellow on—a shirt, a
skirt, or perhaps a kerchief. Even Joe, Tiana, and Poquah
wore yellow shirts this tinme; in Stockman MIls, even
those who weren't menbers of the True Path found it

better to show solidarity.

It | ooked peaceful, orderly, and friendly enough, but
there was something intangible in the air that they could

nonet hel ess all feel

"You can al nost snell the fear," Tiana remarked.

Poquah nodded. "It is a strong stench, like being in
one of the towns after the Baron's soldiers had taken it."

"But—an't all those legitimate religious figures snell
it, too?" Joe asked him "I nean, here was Dacaro guest-
preachi ng on sone guy's TV show a few days ago, and

you tell me he's gotten support.”

"Peopl e see what they wish to see," the Inmr responded.
"I'n just recent Earth history, we find Hitler the socia
reformer, Pol Pot the denmocratic |iberator of Canbodia,
and Khomeni the denocratic liberal. In this very state,
they hailed the Reverend Jones as a liberal reforner and
even appointed himto governnment office. Humans are

very nuch oriented to the surface, rather than what is
within, both here and back hone."

"But he can't fool all of the people all of the tinme,"
Joe noted. "Eventually he has to cone out into the open."

"Perhaps. Probably. They all did, didn't they? But how
much i nnocent blood was spilled to stop the cancers that
shoul d have been obvi ous? How many dead, nai ned,

and ruined in Husaquahr to bl ock the Baron's visions of
social reforn? That is why we nust stop himhere and
now, while the toll is still relatively small."

The plans and the passwords were set. Tonight, a few
nmore people would attend the services.

Shortly after dark, Marge joined them She had no need

for transformati ons and di sgui ses, being well able to man-
ufacture her own. In fact, she just wanted to test things
out a bit while it was easier to escape, and went into the
general store on the pretext of buying a small can of orange
juice. She used pretty nuch the sane appearance she'd

worn back in Texas, but w thout makeup and wearing

pl ai n-1 ooking clothes. It was an easy, natural illusion to
mai ntai n, although she decided to forgo gl asses as a fol -

| ower of a faith healer.
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"Peace be unto you, sister," said the young, clean-cut-
| ooki ng man behi nd the counter who was dressed all in
yel | ow.

"And to you, brother," she responded, having been
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briefed on the conventions they used. There weren't many;

the Baron wanted loyalty and he really didn't want to
work at a whol esal e transformati on of individual person-
alities—yet. She got the juice, gave himsone coins, and,
smling, left the store. It was both easy—and di sturbing.
There had been a small TV canera of the kind usual in
store security on themat all tines, and, since no one had
chal | enged her, they were going to have a real problemif
and when they reviewed that tape, for she'd neither show
up on it visually or vocally. O course, the store would
al so be eighty cents short for the day. Her noney was as
illusory as her appearance.

She woul d have to avoid close interaction with others
where such caneras were likely to be, and alter her
appearance and cl othing each tine. She wal ked down the
street, smling and nodding to those she net, and wal ked
past the small church at one end of town. It was unusua
for atown this small to have two churches, although they
both were clearly closed, possibly fromlack of interest.
The one church, an old Protestant one, was being fixed
up, possibly to handle overflow, but this one was |eft
vacant, although it did | ook cared for. The old, weathered
sign out front read: ST. DI ONYSI US ROVAN CATHOLI C

CHURCH

Curious, she wal ked up the path and saw somneone

tending to what appeared to be a snmall garden on the side
of the tiny church building. He was humming a tune and
seenmed to be in fairly good spirits, although it was rather
odd to be tending a garden after dark, all things consid-

ered. He was dressed all in black; for a nmonent she wasn't
certain he wasn't some kind of specter, a trap of the Bar-
on's. This was, after all, eneny territory in spades.

The man heard her, or sensed sonething, turned, |ooked
over at her, and an expression of total ammzenent was

on his face. It was a kindly face, with rinl ess gl asses,
rosy cheeks, and blue eyes. He was perhaps fifty, graying,
and | ooking far nore weathered than his years. He was

al so, by his dress and collar, a priest, and by his manner
and his odor, quite drunk.
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"Faith! What sort of fairy vision is this?" he managed,
using a not very authentic-sounding Irish brogue.

She was certain that her illusory powers were on and
fully working, so she deci ded he was just being pleasant.
"You are a priest? Here?"

"Aye, that | am And what, pray tell, mght you be,
all orange and with crinson w ngs?"

That settled it! The man coul d see through her disguise!
For some reason, her illusory projection, which could foo
whol e cities, had no effect on this man. "You can see ne
with wi ngs?"

"Aye, sure | can! Are ya sone denon fromthe heath-
ens yonder conme to close ne down at |ast?"

"I"'mno denon. Father. They are ny enenies as nuch
as yours."

He stood up and waved the trowel. "Then let's have
at the beggars!"”

She tried to quiet himand finally managed it. "It won't
wor k—that way. This evil is the kind you preach about,
and that your liberal theol ogians claimdoesn't even exist.'

He sank back down and sat on the grass. "Used to

preach about, you mean. Hasn't been anybody cone to
these services in nmonths." He sighed, and tears well ed
up in his eyes. "It never was nmuch of a congregation,
under stand—ust twenty or thirty peopl e—but adequate
for an old nan who couldn't get along in the big city
churches after bein' an arny chaplain for twenty-five
years." He reached into his coat for a flask, opened it,
took a good slug, then carefully recapped it and put it
back. "Now there's none that cone, even for baptism

He took the whole of the Church of the Wods on the

ot her side of town, too, including Bob Mody, the pastor

"I"'msurprised he didn't cone directly for you. A Cath-
olic priest on his side woul d have been sonething inter-
esting."

"No. He wants no deaths, not even accidents, around
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here. It might attract attention. He hoped that, w thout a
church, ny superiors would sinply declare this and ne

a |l oss and send nme away, but |'ve no place to go and no

pl ace to stay except here, and | have ny arny pension,

so I'mofficially retired anyway. He can't have ne, for |
know him for what he is and who he represents, and he

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (181 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

wants nme nowhere near his little conmpound." He hic-
cupped and then | ooked sheepi sh, but continued. "You
see, his naster knows |'ve performed exorcisns." He

si ghed, and took another slug fromthe flask. "I don't
know why | stay, but that's just the way it's been. Too
old or too stubborn, | guess."

She was certainly interested now, even though the nman

was becom ng increasingly drunk. She doubted if he could
stand up right now, yet, oddly, the nore he drank the | ess
accent he had and his conversation remai ned | ucid.

Exorci sms! Few even in his own church, |let alone oth-

ers, still believed in it at all. If he had not only a beli ef
in demons but know edge of how to control or send them

back, that was in itself magic of a very high art. It was
too bad he was so pickled now that he was starting to

lean to one side. Cearly it wouldn't be nore than a few

m nutes before he passed out completely. She thought he

was out cold now, but suddenly he perked up

"It's ny fate to be ground into the ground here and

now," he wailed, stifling a sob. "Do you know what ny

nane is? Francis Xavier O Grady. | had it |egally changed
because | was in awe of Barry Fitzgerald." He raised the
flask unsteadily. "Here's to old Barry, the greatest priest
of all tines!"

"Then you're not really Irish?"

"No, actually |I was born Casimr Wczal ek. In those
days, in Boston, you didn't have priests naned Casimr
Wczal ek, and nobody woul d confess to a priest whose
nane they could neither spell nor pronounce. So | had it
| egal |y changed—and they went and el ected a Polish
Pope!" He broke down in deep sobs.

"Uh—Fat her, about those exorcisns. Wre they real ?"

He stopped for a nonment and nodded. "Indeed. O her-

wi se | would never have tried, in spite of all those George-
town psychiatrists saying as how it was because their

nmot hers tal ked nean to them when they were still in the
wonb. But devils can be controlled. Their power is |lim
ited, lass, to those who fear or worship them Wth the
right words and the right synbols and with God's power,

they can be stopped." He tried to get up, but couldn't

quite nmanage it. She went over and offered hima hand,

al t hough she was far shorter and much slighter than he.

He took it, but did not rise. "Such a strange hand," he
said, marveling. "There is an unnatural warnth and power
inyou. | can feel it, but | do not feel the evil such power
usual Iy acconpani es. Are you an angel, then?"

"I"'mno angel, but | amof the fairy folk. The Baron

is a man of great evil who cane fromour world to this
when he failed there. We—what is that little pin in your
| apel ?" It was a strange, abstract design of sonme gold or
gol d-pl ated materi al

"Why, 'tis the fish, the ancient synbol of Christianity.
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Surely you should know that."

She felt an eerie shock, the same sort of shock she felt
when she'd di scovered the injured Gmet on the Mdl and
r oof t op.

Wil e the denons are stopped by a pickled fish...

"I must go now," she told him "WII you be all right?"
"Aye, I'lIl be fine, don't worry. As fine as you can be

when you're alone in the seat of Hell on Earth.”
"You are not alone. Father," she told him "In fact,
sonme time tonorrow you can expect a visit from other
friends."

The True Path | eaders didn't want the identifying marks

too attractive or too distinctive; the believers should seem
j ust average-| ooking people going up to the services. Odi-
nary nonbelievers who tried to wal k in were caught by
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the spell; that had been what had frustrated the detectives.
Still, none of the believers had spells thensel ves, or at

| east not spells of any simlarity not otherw se accounted
for, so the way through the spell had to be physical. If

so, Joe and Tiana, as weres, were hone free. Marge woul d

not go in as a parishioner, but would instead join the
throng after flying over the barrier

The true faithful donned yell ow robes before going in,
whi ch was handy, since a were transformation didn't

i nclude cl othing and mi ght have been enbarrassing. There
was no way to tine the change accurately, and no sure
way that Joe and Marge woul d keep together w thout
merely changing into each other, which woul dn't have
been much hel p, so they just donned the robes Poquah

had procured and then joined the throng near sunset.

Al t hough they had a password system neither expected

to be with or know the other until it was all over; inside,
they would be strictly on their own.

Joe tried to angle hinself so he stood al ong the side of
the path near where a couple of nmen roughly his size were
tal king, but he knew the folly of trying to get what he
wanted at randomon a curse like this frombitter expe-
rience. The nen, it turned out, were waiting for their

wi ves, and Joe found hinmself, not for the first time, turned
into a woman by virtue of perhaps three seconds and five
inches. He didn't mnd that so much-he'd had it happen

of ten enough he al nost expected it—but the woman had

been a good five inches shorter than he, and now the
robe, which had been deliberately tailored a bit short on
him was baggy and dragged on the ground. She was al so
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fat and not at all in good physical shape, which made the
long trek into the compound and up to the mansion a rea
effort. He had no trouble in distancing hinself fromthe
real person whose body he now perfectly imtated.

It grew danp and chilly in these parts at night, too,
and nost people had on their clothes and shoes under
their robes. Because of the problens involved, he found
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hi nsel f barefoot and wearing only the robe, and that only
i ncreased his msery.

Still, he made it, and found hinmself in a sea of yell ow
The grounds in front of the house had been fully lighted

by the perinmeter |anps, and the big front porch was al so
all bright. Before the front door was a | ectern, and on
either side of the porch and on slimpoles in the back were
| oudspeakers. It was clearly the only way these people
coul d be accomuodat ed.

What ever the physical mark was that got you in, it was

on the body, for he'd had no probl ens. Now he just took

a position about hal fway back and waited for it all to
begin. For such a large throng, there was little or no
tal king and nuch neditation. He liked it that way, boring
as it was. He didn't want to have to get friendly with
anyone and nmake any slips here.

Finally the front door opened and a darkly handsone

man in a yellow suit wal ked out, flanked by four beautiful
yel | owrobed wonen: his M nistering Angels. Even here

he wasn't taking any chances.

Dacaro appeared very sleek and very Earth nodern,

but ot herw se he hadn't changed a bit. He | ooked out at
the cromd and seemed to smile cockily at the power rep-
resented there. Then, after a nonment, he began to speak

"Peace be unto you, ny brothers and sisters follow ng
the True Path." H's voice was the sane silky, mellow
voice it had been so long before, but his English was

fl awl ess and about as devoid of accent as any could get.
He m ght have been from Kansas or Nebraska.

"And to you and all the Lord's works,
crowd reverently.

responded t he

"Brothers and sisters, we neet here tonight at a crucia
turning point in our divine mssion," he continued. "You
are the leaders who will not only see the great revolution
we will nmake, but will lead it and guide it in our Lord's
nane." H's voice began rising now, and he took on a really
good preacher's tone.

"You have seen the hand of the Lord in how far we've
232
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come in so short a tinme. Less than three years ago we
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were unheard of. Then the Master came, with the power

of the Lord in his hands and mi nd, and wal ked anong

many of you and heal ed you of what science could not.

He cured your cancers, nade sick hearts healthy, and

even regrew and restored |inbs that had been severed
fromyou, or nade useless. This was his sign to you, and
those of you who understood came to himto serve

Toget her, we have built this place. Together, we are build-
ing the capital of a new tonorrow for ourselves and our
children and our children's children!"

There were many spont aneous "Anens" and ot her such
conments fromthe crowd.

"Together, we will reformthis w cked | and, where the
rich live off the sweat of the poor and consider unem

pl oynent of nine percent to be just fine and ten percent
bel ow the poverty level to be acceptable. Were none

can wal k down the streets of a mpjor city at night wthout
fear, and probably not w thout being nugged or raped or
shot. Qur courts are courts of |aw but sel dom of justice.
I'n much of our land the color of your skin or the nation
of your ancestry determ nes what job you can get or who
you can marry or where you can live. The conservative
churches preach that affluence is divine will and poverty
is punishnent, and want to limt even nore any freedom

of action. The liberal churches fund faroff violent revo-
| utions and argue whether God and the devil really exist."

Hi s voi ce dropped again to a conversational tone. "And

so we nust play by the old rules. W nust pretend to be
like them self-righteous hypocrites who, |ike the ancient
Phari sees, are so sure of their own infallability that they
all ow no freedom allow no divergence fromtheir views,

and build million-dollar tenples, not to God, but to them
selves, while the evils of the world proliferate.

"Well, we're going to put a stop to that.

"I'f affluence is the mark of divine will, we nmust first
be affluent. | know the sacrifices that you all have nade—
that we all have nmade—to cone this far, but we can only
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give so much. They smile and they chuckle at us and they
call us a 'cult'—ust another crazy California cult. But
two nights fromtonight, at about this time, right here on
this porch, we will show themwho is on God's side. Mst

of the equipnent is already installed. Tomorrow we wil |l
work |ike beavers to establish the rest. It has cost al nost
all of our resources, but it won't matter.

"Two nights fromtonight, over there to one side, wll

sit atrailer with a giant electronic dish. And fromthat

di sh, what goes on here will be beaned to twenty nmillion
honmes across the country, live by satellite. The Bl essed
Art Thou network, which reaches all those hones, has
reacted to our persecutions by granting us four solid hours.
Those four hours will revolutionize the world! At the end

of that tinme, we shall have our nobney and we shall be,

in one sweep, a national force and novenent!" Hi s voice
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began to rise once nore. "The power of God through ne
will reach out through that dish and flow into space and
down into the living roons of America. Al who see shal
becone in one night our sisters and brothers.

"And it is only the beginning! Wthin nonths, we wll

have our own channel, available free and live to all, and
broadcasting continuously. W will sweep this nation—
and we will sweep the old clean, and with the new we

will then bring the entire world to the glories of God's
true kingdom "

There was nmuch joy and applause at this. Joe joined

in, secretly wondering just what in the world the man was
tal ki ng about. He'd seen the religious channels now and
again. Sonetinmes they were interesting, sonetinmes dull

but they hardly had the kind of effect Dacaro was not
only tal king about but basically guaranteeing. Mney,
sure—put sone slick show busi ness personalities on for

an hour's telethon to buy cough nedicine for giraffes with
sore throats and you'd haul in a mllion bucks. But rea
conversions? A national novenment in one night? Wat

the hell was he tal king about?

The services went on for another two hours, sometines
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with Dacaro, sonetinmes with others, including the Bar-
oness hersel f, | ooking very nuch the radi ant pom queen
she once had been, despite the unflattering robe.

The t heol ogy seenmed renmarkably bl and in sonme ways.

Not once was Christ, or Allah, or any other specific deity
even nentioned, only God or the Lord and the Devil, of
course. The believers here were the holy people, the ones
chosen by God to cleanse and sweep the nation and the

worl d. Anything done in the name of the True Path was

holy, including, although this was never spelled out, |ying,
cheating, stealing, or anything else. Even nurder, Joe

t hought, renenbering the previous night.

Anyt hi ng done with, or between, the Elect, as they

were called, was holy as well. Apparently this included

sex of any kind, since "the Lord's beautiful gift of aninal
nature" was alluded to. It certainly wasn't the kind of
nmessage that woul d make the Bl essed Art Thou network

donate four hours of its tine, but this was the El ect speak-
ing to the Elect froma very secure area. It certainly wasn't
the nmessage Dacaro preached as a guest on the show

Macore had caught, nor was it likely to be the nessage

he broadcast two nights hence. This was the real stuff.

The Baron did not put in an appearance and apparently
rarely did so. He was, however, the One True Prophet of
CGod, sent by God to Earth to renpove all of the old false,
m st aken, and perverted nessages that canme before, and
give the true will of God to the world. Areturn to the
Garden of Eden was promised, and to imtate Eden was

the goal of themall; for, once they joined the El ect, all
their past sins were forgiven and even original sin was

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (186 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:04 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

washed away.

It was still not any different at its core froma thousand
ot her California—and other—eults, and Joe couldn't see
how it could do nuch better than the nore successful of
the rest. Many had becone quite large, quite rich, and
even respectabl e, but none had ever really attained the

ki nd of power Dacaro was tal king about. It was easy to
dismiss his prom ses on that alone, if it hadn't been for

the fact that Dacaro was a naster sorcerer, backed and
supported by the greatest mind in sorcery of two worlds.

Dacaro had been right about one thing—they'd cone

very far very fast. It was hard to believe that it was only
a Lunar nonth since the man who now nade these bold

clainms had been a prisoner in a magic Lanp in Ruddy-

gore's vaults and had never heard of television and sat-
ellites and even business suits.

Many remai ned after the service, but Joe, danp and

cold, decided to leave with the early crowd. He felt a
great deal of relief at not tripping over his own robe, and
even nore when he exited the conpound perineter with-

out challenge. There was still the chance that sonmeone

m ght m stake himfor the wonan he'd twi nned, and he

want ed security and safety, if at all possible, and quickly.

Al nost at the town, he hung back a bit, then went off
into the woods toward the prearranged but out-of-the-way
meeting place. It had been decided to rendezvous there
to be net by Poquah and taken to transportation, rather
than risk a pickup in town, just in case one of themran
into trouble.

Joe was the first to arrive, and had enough tinme to
begin to worry that perhaps the others had indeed run
into trouble. Finally there was a crackling in the brush,
and he took refuge behind a tree.

"Forty gross of pink flam ngos," whispered an unfa-
mliar voice. He sighed and whi spered back, "Thirty-six
gross of Buddhas with clock in stomach,"” and stepped
out .

"Ch, nuts, it's a woman again," said the unfamliar
newconer. She was small, slightly built, certainly no nore
than fourteen or fifteen, and her robe was nuch too big.

"Yeah, what el se? Miurphy's Lawwhatever can go
wong will go wong. | assune that's you, Ti?"

"Yes, it's nme. You know, it's nice to have secure | egs
and no pain, but 1'd really forgotten what it was like to
feel the danp and chill."

More sounds, anot her newconer, and this one had a
236
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robe that fitted. Still, the passwords were exchanged and
Mar ge rel axed and becane her Kauri self once nore.

She eagerly told them about her encounter wth Father

O Grady, and hoped that it meant what she thought it did.
Ti ana seened slightly di sappointed to di scover that she
really didn't figure in the rhyme at all, but it was stil
heartening to find the el enents coni ng together.

"Wl |, as Macore says, we now have the puzzle in
pl ace," Marge noted. "The trick is to solve it in just the
right order."

"That is less a trick than it seens," Poquah said, sud-
denly appearing in the mdst of them and maki ng them al
junp. He had one hell of a power when he cared to use
it.

"Dam! Don't do that!" Joe gul ped, catching his breath.
"l assume you heard Marge's story?"

"I ndeed, yes. A practiced denpnol ogi st inprobably

and i npl ausi bly set down incur mdst, just when we need
one. This is the hand that Providence has now specifically
provi ded us. Cone—tet us go back to the trailer and
conpare notes on tonight. Perhaps, with the hel p of our
thief, we can now assenbl e our plan and perhaps under-
stand theirs."

Macore listened with intense concentration as each of

the three told what he or she had seen and heard and
about Father O Grady as well. Then he thought |ong and
hard and made notes in a small notebook he' d bought,
occasional | y asking esoteric-soundi ng questions on things
i ke conputers and tel evision transm ssions.

Finally he said, "Ckay, | think I got what they're going
totry. Let me float it past you and see if there's anything
fundanmentally wong with ny thinking."

"Shoot,"” Joe invited him

"Ckay, now as | understand it, we've got a denonic
presence, at |east Hiccarph grade, plugged into the house.
Ri ght? And we've got a world-class sorcerer in Dacaro
sort of as a bridge between the denon and audi ence. Now
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renenber ny trick with the electric gadget in Ruddy-
gore's vault? Put themtogether and it's obvious."

"I"'mafraid it is not obvious to ne," Tiana told him

and the others nodded.

He sighed. "You're real suckers, you know that? You
gotta think like themto get inside them Okay, at its heart,

its | owest common denomi nator, what's a spell? Energy,
right?"

"I"'mwith you so far," Marge said. "Go on."
"So where does the energy for a spell cone fron®? It
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doesn't cone from nowhere—t comes fromthe energy

that's all around us. Heat, light, you nane it. W convert
atiny part of that into another form I|ike that mnicrowave
oven over there or the TV. W do it by sheer will, by a

talent or power we're born with to varying degrees, and
they do it with transforners and all that other nmechanica
stuff, but it's all the same in the end. Now, you undo a
spel |l basically by converting the spell energy back into
its original form Got ne?"

"You make it sound so sinple," Tiana said acidly.

"Wll, no matter, that's what happens. You want a

doctor's thesis or something with three syllables or |ess?
Ckay, now this might not be a hundred percent right, or

even close, but it's as right as what | just said about spells.
This television thing. It takes light energy fromwhat's
reflected off its source and turns it into some other kind

of energy in the canera. Then it's sent in little jiggles to
this sender, which changes it again and shoots it up to

this man-made nmoon. Am | right so far?"

"An oversinplification, but, yes," Poquah agreed.

"So, it gets bounced back down to any receiver that's

tuned to it, changed back into its previous form then

back into the formbefore that, and finally, in the TV,
changes back to light that hits the viewer. Never mind if
that's really right, the point is energy at the source is
transformed just like a spell and directed by machines
until it not only hits soneplace else but can be infinitely
dupl i cat ed—and exactly duplicated—at every receiver
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and finally at every TV that turns to that channel. Don't
you see that's what he's gonna do? He's gonna broadcast
a spell that'll take on anybody who tunes in, even for a

m nute! ™

"I't's not possible," Poquah objected. "For one thing,

the energy is quite weak when received, conpared to what

is transmtted.”

"Ch, yeah? But the signal, the mathematics of energy,

is still conplete and intact. So how do they get it back to
strength for all those TVs?"

"They—they anplify it at the receiver and again at the

set," Poquah responded, and for the first time he seened
to betray some enotion. "Good heavens! It's so insane

it just mght work!"

"It's going to have to be a pretty sinple spell," Marge
noted, "if he's going to get themin the niddl e of changing
channel s. "
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"Two spells, then, overlaid," Tiana suggested. "One

so brief that it mght take hold in a single second and have
but a single conmand—stop and watch. And a second,

a long and conpl ex spell that would deliver those viewers

to the Baron's hands. An instant conversion which n ght

al so conmpel themto call in. Once identified, the El ect
woul d be sent out to give themall the instructions, the-

ol ogy, and orders. If what Macore suggests is really pos-
sible, they could even get follow up spells one by one

over the tel ephone.™
Joe shivered, although he now felt warm and dry. "So

that's where he gets his figure. Al those cable viewers
swi tching around randomy during the four-hour tine slot;

hit "emfor a second and you got them Mybe not twenty
mllion, but over a mllion sure, maybe |lots nore. Lots
of nmoney i medi ately, the conversions of famly nem

bers and friends |ater—aybe even by just calling them

to the phone. Wow I1t's a hell of a plot!"

"But such a spell would have to take into account line
fluctuations, differing power |evels, and neans of trans-
formi ng the energy, all sorts of things," Poquah noted,
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trying to find a way to prove they were wong. "A spel
that could automatically adjust to that would be so infi-
nitely conplex that no human mnd could grasp the fig-
ures, let alone play with themto get it right."

"Computers,” Joe renminded him "First Boquillas

| earned conputers. Then he researched cults. | bet he had
the idea fromthe first time he ever watched TV back in
the first days in Switzerland. He studied conputers,
knowi ng that only they could do this kind of math—-and
even then he'd have to programthem hinsel f. They don't
cone with Wzardcalc."

"He nust have worked it all out with his usual math-
ematical precision,” Marge added. "He cane here because
this place is nost tolerant of religions and nost tolerant
even of aberrant ones. You said he travel ed through the
south, where the nost fanmous tel evision preachers are

| ocated, then came here and got a job in the conputer

i ndustry. That nust have given hima computer big and
power ful enough to solve his final problens."

"Yeah, but he couldn't practice the spells. He got his

| ocal power, the Satanist, but he needed nore. He needed
Dacaro and he needed to bl ock Ruddygore to nake it all
work, so he went to his old allies in Hell to get their
cooperation. |I'msure he wasn't any too popul ar down
there, but this plan probably knocked their little denonic
socks off," Joe agreed. "They were the bridge between
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home and here. Hell decided on this Master of the Dead
and got himall the best nagic spells in exchange for a
little hel p—never mind what it's for, old boy—t doesn't
concern Husaquahr, only Earth. You can have Husa-

quahr. It would never even cross his mind that, if they
take Earth, it nmeans the final battle and the end of both
worl ds."

"So now we have it," the Imr said cautiously. "The

total picture. W know exactly what they are going to do,
and how, and when, and even where. W now al so have

all the elenents of our own puzzle guide—the Oracle's
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rhyme—n place. W will talk to this priest tonorrow
when he's sobered up—+f he ever sobers up. Macore?"

"Marge? O G mlet? What about this porch? Is it solid
or does it have a craw space underneat h?" the thief asked.

Mar ge | ooked at the pixie, who shrugged.

"Joe—didn't your Hawaiian priestess say somnething
about trapdoors rigged in the porch?"

"Uh—yeah. Conme to think of it, she did. I'd forgot-

ten."

"Al'l right, then. 1've got a potential solution to the
puzzle, but it's gonna be pretty damed hard on sone

folks, I"'mafraid."

They all |eaned eagerly forward. "What is it?"

"I can't tell you. Even when it's happening, | can't tel

you, because it's possible, even likely, that it will require
some of you to get caught. Poquah, I'll need a way around

that barrier spell."

"That is not too difficult. It will be even easier if we
can exam ne both of our were friends here while stil
weres and find the point of commonality."

It turned out that the only thing the two bodi es seened
to have in common that could not be expl ained as nornma
was a small polyp inside the left arnpit. Poquah was sat -
isfied. "Behold the sign of the true Elect,"” he told them
"A very nice touch. Who would notice?" He turned to

Macore. "It is not even truly sorcerous in nature, only in
origin. It will be rather sinple to give you one, even right
now. "

"Ckay, then do it," Macore said. "Tonorrow, |'m going

to have to ask you to erase any know edge or nenory of
my very existence in this world fromJoe and Tiana's
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m nds. "
"Huh? Why?" Joe wanted to know.

"I told you—no clues. If they catch you, the |ess they
know the better. As for why not do the sane to the fairy
folk, it's because their mnds can't be as easily dissected
by Pathies as yours, and al so because it's damed near
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i mpossible to do on you all without it being noticed, or
am | w ong?"

"That is correct," Poquah agreed.

"WAit a minute,"” Tiana put in. "Do you mean that only
you will know this plan in full? And if anything happens
to you, the plan fails?"

"No. Poquah already knows the added el ements you

don't, although I'm gonna have to explain it all to himto
show himhow it puts itself together. | think he'll dea
quickly with any fairy folk to avoid any chance of them
usi ng their power against him Wy not? He only needs

to keep you all on ice until he broadcasts and then it won't
make any difference."

"You are certain you can get in there?" the Imr asked
hi m

"Why not? | got into Ruddygore's vaults. Conpared
to that, this is a piece of cake."

"You are sure this will work?" Marge asked worriedly.

"OF course not. Nothing's ever a hundred percent. But

it all fits in and clicks with the people we have and the
rhynme we got, not to nention the other information we've
acquired. | do, however, have one backup, if it all falls
down. It's not a sure thing, either, and it's sure not part
of the Oracle's script; but since | got the idea from Dacaro,
it should work."

"From Dacaroi " Marge excl ai ned

"Yeah, but don't worry about it. | doubt if I'll need it.
The inportant thing is this—you're all gonna have spe-
cific jobs to do. Every one of you. They'll all be danger-
ous, but so will nmine. | usually work solo, but the Baron's
expecting a nob and sone specific characters as well,

and we have to provide them Sorry about that, but that's
why sone of you m ght get caught. If so, don't worry

what happens to you, so long as you don't go and get
yourselves killed. Gven a choice, surrender. Either we'll
bail you out or it won't matter anyway."

"Sounds |ike a cheery thought," Marge noted. "Still,
you don't think they don't know about the porch and the

242
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trapdoors, do you, Macore? | nean, they'll probably have
peopl e under there and run the dogs through and every-
thing."

"Yeah, they probably will, on Mnday night. But

won't be there on Monday night." He cl apped his hands
together in anticipation. "W'll all start this tonorrow
night," he told them then | ooked over at the pixie.
"Gmet, old goil, | don't even understand the contraption,

but can you type?"
CHAPTER | 5
ONE HELL OF A MESS

It did not last: the Devil howing, "Ho!
Let Einstein be!" restored the status quo.

—Sir John Collings Squire
"YOU REMEMBER NOTHI NG OF LAST NI GHT, FATHER?"

Joe asked, a little frustrated and wonderi ng whet her he,
the priest, or Marge was crazy.

"No, I'mafraid |-aell, | was in no shape to renenber
things last night, | fear. It's the pressure of all this going
on around ne."

The priest that Joe and Poquah faced was quite a dif-
ferent sort of person fromthe one Marge chanced on the
previous evening. He was tall, mlitary in his bearing, and
quite cold sober.

"You're not Irish, though, in spite of your name?"

The priest sighed. "No, I"'mnot, although | don't know
how you know that. It was one of the stupider things
did in my youth. I'mafraid that 1've always had a taste

for the grape, or worse, but | never could really handle
it. I was on the wagon for years, went through AA and
was a fine exanple—until this business happened here."

"W are here, we hope, to end this business. Father,"
Poquah said. "If what we've heard is true, we may need
your help to do so. W have battled this evil man before
and won when all others had been defeated. W know

hi m and respect, rather than fear himbut this is our
gravest chall enge."

"What do you need done, then?"

"You have, we understand, perforned exorcisns?"

The priest sighed. "Yes. Unfortunately, those were

mostly in ny off-the-wagon days. | have some nenory

of the subjects, but little nmenory of the actual exorcisns.

Those for whom | performed them seened conforted and
pl eased. "
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It was becoming increasingly clear to both of themthat
Father O Grady was really two people, one drunk and

one sober. The drunk saw Fairies as they were and had

at |l east one foot in the supernatural world, while the sober

one was the coldly rational and somewhat distant intel-
| ectual they faced.

"Tell me, Father—do you believe in the Devil?" Joe

asked. "I nean it, I'mnot just kidding around."
The priest thought a nonment. "Yes, son, | believe in
the Devil and in Hell. |'ve been partly there. | was in

Vietnamfor quite a long time, and | was later in Beirut.
I"ve al so stood in the preserved remai ns of concentration
canps in Germany, where you can still feel the evil. |

believe that God exists and | have cone face-to-face with

evil, and so | have no choice but to believe in the Devi
as wel | ."

Joe nodded. "The Devil's here, Father—and not in an

abstract sense. He's over there, in that conpound, in that
ol d house.™

"The Baron has opened a pat hway between Hell and
the house,” the Imr added. "It is there and it is rea
and tangi ble. He draws his power fromit. The Baron and
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Dacaro are evil nen. Dacaro has nore sheer tempora

power than the Baron, but it is the Baron's intellect and
wi || which guide him Sonething nonstrous is going to

be | oosed tonorrow night. We are going to attenpt to stop
it from happening, even at the cost of our lives. W& will
attenpt it with or without you, but we need your help,
your expertise."

"But you can't even get in!"

"W can get in—any time we wish. The trick isn't

getting in, it's acconplishing what we nmust acconplish
The Baron fears us so nmuch that the Elders attenpted to
kill my conpanion here the other night, using pistols. It
may require violent action, even killing sone of them
but it nust be done."

Qddly, the priest seenmed nore fascinated than put off

by this. It was very clear that he was so afraid of the True
Path and so disgusted with it that he would | eap at striking
a blow against it, and his conbat experience certainly
didn't hurt. Chaplains didn't fight, but bullets never
respected their rank or position

"Assuming we could get in at all, what would you have
me do? You're not tal king about some denented man who
is, or thinks he is, possessed by spirits. | admt |I'm having
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troubl e even accepting the idea, but you are saying that
there is a denon, evil incarnate, in there. That's not an
exorcism"

"It isn't exorcismthat we need,” the Inmr told him

"nor could it be very effective in any case. Sonmewhere

in the cellar of that old house is the gateway, the way
through. We need to get into that cellar, which also con-
tains the Baron's offices, find that gateway, and seal it
shut. Cut it off or contain it. Even Hell is constrained by
| aws and agreenents that it nade. But it will take no
simpl e pentagram drawn in chal k. There is too much power
there for that."

Father O Grady thought for a nonent. "What is needed,
then, is a Seal of Solonon. It resenbles the Star of David,
but in addition has various | egends and synbols witten
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in the created triangles. Activated by the proper liturgy,
it is supposed to prevail against the Devil hinself."

"Then that's what we nust do. Seal it off. Once seal ed,
how much trouble would it be to undo it?" Poquah asked
hi m

"I've never done any of this, but I've read up onit. If
properly done, it could not be broken from either side.
That gateway woul d be cl osed, the Seal set within the
very Earth itself and guarded by the power of God. Even
broken or erased, it would exist."

"Then that is what we need. I'mnot mnimzing the

risks for the inpossibility of the task, though, Father. W
may well have to fight our way in there. W may face

forces beyond our control. And, if we do nmake it and

| ocate the place and even seal it, we nmay not be able to
get back out again, for it will do nothing to those, sone
wi th power thenselves, who will be after us.”

"Are you trying to talk nme out of it?" The priest sighed.
"You realize, gentlenmen, that you would be thrown out

of here or be taken out to the nearest asylum under nor nal
circunstances. Had | not seen this power of evil you

speak about in operation here, I would not even have

given you the tinme of day. They've left ne here as a poor,
old, retired drunk of a priest, not only to be a pernanent
bad exanple, but also because they felt | would eventually
pack up and leave. I'mangry and |I'mfrustrated. | haven't
felt this way since | stood in front of the Marines' denol -
i shed barracks in Beirut and hel ped them haul out the
bodi es of nore than two hundred fine young nen. Wen

you neet and look into the eyes of fanatical young nen

who are perfectly willing to drive a truck full of explosives
into a place and detonate it, even though they, too, wll
die, all because sone so-called religious |eader, for his
own ends, told them God wanted themto do so, and you

turn around, in your own snall, peaceful village here in
the United States, and see the sane | ook and the sane
devotion on those who once were your friends and nei gh-
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bors..." He paused a nonent, trying to force down his
fury.

Finally he said, "Gentlemen, | still think this is mad-
ness, but perhaps even ny death or disappearance wl |
cause somne ripples elsewhere. | have no famly, ny friends

are ny enemes, and | have no future. Perhaps |I amdriven
by this to be as deluded as that fanatic who drove that
truck into the barracks. And yet—+ will go with you.

must believe that God has placed ne here for some rea-
son, in this situation. When do we go?"

"Tonight, Father," Joe told him "That's when you'l
al so get a few new | essons in the supernatural."

The little church seened the ideal place to neet at
sundown, and Joe and Poquah | eft and went back to their
car. Both were preoccupied with the com ng night's work
and got in without even thinking about it. Suddenly they
froze as soneone's head cane up in the back seat, and
both whirled and halted thensel ves only at the | ast

moment .

"Mahal o McMahon! " Joe exclai med. "What the hell is

thisT

She was still wearing the flowers and the |ei and not hing
el se.

"H ya, Conan! Geez, |I'msorry | scared you |like that,

but there didn't seemto be any other way. They're al
over the place."

Joe | ooked at Poquah, who checked her out for spells.

She had one, but it wasn't in the nature of a controlling
threat. She was definitely not working involuntarily for
the Baron, although that didn't nean she wasn't working
for himfreely.

Poquah started the car, and they drove off, not toward
the trailer but just around, while they eval uated what she
sai d. Poquah had the power to know truth fromfiction

"I't was real late, y'know, long after you left. | got sone
more of that good stuff out and started to refill the pipe
when they suddenly cane busting in the front door.

mean, geez, | was alone in there! Luckily | got lots of
exits out of there, since you never know who or what's
gonna comne around to maybe bust you. | rolled back and

hit the trip that dropped ne under the altar and really put
me under the church, you know what | mean? Well, |I'm
scared to nmove, like maybe they got the whol e pl ace
surrounded, you know? So | wait there and | hear 'em

wal king all over and like that; finally | hear this woman's
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voi ce say, 'We could be here all night in this cold and
rain,' and this guy's voice says, 'Yeah, but she can't get
away.' So she says, 'W don't have tinme to waste on
turning over every slab in this joint. Put a watch on her
house and her friends and let's go.' And then she pauses
and adds, 'Mahal o McMahon, | amthe Baroness de

Boquillas! If you are within the sound of ny voice, as
you are now, so will you remain, until you cone to ne
along the True Path.' And all of a sudden |I get kind of
tingly, you know, and then | hear 'em/|eave."

She' d huddl ed there under the church for hours, then
managed to sneak out, avoiding the two men set to watch
the place, but she was cold and stark naked. Her house
and the houses other friends were all covered-she spot -
ted the watchers, but there was no way around them—

and so she'd spent a cold and niserable night in an old
woodshed. In the nmorning, she had the idea to steal some
wash of f sonebody's line so she could at |east get out of
there—a sari froma sheet or sonethi ng—and she had

the opportunity, but she could not do it.

"I mean, like, it's creepy, but I can't stand the thought

of putting anything on. Nothin' but these flowers, anyway.
I got to admt | never nuch |iked wearing any nore clothes
than | had to, but this is different. The idea of putting

sonmething on is like—well, like the idea of eating shit or
sonet hing. "

"It is a conditional curse," Poquah told her. "The Bar-
oness is the Baroness because she has sonme power and

the intellect to use it. If she had been patient and well
practiced, she would have searched for sonething con-
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tai ni ng your body cells and summoned you to appear, but
they don't seemto be that concerned with you. Lacking
that and the power of a Dacaro, she could only cast a
simple, elenental curse. You would either have to live as
a wld animal, be locked up in an institution for conpul -
sive nudity, or come to her. You appear to have come to

t he sane concl usi on yoursel f."

"Yeah, well, what else could | do? | nmean, |'mstarv-

ing | don't know how those deer and bears do it. So,
anyway, this norning they |oaded up this pickup with
crates of apples and oranges and stuff like that, and | saw
that the guy driving was one of them so | managed to
sneak into the back of the truck, figuring | could eat on
them He got in and drove off up here, so | ate a few
appl es and had to kind of tag along for the ride. Wen he
stopped for the stop sign back there, just before comng
into town here, | junped out and ran for the woods. |

was just trying to figure out what to do next when | saw
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you two drive up, and | recogni zed Conan, here, so

figure, what the hell, I'Il try for sonething and | sneaked
into the back of the car and that's it." She paused a nonent.
"You know, it's funny. These flowers are still fresh, too.

Shoul d' a dried out yesterday."

"She's telling the truth," Poquah told Joe, turning the
car around and headi ng back toward the trailer.

"Yeah, but what are we going to do with her?"

"I've given her spell a cursory once-over, and | find it
very nmuch the Baron's trademark in these things. It's
sinple, but it wuld take a great deal of time for ne to
undo. Conditionals, in particular, usually have bad little
traps for those undoing them No problem if | had two

or three hours to spare, but | do not."

"Hey! You can't |eave ne stuck like this!" she pro-
t est ed.

"All in good tinme. Stuck for a while, that's all. Get her
into the trailer. 1'll drive up and park the car, then work
back down to you."

Ti ana was the only one awake there when they got in,

and was startled to see the self-styled Neo-Prinmitive
Hawai i an priestess and equally fascinated by her story.

As for McMahon, she wasted no tine in going through

much of the fruits and vegetabl es she could find, although
she did not touch neat. Only then was she rel axed enough
to | ook over and really appreciate the hideout in plain
sight, and she was inpressed.

It took Poquah a good half hour to return, but this was
mostly because he wanted no signs around the trailer that
it just wasn't parked there until needed. Nobody ever

| ooked twice at trailers like this, which was the beauty of
the thing, although lots of cars parked around it would
certainly draw i medi ate attention.

"W will be active tonight," Poquah told them when

at last he felt safe enough to enter, "but we cannot fully
spring our trap until tonorrow, alnost at the |ast nonent.
You will just have to trust that Master Ruddygore has
mapped this out and knows what he is doing."

"He has al ways cone through in the end for us," Tiana

not ed.

"Yeah—after getting us in trouble in the first place,"”
Joe grunped

"This is the second night of the full noon," the Imr

rem nded them "Now that we know how to bypass their
security spells, we don't require one of themfor you two.
We can arrange our own pattern to our advantage."

"Sounds good to ne," Joe noted.
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"Anybody mind telling ne what you're tal ki ng about ?"
Mahal o put in.

"Qur part of the operation tonight is to sneak into the
Baron's conpound, seal off the doorway to Hell he's cre-
ated, and then do what damage we can to him his trans-

m ssi on equi pnment—anything. Getting in is no problem
Getting to the objective will be a terrible problem Getting
out—wel |, we nust depend on others to allow that."

"It's a bigger organization than it |ooks,
to the newconmer. "A lot nore than just us here.

Joe expl ai ned
" Actually,
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he had only Poquah's word for that, but he felt pretty
certain it was true. "Each of us has a job to do."

Mahal o | ooked at them and frowned. "Now, wait a
m nute. You, Spock, are the only guy here who can cure
me of this curse, right? And you're going in there

t oni ght ?"
"Yes. You can remain here until it is finished. It is safe
here, and if anything happens to us, you will be | ooked

after by others.”
"And can these others lift this thing?"

"No. But they'|ll eventually be able to get in touch with
sonmeone who can."

"Uh-uh. I'mnot going to stay cooped up in here and
then have a | ot of strange guys have ne at their nercy.
If you go, | go."

"I'"'mafraid there is no real provision in the plans for
you. Besides, it is likely we will get caught, even if we
succeed. "

"Then you need nme all the nore. | know that house.

I lived there for six years. There's passages, entrances,
and exits in there | bet even the Baron hasn't found yet."
She paused a nonent. "Hey, |ook—you guys think you're
gonna win, right? | mean, caught or not, if it all cones
together, the Baron's finished? The cavalry can march in
and rescue the w dows and orphans?"

"l believe | understand your question. Yes. The nost
inmportant thing to do is to get the nission acconplished
tonight. That may get us killed, or it may not. If we suc-
ceed, the next mpst inportant thing is not to get killed,
even if it nmeans surrendering. Once our m ssions are
acconplished, it's up to others to see it through.”

"Ckay. I'lIl take care of the not-getting-killed part. You
take care of the job. Just nake sure the cavalry remem
bers this captive when it cones, huh?" She frowned and
stared at Poquah for a nonent, then reached out and
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pushed back his hair on one side. "You got real weird
ears. | knew there was sonething funny about you. You
sone kind of warrior elf or sonething?"
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"Why, yes, in fact | am How did you know t hat?"
"CGeez, |I'mnot ignorant! | read Tol kien twelve tines!"

Father O Grady was sober, and therefore not quite
prepared for the assenbled crew. He also, it seened,
could not penetrate Marge's illusion as a sober nan, but
she could drop the illusion for him He crossed hinself
when he saw his first Kauri wi thout a haze of booze, but
he was certainly convinced. He wore one of his black
suits, but he'd renoved the white collar and al so added
|l anp black to his face and hands. He had been in hostile
territory before and he knew hi s business.

Alittle nore unsettling for himthan seeing a Kauri

was seei ng Mahal o McMahon, undressed as she was. The

only thing nore unsettling than one Mahal o McMahon

was two Mahal o McMahons, which is what they got. It

had not been intentional, but at sundown Mahal o, inside
the trailer, had been a fraction closer to Tiana than the
worman det ective Poquah had arranged for. Tiana was not
conpletely put off by the turn of events; MMihon was

in superior physical condition, it seened, in spite of all
the junk she snoked. If anything, it was Mahal o who was

a bit taken aback by the change, which suddenly gave her
a near twin sister. The flowers, of course, had not dupli-
cated, but the curse had, until sunup at |east. Tiana was
forcibly as naked as Mahal o.

This time, Joe had been luckier. The nan he'd dupli -
cated was about his size and build and in fine shape. He
was al so a bl ack man; Poquah had thought it conveni ent
for a night operation, as he needed no |lanp black at all

Al t hough uncl ot hed, both Mahal o and Ti ana could carry

guns, and Poquah gave them smal| but deadly hand guns.

McMahon was a bit nervous about it, but she decided to

take it anyway. Tiana was just as bad a shot, but felt

better with some reassurance. Joe, outfitted in canou-

flage fatigues, carried a semautomatic rifle and, in a sheath,
the great sword Irving, which hunmed softly in antici-

pation of battle. It had been a long time. Poquah preferred
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the dagger and the short sword. His job was nore to
counter or cast spells than to fight; if he needed to, he
wanted it to be fast and quiet, with no iron in the weapons.

Gnlet, it seened, was involved in another operation
entirely conplenmenting theirs, and had vani shed. Marge
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woul d fly | ookout for themuntil they entered, then hang

| oose to create diversions when needed outside the place.
Mahal o was the guide; Joe and Tiana were to guard agai nst
physi cal threats, and Poquah agai nst those of sorcery.
Once O Grady seal ed the opening, they would try and

find the Baron, if they could, or get out fast, if they could
not. A small force of agents paid for the purpose waited,
heavily arned and ready, on the opposite side of the hol d-
ings, but were not to try anything until they either heard
shots fromthe mansion or got the go-ahead from Marge

If the Baron was upstairs in his bed, and all were fast

asl eep, he woul d be beyond Joe's reach, and so there was
no sense in waking him Dacaro, or the followers in the
tents if it could be avoi ded.

As they were set to go in, Joe | ooked over at Tiana

and whi spered, "You renenber all that stuff | said about
bei ng bored and wanting adventure? If | ever say anything
like that again, drive a silver stake through ny heart or
somet hing." She sniled, kissed him and they were off.

Mahal o brought themto the house by a route so com

plex they couldn't even followit, but it seened to be one
desi gned by sonebody—an escape route, it appeared,

wel | planned, only enacted in reverse. Because of its use
of the terrain and even a couple of small streans, it was
quite effective in masking their novenents and al ways
provi ding both cover and a neasure of isolation fromthe
settled areas. It was a good route; so good, in fact, that
when an inforner had given it to the narcs in exchange

for probation later, the narcs had used it quite effectively
to sneak up on and surround the house.

There were heavy patrols, usually with Dobermans,
but the dogs could not be let | oose except under the tight
control of their Elder masters, since Dobernans had rea
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trouble figuring out friend fromfoe and were col or blind.
Several tinmes nmen with dogs cane quite close to them

but, with Marge's warnings fromabove and a few very

casual little spells from Poquah, they seened either to

| ose interest or charge off, pulling their masters in other
directions.

Joe and the others finally enmerged about twenty feet
fromthe house, but then they were stopped for a while.
There were nasty-I|ooki ng guards everywhere, all arned

wi th weapons and | ooking very much |ike soldiers on

guard duty. The floodlights, too, remmined on, |eaving any

approach to the house open, well lighted, and within sight
of a guard or patrol

Poquah seened nore concerned for sonme reason that

there was the sound of dogs underneath the front porch,
and a clear indication that they were just about living
there. He dism ssed that worry al nost i mediately. Any
thief who couldn't get around nmere vicious guard dogs
woul dn't have | asted | ong anyway.
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"Wait here. | will be back," the Inmir instructed them
and pull ed his dagger. He seened to vani sh, worrying
both O Grady and Mahal o.

"Were'd he go?" she whispered to Joe.
"He's like that. Just hold on."

They waited tensely for several mnutes, and then the

warrior elf was back in their mdst. "OF the three secret
entrances you describe, they have found two of them" he

told McMahon. "The third is well conceal ed, but may or

may not open, and probably not w thout noise. The gen-

erators should mask it for nmost, but there are two El ders
there whom we cannot get around. Forgive ne. Father, but

I haven't tinme to freeze them solve their own spells, or turn
theminto toads. Joe—we need silence on this. You cone

with me. 1'll need you to get rid of the bodies."

It was over very quickly. From nowhere, the Inmr

appeared and with perfect timng cut one's throat using
his short sword. When the other turned around and froze
for a nonent before giving the alarm he, too, suddenly
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had a blade in his throat. Joe came out, keeping |l ow, and
qui ckly dragged the bodies into the brush. Using negic,
Poquah was able to undo the two bolts that held the snall
panel on frominside, and he slid it away. It did creak,
but no one came running, so the generators had done their
maski ng j ob.

Now, quickly, at Marge's commands fromthe treetops

just above, they darted one by one across the open space

to the rectangul ar hole, a tight squeeze for all except
Poquah. Joe brought up the rear, and got stuck for a
monent. They pulled himin finally, just as a birdlike song
carried a warning that soneone was com ng. Poquah

reached back up and pulled the plate on, securing it again
by the bolts. It would be an unlikely neans of exit, once
the guards were found m ssing.

They all wound up in a small area not nuch better than

a craw space, but one no one woul d have expected was

there. McMahon had expl ai ned that her friends had act u-

ally built up the floor in what was then the dining room
above so that this passage could exist. There were no
entrances from above; it was assumed that these would

not be very practical in araid, anyway. It led to an opening
behi nd the woodpile in the cellar, which was just where

they wanted to be.

They could feel the evil presence in the craw way. Even
Joe and Mahal o, who had no real power, seened to sense

it; to OGady, it was nearly overpowering. The priest had
al nost had a sense of being in a dreamthrough all this,

of being a detached third party who didn't quite believe
what he was saying or doing, or even if he was doing
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God's work. Now, though, in the presence of that terrible
power, all doubts fled. This was indeed the eneny, the
same eneny he had felt in war, the sanme eneny he had

felt standing in the center of Buchenwal d, the same eneny
whose presence nearly overpowered himat the ruins of

the Marines' conmpound in Beirut. There was no | onger

any doubt. Ch, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. God the Father,
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CGod the Son, God the Holy Spirit, be with me and nake
me up to this task

Poquah pushed out the panel as best he could and

cautiously peered out. This part of the cellar, this room
was |lighted with but a single bare bulb, but it was suffi-
cient. It appeared to be used as a storeroom wth all sorts
of junk around. There was no spell inside the room but
there was one, a good one, on the door. Poquah |let them

all cone out, quietly, while he studied the spell and pre-
pared to disengage it. He had expected it; in fact, |ooking
at the spell, he had expected worse.

Still, it took himabout twenty mnutes to get it off,
twenty minutes in which alnost certainly the guards had
been di scovered nissing, and perhaps their bodies found.
There woul d be, nost certainly, an alert all over the place,
but that was al so expected. The plan had been entirely
directed at getting themin, and it had done so. Getting
themout was left to inprovisation—with, it was hoped,
alittle divertive help fromtheir friends outside.

Once the spell was off the door, they cautiously opened

it. It led into a main chanber that was rather well 1ighted,
al t hough by a conbination of fluorescent lights rigged up
overhead and some quite nonelectrical, large, free-standing

candles. It was clear what the roomwas for, and there
was no guessing the spot in the center.

The ol d stone fl oor had been carefully cl eaned and
scrubbed, and then, on top, an el aborate set of painted
signs and synbols had been laid in some sort of shiny
gol d substance. The whol e design was flanked by a pen-
tagrampainted in a solid white that seened raised, as if
to distance it fromthe stone; at each point of the penta-
gramthere was a huge and ornate free-standing candl e-
stick with an enornous candle, lighted and burning. It

was an awesone and frightening sight, and one that |eft

no doubt that it was the source of the evil of this place.

"No one, but no one, is to break that pentagram or
touch those candl es," Poquah warned. "Any breach, and
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the denon will be free to conme out—and not hing can
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save us. Father?"

The priest suddenly felt the urge for a very strong

dri nk—o, a lot of very strong drinks. He had been under
fire, had shrapnel wounds, and had gone through a |ot,

but this was the first tinme he was scared before, rather
than after, the danger. Still, shaking like a |eaf, he renoved
a small box of children's colored chal k and began to draw
an el aborate design on the fl oor outside of the pentagram
When he was through, he | ooked at it and shook his head.
"I't's crude, and there's barely enough roomin here to get
the entire pentagraminside the center of the Seal of Sol-
onon. "

"We' Il use builder's line, then," Poquah told him
reaching into his small pack. The line was thick and pre-
chal ked, and when laid out straight—dsing pieces of junk
as weights and the crude Seal, which at the nonment | ooked
exactly like a Star of David, two triangles superinposed,
one upsi de down—was a general guide to clear the
candlesticks. It still didn't |ook inpressive, but it was
correct. The angles were all equal and the sides were
straight. Wth red chalk, the priest then drew in various
characters in what m ght have been Hebrew al ong each
inner wall of the design

Somet hi ng went click! in back of them and they al

turned. What had appeared a solid stone wall now was

shown to be an inpressive mirrorlike device that perfectly
reflected the wall to its right and did not appear to reflect
any inhabitants in the room Wth lighting now on in back

of the mrror, the rest of the room becane cl ear

"That is very inpressive," remarked Dacaro. "Don't
you agree. Baron?"

"I do indeed," replied a famliar voice. "Ch, please

don't nove! | see you all bringing up your weapons. The
shield is quite bullet proof, | assure you, where we stand.

If you look to the left and the right of us, you will see
figures with weapons of their own, and they will shoot

wi thout thinking, | fear, at any sign of hostile action. Their

bull ets have an iron and silver content, | night nention,
so please don't try anything. They are quite expensive
and difficult to come by."

Joe | ooked at Poquah, who shrugged. "What can we
do?"

"Drop all your weapons where they are and line up
against that far wall there,"” Dacaro ordered them
"Quickly, please. And don't disturb the candles or the
pentagram |t would be unpl easant for us, but even worse
for you and the whole world if anything did, as |I'msure
you understand. "

They did as instructed, feeling hel pless and frustrated.
Joe, hands up and standi ng next to Father O G ady, whis-
pered out of the corner of his nmouth, "Can't you say your
liturgy now? You drew the dammed thing."
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"No. There's one synbol missing. They let us get this
close just to toy with us."

"Now, don't think of anything rash," Dacaro told them
"There are only two exits—this way and the way you
came in. | assure you that the way you came isn't nuch
use anynore."

"You did know about that entrance,” Joe said accus-
ingly. "You left it deliberately untouched so we'd be sure
to take it!"

"Very astute. W figured what the ganme was when we

saw you talking with O Grady, and that seened the easi est
solution. W were curious to see if it could be done, and,
if so, how The Seal is quite inpressive. It wll make

ef fective blackmail against our friend down there when

he decides to get too anbitious. As you mi ght expect, we
are not totally in accord with his ains," the Baron said
calmy. "Now, we are sliding back a portion of the pane
near you. Poquah—you first. Ah. Now you. Father. Yes,
that's fine. And now the two |ovely | adies, one after the
other. And, last but not |east, you, Joe."

Joe did as instructed and found that nerely being "cov-
ered" wasn't the word for it. The roomon the other side
of the mrror of illusion, which Poquah had not detected,
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since it was a variation of an illusionist's apparatus and
not magical in the real sense, was fully as large as the
other. Covering themwi th sem automatic rifles were five

of the nost beautiful wonen he had ever seen, all wearing
hi gh- heel ed | eat her boots, gold tassels hanging froma
chainlike belt hung on their hips, and not nuch el se. Each
rifle was on a different one of them By the way the wonen
hel d them and the | ooks on their faces, there was no
question that they would shoot and shoot straight, if given
even the slightest provocation

The Baron wore slippers and a pair of |ounging paja-
mas; Dacaro had on a pair of jeans, a flannel shirt, and
regul ar slip-on noccasins.

Esmlio Boquillas was still the sane, the sort of man
who continued to inprove in attractiveness and magne-
tismas he grew ol der. He |ooked tan and fit, despite
spending little apparent tine outdoors, and much as Joe
renmenbered him "You haven't changed a | ot. Baron,"

he not ed.

"Why, thank you, Joe. You have changed, certainly. |

assune this is a convenient formyou took for this oper-
ation. And the | adies—+ assunme that one of these is the
| ovely Tiana and the one with the flowers in her hair is
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Mahal o McMahon. | am quite inpressed, M. MMhon.

We had di smissed you as a drug-brained airhead. No, no,
Poquah! Don't pull that vani shing act on us! Your friends
will die imediately, and it won't work on us anyway."

"You are still very sharp for one who was stripped of
his powers,"” the Imr noted coldly.

"There is an alnost infinite variety of kinds of power,
Poquah. | was stripped of only one of them"

"Do you want to call me out, Inir?" Dacaro asked,
al nost taunting the elf. "Want to go head-to-head down
here after they've gone upstairs?”

"It is quite tenmpting," Poquah admitted, "but | per-
ceive us as being close to equal in power and experience,
and you have the advantage of the Baron's newest spells.
I assume that the Lanp would never have permitted me

through if | were able to be even your equal. Such a due
is pointless."

Dacaro grinned, but Joe thought he detected sone sign

of relief behind that confident exterior. The only tine the
ol d adept had ever faced power head-to-head that Joe
knew of , he'd run—back into the Lanp. "Seens to ne

that fellow you |l eft behind i n Husaguahr woul d have been

a better overall wizard for you. Baron," he said dryly.
Dacaro gave hima withering stare, but the Baron held

hi m back.

"That's probably true overall, but unfortunately Sugasto
wasn't in the Lanp, which was the only way to get anyone
here and bl ock pursuit.”

"Sugasto! So that's why he seened so famliar!" Joe
renenbered Sugasto, briefly. The ancient adept who'd
stolen the Lanp nore than a thousand years ago and had
wound up inprisoned in it for all that tinme by his own
greed. "The last | renmenber of Sugasto, he was stuck in
the body of a horse going downriver with Dacaro."

"He managed to nmake hinself known to ne. He was

in intensive training at ny northern retreat as one of ny
adepts when we had our unfortunate defeat. He's quite

tal ented, though, and very anbitious—as you' d expect

from spendi ng a thousand years anong the djinn. Dacaro,

t hough, is good enough, and he's bound by the Lanmp to

my service."

"I't wouldn't matter about the wi sh. Baron," Dacaro
assured him "What nore could | want than |'mgetting
now? And | could never cone up with those spells or this
whol e plan. You know that."

"Yes, | do, Dacaro. However, it is getting very late

and we have a busy tinme tonorrow, as you mght all know.

I hadn't known who exactly woul d appear, although

certainly expected Joe and Poquah, so we'll have to put

of f any final arrangenents until tonorrow. W have pre-
pared a secure set of storage areas for you all until then."
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Poquah was | ed off with Dacaro and his beautiful but
deadly M nistering Angel, and placed in an iron cage sus-
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pended fromthe cellar ceiling. He had sone i munity to
iron, but being suspended conpl etely encl osed and sur-
rounded by it made himweak as a kitten

No matter what the obvious differences, the Baron was

not about to be fooled by any were tricks again, so he
ordered both Mahal o McMahons and Joe, who was

stripped naked as were the others not already nude,

i mpri soned together in what appeared to be some kind of

a large vault. Everything in it had been moved out, but
its walls were sheer netal. There was a small ventilation
area near the top, but it wasn't even | arge enough for a
pixie to get through. It wouldn't kill them but, weres or
not, Joe and Tiana weren't about to escape fromthe thing.

That left O Grady, who was feeling frustrated and
hum | i ated, standing there stark naked and covered by
beautiful wonen with nasty rifles. "Take hi mupstairs and
lock himin a secure room" the Baron ordered. "And—

give himthree or four bottles fromthe |iquor cabinet. CQur

friendly lush will take hinself out of the game, | think."
"I'mstill alittle uneasy," Dacaro noted. "That Kauri's
got to be around sonepl ace, and she's got real power unti
dawn. "

"So what? Wiy do you think |I made certain that al

the househol d guards were wonen? Kauris have no power

over women, and they have no power over you or ne,

thanks to our own protective spells. | expect she's hov-
ering about right outside now, or perhaps perched atop

the building." He suddenly brightened. "Wy, yes! | believe
we can come up with a spell for that." He wal ked back,

past the iron cage and the vault. In his small office, he
switched on the light. He sat down in his office chair and
turned on his conputer, then played with it for about five
m nutes. Dacaro saw a | ot of nunbers, then watched as

the screen transforned itself into a nulticolored pattern
of enormous conplexity. "There!" said the Baron. "Think
you can cast that on the house in a couple of mnutes?"

"Yeah, | think so, but | don't understand it."
"If she is either on the house or touches it while this

is in force, she'll stick to it like glue. She and no one
el se—+t's attuned to Kauris only, and she's probably the
only one on Earth. Do it and then go to bed. Tonorrow

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...ds%203%20-%20Vengeance%200f%20the%20Danc.txt (207 of 242) [1/19/03 4:31:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Danci ng%20Gods%203%20- %20V engeance%200f %20the%20Danc. txt

is a big day, and some tinme this norning we'll pick her
stuck and comat ose body off the house and take care of
her, too."

"Il doit, but I still smell something el se going on.
Even if they had that seal in place, they woul dn't have
stopped us, just slowed us down. And I'Il bet you a for-
tune that only the fairy folk in this mob know what el se
is going on—and we can't selectively drag it out of them
before they die."

"I know. We'lIl have to be on alert, but cast that spell
first—aow. It will give us one less thing to worry about,
and we can deal with the rest confortably, knowing it's
our only problem™

Joe and the two wonen had had a niserable night, but

they managed to drift into sleep off and on, huddl ed
together for warmh in the cold and antiseptic vault. They
were even nore mserabl e when they awoke, however,

hungry, thirsty, stiff, and, as Mahal o pointed out, with no
pl ace to go to the bathroom

Joe began to suspect they'd been forgotten, but finally

the vault door opened and both Dacaro and the Baron

were there, |ooking very dapper in suits, ties, and patent

| eat her shoes. Wth themwas a tall and strikingly beautiful
bl ond bombshel |, dressed quite well but not too reveal -
ingly. Joe guessed that she woul d change | ater, hooking

on sex appeal those that Dacaro couldn't.

"Good afternoon,” the Baron said cheerfully. "My I
i ntroduce the Baroness de Boquillas?"

Joe had the sudden urge to rush them but he knew it
was futile. Dacaro had the power to stop himw th a wave
of the hand, and behind themwere the M nistering Angels,
now weari ng ni ce powder blue robes but otherw se just
as well arned and determ ned. He remenbered Poquah's
command that they were to stay alive at any cost and
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hope that what ever was bei ng worked by others was going
to save them

Boquill as pointed to Mahal o McMahon. "That one is
yours, mny dear. |I'msure we can nake her into a won-
derful M nistering Angel."

The worman snmiled evilly and beckoned to the Pol yne-

sian to cone out. "Perhaps so. If not, we can always give

her as a gift to old fang-nouth in there," the Baroness

said. "Cone." It was said sinply, but there was no ques-

tion that it had the force of a spell behind it from Mahal o' s
| ook and her instant obedi ence.

The Baron snapped his fingers, and two Mnistering
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Angel s appeared with handcuffs and | eggings. "I had these
prepared a week or two ago, just in case," Boquillas told
Joe and Tiana. "They are ordinary, but are silver-plated.
I woul d not suggest struggling in them because they wll
cause pernanent danmage, even to you."

Dacaro took them and fastened the cuffs on behind

their backs, then snapped on the leg irons, which were
essentially handcuffs for the feet. Even the handcuffs were
really manacles, with a few inches of chai n—enough to

al | ow some novement, but hardly very nuch. Neither of
themwas likely to hit anyone or run very fast, that was
for sure.

Joe | ooked up at the iron cage and saw it was enpty.
"What did you do with Poquah?"

Dacaro grinned. "Wsh | could take you up and show

you the upstairs entrance hall. Got two beautiful nmarble
statues up there, facing each other. One's a nude of an

elf warrior, the other's a beautiful female winged fairy
creature. CGot 'em cheap, too."

Joe struggled in his rage but to no avail. Finally he
cal med down. "So you got Marge, too, huh? So where's
t he soul s?"

"For all the good it will do you, the only thing Dacaro
had avail able were two of Father O Grady's used whi skey
bottles,"” the wi zard said, chuckling.
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"How can one man be so despicabl e?" Ti ana want ed
to know.

The Baron | ooked at Joe. "Follow e into nmy little

office, Joe. | wish to speak with you alone for a nonent."
He saw the al arm on Dacaro and the Angels, but quieted
them "It's all right. Tiana's out here with you, and he's
qui te encunbered. Cone."

Wth sonme difficulty, Joe managed to follow him then
stood there while the Baron cl osed the door. Joe just
stared at himfor a nmonent. "Just what kind of a creature
are you, anyway. Baron? How can a man be so charningly
evil w thout show ng signs of total insanity?"

"I appreciate the vote of confidence in ny sanity,"”
Boquillas replied, sitting on a coner of his desk. "You
see, Joe, all ny life has been devoted to mathematics. It
sounds dull and ridiculous, but it's really the nost prac-
tical of all things because everything is mathematics. Not
just spells, not just dry and abstract formnul ae, but real
You are mathematics, Joe, and so am|. The beauty of a
|leaf, the falling rain—all mathenmatics. That's how spells
wor k—by altering the mathematics in some way to achi eve

a new bal ance. The nmore | studied, the nmore | |ooked at
the world, the nore | realized that there was but a single
great random factor that kept human society from al so
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bei ng mat hermatically bal anced. Hunman societies—all of

t hem—aer e sonmehow structured in a nonl ogical, non-

mat hemati cal way. That's the true puni shnent of origina
sin, you see. Eve, in perfection, was not perfect. She
made a single irrational, illogical decision, and Adam went
along with it. Don't you see, Joe? This all-wise, all-
knowi ng, all-powerful, omipotent Creator blewit. Adam
and Eve were both inperfect fromthe start, yet they were
regarded as perfect creations.

"And that, of course, was Satan's point of view Either
the Creator intended perfection and failed, or he wanted
all this msery to happen and is therefore punishing human
bei ngs for no reason at all except his own perverse plea-
sure. He created Satan and the others, too, don't forget.
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It is aterrifying vision to a nathematician, yet the con-
clusion is inescapable on the face of it. The Creator is

i nsane! W have a root random variable at the core of

our being that comes fromthat insanity."

"BEver think your problemwas in thinking of H mas
human, as natural ? That maybe He's so far beyond any-
thing we can conprehend that He's beyond our under-
standing at all?"

"I considered it, but it is actually an irrel evant point.
What isn't nmathematically balanced is insanity. Such a
being is, therefore, insane, and | refuse to be a party to
serving one who is not the heart of all |ogic and mat he-
matics."

"And the Devil is?"

"Well, the Devil's got his own problens, | admit, con-
sidering the record; but taking the long view, Satan's fight
is nmy fight because he is battling the Creator, and for the
same reasons. Look at this world! | thought ours was bad,
but it pales by comparison to the Creator's chosen and
personal ly created own! The world is a madhouse in which
the bul k of the population at any time is in slavery or

subj ugation, starving or in other mseries, and Hell is

all owed to run roughshod while all the good and saintly

of this world are killed. A world that worships nmartyrdom
above all else, that equates good with dying for a good
cause, is a world that is so mad it is unbelievable. CQut of

this, I have the means to create a single, worldw de, math-

ematically bal anced society. | have the tools. | might well

fail; if I do, the world will be destroyed. But if that hap-
pens, it will be because it deserves to happen. Better to

end it than to bring into being generations yet to be born
to suffer all the nore!"

"I"'mno priest. Baron, or theologian. | can't give you
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the answers, if there are the kind of answers either of us
will understand. Al | understand is that, by the proph-
ecies of the Oracle of Wl ox, your plan will lead to Arma-
geddon, unless it is stopped, and | think these people

shoul d have the right to bl ow t henmsel ves up w thout your
interference."

Esmlio Boquillas smled wanly. "Joe, what can | do

with you? | like you, but you and I will always be enenies
Mar ge and Poquah are in two whi skey bottles on ny

bedroom mantel. On Tuesday our drunken priest may go

his own way—+'11l even have some of his superiors under

my control. He is headed for the nadhouse and we both
know it. He is no threat. But you are a threat. Sonething

wat ches over you, Joe. Sonething protects you. | can't
put ny hand on it or find it, but it's true. All the others,
including Tiana, | can handl e, but you al ways seem sorme-

how to slip out of every total and absolute trap that is
|aid and cross ne up."

"What do you plan to do with Tiana?"

"I will remove her fromthat odd nermaid s body that
Sugast o sonehow stuck her with and place her soul in

the body of one of the Angels. That will rid ne of the
were curse, and restore the undisciplined power that the
mermai d condition suppresses. She will be under ny con-
trol, but a good mate for Dacaro."

"You nean your surrogate and life insurance. You don't
trust Dacaro, once this is too far along, anynore than |
woul d. She's stronger than he is—f she's fed the spells.”

"Exactly. But, you see, Joe, | can't do the same for
you. No nmatter where | stuck your soul, sonehow it
would go wong for ne. If | transformed you into a non-
key or a toad and renoved all your nenory, it would
sonmehow be brought back. | stab you through the heart,
my men shoot you three tines in the back with a .44
Magnum and here you stand, healthy as a horse. You
were even a horse yourself once, and that didn't stop
you. "

"So if you're going to kill me, let's get it over wth.
One of those silver bullets ought to do it."

"That woul d be quick, easy, and relatively painless.
I"lI'l certainly give you thatoption. Quick and painless, or
very drawn out and very ugly. It is your choice."
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"What the hell are you tal king about ?"

"Dacaro rightly pointed out that your actions woul dn't
stop us, just badly inconveni ence us. There's sonething
el se af oot, sonething nore serious and pernanent goi ng
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on, and | want to know what it is. | want the text of what
the Oracle told you, and | want to know your interpre-
tation. You know what |'m doing here. Sonehow, you've

all figured it out. | want to know what counters are being
taken by others."

Joe chuckled. "I don't know them Baron. They

wouldn't tell me or Ti and you understand why. A wave

of Dacaro's hand and I'd spin ny guts. What little | did
know was erased by a spell so conplicated it would be

t omorrow nor ni ng before you could solve it and then
dismantle it."

"I don't have any proof of that, Joe. Al right—we'l|
go the hard way."

It proved to be a big cellar. Joe was suspended in a
small roomwith a high ceiling, the chain of his hand
manacl es secured by iron bolts to an overhead beam so
he dangled in the air. It was painful and sonewhat diz-
zying at the same tine.

Beneath him perhaps three feet bel ow, was a snal

tub in which had been placed a very | arge nunber of nasty-
| ooki ng snakes. They were not, however, ordinary snakes,
but ones nodified by spell.

"The snakes' venomis a conpound of silver nitrate,"

the Baron explained. "It is alnpbst five now, and sundown
is at six thirty-three today. No one will disturb you, Joe,
but at sundown the only thing close is going to be those
snakes. You'll turn into one of themand drop, as you did
with the rats in nmy old dungeon. They cannot clinb beyond
the slanted screen barrier, so neither will you. If they
don't bite you repeatedly when you drop in, they will all
bite when you change back at dawn after a thrilling eve-
ning as a snake. Angels will be armed with silver bullets
outside the door, and soneone will keep an eye on you
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fromtime to time. If you get any good ideas, just yell the
i nformati on and someone will shoot you, if it's of value

to us. Oherw se, the snake pit. Believe nme, Joe—the

door cannot be opened fromthis side, and there are no

wi ndows or other exits big enough to admit anything of
value or to use as an escape. No matter what, they'l

shoot you, in whatever form if you try that." He sighed.
"Good- bye, Joe. | go to ny destiny. Too bad you coul dn't
come al ong."

He exited and the door closed with an unnerving final -
ity. He twisted slowy, his arns aching like hell, and all
he coul d think was. Damm you, Poquah! Your cavalry

better conme in tine!

CHAPTER | 6
SPELLI NG QUT THE Bl G BROADCAST

And, as that Theban nonster that proposed
Her riddle, ana himwho solved it not devoured;
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That once found out and solved, for grief and spite
Cast herself headlong fromth' |snenian steep,
So strook with dread and angui sh fell the Fiend..

Ml ton
G MLET ONLY SUCCEEDED I N HER M SSI ON BECAUSE

Dacaro was paranoi d enough that he wanted no one, not

even Mnistering Angels under his spell, to be in his smal
of fice when he worked. Being a wi zard, no one had even

bot hered to investigate when occasi onal sounds of typing
had i ssued fromthe office after he'd gone to eat. She was
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pretty well satisfied; she just hoped she hadn't mi sspelled
anyt hi ng.

After conpleting that part, she was on her own in the
bi g house. She didn't worry about the guards, since any
pi xi e that could remain unnoticed in Brooklyn had no
worry about being unnoticed here. She was aware that
she al one held a real advantage; unless the other team
was captured and had tal ked or had been asked the right
questions, not a single one of the eneny even knew she
exi st ed.

It was late in the afternoon when she conpl eted the

task and was satisfied, though she noved on out to see
what el se she could do. She was net alnmost immediately

by the two marble statues newly placed in the hall, and
she had no question in her nind, considering what Joe

and Tiana had told her, that these were no artist's copies
and that the team bel ow had met with failure.

She checked in all the roonms up and down the hall

including those with the enforcenment arms in them and

even the Baron's bedroom but found no one else famliar

until the last door, nmore a closet really. She al nbst skipped
it, but slipped under the sill by flattening herself and found
Father O Grady inside. There were several whiskey bot -

tles around, and the priest, stark naked, was sitting there

| ooking forlorn in a coner.

Sonet hing seenmed to attract his attention, though, and

he | ooked up and saw her. H s expression becane instantly
friendly and childlike. "If only you could hear ne," she
si ghed.

"But, faith, | hear ye fine, little fairy,
responded in a whisper.

the priest

She was startled. Certainly he wasn't hearing on the
usual level. The only thing she could figure was that this
guy had real w zard's power—but only when he was drunk

"Tel | me what happened,” she asked him

"They caught us, that was all. They were layin' for us
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tie, y'see, and they wanted nme to show 'em how. | drew
it all but one small character. 'Tis a shanme indeed."

"Li sten—f | can get you out of here, do you think
you coul d get down dere sonehow and finish it?"

He thought a nonent. "How? They've got their dam
nabl e security in every roomand in every hall."

She thought a nmonent. "Dat's downstairs. Hey—tis-
ten. Do ya t'ink you could shimry down a long rope in
your condition?"

He got up unsteadily. "To vanquish the foe | would
shimy "til it hurt!"

She flew to the | ock, then seened to back her tiny

runp into it. There was a little gl ow when she left, and
he was croggled by the idea. "Pixie dust!" he breat hed.
"Uh—t's your excrenent ?"

She stood in mdair and shrugged. "Demfairy stories
was for kids. What can | say about the real t'ing?"

He went over and tried the door. It slid open noise-
| essly and he peered cautiously outside. "Coast clear. Lead
on!"

"Yeah, well, wait'U you see de dumbwaiter."

"Al nost sundown,” Dacaro said. "It's a big night. In

an hour and a half we'll own a little part of this world."
He and the Baron wal ked onto the porch and | ooked out

at the grounds and the equi pment. New tenporary |ighting

had been installed just to flood the front porch, and over
to their left sat the great satellite dish on its trailer, wres
going to a separate truck trailer with the control roomin
it. The three caneras were in place, and being checked

by their technicians, which were provided by the cable
network. A thousand folding chairs were set out behind

them on the I awn. Toni ght those who attended woul d wear

no yell ow robes, but their finest and fanciest clothing, and
| ook dammed respectable, as did those within the house.

The night was atypically clear and relatively warm
Dacaro, thanks to the Baron's conputer, had arranged it
t hat way.
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A fancy lectern with a banner over it reading TRUE

PATH CRUSADE was set up in front, and the nicrophone

was in place and coul d be detached so Dacaro coul d wal k

out frombehind it if necessary. Two boom m kes, out of
canmera frame, supplenmented it, and all were tied together
in the base of the lectern by a mass of swi tching and other
electronic gear that alnost filled it.
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The Baron intended that he and the Baroness would

wat ch the proceedings fromchairs in the front row center
of the audi ence; Dacaro had to carry the tal kat hon ball

of course. He would have assistance, but he'd be on as
part of it for the entire tine, and, by doing so, act as a
carrier for the nmore sublimnal but vitally nore inportant
spells being transmitted at the sanme tinme. Dacaro, or even
hinself in his prinme, would have been incapabl e of broad-
casting that steady |evel of power for nore than a few

m nutes, but Dacaro nerely had to be on. The power

woul d cone from bel ow.

Boquill as took a nonment to appreciate his own bril-

I iance. The sun would be down in a nonment, and that

would finally be the end of Joe. He had beaten them all

i ncl udi ng Ruddygore's best, and he'd killed, inprisoned,
or enslaved all those who had cost himdearly in the past.
This was indeed a night to renenber.

G nl et had gone ahead of the priest, who had a very

tight fit and was also very tight. Mwving the panel in the
basenent back just enough to get through, she | ooked

over the place. As she expected, it was enpty—no, it
wasn't. Two of the Mnistering Angels with their nasty
rifles stood near a small door over to one side. She knew
they woul d have to be taken out before the priest made

it down this far.

She | owered her glow to the m ni mum and shot from

the opening. In a flash, she was hovering over the two
guards, one on each side of the door. They hadn't noticed
her, obviously. Now, she flew back and forth over each

in turn and a tw nkling substance settled down and cane
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to rest in each of the guard's hair. They did not seemto
notice, but odd smles suddenly crept out on their faces
and they seened to relax a bit. One giggled.

It was a bit noisier when the priest got dowmn and pushed
the door all the way back. He hardly nade it, feet first,
out of the opening, and only his condition kept himfrom
feeling the pain.

He | ooked around, saw the two Angels, and froze.

They | ooked at him started giggling uncontrollably, and
began pointing and gesturing, but the |ast thing they seened
to want to do was shoot him

He felt suddenly a bit insulted. "What's with thenP"

"l peed on dem Dey're pixilated, y'know. Forget 'em"
They both | ooked t hrough the gl ass, which was darkly
transparent fromthis side, and saw only the deserted
entry point with the candles burning. The priest stared.

"They didn't even erase what | drew " he said. "The
Seal's intact!" He turned excitedly. "Quickly—find ne a
pi ece of chalk. Red's best, but any will do."
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She went off and | ooked through Boquillas's office.

The pack they'd taken fromthe priest was still there, and
she shed a tiny bit of her essence on it and it levitated
out and followed her to the priest, who took it and sml ed.
"I''"l'l finish the Seal," he told her. "You go see if you can
hel p sonme of the others."

G nmet turned and | ooked at the hysterical guards. "
wonder what dey're guardin'?" she nuttered, and flew to
the door. One of the | aughing and gi ggling guards oblig-
ingly opened it for her.

She flew imediately to Joe, know ng he could see but
not hear her. He seened happy to see her, or anybody,
but puzzl ed. Suddenly, through his pai n-wacked mnd,
he managed to say, "Stay with ne! Sit on ne if you have
to! Sit on me until..."

It was six thirty-three, and he suddenly found hinself
free and falling through the air, and barely had the pres-
ence of mind to pull up. The nove was instinctive; he

was now an exact twin of Gnlet, and had aU of her
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instincts, drives, powers, and linmtations. Everything but
her accent.

"What ' s happeni ng?" he asked her

"Cee—dis is neat," Gmet comented. "Been a | ong
toine since | had a sister."

"Can the conedy—you know what happened, and
thanks for arriving in tinme. Cose, though." He sighed.
"It's al ways so damed cl ose."

"I freed da priest. He's drunk as a skunk but he's in
dere now finishin' up da drawi ng or whatever." They
qui ckl y exchanged what information they had.

"I'd say let 'emgo ahead with the show for now," he

told her. "W can't do anything about it. Let's try and
free any we can. | know where the souls of the fairies are
kept +he Baron told ne."

They used the dunmbwaiter route up and out into the
second floor. Thanks to G met's roomby room search
earlier, she knew exactly where the bedroom was.

Joe | ooked around, enjoying how effortlessly gravity

seemed not to exist for him It was as easy to go at any
speed in any direction as it was to walk it. The only trouble
was, everything | ooked so huge.

The bottles were just sitting there on the mantel of the
bedroom firepl ace, but they were a good case in point.

He and G met were both no nore than four inches high—
not nore than half the height of the whiskey bottles. Both
had corks in them apparently fromold w ne bottles, but
Joe found hinmself able to stand confortably on the cork
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"Can't we just uncork 'em here and hope for da best?"
G met asked hopefully. "I nean, dey're fairy souls."

"They could still wander and never find their bodies,"
he replied. "Qur best bet would be to uncork them next
to the statues."

She sighed. "Well, | guess we can nmanage it, but after
dis, we're both gonna be too pooped out to do any nore."

He found out that she wasn't speaking netaphorically,
either. Still, once the stuff was on the bottl es—as opposed
to the corks—Joe found he could lift his as if it were
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attached to his tiny body by ropes. Even the enpty bottles
were terribly heavy, but barely nmanageabl e.

They had just gotten the bottles to the door when the
Baroness wal ked in to the room They both froze, the
bottles as high as they could maintain them Joe thanked
Provi dence that they liked high ceilings at the turn of the
century.

The | ady of the manor was not al one, but was foll owed
by two M nistering Angels, neither as yet out of their
apparently normal househol d uniform of high boots, tas-
sels, jewelry, and nothing el se. Neither was armed, and
they hel ped the Baroness undress and get newy fixed up,
then brushed her hair and checked her makeup

"Gmet!" Joe whispered, although his voice, |ike hers,
wasn't within the real mof normal human hearing. "One
of themis Mahal o!'"

Mahal o McMahon fini shed brushing the Baroness's hair.
"Thank you, Mahalo," the |ady of the nmanor said. "Tiana,
bring me the Chanel fromthe cabinet over there."

"At once. Mstress," the other answered and went to

get it.

Joe stared at the other woman. |If that was where they'd

put Tiana, they'd never chosen a nore different body for
her. The woman was smal |, al nost petite, with one hel

of an athletic body and small, firmbreasts. She was tanned
and had a playfully cute kind of face, set off by |ong,
straight, light brown hair.

"I can't hold dis rmuch longer," Gmet noted. "Let's
try'n sneak outta da roomwit' dese t'ings before dey kil
us. Dey're bewitched. W need the Imr."

She was right, of course. Slowy, carefully, and ner-
vously, they each made their way down and out the door.

No one was in the hall, but there were the sounds of | oud
voi ces downstairs, perhaps a small crowd, and sone ot her
voi ces fromroons down the hall. This had to be fast.

"Whi ch one's which?" Gnlet wanted to know. "Best
we put dem next to each statue.”
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"No nmatter what, we'll probably get the wong ones,"
274
JACK L. CHALKER 275

VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS

Joe nuttered. "All we can do is trust to the luck that's
got us this far." He wasn't sure about Marge, but he had
a feeling that Poquah in a Kauri body would hardly be a
thrilling | ove goddess.

They set their bottles down and, as G nlet warned,
nei ther had much reserve. The corks nmoved a bit, but
woul dn't cone all the way out. Each of them grabbed
what they could and tugged.

Joe's cane suddenly free with a force that al npbst
knocked himdown the stairs. Gnlet's came a few sec-
onds later. Then they held their breaths. Both souls had
gone into the bodies nearest them but which was which?

It took about a nminute, a very nervous m nute when

it seemed as if soneone was going to cone by at any
monent, before the fixtures turned back into living,
breat hi ng beings. Marge, for one, |ooked puzzled, but
seenmed to realize quickly the position and danger she was
in.

Joe flew down to Marge's shoulder. "lIs that you. Marge?
O did we nix it up again?"
"Joe?" she whispered. "Is that really youT

"Until sunup, anyway. Cone on—we got to nove it.
They're going on the air in maybe a half hour, forty m n-
utes. W got to be away."

Poquah | ooked | ess surprised, and there was no ques-

tion that, this tinme, things had worked out right. At |east
they'd had a fifty-fifty chance for them "Were are the
others?" the Imr whispered.

"The Baroness is in there with Mahal o and anot her we
think is Tiana, soul-transferred. O Grady's drunk but he's
down in the denpbn's roomwith his chal k. "

"Are they al one?”

"Yes. But we can get themlater!"

"I's either worman ar ned?"

"Not that | saw, but we don't have the time!"

"Yes we do," Poquah said and wal ked boldly into the
bedroom WMarge decided she mght as well follow although

there was al nost nothing she could do to help, and the
pixies joined in as well.
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The Baroness was bei ng worked on by the two wonen

and | ooking into her mirror. Al though four creatures
entered, there was nothing reflected in it except the three
humans and the door, although suddenly the Baroness

noted that it had suddenly closed on them She turned,

as did the two others, and gaped at the duo she saw. She
didn't even notice the pixies.

"You!" she called out. "How—

The two Angels i mediately stepped in front of their
nm stress and took up fighting positions.

Poquah put out his hand and fromit issued a series of
sparkling yell ow bands. They w apped around the two
Angel s and held them The Angels noved neekly out of
the way.

The Imr | ooked at her and his eyes seened afl ane.
"Now you will know what it feels |like to be on the other
end of such sorcery," he said darkly.

A bit later, the Baroness, with no nenory of the inci-

dent, wal ked out the door, sumoned two bl ue-robed

Angel s, and went downstairs to greet her guests. Poquah

took the tinme to lift the rather basic spells placed on Mhalo
and Tiana. The Baroness was crude with spells, |acking
finesse, although she got the results she wanted.

"Ch, wow!" said Mahal o McMahon. "I guess the cav-
alry arrived, huh?"

"No, not quite," Poquah told her, "but it is close. Sone
of us nust see to Father O Grady. The rest of you should
cl ear out—ow. Dacaro's down greeting guests—+ can

feel himso we can't go that way. G met, you got

O Grady down there sonehow. Can you show ne how?"

"Yeah, sure. You'll fit a |ot better dan he did."

"I can go out the window, if he's lifted that dammed
sticky spell,"” Marge told them "You want me to fly out
and get a raid in here."

"No!" Poquah said sharply. "W nust not interfere.
The broadcast nust go on as schedul ed!"
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"Huh?" they all managed.

"You'll see. Kauri, I'll open the w ndow here and you

fly out. Don't touch the exterior and you should be all
right. Just take a good perch in a tree sonmepl ace and watch
what happens.”
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Ti ana | ooked at the two pixies. "Joe? Is one of those
you?" she managed, chuckl i ng.

He nodded and waved.

"You don't look rmuch like a fish either, honey," Muhal o
noted. "They put you in a new package."

"I wonder what they did with the poor girl whose body
this was and who is now a nernai d?"

"I mpossible to know, at |east until dawn," Poquah
poi nted out. "She would be a were, renmenber. W nust
go. O G ady may well need help and a | ot depends on
him™"

"Hey! What about us? How do we get out?" Mahal o
wanted to know.

"You don't. Too many people, lights, guards, and spells
about. You'll have to stay here until it's finished."
"W will mss whatever fun you have planned!" Ti ana
objected. "It is not fair!"

"No choice. | haven't tine to give you a spell effective

enough to get you by."
"But what if the Baron returns?"

"He'll have far too nuch on his nmind to cone to the
bedroom" the Imr promsed. "If he does, he'll find two
servile Mnistering Angels. Just act the part and renenber
that he doesn't have as nuch power as you do, Tiana."

She frowned. "That spell you put on the Baroness—
what did it do?"

"Gave her a case of what Master Ruddygore once called

Beavercl eaveritus. She'll be so sickeningly sweet and good
you' Il want to throw up. She can't do anything even
renotely bad. Maybe you'll see. They'll take it for an act
downstairs until it's too late, but she's out of it. Now—
I must go."

Wth that he opened the door a bit—and seened to

vani sh. The pixies followed in the air, keeping close to
the ceiling where possible.

A coupl e of other Angels were in the hall and should

have seen Poquah, but appeared not to notice him even
giving way w thout a second gl ance when he passed. It

was the first tinme Joe had been able to see Poquah when

he was in this phase, and it was fascinating. It would not,
however, get him past Dacaro or into the cellar, whose
entrance was rmuch too public fromthe first floor

The ol d dunbwai ter, however, served one nore tine.

Until now, there had been nothing fromthe pentagram
but now that O Grady had conpleted it, after fifteen tries,
and started to say the words that would activate it, some-
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t hi ng happened.

It was at first just a feeling, a presence grow ng some-

how in the mdst of the five-sided figure, but the sensation
of overpowering evil was beyond anythi ng he had ever

experi enced, even beyond beli ef.

If he had been the | east bit sober, it would have stopped

hi m conpl etely. Even so, he stunbled over sone of the

words and had to back up. He did not want to | ook ahead

as he prayed, did not want to see what was form ng there,

but he did, and the figure he saw was beyond words to

descri be. Raw power it was, at once the nobst horrible

and | oathsone thing he'd seen and al so one of the grand-

est. It was a sight far worse than his nightmares, a vision
so terrifying there was an intense feeling to stop this work
and fall down and worship the thing.

"Stop, priest!" the thing thundered, its voice the voice
of a mllion Auschwitz canps and billions of innocent
dead. "I will crush you if you continue!"

Suddenly the panel in the back rolled back and Poquah
entered. The two pixies tried, but could not penetrate the
force of evil there. Through the one-way gl ass, they could
see the priest and Poquah clearly, but only a shimering
shape in the center of the pentagram

"It can't get at you. Father!" Poquah yelled to the
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kneel i ng naked figure. "It can't cross that pentagram and
those candl e sticks! Seal this one bastard away fromthis
pl ace it profanes!"”

The denon prince roared defiance, but turned toward
Poquah. "Silence, elf shit! You are not your master, and
even himcould | devour, if | chose!"

The change of focus took some of the pressure off

O Grady, who continued. That and the booze gave him

barely enough insulation to finish the | ong and conpl ex
passage. He was still amazed he renenbered it. It had

been years since he'd studied it, and the text al nbst seened
to be com ng fromsonewhere el se.

Suddenly his spirit soared, and he stood up and grinned
at the terror beyond description. "Begone, ye denon!
Your better has bested you! In the nane of the Lord Cod,
Creator of the Universe, this place is sealed!"

Suddenly the denbn how ed, and where the strings

were, formng the Seal, was now a mass of fire formng

the great seal and spelling out letters. Slowy, the six lines
began to converge on their center at the pentagram

"I't's shrinking'." a shaken Joe managed from behi nd
the screen. "Well, |I'll be damed!"
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"Probably!" roared the creature, but it was definitely

in agony. It, too, seened to be shrinking, |osing substance
and power. The lines of fire continued their march, pass-
ing the candl esticks and consuming themin a nearly elec-
trical fire, then consunming the pentagramitself, which

was no | onger needed.

There was a sudden burst of pure bright |ight that

seenmed to blind them and then all was still and qui et

except for the buzz fromthe untouched fluorescent I|ight
fixture. On the floor, the great Seal of Sol onbn was etched
into the very stone itself, about the size of the inner area
of the pentagram The aura of evil, the terror that the
room had held, was gone. It just felt suddenly cold and

danmp down there

"Well, 1'll be—darned," Father O Grady said. "The
thing actually worked! Praise be to God!" He turned to
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Poquah. "This calls for a drink!" he proclained and col -
| apsed on the floor.

The Imir rushed to himand checked him and the two
pixies flewin imedi ately to see for thensel ves.

"Passed out cold,"” the Imr told them "M ght as well
| eave him here and make himconfortable. Ri ght now this
is the safest place in the area."

"You do that," said Joe. "You still won't tell us a dammed
thing, so Gnmet and | are going to go up and watch the
show. "

"Be careful," the Imr warned. "Dacaro is still dan-
gerous as hell; there are no guarantees our plans wll
wor k, and that audi ence and nost of the people in this
house are still the eneny."

"We'l'l renmenber. Just call if you need us."

"You can do no nore. Now-go. It's alnost tine. |

can feel Dacaro's spell reaching down to connect with his
nibs in here at this nonent, and I'll have to give hima
reasonabl e facsimle of a connection so he feels secure.
Not that he could do anything but go through with it,
anyway. "

The Baron and Baroness had taken their seats and the

| ast checks were in. Dacaro brought his script up to the

| ectern, although it was a scant ten pages of giant-sized
doubl e- spaced type, just enough for the introduction. He'd
wing it after that.

The connection to below felt a bit odd, but he put it
down to nervous excitenent. This night was everythi ng—
and nore—that he ever dreamed when he'd decided on

the bl ack side of the arts.

The Baroness | eaned over and whi spered to the Baron,
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"CGolly gee whillikers! I'mso excited I"

He sighed. "Enough of that, ny dear. W are secure
Just |l ook pretty and watch the show. | don't know what's
gotten into you, anyway."

"Ch, okay, honey. But, golly\ Everybody |ooks so nicer

He stared at her for a noment and a hint of suspicion
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crossed his mnd, but he finally dismssed it as just excite-
ment. He didn't feel hinself tonight, either, although he

put it down to tiredness and pressure. Even though this

was a big monent for him he still wished it was all over

and done with. There! The recorded gospel mnusic was

al ready going out! They were on the air!

A ghostly, disenbodi ed voice that was actually pre-

taped said, "The Bl essed Art Thou Network proudly pre-
sents, from Stockman MIls, California, live, the Reverend
Ri chard Dacaro and the True Path Crusade for the Lord!"

There was a | ot of applause. As that was going on, the
pi xi es spotted Marge back in the trees and went to her.

"Everything squared away?" the Kauri asked.

"Ckay below," G met responded. "Ain't nothin' goin
out of here tonight 'cept what we're seeing now "

"Yeah, I'mreal curious as to this other part. What did
they have planned? An air strike?" Joe wondered. "I nean,
they're still on top. Their gimmick just won't fly tonight."

"Ch, | got an idea. My feet are still sore,
sai d.

the real pixie

"Your feet?"
"Fromtyping dose extra lines in da script."

The appl ause di ed down, and Dacaro, |ooking really

spl endi d, began. As had been anticipated, he was nore

than a little nervous at this, despite his earlier hour-Ilong
stint, and so he kept pretty close to his script.

"Brothers and sisters," he began, "we wel cone the

rest of you across this great |and of ours to our glorious
crusade. Here, in this natural setting, we can feel the
presence of God around us, and | hope sone of that com
muni cates to those of you out there."

He went on | eading a group prayer, then launched into
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his keynote sernon. It was a typical sort of nondenom -
national sermon, except that it wasn't very |ong.

"W nust rid our beautiful nation, one nation indivi-

sible, of those elenents that corrupt our young. W declare
war tonight on the evil that spreads over this |and! Wy,
inthis very spot, in the mdst of God' s nbst wondrous

nature, at one tine not |long ago they grew the noxi ous
weed that rots the nmnds and steals the souls of our young!
Well, we have liberated this |and for God, and they shal
not have it back!"

There was great appl ause, and Marge conmented,
"He's really pretty good. | alnost feel |like phoning in a
donation nysel f."

"Brothers and sisters here and across this great nation,

we can here, now, today, make a start at a true revol ution
for our country! Not one that will burn or |oot or pillage,
but one based on God and scripture, one that drives the
evil drugs and pornography and booze and filth from our

| and and our young! | wish all of you out there could see,
could feel, could know what this country would be like if
we were in charge!"”

"DONE!" cried a voice that went over the mcro-
phones and out to the satellites.

Dacaro stopped, as if it were the voice of God, but he
had no choice in the matter and no time really to reflect
on it. He grew suddenly transparent, and seened to be
sucked as if by a vacuum cleaner into the lectern itself.
But the podi umwas not deserted, for in a sinultaneous
reversal another oozed out and solidified, a huge nman in
formal clothes and top hat with a big white beard.

Both Marge's and Joe's jaws dropped. Finally Marge
managed, "The Lamp! Macore hid the Lamp in the
podi um "

The crowd, however, hardly noticed Ruddygore up

there. They were, as were at least a mllion people tuning
in across the country, in a state of absolute shock and
horror, for the Lanp had granted Dacaro's unintended

wi sh.

They knew exactly what the country would be like if
the True Path were in charge

It broke through spells, and it broke through all manner
of faith and belief. It just was. Down there, sone people
were so nauseated they were throwing up all over their

ni ce clean suits.
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Ruddygore had seenmed dazed for a nonment, but now

he suddenly seened to see the lights and the caneras
and he brightened like a small child discovering a new
toy. He grabbed the m crophone and began singing, "/
am the very nodel of a modern Major General...."

A technician had had the presence of nind to shut
down transmi ssion, but there were still all those people
out there. Ruddygore continued to sing.

Joe | ooked forward and grew al arned. "Boquillas has
split!" He | ooked at the other two. "You check this side
of the crowd, and you. G met, check the other. |I'm going
back into the house. He may try some sort of slicker
getaway there, and Tiana's trapped in there!"

He did not try to see or make contact with Ruddygore,

who was just standing there for a while like a joyous Santa
having the tine of his life, but went up and flew in the
bedroom s open w ndow.

The two wonen were still there, listening to the com
nmotion but not yet fully understanding it.

Joe suddenly realized he couldn't comunicate directly
with either one. Or—eould he? Tiana had the power, she
nm ght barely be able to make himout in the fairy speech

"Ti!" he cried, going right up to her. "Dacaro's gone
and Ruddygore's here, but the Baron's escaped!"

She | ooked at himstrangely for a nonent, then seened
to hear. "Ckay. If | get it, the Baron's escaped but we
won. Cone on, Mahalo! If he goes anywhere he'll head
for that exit-laden basenent of yours!"”

There were peopl e screaning and running all about,

but they ignored them and pushed their way through, to

be ignored in turn. The cellar door was definitely ajar,
and first Mahal o, who was the larger, and then Tiana nade
it, Joe flying right on top

Joe | ooked over and saw the reclining priest, but no
Poquah. He must have left to get to Ruddygore. There
was, however, soneone in the Baron's small office, rum
magi ng around for sonething.

Ti ana wal ked boldly to the open door and saw Boquill as

just sitting there in his office chair in front of his conputer
| ooki ng dazed and confused. It was unlike him but she
knew he woul dn't go quietly.

"You' re done. Baron," she said. "W've taken you
again."

He | ooked up at her and seened very confused and
disoriented, and then he got up and | ooked at the pair of
crossed sabers nmounted on the wall. In a single notion
he grabbed one and wenched it free of its nount.

Joe had been ignored and did a fast survey of the office.
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He found that Irving was in fact still in its scabbard by
the side of Boquillas's desk

"lIrving! To the woman and fight as if it were nel" he
conmanded.

The sword suddenly shot fromits scabbard and went

right through the conputer termnal. It caught them al

by surprise, but Tiana grabbed it by reflex and felt its heft
and bal ance. "All right. Baron, this was nmeant to be,"

she said. "I will step outside, but not stand aside."

The Baron stared at her a nonment, then reached up

and took the other saber down, so that he had one in each
hand. He then wal ked tiredly out of the office and faced
the wonan with the broadsword. "I will |eave now, " he
sai d woodenly.

Ti ana did not have the size and strength she was used

to, but Irving was not nmerely a broadsword but a sem -

living creature with a mnd and powers of its owm. It could
not help her strength, but it needed little skill or direction
to be effective, for it was forged with dwarf magic in the
fires under the nountains.

She thought about that. "Baron, if you will throw one
of those sabers down at ny feet | will give you a fair fight.
O herwise, | kill you where you stand."

"Ti! No!" Joe screamed. "He's a nonster with nothing
more to lose! Kill himnow" He ached to be the one with
the sword instead of her. He owed Boquill as one.

The Baron knelt down and slid the saber over to Ti ana.
She reached down, picked it up, then put down Irving.
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The Baron did not take advantage of her at this, and |et
her start the fight.

There was the sudden clang of steel against steel, but

the Baron seened to be fighting without any will or reserve
left. In seconds, Tiana had pressed himto the wall and
then nethodically disarmed him although she was unused

to her new body and he had by far the advantage in size

and reach. He stared at her, showing no fear, only res-
ignation. "You nust kill ne," he told her, sounding very
tired indeed.

Ti ana paused a nmonment, then | owered her saber and

shook her head. "I cannot kill this poor, mserable wetch
like this." She half turned away fromhimin disgust. "Let
Ruddygore deal with him™"

At that noment a shot rang out and reverberated
through the cellar. She was shocked and stunned for a
monent, then turned to see the Baron slowy sinking to
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the floor, a bloody wound in his chest. She | ooked over
near the stairs and saw Mahal o McMahon there, hol ding
one of the rifles abandoned by the pixilated guards. She

| ooked a little shocked and stunned herself. "I—+ couldn't
help it. | sawit there and was covering you, and you
turned away and he nade a nove for the sword and
just—shot, that's all." She dropped the rifle and seened

to be nbre than a little bit in shock herself.

Poquah suddenly cane down the stairs in a rush. "You

must all get out of here quickly!" he shouted. "The audi-
ence has becone a nob and they have set fire to the

mansi on! Stand away fromthe far wall and Marge will

set off a charge that will blow the old door off, spells and
allt"

Ti ana went over and checked the Baron. "He is stil

alive!" She | ooked around and saw the |inp, naked body

of Father O Grady on the other side of the glass. "Muhal o!
Snap out of it! You are no nurderer yet! See if you can
get O Gady on his feet and hel p hi mwhen they bl ow up
the door! Poquah! | will need help with the Baron!"

The Imr | ooked at the bl oodstai ned form and frowned,
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as if debating whether to help the Baron or not, but finally
he said, "You go help the other get the priest out. | wll
use a spell to levitate that carrion out after you."

At that nonment there was a trenmendous expl osion inside
the roomin which Joe had been held captive and strung
up. He flew to Poquah. "The snakes! There are venonous
snakes in that room"

The Imr ran over, threw the door open, and | ooked

around. "They are there, but they are all dead. They could
not survive their own nutated venom when Dacaro's

i nfluence was renmoved. Cone! There is a hole in here

that even our Master could fit through—but hurry! | can
see snoke fromhere and it is getting very, very warm"

The two wonen were able to get O Gady to a nore

or less standing position, but he was definitely still not of
this or any other world except perhaps his own. Wth one

on each arm they nmanaged with several slips to get him

into the roomwhere hands from outside could hel p ease

t he women's burden.

Smoke now filled the cellar area, and flanes began to

be seen along the ceiling, helped by the sudden bl owi ng
open of the door. Poquah finished his spells and, very
slowy, the Baron's linp formlifted a few inches off the
floor and followed the Imir to the roomand then to the
door itself. Joe shot out into the open air, stopped, then
turned to watch.

Ruddygore and a nunber of stemfaced nmen hel ped

lift the Baron out the rest of the way just as the ceiling
fell inwith a crash and a roar. They barely made it back
to the well area before the flanmes shot for a nonent
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strai ght through the opening and into the light as if from
a flamet hrower.

The unfamliar men took Boquillas's linp form and

hustled it away with a speed and professionalismthat was

i npressive; the rest stood there for a while, watching the
old mansion go up like a flamng torch, until the heat,

whi ch grew hot enough to begin to ripple the paint on the

generator trailers and nmelt the big satellite dish, becane

286
VENGEANCE OF THE DANCI NG GODS

so great that they were forced to turn and wal k back into
the cool woods. Fire sirens sounded in the distance, but
they woul d be useful only in keeping the conflagration to
what it was al ready consum ng and prevent, if they were
lucky, a major forest fire.

Tiana, in fact, voiced that fear to Ruddygore, but he

was unconcerned. "I nmanaged a spell sufficient to keep

the fire contained within its current boundaries, which

will last until the inevitable rains rush in. | wouldn't worry
so nmuch. | personally wouldn't be upset if it consunmed

that entire stupid town, but | would not like to | ose those
redwoods. "

The whol e forest was a madhouse, with crowds ranging
fromthe virtually undressed to the formally dressed run-
ning every which way in panic. Elder, Mnistering Angel,
El ect, technicians, special guests—all were the same now.
The True Path was in ashes, and woul d not be followed
again by any who were there or by any watching the initial
br oadcast .

Ruddygore' s organi zati on was quite prepared for them

al t hough the agents had not known exactly what woul d
happen until it did. A few small vans awaited the w zard's
party, and they were guided through and qui ckly whi sked
away. There was even an anbul ance to receive the Baron,

al though it had not been thought at the time that he m ght
be the one to nake use of it.

Even so, it took sone w zard's spells and over an hour
to clear the town and the county.

CHAPTER | 7
EXPLANATI ONS AND RESOLUTI ONS

Evil nmonsters nmust be killed nmore than once. The nore evi
the nonster, the nore tines it nust die before it is sent to
Hel | or oblivion

—Rules, XV, 303(a)
"LET'S GO BACK TO THE ORACLE S VERSE ONCE AGAI N

and you'll see nmy thinking on all this," Throcknorton P.
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Ruddygore said, relaxing in a hotel suite in San Francisco
and facing the conpany.

"The first three |lines obviously neant Joe and Marge,"
he continued, sipping chanpagne between conments.

"The 'thief part undoubtedly meant Macore, although
was hesitant to | et an absol ute greenhorn on Earth. He
seens to have adapted well, though."

"If you consider a fanatic addiction to Glligan 's Island
adapting, then | guess you're right," Marge agreed.

"Well, if it wasn't an addictive thing, | suppose it

woul dn't have run that long. At any rate, it was clear that
the thief, Macore, had to go under sonethi ng—t appeared
to be underground, though it turned out to be under the
porch and up through a trapdoor, but that difference was
mnor. | could not, of course, understand the ' pickled
fish' reference, and thought it night refer to Tiana, par-
ticularly since conditions barring her were renpoved by

that body switch, so | raised no objections to her going,
despite the obvious inconveni ence."
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"I, too, thought it was nme, although I did not I|ike the
reference to being 'pickled,'" Tiana agreed.

The w zard nodded and wol fed down a croissant. "This

left me with a few questions that needed to be resol ved
here—the pixi e business, for example. The real problem

was that we had to give a treasure freely to the villains
and Macore had to sneak it in. Wat sort of treasure? It
seemed obvious fromthe fact that the word 'w sh' was

used three times in the verse that it had to be the Lanp.

I, of course, was nore hesitant to have Macore transport

it here, particularly with the risk that it wuld fall into
the Baron's hands—ene chance at it and he m ght have

been able to wish his powers back—but clearly its pres-
ence was nandated. | told Macore to informno one except
Poquah that it was even here, and to use it or otherw se
risk it only if he felt the neaning of the verse was perfectly
clear in his own mind."

"You put a lot of trust in Macore, considering the vault
epi sode, " Joe not ed.

"But that was at least part of it! His explanation of

how he solved all of the fatal traps of my vaults, which

no one, not even the Baron, had been able to do, con-
vinced ne that no one el se coul d adequately solve the
riddle of the verse and put it all together. He is rather—
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limted—n many things, but in the solution of real puz-

zl es with genuine dangers he is a genius. He | ooked every-
thing over, assenbled all his information, put it against
the basic puzzl e—the verse—and the true puzzl e-how

to stop the Baron and Dacaro—and he did it! The use of

our pixie friend here to type that extra sentence, that very
clever and direct wish, into Dacaro's script while it was
still in the typewiter was absolute genius."

"Just where is Macore, anyway?" Marge asked. "W
haven't seen himsince the night we all went into the
house. "

"After waiting and planting the Lanp, masking it in a
metal lic box that |ooked like it connected to all that other
apparatus inside the lectern, he got away and fast. Poquah

had arranged for menories of himto be erased from Joe

and Tiana, so it was unlikely that the Baron or Dacaro
knew he was part of the group. If they'd seen him they

m ght have put two and two together. |If they'd caught

him there was no way to keep himfrom being forced to
spill the whole plot. As soon as he was out, we got him
wel | away, although he really did want to be in on things
at the end. | understand he is enjoying D sneyl and enor-
mously. If he's not in jail, he will join us later, when we
fly back to Texas for our return voyage."

"How d he get past those dogs?" Joe asked. "They just
about |ived under that porch.”

"But they were still just dogs. Macore is a professiona
thief. He runs into guard dogs all the tine. | don't know
the exact nmethod, and whether he used a spell or drugs

or a conbination, but anyone who coul dn't be stopped

by the traps in ny vault would hardly be concerned with
four Dobermans."

"What | can't figure out is how you got there," Marge
said. "I nmean, didn't the wi sh Macore nade bar you from
crossi ng?"

"It did indeed—enly | didn't come that way. Think

back to the hotel in Marahbar, and renenber that, after
you all left to come on the voyage here, Macore |ingered

a few noments. | had already prearranged this with Jin-
ner, who was in the Lanp, so | sinply nade a wi sh and
changed places with Jinner. At that point | resided not in
Husaquahr but in the land of the djinn. | travel ed nowhere,
i ncludi ng across the Sea of Dreans. The |and of the djinn
is contiguous only with the location of the Lanp. Thus,
the Lanp crossed, not me, and when Dacaro nade his
uni nt ended wi sh, having had his own quota of wi shes

fulfilled, he both freed and replaced me. | was here, but

I had not violated the barrier. Before we return, with the
aid of associates here and in ny own way, | will deal wth
M . Dacaro."

"l understand you're sonme kind of w zard and all that,"
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Mahal o McMahon interjected. "You gonna kill himor turn
himinto a toad or what?"

"I think everyone is better off not know ng," he

responded carefully. "It is a nobst unpl easant busi ness,

you understand, for he's a rascal but no worse than many

i n Husaquahr—er here, for that matter. He cannot, how
ever, be left on Earth with his power, nor can | trust him
under any conditions back home, which is al nost cer-
tainly a real mess right now. | can only assure you that

you will never see or hear from him again unless you w nd
up in Hell."
That seened definite enough. "I still do not understand

why you just did not have someone nmake the w shes and
come out at the start of all this," Tiana comrented.

"I couldn't afford to. Ch, Macore and Poquah had
instructions to get ne out of there if things went sour, but
otherwise | was better off hidden. If | were on Earth,
Dacaro woul d have known it, would have felt the power.

And, so long as they had the denon prince Astaroth with
them | could not have defeated them and this tine | had
no place to run."

"What about the Baron?" Joe asked.

"The Baron suffered enornous damage to his spina

columm and had a great |oss of blood, sone internally.
He's being kept alive nowonly on a |ife-support machine
at a private hospital under my control. He has never
regai ned consci ousness and may not."

"Then why not just pull the plug and be done with
hi n?" Ti ana wanted to know.

"There are sonme questions | wish to ask him Mst
particularly I wish to ask himjust what spell he worked
out that enabled Dacaro so quickly and efficiently to
renove souls frombodies and inprison them or switch
themaround. It is a routine task for any conpetent sor-
cerer, but it involves denpons and nuch cerenony and
preparation and usually takes several hours. He not only
did it in what appears to be minutes, but did it wthout
the aid of a denon or any ritual, alnost |ike changing

JACK L. CHALKER
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coats. It was sonething Boquillas did not work out here—
clearly this was the price our friend Sugasto, the Master
of the Dead, got for going after you—but sonething his
fine mnd had worked out while still in Husaquahr. Sugasto
apparently was given access to the Baron's private files
of proprietary spells, of which this is the nost sophisti-
cated, and he is using them"

"BEven if the Baron regai ns consci ousness, why shoul d
he tell you?" Tiana wanted to know. "He seemed only to
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want to die after this defeat. He hardly fought ne at all,
al though he is a skilled swordsman and might well have
won. He has no reason to tell you."

"It's very doubtful he ever will be able to tell, but if
he can, there are things that mght be offered. If he dies,
his torment in Hell will far exceed anything the usual evi

one woul d get, for he failed Hell over and over again. If
I have the formula, there is a way out. You renemnber

Joe, what happened to your mind when you becane a

wood nynph?"

"I'"ve been told," he responded intatedly. "I don't
remenber it for sure."

"Ch, | see!" Tiana exclained. "You can offer to use

his own process to place himin the body of such a nynph.
Eventual | y, perhaps quickly, his entire nenory and per-
sonal ity would be suppressed and he woul d becone the
creature of instinct Joe alnmost did. But he woul d put off
puni shment until Judgnent, if he was |lucky and found a
nice tree, and he could argue his own case then based on
his idealism™"

"Very good," Ruddygore replied, nodding. "It is a price

| believe he would be willing to pay. And if | know the
process, | can nake things very unconfortable for
Sugasto, "

"I + guess | shouldn't have shot him" Mhalo said
sadly. "I'mreal sorry, but, like, it seenmed |like the only
thing to do at the tine."

"So when do we go home?" Marge asked the w zard
"And who all goes?"

292
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Ruddygore | ooked around the room "M. MMihon—

is it your wish to go with us? | prom se you that, once
over, you nmay never return, and it's not the romantic

pl ace you mght think. It's full of war and death and it

has no televisions, transistor radios, electric lights, cen-
tral heating, or air conditioning; and I'mafraid it's going
to be even nore of a ness, now that Sugasto's had a

month without me to consolidate his position. It will not

be an easy road, and, as Marge can attest, you cannot

even tell now what m ght happen to you or what you night

becone. "

"I been thinking a | ot about that," the forner cult
priestess said, "and | got to admit it's kind of scary. But
then I think of what | done with ny life here and what's
been goin' on. | nean, | never was much good at schoo
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and | dropped out when | was real young and becane a

hi ppie. 1've never really had any other life. I'mstill a

hi ppi e when everybody | knew or was close to is over

forty, injail, or a has-been hippie in a tinme of tanning
boot hs and polyester suits. | don't know if this place you
come fromis really better or worse or not, but, you see,
it's different. Wen going's better than staying, it's better
to go, | guess."

"Fair enough. W owe you that nuch, | think. And we
owe you nore than that. Gmet. In fact, we owe the whole

game to you."

"Well, it ain't Brooklyn, but if you gois is |like nost of
da folks dere, | think I'lIl get along okay."

" Mar ge?"

"I"'mready. | was al ways out of place here, and I'm

even nore out of place here now | burned ny |ast bridge
on this trip. I'll go tonorrow. "

Ruddygor e nodded. "Wat about you, Joe? And you,

Ti ana? Neither of you | ook the way you used to, and you
aren't likely to. And, of course, Sugasto is there, and
there'll be a big fight."

Joe squeezed Tiana's hand. "I didn't think we had a
choice, but we're certainly going back. Ch, | admt |

woul dn't m nd a vacation here once in a while, but | Kkind
of like it back there, even with all the crazy stuff. And
since Ti and | aren't gods anynore, nmaybe we can finally
get a chance to see sone of the place and be oursel ves

As for Sugasto—well, we beat the Baron and the denons

of Hell, didn't we? Now that | know who |I'm facing and
just what's what, Sugasto seens |ike a pantywaist."

"There is always a Sugasto." Ruddygore sighed.
"Al ways another evil threat, always nore evil armes with
new variations on the march. Peace is very transitory in

either world, but particularly so in Husaquahr." He paused
a monent and lighted a cigar. "I'mafraid it's in the Rules."
"Thanks to Ti's quick thinking, I've still got Irving,

and the poor thing hasn't had a whole hell of a |ot of use,"
Joe noted. "Actually, Ti's got nore of a change than
have. What about it?"

She | ooked at Joe, then at the others. "I admt it is
taki ng some real adjustnment being so nmuch smaller, but
this body is in excellent shape and is not so bad. | have
the power still, and | will be a were again before |ong,

t hink."

"You'll go back under the Rules," the w zard reninded

her. "This body is nore suited to a courtesan or enter-
tainer or something like that than a barbarian priestess or

warrior."
She shrugged. "I have been that and a nermaid and a
goddess. Perhaps it is tinme for sonme variety. | am of Husa-
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quahr. | wish to go hone."

Ruddygore sighed again. "Well, that settles it, then. In

one week, we'll take one of the conpany jets from Cak-

land to Mdland, and the next night we'll |eave. Poquah

will remain here for a while, checking on the Baron's
condition and aiding with sorcery if he can, but that wll
be that. I, of course, nust return as soon as we use the
Lanp to clear the barrier. Oherwise, |I'd have to continue
usi ng the inconvenient nethod to go between, which

would find very irritating. There's still a villain to track
down and beat, and | don't think he'll be any easier than
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this one was." He paused a nonent. "I visited Father

O Grady |l ast evening. He was straight and sober, and

there was a real fire in his eyes. I'mnot sure if he'll ever
believe his menories or believe that the fairies hel ped,

but he's got his faith back, that's for sure."

"He isn't the only one," Marge noted. "I |ooked at the
papers the last couple of days. It's still big news what
happened out there, but they're already explaining away
its effects. | bet a hundred Ph.D.s in psychiatry, psy-
chol ogy, and sociology will be awarded for expl aining
away the nmass hal lucinations and hysteria we caused
across the country and proving clearly and scientifically
why what they thought they saw, heard, and felt just
couldn't be real.”

Ruddygor e chuckl ed. "However, the churches of the

nation will have record turnouts this Sunday, | bet. | don't
know how many were actual |y watching the abbreviated
broadcast, but | understand the Reverend Pi ke, who heads
the Bl essed Art Thou network, is taking a year off and
sticking all his nobney into mssions to feed the poor in
Latin Anerica. As for the rest—boy! Have they got reli-
gion!" He roared with | aughter

Joe seened not to hear. "Well, if we've got a week,
then |'ve got one favor to ask you. It's a personal one,
but it's inportant to ne. | night need the help of your

detectives, though."

"Ask away, Joe," the wizard replied. "l suspect it's a
| ast bridge of your own, is it not?"

"More or less," he admtted. "You know | have to go—
if I can find him"

They all | ooked at the two with puzzl ed expressions.
"How ol d woul d he be now, Joe?" Ruddygore asked.

"El even—o, twelve. Oh, hell, he probably doesn't
even remenber ne!"

"Still, | understand what nust be done. Ckay, Joe. GCet
a plane and charge it all to the accounts. Just be sure to
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be back in Mdland in a week. I'Il give you the name of
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the hotel. And |'ve already anticipated you in the other
regard. You'll find the report in nmy briefcase over there."
Ti ana now understood, as did Marge. "Do you w sh

me to go with you, Joe?" Ti asked him

"No, not this time. This is one thing I have to do
nmysel f."

"I tell you, | amcertain," Tiana whispered to Ruddy-
gore. "For five days now we have |lived together, and she
is not who she says she is. At first | put it down as her
odd Iife or ny cultural differences, but any woman her
age who has to read the directions in a box of tampons

is not sonmeone born and raised in this world. Finally, |
could stand it no longer, and | asked her if she was sure
she wanted to | eave her new | over, Brian, back in Cali-
fornia for this new world, because she was hot for him
when we spoke back in her tenple. She answered that it
was only a passing thing. A passing thing! She nentioned
no |l over by any nane to us back there. This whoever or
what ever pretending to be Mahal o McMahon is not!™

"I know, " Ruddygore responded softly. "I wasn't—
quite—truthful with you all in San Franci sco. Poquah
renoved all the spells fromthe Baron in order to see to
his condition and to see if magical healing could help. It
could and it did, but as a side-effect it freed the bound
spirit inside. You see, the Baron was al ways a cautious
man, a paranoid with good reason to be. \Wen Joe, Marge,
and Dacaro were in his clutches, he sent the denmon Hic-
carph instead of dealing with them hinself. He nust have
brooded all night about his capture of the lot of you. Too
easy, and if you succeeded, too inconsequential to his

| ong-range plans, but he had no real way of finding out
what el se was goi ng on, because none of you knew. As

a cautious man, he would never even consider that | would
risk the Lanp, |let alone nyself."

She gasped. "You nean—

"Yes. After |eaving Joe over the snake pit—a touch
I"'mafraid he could not really avoid because he, like us,
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was still bound by the Rules personally even here—he
sought out McMahon and, through this process and prob-
ably with the aid of the denon hinself, so that not even
Dacaro woul d know, he switched bodies with Mihal 0. He
even added the M nistering Angel spell, although there
was certainly a way to break it. The denon then cast a
spel |l on Mahal o that made her act, and perhaps believe,
she was the Baron. It would not have held up in the |ong
term but for that crowded and confused few hours it was
sinmple. If anything went wong, Mihal o was comuanded
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to allow herself to be killed. Wen you couldn't do it, the
Baron shot her. He is a very good actor, after all, and
doubt if he counted on this long a delay."

"Then—Mahal o is the Baron? He expects to be taken
back across so he can link up with Sugasto?”

"That's right. And once we are aboard ship and off

across the Sea of Dreans, we will have a little session

the Baron and |, and | will learn what | nust, because

I"ve had the tine to analyze his protective spells and sol ve
them He will have no defense. And then I'mgoing to

send himon, with no nmenory of our little chat and a few
additional spells. I"'mgoing to let himlead ne right to
Sugasto. He will serve a new master, for once, and he

will serve me well, until | send himto Hell."

She stared at Ruddygore, but could find nothing el se
to say. Her thoughts went to the other victiminstead.
"Poor Mahal o, then."

"No, she was |ucky. The Baron failed to kill her,

al t hough the shot was true, a last little touch of divine
Providence, | think. W'll find her a body, perhaps anobng
the evil or condemmed, that's twenty years younger and

perhaps with nmore beauty than she had. | can do what

they can, even now+fust not as quickly or as easily. By

the end of the voyage, |I'll know their way, and how to

undo it as well. Sugasto will not be easy to fell, but he's
in for a horrible shock, neverthel ess—and a nunber of
conniving and faithless Council nenbers as well, don't
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you worry. We've beaten the ultinate evil itself this tine.

The Rul es al nost mandate a happy ending."

"l wonder nuch about that 'al nost,’
ing of Joe.

she said, think-

It was well after dark, and the nei ghborhood, so crappy

| ooki ng by day, |ooked even nore sinister and fearsone

by night. It had the snell of garbage about it mxed with
the sulfurous air fromthe nearby refineries, and there was
trash all over the place. Here and there anong the bl ocks
of rowhouses, flanking |long, narrow streets better suited
to horses than cars, were places deserted, abandoned,
boarded up, and covered with graffiti.

The governnment and the tinmes had changed, but it stil

| ooked |i ke home to him Legions of the unenployed,
uneducat ed, and di spossessed of society, nany because

of their dark-skinned heritage were | ocked in ghetto nei gh-
borhoods like this, forgotten and ignored except by the
dope deal ers and the wel fare agenci es.

The slum was a sel f-perpetuating environnent, each
generation breeding the next at the bottom of the | adder
because there was no clear way out for npbst of them

The environnent was in itself an evil as tangible as any
bred by sorcery and denons, and it worked its evil well.
Inits own way, this place, and the places like it in urban
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centers across Anerica, were also openings to Hell, ones
not so easily plugged up by a Seal of Sol onon.

There was no real way to get to the boy at hone wi thout

all sorts of a fuss, and his nother's current live-in was,
according to the reports, a real nasty sort whose business
was extortion and whose busi ness associ ates were al ways
around. He didn't have time to chance seeki ng hi m goi ng

to and from school; Irving wasn't exactly known for
showi ng up very much in any event. That |eft now, when

he was usually hanging out on the street with a gang of
punks who had al ready gone to hell and were seeking to

i ncrease their nunbers.

He turned a coner and saw them sitting around the
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front steps, radios blaring, just as the detectives had said
they woul d be. He even knew who they were by nane

and phot ograph, and what sone of the ol der ones were

as well. The three ol der teens—Aivy, darence, and

Charli e—woul d be the problem showi ng off for the

younger ones.

They sat there and eyed his approach as jewel ers eyed

di anonds at the start of an appraisal. He went up to them
st opped, and eyed themcoldly. He was under no illusions,
but he'd taken better punks than these.

"You | ookin' for sonething, Geronino?" O arence

asked snidely. Al three of the bigger ones got up, |eaving
the younger foursone seated, all eyes and snickering
smles. "Hey, ny man! I'mtalkin' to you!"

"I"'m 1l ooking for a boy naned Irving de Oro," he

responded, aware that the other two were slowy going

to either side of himand slightly in back. The reports said
they all carried knives but no guns on the street. He hoped
the reports were correct. He | ooked at one of the younger
boys on the steps and pointed. "You hin®"

"What's it to ya, slick?" the boy answered back

"W ain't used to suckers comn' by after dark in our
territory," Carence said coldly. "Wen one do, he dance
to our tune and answer our question. You da fuzz or
sonet hi ng?"

"I"'ma sonething," Joe responded coolly. "I'm sone-
thing that's gonna have to have real self-control to keep
fromkilling all three of you if you don't take off in the

next five seconds." He tensed, know ng where each was
and judging their relative speed and positions. Qut of the
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conmer of one eye he saw Alvy's knife cone out, and it
was a real pig sticker, too. "Then, again, maybe if | j
take that knife away and cut that dude's balls off it'l
you think a little."

ust
| make

"Kill that sucker!" C arence ordered, sharp and angry,
and t hey noved, but Joe noved nuch faster, so fast it
was al nost a blur. He reeled and grabbed Al vy's knife
arm and, as they watched, actually lifted the husky teen

by that arm There was a crack and then Aivy was tossed
into Charlie, who was just making his nove. The two

bodi es collided, and Ai vy pushed Charlie down and the
second boy's head hit the street with a real nasty sound.
Cl arence was suddenly backed up only by four suddenly
scared kids of twelve and under and he | ooked nervous.

He gl anced over at the foursone and screaned, "Get 'im
Get 'im™"

The four froze, nmouths open, as they watched the
stranger denolish their heroes |ike sonme kind of super-
nman.

Real i zing he wasn't going to get nuch help, C arence
started to back off. "Hey, nman! Keep it cool! W just

kiddin'!"
Joe slowy revealed Alvy's knife in his right hand. "I'm
not," he responded coldly. Carence's eyes bugged, and

his right hand went into his jacket pocket and there was
no mstaking the threat. The |l eader did in fact have a gun
"Use that—even let that hand get in there, and you'll die
here," the big man warned. "You got two choices, punk

You take that jacket off nice and slow and then get out

of here or you go for that gun." He heard the four younger
boys stir and get ready to run. "You boys stay where you
are! | don't want to hurt anybody if | can help it, and not
any of you, unless you give ne cause!"

Clarence took that as an opening and went for the gun

The knife seemed to fly fromJoe's hand as if |aunched

by a rocket and penetrated the boy's side all the way. He
gasped in pain and fell backward, trying to reach the knife
and screanm ng, "You stab ne! You stab ne, you son of

a bitch! Help! Get ne a doctor!"

The kids took that as a cue to run, and in their own
territory they woul d have had no troubl e in vanishing,
but he had two advantages. He only wanted one of them
and this had been his ol d nei ghborhood, too.

The snmal | boy ducked into a nearly invisible passage- *
way between two bl ocks of rowhouses and ran down the
narrow cenent wal kway and into the alley behind as if
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the devil was chasing him Dogs started barking all over

the place, but, true to the neighborhood' s nature, nobody
came out to interfere or see what the commti on was
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about. Joe was certain, though, that sonmeone was even
now cal ling the cops.

The boy made the all eyway and turned right—-and sud-
denly felt hinmself held in an incredibly strong grip. He
struggled in fear but could not break the hold.

"Irvl Calmdown and shut up! |'myour father!" Joe
yel | ed.

"You ain't! You ain't! My father's dead!"

"I'"'mnot dead and neither are your friends out there if
they get to a hospital! Now stop this and cal m down.
been through a lot just to see you and by God |I'm gonna
see you!"

The boy stopped struggling and | ooked up at the
stranger. There was suddenly sone doubt in his mnd,
and you could see the wheels turning in his head. "You
really ny old man?"

"No, |I'myour father. There's nore of ne in you, it
seens, than your nother. Look at ne and think of when
you look in a mrror." He moved over to where sone |ight
froma house shed a little light on the alley.

"You is him | seen your picture once."

They coul d hear the sound of sirens now. "Let's go

where we can tal k without conpany," Joe suggested. The
boy | ooked hesitant, but he was still both too scared and
too curious to run now. They nmade their way to a well

| ighted street about four blocks back and got into Joe's
car. He started it and drove out toward the airport.

The kid hadn't had nuch of a life, that was for sure.
The bastard his wife had left himfor had wal ked out on
her when Joe's paynents stopped and it becane clear,
because no body was found in or near the wecked truck,
that the insurance conpani es and union weren't going to
pay off.

She had never wanted nor |iked the child; she'd kept
himonly because it would hurt Joe nore for her to do
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so, and because it would bring her in nore noney in child
support. He had vigorously contested custody, of course,

but the judge had proclained that a child was better off

with his mother and particularly if the father was an inter-
state truck driver. She had denied himany visitation rights,
al t hough he was fully entitled to them Courts didn't do
much about enforcing the father's rights in child custody
cases, although there were now | aws protecting the wife's
rights under the same agreenent.

She' d wound up on wel fare, taking on nenial jobs when
she coul d, and she'd vented her frustrations and hatred
of Joe on the kid. Lately he'd been hooki ng school nore
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than attending it, and taking to the streets with the big
guys. Twice the school had flagged himas a potentia
child abuse victim but he'd clamed up when pressed;

and when they talked to his Mom she was all sweetness
and |ight—and then she beat the living hell out of him
after they were gone.

She' d taken a succession of men into the house at

various times as live-in lovers, but none had been too
thrilled about the kid being around, either. Irving was

al ready learning the street business as a | ookout for

Cl arence's robberies of comer stores and other such pl aces
across town, and he'd been picked up once and was now

on probation.

She'd told himthat his father had deserted them but

he' d always known that it wasn't true. In fact, Irving had
a sonewhat idealized vision of his father, but his father
was dead sonepl ace out west in Texas, and he'd had no

hope that the kind, gentle man who'd doted on hi mand

pl ayed with himand took himall sorts of places when

they lived in a nice neighborhood | ong ago woul d ever
return.

"I didn't die, Irv," he said gently. "Your Mom woul dn't

let nme see you or talk to you. | sent you all sorts of
presents and letters, but | guess she never let you see
them ™"

The boy was close to tears but didn't want to show
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weakness. "No. She say you never once even asked for
me—but | know it was a lie."”

"I't was. | thought a | ot about you. | hoped, one day,

to cone back and see you, but until now | haven't been
able to. 1've been away. Far away in another land. This
is the first tine, maybe the only tine, they let ne cone
back."

The boy | ooked at him "You was sonethin' else with
them dudes! | never saw nobody could nove that fast!"

"You have to, where I'mliving now "

"You—you ain't stayin', then." The sane twel ve-year-

old who not an hour earlier had been scared to death of
this man now al ready seened stricken at the thought that
this was just a visit. "You say—the only tinme."

He nodded. "I'mafraid so." He felt suddenly very
angry. Damm it\ he told hinself. / can't |eave him here!
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I can't consign ny only son to Hell! "lIrv—this is sudden,
and you have to take a lot on trust fromne. If you want,
you can conme with ne. Right now+t has to be now. No
goi ng hore, no sayi ng good-bye, no | eaving notes or pick-
ing up favorite things. R ght now"

The boy hesitated. "Were?"

"To sonepl ace far away. Sonepl ace where nobody we
know wi | | ever find us. Somepl ace—rmgical ."

The boy | ooked up at his father, trying to deci de what
to do. It wasn't nuch of an existence, but it had sone
good points and was the only one he'd ever known.

"This place—t like in South Anerica or Africa or
sonet hi ng?"

Joe shook his head and smiled slightly. "No, it's nuch
farther than that. It's a place with good guys and bad guys
and other stuff, too. The fairy-tale kind of stuff. Wtches
and wi zards and strange kind of creatures. Dragons and

uni corns and ot her things." He decided not to nention

the fact that there was al so no tel evision. Wiy risk |osing
t he war?

"Ain't no such place. You just connin' nme?"
"No con. There is such a place, always has been, and

that's where I wound up. If it's not at least that, I'll get
you back. Deal ?"

The boy still hesitated, wondering if this strange man
who seened really to be his father wasn't cracked in the
head and escaped from sonme | ooney bin sonepl ace. And
then he thought of Alvy and Charlie and O arence. They'd
heal up, sooner or |later, and they'd renenber who that
bi g dude was | ooking for

"Well, | guess | should,"” Irving said nervously. "At
least I'Il see if you really nuts or not."

"That has nothing to do with where we're going. You're
sure? It's now or never. | can drop you back near your
hone, or you cone now. "

"Il cone."

Joe let out a blood-curdling war whoop that woul d have
awakened his ancestors. He stepped on it and made the
exit for rental car return at the airport in record tine.
"Ckay, son! We're off and running now " he al nost yell ed.
"W got dragons to slay and dansels to save and whol e
arm es of bad guys to face down with guts and a nagic
sword! We got wi zards and witches and zonbi es and el ves
and we got the magic'"

Irving stared at his father, and for a fleeting second he
al nost believed the words.
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