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FOR THE DELPH WEDNESDAY CROWD:

JANET, MARTHA, BYRON & EI LEEN, CHERP

GARDNER & SUE, PAT, CHUQ M KE & RCSA

PAUL. CGEORGE, BRANDON, RALPH, EVA (OF COURSE)
AND, OH YEAH, YQU, TOO, RESN CK

TO THOSE WHO CAME | N LATE AND TO THOSE AVAY TOO LONG

JUST AFTER THE START OF THE PAST DECADE, | DECIDED TO write an Epic Fantasy
Novel . It wasn't anything that | came upon either late or cynically; back when
was a publisher, | published the first three books ever done about swords and
sorcery and |I'd read Conan when Conan, |et al one Arnold Schwarzenegger, wasn't
cool

| felt alittle out of touch, though, in that genre; | still remenbered the old
stuff: Robert E. Howard, the still-going-strong Fritz Leiber, the ubiquitous
Tol kien, and the like, but, aside froma couple of Myorcocks, my contenporary
fantasy education was | acking.

Now, | know that reading the best science fiction of prior generations is an
essential part of education, but if you read only thirty-year-old SF to get an

i dea of what was going on, you'd be pretty well out of it. Wth that thought, |
went out and picked up a dozen or so nmjor fantasies by various witers, who
were now best-sellers and highly acclaimed and had their own groupies, and
settled in to see what heroic fantasy had evolved into, fully expecting the sane
kind of revolution | knew had happened in science fiction. | won't nention the
titles or the authors, because it didn't matter.

Before | was hal fway through the first one, | had the eerie feeling that,

al though it had been witten within the |ast couple of years, by soneone far
younger than I, sonmehow, 1'd read it before. Wen a quick check to the end
showed that it indeed went where | knewit would, | put it down and started
anew.

The nanes were different, the points of view were shifted, the villain bore a
different name, the hero was perhaps a bit nastier, but, this tine, | knewl'd
read it before—n the previous book.

Investigating this phenonenon further, |I went through a ton of books, past and
present, and cane up with the renarkabl e di scovery that there were really only
two books there, and a hybrid constituting a third. One was an idealized
quasi - nedi eval universe with its costunes and manners and My Lords and My Ladies
and, somehow, the serfs who held it all together were nmere background, unless,
of course, the hero or heroine was rai sed as one not knowi ng that he or she was
really Prince or Queen or sonething of the sort.

The ot her was Hyborea—whet her Howard's Hyborean Age or Smith's Hyperborea, they
were one and the sane, focused perhaps on the barbarian adventurers as in Howard
or on the upper class and top sorcerers and upper-class rulers as in Smth. O
course, the lower classes and thralls were nere background, unless, of course,
the hero or heroine was rai sed as one w thout knowi ng that he or she was really
Prince or Queen or... well, you get the idea.

This led to a research project to deternmine the truth of the matter. If indeed
there really were only two epic fantasies, all the works being sinple variations
on common thenes, or even, perhaps, just one, with the setting a choice between
the time of King Lear or the tine of Ham et, then why? Was it that there were
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only two basic settings and a single set of heroic fantasy thenmes?

Rej ecting straight away the cynic's concept that all these books were knockoffs
of the originals, both because | knew so many witers wouldn't stay so bound

ot herwi se, nor would such a w de audi ence continue to respond so
enthusiastically to each slight thene and variation of the sane book, over and
over, | knew there had to be another reason, and, after nuch work, | discovered
it, in an inprobable place, while doing research in particle physics for another
book.

There was not, as western religion tells us, a single creation, nor a series as
other faiths have it. The single act of creation, the Big Bang, whatever you
|ike, created not a single universe but many, overlapping but generally
invisible and intangi ble and, therefore, unknown to one another. Qurs is the

Prime Universe, where the great and ultimate fate of all |ife would be decided
in the epic battle of opposites, of good and evil, of powers of |ight and
dar kness.

In the backwash of this creation, the other worlds trail out, each occupying the
same space but not the sane space-tinme continuum Because they were not fully
fornmed, and the U tinmate Engi neer was preoccupied with us, they were left for
devel opnment to the Lesser Powers—tet's call them Angels. The universe closest to
us is the universe of the Lesser Powers. Not quite as dynanic, shaped by Lesser
Powers, it has devel oped differently.

At the start, both universes, theirs and ours, had as nmuch magic as natural | aw,
and creatures evolved that were |like ours, even human, and partly human, and
some intelligent races that were not human at all. On Earth, the humans becane
dom nant to the point where they slew the others, out of fear, out of
competition, or out of ignorance, driving the few remants further and further
under ground even as physical |aw was | ocked into near immutability. Utimtely
the others, the creatures of nagic, of faerie, of centaurs and unicorns, pixies
and | eprechauns, passed into the real mof |egends and stories, until there are
none | eft here now who truly understand the magic or know its capabilities, and
even fewer who truly believe. Wthout belief, the magi c bends nmore to physics,
so that even the powers of Darkness must battle through surrogates and hard
technol ogy in nore hidden, mundane fashion

I n Husaquahr, which is the name of that other world, this did not happen
Natural |aw exists there, but it is of a nore rudinmentary and pliable nature
than our own here and now. A naster engineer designs a Geat Pyramd, a

St onehenge, that lasts the ages; |esser engineers allow conprom ses and desi gn
flaws and their work eventually wears away or col |l apses. A Master Engi neer

desi gned our world; Husaquahr was designed by |esser lights. And fromthat cane
uneasy chaos which lasted for mllennia.

An ironclad contract is one drawn up by a great |awer; the contracts with al
those | oopholes are drawn by | esser legal talents. Utinmately, there arose a
very few, a nmere handful, of powerful magicians who were also nmaster | awyers
Toget her they forned an uneasy but necessary alliance, the Council of Thirteen,
and with their conbined powers they began to fill in the | oopholes in
Husaquahr's Creation, inposing logic, rules, on all the world, its denizens, its
very stones, and codified these as the Books O Rules for the guidance and
training of future generations.

Order was inmposed, but at the price of stagnancy. Things were as they were in
broad ternms because they were mandated to be that way by sorcerers so powerful,
so much closer to Creation, that they were immutable.

Over the great span of tine, though, even those great ones passed on, either
through death or transmgration or in ways of which we can not even dream
| eaving only the Rules to reign
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The Council, however, remained, filled by increasingly |esser individuals,

| acki ng sone of the power and all of the wi sdom of the founders. G eat
sorcerers, yes, by conparison, but nere wi sps of snoke compared to the ones who
had once held their positions. Not, of course, that they thought so; generation
after generation of Councils have worked hard to keep pluggi ng nore and nore

| oophol es, adding on Rule after Rule, binding the whole of the world as tightly
as roles in a never-ending stage Play-The inheritors fromthe greatest of the
great and the wi sest of the wise had evolved, if you want to call it that, into
that nost fearsone of the creatures of civilization

The inheritors of greatness were bureaucrats. O course, such a horrible fate
could not befall us in our owmn world. Look at the ones who established the great
nations of the world and those inheritors who run our world now Right? Beyond

Husaquahr still is another world, a world that did not even have the luxury of a
coherent creation, |let alone the great and wise mnds to i npose order upon it. A
ni ghtmari sh world w thout physical laws at all, a universe of chaos and disorder

so terrifying that none can conprehend it and the few that have been there
neither di scuss what they saw nor wish to return. To those of Husaquahr, that is
known as the Land of the Djinn

These three universes, however, the only ones with anything we night even
conprehend as sentient life, are not connected and are in the main ignorant of
one another, save in our dreans.

Physi ci sts m ght have many names for it, but to Husaquahr, the barrier between
us and themis sinply the Sea of Dreams, for only the dreans of one may
generally pass to the other through that detachment of the soul called sleep
Al of us intercept some of Husaquahr when we sl eep, when we dream whether we
are aware of it or not. Mdst of us are not aware; a few of us who are too aware
provide incredibly confortable livings for |egions of psychiatrists. A very few
of us awaken with little conscious nenory of the inpressions we gain from
Husaquahr, but we sit down with pens and pads, or typewiters, or word
processors, and we wite out great accounts of the things that happen there and
we call it heroic fiction and we really believe it is. Those of us who do so
have al ways been around; the storytellers and shamans of ancient tinmes, the
Honers and others of ancient literature, were all such, which is why they have a
certain consistency.

Naturally, since both their world and ours is a world, we intersect different
regions, so the creatures and denons of the East are different than ours, as are
those of the African and the Amerind. But, conmmonly, our nyths, our |egends, our
heroi ¢ sagas, are dream|linked accounts of that other place. The rest of you,
the audi ence for these, whether reading or hearing them respond because there
is a suspension of disbelief induced by your own dreamlinks as well.

That is why we seemto be reading, and witing, the same book. W are not
witing fiction at all; we are witing subjectively filtered accounts of the
hi story of this other world.

There is a way through; a physical passageway across the Sea of Dreans. A few
find it by accident, by unnatural convergence of being at just the wong spot at
the right time, vanishing there and beconm ng nysterious di sappearances here,

lunped with all the nundane, and nore evil, fates of the bulk of the

di sappeared. A few go through, one way or the other, due to the rare dabbling in
supernatural agencies that still goes on in back roonms and upper-cl ass
conservatories. Only one man, a sorcerer of great power in Husaquahr, can do it
at will, and when and wi th whom and what he chooses.

He's been around a | ong ti ne—Aobody knows how | ong, not even the others on the
Counci | —and he's had nmany nanes, both here and there. A decade ago he needed a
hero not so bound by the Rules to conbat an arny of evil, and he chose, by neans
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we will never know, an interstate trucker on the skids, a man in whose veins

fl owed the bl ood of the ancient Apaches, snatching himat the last nmonment froma
fatal accident on a lonely west Texas highway. Wth himcane an unexpected

addi tion, a young woman hitchhi ker who had educati on and once had prom se, but
whose |ife was so broken and nangl ed that she was just |ooking for a decent

pl ace to commt suicide. Together they battled the forces of Darkness, and
vanqui shed them-$for a time, for even the Rules mandate that no victory is

wi t hout costs, nor may good or evil totally triunph.

Their saga was the one that cane into ny dreans, and which | told in three books
before this one, including their discovery that the | onger tney were in
Husaquahr the nore they, too, becane entrapped and bound by the Rul es. Marge,

t he once-suicidal young woman, becanme that nost classic of creatures who cross
the Sea of Dreans in stories and | egends, a changeling, becom ng a beautifu

wi nged fairy, a Kauri, while Joe, the truck driver, truly became a hero and at
one point a king, marrying the buxom Tiana and ruling in peace, until evil again
reared and threw them out of power and eventually out of bodies, so that Joe
once again became his old trucker self in appearance while Tiana found herself
now in the small but stunning body of what nust charitably be called an exotic
dancer. Together with the little Husaquahrian thief who had shared their
adventures, Macore, and the enigmatic adept, the Imr Poquah, they had journeyed
back to Earth to save it fromthe exiled Dark Baron, who was ready to do Hell's
wor kK upon us.

When we | eft them they were victorious, preparing to return across the Sea of
Dreans to Husaquahr, with a new pair as well—the pixie Gmet, finally finding a
way to the place where there were still nore of her kind., and Joe's son Irving,
whom he rescued froma promi sing career in a Philadel phia street gang. There was
still a villan back in Husaquahr to vanqui sh, the zonbie arm es of the evi
Sugasto, now calling hinself the Master of the Dead, were still on the march.

But the archvillain whomthey had been forced to fight again and again, and
whose evil had even brought them here, Esmlio Boquillas, the Dark Baron, whom
they thought killed, they discovered had used his soul -swapping trick and
entered the body of a third newconer, the beautiful Mhal o McMahon, high
priestess of the Neo-Primtive Hawaiian Church. The great and good sorcerer,
however, who now call ed hinself Throcknmorton P. Ruddygore, was onto hinfher. The
Baron was stripped of his true powers and couldn't even switch again wthout
hel p of a master magi ci an. Ruddygore intended Boquillas to lead himstraight to
Sugast o, whom he was certain he could best in a sorcerous showdown.

If you'd like to renew your acquai ntance with this saga, go back and find your
copi es of the previous Dancing Gods books and do so. If you don't have them
you'll be able to get along with just this sunmary, but you should still go back
and find those first three books, stocked by any good, intelligent, conpetent
booksel | er.

It has been five years for my own dreans to come and sort themselves out into
coherency, for tine is different there than here, but now | have it. Wen we
left, everything | ooked bright, everything set, and what hadn't been resol ved
before was clearly working its way to the end. Joe and Ti ana, not |ooking as
they did when they reigned, were free to travel and enjoy life and show the new
land to Irving. Macore had some minor nental problens due to his sudden exposure
to our culture, but, once back home, he'd straighten out. The saga was draw ng
to a close

Al as, the Books of Rules covered nore volunes than the Tax Code; not even a
Ruddygore coul d renenber themall. Still, he should have renenbered, that nost
basic of Rules governing the ultinate battle between good and evil, for it was
one that had saved all of their necks at one tinme or another

Those who are faniliar with the past adventures of our band may find the going
here a bit nore serious, a bit nore adult, than past vol unes, perhaps because
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that, too, is a Rule for sagas that are continued by tellers of tales who
inevitably, alas, grow ol der thenselves. But, bear with it; Destiny's threads
are interwoven, and one can not weave a tale until all the threads are in place.
Qur tale begins in madness, and descends into humiliation, debauchery, and
degradation, yet all leads to a clinmax of pure, unabashed | unacy.

Al'l beings whose deeds mght alter or affect the course of history, regardless
of side or notive, who are faced with absolute defeat and i npendi ng doom nust
al ways be provided with at | east one way out.

-The Books of Rules, Il1l, 351.5

CHAPTER |
ENCOUNTER ON A LONELY ROAD

Epi ¢ quests for which circunstances set no deadline shall take at |east seven
(7) years, although exceptions may be made in rare circunstances if the quest
just seens |ike seven years.

—Fhe Books of Rules, XV, 251, 331(c)

SHE WATCHED HI M COME FROM HER HEI GHTS, FROM HER SHADOWS, but then she had | ost
sight of himin the gathering gloom And so she sunmoned the wi nd, and whi spered
softly to it in the silence.

"Bring himto ne," she conmanded, as the w nd whi pped around her and played with
the folds of her cloak. "Find himand bring himto me."

The cold wind wailed a reply, then crept down into the hollows and sped across
the barren hills of Mazra-dum searching for the one tiny figure below in the
wastes and finding him as a chill w nd always coul d.

The tiny, gray-clad traveler on the weary roan horse | ooked even snull er agai nst
the mmj estic background of the badl ands | andscape, a place of rounded nounds cut
into the land -end colored in dull candy stripes of all the various shades of
rust and decay and where even the thin ribbon of water that snaked through its
bot t ommost canyons was not clear or even nineral brown, but rather a mlKky,

al kal i ne, and poi sonous chal k white.

Here and there, the traveler and his |ong-suffering steed passed dull and slowy
di ssol vi ng skel etons of many an aninmal who had attenpted this place before and
failed or, in desperation, had sipped fromthe white death that was at | east
somet hing that nmoved in this place. The traveler pulled his cowm up to protect
against the chill w nd whose eerie noans and shrieks seened like the trapped and
hopel ess cries of the lost souls who had never nade it through the route he now
att enpt ed.

Now the trail hit a point where one could go either way, but there was no way to
tell fromthe ground, hard as steel, which was the right way and which was the
wong, if there was such, and he stopped a nonent, his face comng up fromits
weary downward cast. Eyes far older than the years of the traveler scanned the
choi ces; the face was weathered and |lined and covered with a full beard that

obvi ously had just grown rather than been cultivated and had, for its trouble,
been ignored by its wearer. The beard, |ike the tangled, shoulder-length hair
reveal ed when the cowl slipped back, had been black once, but it was now tinged
with gray bought by hard experience, not confortable old age.

The man frowned, unable to decide which trail led to somewhere fruitful and al so
unable to decide at this point if it nmade nuch di fference which route he chose.
Yet he had not | ost hope of attaining his goals; the eyes still burned with a
fire only fanaticismbrought, and the soul was still fueled by a singleness of
pur pose that said, success or death!

The sun was but an hour fromthe horizon; already the shadows grew | ong and t he
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wi nd bol der, the tenperature dropping fast under brilliantly clear skies. The
horse seenmed suddenly nervous and nade a nervous sound as the wi nd canme around
and seenmed to be speaking to its master.

"VWhi ch way? Wich way? W know the way. W know the way..."

"The way to what?" he asked, rather sardonically, but wthout fear, his voice
breaki ng the silence and echoing here and there, although he did not shout over
the wi nd, speaking as he was to it—er what was within it.

"The way, the way . . . The way to safety, to warmh and confort, to clean water
and lush green fields..."

"You'll not buy me that cheap," he retorted. "Think you that | would be out here
in this mserable place for lack of such things? | amthe richest thief in
Husaquahr! All those things were not enough!”

"To safety, to safety,,. . . Wiere neither man nor god will find you

He drew hinself up straight in the saddle, pride dispelling his weariness of
body and spirit. "I amthe greatest thief in the history of Husaquahr!" he
retorted in a regal tone. "I fear neither man nor god, having stolen from both,
and never caught!" That was not quite true, he knew, but if one spit into the
wi nd, better it bl ow back praise than cold spittle.

"A quest, a quest. . .He is under a geas and enbarked upon a quest.

"No geas, not for such as |I," he told the wind. "I quest as | steal, not for
others, but for nmy own pleasure and interests."

"W can lead you there, lead you there . . . " the wind asserted. "The wi nd goes
everywhere and sees all things. . . The wind can find who or what you seek..."

"Persistent, nagging spirit! You are not even powerful enough to know in advance

that I amon a quest, let alone for what it is that | seek! I, who have stolen
the sacred jewels fromthe navel s of gods thensel ves and plucked the rings from
demons' noses, will not be taken in by the |ikes of you! Now, be gone or be
silent!™”

"Who can silence the wind?" the wind nocked. "Who can banish it when it wants to
caress? The wind which grinds the very rock to dust, which gives strength and
power to fire or blows it out as only the wind chooses, who stirs the water and
cools it and uses it to batter the shore? Wio are you to conmand the wi nd?" it
nmocked in its screamng, eerie voice.

"Wl |, soneone conmands you" he responded. "You speak as a cat but you obey like
a dog. Whose bi g-nout hed puppy are you?"

"Follow the wind," it responded. "Follow the wind to that which you seek."

He thought a nonent, seem ng al nbst amused by all this despite the grimsetting.
"Al'l right, then—+tead on. | mght as well be sonewhere before dark." But he
reached under his woolen robe to his tunic and touched his bl ade just to nmake
certain it was ready.

It wasn't difficult to tell the way, although it was the opposite of follow ng
just about anything else. You just headed the one direction that the wi nd was

not, in this case to the left and up a bit, away fromthe deadly little white

river.

It was near dark when he came to her, but she was not hard to find for all that.
She sat there, crouching before a welcone fire, a delicate and mysterious figure
in azure robes. H s horse started a bit upon seeing her, but the travel er cal ned
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him then slid off the saddl e and approached the |lady at the fire.

She | ooked up at his approach, and he was struck by her dark beauty al npst at
once, as he'd suspected he would be. He was not certain how nmuch of that beauty
was real, but the fire was, and that was enough for the nmonent.

"Cone, good sir, and be warned by ny fire," she invited, in a soft, very sexy
Voi ce.

He seenmed quite relaxed. "I thank you, Madam It feels good after the chill your
pet sent to ne upon the sunset."

She was puzzled by him and by his casual manner, as if he knew not only her own
secrets but all the secrets of the world. He was a small but very strong-I| ooking
man, with a big hawk nose and small, alnost beady little black eyes that seemned
to reflect the dancing flames perfectly.

"You do not seemat all curious about ne, or how !l cane to be here,"” she noted.

He sighed wearily. "Well, Madam if you be here alone in this accursed pl ace,
then | take you to be either an enchantress or dead or of the world usually
unseen—er perhaps all of themtogether. \Whichever, you build a mighty good
fire."

That drew from her a bemused snile, and perhaps a hint of wariness in her eyes,
for clearly this was no lost and innocent pilgrim nor did he fit the nold of
great hero or wandering adventurer. "Are you then a sorcerer who wal ks the | and
wi t hout fear?"

He chuckled. "As | told your blowhard puppy, | am+ was a thief. The greatest in
all the land. That does not nean, of course, that | amw thout skills in the
magi cal arts, but they are of a specialized sort. One cannot last long in ny
line of work without being able to beat all the systens, as it were."

"And yet you do not fear me? Or is it, rather, the thrill of danger that propels
your life and gives you energy and neani ng?"

"That last is true for ordinary thieves," he admtted readily, "and once, when
was young and did not know how very good | was, it was true for me. No |onger. |
have outgrown fear because it is a weakness that interferes with thought at the
time one needs it nost. | do not fear you, Madam because | have al ready | ooked
into the faces of horror far worse than even the undead can conprehend and it
reans the soul of such inclinations. Nor is it that | have a choice. Better to
sit here in the fire's warm gl ow and speak with you than to wonder where or what
you mght be in the darkness. No, | cannot afford to fear you. Let us say,
rather, that | respect your potential."

That brought a slight smle to her lips. "Are you escaping, then, the pursuit of
your | atest escapade? O are you, rather, going between here and there?"

"One is always goi ng between here and there, he responded lightly. "I have
been on a quest for a very long tinme; a quest for a kind of magic that no one
el se can or will offer me and which is beyond nmy power to steal. It is quite
frustrating, particularly for a naster thief, to discover that there is

sonet hing that you want and need that is beyond the power of the greatest thief
to steal. |, who can beg, buy, borrow, or steal npbst anything any m nd can
imagine in this world, cannot have this one thing, so | nust go searching for
one who can supply it."

"What is such a thing as that?'' she asked, genuinely curious.

"l have been to the O her Wrld and found it a world where magi cks far greater
than any dreaned of in Husaquahr are taken for granted even by the poorest folk,
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who buy mracles at a discount and never even think twice about it. Their

magi cal devices are beyond nunmber in kind and abilities and do things even the
greatest of our sorcerers would find inpossible to imagine. | have such devi ces,
brought back with me fromthat expedition, but | soon discovered that they are
not sufficient in and of thenselves. The sorcerers of that OGther Wrld di spense
their niracles on the cheap, but they retain the ultinate power, in that the
magi cal spells required for their devices to work their miracles are transitory
and need frequent or constant renewal

There one merely pays gold and the spells leap fromthe walls into the devices,
but here there is no such thing. In ny ignhorance, | believed that the devices
have would retain their spells even away from such sources, but even mere the
sorcerers of the O her Wrld are clever. The devices ultimtely consune and
devour the magi cal energy thenselves, over tine and use, and | can get no nore
here. Only a very few of our greatest sorcerers could even synthesize such
things and they will not. | search for one who can and will."

"These must be devices of great power for you to cone so far and surrender so
much to gain their powers," she noted

He sighed once nore. "They deliver something of insubstantial value, really. The
i mges of a great epic quest, possibly the greatest epic produced by the poets
of the civilization of the Gher Wrld. It is long and nmagnificent, each act a

wor k of unparalleled brilliance, mxing hunor and pathos to a degree unknown
here by our finest poets and bards. Once any nind capabl e of appreciating its
geni us beholds it, that nmind cannot rest until it beholds the saga once nore.

The saga is there, as if the actors cone out and performtheir great play only
for you and at your command, but beyond ny power to view. Such frustration has
driven me near madness. | nust see it again, and it is there, yet beyond ny
sight!"

She seened genuinely fascinated. "CGo, tend to your nmount, make canp here for the
ni ght, and when you are ready you must tell nme of this great saga," she said
softly.

Whet her witch, ghost, or creature, he was delighted to have an opportunity after
broodi ng al one upon it for so long to talk of his great passion with soneone new
and eager to listen. Next to hinself, it was the subject he loved to tal k upon
nmost of all. And, like the subject of hinmself, it was a subject al nost nobody

el se wanted to hear hi m speak about.

She seened very patient and understandi ng, even interested, and he was so very,
very lonely. He knew not if she be nynph or goddess, denobn or sorceress, but she
was somet hing right now that he needed very, very badly; the one thing he could
not even steal in these trackl ess wastes.

She was an audi ence.

The wi nd which had been constantly swirling and tw sting and scream ng through
the wast el ands paused as well; the very air seened inpossibly frozen, the night
still, yet oddly expectant. Although incredibly weary, his voice echoed fromthe
dark walls unseen beyond the firelight with the strength and vigor of youth as
the very experience brought forth his |last reserves of energy, saved for just
such an occasion as this.

And yet, there was still enough of the gentlenman in himthat he paused, after
telling the Forty-Seventh Tale, realizing that he was getting so carried away he
was not only inposing upon her hospitality, he was, worse, starting to inprovise
the tale after so long a tine. And so he reached for his water flask, drank, and
said, "But | have inposed far too rmuch, and you have been graci ous to hear ne
out beyond neasure.'
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"l do not mind," she responded quietly, sounding very sincere. "This is not a

pl ace where interesting conpany often travels through, and, after you, it may be
long until | hear a nman's voice agai n—and perhaps never one w th such wondrous
sagas to spin." She paused a nmonent, staring at him "But in truth it is | who
have i nposed. You are weary; the way fromhere is long and harsh. Rest if you
like. Sleep and dream great dreans."

He was mad, even he knew that much, but he wasn't crazy. The quest, all the
sacrifices, all the loneliness and travails, would be for nothing if he slept
here now and failed to awaken the next norning; even worse if he did awaken, but
undead, stranded here to serve her as slave forever, knowi ng he woul d never be
able to fulfill his grand anbition.

"How come you here?" he asked her, the weariness which she noted now conming to
himfull as the energy stole quickly away. "Wat is your nanme and who and what
are you?"

She seened to shimrer slightly in the firelight, and the wind stirred a bit.

"I amcursed to be here,” she told him "Once ny people reigned over a great

ki ngdom but we were overthrown by treachery and sorcery, expelled and cursed
forever to reign over waste and desol ati on, commandi ng none but w nd and barren
rock. W had great power," she added wi stfully, "but, obviously, not great
enough. "

The weariness kept creeping over him he felt hinself nodding off in spite of
his best efforts, his storytelling having drained himeven nore than the travel
"What was this kingdom" he asked her, "and where? And what is your name?"

To know the nane of an entity was to gain sonme power over it

"l can be whoever you want ne to be," she responded evasively. "I can be the one
who you desire nost."

She stirred, then, noving nore into the firelight, and pulled back her veil, and
he gasped and stared in spite of hinself, and his jaw dropped.

"Mary Ann . . . . " he breathed.

For a monent all defenses were down, all rationality fled, as she cane cl oser
and closer to him She was nore beautiful even than he had renenbered her, nore
sensuous than the fantasies that had gotten himthrough this nuch of his quest.

Now she was to him and they were in an enbrace, and for the briefest nonment it
was the cl osest to Heaven he woul d ever cone, but there was sonething wong,
sonet hing that triggered all those defenses that had kept himalive all this
time.

Through all that exotic perfunme, she snelled |ike warned-over horse dung.

He broke free of the kiss. "You—you're not Mary Ann!" he gasped. "You—you're all
the rest!™

Where the strength cane from he woul d never know, but he | ashed out hard and
shoved her away, unbal ancing her for just a nonent. As she staggered and tried
to retain her balance, the wind began to swirl and then scream around him

"I tried to nmake this pleasant," she snapped. "Now we'll have to do it the hard
way. Look, how about you just relax and don't fight it? After all, you have no
strength left, and I did sit here and listen to that interm nable crap for hours
and hours!"

The wi nd began to swirl and screamat him
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It was as if all the gods suddenly supercharged himw th energy. "Crap!" he
excl ai ned. " CRAP!'"

Hi s new energy and his sudden rage | oosened her grip on his mnd; the girl
seened to blur and fade out in the firelight, and a new, nore sinister shape
slowy enmerged fromthe mass: A skeletal body covered with coarse brown fur;
thin arns linked to leathery wings, and a ratlike face with eyes of burning coa
and a nouth with pointed teeth designed only to rend flesh

Because he was small and seenmingly fragile, enenies always underestimated his
fighting skills. He was a thief, but not nerely a thief—the greatest of al
thieves, the King of Thieves. H's tuning was always perfect, his instincts

al ways correct.

Even as the creature launched itself at him he did the nost unexpected of
actions and, instead of backing up into the darkness, off the cliff or against a
rock wall, he |l eaped forward at the thing, drawing his short sword with one and
the sane action. They met virtually in the air, the creature totally unprepared
for anyone to attack it, and the sword bl ade cane up and made contact. The
creature and the wi nd screaned as one, and the thing dropped back to the ground.

He didn't let things go with that kind of blow Instead, he | eaped upon the
wounded thing, and with strength that belied his size and his condition pushed
back tal oned claws set now not to tear his flesh but just to keep hi maway.

"Crap, huh?" The sword pointed down at the thing's chest. "I'll show you crap!"'"'
The creature's eyes wi dened. "No!" it screaned. "We can nake a deal! Anyt hing!
Anyt hi ng! "

"Ah, no! | know you now for what you are! Critic! The only thing worse than

bl aspheners are critics!" he snapped back. The sword came down. |If the creature
were of faerie, the iron in its blade would be pure poison to it; if it were of
fl esh, however foul, it was so solid a blowthat it would al nbst be a coup de
grace.

The fire flared like a torch, the ground trenbled, and the wind seened to go nad
as the sword pushed through the creature's chest as if through air itself, the
thing's flesh hissing as it passed. He rolled over and, catlike, was on his
feet, wary, prepared to do nore if it were necessary.

It was not, although the thing was rolling around and screeching horribly inits
deat h agony, and the elenents seenmed ready to join in. Suddenly, the creature
stiffened, its back arched, its wi ngs sprawl ed, and, for a brief nmoment it

al most | ooked as if it were gaining new strength, but it was the last brilliant
bl ast of energy before it collapsed into a stinking, snoldering heap

Wnd and fire seened to rise into the air, and a bright ball of energy suddenly
sai |l ed skyward and was qui ckly gone. A wind swept through, formi ng sonething, of

a whirlwind over the still snoking body of the creature, then seened to pause in
the air.
"You . . . you killed her. . . killed her . . ." it npaned to him

He stared at the secondary creature that had led himto her. "And what of it,
el emental ? Wul d you avenge her, you bag of hot air?"

The whirlw nd seened suddenly agitated. "No, no!" it responded. "W like the
saga, we do, we do . "

"Then you shall pledge yourself to ne through these wastes!'' he shouted. "You
shall bind to ne, the killer of your mistress, until | |eave your domain!"
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"W bind. . . we bind. . ."

"Very well, then. Stand watch, while | sleep, and let no harmcone to nme or ny
horse while we rest, or you shall die the true death of dissipation!’

"W obey. . . obey.

He noved as far away fromthe stinking body as he could and prepared his
bedroll. He settled down, but still could not quite rest.

"El enental! A gentle breeze away fromne, so | do not snell the odor of that
carrion!’

Instantly a very light but steady breeze cane from behind himand the air
cleared. He was inpressed. Air elenentals were nore useful than he woul d have
thought. But he was still too keyed up, perhaps too overtired to sleep. He
needed to relax hinmself after the events of the evening.

"Wl l, blowhard, you say you like the saga."

"Wedo. . . wdo. . ."

"Well, then, follow along, sing the great ballad with nme."
There was no response.

"Just sit right back . he started, then stopped. "You're not singing

al ong!"

"W know not the words . . . the words..."

"Well, listen, then! And we'll serenade each other on the 'norrow "
"W obey. . . obey..." the elenental responded, soundi ng resigned.

Now, at |ast, he | eaned back, relaxed and closed his eyes, and a snile grew upon
his face. Yet, in spite of the hopes of the elenental, he did not quickly fade
to sleep, but, instead, started again to sing the ballad that was prol ogue to
the object of his sacred quest.

He drifted off to sleep, and the elenental, too, seened to rel ax, perhaps nore
because the saga woul d not have to be endured further that night.

He slept soundly, the sleep of the dead, but, occasionally, through the night,
he woul d stir, that smle would return to his sleeping face, and he woul d
breathe a Iine of the refrain: " 'Twas G lligan, the Skipper, too

CHAPTER 2
ON DANCI NG YOUR HEART OUT

Unl ess contravened by nmagic or other Rules, an individual's role in life shal
be deternmined by destiny and circunstance. However, once fixed in that role,
only those things necessary to perfect one's role may be | earned, acquired or
retained. In this way is social and cultural harmony and stability maintained.
—Fhe Books of Rules, I, 228(c)

THEY MADE A MOST UNLI KELY LOOKI NG GROUP AS THEY SLOALY rmade their way down the
road away fromthe nountains, toward green fields and rolling hills.

In the lead was a big man with bronze skin and tight muscles, the kind you would
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never doubt could carry the horse he rode as well or better than that sane horse
carried him Hi s skin, darkened and weathered by the el enents, was, nonethel ess,
bronze to begin with; his finely chiseled face was barren of facial hair unlike
the | ocal custons, yet seened as if it had never known a razor, and his thick

bl ack hair hung bel ow his shoulders |ike a nane. Hi s high cheekbones marked him
as an Ostrider, a continent weeks from Husaquahr over dangerous seas, yet he had
never been to that fabled continent. He wore only a strange, broad-brinmed hat,
a loincloth, and swordbelt, and fromthe latter one could see the hilt of a
massi ve and el egant sword. He | ooked at once exotic, strange, and dangerous.

The woman was fairly tall, with extrenely long, nuscul ar legs; fair of skin,

al t hough tanned by the sun, her hair |ightened by exposure to the sun, she had
delicate, sensual features and an athlete's thin, firmbuild, wthout fat or

| oose areas. But a head shorter than the man, she had perhaps half his mass,
perhaps | ess, and seemed al nost tiny by comparison. Although she wore a thin,
shi el ding cloak of light brown tied at the neck, otherw se she wore strings of
woven beads that barely hung on her slender hips fromwhich strings of nore
vari col ored beads protected what little there was of her nodesty. Another such
assortnent of beads strung together barely covered but hardly conceal ed her
smal |, tight breasts. A faded, thin, golden headband, worn nore for decoration
than utility, sat upon her head, a slight bit of ornamental work extending bel ow
it in a triangular shape extendi ng down alnost to eye |evel. Matching bracelets
and ankl ets conpl eted her wardrobe, the bands holding tiny enclosed bells that
sounded when she noved.

The third of the conpany was a young man, possibly not rmuch past puberty,
dressed much like the man. Hi s skin was extrenely dark, the deepest of browns

wi thout going to full black, |ike the Nubians of the Southern Continent, a trace
of whose comon features could also be seen in his face, yet his steely black
hair was straight and long, like the big man's. He was dressed in dark brown

| eather briefs and chest straps of the sane, studded with ornanental bronze
bolts, and matching | eat her boots.

"Man! This place is boooring!" the lad nmuttered, |oud enough for the others to
overhear. "I'mhot and sweaty and snellin' |ike a stuck pig. This whole world
smells like a horse's ass! And this damm outfit's rubbin' ny skin raw"

"We've heard it all before,” the big man responded, not |ooking back. "As for
the outfit, you' re the one who picked that out, renenber, against our advice.
Most of this world's a |lot warnmer than back home."

"Yeah, | know, | know, but it | ook baad!"

' Looks, ' the wonman corrected him "It | ooks bad. How many tinmes do we have
to drill that into you?"

"You ain't ny nother!" the boy shot back. "You got no place speakin' to ne |ike
that."

"No, your nother let you run wild on the dammed streets,"” the big man responded.
"Now | amyour father, and | didn't. carry you away—-you cane yourself when

gave you the chance. Your real nother, for what she's worth, is so far away from
us

that she, or you, might as well be dead. Tiana's ny wife and your stepnother,

and 1'll have no nore of that. Unless, nmaybe, you want to take me on and show ne
who's really boss, like last tinme?"
The boy gl ared, but did not imediately respond. He was still getting to know

his father and unsure that he ever really woul d, deep down, but he sure as hel
knew t hat the big man was the neanest, toughest dude he'd ever run across. He'd
qui ckly learned that rmuch the hard way and didn't want to push it. Being a
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full -bl ooded Apache trucker was bad enough, but a guy who' d spent the past
several years in this world as everything frommercenary to adventurer to ruler
of a kingdom and seenmed none the worse for it wasn't anybody you wanted to screw
around with. He decided to switch familiar gripes.

"Yeah, but where's all the fun in this hole? |I thought there'd be dragons and
monsters and all that Conan stuff. What we seen nost of is proof that white
folks can live even worse here than bl ack fol ks in Philadel phia."

"They're here,
on yet."

the big man assured his son. "You're just not ready to take them

"That's what parents always say, ain't it? You' re ready, and you say you got all
them bi g connections, but we're novin' 'round here and livin' |ike runaways and
eatin' worse."

"I'"ve had nmy three big quests," the father responded. "I'ma little tired of
nearly getting killed every ten mnutes. | needed a break. You wait until we run
into sonething nasty. Then remenber your conpl aining."

"Yeah, well, it—+t's got to be better than Ms. Man! What a place! No
electricity, no runnin' water, no flush toilets, no cars, no guns, no rap, no
rock, no soul, not even no TV!'"

"You want out? Back to the streets? Back to running drugs for sone street gang
until somebody didn't |ike the way you | ooked at himand bl ew you away? No
future but death at a real young age? You didn't have a future, Irv—you didn't
even have a present. The way you whine and conplain, sonmebody in that crowd you
ran with woul d' ve knocked you off within a year or so, anyway. You knowit, and
I knowit."

The boy | ooked sullen. "So?"

"So cut the crap! In a couple of days, we'll reach the river, and not |ong after
that we'll be at Castle Terindell. Still nothing supernodern, but confortable.
Lots of good food, featherbeds, and the |ike."

"Yeah? Why we goin' there, though? Just for |aughs or what?"

"Uh-uh. Time you went to school, son
"School! You ain't said nothin' 'bout no school!"

"Not the kind you're thinking of, although, God knows, you sure could use one.
The sane kind of school | once went to at Terindell. Survival school, you m ght
call it. Learning howto survive to ny age around here."

The boy was suddenly interested. "You nean fightin'? Like swords and kni ves and
shi—er, stuff like that? O boy!"

" 'l mean stuff exactly like that. Don't get your hopes too high, though, tough
boy. We're gonna see just how tough you really are. And if you wash out, you

m ght have a real future as a stabl ehand shoveling horse shit for the rest of
your life.'

"Hey! WAit just a damm second! You sayin' if | flunk out of this hero school I'm
a nothin ? | mght just not like it."

"Ch, | guarantee you won't like it, at least at the start,"” his father assured
him "But nobody flunks out. You keep at it until you get it and you pass—er you
get killed trying or you quit and wal k out. The only one that flunks you is you
If you can't hack this, then you can't hack it anywhere on your own in this
wor | d, and anybody—+ nean anybody—who can't handl e hinsel f out here on his own
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wi nds up practically owned by sonebody el se. You've seen that already. There are
only three kinds of people here. The rulers, nmaybe five in a hundred fol ks; the
rul ed, which is ninety-four point nine of the rest, and that tiny one in

t housands who's an independent |ike nme. You weren't born royal and -you haven't
shown any talent for magic, so being i ndependent or one of the ruled is all you
can get. And of the ruled, if you can't fight, can't read or wite the chicken
scratches they use here, and have no skills, you shovel shit. Hell, son,
sonebody's got to do it."

"Not ne!"

"Yeah? Well, you prove it. Because if you walk, that's the best you can hope for
and | won't stick around to help you do it. Do that or you're dead. Those are
the choices if you wal k. Renmenber that.'

Irv seemed to have lost a lot of his confidence all of a sudden, but he stil
mai ntai ned a brave front. "You got through it, didn't you? If you can do it, |
can do it!"

"Wagons comi ng, Joe," Tiana cut in.
Joe pulled his horse up and | ooked at the onconming traffic. It was | ess wagons
than a wagon train, comng single file, pulled by nassed teans of horses.

"Man!" Irv swore. "Whatever they're carryin', it's heavy as gold and big as a
subway!'

The boy wasn't far off the mark in his comments on the | oad. Wen they got right
up to the | ead wagon, they could see the eight-horse team straining, the driver
and brakeman working constantly to keep them strai ght, balanced, and in I|ine.

"Hello!'" Joe shouted to them "Wat are you haul i ng?"

"Sorry! Can't stop to chat!" the brakenman shouted back. He. gestured at the |oad
in back of him "Rules change sheets! If we stop, there'll be two nore revisions
of these right in back of us!"

Irv | ooked at the wagons. Five ... six ... seven of them Each the size of a

| oconotive, or so it seemed. He knew what the Rul es were—the crazy books of |aws
that governed everything and everybody in this nutty place. But—"Wat're Rul es
change sheets?" he asked, genuinely puzzl ed.

"You know the history,'' Tiana replied as they made way and wat ched the huge
train go by. ' 'In the Creation, Husaquahr was created in a kind of backwash,
with the | eftover energy fromthe creation of your world. The Creator Hinself
took charge of Earth, but He del egated Husaquahr to the | esser angels who
weren't as thorough or conpetent. They mated with the ones here and produced the
first in the line of sorcerers, people of great power who were half human, half
angel . "

"Yeah, yeah, | know all that. You told nme. But—ehange sheets!"

"In the beginning," Tiana explained, "the inconplete universe which contained
Husaquahr was basically chaotic. Even the basics, like gravity, only worked sone
of the tine. The Founding Angels rushed in to do what they could, establish a
basic set of Angelic Laws to supplenent natural |aws where they were weak,
creating stability out of the chaos. Being | esser, they still took a number of
short cuts, creating much imtation of Earth but often not quite like Earth.

G ven a core nunber of souls by the Creator, early experinents produced strange
results, in which the soul itself took on physical reality and mated with those
things of animal and plant which imtated forns from Earth. The of fspring of
those created the thousands of races of faerie.* Essentially i mune to age, they
were made very slow to breed, and set to supplenenting the angels in their
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establishing tasks, fromclimatol ogi cal nanagenent, |ike the | egendary Frost

G ants, to the mneral nanagenent of the dwarves, the flower-tending of the

pi xi es, and the husbandry of the nynphs and satyrs. The basics were maintai ned
by the | east of the souls, the elenmentals.

*Faerie refers to the heritage, magic nature, power, and "realm of fairies in
general ; it has a connotation of that which is withdrawn 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-today existence.

"After the Great Upheaval on Earth, sone of the fallen humans were given to the
angel s of Husaquahr to establish their dom nion here and duplicate the basic
system But since they were already stained by sin, these humans had a hard tine
fromthe start and even | ess wi sdom To conpensate, the angels nated with nmen
and produced a hybrid race. Half retained nore of the angelic powers and began
the line of sorcery; the other half gai ned higher wi sdom and becane the
founders of the royal lines. The sorcerers then becane the finishers of the
work, as the angelic powers had to withdraw, and, fromexperience living in this
new world and fromtheir own humanity, wote the Books of Rules to bind and
control and shape the subsequent history of Husaquahr for both faerie and hunan.

"That, of course, was close to the dawn of hunan time. After a whil e—ho knew
how | ong—these first founders felt their job done and went on to sone higher,
per haps angelic plane, thenselves; their children now becanme the sorcerers. But,
al t hough sorcerers tended to live inpossibly long lives, as each generation of
them grew and the elders eventually tired and went on to wherever sorcerers went
on to, the angelic blood was diluted nore and nore wi th humans. The powers of
five generations before were only shadows of what their ancestors could do;
those today nere shadows of that generation. And yet, each generati on,
generation after generation, kept on finding | oopholes or specifics not
addressed in the Rul es and, as such, anended them They couldn't really change
what their nore powerful predecessors had decreed, but they could keep addi ng,
keep 'plugging in the holes' as time passed. And the | ess power and the |ess

wi sdom that they had, the nore holes they found and the nore new Rul es they
wr ot e.

"By now, the sorcerous bureaucracy was incredibly well organized; it only
remai ned for that huge assenbly to get out the amendations and hair-splitting
new Rules to all those magical folk and royal, tenporal powers throughout the
world so that they woul d know what was bei ng done."

"There's probably a Rule in this batch regulating the I ength of nose hairs," Joe

mut t er ed.

"Ch, no," Tiana responded sourly. "They woul d have addressed sonethi ng that
maj or generations ago."

Irv | ooked at the | ast wagon to pass and i magi ned the nmountain of paper
contained within. "Is there anybody who knows even half of what's in them
paper s?" he asked.

"Probably not, not even anbng those that create them" Ti ana responded honestly.
"I't doesn't make any difference. Once the Rules are properly distributed, they
go into force and we're stuck with them They're not |ike |laws, you know. Those
are nade by governnents, which we al so have plenty of. Everyone, even nonhumans,
will be bound by whatever is in there as if it is natural law, |ike breathing or
what goes up usually conmes down."

"And you ain't worried? | nean, that somethin' buried in one of them wagons
won't suddenly change the way we | ook or talk or think or act?"

"I was born here," she renminded him "I sort of take it for granted."
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"You just learn to forget that it's going on," Joe told him You can't do
anyt hing about it anyway, and by this tine everything really nasty that they
could do has either been done or been stepped on by some prior rule so it's
cancel ed out anyway. | wouldn't worry about it."

The boy frowned. "But if all them papers don't nmake no difference, then why do
it at all?"

"Ch, they might make sonme minor differences," Tiana told him "Still, you are
right—+t's nostly harm ess at this point. But, you see, constantly revising and
perfecting the Rul es takes a huge bureaucracy, l|arger than the kind that runs
nmost governnments. Thousands upon thousands of people and fairies, all enployed
in everything from proposing the additions to arguing for themor against them
hel pi ng adopt and inplenent them printing and delivering them+t's a massive
undert aki ng. "

"And yet all them people do all that work and nothin' much happens because of
it?"

"Essentially, yes."

"Then why do they do it? Seens |like a total waste of tinme."

"Ch, their positions are essential," she responded matter-of-factly. "If they
didn't do what they did, then all those nmasses woul d be unenpl oyed, and, being
bureaucrats, most of themcouldn't do anything useful. Wy, they woul dn't
survive!"

"Or, worse, they nmight get together and try to do sonething really useful,"” Joe
added. "That would be a disaster. So, don't worry nuch about it, and
particularly not yet. You're still not quite within the Rules. So long as you
aren't physically changed here by some nmagic, you're still outside the nore
specific rules. Unless you're a changeling, which | seriously doubt, since we'd
have noticed by this tinme, you'll just slowy cone under nore and nore the

| onger you're here, without even noticing it."
"Changel i ng. Yeah, Like that sexy broad with the wings we nelon the boat."

"Unh- huh. Marge. She cane over with ne and at the tinme was as human as Ti ana or
me. She changed into one of the fairy races after she was here. It happens. But
I doubt if you qualify.

| seriously doubt if your nother had that trigger in her genes, and | sure
don't. And, judging by the time she took to change, | think you'd have done it
by now if you were going to, anyway.''

"What do'ya nean by trigger in nmy jeans? | ain't got no jeans on."

"In your blood," Joe told him "If you'd ever gone to church back home, you'd
know that it wasn't just here that angels mated with people. That was so | ong
ago, though, back before Moses' time, that it's even nore diluted back there
than here. But some folks have a little of that blood, either fromthe angels or
from denons, too, or early fairy-human matings, passed down in them If you do,
you becone a changeli ng when you get here.”

"Jeaz ... | think that'd be kind a neat," the boy said. "Maybe growi n' w ngs and
gettin' magic powers and all that. Uh—did you say denons?"

Joe nodded. "There's sonme pretty nean fairies, too. Pray you don't neet them
believe nme!"

"But being one of the fairy folk isn't all it's cracked up to be," Tiana pointed
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out, glad mat the boy was at least interested in sonething. "Qur souls are
eternal; they do not die with our body. In the fairies, the soul is nmade flesh
and is the body. They never really grow ol d, although experience gives themthat
| ook after a long tine, but as they are flesh, they are nortal. Iron, for
exanple, is deadly to npst of them except gnones and a few other special races,
and they are also subject to sone fornms of accidents and even nmurder. |f they
die, they're dead. To kill a fairy is to kill its soul as well. They don't even
have the option of dying. Their only chance is to renmain alive and well unti
Judgnent . "

"Un- huh," Joe put in. "And they're sort of one-dinmensional. Stuck. Renenber,

son, the fairies were shaped to do particul ar kinds of things and nothing el se.
They can't change, can't learn or do other things, outside what they were
basically designed to do. They can't quit and try sonmething else. It's got to
becone either boring or frustrating after a while, maybe after a few hundred
years, no matter what you're doing, particularly if you' re smart and curi ous and
anbitious. They can no nore change than a horse can deci de one day it woul d
rather be a cat."

Ti ana nodded in agreement with him "Yes, sonetines | feel rather sorry for
Marge. Even nore, now that | have a similar if nore nortal situation. Her
changeling race was dictated by her own soul at the tinme and was what she needed
to be at that tine, but, now. . . I'mnot so sure. She's intelligent, educated,
advent urous, and coul d have been soneone really inportant.”

Joe | ooked over at Tiana. "Do you feel frustrated?"

"No, not really. | admt that sone days I'mstill not used to being this smal
and light, but when have you ever heard of a woman conplaining of that!" Tiana's
ori gi nal body had been as |arge as he was, and as massive. Thanks to the body
and soul snatching techni ques of the Master of the Dead, her soul had wound up
first in the body of a mermaid, then this dancer's.

"Yeah, but what about bein' sonebody real inportant?" Irv asked her

She shrugged. "I was sonebody inportant. A queen, in fact. And, by sorcery, your
dad at the tinme |ooked |ike sone northern barbarian instead of his old self."

"And your body got stole?"

"Well, in the end, | could have had it back," she admtted. ' 'But, then, you
see, | 'd have to have cone back to being Queen. And if your dad had gone back
to the way he was nost of the tine here, he'd have been King.'

"Hey! What's wong with that? All the best, no work, and—wait a minute! That'd
make me a prince!"

"I't's luxury, all right," Joe agreed, "but it's also a trap, a prison, and,
believe me, if you think this is boring, you haven't been a monarch. Your job is
to cut ribbons and preside over boring neetings and stay apart fromthe common
fol ks. That was the worst. Not even being able to wal k down the street in ny own
city, go into a good pub and have a beer, talk to who | wanted, do what | felt
l'ike."

"Yeah, maybe |I'd hate it, but | didn't even get the chance to try it. |
mean—+i ke, | thought kings and queens could do pretty nuch what they felt
like.""

"Less than the stabl eboy, Tiana told him"' 'You can't change the system and
you are what you are and you have to play the part. W couldn't even sneak out
for a night. The society detided we were dem gods, half hunman, half divine. They
erected thousands and thousands of huge statues of us in the nude in practically
every public place. Everybody knew us—n the nost intinmate detail you can
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i magi ne. You've seen sone in the towns we passed."
The boy was thunderstruck. "Those two was you two?" He | aughed.

"Uh- huh. And that's why we decided to stick to the way we are now," Tiana told
him "It wasn't a radical change for your dad. He's still big and handsone, just
in adifferent way."

"I"'min rmuch better condition than Ruddygore found ne," Joe noted. "But, yeah,

I"mstill classed as your typical barbarian hero. That's why he picked ne off
that road seconds before | would have died in a crash. Tiana, though, was born
here to a royal famly. | think she's even prettier and sexier now than she was

before, but it's a very different |life for her. Fromroyalty to commoner, and
i nheriting the baggage the Rules placed on the new body before she had it."

"I don't mind if you don't," she told himsincerely. "In fact, because | was
Ruddygore's ward and educated on Earth, | had sone feeling for what it was |ike
anong the common people. | haven't nissed it nearly as nmuch as | thought |

m ght. The only frustration | really have sonmetines is that | used to be strong
as an ox. Now | couldn't lift ny own shadow |'m not used to having to depend on
others to protect nme, even in so sinple a thing as wal ki ng down a street.
Strange pl aces, dark places, strange crowds all seem sonehow threatening now |
guess nost wonen grow up with that, but | didn't, and I'mstill learning howto
cope with it. I"'mstill learning to be tough again, in a different way. That's
al so been part of this trip. Not just for you to learn, but nme as well."

At the City-States, where they'd docked after crossing the Sea of Dreans, Joe
had deci ded Irving needed experience. So he'd taken a |l ong vacation while he,

Ti ana, and the boy rode up through Leander and Hi gh Pot hi que on horseback
During that time, Irving had turned thirteen. And now they were nearing the end
of the journey.

The boy seened puzzled. "I don't get it. You say the fairy

fol k got problens 'cause they're locked in to doin' one thing while we're not,
then you say you're just as locked in by them Rules as they is—are."

"He's got you there,"’
| ogi c.

Joe said, somewhat approvingly of his boy's debating

The argurent di sturbed her.. "No, we have nore potential before we're | ocked in.
We don't have to turn out the way we do. W set out upon a path and only when
that path is certain do the Rules specifically kick in for us."

"Yeah, |ike Dad had a choice of whether or not to be a fighter, naybe? O did
you set out all along to be a dancer?

She sighed. "No, but | had a choice of dancer or queen, at |east. And your
father's personality, his mnd and body, |ikes and dislikes, nmobdes and
inclinations, made hima nercenary when he canme here. Wth an education, with
skills, you can become all sorts of things."

"Uh-huh. Like the law says 'cause | was born in Anerica | could be president,
but the real life said | was born poor and black with a choice of choosin' up
gangs or bein' carved up by both of 'em Uh-huh."

Joe took pity on Tiana and decided to rescue her. "You just said it, Irv. Not
too many people get choices no matter where they are. But sone do—they're snart
enough or maybe they just luck out. It's hard to say for sure. It's lots of
things we can't control, fromrace to brains to breaks. But even fol ks who have
all the right things sometimes wind up in the nud, and sonetines fol ks who have
nothing really do wind up with it all. Not nany, but sone. Ri ght now you're
com ng up on that point. You can be a fighter if you have the guts—+ know you
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got the makings in you, since you' re half Apache—er you can chi cken out and
becone a laborer. That's nore choice than you were headi ng to back hone. But
when you're |l ocked in here, you're | ocked in. The system depends on that, on
nobody rocking too much of the boat, so they made sure nobody could rock it but
so much."

"Sounds just l|ike back home," the boy responded.

Alittle before m dday the next norning, they went up high on a bluff and | ooked
down on the river.

It was incredibly wi de, perhaps nore than a mle wide at this point, and
swift-flowing; within its broad expanse you could see currents and snal |

whirl pools and eddies. It was the aorta of Husaquahr, the source of its power
and wealth and riches and of life itself. Virtually every drop of rain that fel
for a thousand mles in any direction wound up init; all other rivers and
streans were its servants, its arteries. The people, both human and fairy, of
this land thought of it less as a thing of nature than as sonething nearly
divine; it was their nother, their conpanion, the one factor that |inked them
all together, no matter what their race or job, no matter their nationality or
culture

Even Irv was inpressed. "Man! That's sone big wet sucker!"
Joe chuckl ed. "Can you sw nP"
"In that! You got to be kiddin'!"

"Don't worry—-you won't have to. Not that we could, anyway. That current is
strong enough to sweep you niles downriver before flinging you against the next
bend, and it's plenty-deep."

"What they got then? A bridge? "

"Nobody here could possibly build a bridge that would stand up to it," Joe
replied. "Maybe way, way upstream where it's a |lot narrower, they could, but
they wouldn't."

"Huh? Wy not ?"

"It's kind of—ell, against their religion, you m ght say. Oh, they'll bridge
nmost any other river or creek and damup the others and do all the usual things,
but not the River of Dancing Gods."

"So how do you cross it, then? | see sone snall boats out there but | don't
think none of "emcould nake it regular here to there without no engine."

"You're probably right," Tiana agreed, "but the river bends and twi sts like a

snake for all its length. Were it bends, it slows and deposits its |oads as
wel |, which often narrow it. Just above those narrows it seenms alnost still, and
at those points boats can cross w thout nuch problem W'I|Il have to go up til

we find such a point."
"Yeah? And they take you across for nothin' ?"

Joe | ooked at Tiana. "He's got a point there. We're back in civilization
now-these are all farns and preserves and freeholds. No living off the |and
here. And we don't want to blow half a year if | land a conm ssion.'

She shrugged. "W both know the area here. W coul d reach Samachgast by
nightfall. It is the kind of river port suited to ny talents."

"The kind of place where you can get yourself killed or worse,"” Joe responded
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worriedly.

"Do you think I like it? Renenber where | came fromand how far | have come
down. But, as the boy said, it is the Rules. In spite of it all, | amnearly
driven to do it. Besides, | have my two protectors with ne, do | not?"

She turned and ki cked her horse to action, and they foll owed, going up the river
road toward the distant town.

They were the typical rabble who worked ports and the sea; not nearly as rough
or mean as ocean nen, but a rough enough | ooking bunch to give anybody pause.
Now, as they gathered around the torchlit posts and watched her dance, they gave
the usual lewd and salty conmments and obscene suggestions as she whirl ed.

Irving had early displayed a real talent for the druns; the ones they carried
weren't exactly first rate of their kind and were | ess than great as instruments
in any event, being sonewhat limted in range, but he got everything out of them
that they were capable of.

The only thing Joe ever renenbered being able to play well was a stereo system
and those were pretty far away right now, the only remant the Peterbilt |ogo on
hi s incongruous but ever-present trucker's cowboy hat. He just stood well back,
al nrost in the shadows, as al ways, having nore than a few m xed feelings about

all this, and nervously watching the nen in the crowd.

Ti ana was not nerely any old dancer; her body was essentially built and honed to
that one function above all others, and she could twist and turn in ways that
woul d put nost people into hospitals or hones or at least traction. Any part of
her seened capabl e of bending in any direction independent of the rest and,

wi t hout thinking, any part of her could be rubber or steel as called for. It
seenmed as if there was little in the way of acrobatics she could not perform
with those legs, and, as a perforner, she was spellbinding, even hypnotic. It
was all done essentially w thout thinking; when there was a rhythm she coul d
dance to, sone kind of switch just got thrown in her brain and fromthat point
it was totally automatic, the routine always skilled but inprovised, the pace
increasingly frantic, timng and bal ance absol utely perfect.

If that had been all, Joe still wouldn't have mi nded as nuch, but she wasn't
merely a great acrobatic dancer, either. She was al nost pure animal, catli ke,
savage, magnetic. She was an erotic dancer.

One of the Books of Rules had sonething |like two chapters strictly on erotic
dancing, and that didn't count the inevitable supplenents and addenda they'd
never seen or gotten to. Naturally, as soon as they'd hit a town, they sought
out the library and | ooked it up. Trouble was, that was the first inkling of
probl enms. He'd never learn to read that crap—they had a pictographic witing,
|i ke Chinese, only with even nore synbol s—and Ti ana, who al ways coul d, had

di scovered now that she could not. Afriendly librarian, used to the problem
read it for them

Dancers danced. Period. The Rules renoved or prohibited all things that m ght
interfere with that function. Dancers did not need reading, witing, or the
like, so that was sinply elimnated as a possibility. Dancers could read and
wite nusic, however, if they desired to learn it. Yet they had quite an innate
mat hemat i cal sense, sonething Tiana had heretofore | acked. It appeared that
danci ng involved a whole | ot of instant, unthinking cal cul ations.

Erotic dancers, in addition, turned people on. It did not necessarily nean | ust
for her, but that was certainly a factor and a possibility, even a probability
in acrow like this, already uninhibited, probably drunk, and out for a night
on the town.
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Irv had | earned by now not to let her go on too long or it mght cause riots.
The idea was to give the crowd a real thrill so they'd toss noney for nore, then
give thema little nore, and so forth. She wouldn't, maybe couldn't, stop unti
he did, and he brought it to a close and ended quickly, leaving her with a
perfect split.

There was a nonentary silence, and then a |l ot of clapping and yelling and cries
of "More! Mre!" They, however, knew the traditions, and coins started being
showered fromthe crowd all around her. Irving, with long street experience in
his still short years, wasted no time in gathering themup so expertly they
seened al nost to be vacuuned fromthe ground.

They weren't quite that fired up yet; they wanted nore and they' d paid for nore.
At this point, Joe was |less worried than he was anmazed, as al ways, that with al
that |l eaping and whirling and twi sting, Tiana wasn't even breathing hard and had
barely rai sed a sweat.

The second set was no nere repeat of the first, but a whole different routine,
far nore el aborate, erotic, and somewhat inflamratory. If she really was in
control of herself when doing this, she could manage it better; but once she got
started, all bets were off, and it had been sone time since she'd danced for an
appreciative crowmd. The Rules didn't just make you a dancer; you had to do it,
all out, to the best of your ability, and hers was pretty dammed good. The

| onger she went between shows, the nore it built up inside her, like a tightly
coiled spring, and when it was let out it was intense after this kind of |ayoff.

Hell, Joe didn't think it was a big deal to turn on a bunch of drunken mal e
river rats, but at this stage she could turn on al nost anybody, and even the
worren with sone of the men were showing real signs of bodily desire. He shifted
his sword to the ready and nmoved into a better position

Irv knew the dangers, and kept the second set short. This tine the coins cane
faster and nore furiously; this tine they were demandi ng she go on and on

Bet ween dances now, he could see Tiana's face begin to pale as she sized up the
crowd, many of whom were beginning to press closer to her, and she was al ready
encircled. They had rehearsed a maneuver for this kind of situation, since it
proved not that uncommon; a particular cue, a particular signal that Irv would
make with the druns that would command this sort of finish. It depended, though,
on her having the strength of will to break through that enotional trancelike
dance state, to nmake the old Tiana control the new.

The one tine they had tried it before, she'd nanaged it, but that spring inside
her wasn't totally uncoiled as yet, and it was no sure thing in this bigger
crowd and rougher environnent, either. He gave the signal to Irving, hoping the
boy would catch it or have the sense of the crowd to do it anyway.

Irv did, but this third set was a hundinger; the crowd was joining in to the
same rhythms, which were, after all, nore street Phil adel phia than Husaquahri an
to begin with and thus had an extra inpact, and Ti ana was outdoi ng herself and

| eading themon. The situation was rife with the potential for, at best, a nmass
open-air orgy or, far worse, a violent and dangerous frenzy. Joe pulled his
sword out of its sheath and held it so that the flat could be used, al nost
clublike. Tiana had already m ssed a couple of exit opportunities, and he feared
t he worst.

However, just when he thought he'd have to wade in and get her out, she did a
trenmendous series of twists and | eaps and then, with the crowd giving al nost
awest ruck room she dashed for the crowd, then gave a m ghty broad junp and
actually cleared the heads of the nearest spectators, landing with a three-rol
up to the edge of the buildings, then quickly running into the nearest doorway
and out of sight of the crowd, which, nonentarily stunned, now gal vani zed as a
mob and stormed after her.
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Joe stepped back, sheathed his sword, and | et them charge the open doorway to
the small bar into which she'd run, and, when the last were inside or mlling
just outside, made his way to Irv, who was al ready packed and ready.

"Pretty good haul ," the boy remarked. "Man! If | only had a guitar, maybe a sax,
I could lay dowmn a great rap and they'd never cone down!'

"Conme on," Joe snapped. "W better nake sure she made it out the back way. It
sounds real nmean in there right now "

"Don't it always?"

They nade their way to the back of the buildings, which were virtually on the
river itself, and Joe tried to get his eyes accustoned to the sudden darkness.
"Watch your step," he warned the boy. "This wood's old and rotten here; one
false step and you go right into the river."

A dark shape noved from beneath the stairs in front of them "It's about tinme,"
Ti ana said nervously.

"We're here as fast as we can nove," Joe responded. "Why? Troubl e?"

"A couple of filthy types in that bar nade grabs for ne," she told them "I had
to kick one of "emin the balls and the other one in the face."

"You're learning fast," the big man said approvingly. She m ght not nmanage a
sword, but |egs powerful enough to nake the kind of |eap she'd made, conbi ned
with her tinmng, were |ethal weapons in and of thenselves. "You delayed a | ong

time, though. | was afraid you weren't going to make your break."

"Too many people. Too nmany tall people. | had to wait until there was a thin
spot with shorter men. Even then | kind of back-kicked one as | went. |I'mstil
not used to | ooking up at nmost nen. Still, | have to admit | haven't had this

much fun in ny life."

She wasn't being sarcastic with that last remark and he knew it. She was quickly
devel oping a taste for living on the edge, for taking |ast-second chances and,
he knew, she relished the power and attention and near nystical effect her
dancing and athletic skills could have on peopl e.

"Yeah, well, one of these days there's gonna be too many tall guys to junp over
and too many for me to fend oif, too," he warned her. "If you survive that,
it'll take nost of the fun out of it."

She came up to him put her arnms around him and kissed him "God! I'mreally

turned on!" she whi spered. She al ways was after one of these things.

At that nonment a door crashed open, flooding the back area with light, and a
bi g, bearded man shouted, "There she is!"

"Scatter!'' Joe shouted. "The usual places!'' He held out his hand. It was tine
to call upon the great magical sword naned after his son. "lrving, to ne!"
"Yeah, Dad?"

"Not you," he growl ed, as the nen streaned out with blood in their eyes. "I said

for you to scatter! The sword, dam it!"
n G.II n

Frustrated, he drew his great sword just barely in time as the first of the nmen
came at him Using nostly the flat, he banged heads and sent nen sprawling. Some
fell back and there was the crack of rotting wood and then yells and spl ashes.
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A kni fe whizzed past his ear and he decided it was tine to beat a retreat
hinself. He waited until they surged forward, then quickly backed up, causing
the mob alnmost to M over each other. Satisfied, he turned, there was a cracking
sound, and in a few nore seconds he felt hinmself fall into the river.

It wasn't terribly deep right in there, and he hit the nud bottom and ki cked
of f, encunbered by his necessary grip on his sword. The river water here was
static, due to the piers and construction, and snelled |like raw sewage, which
was what got dunped into it by the town anyway. Struggling, he nade his way in
under one of the piers to where his head and shoul ders were above water when he
stood and nmanaged to sheath the sword.

As nmuch as he wanted out of that river at that point, he' decided to stay in and
try and nake his way down, away fromthe port itself, cloaked by darkness and by
the natural unwillingness of anybody up there voluntarily to junp in this fetid
mess. He didn't like it, either, but anything he was going to catch fromit he
nmost certainly already had.

Li ke almost all river ports, the towmn was situated at a bend where the river

sl owed and deposited its silt, creating a flat, swanpy |and mass that none the
|l ess allowed for the docking of boats and the |aying of foundations on pilings
in the nuck. At the far end the harbor stopped, as the water was far too shall ow
to be useful, leaving a good quarter of a mle of broad mud flats. Here,

unt ouched by man's attenpt to control the land, was a slippery quagmre that,
nonet hel ess, he coul d manage, although the scabbard of his sword dragged in it
and occasionally nade himlose his balance. By the tine he reached firmer | and,
he was totally covered in sticky brown nud. He haul ed hinmself up and sat in the
harder mud near shore and coughed a bit. After a few m nutes, he heard soneone
el se, a woman, coughing as well

"Who's there?" he chall enged.
"Joe? Is that you?"
"Ti? What the hell are you doing here in this nmess?"

She made her way over to him "Sane as you, | guess. | tripped over sonething on
the pier and the next thing | knewl was in the water. This seened like the only
way out."

He | aughed and soon she | aughed with him Finally he asked, "lrv?"

"Ch, he went in between the buildings. He'll be fine. He knows where the camp is
and he's pretty street-wise, so | don't think he'll get in any real trouble.”
She chuckl ed. "God! | nust look a fright. As bad as you do! It'Il take me a week
of washing to get this gook out of ny hair!"

"Yeah, it's alnpst a shane. Here we are al one together and free for the first
time in along time, and | ook at us! By the tinme we got anyplace decent the nud
woul d dry us into statues."

She thought about it. "Then maybe the trick is to make sure the nud doesn't
dry."

"Huh? You mean—ever there? In the nud?"
"Way not ? Ki nky, huh?"
He thought about it. "Well, why not? We can't get any nuddier."

He was definitely wong about that.
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Still, it was a night to renmenber. Caked with the gooey stuff, they nmade their
way to the edge of the flats, where the river nade the full curve and began to
pi ck up again, cleansed now They were able to swimabout and get as nuch off as
they could, and it turned into one of those rare magical nights when it felt
good to be alive.

Finally, they made their way back to the area just outside of town where they
had been forced to canp, not then having the nmoney to stay in town. The boy was
sl eeping there, and they stood there a nmoment and | ooked at him

"You know, it's kind of odd," Joe commented. "You take the average person from
Earth and stick themhere, the kind who nows his | awn and works in an office
nine-to-five and maybe goes to singles bars, and he'd be dead or enslaved in no

time at all. But you take" a kid forced to live in a nasty nei ghborhood,
surviving by his wits, facing danger all the tinme, like him and he adapts
pretty damed well. W coul d probably nmake a | ot of folks happy if we could work

it out so those kids in the street gangs got over here and sone of our better
peopl e who just can't hack it here went back there in their place."

She shrugged. "He's still just a boy."

"Not here. Not anynore. But he'll make it. He'll do better here than he woul d
back hone, that's for sure.”

"OfF course he will," she assured him "He's your son."

Joe | ooked around at the quiet scene. "Yeah, he is. That's what's got nme to
wonderi ng."'

"Huh?"

"He was on his own, in that town, with a fair piece of change, and since he's
the only one now who knows how nmuch, we'll never know if any of it was spent.
wonder how long he's really been back here? | wonder how | ong he's been asl eep?
I wonder how old and gray | 'm gonna have to be to find out the answer to those
questions? If ever," he added.

CHAPTER 3
HARD ANSWERS, BI GGER QUESTI ONS

If, by sorcery, any citizen, of whatever rank or station, shall find him her,
or itself in the body, form or husk of another already bound to these Rules,
the Rul es governing the actual body, form or husk inhabited by soul or spirit
shal | prevail and be binding.

—Fhe Books of Rules, I, 412-9-11(d)

DUE TO THE LONG NI GHT, THEY HAD SLEPT UNTI L PAST M DDAY; even so, when Ti ana
awoke, she saw that Irving was still asleep. Cearly while his father's

suspi cions were confirned by this, and it was sonething she, too, worried about,
she decided that it was best if it be kept a minor nystery fromthe big nan. Joe
still sprawl ed on the blanket, snoring away, so she gently awoke the boy, put a
finger to her lips, and gave hima know ng w nk.

He sat up fast, |ooked around, saw his father still asleep and rel axed.
"Thanks," he whi spered to her.

"You've had your little fun, now go to work," she whispered in reply. "You stil
have nobst of the noney, | assunme?"

"Yeah, sure. Right here. | didn't use nuch. Uh—you think this is enough?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...s%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%?20.txt (24 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:54 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20Gods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %20the%20Dancing%20.txt

She poured out the haul and | ooked it over. In anong the nasses of copper were a
number of coins of silver and gold. "OCh, yes. Mre than enough, | think. Enough
too, to buy a decent breakfast."

The boy started to pack up, working around the still sleeping Joe, and Tiana
runmaged around in her pack and found what amounted to little nore than a string
bi ki ni nade of col ored beads, then slipped it on so it hung on her hips. Then
she started doing her normal routine of exercising, which included just about
every bend and gyration even her body was capable of doing and repeating it over
and over. It was unsettling to be talking to a woman who, seem ngly without
effort, balanced on the toes of one foot while raising the other |eg al nost
straight even with her body agai nst her head, over and over. It hurt just to

| ook at it. The fact that she could also hold a normal conversation while doing
this sort of thing was, well, unsettling.

The boy turned away and continued packing up the canp. "I still can't get over
how little nost girls are dressed in this place. There's nore skin and tits here
than a skin flick," he remarked

"I't's vanity, nostly, based on one of the Rules,"” she told him "It goes
sonmething like, 'Wather permitting, all beautiful wonen will be scantily clad."'
The thing is, 'beauty' is nearly inpossible to define, even for a bureaucrat.
Sone wonen whose | ooks are beyond question fall under that conpul sion, but nopst
do not. On the other hand, nost wonen like to think that they are under that
conpul si on, and even those who don't also tend to follow it, including many who
shouldn' t."

"Huh?"

"Ctherwi se, you're sort of going around advertising that you think you're plain
or ugly," she explained. "And, frankly, many wonen don't really have the body
for it. They need sone well-placed clothing to | ook their best—but nost won't,
anyway. "

"And that's every place?"

"Ch, there are lots of places where the rule has no practical effect—old
climtes, high places, places with lots of nasty insects or cutting vegetation
In those places, you undress for formal occasions! But in this broad region,
whi ch covers nmuch of Husaquahr, it's subtropical or downright tropical, and
that's the way things are.”

"Man! That's still weird! It alnost seens |like you all are puttin' up ads
sayin', 'Cone and get ne.' "

"I't's not that bad, nobstly because al nost everybody does it. It's nornal, and
what ever's normal, no matter how different or strange, people get used to and
take for granted in a hurry. It's sort of |ike sonme ancient cultures in your own
wor | d, where a woman who was overdressed and usually veiled was a prostitute,
since the clothing was used to hide her identity and naybe titillate the
custoners. Mst original tropical cultures wore few cl othes unless the

m ssionaries or conquerors got to them And, like them there's the sad fact of
being in a world without science or nmachi nes governed by Rul es that keep things
as they are."

"Yeah, this place could stand sone fans and sone tel evision."

"That's not exactly what | neant. You're lucky to be his son and not his
daughter here. Unless a wonman has nmmgi cal powers, or is of royal blood, she
usual Iy doesn't count for much here. For npbst folks here, life is short and
hard. You need a | ot of babies here, because npbst babies die before they get a
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chance to grow up. Mst girls are already married and havi ng ki ds by age
thirteen or fourteen. Wnen get no education and are nostly wives and | aborers
in homes and fields. It's nostly that way on Earth, too, even now, although
those who live in countries where wonen have sone freedom i ke yours forget
that. O course, npst of the nen don't get educated here, either. Here, sone
sort of trade for them however nenial, is all-inportant.”

"You got educated,"” he noted.

"I was of royal blood. The Rules are different. And, with ny parents nurdered,
was hustled off to Earth for protection by Ruddygore. | had the best education,
the best schools, the best things noney could buy. It was only by happy chance
that | could marry for love rather than politics.'

"Yeah? So what did it get you? You can't renenber half the schoolin' you got—you
keep sayin' how nore 'n' nore just slips away, and you're goin' around this

pl ace barefoot and cl ose to bare-ass naked, dancin' for coins thrown by horny
geeks. "

She shrugged. "1 think about that sonetimes, but, the fact is, | think nost
street dancers dream of being princesses or queens, and nost princesses or
queens find the life so boring and so neani ngl ess they fantasize about being
dancers. Right now |I'mhaving nore fun than | ever did the other way. It mght
not be the life I'd pick, but it's better than the one | had."

"Yeah, for now, " the boy responded sagely. "But, sooner or later, this life's
gonna go sour, and there ain't gonna be no way for you to go back to bein' queen
again. One of these days you're gonna wake up and suddenly see that you ain't
slumin', you ain't playin' poor, that's what you are."

Joe stirred. "Huh? Wizzit?" He groaned, rolled over, tried to sit up, nmade it on
the second attenpt, and opened his eyes blearily. "Don't you two ever sleep!"”

"Sure, and we did," Tiana told him"' 'It's not norning, love, it's afternoon,
and if we want to make any tinme at all today we'd better pack up and get
started. '’

"Huh? No breakf ast ?"

"We'll have to get sonme on the way. We're cleaned out as it is, but we've got a
little noney now. "

Irv frowned. "You sure it's safe to go through that town again?"

"Sure, so long as we skirt the riverfront," Joe answered, still half asleep. He
runmaged in his pack and pulled out a small cloth satchel. Opening it, he
renoved four identical-looking |oincloths, picked the one that | ooked cl eanest,
and put it on.

Tiana did not nount or prepare her horse. She usually finished up her norning
routine with a brisk run of eight to ten kiloneters. She woul dn't have that nuch
this nmorning, so she was taking what she could get, and at a real run. Those
extrenely long | egs were pure nuscle, and she neant to keep themthat way. They
actually had to urge their horses to a trot to keep up with her.

The port town | ooked different by daylight, but not inproved. It was pretty
seedy, really, with buildings of ranshackle wood and wel | -worn adobe interm xed
with no thought or plan. It also snelted of garbage and feces and collective
human sweat and was thick with all sorts of bugs, nobst particularly flies and
roaches.

Through it all, the popul ation was about. Away fromthe port and markets, the
har d- packed dirt streets were filled with human traffic; carts going this way
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and that, donkeys, and | ots of bare-chested wonen in colorful slit skirts, often
with one or two small babies strapped to a front halter or carrier on their
backs and ot her naked, dirty-1ooking toddlers bringing up the rear, carrying
huge | oads on top of their heads this way and that, trying to avoid the

omi present horse dung that was always in the streets. The centers of each

nei ghbor hood were the communal wells with their punps and pools held by
crunbl i ng adobe masonry. The wonen there all had kids, and it seened |ike every
ot her one was pregnant, even the ones with small crying babies.

It had taken Irving weeks to stop gagging every tinme he was around places |ike
this. Sonehow, all those sword-and-sandal epics on TV had never gotten to what

those places snelled |like. Now, though, he was al nost getting used to it, and,

in fact, he was no longer ogling every bare breast he saw, either. Tiana had a
poi nt about what was normal one place or another. The amazing thing was that it
took so little time to get used to a new normality.

Most of the cafes and bars only opened during normal nealtinmes, but they were
able to find a small place off one of the squares with a big well that had sone
| eftover stuff fromlunch and was willing to let themhave it cheap. Wthout
refrigerators, you couldn't keep nmuch long around here. Atrio of girls, the

ol dest of whom | ooked to be ten or el even, seened to do nobst things. It had al so
seened odd to Irv at first that kids his age and even younger got served beer or
wi ne, but, early on, when he saw a couple of little kids pissing in one of the
wel | s, he understood and didn't touch regular water again if he could help it.

O course, when they had conme over, Ruddygore had worked sone sort of magic that
had given himthe imunity he'd have if he'd been born and grown up here, and
that hel ped, but there was still a Iot of sickness and a | ot of young deaths
here, and nobody was i mune fromthe gall oping runs.

Ti ana, at |east now, was a total vegetarian; she didn't even drink nmilk or eat
eggs. If it didn't growin the ground, she didn't touch it. Fortunately, his
father had no such problenms, and in that, he nbst certainly decided, |ike
father, like son. He, for one, didn't know how the hell she got all that energy
of f cow fodder.

The proprietor was a fat little |ady naned Esaga who | ooked a | ot ol der than she
probably was. She wore only a rope tied | oosely about her waist, wth nobdesty
coming froma utilitarian towel hanging over the front and another in back. She
had the bi ggest boobs Irv thought he'd ever seen, and, even though she was
really roly-poly, there was no question that she was pregnant and well along in
it, too.

"l see what you nmean about the ones that shouldn't," Irv whispered to Tiana.

"Ch, | doubt if that's the reason," she responded in the sane | ow tone. "Mbst
likely she's got fires going for cooking in back and, considering how hot it is
even out here in front, she'd drop fromheat back there if she wore rmuch nore.
The big thing to renenber is, here, it doesn't matter."

"Madane," Joe called to Esaga. "How far upriver is it to the ferry across? Do
you know?"

"Mercy, sir, | couldn't tell ya," she responded in a deep, rich voice. "I been
borned and riz right here and never had no tinme t'go no place else. Keepin' this
pl ace stocked and a-goin' every day of the week and seein' t'ny kids keeps ne
too busy fer nuch else. There's a prefect house a bl ock down and to the left,
there, though. They'd know if anybody does."

Even Joe had never quite gotten used to that, and Irving thought he never woul d.
Nobody gave you anything here, |least of all the government. You worked or you
starved, and your kids did, too. Those had to be her daughters working here—they
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| ooked |i ke sisters. How many kids had she had, and from what age? And how nany
survived to grow up? And what did their old man do other than knock up his old
| ady?

It didn't seemright, somehow. Wy rse, it seened pretty dammed rough.

Joe's soft heart nade himtry to overpay the very tiny bill, but they would have
none of it. To them tipping was charity, and if they had nothing el se, they had
their pride and their honor

And that, of course, was what made this screwy world work in the end. They mi ght
not have nmuch or be nuch, but they took pride in what they did have and what
they earned, and so did nost others. It was the one noticeable thing that seened
everywhere here, standing out even nmore because of the lack of such a sense back
hone. Hell, even the crooks had a code of honor here. In a way, it was the one
thing about themthat was superior to anybody he'd known back home. Finally,
they did nanage to give thema little extra noney for sone extra leftovers and
an urn of w ne; provisions for the journey north to the ferry.

The prefect house was |like a small police station—very snmall, it turned out. The
one guy on duty, sweltering in his threadbare but perfectly maintained fancy
uniform was pretty helpful. Yes, there was a ferry, about twelve mles north if
you followed the river road. There were certainly others farther up, but even he
hadn't been farther than the first one and had certainly never ridden on it. No,
he didn't know where it went, but it was definitely sonmewhere in the Ki ngdom of
Mar quewood, since that was all the other shore, and it had to go somewhere worth
going or they wouldn't have a ferry there. He had a map of his own of High
Pot hi que, or at |east the coastal section, and all that showed was that they
were farther south than they thought they were.

Adm tting the point, Joe asked, "Any dangers or warnings about the route cone
down?"

"No, not close to here. There are reports of problens near the northern border,
but you will not be goi ng anywhere near that far. As for Marquewood, | cannot
say. They say there's lots of fairy folk along the river over there, and you
never know about them W haven't had an incident along the route in either
direction for a day or nore's ride in—well, since the War."

"Suits us fine," he told the prefect, and left. "He says it's clear riding," he
told Tiana and the boy. "Let's head 'em up and nove 'em out."

They set out right away, and soon |left the town far behind.

"The way the sundial in the square back there pointed, | don't think we've got
much nmore than four hours nore of sunlight, thanks to our late start," Joe said
to them "I'mnot too thrilled trying to take this river road at night, the way
it twists and turns. | say we nmake what time we can, then canp and get an early
start tonmorrow. No telling howlong a wait it'll be to get on the boat."

Every couple of miles along the road there was a small spur |eading down to a
flat, nossy area alnost at the river. These in, fact were rest stops, so to
speak, where you could use the river to relieve yourself, build a fire to cook
and to eat, or mamke canp if you were caught short on the trail by sunset.
Sunsets cane very quickly in this pan of Husaquahr, and the nights tended to be
very, very dark.

After their first pit stop, Tiana said, "No telling how nuch standi ng around
we' |l have to do tonorrow, so |I'mgonna run the distance today. Too nuch riding
makes ne stiff."

"Well, we're not in any real hurry, so don't get too far ahead, Joe war ned

her. "You never know who or what's around on roads |like this."
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"Don't worry so nmuch," she scolded him "If you're that nervous, keep up with
me!"

"Man! I'mtired just watchin' her go!" Irv said bermusedly. "How can anybody get
that way on lettuce and fruit sal ad?"

Joe laughed. "I don't know. She was never |ike that before. She was like six-two
or -three, two hundred and sixty pounds. You saw the statues. She was sonething
of a fitness nut even then, though. Hell, | think she could a lifted ne."

"She ain't all that short now, for a girl."

"Tal ki ng averages, no, five-six isn't short, but it's three-quarters of a foot
shorter than she was. And, of course, the body's totally different. It's stil
her inside, though, and 1'd trust her judgnent nost of the time, except when
she' s danci ng, anyway."

Irving | ooked out at the broad river, nore mmjestic-looking than ever, the
di stant green shore showing little detail. Suddenly he frowned, stared, and
| ooked again. "There are girls-wonen—eut there!"

Joe turned and | ooked, not seeing themat first, then finally catching what the
boy had seen.

"Holy Hell! Did you see that?" Irv cried. "A big fish just junped out and right
on top of one of them "'

Joe laughed. "No, it only | ooked that way. Those aren't wonen, they're river
mernmai ds. Contrary to the old | egends, mernmmids are mammal s |i ke us and breathe
air. River nermaids nostly have that bluish cast to their bodies and |ight
underbel lies, kind of |ike dol phins. Ask your stepnother about nernmaids
sonetine. She was one of the salt water kind once, in between then and now. "

Irving could just stare for a nonent. "Jeez! Just when you start gettin' used to
this place, sonmethin' like that pops up and hits you in the face! Mernmaids! Ww
Uh—are there any nernmen?"

"Not that | know of, but | couldn't be dead certain on that. |I think they mate
with regular nen, like you or me. They're supposed to be able to hypnotize you
or something so they're irresistible. But they only have daughters and they're
al ways nmermai ds. Don't get any bright romantic ideas at your age, though. They
doit in the water, and it's even odds the guy drowns in the end."

I rving gul ped. "Unh—thanks for the warnin'."

"There's all sorts of things that live out there in and beneath that river,"
Joe told him "Alot of "emaren't that pleasant, and even the ones that are

m ght have little flaws like that. You run into any of the nonhuman races, never
make the m stake of thinking that they're just funny-Iooking people or people
with odd abilities or powers. They're not. They think different, live different,
and have a whole different way of seeing things than we do, and nost of 'em
haven't got a lot good to say or think about hunmans. Qur people pretty mnuch
wi ped out their people back on Earth, and they know it, and since death to them
is final, they don't ever want to give us much of a chance here." There was
little traffic on the river road; they passed only a few people going in the
other direction, nostly nmen on horseback, looking as if they were headi ng hone
from sonepl ace, and sonme folks with carts heading in with produce for the town
they'd left. Each one reported seeing Tiana and that she was in good shape.

One fellow had cone off the ferry. "Yeah, it's decent," he told them "Pricey,
though. The next crossing's al most seventy mles north or fifty mles south and
they know it. A Marquewood boat and fairy-run. That neans only gold." "A fairy
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ferry!" Irv laughed. "Wat kind?" "You wait and see, youngster," the man
responded. Joe ignhored the exchange. "Wat's the rate?" "Two gold api ece one
way, three round trip. That's with horse, of course. One and a half and two
wi thout, but | wouldn't advise it. They charge plenty for horses on the other
side, too, and it's a long walk to anywhere el se.”

Joe whistled. "W're short, then."

"There's sone brokers at the landing, but they'll steal you blind," the man
warned. "Best if you can sell sonething ahead of tinme."

"Any towns between here and there?"

"No, it's only about an hour and a hal f ahead of you. No use hurrying there,
though. They don't run at night and they're on their last trip of the day by
now. "'

"Where's it go?"

"Daryia. Nice little town, but just inland is a main junction for nobst anypl ace
i n Marquewood. "

"Huh. If it's as costly as you say, and we're this far down, | mght be better
going the extra two days' distance north and taking the shorter run. |I've taken
that one before.”

"Wul dn't recomrend it," he responded. "Not nuch governnent authority up in that
area, and a lot of nasties lurking around. Still got those dammed zonbi es about,
you know. "

That got Joe's attention fast. "Zonbi es? You nean the Master of the Dead is
still going?

"Sure. Where have you been? H s advance stopped about six nonths ago, and he
actually withdrew a bit, consolidating his gains, but he's still powerful and
nobody's been able to take anything back yet. It's a mracle he stopped his
advance at all, but he's sure to start up again sooner or later. Runor has it he
reached the limt of how many of the wal king dead he could control or maybe how
big an area of "emhe could control. Sooner or later he'll make a deal with sone
principalities or others and get what he needs, though, mark my words! | sure
woul dn't be going north right now"

They pressed on, but Irving wanted to know t he details.

"H's name is Sugasto, and sooner or later |'ve got a score to settle with him"
Joe told the boy. "I net the dirty weasel on our first quest here. An oilier
traitor | don't think |I've ever met. Even the old Dark Baron was a gentl enman
conpared to this guy. Ruling over corpses is only one of his tricks, but a good
one. Hard as hell to kill sonmebody who's already dead. His other little trick of
snat ching your soul fromyour body and putting it in a jar is one reason why
Tiana's in the body she's in and caused us all sorts of problenms. That was a
trick he even taught the Baron. If you get close to him your soul will w nd up
in one of his wine cellars and he'll be free to play ganes with your body.
Funny. O d Ruddygore said he woul d be easy to take care of with the Baron out of
the way. | don't like the sound of it."

"Wy not ?"

"Wel |, that second ferry's just below Castle Terindell on the Marquewood side.
If Sugasto's got control down about to the other side there, that neans he's
only stuck because of Ruddy-gore, and that neans that he's pretty nuch got our
old patron in a stalemate and he's trying to figure a way to break it before
going further. | don't want to run into himjust yet. The last tine | was but
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for the count in a bottle, and when Marge found the bottles of all of us, they
didn't have any |labels on them W wound up bei ng poured back into the wong
bodies, and the one | drew was one | don't want to have to detail."

He worried about Tiana being out of sight ahead, but just before sunset she cane
back to them down the trail, breathing hard but not | ooking out of sorts at all
They took the next turnout to the river, and set up camp for the night. Wile
doi ng so, Joe gave Tiana the news fromthe traveler.

"Well, then, we nust take this ferry," she told them "W don't dare get near
his territory right now, particularly if sonebody recogni zes us, and we nust
assune he's got a pretty good intelligence service."

Joe sighed. "Well, converting the silver and the copper, we've got maybe four
gol d pieces. W're two short, and if those traders at the landing are the kind
that usually are at places Iike that, we'll get no nore than one for a horse,

bur pay three on the other side to get sonebody else's horse, and it's another
sixty or seventy niles easy to Terindell once we get over."

She thought about it. "Well, if we sell themone of the horses, and with the
silver converted, we should make it. | can run part way and double up with
Irving, here, for the distance. O course, there's usually a bar or cafe at
these | andi ngs, too. Maybe | coul d dance."

"Uh-uh. Not on this side, anyway," Joe responded quickly. "No chance of a
getaway if things get wild. W might take our chances over there, but not here."

She shrugged. "Well, we'll see what the situation is when we get there."

They built a small fire and had some of the provisions, and Joe was al ready
yawni ng. "Damm! Too big a night last night and not enough sleep after. |I'mready
to fall over right now"

"You go ahead, then," she told him "I want to wind down a little nore yet, then
I"lI'l join you.'

By this tine the entire region was in pitch darkness; there was no noon, and the
stars provided very little decent illum nation

Joe was soon snoring away as usual, but Irving was having problens getting to

sl eep. He was just starting to drift off when he heard somet hing and cane awake.
Dmy, by the thin light the dying fire gave, he could see Tiana putting a
bridle on her horse. He got up and went over to her.

"What's up?”

"Shhh . . . Don't wake Joe. If I'"mlucky he'll never know |I've gone and |'Il be
back | ong before he wakes up."

"But where are you goi ng?" he whi spered.

"Up to the landing. It's only about a hal f-hour by horse. | know+ saw the boat
| eave before | cane back fromthe bluff just ahead.”

"You want nme to conme with you?"
"No. Stay here. CGet sone rest, and watch over the provisions.”
"But —-what you gonna do?"

"Never mind. |'11 nmake a deal with you. | didn't go anywhere but to sleep
toni ght, and you cane strai ght back to canp |ast night. Period. Okay?"

She had hi mthere.
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" But —

"No buts. | want to get a nove on. |'ve just been waiting until he was out.
Don't worry. This is ny turf, as you say."

Irving watched her ride off, not quite knowing what to do. The fact was, this
wasn't her turf; she didn't know that place ahead, but he knew the ki nd of
people nost likely to be around there at night. They'd run fromthem|ast night.
She was of f doin' sone fool thing with nobody to protect her at all

It felt, well, dishonest, somehow. Sure, he'd had his little thing |ast night,
but it wasn't the sane. He was a guy, and she was, well, narried.

Now he had three choices: follow her on the quiet and see what was what and be
there to bail her out if she needed it, do as she said, or wake Dad and betray
her—and hinmself. He'd rather not face his father on that, even if he was an
adult by Husaquahrian standards at thirteen, so the |last one was out. Besides,
he m ght be pissed off at her, too. But he couldn't just, well, sit here, even
if he didn't like the idea of riding this road in the dark

He got his horse, put on a bridle and bl anket, and headed off in the direction
of the landing as quietly as possible.

She beat himby a fair anmount of tine, of course; he was very cautious, know ng
he didn't have nuch experience in riding and yet wouldn't be much good to her if
he fell off the road and in the river and killed his horse or nmaybe broke his
own neck. Her horse was tied up at the |andi ng when he approached it.

It wasn't all that nmuch. A few small buildings, hardly a big deal. The biggest
of them was apparently the pawn shop or whatever the equival ent was here; it
probably al so sold souvenirs. The other place was lit up, though, and fromthe
sounds it appeared to be sone kind of bar or nightclub. He tethered his horse
away fromthe | anding and crept down to it, then peered inside.

It was a bar, or, rather, what they called an inn here—a snmall bar and
restaurant area, with a fewroons for rent either in back or upstairs. She was
in there all right, and she was having a good old tinme with three or four guys,
bot h doi ng some playful dancing and getting real suggestive with them She was
lying there at one point, real suggestive and seductive on this table, and one
guy was feeding her grapes and stuff!

He knew now exactly what her Mjesty was doing, and he didn't know what to do
about it. If Mama coul d be believed, which was al ways a question, she'd broken
up with Dad after finding out he had a whole string of girls on the road. O
course, she wasn't no slouch in that departnent, either, but the only menories
of her like that was after the split. Dad had kind of admtted some of it, but

cl ai red Mama was never a one-guy wonan and they both knew it straight out at the
start and that she'd taken up with this guy who was superjeal ous and she'd taken
the new guy's side in things and that led to the split. He wasn't sure, but he
sure never liked it the way it was while he was grow ng up

He was so mixed up in his feelings he didn't know quite what to do, so he went
back to his horse, sat down on a rock, and just waited. Finally, he got so bored
he dozed off, and only woke up when he heard another horse neigh. He jerked

hi nsel f awake and saw her out there getting on her horse and turning it back
toward him He m ght have beaten her back to canp if he wanted to risk the ride,
but the questions inside himforced himto wait.

She was startled to see him but instantly she knew the whole story w thout his
sayi ng a word.

"Well," she sighed, "I could say it was the Rules for me, and | think it m ght
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well be the truth, because | really do | ove your father deeply and yet | have no
guilt or shanme about this at all. It might also be something inside me wanting
to get even with him"

"Huh? He cheated on you?"

"Many times, when we were ruling together. It was nearly inpossible for himto
keep his hands off all those pretty young things who are attracted to strength
and power, and with all the scheduling demands it wasn't that hard for him
either. I'mnot so sure that wasn't one reason | wanted to end that phase of our
life."

"But you never cheated on hi m+hen?"

"Bventual ly. Not right away, but, after a while, | started playing the same kind
of games, partly in revenge, partly because he was getting such a workout with
themhe had little energy left for me. The difference was, | knew not only that
he cheated, but w th whom and when. He didn't know about ne. Hs nmale ego
wouldn't et himin any case unless he caught me in bed with sonebody, and | was
much too discreet for that. After a while, | got to like it. The variety, no
complications, that kind of thing. But | was always, as you say, hung up with
others then. I'mnot any nore. The other thing is, as | discovered tonight, I
can't just give it away, except to him That's some Rul e somepl ace, no
question.”

"You been doin' this all along since we got here, then?"

"No, I'min full control of mnyself. This was the first tinme. I'mnot so sure
about him though, although he's probably been good because you're with us. |I'm
just sorry you had to find out, particularly like this. | guess | nust not seem

much of a change to you, and certainly not a good exanple. That | feel bad
about . "

"Well, | dunno . . . What if he finds out?"

"He probably will someday, and then I'Il pull the Rules on hi meverybody does it
because nobody knows what the Rules really say—and he'll feel free and that'l

be that. But 1'd just as soon not right now. | don't plan on this as a regular
habit unless he forces ne. | did it for just one good reason—pure practicality."

"You did it for noney.'

She nodded, hol ding out a hand. He reached out and into his outstretched palm
dropped two gold and two silver pieces. "Jeez!" he said. "That's two and a
quarter horses! Was that all of themor are you really that good?

"Never mnd, smartass. Let's get back and get sone sleep. Tonorrow you can find
the extra pieces you didn't notice, maybe hidden away in a fold of the bag or
what ever." She grew very serious. "Look, it's inportant to ne that you
understand this. | love your father. | would never leave him and | wouldn't
want to be with any other man like this. | don't know what happened between him
and your nother because he never tal ks about it except in vague terns, but if we
split up, it'll be himtaking the wal k out of nmale ego, not ne. I'msorry, but
the situation's just different here."

"Al'l right, 1I'll shut up about it," he assured her, "but only this once. You
keep sneakin' off with these strangers in strange places with no backup and
sooner or |ater sonmebody's gonna get you good. People just ain't that different
over here as you like to think they are."

Not too different at all, he thought, as they rode back in silence, except that
these fol ks have a ready excuse for the wong things they do. Except that at
| east these two cared what he felt, and that was sonething. Sonething he very
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much needed, and didn't want to | ose.

When Irving had asked what sort of fairies ran the ferry, the man had told him
to wait and see. Now, as it came in, he still wasn't quite sure. It was a big
thing, flat but raised up, with a real hull, and there was a huge single sail on
a mast in the center controlled by sone kind of rope-and-pulley systemthat
extended to the sides of the ship and seenmed to go down into the water. There
seened to be lots of sonme sort of large fish, maybe dol phins, ahead of it in the
water as if scouting the way, but, aboard, there appeared to be no wheel, no
wheel house, and no apparent crew

As it drew closer, it was clear that the big fish or whatever they were in front

were on lines, like a team of horses attached to a big wagon, and that they were
in fact steering the boat that way, although the main propul sion cane fromthe
mani pul ati ons of the single sail. And there was someone, or sonething, atop the

|l ead fish, alnmpst invisible fromany distance because the creature's coloration
seemed to match or reflect the water.

Now t he boat was angled so that the current would take it into shore, the sail
slowy folded inward so that it was no |longer driving .the boat, and, for a
nmonent, the rider was against the dark background of the boat hull rather than
the water. The outline was of an inpossibly beautiful girl, alnost a cartoon of
a sexy girl, only her skin seened weird, as if she were sonehow nade of glass or
plastic and filled with water.

"A water nynph!" Joe exclained. "I never knew they did any work they didn't have
tol"

Ti ana nodded. "But what's pulling and steering? Mermaids?"

At that nmoment the "fish" team freed of its tension for a nonent, sounded as
one, and fromthe water energed the ugliest, nost fearsone, nonstrous heads
Irving had ever seen, alnbst a cross between a lion's head and naybe the
Creature fromthe Bl ack Lagoon. They roared with a terrible sound that nore than
fit their horrible visage.

"Hi ppogryphs!" Joe excl ai med. "Nynphs who never did anything in their lives
riding and guiding a beast that | never knew could be tamed! They've got to be
tame, though. She woul dn't have the strength to guide themagainst their wills!"

The water nynph stood atop the | ead beast, reins in hand, like a perfornmer in
some big water show, pulling this rein and that until the beasts were to one
side, out of the way of the boat, which then passed them The team noved in and
started nudgi ng the boat into the |anding.

There was no dock as such; just a nmud flat that went gently down into and under
the water. The boat ran right up on the flat and seened to dig a little trench
as it stuck fast in the shallow nud. Now a couple of human boys, maybe ei ght or
nine years old, who had been sitting on a piece of wood, ran up and started
unfastening the front end of the boat, which dropped with a crash onto the nud
and created a ranp fromthe exterior. As soon as the people, horses, and carts
inside started to cone off, all sorts of adults seened to pop up fromall over
the place hawki ng just about everything and keeping an incessant set of pleas to
buy this or that or, "You'll need this," as the travel ers di senbarked.

"I't'Il be interesting to see how they collect the fares," Ti ana conmment ed.
"Wat er nynphs nust be pretty rmuch in contact with the water at all tines or
they'll start to dry out."

If Joe had been at all aware of the previous night's activities, he did not |et
on to either of them and seenmed perfectly happy to accept Irv's contention that
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there was nore in the purse than he'd thought. He really began to wonder about
hi s Dad, though; he knew that Joe had |ightning reflexes and could pop up out of
an apparently sound sleep, sword in hand, at the merest sound of danger. For the
simple life, the boy thought, things were sure getting conplicated, with
everybody keeping secrets from everybody el se.

Now it was their turn to be besieged by the vendors as they | oaded back on. It
was ki nd of the honor system on who got on first, but it wasn't much of a crowd
and the line was pretty nmuch sel f-enforcing.

Irving | ooked inside and wasn't sure he liked it. "Hey! This tub's sinkin'!"

An old guy with a thick gray beard taking a cart aboard chuckled. "Don't worry
about it none, son. They decide if the water conmes in or stays out. Just you
Wwai t!"

The smal |l boys who'd unfastened the ranp now waded into the water and got hold
of ropes floating there on the surface. Then they ran back and attached hooks on
the ropes to an assenbly at each end of the ranp and gave a shout. Somet hing
pulled on the ropes fromthe sea, raising the ranp, which hit a wooden catch at
the top of each side and clicked into place. The boat lurched this way and that,
and suddenly was floating free. The deck had only a few inches of water in it,
but now the water seemed to coal esce in clear spots and fromthose spots arose,
al most oozed, the shapes of two of the water nynphs. They had an unnerving,

O her-Wrldly perfection to them and they |ooked exactly alike, each about four
feet of total fem nine sensuality.

"Don't touch the hair, boy," the old man cautioned in a lowtone. "It's |ike sea
nettles. Stings like crazy."

"Wl cone to the Daryia ferry,"” they said in unison, in truly nusical, singsong
voi ces. "Please give us your fares now as we pass anpng you. After we are
squared away, the water will recede and there is fodder in the forward hold for
the aninmals which is included in the fare."

"I wonder what happens if you don't have the fare?" Irv nused.

"Then they take you," the old nman repli ed.

That was not a conforting thought.

Even up close, the fairy nynphs seemed weird, |ike beautiful but extremne
scul ptures made of glass. Irv, like all the other nen, couldn't really take his
eyes off the creatures.

When one got to them Joe, who'd appropriated the noney pouch, fished out six
gol d pieces and dropped themin the nynph's palm The pieces sat there a nonent,
then seened to sink into her hand, and you could watch the gol den coins go down
through her into the water and then to who knew where?

"I've never heard of nymphs running a ferry before," Tiana commented. "Nor taned

hi ppogryphs, either."

The nynph shrugged. "It beats lying around all day being seductive," she
responded.' 'It's an old troll ferry that was abandoned during the War. W

| ooked at it and decided that sitting around |ooking sexy for a few thousand
years had grown kinda old, so we did it. The hi ppogryphs are not tame. They're
partners."

Joe thought sone reply to that was called for, but, for the life of him he
couldn't think of one. Finally, Tiana comented, "It's nice to see sone
i ndependent busi nesswonen here for a change."
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As soon as all the fares were collected, the nynphs nelted into the water, and,
true to their word, the water itself began to drain out sonewhere, until the
deck was as dry as a bone.

From what was now the front came a series of splashes and an eerie, hypnotic
siren song, and the boat began noving in earnest.

Al t hough the crossing should have taken no nore than twenty-five or thirty
mnutes, it was tricky in the crosscurrents of the big river, and there were
constant adjustnments this way and that.

Finally, Joe nuttered, "Wat | want to know is what they do with their noney."

"Perhaps it is best not to know that one," Tiana replied. "Even nynphs m ght
like pretty baubles, and who knows how they |ive under the water, but what and
wher e does a hi ppogryph go to spend it?"

Irv just shook his head in wonder. Maybe this place wasn't so nuch |ike hone
after all.

He went over and junped up on sonme of the side-bracing so he could | ook out at
the passing scene. The ferry | anding was already receding in the distance, and
they Were about to clear the bend and go out into the mai nstream of the river
itself.

As soon as they did clear, he could | ook back and up and saw, or thought he saw,
the point near the next bend where they'd spent the night. Looking the other

way, Marquewood still wasn't nuch, although, beyond the trees, he thought he saw
the roofs of some buil dings that perhaps marked the town.

The river itself was anmazing, both as a main highway for the entire continent
and for supporting lives and livelihoods of both humans and nonhumans. |t had an

abundance of fish; he'd watched sone bei ng caught fromsnmall jerry-built piers
near the landing, and while the fish |ooked, well, pretty strange, they were
still fish and it was still pretty nmuch what woul d be expect ed.

Just in front of them a small school, or whatever they'd call them of nernmaids
popped up out of the water and shouted and waved, not to himor the passengers,
but to the strange nynph who was both captain and teanster up ahead. Up cl ose,
the mernmai ds' skins did have a rather bluish cast not evident fromshore, and
their hair was a much darker blue, but they still |ooked remarkably |ike a bunch
of schoolgirls out in the river for a swm

Part of the reason the trip took so | ong was the number of small islands that
had been built up by the river's deposits near the bend, forcing themto thread
their way through small inlets separating the nounds. And yet, even the snal

i slands were covered with trees and bushes and the nests of exotic tropica
birds. Sonme nermai ds were sunning thensel ves on a big rock at the end of one of
the islands, and on shore a number of dark shapes seenmed to withe and then go
into the water. Alligators, maybe? O sonmething el se as weird as barking,
bearded fish.

Here and there sonme water nynphs would rise to the surface and seemto wal k on
or even slightly above the water, shouting things in their operalike singsong
voi ces to those handling the boat. Sonehow, it drove hone just how vul nerable
| and-dwel I'i ng humans |ike himwere on this thing. Not only did this river have
all the dangers of any tropical river or even any deep river, except naybe the
ton of pollution Earth added, but it was also home to a nunber of races as
intelligent in their own way as humans were, but as different as night and day
fromhumans as well. There nmight be whole civilizations living beneath these
waters, with who knew what powers and what kind of |ives?

Finally, they began to come in to the opposite shore; the one they |eft now
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seened eerily lost in a late norning mst. The town itself was still nostly
masked, starting on a bluff well up fromthe river |anding and sheltered by
thick, alnmpst junglelike vegetation

He wanted to see how they cane in, but a yell from Joe ordered hi m down and he
reluctantly obeyed. He quickly saw why; the bunps and jolts of the operation

m ght well have shaken himoff the side or, if he'd |l eaned too far forward, into
the river itself.

"We've still got alittle noney," Joe told him "so we'll catch a bite to eat
here and get what news we can of the route. | want to find out if there's
anyt hing nasty between here and Terindell."

"We're not stayin' here tonight, then? | figured it mght be tine for another
dance," the boy responded

"I't might be, but it's still fairly early, and we can nake it hal fway there, if
we keep on, and all the way by tonorrow night. Five or ten niles north and |"']I
be in country I know well, which helps a lot."

"You still worried 'bout that zonbie guy, huh? He's way over on the other side
now. "

"He's on both sides—bet on it. And he's been down farther than this and a little
inland before, so | don't want to take any chances. Not too nany years ago, a
denmon-led arny was literally at the gates of Terindell, and not too |ong ago,
sonme of the towns between here and there were under Sugasto's control. |If he had
to pull back because he was reaching his limt, then we're still within his
limt now. | don't underestinate the S.O B. | keep doing that and al nost dying
or worse as a result. And he's got a particular set of scores to settle with us,
just as we do with him Last tine he controlled things; the next tine | want to
set the conditions."

The town, like the vegetation, was rather different than the Hi gh Pot hi que ones
he'd been in, but the basics were the sane. Gone was any trace of adobe;
bui |l di ngs here were of stone and wood, with thick straw or banmboo or even, in a
few cases, red slate roofs. The people seened a bit nore prosperous, although
that was |ike going fromzero to al nbst one on a scale of ten, and had a
different | ook about them It wasn't a big difference, but the folk of High
Pot hi que | ooked nore Arabic, while these | ooked nore European, their conpl exions
more tan than olive, their features nmore like die typical white fol ks he knew
back hone.

The nen tended to wear white cotton in a uniform baggy style, often with soft
| eat her boots, and about half tended to wear broad-brimed, rounded white hats.
The wonen, on the other hand, nade those of Hi gh Pothi que seem al nost
overdressed, nost of themwearing little nmore than varicolored cotton string

bi ki ni bottons or petite cotton |loincloths. They tended to be fatter, or

chunki er, on average than those of H gh Pothi que, and nost all of themwore
oversized earrings, bracelets, and the |like of bone or copper or sonething else,
and al nost all of themtended to cut their hair real short, alnbpst in a man's
trimcut. Like those of H gh Pothique, they tended to carry huge anphoras or
boxes on their heads, and, also |like Hi gh Pothique, npbst seenmed to be pregnant,
carrying babies as well, and having | ots of naked kids around.

It didn't snmell nmuch better, either

Most of the snmall cafes were just preparing for lunch, though, so it was

possi ble to get hot, thoroughly cooked food, which always nmade Irving feel a bit
better. Cooking still killed little nasties that wanted at your insides. As
usual, he let his father order, he wasn't sure he really wanted to know what
sone of the stuff was. At this level of cooking, anyway, it all tasted pretty
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much |ike whatever it was cooked in, anyway.

Joe picked up his tankard and | ooked at them "Two days to real beds and decent
food," he said. He gestured in a sort of a toast. "To the end of the road," he
added, and drank.

The proprietor, over here a man, told themthat they'd have to clear border
entry at the crossroads; the only road out of town led to there, so it was the
border station, to avoid crinping the town's econony nore than any other reason
Travel ers who cl eared the border here mght tend to hurry on past; those who
knew t hey woul d yet have to usually stopped and spent sonething. And, of course,
goi ng the other way, travelers to Hi gh Pothique tended to cone here and spend
the night before the journey.

The border people would have information on all the roads and routes.

Unl i ke Hi gh Pot hi que, which seened pretty | oose about its guards and such, this

station was alnost like a small mlitary stockade built of form dable stone. The
bl ue-and-gold fl ag of Marquewood flew atop a | arge pole, and the bordermen were

dressed nore like soldiers, in uniforns that matched the fl ag.

Irving | ooked over next to the flag and tried unsuccessfully to suppress
| aughi ng. Standing just beneath it was a huge nmarbl e statue of a nude nan and
worman, bigger than life, |ooking back at them

"No wi secracks," Joe warned. "Besides, we're going to have enough probl ens
renenbering that we're suddenly nobodi es here."

A soldier, with a trim brown mustache and mlitary bearing, cane up to him "Do
you have any papers?"

"No, sir, although we are all citizens of Marquewood. Although ny parents were
froma far-off place, I was born in, and am going hone to, Terdiera; the lady is
of Sachalin origin."

The sol di er nodded, then | ooked at Irving. "You, young sir, are not of
Mar quewood, surely.”

"My son," Joe answered hastily. "I travel a lot in ny work."

The sol di er | ooked at Joe, then the boy, then shrugged. "Apparently so. And from
where did you journey?"

"H gh Pothique, entirely. A well-earned holiday, you m ght say. Now | am
returning to ny enployer."

"l see. And who might that be?"

"Ruddygore of Terindell, of course."

The soldier started a bit. "You work for the sorcerer?"
"Legally, no. But he has first claimon ny services."

The sol di er nodded and went to Tiana. "You are of Sachalin?"
"I was born in that city, my lord."

"And what are you to these two?"

"My lord, | amhis slave and m stress," she responded, pointing to Joe.

The response startled Irving. Hell, she was his wife, wasn't she? But it seened
to satisfy the guy. Maybe it was an inage thing, he decided, or one nore of them
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damed Rul es.
"Name and fam|y?"

"My lord knows that upon becoming a slave | gave up ny nane and famly. | am
call ed by whatever name ny naster chooses, and for now he calls ne Ti, after the
Bl essed Goddess."

"You were acquired in Hi gh Pothique."
"No, ny lord, in Marquewood."

He nodded, then asked a few specific questions about the far-off city, which she
answered perfectly and without hesitation, knowing the place well. He seened
satisfied. "Very well." He wote sonething and handed it to Joe.

"This is your custons entry for the horses and slave," the border guard told the
big man. "She seens to be of Marque-wood and her accent is right, so | wll
allow her in free of duty. However, if you plan on |eaving the ki ngdom again
with her and returning, you should have her fitted with a nose ring to validate
her country of origin or you could wind up paying duty.'

Now t he borderman wal ked back to Irving, who had been watching all this with
i ncreasing horror. At |east he had been properly briefed for his own questions.

"You are not born here?

"No, sir, first time. | amof age, and ny father is taking ne to be trained by
the one who trained him"'

The border patrol man wal ked back to Joe. "All seems in order, sir. Left to
Terdiera. You are cautioned that nost of the route is Royal Preserve—no
poachi ng. "

"Any problens?" Joe asked him "The last tine | was through the Master of the
Dead was wor ki ng down al nost past here.™

"He withdrew his forces northward as far as we can tell upon the sorcerer's
return," the soldier told them "Your route should be safe, although there are
reports of hidden enenmy encanpnents in these parts and occasional bits of

nasti ness—ceneteries getting up and taking wal ks, that sort of thing. Stay on
the road and canp only in and around the towns and you shoul d have no trouble.
The Majin fairies have been noved in between Hotsphar and Terdiera as they are
| oyal and have proven resistant to the eneny's powers, but froma few mles
north of here until perhaps the old tollhouse at G otom Wod there's been
reports of firesprites and possi bl e banshee presence, so don't canp in there
even after dark. Qtherw se, no problens."

Joe nodded, and they noved through the opening to the crossroads and turned
left.

"I wonder what that guy considers a problen?' ' Irving asked no one in
particul ar.

CHAPTER 4

ON CHANGES AND UNCHANCES

Fairy flesh is essentially imobrtal (except under Sections 7 and 16 and provi sos
in Volunes IV and VI as anended) and, once fixed, can never be changed in its

character. It is outside the purview of magic.
—Fhe Books of Rules, Ill, 79(b)
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THE ROAD TO TERI NDELL KEPT CETTI NG CREEPI ER AND CREEPI ER as they went.

The road was in excellent shape, and obviously was well naintained, but the

| andscape qui ckly becanme a jungle, with huge trees rising alnost too high to see
the tops of them so close together that they tended to bl ock out much of the
light and form al nost a rooflike canopy over them

"So this is hone sweet hone?" Irving asked, |ooking nervously around. He could
bel i eve zonbi es or al mpbst anything in this place.

"Mar quewood' s a huge country, one of the largest in Husaquahr,” Tiana told him
"There are rolling hills and beautiful glades and nmountains and river valleys
and just about anything you can think of. It's just that this area, for the next
twenty-five mles or so, is swanp and rain forest."

"Yeah, but it hadn't occurred to me that we'd be on this route,"” Joe said a bit
nervously. "lI'mnever gonna be really thrilled with this region again."

Ti ana dropped back and said to Irv, in a lowtone, "It was el sewhere in this
regi on that Sugasto had an encanmpnent. Qur souls were snatched from our bodies
and taken here and stored there. The changeling Marge was a key to them findi ng
us, but there was no way to tell who was who."

"Yeah, you told nme that. Around here!"

"Farther south, but the sanme sort of place. What he'd never tell you was that he
was placed in the body of a wood nynph and bound by her Rules. It took powerful
magi ¢ much later to restore him''

Irv suppressed a |loud laugh. "Dad? A girl?"

"Worse. A wood nynph. They are conpul sive hussies with the brains of a banana
peel. There's no real nenory of our tinme in the bottles, but he still has
ni ght mares about his time as a nynph. Don't rub it in."

Irving felt a shiver creep up his spine. "Man! | hope that don't happen to ne! |
don't never wanna be no girl!"

She stared at him "Way not? | happen to like it just fine."
"Yeah? Whuld you like to be a nman instead? Real |l y?"
"No! | like it the way I am"
" See?"
"What ' re you two whispering about?" Joe asked, turning.

"I just filled himin on why you really want to get even with Sugasto," she told
him At his expression, she added, "He had a right to know.'

Joe shrugged, but he was clearly angry at her for doing it. He was just
realistic enough to know that you couldn't undo somnething once done.

Irving thought it would be a good idea to change the subject.

"Hey—back there you said you was Dad's mistress and slave, even. You're his
wife, ain't you? Wiy the other |ine?"

"Not only under the Rules, but under the law, we're not married anynore," she
expl ai ned. "W just consider ourselves married. The one who married himis
different fromme. Oficially, legally, and under the Rules, |I'm sonebody el se.
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So is he, for that matter. That dizzy nynph ran off in his old body and this
one, which |ooks the way he originally |ooked, was actually a magi ca
transformati on. Under the Rules, |I'mof the underclass—the class of the nasses,
like the people in those towns, and serfs, and slaves. | was not married within
my class in proper fashion, but instead | ama dancer who dances before crowds
for nmoney. That places nme in the sanme category as a trained ani mal who perforns
in the square for coppers for its owner. An aninmal has no rights at all, let
alone the right to marry. An aninmal can only be wild or owned."

"Yeah, but-slave! You ain't no animal! You're just a person bein' treated |ike
an animal!"

"Joe has explained to ne howterrible that idea is to you, which is one reason
we never brought it up, but it is like the thing we discussed about wonen's
dress here. This is not only a different world, it exists stuck in a different,
earlier tinme and way of thinking."

"But keepin' slaves is wong! It's evil!"

"There is a lot of evil in both our worlds, sone practiced by very good peopl e.
You nust learn to think differently. There will be no revol utions here to change
things like this. Not ever. Things can only becone worse. Now that you know, you
shoul d be aware that | will be telling everyone here that | am Joe's slave. It
is vital to ne that | do so. Being sonmeone's property is the only protection
have here."

"Cone agai n?"

"Qtherw se, you see, | amnothing at all, wi thout status or position of any
sort, and, therefore, anyone could do anything with and to nme that they felt
like. As his slave, | amprotected under |aw and the Rul es because of his

property rights."

This kind of thinking nade Irv dizzy. Still, it suddenly occurred to himthat
this put her indiscretions of the night before in this newlight. "But, if he
gets mad at you or somethin' he could sell you or even just give you away!"

"That is so," she admtted, "but we are married in our own nminds, and | think
know hi m better than that."

"Couldn't he just give you your freedon?"

"No, that's not permtted. If he freed nme, renounced ne, or sent nme away, |
woul d still be without status and unable to be anything other than I am | can
only survive as sonmeone's property. It is the only way | get some neasure of

i ndependence. "

"Cone agai n?"
"He is my owner, not ny puppeteer. | am as independent as | can get away with."

This was too rmuch for the boy. If they weren't married anynore, then she wasn't
cheating on himlast night, and, |ikew se, he could have all the flings he
want ed and not be cheating on her. But he still didn't like it. Slavery was
evil; when it was the good guys who kept slaves, what did it take to be a bad
guy? He had been with them many nonths now, and he was only discovering what
they al ready knew.

"What was that bit about a nose ring?" he asked her

"He neans a small ring that would be inserted through nmy nose, of course," she
told him "Each nation has its own unique alloy for nmaking them all done by
fairy folk, of course. In addition, it carries a spell which identifies the
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owner and all previous owners. They're usually not worn unless ownership is
transferred—sort of a bill of sale, as it were. You notice how the guardsnan
barely questioned the two of you but went to some length to deternine | really
was of Marquewood?"

"Yeah. So?"

"Because | had no ring, he wanted to nake certain that Joe wasn't smuggling ne
in. | hadn't even thought of it before, but I'mvery glad he was so easy on us.
A stickler for the aw m ght well have confiscated nme!"

"You gonna get one of themrings put in?"

"I'"d rather not," she replied honestly, "but I think "Il have to. | don't want
to take a risk like that again. | tried not to think about getting one, since
the i dea of having sonething in ny nose sends chills through ne, but, all of a
sudden, | keep thinking about all the nasty possibilities w thout one. Wthout
Joe around, | have nothing to prove that | amhis. Slavers could steal ne and
sell me to anyone with inpunity! And the | aw woul d back them up!"

They rode in silence for a while, and that wasn't rmuch better, since he wasn't
getting things sorted out at all, and the |lack of conversation made the dark,
jungl eli ke swanp even darker and nore nmenacing. Aside fromthe noise of the
horses noving along the road, all other sounds cane fromthe dense forest, and
those noi ses included strange hoots, weird screeches, grows, grunts, and ot her
sounds hard on the nerves, nade all the worse because you couldn't see what was
maki ng t hem

He noticed that Tiana wasn't anxious to get her run in around here, either

"Let's pick up the pace a little,"’
before dark."

Joe suggested. "I'd like to be out of here

This was good for a while, but horses couldn't be pushed forever w thout sone
wat er and breaks. As the afternoon went on, the lowlight that filtered down
angl ed | ower, causing a sinister, creeping dark to pervade slowy, the hot,
hum d air as still as death. It was also nearly inpossible to tell what tine it
was; they didn't seemto have watches in this world, either, and under this
jungl e canopy it was nearly inpossible to tell where the sun was in the sky. In
these |l atitudes, the sun went down |ike a stone sonewhere around six-thirty.

"What happens if we don't nake it out of this ness by dark?' ' Irving asked
nervously.

"It's too danp to find anything useful as a torch,"” Joe replied, frowning and

| ooki ng around. "We'll be blind as bats once the sun sets if we don't clear it,
and the only thing I'd rather not do than spend a night here is ride blind.
We're just gonna have to push the horses and hope."

But within another twenty mnutes, it seened to grow darker still, and fromthe
tops of the great trees there cane a rushing noise as sonme strong w nds picked
up, and then there was the sound of thunder

So dense was the canopy that for quite sone tine no rain fell on them although
the air was so thick and heavy it made themwet just riding through it. Finally,
though, it filled the upper reaches and began running off, not as rain but nore
i ke the buckets of giants being enptied on top of them They were forced to
stop, not only because of their own problens but because it was dangerous for
the horses, and they could only find as dry a place as they could up agai nst
sonme big trunks, hold the horses, and wait it out.

The stormitself was over in perhaps half an hour, perhaps |ess, but the runoff
continued for alnost as long as the rain made its way down below. By the time
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they were through, they were in a nuddy, wet steanbath. Wrse, they had | ost an
hour and it would be slow going for a while fromthis point as well.

"VWhat do we do now?" Irving asked his father m serably.

"Well, all those in favor of canping here, in ankle-deep water and snelly swanp,
have a seat. |I'mfor pressing on. W may not nmke it out, but the closer we are
to out the better; at least, it'll give things time to dry. There's not a prayer

I Ve got anything dry to put on, either, so |I'mgonna shock you all and go
bare-ass on a wet horse bl anket and hang this loincloth on the side to dry as we
ride. Irv, |I'd suggest you do the sanme with your |eather, since, when that stuff
dries, it's gonna cut right into you."

"But —suppose we neet sonebody on the trail ?" the boy responded, enbarrassed.

"Have we net anybody yet? And we're not likely to neet anybody, either, at |east
not anybody who's here for honest purposes. W're nore than halfway, |'mpretty
sure, and only nuts like us would start in on this route after sunup."”

Ti was busy winging out her hair, alnmost to no avail, but she commented, seeing
the boy's nervousness, "Cone, cone! | have seen much worse than you and lived!"

The | eather thongs were already starting to irritate his skin, so he knew he had
no choice, and finally stripped. Seens like this place is hell bent on gettin
everybody stark naked, he thought sourly.

The horse bl anket was al so soaked through and felt Iike a wooly sponge, but
there was no getting rid of it. Bare-assed and truly bareback on a horse was an
open invitation to saddl e sores, as he'd learned early on in his experience
here. Until Husaquahr, he'd never been on a horse that noved unless you stuck a
quarter in the slot first, but his father had been a good teacher and he a quick
|l earner. It no longer even hurt like hell to get off anynore.

The problemreally was, it didn't seemto get any dryer as they went on slowy
through the nuck that had been the road and was still better than what was on
either side of it. Instead, the rain forest took on an even nore eerie cast,
with fog form ng just above the ground and thickening as they went. Irving
couldn't help noticing that his father was still wearing the sword that was the
boy's nanesake, and in a position where it could be easily drawn while nounted.

The fog grew thicker, as did the silence of the land, with only the drip, drip,
drip of water naking its way down to join its whole at the base of the great
trees. What sunlight remai ned created only a grim ghostly gray, and it seened
that it was getting darker and darker with each passing minute.

Joe had given up any idea of getting out before full darkness; now he was

| ooki ng at every place that gave any potential for both safety and protection
Cursing hinself for not allowi ng for any variabl es and maybe waiting unti
morning for this passage, he spotted an area that mght just have to do.

"We'Il have to canp there," he told them gesturing to an area on a slight rise
about twenty feet off the right side of the road. "The trees are close enough to
gi ve us sone protection for our backs, and there's fallen |l ogs and thick wood
shavings all over. It's not nmuch, but it's the best |'ve seen since we took this
road and | don't expect any better if we keep on. On the other hand, |'d rather
be there than in the swanp."

Tiana | ooked it over. "This is alnost like a fairy circle," she noted. "Are we
certain we're not going to canp in the mddle of trouble?"

He shrugged.' 'Maybe, but it's suddenly al nost dark as pitch, and | don't think
we have nuch choice." He couldn't explain it to themor to hinmself, but this
pl ace felt right, felt, somehow, safe and secure. It was a nystery, and he
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didn't plan to trust the feeling absolutely, but he knew this was the right
pl ace.

When the darkness fell, it fell. There was no light at all, anywhere. Irving had
t hought he'd seen darkness out on the trail under cloudy or noonl ess skies, but
this was the darkness of a cellar, or maybe the grave. Tiana tried the flint,

but there was nothing around dry enough to set afire, and the brief sparks,
hardly noticeable in other circumnmstances, briefly Iit the scene like flashes of
I'ightning on a dark night.

"We're lucky it's midsummer here," Joe said, trying to sound optimstic. "That
means we've only got eleven hours of this instead of thirteen. Nowif | can find
t he pack—ah! Anybody want sone soggy, half-stale bread and sone warned w ne?"

They managed to eat sonething, although none of themhad a | ot of appetite.
Nerves made it nearly inpossible to sleep, either, although Joe suggested a
guard rotation, but being w de awake and seei ng not hi ng but darkness while
sitting in back of |ogs against great trees and on soaked wood chi ps wasn't
exactly thrilling. It seenmed, sonehow, even risky to be talking, but there
wasn't nuch else to do. Even so, they all found thensel ves whispering, although
none coul d really say why.

"Hey, | been here a pretty long time now," Irving said, trying to make some
conversation, "and nostly it's been gettin' the horses, goin' off into that

pl ai ns area and canpin' out and learnin' howto ride and doin' a litde huntin
and fishin' and all, but how cone it ain't '"til we're in this pesthole that this
sl ave bit cones up?”

"It's the Rules again, kicking in, nost likely," Joe replied as they huddl ed
together. "They can be pretty cruel sonetines. And trenendously inconvenient."

"I"'msure of it," Tiana agreed. "This body was not even fully defined, | think,
when | becane it. | was fromthe upper classes; | thought in those terms, even
when | didn't realize it. It never occurred to ne that | would drop in class or
could. But alnost fromthe start, everybody kept commenting on how | had an
athlete's body, then a dancer's body. |I'"'mnative to here; the Rules bind ne

al ways. Even | began thinking of athletic dancing, idly fantasizing as a dancing
girl, that kind of thing. | was defined by that. Slowy, the Rules under which
had unconsciously |ived slipped away as no |onger relevant; the Rules that
replaced them were the ones | and ot hers defined w thout even thinking about
it."

"That don't seemfair."

"It's not," Joe agreed, "but it's only a kind of legal thing of what we both

al ready knew from Earth. People always | ooked at nme, particularly in the east,
and they started defining ne. At first they thought | was Hispanic, and when |
told them!| was a full-blooded native Anerican, the real jokes began. | was
called '"Chief,' talked to in nock-Tonto, everything. That's one reason | grew up
tough. | had to take it or fight. |I fought. That's why | wound up driving a
truck instead of getting a decent education and maybe going on to college. |

al ways thought | would be some kind of sports superstar. Jim Thorpe, a
full -bl ooded native Anerican who was al so born in Pennsylvania, was a sports
superstar and ny big hero. But | never really worked at it and | got passed
over. Wund up doi ng sone bare-knuckl e boxing at truck stops and doing repairs
of big rigs. Everybody remenbers those dunb cowboy novies and figures, hey, he's
an Indian. He's got nuscles and all that but no real brains. Pretty soon, you
find yourself thinking that way, too."

"You nmean like the way white fol ks | ooked at ne back home. First they saw bl ack,
and then they saw kid, and all of a sudden there was some ki nda wall between us,
even if we was friendly. Only the black kids, they saw the high cheeks and
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straight black hair and they started callin' nme 'Geronino' and stuff |ike that.
It was |ike nobody could see me in here."

"Unh- huh," Tiana responded. "Only there there's at |east a chance of breaki ng out
of it. Here, once, even for a short tine, you get that in your or other folks
heads, the Rules grab you and define you and you' re stuck. It seens to be human
nature that everybody tries to define and pi geonhol e everybody el se. Here,

t hough, once you're defined, even incorrectly, that's it. | started doing the
exercises to get in shape, then the dance stuff, and it just started com ng
naturally to me. The erotic part | guess was ny fault, for fantasies at the
wong tine. Each tine | was defined a little nore and a little nore. Wen we

started the dances for noney, that finished it. | was defined. People who do
that are slaves. Slaves have nore Rules. Today, w thout even realizing I'd
changed, | found nyself thinking Iike a slave. The responses | gave the
guardsman just cane naturally to nme. When | was explaining the situation to you
earlier, | was really also explaining it to me. |I know, we had the Rules read to

us, but they were abstract and didn't cover the half of it."

"You nean you're gettin' to like it?" the boy asked, still confused.

"No, | never have to like it, but accepting it is sonmething el se again. | have
to accept it or go crazy or kill nyself, because |'ve got no choice but to be
that way.'

I rving thought about it a bit. "Am/ gonna be trapped by them Rul es?"

"Eventual ly," Joe told him "Not right off. That's part of the idea of taking
you to be trained at Terindell as | was. | didn't realize it at the tinme, but
Ruddygore wasn't just providing me with training; the training and ny success at
it defined ne, so by the tinme | finally was put under the Rules they only made
me what | already had beconme. You think about that if things get tough. There
are nmal e slaves here, too. Here, nobody will be prejudi ced because of your | ooks
or color. They'll think you | ook downright exotic. Because so much is always the
sanme here, differences are admired, even envied, not |ooked dowmn on. Right now
you're still a clean slate to the Rules, and you even have sone resistance
because of that to magic—but | wouldn't count too nuch on that in a pinch. But
if you wind up a |loser here, you'll have done it to yourself."

Tiana yawned in spite of herself. "Some of us should get some sleep,"” she told

the others. "I think I might be able to drift off now "
"I slept the latest; I'll take the first watch," Joe told them "Wen | get too
tired, 1'll awaken the one of you who goes to sleep first. That second one does

the sane for the third. It's the best system| can think of."

"I don't think I'mgonna be able to sleep all night,'
settled down beside him "But I'll try."

Irving nuttered as Ti ana

The fact was, he al nbst beat her into slunber.

Joe didn't fed all that tired, but if it was boring to sit around staring at
not hi ngness with two others, it was nuch nore boring to do it alone. Still, he
prayed for a deathly boring night.

Sone | eader |'ve becone! he thought sourly. I'mas scared of this place and this
darkness as they are. Wrse, he'd gotten theminto this partly out of enotion
He hadn't stayed alive this long by letting two people get on horses and ride
out of canp while he slept. He knew she'd gone and probably where and for what
and where the extra noney had cone from The thing was, he hadn't stopped her,
al t hough he easily could have, and he wasn't sure why he hadn't, particularly
after the kid had gone after her. Now Irving knew, too, and was keeping a Big
Secret from Dad. The worst thing was, considering his real nother, he probably
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was getting a very weird i dea of wonen. Sone father he was!

And now here he was, sticking the kid in this kind of danger, just because he
couldn't bring hinself to |leave Tiana free in that town for a night.

Not that he was a great shining exanple of fidelity, either. She, at |east,
could tell herself it was the Rules, and maybe be right. She was not the sane
worman he had married and was beconing | ess so as tinme passed. He was the poor
dunb I njun who wound up marrying the highly educated and cultured princess |ike
sone fairy tale and it had really fed his ego. Now he was the same poor dunb
Injun with a dancing whore for a slave and m stress.

He didn't blane her for that. It was nobody's fault, as she said, and even this
beat the boring hell out of being reigning gods. The thing was, he'd reached the
hei ghts of society and acceptance and found out that it was less fun than
driving a truck. Now he found hinself wondering if he'd married her for |ove or
lust, the sane as he had the first tinme, or just because .sonme of her blue bl ood
and education mght rub off on himand cause all those ot her educated

bl ue-bl ooded nmales to turn green-w th envy.

It still wasn't fair to her, though. He had to give it up; he was strangling as
ruler and lived again only when they had to go into action. She, on the other
hand, had given it up for his sake. He was back where he wanted to be, but she
was | ower than her worst nightmares because of him

He knew wel | how absol ute those Rules were when they all kicked in, too. He'd
never been aware of themas a barbarian, a warrior, but when he'd been dunped in
that wood nynph's body, he'd slowy becone a wood nynph—at one and the sane tine
becom ng two hundred percent seductive fairy female and forgetting his

know edge, his experience, his commbn sense, just to go with the flow enption
Joe de Oo had literally ceased to exist; it took a wish fromthat nost powerful
of magic things, the Lanp of Lakash, ancient product of that third world beyond
even this one, the Land of the Djinn, where only magic, no natural law at all
applied. But for nmat, he wouldn't really exist; there'd just be sone sexy,
curvaceous, light green, barely thinking binbo living inside a tree and thinking
about not hing but seducing all and sundry until Judgnent Day.

I rving had been forced to grow up too soon; naybe it was tinme he did, too. He
couldn't really help Ti, but he owed her, and particularly he owed her
protection, loyalty, and a very | oose | eash

He had started to doze in his rmusings in spite of hinself, but sonething
suddenly stirred hi mawake. H's hand went automatically to his sword, but he did
hot draw it or wake the others, not yet. It mght just be nerves or a fignent of
a dream

It mght be, but it wasn't.

There was definitely something out there. Many sonethings. He heard the horses
stir nervously and, slowy, he withdrew the great sword fromits scabbard. The
great sword had a life of its own and, awakened by being drawn, pulsed with
energy, as if eager to be put to use. He felt its power, as if armand sword
were one, and he was never quite sure who was boss.

Well, they weren't firesprites or they'd light up the night; and they weren't
banshees, because they weren't howling, but that only left a fewm!llion other
possibilities. He feared zonbies the nost'; you had to hack zonbies to pieces
and, even then, get away fromthe pieces. Dam himfor thinking with his
enotions and not sorting out this business with Tiana when no harm coul d be
done! How dare he put Irving in such danger?

Filled with rage at hinself, he stood to face his attackers.
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Suddenly he nade out a figure, about the size of a small child, over to his
right. It was odd, but he wasn't actually seeing the creature; rather, he was
seeing a kind of glowing soft, green outline of it. It |ooked, sonmehow,
famliar, as if he'd seen it somewhere before, but he couldn't place where or
when.

Now, suddenly, he could see other figures in front of him—two, three, no, four
of them all nearly identical as only fairies mght be, yet, sonehow, he could
sense a very slight difference in each one

Wyod nynphs! They were bei ng surrounded by wood nynphs! And that was why this
spot had attracted him had sonehow sent a signal that it was safe. The great
sword in his hand changed its humming pitch to sound nuch |ike a di sappointed,
metallic Bronx cheer. There were things to fear from wood nynphs, but the nost
threat eni ng was dyi ng of exhaustion

He sheathed the sword, literally feeling its irritation, and stepped forward to
meet them hal fway. He didn't want his son to nmeet a bunch of wood nynphs in
their usual full heat right now Still, he found going to them and neeting with

them nmore unnerving than fighting a horde of hom cidal zonbies. The sight of

t hem brought back menories he'd been trying to forget, and it unsettled himthat
he could not only see their fairy auras even now but also tell them apart,

somet hing virtually no human could do. As he drew close he coul d make out their
full formand detail, although he was still not seeing in a nornmal sense. They
stared at him w de-eyed, |looking less their insatiably lustful selves at the
sight of a naked human mal e than conpl etely confused.

"What manner of fairy are you, who has the husk of a human nan and handl es iron,
yet glows inside with the aura of our Sisterhood?" one asked in that cute, sexy,
seductive voice they all had.

He stopped. "I-—what?"

"What kind of sorcery puts a wood nynmph in the body of a big, handsonme, hunan
hunk?" anot her asked.

"I'"'ma man, not a wood nynph," he retorted, not knowi ng why he suddenly felt so
cold in the danp heat.

"Your soul and aura are as ours,
oversi zed husk."

a third maintained. "It burns through the

"This husk is ny body."

"The soul is hid real good," the first one agreed, ‘cept'nit's plain to us.
Were you changed by sonme sorcery or did sonebody make you f'get your real self?"

"I was born like this. The Master of the Dead took ny soul once and put it in
the body of a wood nynph, but the nost powerful magic of all w shed ne back in
my original body," he told them "I really don't like to discuss it."

"Ch, | see,” the first nynph replied. "Your soul was in a husk of the
Sisterhood, and it didn't get put back the same way. You were a human who becane
a fairy, not by nature or Rule or birth, but it happened. You were fairy. You
are fairy. No nere magic or sorcery, no matter how strong, can change a fairy
soul, only hide it like the | eaves hide the ground."

"WAit a minute. Are you saying that, deep down, I'mstill a wood nynph? | don't
feel like a wood nynph. | feel like nmy old self. | bleed, |I bruise, | handle
iron, | like girls, and | don't want any tinme in the grass with any man."

"The flesh magic protects and shelters you," she replied. "The magic is rea
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strong, too. It made you a body |ike your old one and gave you all that you
knowed 'n' felt 'n'" should feel. But it couldn't change the fairy soul inside.
Your flesh makes you look 'n' think 'n' act like a nmortal nman, but only to
nmortals. You get turned on by us?"

He didn't want to hear any nore of this, but he had to, and he had to answer
honestly. "No. Not a bit." And cone to think of it, Irving had his tongue
hangi ng out for those water nynphs on the ferry, but he'd felt nothing at all
These living refugees froma Playboy cartoon would turn on al nost anybody, but,
sonehow, to him it would be like, well.

Li ke ki ssing your sister
"Are you telling me this is all a fake? That |I'mnot really a human man?"

"Ch, no. The magic is real strong, strongest | ever seen, and | been around a
coupl e thousand years. You'll live your life as you are. But when the flesh is
gone, your soul will still be of us. Only if iron stabs your fairy heart would
you really di e—and forever."

Al though it was close to his worst nightmares, he knew, sonehow, that it was
true. He was Joe de Oro; nothing had changed about that. And he would be Joe, in
every way, until death. But when death came, he would not pass on, or be

rei ncarnated, or whatever happened to human souls; instead, he would be one of
these once again, forever until Judgnment Day.

It was the npbst unsettling certainty of a hereafter he could have i magi ned.
This was sonething to take up with Ruddygore, if they ever got there.

Unfortunately, it al so explained sone of his own changes since returning here.
Hi s sudden liking for the outdoors and outdoor living, for one thing. Hs
strange, unsettling dreans, for another, and his otherw se uncharacteristic

| apses in selfcontrol such as the one that got them stuck here now. If Ti wasn't
Ti ana anynore, he wasn't—quite—Joe, either

Still, he felt anger at finding out this way, in the niddl e of nowhere, in a
situation still fraught with dangers. "Wo other than wood nynphs could tel
thi s about me?" he asked.

She shrugged. "O course, any of the Sisterhood right off. You can't hide from
your own. Any other fairy could see it, if they was lookin' for it, but nost
woul dn"t. Most times fol ks see what they expect to see, not what's there. Sane
as fairy sight. You could see like we see if you knowed you could and really
wanted to."

He tried to danpen his enobtions as best he could, though, becone Joe the

Bar bari an. There was nothing at all he could do about this now, and, at |east,
he was no |onger ignorant of it. The fairy soul might panic at this news, but
Joe woul d accept it as sonething to be dealt with later and, for now, sonething
to be used. If wood nynphs saw himas one of their own, then they were potentia
allies. Not in a fight—-wod nynphs were totally passive, as he well knew-but
that wasn't what he needed right now. And this head nynph, while no Einstein
tal ked smarter than any other one he'd known. Maybe if you lived | ong enough you
had tinme to learn sonething. O, possibly, the clan | eaders were always a bit
smarter. Although he'd been one of them he'd, never |ived anong them and he
was totally ignorant of their ways when they were anong one another. No matter
now.

"Al'l right—sisters—an you help us with sonme informtion?"

The nynph | eader shrugged. "Maybe. W don't go far fromour trees, you know "
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"What's in this neighborhood that we have to worry about? "

"Not hi n" nmuch right '"round here," she told him "But there's hundreds of them
wal kin" dead all holed up at the edge of the forest, run by some wtches workin
for the Master of the Dead. W dunno what they're doin' here. There's lotsa
firesprites up another coupl've niles, but they don't come near here and they

sl eep days. 'Round here there's just the usual snakes 'n' lizards 'n' stuff like
that."

"How do you know about the sprites and coven and zonbies if you never go far
fromthis spot? ' he asked, genuinely curious.

She shrugged. "Ch, we heard it through the great vines."
He | et that one pass. Sonme things it was better not to know.

"Can you do nme a favor, then? As one of you to another? Keep a watch out tonight
for anything that mght harmus and awaken nme if it draws near before sunup?”

"Yeah, sure. But can't you wake up the young one, there? It's been a real |ong
time for nost of us."

He stiffened. "That young one's my son, and he's still not ready for the |ikes
of you yet."

That seened to amaze them "Your kid," one breathed, alnost in awe. "Ain't none
of us ever had a kid. The only time one of us is born is Wen one of us dies,
and ain't none of us ever died yet. Ww. ..."

"WIl you do it, then? And keep out of his sight if he wakes up?"
The | eader sighed. "Oh, well, what the hell. Sure.”

He bid them a good-night, then realized he was well away fromthe glade and it
was still pitch dark. Sonething in himdidn't want to admt to them he couldn't
see out here, but what was that they'd said about having fairy sight if he
really believed in it?

He let his mind go and stared into the darkness, and he found that it was oddly

easy. How many tines could he have used this, if only he'd known and believed in
its existence? But he'd spent nights when his mnd continually refused to admit

what they had now told himwas true, and now he knew.

The scene cane alive. Not with normal sight, but truly alive, magically so. He
was seeing not reflected light but the auras of a forest teeming with life. Each
tree, each weed, had its own unique pattern. About ten feet from where he stood,
two fornms blazed brightly.

He wal ked confidently back and | ay down beside them Now that he knew the truth,
it really wasn't that hard to deal with. If a nynph could walk off in his old
bar bari an body and becone nortal, then he could eventually find a way to fix his
own unique problem In the neantime, use it, and try not to get killed or

st abbed through the heart with iron, two things he was earnestly trying to avoid
in any case. Don't fight it, use it.

In the mdst of a dank rain forest, naked and undefended agai nst all sorts of
things that |urked, he had his best sleep in nonths.

When Ti awakened it was fal se dawn. The sun still hadn't come up, but there was
some light fromits reflections fromover the horizon, and the forbidding scene
around themwas dimy glowing. It was sufficient to keep from breaki ng your
neck, but it was kind of eerie, with wisps of ground fog about and a deathly

si | ence.
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She | ooked down at Joe. Wiy hadn't he awakened her? Irving didn't look as if
he'd been up for hours, so Joe had sinply decided to go to sleep. She didn't
I'i ke the thought that they'd been undefended, w thout guards, through that
ni ght, but, on the other hand, they seemed to have |lucked out. Still, it

di st urbed her.

I shoul d have had the watch, all night if necessary. It was ny duty to do so,
and | have failed ny master.

She caught herself with the thought and analyzed it. That wasn't a thought she'd
have ever had before. Joe was husband, |over, equal, or just plain Joe, but
never her "master." And yet, sonehow, the thought, the attitude it represented,
felt right. Intellectually, she still rebelled at the mind-set, but the nindset
remai ned stubbornly there, none the I ess.

She went off a ways and relieved herself, then checked the horses, who al
seenmed well rested and even able to have munched on some of the vegetation
Joe's loincloths were still damp, but they would do. Likew se, the horse

bl ankets and gear were drying out, but would need to get out of here and into
full sunlight to get right. In places like this there was al ways the danger of
jungle rot on cl ot hing.

Irving's leather outfit wasn't in very good shape as it was, and she deci ded
that it was time he stopped being the tough guy and suffering with it and maybe
trying one of his dad's loincloths for a while. It would be oversized, but she
could adjust it to protect his manly nodesty.

The food was al so not in good shape. She got a knife from Joe's pack and tri med
of f sone of the nold that was already creeping in, keeping what was edible, and

laying it out on a blanket, but, although she was quite hungry, she ate none of

it.

Sl aves eat | ast.

It was sonething she'd known, of course, but she'd never thought of that with
herself as the slave. Defiantly, she reached out and picked up the stunp of a
carrot, as if to show that she was still in charge of her life, but, sonehow,
she just couldn't bite into it.

So it had happened. After slowy building one step at a tinme over a period of
mont hs, she was now so thoroughly defined by the najor Rules that all the mnor
ones just tunbled in at once, filling in the gaps.

She recalled an incident, forgotten until now, when she'd asked one of the maids
at the palace if the girl, who was bright and intelligent, resented being a
slave. "Ch, no, ny lady," she had responded. "It is much |ike being a housew fe,
only you don't expect your husband to say thank you and, while you owe hi m your
|l oyalty, you do not owe himfidelity. It all works out. There is nothing

di shonor abl e about being a slave, and it is necessary work. | would certainly
rather be living this way, in such a fine place, than as ny nother did, living
in a small place where neat was a luxury we rarely could afford and her dying of
complications in the birth of her fifteenth child at age twenty-eight."

It was a sobering thought, particularly when thinking of all those wonen at the
town wells and snal| cafes.

There were ot her conpensations. She would rmuch rather be out in the world and in
advent urous circunstances than being cooped up in a satin prison. And Ruddygore
had esti mated the physical age of her body at possibly fifteen, certainly no

ol der than sixteen, which neant she had | ost nore than a decade in physica

agi ng. Physically, at |east, she was closer in age to Irving than to Joe
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"There is nothing dishonorabl e about being a slave, and it is necessary work.

It woul d be hard, but that was the way she had to think, had to look at it. As
she had told Irving, it wasn't a matter of liking or not liking it, it was a
matter of acceptance and adjustnment. The only" alternative was to wage futile
war against the reality arid di shonor herself by doing it badly as a result.

She went over and quietly nuzzled Joe awake. He cane to with a sweet smle,
stretched, |ooked around, and saw at once all the work she'd done. "Inpressive."

"You're nmy master now, renenber," she said softly. "It's part of ny job."

He | ooked at her strangely for a nmonment, then snmiled. "That's the biggest
turn-on statenent | can think of."

At that nonment, Irving stirred, spoiling the nood.

Joe sighed. "Well, it |ooks like the sun's coning up and we shoul dn't have much
trouble getting out of here this norning. You know, | had the oddest dream | ast
night. . . ."He | ooked around at the still forest, and let his nind run free for

a nonent; sonehow, in the larger stand nearby, he sensed friendly presences. O
maybe not a dream he added to hinself.

"l shoul d have taken the watch," she said flatly. "That, too, is part of my job.
I f anything had happened to us last night it would have been nmy fault."

"No," he responded enigmatically, |ooking at the grove, "we were okay. Don't ask
how, but we were well defended."

She wanted to get elaboration on that cryptic coment, but she sensed that she'd
get no nore out of him

Irving arose in the same |ethargic fashion characteristic of his father, and
said, "Well, | guess we made it, huh?"

"Yeah, we nmade it," Joe replied. "Let's finish off what's still edible and hit
the road."

They finished it off and tossed what was left into the brush, then packed up the
|ast stuff to go. Ti had very little trouble talking Irving into the |oincloth,
and she managed to get it so that it stayed. It did look nore |like a giant

di aper on himthan the romantic he-man inmage it gave his father, but she didn't
make the comment, and Joe seened to understand and kept his mouth shut, too.

They nounted up, and Joe took one |ast |ook around, then focused on the smal
grove and mentally said, "Thank you," in their direction. And fromthem

al though it might have been the wind in the trees, he thought he heard, "Any
time. "

If it wasn't a dream if it was real, then their information was reliable as
wel | . The dangerous creatures of faerie were nostly of the night, at |east
around here, but if there was an outpost Sugasto's people maintained with
zonbies protecting it, they were a threat any tine. He wouldn't feel reasonably
secure until they passed the toll house at the edge of G otom Wod

He couldn't help thinking about his old eneny. "I wonder why Sugasto stopped?"
he asked al oud. "Nobody was able to hold himoff for |ong, he had an endl ess
supply of new recruits fromanong his own victinms, and he had enornobus power."

Ti shrugged. "Possibly he had sonething nore inportant to attend to first," she
suggested. "O, perhaps he was ill. Perhaps he still doesn't feel he's a match
for Ruddygore. Who knows? It is enough for nme that he did stop.”
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They came upon the old toll house, now a roofl ess stone ruin encrusted in noss,
I'ichen, and creeping vines, looking |ike sone sinister gateway to Hell, and

al most i medi ately the countryside started to change its character and things
bri ght ened consi derably. Now there were rolling hills and fields with farnms and
forests that | ooked nore charm ng than threatening. To Joe, it felt |ike home.

By m dnorning they reached Hotsphar, a small town built on a thermal region,
with hot springs and hissing holes in the ground the |ocals used for everything
fromcooking to bathing. The idea of a hot bath in one of the snmall bathhouses
was irresistible, particularly when it cost only a few coppers. They were
running pretty | ow on noney, but they no |onger had that far to go.

They had the place alnost to thensel ves. "The nearby wood still frightens nmany
good folk in these troubled tines," the proprietress explained.'"And, of course,
it's the off-season."

The bath in the crystal clear water of the hot springs was wonderful, and the

t her mal - heat ed sauna not only relaxed but did a nice job of drying out the
clothing and bl ankets. Ti was nethodical in getting them washed and even conbi ng
their hair. After, she was even able to borrow sone scissors and thread and nmake
a decent loincloth for Irving. She was quite pleased with her handi work and the
praise it invoked.

The change that had cone over her was renmarkable, Joe thought. She not only had
conpl etely stopped naggi ng and conpl ai ni ng about things, but she actually was
doing a lot of stuff on her own initiative that, not |ong before, she would have
t hought beneath her. She was solicitous, cheerful, and even deferential. That

| ast was hard to get used to, since it went a little against his grain, but he
went with the flow He felt rotten about feeling the way he did, but, the fact
was, he liked it. He just kept telling hinself that, if the situation had been
reversed, with himthe slave and she the m stress, she would have liked it, too.

They blew the | ast of their noney on a hot neal and some basic snacklike
provisions. It was now nearly certain that they would get to their destination
by nightfall. Joe was anxious to see Ruddygore again, in any event. The naster
sorcerer would know the situation on Sugasto and maybe have a job or two for
him He also had another little matter to take up with himin private.

In the very late afternoon, they passed the trail to the upper ferry and reached
the bridge over the Rossignol, a major tributary of the Dancing CGods, at

Terdi era. Beyond, overlooking both the town and the confluence of the two
rivers, could be seen the massive spires of Castle Terindell

It was a troll bridge, of course, and Joe suddenly realized that they were flat
broke, and that even the town was across the river fromthem

Irving stared fearfully at the trolls, who seened to be all big, glaring eyes
and sharklike teeth, sort of |ike Mippets fromHell, but the |lead trol
recogni zed Joe

"Ah! You are prepaid, barbarian, and your conpany," he grow ed. "Lord
Ruddygore' s cadet came down three days ago. Until you showed up, we thought we'd
gotten a freebie."

They were delighted to hear it, but puzzled- "You say they cane down and paid
three days ago? But they didn't even know we were com ng!"

"Cbviously they did," the troll responded. "They know npbst everything hereabouts
bef ore anybody el se does."

The town | ooked pretty much as he remenbered it, but they didn't linger there,
i nst ead heading straight on up the one additional mle or so to the castle on
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the point. Joe couldn't help but think back many years ago to the first time he
and Marge had cone through these huge outer walls and gates and across the
drawbridges. It seemed like a lifetinme ago.

Li ke nost castles of the region, Terindell was actually a series of buildings,
one inside the other, and the interior contained a hollow, rectangul ar
courtyard. Tiny brownies tended to the el aborate gardens that encircled the open
area, and el f groons appeared to hel p them down and take their horses.

Irving was awestruck by it all, gaping at all and sundry, but unable to say a
word. They wal ked up to the nmain entrance as the sun set. Before they could
knock, the huge wooden door opened, revealing a slender, dangerous-looking fairy
dressed in a gray robe with golden tassels. He was nearly six feet tall, and
there was sonething at once cold and nenaci ng about him That was the mark of
the Imr, one of the few warrior races that the faerie had.

"Hel | o, Poquah," Joe greeted the creature.

"Jeez! M ster Spock!" Irving muttered under his breath. "Wat next?"
"You're late!'' the Imr snapped.' 'It's about tinme you showed up!"
"I didn't know we had an appoi ntnent."

"Humans!" the Imr sniffed. "You probably still think you just got the idea to
cone here. You were sunmpned!."

"What's the rush?"

"Ch, nothing rmuch," the Inir responded a bit sarcastically. "Only that the Dark
Baron slipped our |eash and is free once again and that, perhaps not
coincidentally, Sugasto seens to be getting his act together once nore.'

Joe shook his head in wonder and returned a wy snile.' '"Back to normal," he
sighed. "Nice to see you, too, Poquah."

CHAPTER 5
PLOTS GO WRONG, AS USUAL

Anyone, whether hero or villain, human or fairy, whose |ife or death would in
any way change the course of destiny, shall always be given a way out, no matter
how certain the doom or absolute the trap.

—Fhe Books of Rules, XXII, 102(b)

THROCKMORTON P. RUDDYGORE LOOKED HI'S OLD SELF AND none the worse for wear,

al nrost out of place in his grand sorcerer's robes, which he favored in
Husaquahr. O course, he also | ooked out of place in his characteristic fornal
wear on Earth. Frankly, he | ooked as if he should be wearing a red suit with
white fur trim for there was not one fromEarth who net himwho didn't
imediately think of himas the perfect, perhaps the real Santa d aus.

"Joe! Tiana! And, oh yes, the young master Irving as well! Wl cone, welcone to
my hunbl e abode!"

Irving | ooked around the sunptuous great hall, with its ornate gold on al npst
everything, its finely polished handcrafted furniture, thick, plush rugs, and
all the rest that shouted the height of |uxury, even back home, and sniggered a
bit.

"Conme, now. Have seats! Anywhere at all, please. How was your vacation?"
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Joe took one of the chairs and Tiana sat down cross-1legged on the floor to his
left without even thinking about it.

"Restful, until the | ast week or so, "Joe told him "Irving's gotten pretty good
on a horse and shows real potential. W had a pretty rough trip until the |ast
day, though. Short on nobney, long on problens. It was worth it, | think, to get
back into sone kind of trim and, of course, to get to know ny son a little bit
nore."

The ol d sorcerer nodded. Irving had just sat down in the plushest, nobst
confortable chair he'd ever experienced in his whole |ife when the host said,
"But, cone, cone! |I'mforgetting nmy manners. You must be starved after such a
journey! Come, let us sup, and then we'll have tine to talk!"

I rving was suddenly torn between | eaving the nmpst |uxurious seat he'd ever sat
in and the idea of real, decent food. It was no contest; food won. Besides, he

thought, this joint is so big, if I don't follow themnow, | may never find ny
way out.
They wal ked for what seened like a mle, then entered a huge banquet hall, wth

a long table and plush red chairs and a kind of screened-off area where, it
appeared, the food cane from

"We'll just eat in the small dining roomtonight,'
apol ogetically.

Ruddygore sai d al nost

Showoff! Irving thought. But the old geezer really did have things to show off,
he had to admit that. Now this was the way to |ive!

"Take any seat," Ruddygore told them "W don't stand on fornmality here nobst of
the time."

Joe took a seat to one side of the far end and Irving the other. Ruddygore went
around to sit at the head, then noticed that Tiana was just standing there.
"Cone, cone, girl! Sit!"

She | ooked alnmost in tears. "I+ can't. | just can't, that's all."

The sorcerer got up and wal ked around to her and | ooked her over with a gaze so
fixed and concentrated that it seemed as if he even | ooked inside her and
inventoried the atons in her structure.

"Ch, ny! The Rul es have been rather vicious to you since we canme back, haven't
they, ny dear? Oh, ny! | nust be growing old and senile. That possibility sinply
never entered ny head. Well, there are no slaves at Terindell—fairy fol k work
for peanuts and have a nuch | ower overhead than humans. And I'Il not have any
guest in ny house serving here. Tell you what—you go into the kitchen and eat
what you like and gossip with the help, and we'll talk together, you and I
privately later. Okay?"

She nodded, | ooked at Joe, who seemed a little confused, but shrugged, and she
wal ked back behind the screen and presumably into the kitchen

"What's that about?" Joe asked him "W all ate at the cafes together."

Ruddygore took his seat and nodded. "True, but that's a different situation
Those sorts of places are within her allowable social range. In this setting,
she coul d serve us, but she could not join us. How |l ong has she been fixed in
this level ?"

"A couple of days. Oh, it's been little changes all along, but this way, just
maybe two, three days tops.”
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" 'l thought as much. She's going to have a tough tine because she's snmart and
strong-willed and used to equality, at the very least. |'ve seen mnds shap
under that sort of strain.”

"Can't you unslave her?" Irving asked him "I mean, you're a superpowerful
wi zard, right?"

"True, young sir, but | ambound by the Rules just as much as she is. She nmay
not like it, but she understands that as well. The only two ways | know woul d be
to use the nost powerful of djinn magicks, which | will not do unless there is
no alternative, so dangerous is it, or, alternatively, to switch her soul to
anot her body with different Rules."

"You can do that?"

"No, that's one outside ny know edge. | could put one into an enpty

vessel that's sinple. It's getting it out, and maintaining the enpty vessel,
that's the problem It's one that Sugasto sonehow sol ved, or probably either
appropriated or got from Baron Boquillas."

"l keep hearin' 'bout this bad dude the Baron. What's his problen?" the boy
asked.

"He's a throwback. The mpbst brilliant mathenagical nmind in ten thousand years.
There's probably not a single thing we can imagine that he couldn't figure out
how to do if he wanted to do so."

"Yeah? So how cone you beat him then?"

Ruddygor e si ghed. "The Baron suffers from several flaws w thout which he woul d
have been invincible. For one thing, he suffers froman admirable |ack of

i magi nation. He's predictable to a degree, and his m nd works in narrow
channel s. That doesn't nean he doesn't come up with highly innovative new ways
to cause troubl e—that television preacher business he tried on Earth was highly
creative—but he is obsessed only with Earthly power over others. He is
unshakabl e in his belief that out of Hell can cone all of the solutions to al
of the problens of the universe. He was taken in by that idea, just as nany
others were and continue to be taken in by it, and because he knows he is
brilliant, he is incapable of believing that he can be taken in. It's a nasty
little nental circle conmon to negal omani acs. "

"And you | ost hi mwhen you had hi nP"

Ruddygore sighed. "Alas, yes. | should have known better, but after what
happened back on Earth when he was | oosed there, essentially powerless hinself,
| didn't dare allow himto remain there again."

"Then why not just kill hinP I mean, he kills lots of folks, don't he?"

Ruddygor e nodded. "The Rul es again. They gave him his chance, his way out, by
seducing ne with the idea that | could use and control himto get at Sugasto.
It's an arbitrary Rule, but it's not one we can hate, either. Your father's
escaped death nore than once because of the same regulation."” There was a
commotion behind him and he paused and brightened. "Ah, but | think the food
has arrived! Business and hard thinking can wait until we've done.’

And arrive it did. Short, plunp fairies who |ooked |ike a cross between the
Munchki ns and the Pillsbury Doughboy began marching out with platter after
platter, course after course. It was an inpeccably cooked feast for twelve, and
even after Joe and Irv had eaten their fill and Ruddygore had eaten six tines
theirs, there was plenty left over
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And when they'd protested over and over that they couldn't handl e another thing,
Ruddygore signaled the end to it. Finally he got up and said, "Joe, why don't
you take Irving down and show himaround? | suspect he'd enjoy the ganes roomin
particular. W'll speak in a little while."

Joe nodded, glad to have an excuse to wal k sone of this off and know ng al ready
that he was going to regret this overindul gence later, but know ng, too, that it
was worth it.

Ruddygore watched them go, then gave a signal. An elf in household livery
appeared al nost instantly.

"Has the girl finished eating?

"Yes, sir. She ate pretty good."

"Very well. Gve ne five mnutes and bring her to ny study.'
The el f bowed and vani shed.

Ruddygore's study was snaller than the great halls, but it was no tiny room It
couldn't be, since, anong other things, it had to hold the conpl ete Books of
Rul es. They rose there, fromfloor to ceiling, in customnade, built-in
bookcases, covering every wall and allowing only for the door. A sturdy | adder
on rails mat would hold even the sorcerer's great bulk went completely around
the place. Ruddygore studied the seemingly identical thick, red-bound vol unes
for a nonent, then pulled the | adder around, got up to one particular shelf, and
pul I ed down a volunme. He checked to see that it was the right one, then went
over to his desk, fished around in a crowded drawer, and cane up with a smal
case fromwhich he renmoved a brilliant |avender jewel whose one outstanding
feature was that it was totally flat on one side. He placed the jewel on the
book, his hand on both, and concentrated.

It was a convenient gimmck for | ooking up things in a hurry or inpressing
others that you knew everything in all those books. For a while, perhaps a
coupl e of hours unless he used it again, he did know every single word in that
one book. It would fade, of course, but he didn't want to retain it. An
intelligent man didn't know everything, he sinply knew how to | ook everything up
qui ckly and efficiently.

There was a knock at the door, and he said, "Cone in." The door opened, and
Ti ana wal ked in, hesitantly. The elf closed the door fromthe outside, |eaving
t hem al one.

Ruddygore settled back in his chair and she stood in front of his desk. He
didn't offer her a seat because he knew, particularly now, that she could not do
so alone in his presence.

"I amreally sorry," he began. "I was preoccupied. 1'd spent all that tine with
the djinn, which is an unnerving experience for anyone, then the quick hustle
out, and all those |oose ends to attend to—+ shoul d have thought to safeguard
you before you returned."

"My lord, it is not anyone's fault but mine," she responded. "My ego blinded ne.
Even so, with this build | could hardly have been an Amazon warrior. Joe bel ongs
out and free to do what he does best. G ven this body, there is nothing rmuch

el se | could have becone when | chose to go with him"

"But you still had the romantic view of it all, didn't you? It is only now, when
all the strings are finally tied, that you realize all the inplications of it,
and it is very hard on you."

"Yes, ny lord. Very hard."
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"You do know why the systemexists here. | know you do. | ran into an Earth
phrase that catches the very essence of life: 'There is no such thing as a free
meal .' Sonebody al ways pays. You live in a hot climte, you have bugs upon bugs

and tropical diseases. You live in a house and you have high costs. Live in a
flat and you have horrible and noi sy nei ghbors. Every positive has negatives. To
be in the upper classes nmeans to be virtual prisoners, unable to see and do
anything you really wi sh, dressing thus and so, attending this and so, and
having a totally regulated life. If everyone were rich and nobody had to work,
there'd soon be no one to maintain the roads, guard the wealth, build the
bui |l di ngs and tear them down, cook the food, grow and crush and age the wi ne,
and so on. Miney is neaningless in itself. It gains its neaning fromthe bl ood,
sweat, and toil, the labor, materials, services, and skills that it took to get
us things."

"Yes, ny lord. | understand this."

"Earth has a dynanmic system ours is relatively static. The Rules and the | aws
under them guarantee inequality w thout rmuch change, but we accept it as the
price for the nmeal. Here, no one is involuntarily unenpl oyed or honel ess agai nst
his or her will. Here the system provi des the basics to everyone, and in the
process we have rid ourselves of many of the social tensions, the hatreds,
prejudices, and fears, that bring out the worst in Earth society. That was
built-in the nmonent the Founders deci ded upon the supremacy of mmgic over
technol ogy. Tell me—did you mink slavery was so bad, so evil, when you were on
the other side of it?"

"“Intruth | did not, nmy lord. Not really." It is not dishonorable. . . . "But
also, in truth, I did not wish ever to becone one."

"Well you are and you will probably remain one. In a sense, you're |ucky. Your
master is your husband, if not in law, then in fact; and, since you both stil
bear the infection of the were, you at | east get to be sonebody and sonething
el se every full nmoon. You may be the only slave who gets three days off a
nmont h. '

"I know," she said quickly. "But it is the other twenty-seven days that |
dread. "

"It's still driving you nuts."”

"Yes. Some of it, anyway. The fact that | could not even eat a neal with all of
you, or that he is no | onger ny husband nor | his wife. Even the combn wonen
have sone sort of lives of their omm. W nmet one with a cafe, and there are
others who do other things, even help plant the fields. A slave, on the other
hand, exists only to serve a master. It is ny sole activity and interest. To

serve him Wen he was short of noney, | did not hesitate to sneak away and sel
my body to two crude and filthy nmen | chanced upon. On nmy own—but to serve him
And not just him It was all | could do to keep from junping up and doing the

di shes in the kitchen."

"That's what a slave does. It's not |ike slaves of war or conquest. | could,
however, neke it easier on you. Easier for you to adjust to and accept this."

"Yes, ny lord, but I+ don't know. If that were to happen, the last of me would
be gone, like the last of himfinally went when he was the nynph. And | fear,
too, the loss of whatever |ove or affection he still feels for nme."

"Ch, it wouldn't be Iike that. You'd still be you. You just wouldn't be in as
much agony. It would be a little thing to help you and to help him If he | oves
you now, it wouldn't change. But it mght nake it easier on him too. He feels
for your situation. | see that he does. And the both of you may have to go into
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some danger ahead. |f that happens, | want you unhesitatingly at his side."

He got up and came around the desk and stood in front of her. H's enornmty nade
her seem and feel even smaller than she was.

"Are you willing?"
"I + guess so. We've always trusted you."

"Do so now. Just clear your mnd, relax, and do not resist ne." He waited a
monent, then put his huge hand on her forehead and the top of her head. She
swayed, then he let go and she caught her bal ance, blinked, and frowned. "I—+ do
not feel any different."

"You won't,'" he told her.' "But you'll sleep better and worry |ess. Now go, and
my man will show you where your quarters are. You can get unpacked and get
things ready. We'll have a busy tine comng up."

She bent a knee and bowed slightly. "Thank you, ny lord."

The door opened, although he hadn't given a signal, and the elf in livery was
there to take her away. "See that the boy is kept amused and bring up the
mercenary,"” he called to the elf, who nodded and shut the door.

He still felt badly doing it, but he'd known that soneday this was coming. It
was too bad, really, but it couldn't be hel ped. He couldn't avoid wondering if
he shoul dn't have just gone the whole way with her. Well, he'd have to sleep on
t hat .

By the time she reached the room she wouldn't even renmenber that they' d ever
spoken in here. What he'd done was sinply to use his speed-I|earned know edge of
the Rules on slaves to anal yze those that bound her, then did a process known as
back-weaving to the nagical trade. She would still be nmuch the sane, but now her
perspective would be different; the slave reaction would feel the normal and
natural one to her, the Tiana perspective nore abstract.

Havi ng such power—and rmuch nore than this nmere trifle—always bothered him and
he wanted to nake certain that it always bothered him He had beconme an adept
and worked as hard and as long as he could to beconme the best in his trade
because he had seen such power used for evil or, worse, for its own sake. Only
by becom ng the best could he protect hinself. Those who had not the bl ood and
the talent for it he felt a special responsibility toward, viewi ng the world as
filled with potential victins. No one, not Sugasto, not Boquillas, was ever
going to best himat this game. Never. Sugasto was powerful, but inpatient,
unwilling to take the time to learn the nuances, the little tricks of the trade
that made one sorcerer that hairs-breadth better than the others. Boquillas had
a mnd he could not hope to match, but the Baron was |ike the mat hematician who
menori zed every possi bl e conbination of cards in a poker hand and pl ayed by
strictly mathematical rules. Put himin a game with amateurs and decent players
and he won every tine. But put himin a game with a master of psychol ogy and
bluff who didn't even care what cards he was dealt, and Boquillas coul d al ways
be taken to the cleaners.

There was a knock, the door opened once again, and now Joe was admitted.

"Have a seat, Joe," he invited. "Ci gar? Chocol ate bonbons?" The sorcerer
grinned. "My secret ultimte vice."

"That's okay. I'mstill digesting dinner. Now what's this about |osing the
Bar on?"
"Wl l, you renenber that we returned to the City-States, since | had business to

take care of there and you wanted to get away. At the time, the Baron was in the
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body of Mahal o Mc- Mahon and thought it the perfect disguise. | had her—er him—
or whatever under ny spell, and | wanted to give Boquillas enough |eash to | ead
me to Sugasto without slipping away. It didn't happen. The Baron was ki dnapped
off the streets in broad daylight by nmen none of my people had ever seen before,
and al nost inmediately my psychic |link was broken. That neant sonebody with a
good deal of power nade the snatch, and that neant they knew who was in that
body. "

"Sugast 0?"

"Possibly. Possibly not. It's uncertain whether the Baron woul d work under
Sugasto. Wth, yes. And by nmy own doi ng Boquillas had enough protections to be
able to wiggle out of nobst binding spells of others, anyway. It's even possible
he had those spells to ward off even me cast upon himbefore we ever got to
Earth. He was al ways quite cautious."

"Who, then?"

"Hard to say. Boquillas took his instructions fromthe denmons of Hel

t hensel ves, and they cannot be underestimated, no matter what their alleged
limtations in the here and now. Hell borders upon all points in space-time

si mul t aneously, so they al nost certainly knew what went on back on Earth. It
woul dn't take nore than a denonic nessage to a conpetent coven to pull this off.
In fact, | could al most swear that he pulled this off hinself."

"l thought you said it was inpossible for himto get his powers back!"

"It is. Everything |I've ever been taught says so. But | just can't shake the
feeling that, sonehow, he found sone sort of opening to regain at |east sone
power. |'ve been spending as nuch tine as | can spare poring over the Rules,

trying to find some way for it to be possible. It's not really ny intellect
speaking, | admt, but gut instinct, conbined with the know edge that, if there
is a | oophole, however ninute it nmay be, sonmewhere in this vast assenbl age of
ver bi age, Boquillas would find it."

"That's all we need. And what about Sugasto? He was goi ng great guns when we
left, then he's suddenly well back of where he was before."

"Sugasto was part of an overall plan directed fromHell to take over both Earth
and Husaquahr sinmultaneously, forcing Armageddon. When we thwarted the Baron,
sonebody, probably sonme dunb denon, let it slip. That is hardly what Sugasto

wi shes. He wants to rule all Husaquahr and, instead, he finds he's being used to
end the world. He put on the brakes, severed his direct ties with the
Underwor | d, pulled back, retrenched, and he's been trying since to figure out
what to do next. | believe he was unnerved. O course, Hell didn't really want
Armageddon yet, either. It was the plot of sone anbitious |ower denons,

renenber, to inpress the boss. One wonders where rebels against Hell are sent?
Ch, well."

"So it's a | oss of nerve?"

"More likely a change of tactics. Now he's been trying to do it with alliances
and prom ses, Boquillas style. He's got some interested parties, but not enough.
The others who might join with himw sh first to see a denonstration that he or
he and others can deal with me. Until then, he's stalled, but that's not good
enough. He has nmore than twenty mllion people under his control. That cannot,
must not, be a permanent condition.”

"That | go along with."

"And, of course, | have ny own nightmares. Wat if Boquillas does sonehow strike
a bargain with Sugasto? That might be the catalyst to drive those nal contented
forces to him Wth Sugasto's powers and Boquillas' know edge, it night even be
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enough to finish ne. The last tine | faced down the Baron it was a near thing.
Wth the two of them conbined in power and with their armes and | ands, the
Council| would not hesitate to go over to themagain as well just to protect
their ow turf, for all the good it would do themw th Esmilio or Sugasto
calling the shots."

"So what can | do about it?"

"I need intelligence. | need to know what it's like confortably behind Sugasto's
boundari es. What he's doing. What the runors are. What foreign faces m ght be
about . "

"Surely Marquewood, Hi gh Pothique, and Leander, not to nmention the others, have
people in there."

"Indeed they do. And if you were still running the enpire, I mght even trust
what sone of themare giving ne."

"Surely Marquewood is dependabl e!™

"Indeed? My native land is al so our greatest danger and nmight well fall soon
wi thout a single act of war unl ess sonething can be done. Think of that!"

"Conme agai n?"

"When you and Tiana rul ed, you were deities. They made you dem gods and built
statues to you all over, even in other |lands. You were literally worshiped."

"Yeah, | know. It was enbarrassing as hell."

"Well, did you think that stopped when you | eft? You went back to Heaven, right?
But what would be the effect if you both reappeared?"

"Hey! Hold it! You said both our bodies were dead!"

"In Sugasto's hands, the termis neaningless. W feared at the tinme that he

m ght have gotten them He renoved the souls of the nmernaid and the nynph,
probably bottling them up sonewhere, and he used his spell to keep the bodies
alive. | have reason to believe that those bodies are about to be reani mated
with the souls of henchnen fanatically loyal to Sugasto. Think of what woul d
happen i f both of you—the old pair—suddenly descended into the main square of
the capital. They would again be the divine rulers of the | and and even gain the
|l oyalty of those outside the old enpire who joined the cult. And Sugasto woul d
rule them The rest of High Pothique, then Leander, would be child's play to
knock over. The City-States would have to knuckl e under or face economc ruin
and siege. In one grand gesture, he would control the River of Dancing Gods from
the source to its mouth, and all its primary tributaries. The one who did that,
whi ch no one has ever done, would be considered truly divine, a living god, by
the entire continent. You know that."

It was so damed sinple. "W really blewit, didn't we?"

"Well, things sort of grew of their own accord, renenber, far beyond our own
pl ans. "'

Joe thought a nonment. "So what do you want ne to do?"

"Just produci ng the ani mated bodi es wouldn't do. It might inpress the boondocks,
but it certainly wouldn't be accepted as the two of you in the pal ace and

capital where they knew you so well. They're going to have to walk |like you
talk like you, act like you in every way. They're going to have to know your
Earth background, Tiana's education, likes, dislikes, and do it flaw essly.

There is now in Marquewood intensive research into just that sort of thing. But
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they can't absorb it by nagic, either. Any spells on your bodies would be

i medi ately detected. By definition, dem gods can't have binding spells. W've
got sone tine while they learn all there is to |learn and then rehearse-,
rehearse, rehearse until they are perfect. If they are not believed and
accepted, they'll be converted to figureheads and be unable to nake the key
changes needed. "

"You know where they are?"

"The area, yes. It's deep inside eneny territory, Joe, as it would be, and quite
secluded. Far up in the Cold Wastes of Hypboreya, where Sugasto goes to plot."

"But if you know this, why not use the Lanp of Lakash? Irving's never used it.
He's safe.”

"Well, first, because it wouldn't work in this matter."
"Way not ?"

"Renmenber, its power is localized, which is why we can't stop a war or solve all
the world's problems with the dammed thing. To use the Lanp agai nst those bodies
we woul d have to take the Lanp cl ose enough to themfor it to work. And | am not
about to risk getting the Lanp into Sugasto's hands! Never! Even if | could.”

"What's that mean?"

"I't nmeans | have becone so fearful of it getting into the wong hands since it
was once stolen that it is now put even beyond ny reach."

Joe sighed. "l see. But, then-—what exactly are you proposing?"

"Assassination. Find those bodies and kill them Destroy themutterly so that
they can never again be resurrected or used in this fashion, even on a loca
| evel . "

"Ruddygore—that body of nme was your creation. | don't give a dam about it. But
you're asking ne to kill Tiana's body, too."
"Not just kill. Utterly destroy. Burning, acid, that sort of thing."

"That's the natural body of the woman | narried. The worman whose mind and sou
is now trapped in the body and nind-set of a slave.”

"I know. But unless you can find out howin the hell they swap mnds and souls
so effortlessly and have sonebody there to do it, it doesn't do anybody any
dammed good anyway. But, alive, it can do horrible danage."'

Joe thought about it. He was uneasy enough at anybody el se doing it, but he
didn't want this job at all. "Doesn't it seemstupid to send up the only guy
they can get all the details fromto nake their Joe real ?"

"Ordinarily, yes, but | suspect you' re going to be nore of a target here than in
there. Al so, you have certain advantages.

There are few guns here, and no silver bullets, to nmy know edge. As a were,

wi thout silver in your bloodstream you're essentially immortal. That's a rather
good edge in a fight. You're resourceful, and you're used to working in the
eneny backfield. As a barbarian with a face as yet unknown to the eneny, you
won't be out of place in a mlitaristic state girding for conquest. And,
frankly, you above all others have at |east sone stake in saving your adopted
country from essentially, yourself."

"What about Ti ana?"
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"That's up to you. She has nmany of the same advantages as you. She's stil
tough, she's as smart as she ever was—don't ever forget that!—and she'll do her
duty. | think, in fact, she above all should have the right to be there.’

"Have you told her yet? | assune you talked to her."
"I did, | didn't tell her, and she won't remenber we tal ked."

Joe started. "Wat did you do to her?"

"Not hi ng nuch, | assure you. She is the way she is for the sane reason that you
becane fully and conpletely Joey the wood nynph, not due to my sorcery. | gave
her some protections. She will no | onger answer to Tiana. That's an essentia
one, | think. She will answer to Ti, or any other name you want to give her, but
if you call 'Tiana,' she will not respond. Since no one but Boquillas knows what
the two of you now ook like, it is a safety precaution. | mght suggest a tota

nane change if you can keep it straight. You, too, at |east tenporarily.”

"It's her body, damm it! Wiy didn't you tell her of this, or at the sane tine
as me?"

"Because she woul d be incapabl e of naking an honest decision on it, and because
sl aves do not discuss matters of inport with their betters. They tune them out.
You tell her, as naster to slave, but she cannot be here as a coequal, even in

this."

"If | take her, and they capture us both, they'll have everything they need," he
poi nted out.

"That is not exactly true. She has a very strong nenory of a slave she once
knew, the daughter of a dirt poor serf who wound up a palace maid. | built on
the menory, fusing it with a bit of inagination and other histories | know to
gi ve her a conpl ete background frombirth to now She's protected better than
you in sonme ways."

"I still don't like it."

"Tell nme true—do you still |ove her?"

"I sort of. Not in the way | used to. | know that sounds terrible, but it hasn't
been quite the sane since, well, she went frombeing a mernmaid to this current

body. But | do care for and about her, a lot."

"Don't blame yourself for that. Tiana did it when she used the Lanp to wish you
back. "

"Huh?"

"The nermai d's spell. Men who nake |ove to nermaids al ways consider it to be the
greatest enotional and sexual experience they ever had. Wen she w shed you
back, when she was a nmernmid, she wished you'd return as the perfect nmermaid

| over and nake | ove to her. She thought it would insure your fidelity. It

di d—but no longer to her."

"Well 1'1l be dammed!" Joe breathed. "And | been thinking | was a dirty skunk!'
"Does that make it easier?

"It does and it doesn't. Damm, Ruddygore! This neans | can never really be
totally satisfied by any wonan ever again!"

"Everything has its price.'

"Easy for you to say! And while I'"'mat it, |'ve got another problem al ong those
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lines." Qickly he told the sorcerer about his encounter with the wood nynphs.

"I"'mafraid it's true," the sorcerer told him "There didn't seem nmuch point in
bringing it up, since at the time | could do nothing about it. Wen | had
Boqui | | as/ Mahal o under ny spell | tried to get the mechanism but he had
cleverly laid the same sort of mental traps in hinmself as | use. The nonent |
demanded it, the formula and its concepts erased. Dacaro wasn't nuch nore hel p.
He performed them sonetimes, but it was far too conplex for himto understand,
|l et alone renenber. He only said that it was strikingly different every single
time, as if each switch required its own independent spell. |'ve worked and
worked on it and | can't understand how it's even possible."

"So |'ve got to watch out for silver and iron."

"No, it's nore conplex than that. lron is only a threat if it kills at the sane
time both body and soul. Silver is fatal to the body; it will release the soul
which will formits husk. Then you woul d be vulnerable to iron alone. The were
curse goes when the body goes. In effect, the odds are that you're as close to
unki | I abl e as anything short of angel or denon."

"Great. So I'man alnpbst imortal guy who can never be lucky in | ove again, but
if | do get potted with silver or burned to a crisp, | becone a wood nynph."

"That's pretty much it," Ruddygore admitted. "I wouldn't take it all that hard
Fairies are inmune fromthe Lanp. You knew that. If we'd brought you and the
Lanp together early enough, we m ght have stopped it before your soul conpletely
transfornmed, but by the tine we did, it was already totally changed, and, of
course, we also did it froma slight distance. The Lanp was faced with a dil enma
and it did what it could. It forned the old 'you' as nodified by Tiana's w sh
around the fairy core."

"I'sn't there any way to unnodify it?"

"Fairy flesh? | sincerely doubt it. Even if your soul was renoved by whatever
trick Sugasto uses, it would still be fairy. But is it so horrible? Marge seens
to enjoy it."

"Marge is not a brainless binbo living in a tree!"

"Well, | can't do nuch about the tree, or the binbo part whatever that is, but
Tiana's wish at least insured that you won't turn brainless. She al so w shed
your mind restored with all of its nmenories. The Lanp's magi ¢ supercedes the
Rul es of Husaquahr. That is why it is so dangerous."

"WAit a second. You're saying that even if ny body were destroyed, 1'd stil
have ny nenories, who | was and what | was, and be as smart as | ever was?"

"l guarantee it. In fact, even now, you're a very rare breed indeed. You're a
hybrid. Your invocation of fairy sight shows that. The wood nynph is one of the
nost conmmon creatures of faerie, and all will consider you one of them since
they see the inside first. If you really reach, you've probably got all the
powers a wood nynph has, although there are, admttedly, fewer of those than
with sone races and the majority of those powers |I'm sure you'd rather not
invoke. Still, you should never reject sonething in the arsenal."'’

Joe sighed. "Yeah, and the only one | can think of that mght be useful isn't
gonna be nmuch good in the Cold Wastes. No trees."

"You'll do it, then?"

He | ooked at Ruddygore. "All right. Against all nmy instincts and better
judgrment, I'Il try. But | have a very bad feeling about this one, and the |ast
one was sonething of a disaster. Mdst of all, | hate leaving Irving, but he's
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not ready by a long shot to get into this sort of thing and, in a bad situation,
he'd be a club over ny head."

"l agree. But if he's in Gorodo's capable hands and | earning how to be as great
a fighter as his father, | think he'll be okay."

"Gorodo! Ch, he'll love Gorodo! On that son of a bitch's final exam 1 got
turned into a horse!"

"Ch, that Circe's a setup. Didn't you ever figure that out? Everybody w nds up a
horse or cow or pig or sonmething. If you can't face that kind of problem and
still make it back, then you're not going to make it in this world as a
mercenary, are you?"

"Well I'd be damed!"
"Not before Judgnent Day, if you're cautious and |ucky."

Joe got up to leave, then hesitated. "Wat about Macore? | could use a naster
thief on this kind of job.'

Ruddygore sighed. "I'mafraid he's gone mad, and |I'mnot certain where he is
now. Again, fallout fromthat |ast unpleasantness. It started that first night,
when he was exposed for the first time to that infernal cable television and

wound up wat chi ng one hundred and twenty-two consecutive episodes of Glligan's
Island. "
Joe chuckled. "I remenber."

"If there's a better argunent for keeping technol ogy out of Husaquahr, this is
it. On the way back, he bought, or nore likely stole, a battery-powered
television, a battery videocassette player, and, sonmehow, he got all of the
hundreds of episodes of that infernal show Naturally, being fromhere, he never
real |l y understood about batteries, and it didn't take long for the batteries to
run down. He was frantic! He offered all and sundry anything, slavery for life,
any theft of anything, you name it—anything—for a battery recharge. | could
have done it, of course, but | thought that, if it seened inpossible, he'd
eventually give it up! Instead, he set out on a quest for sonmeone, anyone, who
could put nore 'magic energy' into his batteries. Wen he was asked where he was
goi ng, he responded ..." Ruddygore coughed apol ogetically. 'He said he was
going on a three-hour tour..."

Ti was very pleased with the way she had unpacked and laid out the room
al though, truth to tell, there wasn't nuch to unpack. Well, traveling |ight nmade
for easy work, and she never m nded that.

She wanted to do her exercises, but she wasn't certain if she should. She'd been
upset about sonething, although she wasn't sure what—eh, yes, they wouldn't |et
her clean up in the kitchen—and then that elf came to take her to the room and
she had some kind of dizzy spell. Probably due to overeating that rich food
after so long on short rations. It really screwed up the system WlIl, she'd
skip it one nore day. After sleeping a night in a danp forest on wood chips, she
felt as if she hadn't slept at all

She went over and stared out the window It was dark, but there were torches al
along the outer wall reflecting eerily on the river below. It was kind of
pretty, really. She inmmgi ned herself dancing along that wall, beneath those
torches. It would be kind of neat to do it. She still felt a bit confused,

al nost as if she were two people, one Ti the slave girl that she felt was her
true self, the other the grander figure of sone other time and place and world,
whi ch she renenbered but sonehow could no | onger quite conprehend.
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Joe cane in, looking tired and oddly bothered, and she said, "lIs there anything
I can get you, Master?"

He started to tell her never to call him"Master," always "Joe," then stopped.
Even though it nmade himfeel that he was trapped in an old epi sode of |I Dream of
Jeanni e as nuch as Macore was hung up on Glligan 's Island, it was the proper
sl ave response here. If he was going to be using an alias in eneny country, and
if she was what she now was, it was far better if she did call him"Master" and
went through the rest of the rignarole as well.

Instead he said, "Yeah, Ti, it's fine. Cone, sit here. | have to tal k sone
i mportant things over with you."

She came over and sat on the rug at his feet, looking up at him

Briefly, but spelling out as nuch of the inplications as he could, he told her
the situation with their old bodies, Sugasto, and what Ruddygore was proposing.
She listened attentively, but couldn't conceal fromher face that she didn't

i ke what she was hearing very nuch at all

"Any comrents?" he pronpted. "Speak freely and honestly. It's your old body and
your neck."

"My neck belongs to you," she noted, "along with the rest of ne. But | cannot

say mat the news that ny old self still lives does not fill me with |onging, and
the idea that we are to destroy it, well, it is very hard. Wen | thought it
dead, that was that, but to find that it is alive, and that we are to kill it.

If it lives, there is always sone hope. If it dies, then | ama sl ave
forever.'

"I know. The odds are we won't get the chance anyway. We're taking a journey
through | ands we don't know, held by people we do know and who hate us as nuch
as we hate them toward a goal we really don't want to reach, and even if we do
woul d nost likely put us in the hands of our worst enemes." He paused. "You do

not have to go, you know. | know you're not supposed to nmake bi g decisions for
yoursel f, but this is one you nust make. You can renmin here, in service of
Castle Terindell, and look after Irving for nme."

"But you are going, regardl ess?"

"I't was put to me in Ruddygore's usual denocratic fashion, which is basically,
"You don't have to do this, it's your choice, but, remenber, if you don't, evi
will win, millions will die, and it'll be all your fault.' Yes, | have to go."

"Then | go."
"You're sure?"

She | ooked up at him "If you go, and never return, then all of this was for
nothing. If you go, and fail because | was not there when you needed ne, it wll
be even worse. Perhaps this is why destiny has bound me to you. In the past,
sometine, you have needed nme before in such matters."

"We'll probably be killed. O worse, caught by Sugasto.”

"Then we go opposing evil, and that has nmeaning. And we night just beat them as
before, which would make everything worth it."

There was nmore of the old Tiana beneath this servile veneer than he'd thought or
feared. It nmade himfeel better.

"Ckay, then. It nmeans starting out again in just a couple of days. W have a
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| ong journey, and the clock is running, and we don't know how | ong the cl ock
runs. "

"This Sugasto is a coward at heart or he would not have stopped his war," she
noted. "There are only two bodies that will do. He will not risk themuntil he
is very, very sure of them"

"Good point," he agreed. He | ooked over near the w ndow. "Wat's that on the
floor?"

"A straw mat," she responded. "It is for me to sleep on."
"Bul I shit! Blow out that oil lanmp and cone sleep in this big featherbed wi th ne!
VWho knows when we'll get the chance to be this |uxurious again?"

She grinned happily and bl ew out the light.

Joe was wal ki ng across the great hall on his way outside when a firm soprano
voi ce suddenly said, in English, in a solid Wst Texas accent, "H, sailor! New
in town? Want to have a good tinme?"

He stopped dead, turned, and there, sitting on a fur-covered stool, was a
creature of faerie. She was small, perhaps a bit over four feet in height, and
quite sexy; alnost a deep red variation of a nynph, to whom her sort were
closely related, but with big, varicolored wings that seemed to catch any |ight
and t hrow back a beauteous, changing, yet butterflylike appearance.

"Marge!'' he shouted, and she ran to himand gave hima big hug. He hesitated to
return it for a nonment because of the wings, but she said, playfully, "You ought
to know by now that these wings can't be danmmged by hugs!"

"What are you doi ng here?" he asked her, happy enough to see her in any event.
"Di d Ruddygore send for you?"

"No, he doesn't have to. I'mkind of tuned in to you folks and | just sort of
know when things are wong and trouble's brewing, and that always brings ne |ike
a wildcatter to oil. So, how are you?"

"Not good," he replied honestly. "Everything's going the wong way, as usual."
"Nasty job? | assune the Baron slipped the noose."
"How d you know t hat ?"

"I'"ve just been around here | ong enough now to figure things |ike that out. The
monent they brought that bastard back here | knew we'd eventually be in for it."

"Well, that's part of it, but not the nain job. And there are—well,
complications.”

"C rmon. Tell Auntie Marge about them She's a very good confessor.”

Marge was a changeling, one of those very rare individuals who arrived in this
world with just sone | ong-unsuspected single gene or trace of ancient faerie in
her that caused the Rules to change her outright to her ancestral race. A forner
Engl i sh teacher in Texas who'd | ost her job and wound up a battered wife, she'd
been runni ng away and contenpl ati ng sui ci de when Joe had picked her up as a
hitchhi ker on a lonely stretch of West Texas hi ghway just before being picked up
hi nsel f by Ruddy-gore. She had, in effect, unknowingly hitched a ride to
Husaquahr, where she'd turned into what she was now. a Kauri, a flying fairy
race with a rather unique function.

Li ke al nost all menbers of the nynph fanmily, the Kauri were natural, near
conmpul si ve seductresses, but, unlike nost of the rest, who had sone role in the
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managenent of one or another aspect of nature, the Kauri "weeded people" as they
called it. Natural enpaths, they could sense and were attracted to deep
depression and ot her black noods in others, and, through seduction, they could
take on and renove those heavy enotional |oads, converting the energy into food.
Because they had to absorb whatever cane along, they tended to be the nost
intelligent of the nynph famly, so Marge, in fact, had | ost none of her nenory
or 1| Q@ because part of their talents cane in a sort of hypnotic hold over
nortals, they could seemto look |ike any femal e the subject desired, so Marge
had | ost none of her personality and cunning. Like all nynphs, however, they
were passive by nature, and rarely even able to defend thensel ves agai nst an
attack, although Marge had nmanaged it, briefly, on one or two occasions. Wen
you' re being grabbed by a rotting corpse, even instinct can soneti nes be

over cone.

And, al one anong the nynph famly, they could fly.
Joe told her about Ti, and what they had been asked to do.
She whistled. "Ww That's as nean a kick as this world's thrown yet."

"It's like a pact with the devil, though," he noted. "Don't destroy the body and
she's still a slave but Sugasto wins. Destroy the body, and she's |ower than

not hing forever. They're not going to pull any nore soul snatches with her even
if they find out about her; being as she is would suit themjust fine."

"There's still more, though, isn't there? | can tell, renenber. Your enotions
are an open book here."

"Al'l right," he sighed. "You al one woul d understand nmy problem But | don't want
anyone el se knowi ng, not even Ti."

"My race always keeps its secrets."

"Use your fairy sight. Look inside ne, down to ny soul, and | ook very hard for
somet hi ng unusual . "

"I can no nore see a human soul than you can.”
"That's what | nmean. Look and don't just see what you expect to see."

She | ooked, and, for a nonent, frowned, then saw it and gave a slight gasp. "You
went fairy! 1'Il be dammed! Even the Lanp can't change a fairy soul!"

He nodded. "So you have the package. Mumon that last part. Not only is it
dammed enbarrassing to ne, considering, but | don't want any eneny finding it
out and getting ideas. Silver, the right sorcery, and burning could do it. And,"
he added hesitantly, "I particularly don't want Irving to ever know, | just
don't think he could handle it."

Mar ge sighed. "Man, you're taking so much baggage on this trip you're half
whi pped before you start! It's a good thing I showed up when | did. No wonder
you' ve been sending out those distress vibes!"

"Where we're going to wind up it's pretty cold," he warned her. "You sure you're
up to that? You've never been in that kind of weather before.'

She shrugged. "We're a hot race; plenty of warnth to spare. Just keep that
dwar f-forged steel sword of yours away and I'l|l be fine."

"You really don't have to go just for us, you know "

"For you? Don't forget, |I'mthe one who had that zonbie horde sicced on ne, and
had to ignore that bastard's sniggering laugh. It seens |ike we're gonna have to
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endure that dammed Baron to Judgnent, but maybe we can send Sugasto straight to
Hel I !'"

"G ad to have you as always. Al we lack is Macore, but he's off sonmewhere
searching for Glligan's Island."'

"Ch, no! | always used to warn ny students that TV could rot innocent mnds, but
I never really thought it went that far!" She paused. "Were's Ti now?"

"In Terdiera with one of Santa's elves getting together initial supplies and
such for the trip. It's going to be a long journey and nmuch of it could be ugly.
We don't know what a Sugasto administration mght be like, but I can guess."

She nodded. "We've heard all sorts of runmors. Alot of bad fairy fol k have
gravitated to him not to nmention people, and he's got a near |ock on the dwarf
ki ngs, being able to bl ockade their trade if they don't play ball with him as
well as gnones, trolls, you name it. And, of course, he's got two-thirds of the
wi tches and warl ocks in Creation with himand who knows how many overanbiti ous
magi ci ans with real or imagi ned grudges. Wen a | and conmes under the control of
evil here, it even takes on an evil life of its own. It's in the Rules, | think
This won't be any picnic, and you're the only sword armwe've got."

"Don't you think I knowit," he told her. "Cone on—+'mgoing to introduce Irving
to CGorodo.'

"Ch, joy. He'll just love that," she responded, follow ng himout.

Love, joy, awe, and all the other such descriptives did not begin to describe
Irving's first reaction to Gorodo. Abject terror, perhaps, was cl osest.

For one thing, sonmeone who is nine feet tall, about five hundred pounds of pure
nmuscl e, and al so has nine-inch fangs and a body covered with blue fur wasn't
exactly anybody's idea of a teddy bear

Joe was never sure just what Gorodo was; a nmenber of the troll famly, nopst
likely, but in all his travels he'd never seen another like him There were all
sorts of stories about Ruddy-gore's Master Arnorer, nost contradictory, all
totally unbelievable, and all adnitted to by the huge creature, but he renmai ned
t he nmeanest, solidest enignma in Marquewood.

A long, taloned finger pointed at Joe. "You've really let yourself go to seed
since | last had you," the creature runbled in a voice so deep it seened to
shake the ground. "You oughta let me get you back in real shape."

Irving | ooked up at his father nervously and said, "I think naybe being a
farmhand's a real neat idea ..."

"Nonsense!" the blue giant roared. "Ain't nothin free in this world, boy, or
the next, neither! No pain, no gain! But you stick with ne a few nonths and
really work at it and I'Il have you able to outrun and outfight anybody here.
You stick with it, and there's no place in Husaquahr you'll fear to go and no
eneny you won't vanqui sh, and all the turd-wallowers will rumand wi sh they was
you! "

"H's bark's worse than his bite, right?" Irving whi spered hopefully.

"No, they're about the same, son," his father replied. "But he's right. You've
seen Ti. You want to be a nml e version of her?"

"Hell, no! Ain't no way this boy's gonna be no sl ave!"

"Well, there's the only insurance you have right there. You know |'ve got to go
away for a while, and why you can't cone with nme. Inmagine armes of him only
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not on your side but out to get you. You want to be free and independent in this
world, there's the price of admission."

"You plucked me outa Philly for this?"

Joe t hought of the nei ghborhood, the gangs with their cocaine runners and
needl es and the rest, the nunber of potentially good kids living in squal or and
dead in their teens, born and raised to |lose. "Yes, son, | did."

"Your father survived ne and all | threw at himand cane out a real man" Gorodo
sai d. "Then he went out and eventually married a princess and took over an
enpire, then threw it away when he decided it wasn't no fun anynore. That's the
kind of freedom!| give, boy! The kind nost folks only dream about. Lion or

antel ope, boy, there ain't but two kinds. Be a turnip—that's easy! O be the
one what eats turnips for lunch!"

"This," Irving breathed, "ain't gonna be no fun at all."

CHAPTER 6
DON'T I T MAKE My BROWN EYES BLUE

Al cheny is the science of coming up with what one needs when one has forecl osed
all other possibilities.

—Fhe Books of Rules, XVIII, 21(a)

"I HAVEN T DONE THI' S SPELL IN, OH, SEVEN, EIGHT HUNDRED years," Ruddygore
commented. "Had to look it up, in fact. The Rules allow nore |atitude than
norrmal on how a slave is marked, with at |east three dozen possibilities.
However, the ring nmethod is the only one recogni zed internationally and

t hr oughout Husaquahr, since it's the only one with permanence. You see, once the
ring is inserted and the spell given, it cannot be renoved or altered by
anyone—the Rules are quite strict on that."

Joe frowned and | ooked at Ti, who had actually asked for this to be done prior
to their journey. He didn't like it, not a bit. "You sure about this?"

She nodded. "Master, it is the only way | can gain any real freedom as odd as
that may sound. It marks ne instantly, not only as property, but as your
property. It is the only security | nay have."

"She's right," the sorcerer assured him "If she'd had this, she wouldn't have
had to have been acconpanied into town to pick up things for you, tend to
things, that sort of thing. Theft of a registered slave is punishable by
reduction to slavery status yourself al nost everywhere, and purchase of a stolen
one the same. Nor can she be transferred to another w thout the owner's consent
and be bound to serve. You nmight as well just kidnap and inprison any |owborn
It's not worth the risk when there's so nuch easier stuff to lift, and she
becones nearly inpossible to market."

"Yeah, that's true here, now, but when we get into Hypboreya, what will they
care?"

"Ch, you'll find that an evil reginme is even nore a stickler for |aw and order
than a benign one, as a rule, since they trust no one and are inherently
paranoi d. | ndeed, there's nothing poor and oppressed people seemto |like nore
than having slaves about. It's a cruel streak in human nature, but, the fact is,
no matter how poor, how niserable, and how oppressed you are, you can al ways
point to a slave and say, 'At least |I'mnot a slave.' That attitude al so serves
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the ruling reginme's interest, obviously, since no natter how much they lay on
the people, there's one |ower rung. No, she'll probably be safer than you,
al t hough, ny dear, even the conmon folk will treat you like dirt."

Joe shrugged. "Okay, then. Go ahead. Wat do we do?"

Ruddygore renmoved a small bronze-colored ring froma box. It |ooked quite

ordi nary, and had an opening which, with a bit of flexing, fit into her nose.
"This will sting for just a nonent," the sorcerer warned her, grasping the ring
between two fingers. He then shut his eyes a nonent, and there was a surge of
energy into the ring that went around it and into her nose. She flinched, then
rel axed. Ruddygore opened his eyes, exam ned his work, nodded to hinself, and
then actually noved the ring around. There was no sign of a hole or joint, but
it wasn't in stiffly. You could turn it, as if she were born with it and with
the proper hol e inside her nose.

"Hhm . . . Yes, blood fromthe incision mxed with the ring quite well. A

pretty fair job, if | do say so nyself. It actually | ooks quite . . . exotic ..
on you, ny dear. The only problem | know from one of these is head colds. It's
hell to blow your nose with one of themin. But, of course, |'ve already given

you bot h enough i nmuni zati on spells to cover anything | could find in the
books." He turned to Joe. "Final phase. Take the ring like |I did. Yes, that's
it." He reached out and put his fingers on Joe's, and the big nan braced for a
shock or sonething, but nothing happened. "That's it," the sorcerer said,
letting go. "You can release the ring now. "

"I didn't feel anything," Joe said, thinking sonmething went w ong.

"You | ose thousands, maybe mllions of cells, every day," Ruddygore told him
"Only a couple are needed here and the few off your fingertips were plenty. The
ring now has, well, for want of a better word, your genetic code in it. You

al one can alter the record. Anyone touching it with you will know instantly
she's yours. A transfer can only take place if you do what we did with soneone
el se, your fingers where nine were, and you tell it you want to transfer title.
It's quite elegant. The sane systemis used on prized livestock all over the
wor |l d. Bigger rings, of course.”

"What happens if we're separated? O if the worst happens and, well, you know. "'
He nodded. "If the worst happens, and you do not get the chance to make a
transfer, the ring's nenory will clear. The first person to hold it as you did
will own her, just as you can clai munbranded cattle on the range. On the other
hand, if you're nerely separated, no matter by what distance, but your body
still lives, it holds. She'll either be on her own initiative to find you,
within her class linmtations, or she'll be taken as a ward of the state and put

to work, pending your location, if any. Since nobody ever |ooks, then the
initiative's on your shoulders to find her."

Ruddygore | ooked at Ti. "You're dying to see what it |ooks like, |I know Go
ahead. There's a mirror over there."

Joe nodded, and she went over and | ooked at herself. It didn't |ook ugly or

di sfiguring, as she'd feared. She'd seen sone rings in sonme slaves that were
awful. In fact, it really locked in the exotic dancer inmage. And she really did
feel much better with it in. She was now defined to the world, and she felt
oddly as if chains that had been hol di ng her were suddenly cast aside.

"Master, may | go back down into town?" she asked Joe
"Way? Just want to test it out?"

"Partly. But | also beg perm ssion to buy sonmething | saw earlier. There is a
merchant in the marketplace who has anong his wares castanets. | have been dying
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to try some dances with castanets and without the druns. . . . Please?"

He shrugged. "All right, go ahead," he said, then thought of sonmething. "Wait a
mnute! Fromthis noment on, and forever after, until | tell you different, if

anybody demands to know who your master is, you tell themyou are owned by— He
t hought a monment. "—the great warrior chief Cochise, who won you in a fight. Got
it? Get used to calling nme that, even in private. W won't know who's |istening
and we don't want the nanme 'Joe' to pass either of our lips if we can help it."

She grinned. "Yes, Master," she responded. "Can | go now?'' He nodded, and she
was of f.

"She'll do," the sorcerer said. "The one thing that didn't change a whit about
her was her drive for self-perfection. Even in her situation, she wants to be
the perfect dancer, the perfect slave. The only thing | did yesterday was to
give her sone arnor, so she can take all the crap that will be dished out to
her. She still won't like it, but she'll be able to handle it better. She's got
nore sel f-confidence now, too. She spent tinme this norning before she went into
town down in the arnory, practicing | eaps and junp-kicks. She's also got quite
an eye with a knife at short range, and m ght well handl e sone ot her weapons she
was previously good at. Not swords, or battl eaxes, but, well, what sone cal
"wonen's weapons.' And 1'd hate to be on the receiving end of a kick fromthose
runner's legs! Her carrying a weapon is out, both for propriety and for her own
protection, but 1'd keep sonme at hand just in case."

"That's good to know. Marge is the best scout and spy | can think of, but she's
only good in a fight as a diversion."

"There's one nore thing, and | think perhaps it should be reinforced with Ti and
expl ained to Marge as well, who m ght not understand. You've nade a good start
in letting her call you 'Master,' which, by the way, she doesn't m nd, and which
is natural to her, said wthout thinking about it, and your idea of using a
pseudonym even in private. The thing is, you' re going to have to go even
further. You're going to have to stop thinking of her as your ex-wife and think
of her totally as your slave and property, no matter how unnatural that feels on
personal and nmoral grounds. And | mean think that way, not playact. You may have
to reign her in harshly, even treat her roughly, and | nean that. She has the
absol ute best possible disguise to go into that country. As | said, even the
Baron, who knows her appearance and m ght, just m ght recognize her, although I
think even there the chance is slight, would disbelieve his own menory at seeing

the mighty Tiana as Ti the slave. Still, if he's at all involved in this

busi ness or going to be and gives a description, that's where the attitude you
di splay toward her becomes nost inmportant. They'll be | ooking for a wedded

coupl e—partners. They' |l see a slave. They nust believe that's all she ever was,

and that part's up to you. Your lives and others depend on it."

"You nean yell at her? Make her grovel ? Beat her if she doesn't do sonething?
I"mnot sure | can. The whol e idea of slavery is repugnant to ne."

"' Renenber, once inside eneny lines, you nust be what your son would call a
' badass' or 'tough dude.' The one thing an evil society does best is spy on
itself. There will be eyes on you constantly, sizing you up."

"Il try. | hope she understands."

"Joe—there is no way she can get her old body back. Even if, by sone inpossible
good fortune, you secured it, there's no way to get it back alive and no way in
any event | could do it. And even if, by sone unbelievabl e occurrence, you got
the spell as well, you couldn't nake hide nor tail out of it, |let alone remenber
its conmplexity. Not even Dacaro could, and he's a pro."

"Maybe if you'd use the Lanp to wish for the fornula, 1'd risk it anyway," he
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told the big man.

"Joe, it wouldn't help. The Lanp's nmagic is djinn magic. It can no nore tell ne
how to do it in this universe than it could suddenly give you a total grasp of
quant um physics. That Lanp's a curse, because those who see what it can do
assune it is somehow godlike. It's not. If it were, | could use it to becone a
god and end all this foolishness. The only way is the hard way, Joe. Face it."

It was inpossible to argue with the logic. The bodies had to be destroyed.

"And, 1'd suggest a new nane for Ti as well. It will not only renove the | ast
link in the identification chain, but it will help you divorce the worman t hat
was fromthe girl that is. Tell her no longer to answer to 'Ti.' She won't.
It'll be gone. Then tell her to answer to and think of her name only as 'M a.
Got it? Ma."

"M a?"

Ruddygor e nodded. "To protect her from having her old self revealed, | told you
| took elenents fromher. Her second, rudinmentary slave personality and
background | took nostly from her own nenories of a palace naid whose nane was
Ma. If you tell her that's her nanme, it will seemto her as if it really is
Understand? It's consistent."

"Yeah, okay. Ma. That closes the disguise on her, but everything you say nakes
me the weakest link in this. Not just how | behave and how | treat others, but
we know how t hese things al ways go. Sonehow, sonetinme, |'mgoing to bunp into
the Baron, even if he's not involved, and probably at the wong tine. If he's
got any freedomat all, he's probably given those descriptions out just for
revenge. | might not |ast ten seconds up there, and you know it."

Ruddygor e nodded. "1've been thinking about that. And he knows you're an
Amerind, which is rather distinctive here. | cannot transformyour body or do
much magic on it. You're locked in as a twenty-year-old Joe. W can, however
make use of the Baron's know edge that you're what they call back on Earth an
Indian or Native Anerican. That's why | asked Doctor Mijahn to drop by this
afternoon. He's the best al cheni st Hu-saquanr ever produced—he actually has
turned gold into |l ead.'

"l thought the idea was to turn lead into gold.

"He's hal fway. Don't knock it. Pure science is often unprofitable. At any rate,

I want to see what he can do for you. Strictly chem cals, potions, and nostrunms,
of course. But he can do some startling things in cosnmetol ogy, and they stick,
unl ess you have the antidotes. And," he added, "he's so absentm nded in
day-to-day things he won't renenber he was even here, | et alone you, ten seconds
after he | eaves."

"Uh—+ assume he has the antidotes to anything he tries on ne? That he's not so
absent mi nded that he'll forget how to reverse things?"

"l assune so, too, yes.'

"Well, if he can do anything, I'lIl try it. | want to conme back alive fromthis
one if possible. Wat about Marge, then? Sugasto's seen her, and a nan and wonan
traveling with a Kauri will strike a few folks as famliar."

"I doubt if that's a real problem if you and Ti aren't recognized. Al Kauri

| ook absolutely identical except to another Kauri, the sane as all nenbers of
the nynph famly. Renove her wi ngs and col or her |eaf-green and she could be any
wood nynph in the world-sorry. But you get the point. It's only by your tota
famliarity with her personality and manners that you know it's her and not
another. | 'mnot concerned about her being recognized at all."
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Doct or Mij ahn | ooked Iike a bunbling, mddle-aged accountant in dark brown
monkl i ke robes, conplete with small nustache and thin, slicked-down hair and

gl asses. He also | ooked like the kind of man who'd forget his head if it wasn't
att ached.

He poked and probed and took sone skin and bl ood sanpl es and cooked up a whol e
bunch of weird stuff, and he often had to be rem nded that a subject was there
and he wasn't doing research in his |aboratory.

"Bl eaching the skin is out, but we can tint it, going fromthe nore olive cast
to bronze," he nmuttered, not really to anybody el se but hinself. "W've got
endl ess options on the hair, but because of the skin bath I'd recomend a nedi um

brown. Poor contrast but it'll have a slight reddish tint, and it can be cropped
and thickened, yes. Hmm . . Brown eyes . . . Let's see, let's see." He funbled
through a case full of vials. "Red . . . bloodshot . . . black . . . pinkeye

Ah! This one! Can't tell for sure what exact color will come out, but it
shoul d be sonmewhere between enerald and turquoise."'

"WAit a minute. You can even change my eye col or?" Joe asked him

"No problem Sinplest of all, really, except for making everything black or

al bino. That's child's play.'' He puttered around sone nore and cane up with a
vial that seened nade of polished obsidian. "Ah! Yes, the final ingredient!
find it fascinating that your people don't have nuch in the way of facial or
body hair."

"What is it? Hair-grow ng fornula?"

"Yes. We | ooked to give one fellow a hairier chest once. Poor man | ooked |ike an
ape at the end. Tsk-tsk. Blew ny denonstration. Ch, don't worry! It was a sinple
m st ake—+ used one part per thousand when it shoul d have been one per hundred
thousand. | was al ways better at working out formulas than follow ng them Once
baked a | oaf of bread that rose so dramatically it blew the roof off the house.
Not as bad as the fireworks m xture | did once. You can still see the crater
where the town used to be ... Hmm. . . Al right. Now | have everythi ng worked
out for you exactly correct. At least | hope |I do."

Joe felt nuch like Irving had felt being introduced to Gorodo. Al he wanted was
out of there.

He had Ti—o, Ma now, he'd have to renenber that—n the roomw th him Poquah
was al so there, |ooking over the alchenist's shoul der, and that was the only
reassurance he had. The Inir was one of the few known adepts who was of faerie,
and he was pretty dammed good. Ruddygore said he'd never be as good as a human
adept with the sane talent, sinply because he was of faerie, but that he was

al ready the nost know edgeabl e and powerful of the elf family in all history.
The Imir were also one of the rare warrior races of elves, and were great in a
fight. But Ruddygore had proclained that his adept was needed here, particularly
if Joe fail ed.

First the al chem st used a bathtub that could only have been Ruddygore's—t was
the | argest even Joe had ever seen—and, after elf servants filled it with water,
he began mi xing and stirring various potions in there. Joe grew nore nervous
when he saw that no exact neasuring devices were being used; it was a pinch of
this and two drops of that.

Final |y, Doctor Mijahn proclainmed the mxture correct. "You nust get in and
subnerge conpletely,” he told Joe. "Eyes and nouth shut, but once under, turn
your lips out in a pucker, as if about to give a big kiss. That's quite
important. Don't worry if you swallow a little bit. The worse that will do is
turn your urine green for a few days. Stay under until | tap you on the head.
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Then you can come up. That, too, is inportant."
"Uh—you're sure |'mnot gonna cone out purple or sonething?"

"Reasonably sure. O course, | could always test, | suppose, but it's such a
waste of tinme."

"Test!" Joe ordered.

He sighed. "Very well, very well. Let's see. Ah. This |leather patch will do
fine." He picked up a small patch of dark brown leather, stuck it to the end of
a pair of pliers, and dipped it into the bathtub. Then he waited, and waited,
whistling a bit as he did so.

"Hey! How | ong does this take?" Joe asked nervously. "I have to breathe, you
know "
"Ch, alnost done. Another little bit... yes ... there!l" He pulled the patch up

The | eather was a yell ow orange and nost unattractive.
"l don't want that color!" Joe protested.

"Ch, don't worry about that. It's matched to your current skin color. Naturally,
it's going to have a different, but predictable, effect on ordinary brown cow
leather. It will work. This is the expected result. Cone, cone! Your turn!"

Joe sighed. "Al'l right, all right. If it goes too wong Ruddygore will have to
cancel this whole thing and send other people." He slipped off his loincloth and
sandal s and went over, hoisted hinself up, paused a nonment, took a deep breath,
let it out, then took in another and held it, then slid into the tub. He
subrmerged all the way, eyes shut, as instructed, but only at the last mnute did
he renenber the pucker. Alittle did cone in. It tasted |like cream soda.

Hi s whol e body tingled, and he was very unconfortable. Besides, the water night
have been nice and warm when they poured it, but it was at best |ukewarm now. He
began to fear his lungs were going to burst, and he could hold his breath a
pretty long tinme. As long as he had to pucker, why the hell didn't they give him
a breathing straw? Just when he decided he could hold it no longer, that he was
com ng up anyway, he felt a none too gentle blow on his forehead and he

i medi ately broke through the surface, gasping for air and coughi ng.

"Qut! Qut! Get out quickly or you won't stay even!" the al chem st shout ed,
oblivious to his disconfort. He managed to |ift hinmself out and stood there
dripping on the floor.

M a brought hima towel and he wi ped his face and eyes and opened them then
| ooked around. "Well?" he asked, then | ooked down.

For the first time in his life, Joe de Oro was truly golden. Not bright gold,
but the natural kind, the kind you saw in those California and Hawaiian surfing
films.

"I want to do the hair before the solution dries," the alchenist said, busily
m xi ng. "Here. Just soak your hair conpletely in this bow, then cone up and
we'll dry it off."

He was suddenly forced over a large bow full of foul-snelling stuff, rotten egg
stinking stuff, and his head was dunked in it. The doctor used a small ladle to
apply it to areas that couldn't be totally submerged, then said, "Al right,

out. Take this towel and dry your hair as thoroughly as you can. Quickly now
Delay too |l ong and your hair will lose all its color.'
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That got himnoving, with Ma's help. Hi s whole scalp tingled, and it wasn't
confortable at all.

"That's sufficient,” the alchenist pronounced. "Now come sit in this chair.
Grl, you take those scissors and conb and trimhis hair nicely in back!"

"Can you do a haircut, Ma?" Joe asked nervously.
"I shall do ny best, Master," she told him

"Go to it, then."

The al chemist was still noving fast. "Wait. Before you cut, let me put these
drops in his eyes. It will sting a bit. Cose them and keep them closed until
tell you to open them In the nmeantinme, I'mgoing to apply the hair paste."

The guy was as quick and good with drops as an eye doctor, Joe had to admit, but
that stuff burned. Not the paste that was being applied over a ot of his face
and to his arnms, chests, and |l egs, though. That itched like crazy instead, but
every time he went to scratch at it Doctor Mijahn sl apped his hand.

Ma's conbing wasn't too great, either. Actually, it wasn't so much her as it
was the tangles he obviously had i n abundance. She kept running into them
trying to comb themout, and, in nost cases, wound up cutting themout. It felt
as if she were doing a lot of cutting back there, and that nade hi m al nost as
nervous as Doctor Mijahn did.

"Open your eyes!" the al chem st ordered, and he did.

"Blurry as hell," he said.

"That will pass. C ose them again, though. Not quite there yet."

Now he felt the itching paste being washed fromhis body with very warm wat er.
The water felt good, but the itching didn't stop

"Open your eyes again!" Mijahn ordered. He did, and it was even blurrier. The
al chemi st studied them frowning, then he nodded. "All right. Stop the haircut,
girl. 1"'mgoing to wash his eyes."

He was given another set of eyedrops, and was told this time to keep blinking.
He did, and, slowy, his eyesight began to clear. Mijahn gave himtwo nore
flushes, men pronounced hinself satisfied.

"Finish the hair now, girl! Well, big fellow, how do you feel ?"
"I'tchy," he responded.

"Quite natural. You' ve never had hair there before. Gve it a few nore days and
you'll have several nonth's growh. There! My own nother woul dn't know you now "

"Your nother is not the one I'mworried about,'
| onger is it gonna be?"

Joe responded. "M a, how nuch

"It is nmostly done, Master. | hope you will be pleased."”
"l want to see what | look like, dam it!"

Poquah | ooked himover. "Actually, since | know your visage well and watched the
process, | recognize you, but | doubt if anyone who did not | ook very closely
and very well with great suspicion would, sir."

"Damm it, Ma, when will you be done? I'mnot going to the ball, you know. "
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"Just another mnute, Mster."
"That's what you said before.”
"Not too nuch |onger..."
"Finish it, damm it! Now "
She stiffened, then did two nore snips and a conmb. "Yes, Master."

The very instant he regretted the tone he also realized that this was exactly
what Ruddygore was tal ki ng about. An apol ogy was stopped before it began. You
never, never apol ogized to a sl ave.

He got up and stalked into the other room which was a dressing roomof sorts
and had a full mrror. He stopped, |ooked at hinself, and hardly believed what
he saw. Yeah, okay, his face and body weren't really changed. He was still the
same guy. But the changes, all entirely superficial, were as dramatic as a
sorcerous transformation.

The nost startling were the azure blue eyes. Geronino had blue eyes, it was
said, but he'd never expected to see it. The hair was thick and slightly curly,
mor e beach-bum stuff, and a sandy reddi sh brown. The eyebrows were a slightly
darker brown, probably because he'd wi ped his eyes, but it |ooked natural at

| east. And the conpl exion change, for all its disconforts, was actually quite
subtle, which nade it, in conbination with the rest, all the nore effective.

But nost dramatic was his face. He actually had a thick stubble! Not the

occasi onal wi spy hair he'd known, but whiskers. Not yet a beard, but certainly
even now at the stage where nobst white nen would be if they hadn't shaved in a
week. Nice and full, too. And hair was also growi ng over much of the rest of his
body! He hadn't had this sort of hair since he'd returned fromthat body
Ruddygore and his pet denon had fornmed for himlong ago, the same body he was
now supposed to destroy.

He turned and saw M a standing there, looking at him '"Wll? AmI| a new nan or
not ?"

"The change is—dramatic, Master."
"You don't approve?"

"It is not for me to approve or disapprove. But it wears well on you, Master. No
eneny is going to recognize you now. "

And that, of course, was the real point.
"It's a very good haircut," he told her, unable to resist.

She was about to respond when Doctor Mijahn cane in. "Wuld you |ike your voice
altered? Wwuldn't be nmuch of a problemto raise or |ower you an octave, you
know, since your baritone's about in the mddle range. G ve you a sore throat
for a few days, but after that, fine."

"No, this is nore than good enough, Doctor. In fact, it's positively brilliant.
My apol ogi es for doubting you." He hesitated. "Ah—this beard and body hair is
growing at a fantastic rate. It will slow down, won't it?"

"Ch, of course. Gve it a week and you'll have enough to trim After that, trim
it every couple of days for another week, then it will have slowed to the nornal

body rate of about a quarter of an inch a nonth. The body hair will reach its
own length and pretty nuch stop, but it won't be replaced very quickly."

"But it won't fall out, or the colors wear off?"
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"Ch, over many years, perhaps, but not otherw se. After about a year, the hair
will have a tendency to go gray, but it can always be dyed. The rest-no, not
wi thout nore treatnents fromne."

He nodded. "M a, fetch ne ny barbarian outfit and let's go nmeet the critics."

Marge was absolutely stunned. "It's perfect!." she assured him "And when the
beard conmes in, you could go up to Bo-quillas hinmself and spit in his face and
he woul dn't know you!"

"That, my dear, is the whole idea," Throcknmorton P. Ruddy-gore put in. "I have
had nmy staff work up a past history for you, by the way, as a cover story. It
will hold up if you practice it. W' ve also worked out a route, of sorts,

al t hough circunstances might alter it. I'll discuss it with you later."

Joe nodded. "I just wish | could stop this dammed hair fromitching so nuch!"

"Ch, when it comes in full, that stops," Ruddygore assured him "Then it's
sinply a nmatter of a trim You're just out of practice.”

I rving was even nore anmazed by Joe, not even recognizing himuntil the big nman
spoke.

"Ch, wow! You |look |ike Conan of Hawaii!" he exclainmed. Then his face fell. "I
guess this neans you're goin' soon."

"W | eave tonorrow norning," Joe told him "I w sh nore than anything you could
come with us, Irv, but it's just not tine yet."

"I know. | just. . . well, | just have this crazy . . .Ch, damm, |I'mafraid you
won' t cone back!"

"If I'malive, I'll conme back. That | swear," Joe assured him "But there's
al ways that possibility. There was that possibility every time | clinbed into a
truck for a run or crossed a street."

"If they get you, I'Il get them" Irving said firmy. "I promise you that."
"Then you think you can stick it out with Gorodo?"

The boy grinned evilly.' "Ch, himand nme are gonna get along real fine. He don't
know ' bout karate!"

Joe | aughed and hugged hi m and hel d hi m cl ose.

It was dark; they had all eaten, and Marge had gone into Terdiera for her own
needs with a pronmise to be back by ten. Kauri were by nature nocturnal; they
could function in daylight, but always in a slight stupor, alnbst a jet-Ilag
feeling of being up at the wong tinme. But nighttine was when they needed a
flying sentinel nost in any event.

Joe was spending the last hours with Irving and woul d al so not be up until the
meeting. Ma was going around, seeing to the last minute details, and was now
headi ng out to the courtyard to practice a dance with her new castanets.

In truth, she still worried Ruddygore the npst. He had gotten the report from
Poquah of her reaction to Joe's anger, and he knew she was hurt, that she'd
conveyed that hurt wordlessly to Joe, and he'd softened because of it. The half
measures he' d taken clearly weren't adequate. Only a clean break, at the risk of
her ego, would do the trick after all. There was no other way open to him
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He stepped out quickly frombehind a pillar just in front of her and she junped
a bit, startled. "I+ amsorry, ny lord. | did not see you nere."

"My fault entirely,"” he responded, then lifted his hand. She imredi ately
stiffened, in an i mediate trance.

"Ma," he said softly, "I amgoing to tell you sonme things about yourself and
you will believe them and know that they are true."

"Yes, ny lord."

"You are not, nor have you ever been, the highborn and demi goddess Tiana," he
told her. "The menories you have of the parents and siblings of Ma are true.
You were, however, Tiana's nmaid and slave in the palace. Al of your nenories
and inpressions of that life, of Joe and Tiana, come fromthat. The Dark Baron
had you ki dnapped and brought to Earth in order to learn intimte details of his
enem es, Joe and Tiana, and, as you were under his power, you did so. Wen he
captured Tiana, he first interrogated her, and fromthat you | earned the other
details, and then he killed her. Then he cast a spell so that you believed that
you were Tiana. He was going to use you to get at us, but he was defeated and so
could not use you and his hold on you was broken. You returned as Tiana, and
basically fool ed yourself that you were really Tiana, the details you knew and
your own worshi pful devotion to Tiana making you refuse to admt that she was
dead and, thanks to the new body and the Rul es that gripped you, convincing even
Joe that you were really Tiana.

"But when you returned to Husaquahr, you becane the slave Ma once nore, since
that is who you were and the only person you can be. You |ove Joe, have since
your days in the palace, but you know you can never be nore than his slave. You
now truly realize that you can never keep up the pretense of being Tiana and you
are going to abandon it. But you won't stop loving Joe, no matter how cross he
is, no matter if he even beats you, no matter if he has a hundred other wonen.
To be Joe's slave is your highest aspiration. You are proud to be his slave and
proud that for so long you were taken as Tiana's equal. That is the true source
of your own pride. You now know that, were you not a slave, you m ght have been
her equal. You have proven as snart, as tough, and as resourceful as she was.
But even as you know your duty, you will ever after know and accept your status
and your place."

He paused, sorry it had come to this. If she survived this—f he survived this,
if they couldn't pull it off!—and if he ever figured that body-switching trick,
he promi sed hinself that he would nake it up to her, get her out of this body
and into one commensurate in status with her intelligence and skills. Unti
then, this would have to do.

"You remenber that you once told Tiana that you did not nind being a slave, that
it was better than many alternatives you could think of, and that it was

honor abl e and necessary work," he continued. "As the truth that you are truly
Ma comes to you, you will renenber that and believe it all the nore. You are
proud of being the slave of the greatest of Husaquahr. To serve such a noble one
in such a noble cause fills your heart with joy. To be a slave on such a great
quest and perhaps aid in its outcome gives you pride, neaning. In a crisis, when
you are needed, you will do as Tiana would have done, had you truly been her.

"These things will not come upon you all at once when | let you go, but you wll
suspect them feel their truth deep down, and, over the next few days, you wll
know and understand all of themand it will actually make you happy to know t hat
you are truly Ma, the best and |uckiest slave girl in all Husaquahr."

Once she made that |leap, and truly believed that she was M a and had never been
Ti ana or anyone else, her mnd would sort itself out. Al pretenses of Tiana,
including particularly the pride and her sense of shanme, would go as well. She
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woul d accept herself entirely as Ma; her whole ego would be redirected.
He raised his hand and she suddenly canme awake.
"I amsorry, ny lord! | did not see you there!" she said.

"That's all right, Ma. My fault entirely. Go wherever you were going. You' ve
got a big day comi ng tonorrow. "

"Thank you, ny lord," she said, doing the partial bow and slight knee bend and
then continuing on her way. She was glad that he didn't need her for anything
and that she had no nore duties for now She was all mxed up in her mnd and
she needed to sort things out, and dancing really hel ped do that.

Ruddygore watched her go, then reached into his robe and took out a huge old
gol d-encased pocket watch with Great Western Railway, Ltd. witten upon its
face. He flipped it open and saw that it was just after nine. So nuch nmeddling
to do, so little tinme .

He caught Joe just as he was coming up the stairs fromthe arnory area and had
himin the sane sort of trance in seconds.

"Joe, what I'mgoing to tell you is true and you will believe it is true."
Qui ckly he sketched nuch the sane scenario as he had for Tiana. "You will not
know this imediately, but will come to suspect it, and she will finally tel

you, if you ask her," he concluded, spelling out a few of the inplications.

Joe, too, would not renenber the encounter nor the conversation, but by the tine
he had his beard he would believe it, and he'd interact with her accordingly.

Not as his fornmer wife and |l ove, but as this little slave he'll now vaguely
renenber. She would then go from bei ng soneone he still considered his equal and
for whom he retained, no natter what, sonme real |love, to a near total stranger
and a masquer ader, however unconsciously, at that. He would still never consider
selling her; the sorcerer had seen to that. But the nmaster-slave status woul d be
absol ute, convincing, and believed and accepted by both.

If, of course, Marge didn't screw it up.

Marge was |ate, but only by a few m nutes. Ruddygore had anticipated it, but
al so knew she could go out afterward, and that, while it took sone tine to walk
or ride to the town, she could fly it rather quickly.

Joe was already there, |ooking over a map with Ruddygore and Poquah.

"I'"d head north across the Plain of Shadows,"” the Imr, a mlitary advisor at
this neeting, told them "Cross into Vali-sandra, which our reports say is not
under Sugasto directly but is scared enough of himthat he essentially has them
neutralized and in no way interfering. Trust no one, rely on your cover story.
You really did fight at the Battle of Sorrow s Gorge, and you truly do have the
sort of experience you will be claimng, including a know edge of the Dark Baron
no one who hadn't net himand been with himfor a stretch would have. As a
mercenary anong so vast an army, there is no one who could tell that you were on
the other side."

He nodded. "I like that. | particularly like using the Dark Baron, curse his
seem ngly indestructible soul, as a way in. It's justice, sonmehow "

"So long as the Baron doesn't actually show up," Marge pointed out. "For sure,
he woul dn't know or renmenber you at all, and it would take hi mabout an hour
mentally to undo the disguise and finger you. And if he fingers you, we're all
undone. "
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Ruddygore sighed. "I hesitate to say that the odds of you two neeting the Baron
again are one in a billion because I know dammed wel |l that your destiny has been
entwined with his and what the inplications of that really are. The only thing
can say is, you Ve both been in his clutches before and you Ve both beaten him
more than once. If it's his destiny to find you, then it's yours to keep
screwing himup. Frankly, after all the previous adventures, if | were the Dark
Baron, and J figured out who you were, I'd run like hell."

"But he won't," Marge noted. "And there's a question of how many tinmes we can
screw up that kind of power and not pay a real price for it. |I know howthis
crazy place works now. Sonewhere down the pike there's a cashier we don't want
to neet."

Joe | ooked up fromthe map at her. "Cold feet? Sorry you came now?"

"Cold feet, yes. Sorry, no. Not yet, anyway. Hey, what's the fun of being in a
worl d of swordplay and sorcery if you can't have thrills once in a while?
Besides, | really want to get this bastard. |'ve owed Sugasto a knife in the
back since that first business with the Lamp. Now it turns out that the sliny,
doubl e-crossi ng weasel is the Master of the Dead and that he's gonna nake a grab
for the whole ball of wax. Unh-uh. We Kauris make | ove, not war, but we Texans
have a different idea!"

"Bravo! Well said," Ruddygore approved. "Renenber the Alanp and all that!"

She | ooked up sharply at him "Everybody died at the Alanp and the bad guy won.
No, remenber San Jacinto, and Santa Ana found skul ki ng under a bridge disguised
as a peasant. Ch, no. 1'd rather be a Iive Houston than a dead Bow e."

"Point taken," the sorcerer responded a bit apologetically. "I'"mnot totally
versed in the fine details of the history of your native |lands."

"At any rate," Poquah said with sonme irritation, "I'd use Valisandra to find out
all you can about the conditions and situation in Hypboreya. Cross when you have
to or when the door of opportunity opens, not before. Get an invitation. You

m ght well have to prove yourself to do it, but be resourceful."”

"And t he bodi es?"

"Here, beyond the Gol den Lakes, in this somewhat bl ank expanse known as the Cold
Wast es, " Ruddygore answered. "It's vast and glacial, and this region is
essentially uninhabited. This area here, in the shading, was the site of a
manmot h battl e of ancient tines, the times of heroes and | egends. It's sixty

m | es across and your nost dangerous area, since that war threatened the very
exi stence and stability of Husaquahr. There is a |l egend that the powers of
Heaven and Hell convened while it raged, and decided that it was so terrible a
thing and had such a disastrous potential, that they agreed to halt it, freezing
the entire battle and both forces, fromgreat sorcerers to mpjestic warriors and
fairy kings of old. There they allegedly remain to this day, under the ice.
Peopl e are scared to cross it because they believe that they're still somehow
alive down there and can influence those who conme near.'

Joe looked himin the eye. "Is it true?"

Ruddygore shrugged. "I haven't the vaguest idea, but it sounds wild enough and
the story has lasted | ong enough to have at least a grain of truth in it. Just
beyond is this area, an oddity caused by volcanic activity. It's warm and | ush
and essentially inaccessible. It's where all the royalty of Hypboreya is crowned
and is their retreat and fortress. Now, if you were Sugasto, and you now rul ed
Hypboreya absolutely with the royals as nere puppets and virtual prisoners and
you had two bodies that would be instantly recognizabl e throughout Husaquahr and
you couldn't blow your plot or their existence until you were ready to unvei
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them where would you put then? Where would you train thenf? Al nost any other

pl ace you can think of on this continent risks premature exposure, and then
you' d have arm es marching on themwth religious fervor to free their captive
deities fromthe clutches of Hell. Any other continent would renove his trunp
cards too far fromeasy access. No, they're there."

"You're sure they actually exist?" Marge asked him

"Now | am It was hard-won information, | assure you. | actually had to free a
demon who was bound to nme indefinitely to get it."

Joe frowned. "Then that neans Sugasto's probably been tipped that you know. Oh,
boy!"

"W have to assune it. At least, a few days ago the word started going out to
find and capture you and Tiana at any cost and offering any reward. You can see
why |'m so paranoi d about you avoiding all detection. The fact is, though,
they'll soon be conbing every hone and tree for you down here, while you'll be
up there. That is one reason | decided that it mght as well be you that goes
for it. That, of course, and the fact that you have the | ong-standing grudge and
are the best qualified. And you alone really have the right to do what nust be
done. Renenber, the Rules bind bodies, not souls, as we all know. Hi gher |aw
applies in that area. Even though the souls are wong, the bodies stolen, this
is still regicide."

He had a point. If Ti was a slave because her body said she was, and he was a
warrior-nercenary for the same reason, then whoever was Tiana's body really was
a highborn, qualified to be a nonarch! As was the guy wearing his old body, by
right of marriage and deed.

"He'll think of that, too," Joe pointed out. "And he'll know that nobody
entitled to ice themis capable of it, except us."

"Sugasto won't think of it," Ruddygore said. "He's always been sl oppy on that
sort of detail."

"But the Dark Baron would think of it," Marge noted.

"Yes, he would. But, renmenber, the Baron betrayed himthe last tinme they forned
an alliance. | feel certain that Sugasto woul d never trust the Baron again. Not
on equal terns, anyway. Can you inmagine Esmilio willing to subordi nate anything,
| et al one sonething as nonunental as this, to anyone?"

"He'd be plotting to overthrowthe little twerp and take over this operation
hinsel f," Marge agreed. "Ckay. Point granted. But | still don't like himloose."

Joe yawned. "I think we pretty well have what we can get at this point. 1'd
better get some sleep if | want to make any tine tonorrow. "

"Yes, Joe, good-night," Ruddygore said in a clear dism ssal

"I'"'m headi ng back for town," Marge told them "Joe can protect ne tonorrow
nor ni ng! "

Ruddygor e caught her eye and gestured for her to |linger. She understood,
noddi ng, and they wapped up everything. First Joe, then Poquah, left. Marge
went over and cl osed the door behind them then turned to the sorcerer. "So
what's the conspiracy?"

"No conspiracy—Aow. |I'mafraid |'ve just had to undo one in a good cause. \Wat
would you say if | told you that Ma is not Tiana? That Tiana actually died at
t he hands of the Baron back on Earth?"
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"I'"d say you were feeding ne baloney to try and keep Joe and ne from being
pi ssed off at the destruction of one of the neatest wonmen this world ever
pr oduced. "

He sighed. "I can prove it to you rather sinply. Tiana could read Husaquahri an.
Not merely the formal |anguage, but nmany of its dialects and several other

| anguages as well. She al so was school ed, as you nmay remenber, in Switzerland.
She spoke, read, and wote CGerman, French, and Italian with ease and Engli sh
rather well, too. Mais totally illiterate now in any tongue, has a reasonable

speaki ng know edge of English because that was supplied in the plot, but none of
the ot her | anguages, and she can't really read English, either.”

"Big deal. The Rules account for that."

"No they don't. Ask anyone. Not just ny staff, anyone. Marge, there is no Rule
prohibiting slaves fromlearning to read or wite. Sone, although not very nany,
can. And Ma was illiterate fromthe start—she couldn't handl e | ooking up the
rel evant passages on herself shortly after they returned here, |ong before even
the Rul es would have wiped it out, if such Rules existed. Ma doesn't know how
to read or wite or any of those other |anguages or an awful | ot that Tiana knew
because Ma is not Tiana, she is really Ma, a former palace slave to Tiana."

Qui ckly, he sketched in the sane scenario that he'd given to an unknowi ng M a
and Joe.

"Wait a mnute! She sure as hell seened like Tiana to ne back on Earth, and she
sure convi nced Joe!"

"I know. I"'mafraid | was partly responsible fornmat. | spotted it right away, of
course, and in the course of renoving the Baron's nasty little tinme bonbs inside
her, | realized that she could pull it off, allowing for the nature of Husaquahr
and the Rules. | warned at the start that she'd be a dancer or courtesan, the
former usually and the latter always slave jobs. | knew even then that the
monent she returned to Husaquahr the Rules would take the path of |east
resistance and return her to her forner status. Everything el se they would bl ane
on the Rules. Even she thought she was Tiana, and | helped that out a bit. Joe
needed the time, he needed Tiana, for the wlderness period with Ir-ving. Now
have started the unraveling. Wthin a few days, a week at npbst, both she and Joe
will realize the truth."

" But —why! "

"Because at this point Tiana is the | ast person Joe needs. Not merely to avoid
sl i pups, but suppose they do have a chance at the bodies? Could Joe really
destroy the body of his wife, the woman he | oved? Coul d she! There was no ot her

choice. |I've been letting it come off in stages, and | held off the full inpact
of the Rules with her as |ong as possible, but what was once a positive is now a
negative. She is a very bright, talented, capable woman who is still an asset.

But she is not the one anyone, even she, thought she was."
"Ww | f you're not pulling another of your scanms, that's heavy stuff!"”

"Marge, | amnot. | just wanted you to know ahead of tinme. It will nake things
easier later."

"Yeah, well. . . Www"
"Renmenber, too, by the way, that she's still a were. They both are. Joe saw to
that. They had it on the road. | understand that Irving was, in his vernacul ar,

pretty 'freaked out.' That's an occasional problem but, as you know, a val uable
tool if used.

Keep it in mnd. Joe will have enough to handle, so |I'mcounting on you as gui de
and advi ser."
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She nodded, still stunned. "Yeah, I'll do what | can, as always. Still, | said
we couldn't get away with it forever. Now you're telling nme that Ti's paid the
bill, and Joe's got his own curse down the pike. Wiy does that nmake nme feel |ike

target nunber one in this business?"

Ruddygore shrugged. "These things pile up over tinme, but things like that are
not inevitable. You have the sanme odds now you al ways di d. You know about Joe,
t hen?"

She nodded. "He told ne. | guess he had to tell sonebody."

"Wl I, he might not have told you that, if and when it happens, he wouldn't | ose
his mnd and his nmenory any nore than you did. It's not as bad as that. It won't
be like the last tine."

"Yeah, but a big nmacho male stuck as a wood nynph isn't gonna have a happy tine.
At | east he'll do dammed near anything to stay alive as he is."

"But that is also his Achilles' heel. He m ght hold back, he m ght hesitate when
he should strike. That's another thing to watch out for."

"Boy, you're really loading the dice on this one, aren't you?'' she said glumy.
"And, it seens to ne, you're loading it agai nst your own side."

CHAPTER 7
ON THE ROAD AGAI N

Pl aces shall take on the atnmobsphere and attitude of their rulers. Evil pervades
the very rocks and trees and air where it resides. And, if allowed to fester,
killing the good, it will remain so long after the rulers have depart ed.

—Fhe Books of Rules, Il1l, 97(a)

SAYI NG FAREVELL TO | RVI NG WAS GUT- WRENCHI NG, BUT JOE at |east had the honest
conviction that the boy had not been in better hands in his life.

They were barely out of sight of Terindell, though, taking the northern river
route, when he realized how nuch he nmissed the rest of the old conpany and how,
for the first tine, really, on one of these mssions, he was essentially al one.
If it weren't for Marge's happy appearance, he thought, it might drive himnuts,
but the Kauri wasn't any conpany to speak of during the day. Instead, she just
sprawl ed out on top of the bedrolls on the packhorse, sound asleep, nostly
conceal ed under a thin wap so that the sight of one of the fairies out cold
didn't attract too many curious stares or, worse, give the wong inpression

The road went al nost inmediately inland, skirting places like the Crce's lair
and the den Dinig, donain of the great wi tch-queen Huspeth, heading first to
the city of Machang on the River Rossignol, fromwhence roads went in al
directions.

Joe m ssed nost of all the conpany of the old Tiana, who had been nore than

wi fe, but also companion and equal, |over and confessor. The change in her had
bot hered hi m about as nuch as it had seemed to bother her, and now he coul dn't
keep from wondering just how nmuch of a change there was and how nuch he'd

overl ooked. Even in the nmonths in the Hi gh Pothique w | derness, he'd been
preoccupied with Irving and had tended to overtook things that now seened to

|l eap out at him He'd blaned rmuch of it on the Rules, of course, but now ot her
things started bothering him How had she | earned to dance so well so quickly?
Even he had needed to be trained by Gorodo; only the fairies got their skills by
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instinct. The fact that he was inclined to enjoy swordplay and conbat skills
hadn't nmeant he hadn't had to learn them and practice, practice, practice. Tiana
had al ways been clunsy, even at fornmal dances; who had taught her those erotic
nmoves and gyrations? For that matter, she'd lately shown sone skill as a
seanstress, barber, maid, and other such jobs that she'd never shown any

know edge of or interest in before.

The Baron had Tiana briefly on Earth, hadn't he?

The t hought cane al nost immedi ately, and he could not get it out of his head.
VWhat if this girl really wasn't Tiana at all?

For Ma, riding behind himon her horse while keeping the packhorse in the rear
in line, the sane |ogic and questions had gnawed even further at her. More

bot hersome than the skills she did have were the nenories she did not. Tiana had
gone to school on Earth, in Switzerland, one of the countries there, but she had
no nmenory of the schooling, or the country, or even where it mght be. She
didn't even renenber being a nmernmaid, as they'd rem nisced, or anything between
the palace life and the night they defeated the Baron. Even the pal ace nenories
were odd, as if she were sonmeone el se, watching Tiana rather than being her

Menori es | ong suppressed, strange nenories but famliar ones, now cane to the
fore. O all those kids jamred in a one-room hovel, of playing naked w th other
dirty kids in a town square, of running away at age el even when her nother died
in childbirth, determned that it would not happen to her. O reaching a big
city and being befriended by a man who was at the start very nice, but who later
taught her to dance with the other girls for crowds of |eering nen, renting out
her young body to some of them and, finally, being arrested, where a kindly
worman Procurator listened synpathetically to her life story and sentenced her to

be a slave, ward of the state, and trained as a maid ... O being in the pal ace
after Joe and Tiana left, of men in black who' d seized her, to awaken in a
strange place on a strange world ... O seeing her Highness hel pless, in some
room. ..

It hit her all at once with a force that al nost knocked her off the horse. By
the gods! | have been mad! | amnot Tiana! | amthe slave Ma

After the initial shock wore off, though, the realization brought not horror and
regret but a sense of peace in her mind. She was not forced into slavery, she
was sinply now returned to her proper role and self! It was all right, then! No
nmore i nner struggles, no nore angui sh. Instead, she felt great pride in herself,
that she, a nmere ignorant whore turned slave, had nanaged to fool even Joe into
t hi nki ng she was of the bl ood royal. And, for those few nonths, she'd had him
essentially as an equal, sonething beyond even the nobst inpossible, wild dreans
of one such as her. It was over now, she knew, but if she died tonorrow, it

still would be enough.

The trouble was, howto tell him She decided that she could not; it would
enbarrass him But, if he suspected at some tinme, if he asked, then she woul d
admt the truth.

It took ten hours to reach Machang, a pretty big city by Husaquahrian standards,
teeming with life and busy people, its huge bridge at the northern end
dom nating the skyline and marking the end of navigation on the Rossignol

They selected a lowrent hostelry near the riverfront for their night's |odging,
first going into a back alley and awakening a still slightly groggy Marge,
telling her where they'd be, and letting her nanage to fly up to the rooftops to
finish her slunbers.

M a hel ped unl oad, then unpacked, got the roomready as much as she coul d, then
went back down to arrange to stable the horses. She felt buoyant, giddy, al nost
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supercharged, |ike a whole new person, free to act and think |like a teenager
agai n.

Joe pl opped down on the bed, feeling tireder than he knew he should, sinply
because of the nobnotony of the ride. And there were weeks and weeks of this to
come, with the climate, both real and political, turning worse as they went.

Mar ge tapped outside his third-story window and he got up and raised it fully to
let her in. He was glad to see her. "Any trouble finding ne?"

"Naw. Really freaked out a couple fol ks who saw ne peekin' in, but npst of 'em
were doin' anything but |ookin' out the window " She grinned evilly. "You may be
the only person in this joint who's here to sleep."

"I think 1'd be a little too conspicuous staying in one of the fancy places.
Besides, | couldn't even dress for dinner."

"M a's not back yet?"
"No, she just left to stable the horses a few ninutes ago."
"You're down in the dunps about something, | can tell. Just what's ahead?"

"Well, that, but not really. | just never really been this alone on a long trip
since | drove a truck, and then | had a CB and the stereo."

"What you're really saying is that you can't relate to Ma as you could to T
and you can't just take Ma as Ma."

He nodded. "That's part of it."

"Joe, | think maybe | oughta tell you sonething. | checked it out |ast night
after Ruddygore told nme and it holds up, but it's a big shock. | wasn't supposed
to tell, but I'mexercising that judgnent the old boy thinks | have.'

"I'"'mlistening."

She told himthe whol e thing, beginning to end, including how she'd run into
this lonely hal f-baked magician in Terdi era who' d | ooked up the literacy thing
in the Rules for her and confirmed it. Joe listened with so little expression,
sayi ng not hing even after she'd finished, that she had to pronpt him "Well?"

"I + was beginning to suspect as nuch, but it's still a shock to find out the
worman you thought was your wife is sone sixteen-year-old slave girl | don't even
renenber. It also nmeans |'ve been had and living a lie for many nonths, and,

nmost of all, it nmeans Ti's really gone.™

She hadn't thought of that |ast one. "Ch, Joe. I'mso sorry! Damm ne!"

"No, no. You were right to tell nme. It's better to know. The question is, does
she know?"

"I think so, now. Fairy intuition, naybe. This was supposed to take a week to
kick in, but I can't stand it. Ask her when she gets back. Ask her if she knows
the truth about herself."

"And if she does and admts it? Wat then?"

"Then I'd tell her it's okay, that it's good to know, and that it's closed. And
then I'd blow out the Iight and nake | ove to her. Not as Joe and Ti, but as Joe
and slave girl."

"Huh?"
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"Trust me. Do that and all the ice will nelt. After that, you can relate to her
and she to you as people in their relative positions. The feninine fairy nose
knows. How woul d you guys ever survive if you didn't have wonmen to tell you what
to do?"

And, it turned out, she was exactly right.

The next day dawned as clear and warm as the one before; good traveling weather
Ma was |ike a different person—which, in a way, she was—dp and about before
dawn, getting things packed and ready before he awoke and without awakeni ng him
sonmehow even finding hot water for the basin and giving hima norning wash. To
hinself, guiltily, he had to admt grudgingly that he |iked such treatnent and
could easily grow used to it. She refused breakfast, saying she'd eat sonething
|ater, and, while he ate at a dingy riverfront cafe, she went and settled the
livery bill, got the horses and packed things away, then brought it all to him

"That's a hell of a girl you got there, Mster," the grizzled proprietor of the
cafe noted as she arrived. "You want to sell her?"

"Never," he responded. "She's absolutely essential to me."

They picked up Marge in the alley, and she crawed in her "hidey hole" as she
called it and was soon off to dream and, but feeling a little smug. She stil
didn't care for this slave girl bit; it went against her grain. But if she had
to see it, then it was a lot easier to accept a little slave girl raised to this
|l evel, at least, rather than a Tiana sunk to it. After all, Tiana hadn't given a
thought to slaves waiting on her hand and foot, both nmale and fenmal e, as being
anyt hing other than her due. That didn't nmake it right, but Marge had been
around | ong enough to lose, if not her ideals, at |east her hopes that one could
cure the evils of the world without also inventing totally new ones.

Ma was still rigorous about her exercises and her running, but she al so begged
for sone regular training in defense that m ght be useful, and Joe stopped at

| east once every day in a relatively uninhabited spot to help her out. She was

really good with a knife, and could handle a bow at relatively short distances,
but what surprised himwas her karatelike kicks, which, with her powerful |egs,
dancer's agility, and toughened feet, nmanaged to break a snall log in half.

"Where'd you |l earn those noves?" he asked her, genuinely inpressed.

"Irving taught themto nme, Master," she responded. "It was a new ki nd of
fighting, perfect for me to defend nysel f."

"Huh! And | thought he was just play-acting out Kung-Fu novies. 1'll be dammed!"

Ma was pretty good as it was, but much was inprovised. If she could only have
taken classes in it, he thought, she'd shoot to black belt in no tinme.

They stopped at a roadhouse just before the Valisandran border. By now Joe's
facial hair had developed into a full, thick beard, and it so dramatically
altered his | ooks while retaining his inmage that he was willing to overl ook the
few gray streaks. It gave the beard character, aged himgracefully, and spoke of
har d-won experience. Although he never got used to getting stuff in a nustache,
or found a way short of regular trins not to eat sone hair, he wasn't about to
get rid of it, particularly after the roadhouse

Ma canme up to himquietly while he rel axed outside. She had a paper in her
hand, and said, "Master, | think you better look at this."

He took it and i mredi ately saw what she nmeant. He couldn't read a word of it—n
fact, none of them coul d—but the two woodcuts, while sonewhat crude, were
unmi st akabl e. Lean, hard face, high cheekbones, long black hair ... It wasn't
very flattering, but, when taken with what was probably a physical description,
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it was recogni zable. The other cut wasn't nearly as nuch hel p; he knew it was
supposed to be Ma, but it could have been about every fifth girl in Marquewood,
and the picture certainly had no slave ring, the one thing about her face that
everyone focused on al nost inmediately.

At the bottom was a synbol that resenbled a nasty, black falcon's head, only a
falcon out of the dark side of faerie, superinposed over the outline of a crest
that appeared to be a cycl ops on one side and a dwarf on the other. ' "The
Hypboreyan inmperial seal, 1'd bet," he comented. "I wonder if | can find
anybody inside to read it to nme?"

"Ch, no, Master! You can't!"”

He grinned.' 'Sure | can. Just renenber, those aren't pictures of us! Wo knows,
we m ght cone across this pair and collect a fat reward. Don't worry. | want to
know whom you deliver themto if you capture them Who, and where."

The barman | ooked at the flyer and frowned. "Says this pair are fugitives froma
treason charge in Hypboreya—ot that that's unusual. Seems |ike nmost anything
over there's treason now. They must want them pretty bad, though. The usual's
ten gold pieces a head. These are ten thousand a head!" He whistled. "And
twenty-five thousand for both! Man, I'Il settle for just one of "em gquilty or
innocent. Wth ten thousand I'd wal k away fromthis place, get myself a yacht,
and just sail the river and | oaf."

"That's why | wanted the details. What happens if you catch one or both? Wiat do
you do then?"

"Bring "emhere and I'll split with you!" the innkeeper responded. "No,
seriously, it says they nust be alive, but condition's not inportant, and to
notify any Hypboreyan | egation or trade representative, or to notify the
Wtches' Guild!"

"Surely all wtches and warl ocks aren't working for Hypboreya," Joe responded.
He knew sone pretty nice fol ks who were w tches—and, of course, a ton that nade
the fairy-tale ones | ook |like saints.

The barman shrugged. "Who knows? You figure they got sonebody in alnost all the
| ocal s. Probably got sone kind of mamgical reward for themas a processing fee
the likes of this cash so that few witches could turn it down. Mst any of 'em
around here are in | eague with the Dark One anyway. It was real creepy when this
was occupied territory, you know, but they pretty well |eft us al one. Too busy
pushing south then. They're still around, though. Just kind of |ow key, if you
know what | mean."

"You do business with thenf"

He shrugged. "I ain't never .been very political. Besides, it's a long ways to
the nearest Marquewood army, and, with Ruddy-gore off the Council, we ain't got
the privileged position we once did. | guess we got enough strength to protect

the big cities, which is why they ain't done nothin' nore and made the truce,
but that don't cut beans around here. \Were you headi ng?"

"Valisandra for now," he replied. "Still, | figured there m ght be sone work
com ng up for sonebody in ny profession.”

"Yeah? How come them i nstead of south?"

Joe tapped the paper. "Because they pay better, for one thing. And because |'ve
seen the south and tested the winds, and | like to be on the side ,of the
Wi nner. Wnners pay. Losers run or hang."

"Yeah, well, there's sonething to that, | guess. Still, this bunch could stab
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you through the heart and then you'd still fight for 'emfor free!"

"Those zonbies are form dable," he agreed, "but you can't win a war or even a
maj or battle with them al one. There's no substitute for thinkers; men who can
hold their own in the mdst of battle and instantly size up the situation and
the move and counternove. They're okay as infantry, but a good fire line could
destroy them and have them marching in to be consumed before they could get the
order to turn. Then your cavalry could leap right through and behi nd them and
get at the ones who direct them Renove the controllers and the zonbies are just
so much rubble.™

"You sound |ike you know your business, all right, Mster ah-"
"Cochi se. "
"Interesting name."

"Al'l barbarian nmercenaries have interesting nanes,
Fourteen, page one hundred and sixty-one."

Joe responded |ightly. "Book

"Well, you just watch your back, M ster Cochise, when you cross that border,
‘cause over there the blackest sort of mmgic rul es unchecked."

"I fought with the Baron at Sorrow s Corge," Joe responded nenacingly. "It'Il be
just like com ng home."

He only wi shed he'd neant that.
"You get many going north these days?" Joe asked him curious.

"Some. Sal esnen, tradespeople, officials, that kind of thing, and sone |I'd

rat her not discuss. Been a ton of real nean fairies headin' in, too, | hear, but
most don't come near here. A few nuts, too. Had one guy through, not |ong ago,
crazy as a loon. Said he was on sonme kind of epic quest. Little guy. Just kept
singin' this dunmb song in some foreign tongue. C ained he was | ookin' for some
desert island. Desert island! In Valisandra! Can you beat that?"

Joe grew suddenly interested. "How long ago did that little fellow cone through?

The innkeeper shrugged. "Couple weeks back, | think. dad to get rid of him
Gave nme the creeps, he did."

Marge, like all faerie, recognized no human borders and particularly not their
formalities. She flew over to Valisandra that night, arranging to catch up with
the other two when they cleared and were well inside the country.

The border crossing | ooked pretty standard, if a bit nore el aborate than nost;
the uniforms were different, the accent on the border guards was a bit off, but
it hardly seenmed the gateway to Hell. They were a |l ot nore officious, though,
and they did nore touching of Ma than a border guard shoul d.

"She'll have to get down and cone inside," he said at |ast.

"Huh? Why?" Joe was suddenly defensive and suspicious and his hand al nost went
to his sword.

"She's got to have her head shaved," the guard said. "It's the |aw here, no
exceptions."

Joe was surprised that Ma didn't recoil fromthat. He sure did. "How |l ong has
that been the | aw?"

"It used to be a custom anobng certain of our people and those of Hypboreya," he
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told them "Nowit's the |aw. Absolute. No exceptions."
Joe | ooked at her long, beautiful hair. "And if | refuse?”

He shrugged. "Then she don't get allowed in. It's your decision, Mster. She's
your property. | don't make the laws, | just have to enforce them™

Be cold, be tough, he remi nded hinmself. "Ckay, but only in ny presence."
"Ckay with me."

She got down and went inside and sat in the chair they indicated. One of the
guards brought these big, sharp scissors and started cutting. It didn't take
very long to have a nound of hair on the floor and a scraggly nmess on top
Getting the scraggly nmess down was nore involved, but finally they had it very
short. Then they literally shaved her with foany soap and a straight razor. He
was surprised when that wasn't the end of it; they shaved her underarns, her
arns, |egs, even her pubic hair, leaving only her eyebrows. Then they finished
it by applying a greenish liquid over not only her scalp but every place they'd
shaved. But for the brows, she was totally hairless. It |ooked very strange,
with her bald as a cue ball, but she did have the head for it, and it made her
| ook rather exotic, statuesque.

Joe felt his own still unfamliar beard and said, "I guess |'mgoing to have to
buy a razor.'

"No, the potion we finished with kills all the roots,"” the guard said casually.
"I'd get her a hafiid as soon as | hit nmy first town.. A collar with loop is
also required. Until then, the earrings, bracelets, and anklets are okay, but
she can't wear anything el se. Understand?"

"Uh, yeah," Joe responded, still in a state of shock. They wal ked back out si de.

Finally, the head nan tore off a piece of paper and handed it to Joe. "Can you
read?"

"Al'l right, then. This is a conditional entry into the country for you and your
property. Carry it with you at all tines and don't lose it. You'll be asked to
produce it for alnobst anything, from purchases to roons to even using the roads.
Failure to produce it can result in inmediate arrest. It's good for seven days
and nust be renewed at a constabul ary every seven days to remain valid. Trave
only on main roads and only in daylight. Use or entry to any posted road or
building is prohibited. Canping is prohibited wi thout perm ssion. That's for
your protection, believe ne. You understand?”

Joe nodded. "Yeah. Wat, you don't want ne to give blood every day, too?"

"Don't be a wise ass. That's the way to get in real trouble here."

"Take it easy! I'mjust looking to see if there's any work for ny talents up
here. "
"Yeah, well, could be. That's up to you. Go al ong, now. "

They went through the border and entered Valisandra. Al nost instantly the
| andscape seenmed a little nmeaner, a little nore threatening, and the atnosphere
seened t hick and nenaci ng.

There was no real physical difference, nothing you could put your finger on or
put into words, but it was tangible none the less. There was the snell of evi
about, and it was unm stakabl e and unpl easant. Even the horses sensed it and
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grew a bit nore nervous
"Jeez! |I'mas pissed off as you are about the hair," he told her.

"I amonly sorry you no longer find nme pleasing to | ook at, Master," she
replied. "I was warned of this back in Terdiera, when | suggested to the Imr
that the alchem st mght wish to dye ny hair in disguise as well."

"You knew? Why didn't you say sonething, then?"
"There was no purpose to it. W had to come, so it was inevitable."

"Well, for the record, | don't think you | ook bad at all. Incredibly different,
but | guess I'd look different with all ny hair off, too. But it nmakes you | ook
sexy and exotic. On sone people it would be a disaster."”

"You are kind to say so, Master."

"I can see that it bothers you, though. Wen we get back, we'll have the good
Doctor Mijahn put it back as good as before. If he can grow hair on an old Injun
like me, he can sure do it for you."

"Thank you, Master. | do not know how it | ooks, but it makes ne feel, oddly,
naked in a way | have not ever felt before."

"Well, we're going into colder climates pretty quickly now. The only direction
other than north is up. What the hell is the hafiid they tal ked about? Sheesh
Seens to nme like you'd want nore hair in a place |like we're going, not |ess!"

"I believe the idea is to insure a slave is always under control," she
responded. "The hafiid is a garment, much like a robe, usually of wool, and a
headdress of sorts. One wears it with boots or barefoot while outside. There is
al so a mask and gloves for when it is very cold. Wen a slave enters a warm

pl ace, she surrenders it to her master, or to the person in charge of the place,
and gets it back when she | eaves. You are unlikely to go outside or into places
you shoul d not when you are like this and it is cold out.'

"Huh! What do they do with the guys?"

"I, too, was curious about that. Much the sanme, although they are allowed a
codpi ece. Their garnent is a hooded bl ack wool en robe, tied at the waist."

"Huh! They get shaved, too?"

She nodded. "All over. The sane. They are often, but not always, neutered as
well. 1 believe when Valisandrans speak of geldings they are not speaking of
hor ses. "

He felt a twinge in the vital areas there. "This has been a customin
Val i sandr a?"

"No, Master. It is a customin nost of the tribes of Hypboreya, the only |and
left in all Husaquahr where the child of a slave is a slave as well. Some of the
same tribes lived across the river here and practiced Hypboreyan custons.
Clearly those custonms are now becom ng the |l aw here, until both countries are
the sane. What you see here is what woul d be extended to Marquewood as well, if
they win, and Hi gh Pothique, and then all Husaquahr."

"Well, it certainly puts-new juice to do the job and do it right here." He shook
his head. "And they call nme a barbarian!"

In most of Husaquahr slaves were always regarded as people; they were just
| egal ly donmestic animals. Here, or at least in the custonms that had dribbled
over and were now |l aw, slaves were . regarded as aninmals, not hunman at all
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Sonmehow t hat sounded like a nice distinction, but for the life of himhe
couldn't figure out exactly what it was. Maybe it was nostly in the fact that in
sout hern society slavery at |east wasn't inherited.

O course, back home once, mllions of men fought a bitter war to end sl avery
and they won, so now the descendants of slaves had the right to sharecrop a farm
or get hooked on drugs or live in squalid ghettos as welfare wards, right? And
hi gh- soundi ng acadeni c types could go on talk shows and bl abber about |iberation
and equality while thousands nore kids got hooked on drugs or put in a pinp's
"stable" and forced to work the streets, and those hi gh-sounders could forget
that nost of the rest of the world lived not nuch different than Husaquahr

Maybe it was only different by degree after all. He broke off that reverie since
it got himnowhere and did nobody any good. But, nan, it was tough not to get
real cynical when the good guys weren't really good, they just weren't as

all -out bad as the bad guys.

At | east they' d passed the first hurdle, the first real test, and if the truth
about Ma hadn't conme out, both of them would have flunked, and he knew it.
Tiana, no matter what, would have killed herself rather than allow themto do to
her what was just done to Ma, and he'd have turned around and said the hel

with it rather than sit back and watch it done.

"How d you find out so nuch about this?" he asked her
"I, too, had ny briefing, Master," she replied.
"Ch, yeah? Anything else you know that you're not telling me?"

"Not hi ng of inportance.'

He | ooked around. "I wonder where Marge is? It's pretty late for her to be up,
but | hope she didn't go to sleep in that forest waiting for us. There's
sonet hing just, well, dangerous about this place."

Mar ge, however, finally did appear, sleepy but aware. "Oh, boy!" she said,
| ooking at Ma. "They really do a job, don't they? Hey, it doesn't | ook so bad!
Just wear the big earrings to set it all off."

"What took you so |Iong?" Joe asked. "I was beginning to get worried."

"When | saw you hung up at the station, | took the tine to do a little scouting
of the land. It's real oppressive. Can't you feel it?"

He nodded. "You can cut it with a knife."

"Even the forest's ugly. The trees are starting to grow weird and tw st around,
and there are lots nore ugly weeds."

He stared enptily into the trees for a nonent, then said, "It's because the wood
nynphs are sick. They can't do their job properly. If this keeps up, they'l
eventually die, and the satyrs who husband the animals will turn wild and

vi ci ous. "

Now, how did he know that? Not by |earning, but instinctively. And he felt it,
the nausea fromthe trees.

Mar ge frowned, knowi ng how he knew what he did. "So nmaybe there really is such a
thing as an evil wood. If this is the way it is just inside the country, and a
country that's only controlled by the bad guys, |I'mnot anxious at all to see
their land."

He nodded. "You watch it. There's a lot of evil fairies ascendant in this |and.
Maybe as bad or worse than evil humans. And sone of themcan fly, too."
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"Unh- huh," she responded, settling in for her sleep

M a | ooked around. "It is as if there is a great shadow on this |and, darkening
all that live withinit," she said. "Is that not what we are to try and |ift?

"Yeah, that's the idea, but we've got a long way to go."

Just a fewniles farther on, though, cane the second test. Sonmeone had built an
ersatz gate of | ogs across the road, and that soneone was six of the
meanest -1 ooki ng guys he'd seen in a long tine.

He cane up to just in front of the gate and stopped. "What is this about?" he
demanded to know.

Their leader, a big man, dressed in black jerkin and | eather boots and carrying
a crossbow under his arm stepped forward. Joe could swear he could count the
fleas on the man.

"This here's a tollgate,” he said in the light tone of a man who is totally in
charge. "You got to pay a toll to go on."

"l see. And you are with the governnent?"
Several of the nen sniggered at that.

"Yeah, we collect for the guv,'
shni ggeri ng.

the | eader responded, and there was nore

"Uh- huh. And how nuch do you coll ect?"

"All we kin git," one of the others said, chuckling evilly.
Joe slid off his horse in a casual way, at one and the same time shifting his
swordbelt to the proper position.

"Now, why don't | believe you?" Joe nused al oud, al nbst taunting.

"You can believe this, foreigner," the | eader responded. "There's six of us

and you got just you and the bitch.'

Ma slid off her horse to the other side, coolly reaching into a saddl e pocket
and picking up a small throwi ng knife, which she deftly pal ned. Even this naked,
wi t hout even the hair, it was possible to hide things if you just stood right
and noved right.

Joe | ooked them over. The | eader was fairly near; no problem Three of the other
five | ooked pretty relaxed; they would waste precious time bringing any kind of

weapon to bear. The one with the | oaded crossbow ai med strai ght at his chest was
the i medi ate problem He calculated position, trying to insure that he had the

proper angle and that nothing else would be in the way. Ma had noved cl oser to

the men but out of the line of fire and stood there kind of sexily, but tense.

"Six is a problem" Joe admitted. "Five is nuch sinpler. But, of course, you
give me no choice. It is give you everything and live, or refuse and die." He
had his hand on the sword hilt now, and he could feel Irving' s anticipation, its
energy, even sheathed, feel its power uniting his armand its dwarf magic.

"That's the choice."

"I think I choose that you all die," Joe responded, and the answer caught the
| eader off guard for a precious fraction of a second. Joe | eaped and the great
broadsword sang and sliced clean through the | eader's neck, sending his head,

still with a bewildered |look on its face, high in the air.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...s%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%?20.txt (92 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:55 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20Gods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %20the%20Dancing%20.txt

At the same nmonent, Ma smoothly threw the knife into the chest of the nman with
the cocked crossbow. He screaned and bent over and the bolt shot harmessly into
the ground several feet from anybody.

Reacting to a two-pronged attack, the remaining four split, three fanning out
agai nst Joe, swords drawn, while one, with a maniacal |eer, canme right at Ma.
She waited patiently for him then, at alnobst the |ast second, |eaped and ki cked
himstraight in the chest, sending himbackward while she whirled and retained
her bal ance. The man she'd struck was hurt badly, probably with crushed ribs,

but he was getting to his feet. She ran at himand gave hima kick to the side
of the head; then, spying the crossbow bolt in the ground, she reached down,
pulled it out, and plunged it into the man's neck

Joe faced the trio, waiting for one to get brave enough to cl ose.

"Cone on, cone on,'
be in town by dark!"

the big man invited them "I haven't got all day. | want to

"Big talk!" one snapped. "There' s—

"' Three of you now, Joe finished. "W're hal fway done and | haven't even had
any fun yet. |If you stay like this too nmuch longer, ny girl's going to have an
easy time plugging each of you in the back and I won't even get to fight!"

There was a sound like a giant rubber band being sprung at high tension and the
m ddl e man screamed, then pitched over, a bolt in his back

The other two backed up nervously. "Ckay, Mster, okay! Call it off!" one of
themcried. "No toll for you!"

"You don't get off that easily," he told them "You insulted ny girl. She
doesn't |ike anybody calling her a bitch but ne. And | don't |ike ragtag
bandits."

They both threw down their swords. Ma, who'd had enough time to rel oad and
recock the bow, | ooked very di sappoi nted.

"Al right! Al right! We give up! Just let us go!" one of them pl eaded.

Joe sheathed his sword but called, "Ma, keep them covered. Shoot the first one
who so nuch as scratches his fleas and |I'I|l have tine to take the nanhood from
the other one!"

"Your wish is ny command, Master,'
t han now.

she responded, never enjoying that |ine nore

Met hodi cal | y, never taking his eyes conpletely off the pair, he rifled the
headl ess corpse of the | eader, coming up with two small bags. Straightening up,
he qui ckly | ooked into them and found, as he'd expected, one had coins, the
other genms. He turned to the pair. "Now, the first thing you are going to do is
tear down that barricade," he told them

"Yes, sir! Yes, sir!l" they both said, going to it with a vengeance. Wthin
m nutes, they had it reasonably cl eared.

"Now-where are your horses? Your horses! Were?"

They pointed to the trees, and he went over to Ma and took the crossbow. He
never |iked them one shot and then you had nothing, but if he couldn't take one
of these idiots barehanded he didn't deserve to be out here. "Ma, go get the
horses and any bel ongi ngs you find that won't have to be burned," he ordered.
She went, and soon canme back, |eading the horses two at a tine.
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"See if you can tie off all six to ours," he told her.

""You ain't gonna | eave us with no horses!" one of the robbers wailed. "W
couldn't get no place afore dark on foot!"

"Two grown nen afraid of the dark," he nocked. "If you're that scared, you can
make the border before sunset with a good pace. Do you good. And, by that tine,
you'll have no problens thinking up a good story for the nice nmen there. And
it'll be a doozy, | bet. Take off all your clothes!"

"Why, you can't ask us to do that! It's against the Rules or sonmethin'!"
"Ain't fair," the other agreed.

He | aughed. "You boys want a code of honor, you better head way south," he told
them "Haven't you got it yet? | amrobbing you!" He uncocked the crossbow

al most inviting themto conme at him and tossed it away, then went again to his
sword. "Now, which is it? Your clothes or your manhood? | wonder if a man could
make it back to that entry station that way w thout bleeding to death?"

They raced each other to get it all off.

He gestured at the two nen, who | ooked even worse in the buff than they | ooked
in those clothes, then at the road back the way they came. "Now, run!" he
ordered. "I'mgoing to count as high as |I can, then |I'm gonna pick up that
crosshow and fire it right down that road."

"How hi gh kin you count?" one asked.

"I don't know. Let's see, | got one finger, two fingers ..

They were off |ike a shot, making a hilarious sight running down that road, and
even M a | aughed at themas they quickly were out of sight.

"Anyt hing but the horses?" he asked her

" Saddl ebags, Master. A couple of crossbows, extra bolts, and a fair anount of
Mar quewood sil ks. Also two dead men. It appears we were not their first victins
of the day."

He nodded. "Well, pack up what you can. Can you tie up the horses so we can take
themall in? They're pretty average | ooking but they ought to bring sonme noney."

She went to do that and he | ooked around at the four dead bodies. He felt
terrific! His old confidence was conpl etely back. And yet, he realized, he'd
only been responsible for one of themdirectly and another by m sdirection. Ma
had done nost of the work and as good as any fighter he'd ever seen

M a was soon back. "All set?" he asked her.

"But for one thing, Master," she responded, running to the first man she'd
killed and renmoving the knife, then cleaning it on his tunic.

"You were amazing," he told her honestly. "Tiana could not have done any
better.'

She beaned. "I was sure about the first one, Master, but not the second. It is
very odd, but | had never been able to do that sort of kick before. I think ny
hair always got in the way or threw ne off. This time | did not have to all ow
for the hair. Perhaps this is not such a tragedy, after all."

"Well, don't get too cocky!" he warned. "These guys were dangerous, yes, but
they were common thieves. Professionals would have reacted w t hout thinking, and
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they woul d not have taken you for granted."

She spat on the ground near a body. "That sort of man always takes girl slaves
for granted, Master." She ran lightly back and junped atop her horse, then
gathered what reins she could and tied everything off. They | ooked now |ike
horse-breeders on their way to narket.

Joe nounted his own horse and started past the fornmer barricade. "On the road
again," he sang. "Can't wait to get back on the road again ..."

Marge stirred fromunder her tarp and peered out fuzzily. "Huh, wizzit?" She
| ooked around and suddenly saw a whole | ot nore horses around her. "Were'd they
conme fronP"

Joe | aughed. "Poor Marge! Go back to sleep! A robbery and a fight can't wake you
up, but my singing does it every tinme!"

Marge peered blurrily at the horses, then at Ma and Joe, frowned, shrugged, and
crawl ed back under her tarp.

It wasn't nuch of a town, but it was clearly seeing better days because of the
proximty of mlitary units. There had been a | ot of new and obviously slipshod
construction along its one main street, probably to serve the mlitary forces
who had first passed it by, then returned in the truce and remmi ned near by.

The stabl e manager was taken aback at the nunber of horses. "They're for sale,"
Joe told him "Cheap."

The livery man, a stout, niddle-aged man, with gray hair and nustache dressed in
brown, who | ooked and snelled as if he'd been born in the stable, |ooked them
over. "Ain't much," he commented. "Serviceable, though. You got clear title?"

"The nmen who owned themwon't be comng to claimthem if that's what you nean,”
Joe answered. "They nmade a serious mistake of trying to rob ne."

"Well, 1'lIl be swaggered! | thought that was Stirt's horse there!"
"Scruffy man, fleas, dirty gray clothes?"
"The very one!"

"If he returns, he'll be carrying his head under his arm" Joe told the
liveryman. "If he does and still wants his horse, |I'll refund your noney.'

The liveryman | ooked suddenly frightened. "You shouldn't oughta joke |ike that,
son. Not 'round here. It ain't all that inprobable!"

"Was he a friend of yours?"

"Nope. Real backstabber. Bad fromthe start. It's just that he owed nme noney.
Not that | was gonna get it anyway, but. . ."

"Thirty for the lot and you put up ny three for the night," Joe told him

"Ain't possible! I'"lIl be lucky to resell the lot for twenty-five afore sone nosy
sonmebody fromthe mlitary district cones in and confiscates them as necessary
for the defense. Ten plus the board and feed of yours.'

"I''l'l sell themon the street for nore than that." They went back and forth in
traditional fashion, finally settling on seventeen gold pieces and the livery
service. Wth the still uncounted booty fromthe thieves' stash, he was
beginning to take a certain liking to Valisandra in spite of its rottenness.
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"The mlitary are near here?" he asked the |iveryman

"Couple mles. Lots of train in' and stuff, lots, of noise and marching and al
that other soldier crap.”

"A'l Valisandran?"

He nodded. "All except some of the officers. | ain't sure what they are. M ght
not even be hunman for all | know There's a Valisandran Vol san detachnent, too.
Bi g suckers."

"Vol san—they're of the centaurs, right?"

"Yep. Wuldn't want to face any of themin a fight. Kinda all in one cavalry.
Drink harder than a thievin' barman, too. Mstly humans be in tonight, though
Ful | pack workday; won't be many. You up here to sign up?"

"I amup here to see if there is anything worth ny while to sign up for," he
replied. "Any of the stores open? And how avail able is the hotel ?"

"Most of the stores'|| be open for a while yet, just in case the soldiers cone
in and want sonething. Used to have lots of folks here on their way to deal with
the dwarf lords in the nountains. Even sone tourists, believe it or not. Now,
it's just soldiers. If they hadn't cone back and stuck here, we'd '"a dried up
and bl owed away. Hotel's always half or better enpty because of it. The guv puts
sol diers up."

Joe nodded and left the stables. Ma joined him "Let's get you your whatever it
is," he told her.

"Hafiid, Master."
"Yeah, hafiid. Best to pick up what we need now. "

The general store wasn't exactly overflowing with hafiids. "Not much call for
"em down here, at least "til fall," the proprietor told him "Still, got one or
two. "

The hafiid turned out to be a |oose-fitting, pleated robelike garment of

bei ge-col ored wool that was essentially of a single piece, with a neat knitted
hole in it and two sleeves. It was essentially a one-size-fits-all kind of thing
that came down to her ankles. The | oose, robelike sleeves were nuch too |ong,

but could be trimed to fit. The other part was a burnoose thing the same col or,
made out of stretch wool, and had a six-inch flap that hung down the back
Optional was any pair of boots, midcalf or |ower, that were sonme shade of brown
or tan. She tried out a few, clearly unconfortable with any kind of footwear,

but settled on a mdcalf nodel that wasn't that easy to get into or out of but,
she said, provided the nost support.

"She will also need a neck collar,"” the proprietor said. "Another of the new
regul ations, I'mafraid. The next thing you know, they'll require themto have
| eashes. It really has gotten that odd."

She picked a bronze collar that pretty well matched the bracel ets, anklets, and
earrings she already had, but with evenly spaced oversized rivets that canme to
broad points spaced around it. In place of one rivet was a | oop through which
sonet hi ng, perhaps a chain, could be attached. Maybe the proprietor wasn't far
fromthe truth. The proprietor fitted it carefully, then put a protective

| eather patch in between it and the back of her neck and pulled a series of tiny
seal s. There was a hissing and sone snoke rose fromthe collar, making her
flinch, but none got through and he soon renpved the patch. The collar was
fused, as if wel ded.
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Wth the conplete outfit on, Joe thought she | ooked like a slightly punk,
tan-col ored nun.

"Used to be we saw no sl aves down here, and the ones we saw were all Marquewood,
and there was never any problem" the storekeeper told himapol ogetically. "Now,
t hough, you can be declared a slave for spitting on the boardwal k. It hasn't
happened yet, but the runors are all these new slave regulations are in
preparation for nmaking just about all the | ower classes slaves. The governnent
denies it, but you can't trust themthese days to tell you nuch. Even many of
the fairy races are being rounded up and forced into work gangs. It's not |ike
it used to be."

"I can see that,'' Joe responded. He could see Sugasto's grand social vision
clearly and it made himsick. The nasses woul d be enslaved to the state, fed,
cheaply cl othed, and housed en masse, forced to do all the menial |abor at the
end of a lash until they dropped. Otherw se, there would be soldiers, a trading
class to supply the necessities and nmaintain trade and commerce, but a rather
smal | one, and, of course, the top one percent who would control everything. It
was an ugly picture, but it explained all the harsh slave neasures.

Only a smal |l percentage of people could be truly of the slave class anywhere; he
knew that. The Rules mandated it, and the ways you reached that status, and what
sorts of |abor were under it. If Sugasto and his cronies turned their domain
into nothing more than a slave state, they wouldn't really be within the Rul es
but rather outside of them Since the masses wouldn't be true sl aves, bound by
the Rules of slaves like Ma, they would al ways be a potential danger. You
couldn't really turn your back on them Hence, the collars, the chainings, all
the rest. The hairless rule was equally obvious; if any of those ersatz sl aves
had the opportunity, they m ght escape. Dressed in uniforns or sone such or
foreign clothing, they mght well cause a lot of harm If you were hairless,

t hough, you kind of stood out in the crowd. Back in the earliest Colonial days
in the US, he knew, blacks had often been treated the same as indentured
servants. They becane pernmanent slaves because their skin made it easy to spot
them anywhere. The fal se justifications cane |ater.

This place felt on the verge of being the victimof a grandi ose and evi
experinment. Indeed, this nmight be regional, only one of many such, to test out
what worked and what didn't and sort of get the bugs out. The one that had the
hi ghest gain and | east | osses and problens would be the eventual fate of all
Husaquabhr .

M a took charge of helping outfit him suggesting a buckskin sort of outfit with
dark brown fur trimand a droopy, broad-brimred | eather hat. Her eye was
perfect; she unerringly seenmed to choose only the things that fit him

Al nost on inpul se, he added a forked | eather bullwhip. He used to be fair with
one, but hadn't bothered with it nmuch. Sonmehow, though, it fit the inmage.

They left for the hotel, Ma carrying her boots and, in fact, her slave outfit.
She woul d wear them when she had to.

"I want a room directions to a decent neal, and arrangenents for a bath," he
told the clerk

"Just the one night? Heading south, then?"
""No. North."
The clerk stiffened. "Then you will be with us |onger than that."

"VWhy? Probl ems?"
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"You don't know! The zonbie masters are gathering on the plains just north of
here for the next three days and nights. | wouldn't go a hundred yards north of
this towmn for at |east one day |onger!"

"Zonmbi es, huh? Sounds |ike sonething' s up."
The cl erk shrugged. "These days, sir—who knows?"

He signed in and had M a square things away in the room then went over to the
cafe. They were short on food, shorter on cuisine, but they renmenbered the days
when weal t hy Marquewood nerchants woul d pass through on the way to the dwarf
lords, there to negotiate for the exquisite craftsmanship only dwarf nagic coul d
create. They often brought their personal slaves along. There was no objection
at all to Ma serving her naster, and then eating anything he left on his plate.
O course, there war a slight hitch.

"I"'msorry, sir, but everything's rationed these days," the waitress apol ogi zed.
She was one of the typical cafe-types, short, fat, and brash. "W' Il soon be out
of business if they don't let us get some regular deliveries back. Al the ranch
produce has been pretty much taken by the army, and nobody nakes deliveries from
Mar quewood no nore."

He was synpathetic, and managed, with serrated hunting knife, to cut what was
supposed to be a steak and get it down. They were doing the best they could. At

| east the strictly vegetarian Ma could have her fill; local gardens were deened
too minor for the authorities, and so the locals at |east had sone vegetabl es
for now, even pastries of beet sugar and bran, although they weren't sure what
woul d happen when wi nter cane.

If the steak was representative of the future, though, he nmight well go
vegetarian hinsel f, he thought, a sour taste in his throat.

Marge was waiting for them when they got back.

"It did look pretty hairy out there," she admtted. "I'mreally tenpted to try
and see what's going on up there."

"You watch it!" he cautioned. "You don't know what's around here, including
things that might fly and eat Kauris for dinner."

"I'"ve always been able to take care of nyself," she replied confidently. "You
worry about yourself. Still, | noticed this evening that this m ght not be a bad
time for a few days' break."

"Huh? What do you nean?"
"I'"d say the noon will be completely full sometine tonorrow evening."

The curse! He'd been so preoccupi ed that, even though he was usually very good
about it, he hadn't given it rmuch thought.

He started thinking hard. "You know, it is tenpting, in light of that, to see
just what's what. You keep away fromthe dangerous parts tonight, but nmaybe
tomorrow night we'll be able to work sonething out."

"What're you thinkin" of?"

"Taking a few risks. The fight today made nme realize that Gorodo was right: |
have been soft, not in the body, but in the mnd."

She shrugged. "Ckay. It seens |like we're gettin' nowhere fast doin' what we been
doin', anyway."

She | eft, and he knew she'd not be nearly as cautious as he wanted her to be,
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but, as she said, she had proven herself capabl e before.

There also had to be a way to speed this up, sonehow, she was right about that.
It woul d be possible to hug the river alnpst to the Gol den Lakes district. The
Ri ver of Dancing Gods wasn't all that navigable that far north, with lots of
falls and cataracts, but he actually considered something |like a canoe, finally
rejecting it as nmaking himtoo vul nerable. And, of course, horses would be

harder to conme by the farther in they went. Still, there just had to be a way to
make better time. They were barely inside eneny territory, and he was inpatient,
and there was still such a long way to go.

He had to wonder, though: if this was the sorry state that Valisandra was
reduced to, then what in hell nust Hypboreya be |ike?

CHAPTER 8
ZOMBI E JAVBOREE

Al inportant matters of evil sorcery shall be done at m dni ght whenever
possi bl e.
—Fhe Books of Rules, XX 12(a)

"ARE YOU REALLY A SLAVE? A REAL SLAVE?"

M a | ooked up at the young sol dier who was gawki ng at her and thought, No, of
course not. |'mnaked and hairless and wearing this ring in my nose just to make
a fashion statement. But, aloud, she replied, "Yes, ny lord."

"My lord," several of the young soldiers responded, giggling, and the boy said,
"I ain't never been called no 'lord before."

"My lord, since all people are above nme in status, you are as worthy of respect
as a prince or king. There is no difference to a slave."

"You nmean—-you got to do what we say?"
"My lord, all people are ny superiors, but | have but one master."

These weren't actually bad kids, she thought to herself, somewhat surprised.
They were quite typical of the kind of young nen you'd find anywhere in a city
or an army. Young nen fromtypical peasant and worker backgrounds who were
probably away from honme for the first time in their lives. It was in sone ways a
di sturbi ng concept for her. You always thought of the "eneny" as sonething nmean
and nasty, an evil force conposed of evil nmen. Instead, they were very nuch
normal fol ks, just as on the "good" side, who were either in the service of evi
or the tools of it, with no nore choice in the matter than she had. Nothing nore
brought home what a waste wars truly were

"How d you get this way?" one of them asked. Being fromthe poorer classes, they
had never really seen a slave up close before. "You do something really bad?"

"My lords, ny crine was to have been born too poor and to have fallen into evi
company. The only proper way to nake a slave is if it actually makes things
better for that one.™

"That ain't the way the Hypboreyans do it,"'
"em

one of themremarked. "They breed

She found that idea npst unpleasant to think about.

"So what d'ya do?" another one asked.
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"My lords, | attend to nmy master. | do all the little things so that he need not
bot her hinsel f about them Anything he wants or needs, | try and do."

"l got a want and need | coul d use sonebody for,"
t he chuckl es of the others.

one of the boys nmuttered to

"And," she added, "I dance."
"Yeah? WIIl you dance for us?"
"I would need ny naster's permission. Wait, and | will ask him"

She ran up to the room where Joe was |ying down, feeling the effects of the
day's activities all of a sudden. "Mster, sone of the young soldiers wish me to
dance for them | should Iike to do so."

He | ooked at her. "I'm not gonna be there to bail you out this tine."
"I feel | can take care of nyself with those boys."

He didn't like it, but Marge had predicted to himthat, sooner or later, Ma
woul d ask just such a thing, and had prom sed to watch out for the dancer if
things got out of hand.

"Ckay, but if this goes bad and you cone back all beat up, don't expect
sympat hy. "

"Ch, thank you, Master!" she cried, then hunted for and found her castanets and
rushed back down again. It wasn't just her need to dance, which was strong
enough that it stopped just short of a conpulsion, but also sonething she didn't
qui te understand on a conscious |evel, but which Marge did.

The liveryman had predicted that few soldiers would be in town, and he'd been
right. There were only eight boys, the nmenbers of a squad that had escaped
rigorous field training by drawi ng sonme kind of cleanup detail

They went to the edge of town, at the livery stable, where there was a fair
anount of room and good torch |ighting. Above, on a nearby roof, unseen to them
Mar ge | anded and perched to watch and watch out for her conpani on. She
understood well the real reason Ma wanted to dance for these strangers, the
reason M a wanted what heretofore she had shunned.

The sl ave had exami ned herself in the bathhouse mrror, and had seen soneone
refl ected back so different and strange-|ooking that she hardly recognized it.
The shaving had chi pped away a central core of her ego, as, of course, it was
designed to do. Ma's dancer's body was lean and trim but her breasts were
quite small and rock hard; in spite of a perfect curve at the pelvis, she was
very much of a neuter as those things went, particularly in a world where bare
breasts were conmon. Shorn of her long hair, the neuter effect was reinforced,
particularly in her eyes.

M a needed to know if she was still a woman in the eyes of others.

She started slow, but quickly picked up the pace, using the castanets to give
not nerely rhythmto her noves but enphasis to her major ones, and she held the
onl ookers spel |l bound. Marge too, was fascinated. That girl coul d dance!

The whistles, claps and very male reactions fromthe small group of soldiers was
just what M a needed, and she reveled in it. Marge, reading the enotions of the
group, understood Joe's reluctance to allow this, but she also read Ma's

super charged enotional state. The way she was dancing right into them charging
them up, nmade Marge realize that, this tinme, she didn't want Joe to rescue her
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nor Marge, either. She finished right at the entrance to the stables with a big
finish and ducked inside. Easy enough to get away at that point when they ran
after her, but she did not cone out.

Al'l of the soldier boys would wi nd up bei ng puni shed for being | ate checking
back into their canp.

Ma was in fact bruised and sore the next norning, but she didn't seemto mnd
it a bit. Joe was sonewhat concerned; but, apparently, however she'd cone by
them it hadn't been against her will or her wi shes. He could have forced her to
tell him of course, but he decided he'd rather not ask, not only to preserve
what dignity she still had but also because he wasn't sure he really wanted to
know.

In spite of sonme soreness and stiffness, Ma was in an extrenely upbeat,
confident nood, possibly as good as he'd ever seen her. And, why not? The

previ ous day had been a banner one for her. She'd proved herself nore than
capable in the fight with the thieves, and, |later on, she'd proven herself in
the only other area that was inportant or even relevant to her. She had not hing
left to prove to herself, and that nade her spirit soar

"It's a good thing we're laying over, though," Joe conmented, |ooking at some of
those bruises. "You wouldn't be nmuch good in a fight or on a horse at this
point."

"I can do anything you demand of me, Master," she responded. "You know, if you
do not mnd, | may remain like this even after we return. Not having to wash or
fool with that hair nmakes things nuch easier."

He shrugged. "If you like it, great." He wasn't going to press her on it.
"Uh—tonight is the first full noon, you know. "

She stopped. "I had not thought of that, Master. Wat shall we do about it? W
shoul d not become each other. It would not be right, nor fair, at this tinme."

"Yeah. Disregarding the slave part, | don't want those bruises. But, | have an
idea if you don't mnd skipping some sleep tonight. |1've done it before and it
wasn't so awful, and it mght give us a way to find out what the hell is going
on around here. This is too close to the border. | wouldn't like to be stuck up
north and di scover that everything' s happeni ng down here."

"What do you have in mind, Master?" He reached down and pulled a crunpled
bl anket away. ©Marge was asl eep under it.

"I"'mgoing to give instructions that our roomis not to be entered or touched
today," he told her. "That'll keep Marge from having nasty interruptions.”

"l can do the clean and make up, Master. | used to be a maid, you renenber."

"Good." He | ooked down at the sleeping Marge. "How would you like to fly?"

It felt kind of silly and | ooked sillier, all three of themthere sitting on the
floor, Ma to the left of Marge and hol ding her left hand, and Joe to the right
of the Kauri, holding her right hand.

The curse of the were was a curse of the blood; by blood was it transmtted and
by blood was it carried and held. Al nost all of such curses were specific to
sonme ani mal or denonic form but there was a very rare formin which the |ast
part of the curse's spell had sonmehow been miswitten or garbled when first
appl i ed. Upon the nights of the full noon, such a one was transforned unti

ei ther norning or noonset. But, since only half the curse was truly operable, at
this nystic nmoment, both Joe and Tiana would turn into the nearest living
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animal, and remain that way until either noonset or dawn, whichever came first.

Al t hough the faerie were neither human nor animal in the scientific sense, they
qual i fied under the curse, as Joe had di scovered nore than once.

"It's getting pretty boring," Joe said grunpily, "and it's pretty dark out
there. Are you sure about this night, Marge?"

"I"'msure. Monrise is alittle late tonight. Any tinme now "

"I truly hope so, ny lady," Ma sighed. "I amsitting on a particularly painfu
brui se. ™

"Don't worry about that. Weres are particularly fast healers,” Marge noted. "I
renenber hearing about one who had his head chopped through with an ax. The ax
went through and . cane out bloody, but aside froma scar that faded in a few
days and a bad sore throat, he was no worse for wear. Scared the bejezus out of
everybody and nmade a | egend."

"Did he get away?" Joe asked, not having heard that one.

"No. Somebody found an ornanental pole with a silver tip. Drove it right through
him poor guy."

Joe was about to say sonething as soon as he could think what it was, when,
suddenly, as the noon cleared the horizon opposite the wi ndow, it happened.

Joe felt a sudden dizziness and blurring of vision and thought, then a series of
strange sensations as parts of himseened to grow or contract or do other such
t hi ngs.

And, on the floor of the room now sat three absolutely identical Kauris,
hol di ng hands. So identical were they, in fact, that not even another Kauri
could tell them apart, save that Ma's collar hung | oosely around her neck. She
|l et go of Marge and shook her wists, and the two bracelets fell to the floor,
then did the same with the anklets. Her collar, however, would have to renmain
unconfortably on. Her head just wasn't sufficiently smaller than her normal one
to pernmit that.

And al t hough her pierced earrings fell through the flesh to the floor, the ring
still remained in her nose.

They hadn't thought of that, but it seened |ogical. Ruddygore said that, once
in, nothing save death could renove ft.

Marge | ooked at it critically. "Huh! The only Kauri slave in all history! | hope
that doesn't set a precedent.”

"It won't," Joe responded, in a voice absolutely identical to Marge's. "I think
at least we'll find that the ring has no effect.”

"You are right!" Ma said, delighted. "You are not ny naster or mstress or
what ever it nmeans for now "

"Only tenporarily,” Joe rem nded her. "Jeez. The last tine | was turned fenale
was enbarrassed as hell. This just feels like a different suit of clothes. Mybe
I"mfinally getting able to handl e al nbst anything."

"I 4+ have never been of faerie before,” Ma commented. "It does not feel al
that different. | wish | could keep these breasts, though." She reached up and
touched the back of her head. "And hair again!"

"You want different?" Joe responded. "Try a whole new set of nuscles al ong your
back you never had before."
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"Well, we can all sit in here and gab, or we can have a little fun," Mrge said.
"Let nme put out the light." She went over and blew out the oil |anp.

"But it's so dark— M a began, then stopped, her words ending with a gasp. It
wasn't dark. Everything was so clear, so sharp, so detailed! And the other two,
they were softly glow ng, a beautiful pastel reddish pink

No, there was a difference, but very slight, in Joe's glow, alnost as if there
was sone green which the reddish glow did not quite nmask.

"Been so long, |'ve forgotten what it's like to see hunman," Marge coment ed.
"The main thing to renmenber, though, is to think only about those things that
need thinking about, |ike where you're goin' and what you wanna do. Let the body
do what it does naturally and don't fight it. Quide, but let the body do the
work." She went over to the w ndow. "Everybody ready?"

"But | have never flown before—en nmy own w ngs!"

"Just get up on the windowsill, |ook where you're goin' —that's the inportant
part—and kick off!" Marge said, disappearing out the w ndow.

"CGo ahead,'' Joe urged her.' 'It's just your nental conditioning getting in the
way. | was the same way once nyself." He got her up on the w ndowsill, but she
| ooked out and got really nervous.

Suddenl y, Joe pushed her behind, and out she went. For a nmonent, she felt as if
she were falling, but, suddenly, she felt the flap of the wi ngs on her back and
soared upward

Mar ge was suddenly beside her. "Relax, let the wings do the work," she
cautioned. "Don't even think about them Justly."

Now Joe was beside her, too, and they were up, up in the night sky, far over the
t own.

Once she learned to let go and relax, it becane al nost second nature to fly. It
was wonderful, one of the greatest feelings she'd ever known!

The | andscape spread out all around her, but it |ooked quite different, not only
because of the aerial perspective but al so because of additional sights and

i nformati on she was now receiving. Sonehow, she instantly knew where she was in
relation to anything el se she could see, and just exactly how far it was to any
point fromthere. Wile it was clearly dark, everything was easily visible in
great detail, and nuch that was not seen by human eyes was visible, too. The
very air had slight, subtle coloration and texture, and tiny sparklies of
varyi ng col ors noved al ong, saying exactly where the air was noving, and how
fast.

Areas of forest and field and far-off mountains also had their own strange
patterns. Complex patterns, mostly, like tiny spi-derweblike strings of every
color, intensity, and hue, and in and around areas where nothing should be there
were patches of various pastel blobs in a variety of sizes.

It was beauti ful

"Fairy sight," Joe told her. "The strings are spells, magic and sorcery of sone
sort. The blobs are living things, creatures nostly of faerie. Although we're a
sort of soft red, in general watch out for the reds and yell ows and whites. They
tend to be on the darker side of faerie. The blues and greens tend to be al nost
al ways to the good, the rest sort of in-betweens. Don't take them for granted,
though. As the Kauri are reds, and not evil, so, too, are there exceptions to
all the Rules."
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"The reason why they call the darkest magic black is that it is," Marge told
her. "And bl ack strings and blobs blend in and can't be so easily seen unti
it's too late. If you ever see any sort of blackness and suspect it m ght have
moved, ever so slightly, stay away! Don't depend on fairy flesh or the were
curse to save you—there are things far worse than death. Just imagi ne sonething
eating you alive . . . forever."

The point was well taken, although, in truth, as weres they were better
protected than Marge.

"Let's go over to the mlitary encanpnent first," Joe suggested. "It's likely to
have fewer defenses fromones |like us than the other place where the bigw gs
are, and | want to see just what the hell they're training for."

It was becom ng easier by the nmoment. You just picked some sparklies that were
going in the general direction you wanted and got into their flow Only when you
had no lifting aid fromthe air did you work at it, and it quickly was becom ng
automatic, even at that.

"Renmenber," Marge warned, "we're just about incapable of an offense, so, if you
run into anything, fly or run like hell. If you can't, let ne handle it and go
along with whatever | do, no matter howidiotic it |ooks to you. There are a few
things only experience can tell you."

Fromthis height, you could see the mlitary canp clearly, even at this
distance. It was huge, with tents and tenporary structures all over the place,
some going all the way out to the horizon

A lot of the Valisandran arny was there, rmuch of it beddi ng down for the night,
but both Joe and M a were struck by the enornous waves of feelings comng from
the canp. Enornous waves of |oneliness, unhappi ness, even despair, and, over

all, an atmosphere of terrible fear you could al nost see. It was al nbst too rnuch
for Ma to handl e, and she fought back tears. "Those poor guys," she
sympat hi zed.

"Yeah, you really get the weight of the world as a Kauri." Marge sighed. "After

a while, though, you get to handle nbst anything. To ne, that's the biggest
banquet hall | ever did see."

"Yes, but how do you feed on it?" Ma asked, and, al nost i medi ately, her body
told her. "Chhh . . ."she managed

"Yeah, well, you shouldn't feel hungry right now," Marge told her, "because |'ve
had no probl ens getting energy around this place and you got what | got. Mybe
tomorrow night. It just seens normal only you get a whole extra body kick to it
and, instead of being tired at the end, you're rarin' to go."

Joe ignored the interchange, far nore interested in the lay of the Iand.
"There's the centaurs there. Big, mean-looking suckers, aren't they? They'd be
li ke mounted archers that could hit a target at a couple of hundred yards,

bet. And over there, off by thenselves . . . Bentar! | knew those bastards woul d
be here sonepl ace!"

The Bentar were the fiercest race of fighting fairies, totally without nercy,
consci ence, or any noral sense at all. Their tall, grimvisages were at once
like a bird of prey and yet oddly reptilian, with mean eyes that reflected the
light. You didn't need fairy sight to know those were real sons of bitches down
t here.

"I don't understand it," Marge said, shaking her head. "It looks as if they're
assenbl i ng something the size of the Battle of Sorrow s Gorge, yet where's the
heavy stuff? The big catapults and siege machines and all the rest and the
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second arnmy on wheels with all the supplies?"

Joe thought it over. "The only reason you' d have something like this wthout
those things is if you didn't think you were going to need them" he replied.
"That's not an arny of conquest being assenbl ed down there—t's an arny of
occupation.”

M a | ooked out over the assenblage and to the stars beyond, and, quite suddenly,
a few of the stars winked out, then on again, then others did the sane.

"Bl ack shapes!" she warned. "Conming in fast fromthe plain! Flying!"
"Scatter!" Marge shouted. "Rendezvous back on the hotel roof!"

The concept of being eaten alive forever hadn't lingered far fromMa's
consci ousness. She was off |ike a shot.

The Kauri, it was true, had no offense at all, but they were by no neans

hel pless. In addition to Marge's bag of illusory magic tricks, they were very
light and very, very fast when they needed to be, and had a flight instinct
second to none. There were sone birds and tiny fairies, |like pixies, that could
match themin speed, but for both speed and distance they were virtually
unequal ed.

M a rose, caught a fast current, and made six or seven nmles fromthe mlitary
camp to the hotel roof in no nore than seven mnutes, a sprint that, she
suddenly realized, neant she'd nmade sonething like sixty mles an hour! And
she'd done it without really thinking at all

Incredibly inpressed with herself, she was equally anazed to find that Joe had
beat en her.

"It's the collar," he said. "Probably slowed you down a bit. And, yeah, |I'm
i npressed, too. | never knew she could do that. And we're not even breathing
particularly hard!" He | ooked around and frowned. "But where is Mrge?"

They waited worriedly for several minutes. Finally, the real Kauri arrived, but
not fromthe direction of canp, flying | ow

"Sorry, but | figured |I'd give 'emsonething to chase in the wong direction
They're pretty slow, relatively speaking. | had actually to sl ow down so
wouldn't | ose "emuntil | was ready to."

"What were they?" Joe asked, |ooking around at the sky.

"Nazga. Al leathery wings and teeth and hard as a rock. Not too bright on their
own, though, and one of 'emhad riders. Odds were they were just told to patro
for flying intruders as a routine thing."

"I"'mnot so sure about that other gathering now," Joe said worriedly. "They'l
have a | ot nore security there than at the canp, and it's possible they may be
war ned about us."

"Aw, | doubt if those flying stomachs will bother warni ng anybody. They have
enough troubl e renenbering their own nanes," Marge replied. "But, you're right.
They' Il have a lot nore security. |I'mstill game, though, if you are."

Joe sat back on the rooftop and sighed. Ma | ooked at himand couldn't get over
how naturally feni nine the moves and manner of the big nacho man were as a
Kauri. The fact that it was still his methodical fighting man's m nd speaki ng
actually just gave his formreal strength.

In fact, except for the slight difference in accent and choice of words, Joe, as
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a Kauri, seened just |ike Marge.

"All right," he said at last. "But we don't push it. If we can't get near, then
we can't get near. Understood?"

They bot h nodded.
"And, in any event," he rem nded them "we'd better be back well before dawn."
M a | ooked at the horizon. "But where do we | ook for thenP" she asked.

"W followthe road, of course,” he answered. "If they've got it blocked north,
then it's got to | ead where they don't want anyone going."

They hadn't flown on |long before Ma said, "There's a slight fog of sone kind.
You can see all right, but it's like a thin, dark filmover everything.'

"That's been there since we entered this vile land," Marge responded. "It's just
that you hadn't had anything to contrast it with before. Nowit's getting nore
dense. "

"What is it?" Ma asked, curious.

"It is evil," Marge told her. "It is the cloak of pure evil." The Kauri felt no
heat or cold, but Ma still felt a very rea

chill go through her. "It seems to come fromthe northwest," she noted.

"Yes," Joe agreed. "From Hypboreya."

They passed over sone nmilitary roadbl ocks, Joe noting that all the guards were
Bentar. Clearly, if you got this far, you weren't just going to be turned around
with a warning. If you were lucky, the creatures fromthe dark side of faerie
woul d kill you.

Beyond t he roadbl ocks they flew |l ow to the ground, hoping to avoid any faster
and nore efficient flying sentinels. Marge, who had all the experience in this
sort of thing, took the lead, as the road and ground rose sharply in a series of
swi t chbacks | eading up the side of the great plateau. On a tiny | edge, Mrge
settled and the other two joined her

"Well," she said, "there it is."

Bel ow t hem were possi bly the darkest forces in the service of Hypboreya, |ined
up as if for inspection, nore i mobile than any such arned force could possibly
be. An arny of the living dead.

"They look in a |lot better shape than that crew Sugasto had around himthe | ast
time | had a run-in with him'"' Marge conment ed.

"Those were reani mated corpses,"” Joe rem nded her. "Their value is as nuch
psychol ogi cal as anything, as you proved. Even a Kauri can kick their face in.
woul d doubt if they could handl e the reanimati on without a real expert sorcerer
in the i medi at e nei ghborhood to keep them noving and direct their every action
These peopl e bel ow us are corpses, in a way, but they're not dead. These are
peopl e whose souls he's stolen and got bottled up sonewhere, but whose bodies
keep on. No souls, but with the rest of their brains keeping their bodies going,
maybe even some of their skills, just no way to use them They don't think, but
they can obey even conpl ex commands. "

M a was appal |l ed. "There are thousands of theml Both nmen and wonen, too! Even
children in sone of those brigades! How nobnstrous!"”
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Joe nodded. "That's why they're so confident. They can probably send smal
nunbers of these, mxed by age and sex, into various parts of Marquewood and
maybe beyond. They'd have to be fed, of course, but they wouldn't care what they
ate. And, for whatever reason, their masters could send them anywhere, to do
just about anything. There, Ma, is the step bel ow sl aves, doing whatever
they're told, know ng nothing, feeling nothing."

"It's the sickest thing | ever sawi" Marge comented. "It's turning people
i nt o—+obots. Machines."

"WIIl they do that to their whole arny?" M a asked, sickened. "Those boys . . ."

"No, | doubt it," Joe reassured her. "For one thing, a power like this is

uni que. The power to do this is also the power to pull the swaps. |If you had
that kind of power, would you let all your underlings know it? Who woul d you
trust? Even Sugasto has to sleep sometine, have guards, servants. How woul d he
know who to trust? Uh-uh. The Master of Dead would die hinself before he'd I|et
that secret out to anybody."

"Except the Dark Baron," Marge rem nded him "Renenber, Boquillas pulled that
trick, too, back on Earth."

"Yeah, but only with help. He has no real power of his own, renenber. | don't
know i f Sugasto told him or if he sinply figured it out after seeing it done.
He's that smart. And, remenber, he had a way so that even Dacaro, who was
working the thing for him couldn't figure it out hinself, and Ruddygore said
the Baron purged his mnd of the nmechanismto prevent it getting out. So, it's
Sugasto. That nmeans our Master of the Dead did all that handi work hinself down
there. O hers can control and work them of course, but only he can nake a
zonbi e. '

"That's what your old body is or was |like then," Marge noted.

He nodded. "But he'll need nore than aninmation, nore than programming, and nore
than just a good actor to pull off his scheme. The government knew we weren't
com ng back and was glad to get rid of us, |I think. They couldn't oppose our

return, but they'd assassinate both if they had the slightest suspicion they
were being had."

"But what are they doing here!" Ma asked him

Joe pointed to a small compound just beyond the lines of zombies. "There. That's
the reason. This whole force is a bodyguard for whoever's in there. Dollars to
doughnuts that's Sugasto in there with his commanders, and that the vast
majority of these poor people were created on the spot, maybe over the |ast
coupl e of days."

"Then those crates near the building there—see then?" Ma pointed. "They are
commercial wine crates—but there is not nmuch wine grown in Valisandra. Even |
know t hat."

Marge gave a slight gasp. "That's because those bottles have no wine in them
They' re the souls of these people!"

"W nust do sonething,’
this."

Ma said. "We can't just |eave these poor people |ike

"Go to fairy sight," Marge told them "Just concentrate and keep | ooking."

They did, and slowy a conplex of huge multicolored strings, crisscrossing and
knotting this way and that, forned Iike a bubble over the whole conpound,
including the crates. It was the |argest, npbst conplex protective spell even
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Mar ge coul d renmenber.

"We'd never get past that," she said firmy. "Even if we managed to evade the
zombi es, the Bentar, and whatever else is prowing about, there is just no way.
We'd trigger something, get caught, and wind up in little bottles ourselves."
The Kauri sighed in frustration. "Short of sonebody |ike Ruddygore, the only one
who mi ght break in there would be Macore. He even broke into Ruddygore's vaults,
remenber . "

"Macore, I'mafraid, is nore likely down with the dead," Joe told her. "He
passed through this region a couple of weeks ago. The innkeeper at the border
remenbered him™"

"I't's not much of a solution, in any event, | guess," Marge said. "If we smashed
the bottles, we'd liberate the souls but that would just allow themto pass on
The only way to restore themwould be to* catch each one of themand stick the
bottle down his or her throat, the way Ruddygore did with you. The trouble with
that is, |ike Ruddygore, we'd have no way of know ng who was who, and the zonbie
we were trying to save would be trying to kill us for it. No, face it, it's back
to back and belly to belly at the zonbi e janboree and we got to run."

"Huh?"

"You're too young. Zonbi e Janboree: The Song That Killed Calypso by Lord | nvader
and his Three Penetrators. Never mnd. It's just nmy grave sense of hunor com ng
up in a hopel ess situation.”

"Look!™ Ma cried in an excited whisper. "Sonmeone's com ng out of the neeting
pl ace!"

Several figures, in fact. The distance was far enough that even with the Kauris'
super ni ghtsight and eaglelike telescopic vision it was hard to nake them out.

"The big guy in black's got to be Sugasto, the old Master of the Dead hinself!"
Marge told them "The others are probably his aides and nmilitary | eaders—but
who's that long-haired sexy broad with hin? | can't quite get a fix on her."

"I can't, either," Joe replied. "W need to get closer, and, right now, that
woul d set off every alarmthey have with them outside. Man! What | wouldn't give
for a telescopic rifle right now Just a couple of shots and it would all be
over!"

Marge wasn't |istening. "Whoever that girl is, she's hanging all over Sugasto.
Funny, | never thought he'd be interested in that kind of thing. |—-eh, ny God!"

It was said so sharply that it alnpbst triggered the other two's escape
instincts. Joe cal med down, noting that a Kauri heart beat just as hard as a
human one when scared. "Wat?" he nanaged.

"That girl with Sugasto! It's Mahal o McMahon!"

"Can't be," Joe responded. "The Dark Baron was— It hit him "—n the body of
Ma—Onh, ny God!"

"They are together!" Marge added, stating the obvious. "For sone reason, the
Baron's still in her body!"

"Coul d be he no longer knows how to get out of it," Joe suggested, staring. It
was the Hawaiian's body. That was clear now. "Mybe Sugasto thinks it's in his
interest to keep the Baron like that, too. Wo knows what Rules cane into play?"

"Perhaps," M a suggested, "the Dark Baron has found that he |ikes being a young
and attractive wonman."
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"The Baron had as much interest in sex as a grapefruit does,'' Joe replied. "But
if that's still himin that body, then it doesn't matter about the rest, just as
it doesn't matter if the old bastard's a coequal, Sugasto's mistress, or his
spiritual advisor. What it does nean is that the best mind in the history of
sorcery is coupled with an incredibly powerful sorcerer. And our two nost hated
enemes are united and we're wal king right into their lair!"

"Uh-oh! Watch it!" Marge yelled, and all three took off as suddenly a beam of
blinding yellow |light energed fromthe bl ack-robed sorcerer and headed right for
t hem

The | edge on which they'd been standing a fraction of a second earlier exploded
with a loud bang, throwing fragnments of rock all over the place.

They weren't waiting around to find out what came next, plunging rapidly over
the other side toward the | ow ands bel ow.

"Look out behind and above!" Marge warned them although they could barely hear
her. From behind them over the cliff wall, emerged a shimrering web of gold and
crimson magic strings, woven tightly like a net, yet expanding |like sone
gigantic firework. It descended rapidly now, continuing to fan out as it did so,
and none of the three were sure they were going to nake it when the thing
finally got to their |evel

Joe felt a burning sensation on his feet and | egs but the thing barely brushed
him then dropped on past. Still, he felt suddenly terribly weakened, drained of
energy, and was forced to the ground. He | ooked around, suddenly exhausted, and
wat ched it drop just behind himand contract, singeing the ground a bit as it
did so.

The other two were ahead of him they had to have cleared it. But, man! \Wat a
hel | of a piece of sorcery that was, and all extenporaneous! That guy has gotten
good! he thought angrily. Too good. He | ooked down at the petite Kauri |eg that
had been just mi ssed and saw an angry-1ooking welt, the kind he'd get from
pressing his real |eg against a hot stove.

That was the one trouble with the were curse, he thought grumpily. Only silver
could really kill you, but whatever was tried still felt |like the real thing and
hurt |ike hell.

He tried to fly, but nade it only a few yards before coning down again. He just
didn't have the energy. That thing, whatever it was, had drained him He tested
the leg, but even though it hurt like hell, he thought he was able to wal k. How
far was that place fromtown? Twenty niles, maybe, but that was air mles. And
how far had they gotten away? He | ooked back at the cliff. Mybe four, five
mles as the Kauri flies, tops. Along walk, and Kauris weren't built for
wal ki ng. Worse, some kind of alarmwould be raised, if only because the Bentar
at the roadbl ocks and on patrol would have seen the net spell as well and
guessed the rest.

It was a vast area and he was now quite small, but if they brought in some
aerial patrols of those creatures near the arny canp, his pale passionate pink
glow woul dn't be hard to differentiate fromthe rest of the | andscape. The best
thing to do, he decided, was to find sone cover and just lie | ow. Cone sunup,
he'd be hinself again, stark naked and still grounded, but in nuch better shape
to handl e that kind of journey. He worried nost about Marge and M a. \Wen he
didn't show up, they mght well assume he got captured in the net. That woul d
impel Ma, at least, to try and find him He hoped that Marge coul d keep her
from doi ng that.

There was the sudden sound of |eathery w ngs high overhead, and, despite the
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pain, he ran for the cover of a nearby small stand of trees. The sane wi ngs that
made flying so wonderful were real inhibitors in a run, catching the air and
nearly pulling himoff balance, but he nade it. The real question was whether or
not he'd been spotted fromthe air before he did.

This is ridiculous! he thought to hinmself: |I'ma guy whose nortal flesh was
changed by a curse into a Kauri and | have the fairy soul of a wood nymph! Al
that, and here | am huddling in the dark

Wait a minute! Was there sonething that one of those perverted oddities m ght
give hin? There were a ton of Kauri tricks, if he knew how to do them
Unfortunately, these bodies didn't come with owner's manual s.

Currently, he was all fairy, and wood nynphs and Kauris were closely related. If
he still had the wood nynph part, then naybe he could mate with one of these
trees. It was a perfect . hiding place, but even if it were possible and he knew
how to do it, there were real problens with it. Suppose it really worked and he
was stuck forever as its nynph? O worse, suppose he nistined things and the sun
cane up and he changed back into Joe? Either thought was pretty ugly.

He heard horses and the shouts of nmen and Bentar, and there was still the sound
of wi ngs above, and they were comng closer. He tried to think, and realized
that thinking what Joe would do was the wong way to go. Joe was nortal and had
quite different attributes. The real question was, what would Marge do if it
were her here instead of hin®

Marge, he realized suddenly, wouldn't do anything. She'd let go, relax, clear
her mind conpletely and with discipline keep it that way, letting the fairy part
take conpl ete control

"Check those trees!" a Bentar snapped to subordi nates, who gall oped toward him
Go bl ank, go blank, let instinct take over....

Slow y he pressed back into the nearest tree, backing up agai nst the hard, tough
bar k.

Sonet hi ng gave, and the bark seened al nost spongeli ke, envel oping himjust as
the first Bentar reached the grove.

"Beat all the bushes and check those treetops!" the Bentar sergeant ordered.
"Uh—you nean clinb 'en?" one of the soldiers asked.

"No, | mean flap your arns and go up and tweet like a bird!'' their chief
responded sarcastically. "OfF course | nean clinb "em"

Joe was envel oped in a cocoon of darkness, yet he could hear themclearly.
Suddenly he felt little, painful pricks and felt a trenendous itch. Wth a
shock, he realized that he was feeling what the tree was feeling, and the Bentar
was using its clawed hands and feet and clinbing! He could feel the creature on
the branches above, but it was |like a nonkey on an el ephant in conparison. The
Bent ar sol di er poked and probed, but finally shouted down, "There's nothing up
here, sergeant!”

"This one's clean, too!" soneone el se shouted from anot her point.

"Aw, we don't even know what we're lookin' for, Sarge, or whether there's
anything to look for!'' his soldier protested. "W can't clinb and poke every
dammed tree and bush in the place!"

"VWhatever it was, it was pale red and it flew, " the sergeant responded. "I saw
the aura briefly. But, yeah, you're right. Cone on down, you two! \Whatever it
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is, it isn't here or we'd have seen it or snelled it by now" He snorted, then
muttered, "This is no job for a soldier! If he thinks there's something here, he
shoul d send those brainless nortals he's got."

The Bentar clanbered down fromthe trees and renounted. The |eathery w ng sound
came cl ose enough to rustle the | eaves.

"Start a sweep west of here, and let us know if you spot anything," the sergeant
shouted to the flyer. "If you do, we'll come running, but I'"mnot going to waste
time with this. It's pointless!"”

There was a gruff shouted response from above and then the w ngs flapped harder
but grew swiftly fainter as it noved away. The Bentar turned on their horses and
were soon gone as wel | .

In a few nore minutes, it was as quiet as a grave again.

Joe, however, once nore becanme a bit concerned about being trapped in the tree.
Ckay, | got in, now how do | get out?

And, after a nonent, it cane to himthat you got out the same way you got in-by
relaxing and willing yourself out. There was a gentle pushing, as if the matter
at his back was firm ng up behind himand expandi ng, and he energed fromthe
tree.

He was relieved to find he was still a Kauri. That neant he was still a were
and, therefore, still human, too. For all he knew, the wood nynmph thing had
nothing to do with it. This m ght well have been entirely a Kauri defense
mechani sm since they were so cl ose

The I eg no longer hurt very much. The were spell was repairing it, as it tended
to repair al nost anything except a silver wound.

If only that fairy soul business had been as a Kauri, he mused. Then he m ght
have been able to accept it. Flying around, seeing the world, maybe even with
Marge for conpany. But a wood nynph!

He was feeling better, even a bit stronger, but he didn't want to test out his
wings yet. No telling what was still around. Best to wait a bit, even if it
meant he didn't make it back before dawn. The object was to make it back at all
At | east so long as he kept under cover here they were unlikely to cone back and
check this grove again, but it was a fair distance to the next cover.

Still, if he got back at all, it would have been worth it. The Baron in | eague
with Sugasto again, and still in Mahal o's sexy body! He wondered what happened
to the real Mahal o McMahon. He'd totally forgotten to ask. She was stuck in the
Baron's nearly dead body the | ast he knew and bei ng brought here, kept alive
nmostly by Ruddygore's magic. O course, Ruddygore had still had the Lanp at the
time, so she could be anything or anybody. She'd have nade an ideal Kauri,
that's for sure

Make a wi sh. You can be anything and anybody you want to be. What would he do if
of fered that? He thought about it, and he had a |l ot nore options than she had,
because he knew Hu- saquahr and what was avail abl e here. There was a mal e
counterpart to the Kauri someplace, he remenbered hearing. It'd be nice to fly
pl aces and seduce all those troubl ed wonen, but as good as the Kauri life-style
mght be, it was, like nost fairy lives, in the end, a pretty one-di nensi ona
life that went on forever, never really addi ng new di nensions. That, nore even
than ol d friendship, was why Marge kept inviting herself along on these
mssions. It was a way, however limited, to do sonmething a bit different.

The thing was, he realized that he'd just wish to be his old self again. He
l'iked himself, his body, his image. He'd |like to be smarter, or naybe w ser, and

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%20.txt (111 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:55 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%620Jack%620L %20-%20T he%620Danci ng%20G0ods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %620the%20D ancing%620.txt
know a | ot nore, but, overall, he liked being Joe just fine.

Only he wasn't Joe right now, he was a Kauri who | ooked and felt more |ike
Marge. That body and those Kauri instincts were telling himright now what he
needed to do to get his energy back, but he was going to trust to dawn first.

Still, it was worth risking a bit at this point to see if he could nake at | east
nost of the way back the easy way. He | ooked out and | ooked around and saw
not hing cl ose that was threatening. The wi ngs spread, and he was airborne.

He was pretty weak, but flying, even fromcover to cover, was sure better and
faster than wal ki ng. By dawn, though, he still wasn't back, and he was just too
dead to go nuch farther. He felt sure he was beyond the first bl ockade, though,
and knew it when he saw a ranch not far away. There was a barn there with a rea
hayl oft, and he nade for it, going in the top snmall door and collapsing on the
hay stored there just as the first rays of the sun canme over the horizon
Exhaust ed al nost beyond endurance, he lay there, alnost too tired to sleep, and
wat ched the golden orb creep lazily up into the sky, its first warming rays
comng right in the hayl oft door and washi ng over him

Suddenly he stirred hinself up and | ooked down at hinmself. Wait a minute! This
isn't right! Then he sank back, too tired to even think strai ght anynore.

The sun was up and it was a bright, new day, and he was still a Kauri.

Marge was tired, too, but she wasn't about to go to sleep yet. Ma had changed
back to herself with the first rays of the sun, and she was frantic. "He is in
the hands of those nmaniacs, | knowit!" she wailed. "W mnust rescue him"

Mar ge shook her head. "No, we can't. | sure can't do a dammed thing now, even if
I wanted to, and what the hell can you do? You go out there now, hollering that
your master's gone, and lots of things are gonna happen. First, they'll al

start checking to see if he's still alive by touching your ring. Wen it's
established he is, they'll turn you over to the nmilitary canp. The canp will put
two and two together—spies |ast night, a mssing master this norni ng—and send
you right up to Sugasto and the Baron. If they've got Joe, then they' ve got both
of you, and that's the end of that and everybody el se. You saw t hose poor

m ndl ess zonbies. In fact, they mght be able to nmilk you for enough information
to do a great Tiana. Renmenber, they want the palace Ti, the dem goddess Ti, and
that's the one you knew. You'd wind up plunging the whole world into darkness."

"What can | do, then?"

"Well, 1, for one, have known Joe |onger than anybody here, and | think that if
they had himcaptured they'd already be here for us. Think about it. He's got no
nmore resi stance to common spells than you do, and about now he'd be in his hunman
body again. He'd talk, and we'd be taken. You see any Bentar? Any soldiers

com ng up the stairs?"

"Then he's not captured. And, thanks to your ring, we know he's not dead.
think he got hurt, nmaybe badly, in that nmess |ast ni ght-he took that dive
steeper than we did."

"But then—

"Hear ne out. He's a were. Fol ks around here, even bad fol ks, don't carry around
silver-tipped arrows and they sure don't shoot them at Kauris. That means his

wounds, no matter what they were, kept himdown for the count but that he'll be
good as new today. Look at you—not a bruise or sore spot on you! If he's got any
sense, he'll hole up somepl ace, get sone sleep, then start back. Since there's
anot her nmoon toni ght, goodness knows what he'll come back as, if it's after
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dark, but he'll be back."

"Then what - ?"

"I'"mgonna grab sone sl eep because | want to be fresh tonight in case we have to
do a little looking. It won't be easy, since there'll be open season on Kauris,
but |'ve got sone experience in this. You'll stick close here because he night

come back. If he's not back by tonmorrow norning, then we start panicking."
"I -very well. But what should | do?"

"You can serve your master best today by convincing everybody that he's stil
here, and, perhaps, is a bit under the weather. You' ve got a sick master up
here, but not too sick. Just a bug, no big deal. That'll keep people out and
questions down to a mnimm Fetch neals as if for himthe kind of stuff he'd
order, renenber. You get the idea?"

She nodded. "I understand and will do as you say. For one day and ni ght,
anyway. "
"Good girl. Do it right. | just hope nobody notices."

"Noti ces what ?"

"We forgot in all the worry to slip on your bracel ets and ankl ets, and you sure
aren't gonna get them on now. Just hope nobody up here believes in were

anyt hings any nore than nost folks do. Don't worry—+ doubt if they will. M, I'm
gonna get sone real sleep."

Ma felt nomentary panic. The bracelets and anklets! Still there on the floor
The smal |l earrings were still there, too, but she had those with a clasp to
allow for full moon tines. She noved to put them back in, then thought better of
it. No, nothing but the collar and the nose ring. She | ooked at herself in the
mrror. God! So very plain, sexless. But she would | eave themoff. If anybody
asked, it would be that they were cut off by her master's orders, which she
coul d not questi on.

Sonehow, she knew, they would have to find a way to get a collar with a cl asp,
against the rules or not. Otherw se, what happened if she changed into somet hing
sometine with either too Iarge a neck or, perhaps, an animal |ike a horse? She
woul dn't strangle, but the collar would then fall through the reformng flesh
and it wouldn't fit back on, either.

As ready as she could be, she took a deep breath, tried to stay calm then
opened the door and went down to see about keeping up the lie, wishing all the
time that it was true.

It was a harrowing day for Ma, who was al nbost a nervous weck by the tinme Mrge
awakened. She had tried getting sone sleep, but what little came was fitful, and
every noi se woke her back up

There was no probl emtaking sone of the noney they had and getting fake neals.
Money was noney, although nost of the meals were dunped in the chanber pot and
the mess, mixed with the usual contents of the chanber pot that she could hardly
avoi d adding, already attracting flies.

That worried her a bit. It would be just |ike the way things were goi ng suddenly
for a fly to land on her just at noonrise. Everything worried her, all of a
sudden.

Only the cafe | ady had noticed her lack of jewelry, and she'd lied and said it
| ooked just fine. Comi ng back with the dinner had, in fact, caused her only
probl em sonme of the troops were in town, and apparently word of her dance and
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extraperformance activities had gotten around fast. She was filled with

requests, and feared she woul d be del ayed too | ong and noonri se woul d occur

right then and there, with her in the mddle of the street surrounded by

sol diers. She also knew that they'd cone after her and maybe up to the roomif

she said she'd ask permi ssion, but then she-got the bright idea to note that her

master was sick. Real sick. Some kind of flu. She didn't knowif it was catching
Kerchoo! She had a clear field.

Marge sat there, nervously waiting for her. "About time!"™ "I had to get through
a horde of lustful soldiers, nmy lady," she apologized. "I was not sure | would
be here in tinme."

"Yeah, well, | kinda figured sonething like that. You still got a few m nutes
yet, and I'mstill only mldly worried about Joe. After all, he'd be naked and

on foot, with those patrols about, and it's a long way. |—

There was a sudden figure at the window, that of a Kauri. Joe clinbed in, and
M a and Marge both frowned, then Ma | ooked down at her unchanged self and Marge
at Ma's normality.

"l don't know what the hell's wong with this crazy curse!" he grunbled. "This
never happened before. Never."

Quickly he filled themin on what had happened—dp to a point.

Marge, of course, caught it inmediately. "Unh, Joe . . . You |ook awfully good
and awmfully fit and strong by Kauri standards for sonebody who got drained by a
spell that strong."

Hi s eyes rolled heavenward, then to Ma, then back to her. "The curse nust have
restored it as | slept," he responded at |ast. "Maybe that's why | didn't change
back."

Until that nonent, Marge had never thought a Kauri could | ook enbarrassed. She
knew that there was only one way he coul d have gotten that kind of energy
recharge, but she resisted the urgings of her Texas fairy soul to bring it up
and rub it in. If he was as drained as he said, and then still made it that far,
when he woke up it woul dn't have been an option but a conpul sion

"So what do we do now?" Marge asked instead. "The only way | know to go when you
have a bent curse is to visit a witch doctor, but sonehow | don't think we want
a Kauri walking into any witch doctor in these parts and saying she's really a
were and couldn't switch back because of a sorcerous jolt!"

"Perhaps it will repair itself now, Master,'
be up any nonent."

M a said hopefully. "The rmoon wl|l

"Jeez! That's a point!" Marge comented. "Maybe we should get into sone kind of
position ..."

But it was too late. He saw Ma's formblur and twi st, actually saw her very
brief change into Kauri form He, too, felt it, but he suddenly realized that he
was out of position

"Well, we've got two of us, anyway," Marge noted, |ooking at her twin where Ma
had stood nonments before. Joe, however, had been slightly closer not to Marge,
but to M a.

"I never realized that before," the Kauri went on, staring at the new Joe. "It
even duplicated the nose ring! Holy snoke, Joe! You own yourself!"

Joe let out a long, exasperated sigh
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CHAPTER 9
FI FTY WAYS TO LEAVE YOUR LOVER

Bl ack shall be the color of the forces of evil; gold or silver trimis optional
Good shall have use of any other appropriate col or conbi nations. One of the few
tangi bl e benefits of good is that they shall be able to use the better clothing
desi gners

—Fhe Books of Rules, |1, 447(b)

JCE STOOD THERE, FEELI NG PRETTY STUPI D. HE' D BEEN SO CONVI NCED, considering the
day, that there would be no change at nmoonrise, that he'd been very sl oppy.

"I have seen the objects transferred before, ny |ady," he responded, the title
com ng unbi dden. Just as he'd inherited an entire duplicate set of Kauri powers
and instincts, and, yes, conpulsions, so, too, had the dammed curse duplicated
not only Ma, but the full deck of Rules governing her as well. "As weres are
supposed to exactly duplicate what they are nearest, it can happen."

"This is nadness!" Ma protested. "How can he own hinsel f?"

"Because the ring's a fake, really part of him" Marge answered. "He's not
really a slave, he's just duplicating, imtating one exactly." She sighed. "So
now what do we do?"

"He surely cannot go out like that," Ma pointed out.

"And | can't stay in," Marge said. "After last night | need a recharge and a
hot shot in spades, and, Ma, since you duplicated nme exactly, so do you."

"l can do nothing but spend the night here, my |adies,"’
clearly nothing else | can do."

Joe responded. "There is

"Yeah, and hope that this at |east neans the curse is no |onger out of whack,"

Mar ge responded. "CQtherw se, tonorrow daytine, there'll be two slaves and no
master."
M a thought for a nmonent. "Uh, | would not |leave this roomall night in any

case," she told him "The town is filled with soldiers and they all have been
pressing ne to dance, and, you know. "

"Besides," Marge noted, "you don't have the collar."

"l shall behave, ny |l ady," he responded. How odd to be doing that to Ma! "I
shall sit here and worry about the two of you."

Marge | aughed. "Don't worry about us! We're .not about to do any snoopi ng
tonight. Too hot out there for that! Come on, Ma! Let's blowthis joint!"

Joe wat ched them go, then went over to the nightstand where there was some
barely nibbled-on fruits and vegetables. Wat a tinme! he thought grunpily,
finishing themoff. Wile doing so, he was suddenly seized with the thought of
how unkenpt and nmessy it all was. By the time he was finished, he'd practically
scrubbed the place down with the washbasin water and was checking for things to
mend. The only thing he could do nothing about was the dishes and the festering
food in the chanmber pot.

The trouble was, he couldn't just throwit out the window as he had the dirty
wat er .
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It was quite late by this tine; all the raucous noises of earlier in the evening
had di ed down, and the town was basically closed. Maybe he could just sneak down

No, that was nmadness. Suppose he ran into a bunch of drunken sol diers who
woul dn't take no for an answer? He'd al ready been the victimof one compul sion
he hadn't wanted to do; he sure as hell didn't want that.

Way couldn't | be standing next to Sugasto when a full nbon conmes up sonetinme?
he wondered, frustrated and upset. O course, he then would have Sugasto's
potential, but it would be nobot, since he wouldn't have all those years and
years of training, practice, and self-discipline to nake any real use of it.
Still, it certainly would be better than this.

That nmess in the chanber pot kept bothering him though. The accumnul ated buzzi ng
of the flies alone was enough to drive himnuts. He went over to the w ndow and

stuck his head out and listened. Al npst dead quiet. The hell with it. |I've done

a lot of stupid things in ny life. Maybe this is one of them he thought, but he
pi cked up the trash can, gingerly, then, quietly, opened the door. The hall was

dark, the only illum nation coning fromthe reception area downstairs, which was
just fine with him

Quietly, he tiptoed down the hall to the stairs, then started down. The whol e
downstairs was dinmy lit and | ooked enpty. He continued down, feeling it was
going to be fine, when suddenly a deep, rich male voice said, "You there! Cone
here! ™

He junped, turned, and saw, sitting at a table al nobst under the stairway .
Holy cats! It's Sugasto hinsel f!

At least he didn't have to stinulate a | ook of abject terror on his M a-sl ave
face.

"Come here! Now " the sorcerer ordered, and he scanpered over and knelt, head
bowed.

"Yes, ny lord?"

The Master of the Dead reached out a hand under the slave girl's chin and slowy
rai sed the head, studying it. "Were are you goi ng? Wiy are you up and about at
thi s hour?" he denmanded.

"M ny master has been ill," he managed, never feeling closer to doomthan right
this second. "I+ amthrow ng out what his stomach could not take."

Sugast o | ooked over at the chanber pot, but not too closely. "lck! Yuck!" he
excl ai med, disgusted. He reached out a hand and the chanber pot flew from Joe's
hand. A bolt of blue-white light canme fromthe sorcerer's fingers, envel oped the
chanber pot, and the entire thing vanished in a puff of snoke.

Joe turned back to Sugasto, suitably inpressed, and waited. The man had
certainly aged since the last tine he and Joe had seen one another. The face was
pitted and puffy, the eyes surrounded with lines, the hair nostly gray, and he'd
put on a fair anpunt of weight. Still, there was no nistaking the bastard. The
worst part was, Joe realized, if he'd been there, as Joe, with his sword at his
side, two inches from Sugasto's neck, he woul d have been just as hel pl ess as he
was now.

"VWhere's your collar, child?" the sorcerer asked, alnost kindly.

"My lord, we canme only a few days ago out of Marquewood. The collar which ny
mast er purchased did not seal and fell away and we have not yet had chance to
get another."
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When the only defense you had was your wits, you used what you had.

"Hmm . . . Make a note of that, Quod," the sorcerer commented, and for the
first time Joe saw that the sorcerer was not alone. Wth himwas a Ben tar
of ficer, looking neaner and oilier than nost of them already did.

" 'Of what, sir?'' the officer asked.

"I think | made a mistake on the regulations. | like this plain, unadorned | ook
If restraints are needed, they can use shackles. No collars fromnow on. Get the
word out. No jewelry or such of any kind."

"Yes, sir.

"Tell nme, child," the sorcerer said, turning back to Joe, who had renmai ned on
one knee, "how do you |ike the new fashion in slaves?"

"My lord, it is not for such as I to like or dislike.'

"Well said. Don't worry about returning thus to Marquewood. By this tinme next
year, this will be the fashion there as well." He reached out suddenly and put
his hand on the slave's bald pate. "Do you know that just by doing thus |I could
renove that which is you and put it in that little bottle there?

"N-no, ny lord."
"No?" The sorcerer seened genuinely surprised. "Do you not know who | anP"

"No, nmy lord. | have no doubt you are the greatest of all sorcerers, but I
concern nyself only with serving ny naster."

He et go of the head and Joe had to suppress his feeling of intense relief. But
the hand continued down the body, not nissing what on any but a slave would be
consi dered private parts

Sugast o stopped that suddenly, then reached up and touched the nose ring. "Hmm
Qdd pattern. This is no comon magi ci an's product. The way it's done, it
al most seenms like . . . Who put this ring in your nose? And where?"

"My lord, | do not know the nanes. A big town in Marquewood. The ring was
purchased there."

"The one who put the ring in—was he a big, old man with a flowi ng white beard?"

"Yes, ny lord."

"l thought so!" He took Joe's face by the chin and held it up, as if |ooking at
a bust, and studied it. "I could almbst. . . No, it would be inconceivable.
Still-how ill is your master, girl?"

"He is recovering well, ny lord. It appears to have been a touch of bad food.
There is not nmuch here. He was sleeping well when | left him"

Sugast o nodded. "Very well. If he's well enough to ride tonmorrow, you tell him

to come to the mlitary canp outside of town. You tell himthe Master of the
Dead commands his presence. Can you renenber that?"

"Yes, ny lord."

"At nidday tonorrow. They will be expecting him You cone, too.

"Yes, ny lord. I will tell him "Oh, great!
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"You get himthere. Tell himthat if he does not appear, ones will come for him
and he mght well not have to worry about bad food agai n. Understand?"

"Y-yes, ny lord."

"I like you, girl," the sorcerer comented, continuing in the gentle if
patroni zi ng tone of voice he'd used aff along.' "It would be child's play to
alter that spell inthering ..."

Joe again fought nonentary panic. Wat if Sugasto just took him now, like this,

and he changed back tonorrow norni ng? Wrse, what if he didn't change back?

"Go on back up to your master, girl," the sorcerer said at last. "But don't

forget to tell himwhen he wakens!"

"I swear | will tell him nmy lord!"

"I know you will.'
here! "

He patted Joe on the runp. "Okay, now, off! | have work to do

Joe didn't need any nore urging. He was off and up the stairs as fast as
possi bl e and back into the room H's heart was pounding |like mad, and he stood
there, back against the door as if barring it with his body against intrusion,
for quite some tinmne.

"Sugast 0? Here?" Marge could hardly believe it, and really didn't want to. "You
don't suppose he's still in the place, do you?"

"I would doubt it, ny lady," Joe responded. "I heard a | arge nunber of horses
| eave sone time ago, although it was quite late. He would be riding with ah
honor guard, even if he needs no protection hinself."

"Well, that's something,"” the Kauri commented. "You're sure he didn't suspect?
Not that you were Joe, but that you m ght be M a?"

"He saw sone resenbl ance, ny lady, that was clear, but he has never seen this
body before and woul d be going on descriptions alone. Possibly, had | had hair
and Mar quewood sl ave dress he woul d have nmade t he connection.”

She chuckl ed. "Just like his kind to have their petty little perversions get in

their owmn way. Still, you're lucky. Wth a wave of his hand, he could have put
you in a trance and nade you spill everything. It was a close call."

Joe nodded. "Still, nmy lady, he is not free of all suspicions, or else why would
he command our presence | ater on? He saw Ruddygore's signature in the slave
spell in the nose ring. | do not think he believes ne to be anything other than
| seemed, but he will be far nore critical of the barbarian. Even worse, what if
the curse does not lift at sunrise? Then his people will come later on and find

two slave girls here. It is certain then that this would qui ckly becone mny
per manent condition."

"Surely you aren't gonna keep that date anyway! Wy, you'd be riding of your own
free will right into the eneny canp! One slight msstep and he'll have the both
of you!" She |ooked at the great sword Irving, hanging in its scabbard on the
bedpost. "You've got a disguise, but what about that thing?"

"My lady, unless | had to call it by name to sumon it to ny hand, | could cal
it 'George' or 'Trenton,' for that matter. And if | needed to summon it, there
woul d be little point in pretending any way."

"What if the Baron is there?" Ma asked worriedly. "He, or she, or whatever he
is these days, has seen us. The disgui ses m ght not be good enough to foo
him"'
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"Well, my lady, he, or she, wasn't with Sugasto |l ast night. | have thought of
the possibility that this neeting is to do just that—tet Boquillas have a | ook
at us. It cannot be dism ssed as a possibility. But doing anythi ng but obeying
is unthinkable. It is a day's ride over a single road to the border, if that
woul d stop them Oherwi se, he has an arnmy of nmen and fairies around here. W
are as trapped as if we were in his Hypboreyan lair."

"That's a point. Ah, sunrise!"

For a nonent, Joe felt real fear when nothing happened, but Ma hadn't changed,
either. Marge had seen the first light of dawn, but it was another two or three
m nutes before any part of the sun nade it over the horizon

Joe was Joe again. He let out an ecstatic "Yippee!" and banged one fist into the

other. He turned to themand said, "If I'mgonna go, |I'd rather be as nme. It
| ooks like his snare spell just scranbled the curse for a night, which is a rea
relief.” He | ooked over at Ma. "First things first. | have to get sone clothes

on, and then we've got to find a bolt cutter.'
"Huh?"

"The spell gave nme the ring but not the collar. Sugasto saw me—M a—wi thout it.
In fact, he decreed themoff right then and there. If she's got one on when we
meet him that'll be a tip-off right away." He turned to Ma. "Renmenber, for
sonme reason he took a real fancy to you. Play it cool but don't overdo it. |
don't want himto order ne to hand you over to him"

The idea al armed her. "What would | do, Master, if he did?

"Al nmost anything's possible this afternoon. If he does, then go. W'll find you
Hell, if | could get us both up there, on him 1'd do it and save us a rea
journey. But 1'd rather we do it together, and not as prisoners of the eneny."

"I'"d think, once you get that collar off, you'd better try and get sone sleep,"
Mar ge grunbl ed.

"The hell with sleep. He's expecting a man just getting over food poisoning
anyway, and he knows M a was up and about nost of the night."

"Yeah, but it seens to nme that you need a clear head."

"Very little sleep is needed during the were periods. It's as if you slept while
the other formwas awake. Don't ask ne about it—ook it up sonetine.”

"So what do you want me to do?"

"You' d best sleep outdoors today. Let themcone in and do routine things in the
room They mght well send sonebody to search it anyway. If we don't cone back,
you can't do nuch. Return and tell Ruddygore. If we do, cone again at dusk
We've still got one nore night of the noon."

"Well, | don't like it, but okay. In case noonrise cones before you get all the
way back, but it's clear, conme to the back wi ndow as whatever you are. |'II
figure it out. If they take you, they'll come and get all your things and I'|
know. |f nobody comes, not even the hotel people, I'Il know that, too."

He nodded. " Good enough."

Getting the collar off was a hell of a |ot harder than he thought it would be
and took the better part of two hours and a lot of finagling to do it wthout
cutting, burning, or strangling M a.

He got ready in his new buckskin outfit, even though it was still nmild out. It
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had the best inmage, and an inmage, with the beard and ot her disguises, different
fromthe one they'd be | ooking for. Thanks to the Rules, all people here tended
to categorize folks nuch stricter than they did even back on Earth.

As they rode out toward the canp, though, he was nore worried about hinself than
about M a. She'd shown time and agai n how cool she could be under pressure and
she wasn't under the same kind of cloud that he was. M a had proved hersel f | ast
ni ght; now Cochi se was on tri al

Al t hough he'd al ways thought of the Bentar as birds of prey, they | ooked nore
dinosaurlike in the full light of day. He presented his old pass to themfrom
the entry station. They glanced at it, then nodded. "You are expected. Straight
on to the flagpole, then the second building on your right."

And now, in the full light of day, they rode straight into the heart of the
eneny force

The building wasn't hard to find, and they were actually early. He thought it
better to be early than late. A nervous-Ilooking human officer told themto wait
outside until called, and they did so.

Ma sat, looking at all the activity, then suddenly frowned, then got up,
somewhat excited. "Look, Master! A flying horse with w ngs!"

He | ooked where she was pointing and, sure enough, there it was, al

statel y-1ooking, right out of the old nyths and | egend books. A huge, pastel
pink stallion, not too different in coloration from Marge, w th enornous
birdlike wings, circling to land. Its rider appeared to use no bridle and,

i ndeed, sat back a bit, alnpst tied on, feet straight out across its back so as
not to interfere with the wings. It didn't |ook confortable to Joe.

"Inmpressive," he said to her. "I've never seen one before, except in the picture
books and on gas station signs, but | guess they had to exi st somewhere around
Husaquahr. Everything el se does."

"That is the sort of steed we need for a journey such as ours, Master," she
noted. "Far better to have wi ngs, but if we cannot, that would do."

He agreed with that. He had actually considered nmaking tine by traveling during
these three nights of the noon as a Kauri, but Kauris weren't very strong, and
they could have taken little with themor, indeed, could any of them have so
much as touched Irving. The iron in the great sword woul d have burned both him
and M a severely and woul d have killed Marge.

Still, he wondered how nany of the flying horses were around here and if they
served a primary nilitary function. Many of the nore experienced officers and
noncons here woul d have been on the losing side at Sorrow s Gorge, and he didn't
renenber any there

The door opened behind them and he and M a arose and turned, expecting to see
the office flunky calling themin. Instead, it was the Master of the Dead
hinsel f, followed by his Bentar flunky, the latter |ooking rmuch the worse for
wear. Joe knelt, and took his sword, still in its scabbard, and touched the hilt
to his forehead in salute.

"Cone, cone! Get up, sir!" the sorcerer said, the wind catching and rippling his

bl ack robes. "I'mnot the king, and it's a beautiful day." He breathed in and
out several tines. "Good, fresh air and sunshine. | get so little of it these
days that | want to savor it when | can. You are . . . ?"

"Cochise, nmy lord," he responded. "Cochise of Tsipry."

"Ah! You are Valisandran by birth, then."
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"Yes, ny lord, by birth but not for a very long tinme. | was orphaned young.
There was a sickness that went through ny tribe, and many of the young children
were sent south in hopes of avoiding it. Truly, | have not been back since,

which is one of the reasons for this journey."

"Hmm . . . Interesting.” He turned to the aide. "Any Tsipry here?"
The Bentar shook its head negatively. "No, ny lord."

"You seemcertain of that."

"My people may be the sickness he recalls as a child. The artu of the Bentar had
a bit of a disagreenent with themfifteen or twenty years back. | renenber it
well; | was very young at the tine. | would say that there are very few Tsipry
anywhere now, sir, and nost would be like this one."

Al ways nice to have your inquisitors back up your alibis, Joe thought.

Sugasto cleared his throat. "I see. Sorry to bring up old wounds on such a
pretty day. Does the colonel's presence here trigger hostile feelings?"

"No, nmy lord," Joe responded snoothly. "It is a sad chapter because it was
personal, but | have been in the position of his people in other cases, so
cannot judge. | fought for Valisandra and the Baron al ongsi de his people as well

as ny owmn at Sorrow s CGorge."
"Indeed? | was there nyself, but | don't recall you."

"Uh, pardon, sir, but | do not recall you there, either, but it was a very big
battle."

"Uh, yes,
that."''

Sugasto admtted. "And | was a horse of a different color there, at

A black stallion, if nenory serves, Joe thought, but he said nothing.
"How i s your health today?" the sorcerer asked him

"Better, sir, but I amstill being careful today while nmy full strength returns.
Once ny body expelled the offending food, | could sleep.”

"Come, walk with me a bit in this nice air," the sorcerer invited. "I was going
to offer a conplete cure, but it seens you don't need such services. The sun and
fresh air aid recuperation better than nost other things anyway. Stroll with ne,
and we'll reninisce a bit as two old conrades at arms neeting once again."

And that's exactly what he wanted to do. Joe knew, of course, that this was al so
a test, but he couldn't figure out why Sugasto was being, both so friendly and
so conventional in his interrogation. But, of course, he was a master sorcerer
and he woul d assune that anybody from Ruddygore had been as bl ocked as he'd

bl ock his own people from eneny powers.

Since Joe had indeed fought at Sorrow s Gorge, it was an easy test to pass.

They wal ked al ong, the Bentar, then Ma follow ng, and Joe got al nost as nuch of
a kick out of the reactions of the fol ks they encountered as they wal ked as
Sugast o obvi ously did.

"So, how cone you aren't on our team now?" The sorcerer asked at |last "W can
al ways use good nen like you."

"I hope ny lord doesn't take offense," Joe responded, "but | am a professiona
mercenary. | chose the Baron back then not out of old loyalties to king and
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country, but because | like the work and, if you are on the winning side, it
pays well. The Baron lost."

"Only because of that dammed dragon and sone treachery on the part of the
Counci | . "

"Indeed, it looked to ne at the tine like a can't-lose situation. Since then, |
have taken only small comm ssions fromstable |ocal authorities, and done, |
admt, sone |ess than honest work between jobs. The girl, there, for exanple,
was booty froma little pirating | did downriver."

"And in spite of all this, you don't think we'll wn?"

He shrugged. "It appears as inpressive as before, and | have heard of your

| egi on of the dead, which would have been quite useful in the old days, and your
powers are | egendary. But the Baron was the best in his day, yet not a good
ganbler in the end. H s | ess than dependabl e political maneuverings, as you
mention, were part of his undoing, and he allowed hinself to be beaten by a

| esser power who was better at psychol ogy."

Sugast o stopped and | ooked at the nercenary with sone respect. "That's an
excellent analysis. It is a reason why Boquillas works for me now. Did you know
t hat ?"

"No, nmy lord. | thought he was dead."

"Not dead, no. Different, I'Il allow, but still with that amazing m nd. | am not
even certain that Boquillas can die. Consider, he has rejected and fought
agai nst Heaven, and he has betrayed Hell. When the soul has no refuge, it

remains. The only relevant fact is that | have that nind and that know edge at
my di sposal because there's nowhere else to go. As to the rest, we can fight if
we have to, and Ruddygore, alone, won't find ne the sort of ivory tower acadenic
the Baron was—+ know himfar too well. But | prefer imagination first. | can say
nothing nmore at this time, but if my plan works, we can conquer w thout war and
per haps w t hout even a face-off, since the chilled livers of the Council would
back any victory already won. There woul d be localized fighting, resistance, and
pacification, of course, but no great war."

"This interests ne," Joe told him "but what if your plan fails?"

"Then tactics change. W lose nothing. That is the beauty of it. Uh—by the way,
speaki ng of Ruddygore, how does it happen that your girl has one of his rings in
her nose?"

He' d thought |ong and hard about that question. "I haven't the vaguest idea," he
responded. "And |I'm afraid you' d have to ask her original owner in Hell. | had
no i dea whose it was, only that she's m ne now "

"Ah, that explains it, then. The old fart always was a real hypocrite. Have you
ever net hin?"

"Once, my lord. He was an inpressive sort of man, as | recall."

"Indeed he can be that. He could have ruled all Husaquahr and probably woul d
have, had he not that trick of escaping into the Gher Wrld for his pleasures.
It diverted himfromgreatness into noralizing and preaching, only it is he who
determ ned what is good or bad according to his present noods. To him this is
all just a game, and everyone other than hinself is just a gane piece, to be
toyed with, played with, even sacrificed. He is so ancient now and has played
these ganes so long that he plays now for the game's sake, w thout any goals or
purposes in mnd. | could never accept that sort of thinking. One plays a game
to win. Don't you agree?"
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"l do not fight to lose, nmy lord," he responded.

Sugast o | aughed. "Well said! Ah—+ know your stomach may feel its bruises, but
will you risk lunch with me?"

"In truth, sir, | feel like a starving man."

They went to a huge tent pavilion where a galley had been set up. It was full of
of ficers when they arrived, but, to the nutual anusenent of Joe and Sugast o,

al nost all of themmiracul ously finished eating and got out of there when they
ent er ed.

"Now that's the fun of it." The sorcerer chuckled. "If your own side isn't
terrified of you, what right have you to expect that your enemes will be?" He
paused, then stared straight at Joe. "But you' re not scared of nme, are you?"

"There is fear, which is unreasoned, and that | do not have," Joe lied. "But
there is also respect, which is both reasoned and earned, and that | have for
you i n great abundance."

The answer really pleased the nan in black. "You are delightful! In truth, sir,
you are the first nonnagi cal human being | have been able to talk to like this
in years! Ah, let us eat. Take care, sir, that your stomach not rebel, but eat
with confidence. Either ny armes eat only the best or they eat the cooks!"

"My stomach has survived worse than a bad piece of neat,'
not let it cheat me of a decent neal."

Joe responded. "I will

Sugast o | aughed. He | ooked over at Ma. "Grl, cone over and sit on the ground
beside ne here a bit."

M a | ooked nervously at Joe, who nodded. "Go ahead."
"Yes, Master," she responded, and went around to Sugasto's side of the table.

It was unusual for a sorcerer, male or female, to take much interest in sex
except as another, sonetinmes required, tool of the trade. Joe couldn't figure
out whether that was it, or whether it was the personal slave concept itself
that turned the nan on. It mght just have been that, having had Boquill as
around in Mahal o's body for so long, he just wanted a wonan around who was

al ways respectful, obeyed orders, and kept her nmouth shut. Joe could see by
Ma's eyes that she was far too terrified to have such thoughts herself.

The neal was not nerely good, but excellent, and Joe had to wonder if this sort
of fare was what the officers usually got. Sonehow, the day the general showed
up for inspection, you always got filet mgnon instead of old arny boot.

"So you are on your way to Tsipry," Sugasto said over wine. "A pilgrinage, of

sorts, | take it?"
Joe nodded. "Yes, sir. | have funds at the nonent, | have no pressing need of
enpl oynent, and | al ways prom sed nyself that | would do it. | have no nenories

of it that | can call true and | want to see it once.'

"That's in the Upper Lakes district, if |I remenber," the sorcerer replied. "Cold
up there, even this tinme of year. Wth sumrer waning, autumm on its way, and the
need to divert resources, |'ve been playing with a little spell. Boquillas
worked it out for our own people, but it's rather sinple, once you knowit. It

i nsul at es agai nst weather, sort of in the sane way nuch fairy flesh does it for

them yet, like them you can't see it or knowit's there. The only problemis,
it seals in what is there as well, so you can't add much of anything, either,
and it plays hob with hair. Not practical for nobst people, | fear, but slaves

like your girl, here, are perfect. W're going to distribute it and have all the

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%?20.txt (123 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20Gods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %20the%20Dancing%20.txt

slaves treated this way. It dispenses with the need for those idiotic hafiids
even in subzero cold and for sun protection in the tropics, reducing the cost to
food al one. Wth your permission, I'lIl do you a favor."

Joe could hardly refuse in any event. He watched as the sorcerer turned the
kneeling Ma toward him then made a few hand passes and ran his hands over sone
of her body at a very slight distance.

"There," Sugasto said. "Now, within the nornal extrenes of nature, she's as
protected as a nynph. Just keep her like this and all you'll need do is feed
her. In fact, you'll have to. As our experinents with this on sonme of our undead
show, the spell rejects anything not within its field. G herwi se, there are no
side effects. Alittle gift, in hopes that once you nmake your pilgrinmge, you'l
return and sign on with us." He snapped his fingers and the Bentar aide, who had
not eaten—they were, if Joe renenbered right, eaters of carrion and sonetines
freshly killed prey—snapped to attention.

"G ve ne sone paper and a stylus," the sorcerer instructed, and it was quickly
gotten. Sugasto scribbled sonmething on the paper, then made a pass over it. The
witing, which, although in the ideographi c Husaquahri an al phabet, had been
rather prinmtive scrawms actually seened to wiggle around on the page as if
conmposed of tiny snakes, form ng then absolutely perfect characters that | ooked
Ii ke woodcuts. He made another pass, and Joe recogni zed the seal of Hypboreya
when it faded in in sort of a gray color. The paper was then handed to Joe.

"Take that with you," the sorcerer told him "It is a safe conduct good for
si xty days throughout ny realm It should ease problens in travel and make
things easier. It will also get you better food, | suspect. After that, | hope
we will learn that you have joined us conpletely. |I believe we can offer a very

hi gh comi ssion to one |like you. You could wind up a mlitary governor soneday.
I wish I could offer you quick passage to the Lakes, but little goes to and from
that area, and we have ot her needs."

"I thank you, ny lord, for your extrene, unexpected, and unwarranted
generosity," he responded, hardly able to contain hinself. This was better than
he coul d have hoped. "I admit, though, to I ooking longingly at one of the flying
horses you have. Wiy weren't they in our old battles?"

"The pegasus? They're tough to tane, hard to ride, and fragile as all hell
There's less there than neets the eye. They wouldn't last minutes in a battle.
We use themto speed orders and nmi ntain comuni cations |inks around the enpire.
They' re not good for rmuch nore. Sorry—there's only two in this entire nmlitary
district.”

"I was not trying to inpose, just commenting.”

"Well, | understand. It's a long, long way to Tsipry," he noted. "Now, it has
been a genuine pleasure, sir. | have nuch to attend to and you nust excuse ne,
but | feel certain that we will neet again.”

"As do I, sir," Joe responded, rising. He gestured to Ma, who got up and
scanpered after him

As soon as they were away, a Bentar officer approached and bowed.
Sugasto | ooked at him "Well?"

"A consi derabl e nunber of coins, the usual clothing one woul d expect of one
comng fromthe south, including |oincloths, and the remai ns of what appeared to
be bronze ornanentations, a rather elaborate beltlike contraption that nakes

noi ses when noved or put together whose function we cannot fathom although it
appears innocuous, and the usual saddl ebag naterials. Nothing else, ny lord."
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"Hmm . . ."the sorcerer said, thinking. "That man is one of the nobst dangerous
nonmegi cal nmen |'ve ever net, but he does seemto be precisely what he clains."

"You had many ways to plunb his very soul and beyond, ny lord. If you still have
doubts, why didn't you use then?" the aide asked him

"Partly because soneone that strong has strong nmagical allies who could shield
him and partly because, to get through those, | would have nost |ikely
destroyed soneone who m ght be extrenely useful. There was also this very odd
sense of fairy about himwhen | initially probed himthat defied explanation
The girl had it, too, last night, which is why |I found her so intriguing, but
then she didn't have it today. It's the dammdest thing . . . But he's a
mercenary all right, and a good one, and she's definitely a properly bound

sl ave, as both seemto be. Still "

"If he passed all the conventional tests, why do you still doubt hin?" the aide
asked.
"Because, while | know | have never laid eyes on that man in ny life, | could

swear, after talking to him that |I've met him before, even spent sonme time with
him It's just a feeling; there's no rational basis for it, but I can't get it
out of my mind. Perhaps it will come to ne, sooner or later, or I'll find sone
good way to divine it without having to pay a price to a denon.”

"But you gave himsafe conduct, ny lord!"

"Nort hbound, yes. Wiere can he go that isn't ours? As | suspected, he was
illiterate. He never even tried to read the safe conduct, which is a natural act
of any literate person. It is valid, but it also states that, if he tries to

| eave the enpire, he is to be arrested using all necessary force."

"Still, my lord, you permt a potential spy of high capability to roamfreely
behi nd us?"

"Let himlook. He won't be difficult to find. He has deep, genuine affection for
that girl, perhaps even |ove of sone kind, and she worshi ps himas a dog

wor shi ps her master. A big nercenary with a naked slave girl in the north won't
exactly be unnoticed. The sanme spell that protects her binds her to nme. If the

spell is renoved, she dies horribly. If it is not, then at any time | wish | can
command her as easily as | work ny will upon the dead. | can sumon her soul to
me, no nmatter where she is. No, gentlenen, | don't believe we have nmuch to fear

by giving hima little rope."

Joe used his abilities of fairy sight to exani ne the pass and found not hing
there. It was just what it said it was. O course, he had no guarantee it was
really a safe conduct, but that would be easy enough to test.

He breathed a sigh of relief. "Well, that sure turned out better than it had a

right to," he noted.

"Yes, Master."

" But ?"

"No, it is not that, Master. | have thoughts again of the flying horse.”

"Forget it. You heard what the nman said. No use pushing our |uck."

"But there is one night of the full moon left, Master! The |ongest, just about
all night! If one of us could sonehow be next to that creature at noonrise ..

"Hrmm ... | see what you nean. It might carry us and our supplies a pretty fair
di stance by dawn."
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"Then you will give me permssion to do it?"

He | ooked around. "There's got to be thousands of lonely nen on this base. I'm
not gonna | eave you here for hours and hours just on the off chance you m ght
get in there. Too dangerous."

"Master, | am but your property, your tool. It is nmy function to try this if it
is possible.'

"No, if anybody tries it, it should be nme. |I can bluff nmy way around for a while
if this pass is any good, and | weigh nore than twi ce what you wei gh, so nore
could be carried.”

"Mast er, soneone nust get everything together and ready. | cannot |eave without
you. They woul d notice. Your safe conduct is nothing for nme. And if | left
carrying your sword, if | could, it would be noticed. But if you left, they
woul d hardly renmenber the slave you cane in with. | amthe only one. And as you
wi Il change, too, probably to Kauri, you will be able to fly as well. But you
nmust renmenber to wap all things iron securely and only what we need and what
the two of you together could Iift."

He frowned. Damm it, it did seemworth a try, and since they wouldn't really be
steal i ng anyt hing, nothing would be missed. And, so |long as she was not caught
and nanaged to get away, two big "ifs," even if it proved inpractical, it

woul dn't be that much of a problem

"You really think you can do it?"

"Master, the worst that happens is that | get caught and nust be a tearful slave
who | ost her way. Ot herwi se, | shall sinply becone one of these nen, or a
Bentar, or sonething simlar and nothing is lost. Yes, | believe | can do it."

"Al'l right, then. Let's test out this safe conduct and go see the pegasus. If
you can gi ve everybody around the slip and hide nearby, it's on. O herw se, you
get on your horse, which will be left there, and you conme out with me."

She nodded.

When you act |ike you have nothing to fear, it's anmazing how easily you can nove
around restricted areas. They were stared at, now and agai n, but they reached
the area where the flying horses—er, as they discovered when they got there,
nore properly flying horse—were kept before anybody even tentatively asked for
their authorization.

Joe whi pped out the safe conduct, and the nan who nade the chal | enge bl anched
and lost all his belligerence. Sugasto was ri ght about one brag: his arny was
scared stiff of him

The pegasus was grazing, nuch |ike any other horse, the huge wi ngs fol ded up and
at its sides. Joe stared and stared at it and couldn't for the life of him
figure out how something this large could fly without a jet engine, but he'd had
much the sanme feeling about Kauris, too. Not that the pegasus was a big ani mal

di sregarding the wings it was actually a bit smaller than it | ooked when flying,
perhaps nmore like a circus pony, conplete with hairy hooves, although the |egs

| ooked impossibly thin, so thin that it was al nost easier to believe it could
fly than to believe it could stand up for long on them Incredibly, aside froma
long rope tied around its neck on one end and to a post on the other, there was
no apparent stable or pen for it, and there seemed nobody around to ask

"You really think you can do this?" he asked her, worried.

"Yes, Master, | do. There are plenty of shadowy places near the buildings there,
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and tall grass and rocks."
"Li ke as not the guy'll come back and fly it away. Then what ?"
"Then I will return to you as sonething else.”

They wal ked away fromthe pegasus and toward the shadows from the nearest
bui | di ng, which appeared to be sone kind of livery supply or naintenance shed.
In a nonent, they were in back of it and out of possible sight agai nst the back
of a hill. After a mnute or so, he knew they'd not been seen

He stood there a noment, |ooking at her. She was hairless and naked and
pl ai n-1 ooking, a hairless little eunuch ..

He grabbed her suddenly, and ki ssed her the way neither he nor any other nan had
ever kissed her before, the kind of kiss you know only in your dreans. Suddenly,
he rel eased her, whispered, "Don't fail ne," and wal ked back out into the open,

| eaving her standing there, totally speechless.

She woul d never fail him she knew. She would die for himfirst.

* k* *

"You left her where to do what?" Marge al nbst shouted at him "How could you?
Her life versus maybe two weeks tine?"’

"I't was her idea. She canme up with it and she just about pleaded to do it."

"Wth maybe twenty thousand horny guys around and Sugasto, for Christ's sake!
Not to nmention the Bentar!"

"1 know, | know. "

"Yeah? You ever thought that, if she actually does nake the change, she's gonna
need al nbst a runway to take off in, galloping the whole way? And when she gets
up there in the dark she's gonna have sone big, |eather-w nged goons just

wai ting to pounce? You think a horse can fly like a Kauri ?"

"No, | hadn't thought about sone of those things, and thanks for giving ne nore
things to worry about,"” he responded.

"Then why in hell did you let her do it?

He stared at his old friend and conrade. "Because | thought she could," he said
sinply.

She stared at him "Holy cats! You're in love with her! Ch, great! Wat an odd
coupl e you two make!"

He sighed. "You've been a fairy too |ong, Marge. You don't plan these things.
Since we left Terindell, she's been a whole different person. And, no, | know
what you're thinking—t's not the kinky bondage stuff. I'd do away with that in
a mnute if the Rules allowed it. It's beyond that sort of crap. Throw it away.
Ignore the slave thing. She's been a partner, tough, has nore guts than any man
of any status | ever nmet, as snart as anybody | know, and in just a short week
she's becone ny indispensable left arm She's got all the qualities | loved in
Ti, only nore so, but without the qualities that kept us apart. | don't know
anot her person who woul dn't have been destroyed by what's been done to her, yet
the nore she was stripped of everything, the stronger she's grown. The |aws, the
Rul es, and the sorcerers took everything people think they desire from her,
stripping her down to her core, and that core's proved already to be sonebody
remar kable. "'

She stared at him "Boy, you got it bad." Still, she had to adnit, he had a rea
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point. That girl was beginning to | ook |ike sonebody who, were it not for the
sl ave business, woul d take Husaquahr by the tail and shake it.

The odd thing was, had she not been a slave, she probably would never have
reveal ed or even known how good she was. She'd be sonebody's wife, or maybe a
political manipulator or sonething like that, depending on where she was, but
she' d never have been forced to test herself and woul d never have been willing
to take the kind of chances she took. Wen you had not hing, not even your
dignity, you also had nothing to lose. Wth no inhibitions even possible, and
with her brains and resourceful ness, Marge thought, she was probably nore
danger ous than anybody, even Joe in a rage.

"She's not gonna | ook any better, either,” Marge pointed out.

He shrugged. "I married nmy first wife because she had the nbst stunning | ooks of
any wonman |'d ever seen. She had the soul of a viper—f she has a soul at all
Wth Ti, it was not only her |ooks but her education, her background, her
breeding—all the stuff neither | nor ny first wife had. | may be sl ow and

i gnorant, but even | eventually learn. | guess it was because everybody al ways
prejudged nme by ny | ooks. This is a prinp | esson in how uninportant that crap
really is. Boquillas was one of the best-I|ooking, dashing, charismatic nen |
ever net. Sugasto was kind of a pretty boy, too, when we first met him It's
what's behind the face and eyes that count."

"Wl |, okay, Lover Boy, we'll talk nore about this sone other tine," the Kauri
said at last. "If she's that good, and we don't have your iron wapped, the
money secure, and all the rest of the junk ready to go, and she gets here, we're
gonna fail her."

"Good point," he admtted, and started work.
"You aren't even worried about her?"

"Worried sick," he admitted. "But if she wasn't ny slave but ny partner and
equal, a nercenary or Amazon or sonething like that, | wouldn't have hesitated
and you woul dn't have angui shed about it."

"Yeah, okay. You handl e the sword, renmenber. And wap it securely.”

He nodded. "I'Il do the iron first. The rest I'Il let you get to, since | want
to go down and settle the bill."

"Holy cats! You're gonna pay this dunp?"

"Sure. | don't want any blem shes on the record. And if they know we intend to
set out before dawn, they won't wonder why they never saw us | eave."

"Well, | just hope your pegasus can carry everything. Us, too. W're great for
sprinting and nediumflights, but these wings won't match the kind a flying
horse woul d have."

"The guy | saw flying the thing | ooked about average. What's a Kauri weigh,
anyway ?"

"Dunno. Haven't had to worry about a scale in years now. Fairy construction is
very different from human, though. 1'd say forty pounds, give or take. Just a
wild guess. Still, it means not having to worry about straps and seat belts.”

"Easily within limts, even with this stuff." He picked up the newy bought
hafiid, then tossed it. "Wn't have to worry about that, thanks to Sugasto.
wi sh we had a decent nmagician along, though. 1'd love to know i f he added
anything nasty to that spell."
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"I can read sone of it," she told him packing away.' 'Hey—you better take care
of that bill now, or you' re either gonna have to fly it down or she's gonna have
to carry sonebody the size of the manager."

"Good point," he adm tted, took out sone nmoney, and left the room

For Ma, the waiting was the worst part. Not because it was so boring in and of
itself, but because she had nothing to do but think. Wiy had he kissed her |ike

that ? Why had he kissed her at all, let alone with such—such passion. They had
made | ove, yes, but when they thought thenselves narried, it had been fun but,
well, ordinary. And the last tinme, it was an act of kindness, she knew, to help
her forget her shearing. This one kiss had been different, alnost, well,
electric. It had been hours now, and she still felt tingly and turned on. It
wasn't the sort of thing that could be so convincingly faked—well, after living

with himfor nonths now, it wasn't sonething he could fake, she knew.

It couldn't be physical. The shearing and the renoval of all adornments nade her
| ooked |i ke an el even-year-old eunuch

She was finally snapped out of her confused thoughts by the appearance of a

| arge red-bearded man in furs and horned hel net coming toward the pegasus. The
man | ooked particularly odd because it was still fairly warmout, and he had to
be sweltering in that outfit. The reason for his garb was apparent when he went
to the shed and started assenbling the gear and taking it over to the pegasus.

He's going to fly off! Too soon! Too soon! she thought, disappointed beyond
words. This was all for nothing, just folly.

A sol di er approached the nman, saluted, and said, "Are you certain you want to
risk it? You might not nake it until after dark, and you know how bad the
pegasus' night visionis."

She hadn't thought of that, either!

"Ch, ya, ya. No problem"” the fur-clad nman responded. "Ve only go little ways.
Besides, is still full noon."

And, sure enough, he prepared to go. She watched with a m xture of sunken heart
and total failure as the man created his strange saddl e, strapped in, rode the
pegasus, al beit unconfortably, as a horse out to the main road, checked
sonet hi ng—the wi nd, she realized, seeing a flag on the shed-waited, then kicked
the steed into a gallop, going faster and faster down the road, and, suddenly,
those great wi ngs just spread out and the flying horse lifted, flapped a nunber
of times, gained altitude, and then picked a direction and was off. The sol dier,
too, watched himgo, then shut up the shed and secured it, then wal ked off.

Now what ? she wondered to hersel f, |ooking around. The sun was very |ow on the
hori zon, the shadows long, but it had not yet set, and she woul d have close to
an hour of darkness before noonrise. Some cover, yes, but there were a | ot of
peopl e—and ot hers—around. Were to go?

Even if she could evade these soldiers and nake the front gate, it would matter
little. It wasn't so nmuch the distance, as taking total pot |uck on what she'd
becone. A horse wouldn't do—+t would be considered a stray or runaway and kept
there, maybe tied up. She had thought soldier or Bentar, but now she renenbered
Sugasto's spell. The were curse usually didn't affect spells, which was why the
ring remai ned. Sugasto had said that she not only didn't need to wear clothes,
she couldn't. A naked sol dier of whatever race, particularly with aring in his
nose, wouldn't be much of an inprovenent over now.

It had seenmed so sinple a few hours earlier. Alot had somehow seened so sinple
a few hours earlier.
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What around here could she becone that would both allow her to escape this place
and al so be of sone use? She had to find it fast, if it was here at all. The sun
was setting, and the noon would surely follow Not even a Sugasto coul d change

t hat .

Joe and Marge both knew they'd have to allow sone tine after nmoonrise for Ma to
make her escape, if, in fact, she had been successful

Joe, once nore a Kauri, waited with Marge for something, anything to appear.

"If she pulled it off, great," Joe said worriedly. "But, right now, |'d just
settle for her getting back here as anything." He went over and stared out the
wi ndow i nto the darkness.

Suddenly this huge face descended as if on a lift until it covered the entire
wi ndow. Leathery nostrils flared, and two nean bl ack eyes peered out froma
skul | that seened nade of nolten rock

Havi ng no place to flee, Joe stepped back suddenly and did what he probably
woul d have done even as Joe. He screaned.

Marge, literally on the back wall of the room got hold of herself and | ooked at
the nonstrous face of the nazga.

"Hold it, Joe!'' she shouted. "That dammed thing's got a tiny little ring
bet ween the nostrils!"

CHAPTER 10
THE RCAD TO HYPBOREYA

When great quests slow and threaten to bore, sonething will always come along to
speed it up. This is not to guarantee a successful or even nore rapid end, but
certainly a nore interesting journey.

—Fhe Books of Rules, XV, 251(d)

THE EERILY LI T LANDSCAPE SPED BY BELOW W TH STEADY AND i npressi ve speed and
power; huge, |eathery wings beat in slow, steady rhythmlike the druns of an
oarsnman. On the back of the creature, two snall reddish figures reclined facing
each ot her.

"Well, you've got to admit, there's plenty of roomfor our gear and us with no
wei ght problens," Joe noted. "It hardly feels as if we're even noving."

"I feel like I'mriding bottomside up on the Titanic" Mrge responded. "And
hope that's the only anal ogy we have to that ship tonight."

"I"'mjust debating whether or not | even want to ask for the explanation of
this," Joe said, getting to his feet. He wal ked forward, then | ooked down in
front of the wing. "We're nmaking incredi bl e speed, though," he noted. "I thought
you sai d these suckers were slow."

"Ch, they do all right once they get up to speed, and they have enornous
endurance," Marge replied. "It's just that they take an hour to get up to speed,
and a fair anmount of tinme to slow down, too, unless they hit sonething. But we
can outfly and outsprint them any day of the week."

Joe stared at the | andscape. "I wonder where we are? It would be a real joke if
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we were headed south, wouldn't it? Wnd up in the nmorning down in the
City-States or over in the deserts of Leander?"

Mar ge | ooked around. "No, we've been making north northwest pretty steadily. You
can see the river down there still if you |ook closely, snaking through the

hi ghl ands and gorges. Figure we started about eight o'clock, giving us eight or
ni ne hours of darkness, then sone margin to slow and | and. Add an hour to gain
this altitude and get up to speed, a fair tail wind, and, I'd say we'll make
seven to eight hundred mles tonight. That's not bad.”

"You were totally against this idea," he rem nded her

She shrugged. "Call it fem nine pragmatism?"”

"How s that?"

"If it had gone wong, | would have been norally right and woul d have been the
voi ce of reason over stupidity. Since it's worked, |1'Il take the eight hundred
mles.'

"If we've got slowing and landing tinmes, we'd better keep a | ookout for any
early signs of dawn," he said worriedly, ignoring the conmment. "l1'd hate
suddenly to becone Joe, riding on Ma's back, at this altitude and with this
dead wei ght."

"Well, that's your worry, not nmine," the Kauri reminded him

"Thanks a lot," he said glumy. "See if you can find the map in ny saddl ebags
wi t hout having the rest of the stuff blown all over creation. It mght be an
idea if we tried to figure out where we were before we had to I and."

Marge funbled with the straps as she struggled to get the map out wthout
freeing the whole ness. Finally she managed it, unfolded the thing, and they
tried using her figures and some |andnmarks to get their bearings. It wasn't as
easy as it seened, and for several minutes they couldn't find anything that

mat ched, but, as Ma continued to fly pretty nmuch up the river, had it been
straight, they were finally able to cone up with sone points they thought m ght
coi nci de

"If that range over there is the Kossins," Joe said, pointing to a ragged |ine
of jagged, glacier-scarred peaks, "then those are the Scrunder range in
Hypboreya. Just beyond them shoul d be the Gol den Lakes. If that's so, this wll
be mighty cold country even now. \Wat sort of civilization is there, if any, in
t he Lakes area?"

"It shows a few villages with funny squiggles,"” she replied. "Wio knows what
this chicken-scratch really says? | know that the crossed swords synbol there is
mlitary—a northern guard-post area, probably, to help protect the roya

retreat. And that shows the Kossins are dwarf territory and the Scrunder is
crawling with gnones."

"I'd take the dwarfs, but the gnonmes are where we're going, he noted. "They
have a reputation of being pretty flaky to the point of overdoing a gag to
hom ci dal proportions. If we put down anywhere in there, the only civilization
that's marked is military, and |'mnot sure | should use that safe conduct up
here. Questions might be asked as to how a safe conduct probably dated yesterday
wound up here today. The alternative is going around through gnone territory,
right to the edge of the map. Then it's sixty miles of solid ice. Man! You sure
t he Hypboreyan ki ngs are human? Wat ki nd of people would have a sumer pal ace
in the nmddle of an ice pack?

"I admt to being puzzled by that nyself,"” Marge admitted. "I knowit's still a
long way to the North Pole, but that place should do a real good imtation

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%?20.txt (131 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20Gods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %20the%20Dancing%20.txt

Still, there's got to be sone reason for all those soldiers scattered al ong
there, and Ruddy-gore's information is always pretty reliable. It's off the nap,
t hough, and supposedly due north fromthat point there, just bel ow the shaded
area with the skull with its tongue stuck out disgustingly. | guess that's the
so-cal l ed ancient battlefield. How far did he say it was fromthere to this

pal ace?"

"Sixty mles over the ice." Joe sighed. "And no nore full noons for a while."

The creature they rode roared | oudly, sounding very nuch like a cross between
Godzilla and a train weck. Joe turned, and saw what M a was concerned about.
The noon was |low, half hidden in the haze bel ow, and the sky was |ightening up
above.

"Unh-oh. Free ride's over." Joe sighed, feeling the beast already beginning to

sl ow. "Looks hazy down there, but no snow except on the nmountains." He wal ked
forward, until he was al nbst behind the eyes of the nazga. "Conme down anywhere
flat where you think you have room" he shouted into what he hoped was an
earhole. "If you see the lights of any settlenents, conme in near thembut not so
near as to be seen.'

A snort answered, and he hoped that meant "message recei ved and understood." He
wal ked back to Marge and the packs.

"Marge, as soon as we untie this stuff, | want you to scout around for us," he
told her. "l don't want any surprises, but we've got thirty or forty mles to
the ice, then sixty onit. W'll do it on foot if we have to, but if there's any

way to get any sort of transport, it would really help."

"Il check for bus or train stations but | sincerely doubt I'Il find any," she
responded. "I'malso not too sure about horses, once we reach the ice. If it's
relatively snowfree here, then the odds are that ice pack is water, like the

Arctic Ccean, and that nmeans that this tinme of year lots of cracks and crevices.
You ever been on that kind of ice before?"

"No,"' he adnmitted, "but after comng face to face twice with Sugasto, |'m not
going to let climte stop ne."

M a chose a broad, flat area closer to the nountains than the sea. To the

nort hwest, perhaps ten or twelve nmles, there appeared to be sone man-nmade
lights, and anot her couple of such signs of habitation scattered about. It was
as good a choice as possible.

He and Marge decided not to chance a | anding; they junped off and flew, matching
the enornous creature as it glided in. It proved a needl ess precaution; Ma
settled down finally as gently as a feather

It was hazy, though, nmaking Joe wonder just what the tenperature m ght be around
here. He and Marge went to Ma and quickly unstrapped the packs, letting them
fall to the ground. He | ooked at Marge. "Quick and thorough, before sunup,” he
told her. "Get going. W' ve got to decide what to take and what not to take."

The price now had to be paid for what they had saved in tinme. No horses, no pack
animals, and still a fair way to go. Although it was difficult to tell jusf
exactly where they were on the map, he knew roughly where the ice pack started,
and Ruddygore had indicated that if he headed there and | ooked out, he'd have no
probl ens figuring out where to go

Wi le getting the stuff together, it suddenly occurred to himthat this couldn't
be Arctic-style north; not only was it not far enough north fromthe subtropica
regions for that, the sun wasn't already up. Since, this tine of year, the sun
woul dn't even go down, or not down nuch, it was clearly still a long way to the
Pol e, possibly a lot farther than they'd cone. If that was the case, then why
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was it so cold here? And what kept the ice pack so frigid? Since he'd never

bef ore been out frombetween the tropic lines, at |east not by nmuch, he hadn't
given it nuch thought. This would be the equivalent on Earth of Rone or St
Loui s, not Anchorage or Stockholm That was the only reason this were trick had
wor ked.

In the true Arctic, the sun would never have gone down this time of year, ful
noon or not.

Suddenl y Ruddygore's tale of the great battle, frozen in tine in the ice by

di vine and not so divine intervention, came back to him This was a place where
natural |aw sort of worked alnmpst all the tine unless changed by sonething. If
someone, sonetime, had had sufficient power, there was no | ogic in Husaquahr
that could stop him her, or it fromfreezing the Equator and having palmtrees
at the poles. O, it mght just be that Husaquahr was in an |Ice Age and nobody
bothered to mention it before.

Very suddenly, the enornmous creature that had brought them here shi mered and
vani shed, leaving a lone figure on all fours on the ground. He hardly noticed.
He was suddenly Joe again, stark naked, and if the tenperature was anywhere near
freezing, it was on the wong side of it.

He gave a holler as the shock hit himand started rummagi ng through the packs
for his buckskin outfit and boots, praying that nothing had been left out. M a,
naked and hairless as before, ran over to him puzzled. "Master, what is wong?
Did you step on sonething? Did sonmething bite you?"

H's teeth were already chattering as he found first the pants and got them on,
then the shirt. She came to help himand he pushed her away, shouting, "Boots!
Find ne boots! And gloves, if we have them"

"What is wrong?" she asked, |ooking through the other pack. "Here is your hat,
Master. A bit flat, but—

"Ma! I"'mfreezing! | need boots! And gl oves!"

She rummaged around. "I did not know you were so sensitive, Master. It is a bit
cool, but not terribly unconfortable.”

"Ma, it's the spell Sugasto gave you. You don't feel the weather; it's as if
you have Marge's flesh or even sone kind of spacesuit on you can't see, feel, or

touch. | don't. O the three of us, I'mthe only one this weather can harm or
even kill. Ah! The boots!"
"And here are your gloves, Mster," she responded, still not quite follow ng the

reality of the situation. It just didn't feel, or even | ook cold. Ch, on the
mount ai ns nearby there was snow, yes, but there was grass here, and even sone
fl owers.

Joe felt nuch better, but he still felt dammed cold. This outfit would be
unconfortabl e around here but would allow himto survive; on the ice pack,

t hough, where it was clearly going to be nmuch col der yet, this would be no nore
good than a | oi ncl ot h.

O course, there were the blankets they had used to keep the stuff together.
Irving, the sword, was wapped in three of them He knelt down and began

unwr appi ng the great weapon, for the first tinme nore interested in the container
than the contents.

"We've got plenty of wool and cotton in these blankets," he told Ma. "You're
gonna have to rig sonmething fromthemthat'll keep ne much warner."

"Yes, Master. | will do what | can. Onh, |ook! Wen we speak we spout steamlike
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a dragon!"

"That's because it's cold," he told her again, trying to underline the concept.
"W humans are always warminside but the air is around freezing. Qur breath,
heated frominside us, gets blasted by the cold air and it turns to fog."

She nodded. "I knew that happened, Master, but it honestly does not feel to ne
as if it is nore than you mght feel on a cool, cloudy day in Marquewood. This
will take sone getting used to. | will not know your requirenents."

"Don't worry, I'Il tell you," he assured her. The trouble is, | wish | knewif
my requirenents can be net, he added to hinself.

He strapped on the sword and tested it out with the gloves. A bit awkward, but
this Irving didn't need nuch in the way of feel—4t did its own fighting.

He had finally warned up to "just chattering and | ooked around. The nountains
were a couple of mles over there, and, fromthe map, he assuned they were now
in Hypboreya and that those were the Scrunder. Since that range was essentially
east-west, it put the Lakes to their east and a bit behind him To the north was
al nost a tundra; grasslands, rocky outcrops, yet basically flat. Not a | ot of
cover, but at |east nothing much was going to be hiding fromthem either

Still, he knew he woul d have to try and bluff his way through whoever was in the
nearest settlenment. He needed furs, not |eather, around here. Best to wait for
Marge to give himthe lay of the |and.

M a found sonme of the bread and vegetabl es he'd packed. Nothing to drink,
t hough, right around here, unless they wanted to go nountain clinbing.

"So how come you cane as that thing?" he asked her.

"Well, Master, first the man cane and flew the flying horse away, but not before
he told his friend that the flying horses could not see well at night anyway,
and so | had to think of what would best serve our needs and get ne out of there
and then | renenbered us bei ng chased—

He | aughed. "All right! Al right! | figured it was sonething like that. It's
done, it worked, and we're here." He | ooked around. "Wy then do |I suddenly | ong
for that | ousy cafe and that overpriced little roon®"

He was suddenly convinced that they were being watched. That sixth sense that
keeps men in his profession alive was tickling the back of his neck, and he
suddenly whirled around.

He sensed-sonething getting out of the way fast, but where? And what? It was
pretty flat here.

Ma saw him tensed, and turned to |l ook around as well. "Wat is it, Master?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. Probably nothing, but 1'd swear that sonething was
in the grass over there only a nonent ago.'

Bef ore he could stop her, she ran over to where he was | ooking and | ooked around
on the ground. She seened to see sonething, because she suddenly crouched, as if
wai ting to pounce.

"Bunnies," said a tiny voice from sonmewhere behind her, like the voice of a
smal | child speaking through its nose. She whirled, and a nearly identical voice
said, "Yes, bunny!"

Suddenly M a stiffened, then stood, knees bent, her arns out in front of her and
bent at the el bows so the hands hung down, and twitched her nose. She | ooked
stupi d, bew | dered—and scar ed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%?20.txt (134 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20Gods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %20the%20Dancing%20.txt

Joe reached down and pulled living fromhis scabbard. The great sword humed in
anti ci pation.

In fact, it hummed Mel ancholy Baby.

Gnones! he thought suddenly. He'd heard of their stupid tricks. "Mal!'"' he
shouted. "Snap out of it! You are not a rabbit! It's gnonmes! Ghones playing
tricks in your nind! Listen only to ne, not to them"

She blinked, seemed to wilt for a monent, al nbst assuming normal posture, when a
chorus of the voices said, "Horsey! Horsey girl!'' and she was back somewhat in
the sane position, only she was on tiptoes and actual |y whinni ed!

In the neantine, Irving had finished Mel ancholy Baby with a flourish and was
starting on God Bl ess Anerica.

Wait a minute! he told hinself. They can't possibly know those songs! This is
like a hypnotist's act. Shut them out! Ignore them

Suddenly, out of the ground, rose a horrible, roaring nonster, all teeth and
fangs, dinosaurlike and hungry. It roared, and Irving just about swung into
action at his reflexive noves, now humi ng the theme from Rocky.

He noved in toward it, the sword poised, and al nost struck—when the nonster
vani shed, showing Ma there instead. Another split second. . . !

"Al'l right, you little nonsters!" he growl ed. "That's pushing it too far

I rving—the next one you hear, anywhere, strike!" He knew that the sword could
not possibly be affected by these creatures; its songs were strictly what was
com ng fromhis own subconsci ous.

"lIrving?" a tiny voice just behind himsaid with disbelief. The sword took
control, whirling Joe around and striking something with the flat of its bl ade.
There was a terrible screech, and suddenly Joe was | ooking down at a tiny, linp
form sort of greenish but dull, with flecks of gray. It was about a foot tall
if that, with an oval - shaped, sexless body, two short, stubby |egs, and equally
short arms with tiny hands. The face was a cartoon nmask, with eyes five tines
too big, a nose that |ooked nore like a hanging dill pickle, and a rubbery,
over si zed nout h.

It also was out cold, and a real goose-egg-sized |lunmp was rising on the side of
its head.

Suddenly the ground virtually erupted with clones of the little creature, al
chaptering excitedly and screani ng, "Look what you've done! Look what you've
done to him™"

"Not hing the rest of you don't deserve!" he shouted back. "That little bugger
al most made ne kill my conpanion! And the rest of you aren't any better!"

M a stared opennouthed at the assenblage of little green sonmething or others,
but she repeated, "Conpanion?"

"Spoil sport!" they began nuttering to one anot her

"Spoi |l sport ny ass!" he responded angrily. "You want ne to instruct this sword,
which is very sensitive about its very fine nanme, to whack each and every gnome
it can? Wth the blade this tinme?"

There was a col |l ective gasp.

"Not so funny when it's your neck on the line, is it?" he went on. "Fromthe
| ooks of it, your friend here is eventually gonna wake up. Maybe a day or two
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fromnow, but he'll wake up and just have a headache. But that's iron that
struck him and hard."

"I'ron not hurt gnones," one of the creatures said. "Swords hurt gnones."

"Wl l, you deserve it," he told them "W weren't doing anything to you and you
scared that poor girl and al rost made nme kill her!”

"You not live here. Grones |ive here," another responded. "Ghonmes no invite you
two. "'

Well, they had a point nere.

"W nean you no harm" he told them calmng down a little. "W want to cause
you no harmand will not unless you do nore things to us."

"What use live if gnomes no can have fun with nortal s?" one of them asked,
possi bly rhetorically.

"You don't get many people out here, | bet. And the ones that do probably don't
return.”

The cl osest gnome shrugged. "Mrtals come, be gnomes' toys. Ghones play with
toys till toys break. What wong with that? Giones no go nortal places."

"I'"ve heard differently," he told the creature.

The gnome shrugged. "Qher gnones might. Not ne."

He gave an exasperated sigh, tenpered only by the fact that they were talking,
not torturing. "Look," he told them "as soon as ny other conpani on cones back,
we are going to |leave. W will not be back. If you |l eave us al one so we can do
that, we will harmno nore of you. Deal ?"

They actually had to discuss it! During the nunbl ed and whi spered debati ng,
however, he caught strands of argunents concerning just how nuch gnones had been
suffering at the hands of bad nortals lately, and what bad tines these were. It
appeared that gnones had been being killed off in |arge nunbers by certain
nortals with nmagi ¢ powers

"W cone froma good sorcerer with a charge to deal with those evil nmen," he
told them

They suddenly got even more excited. "You think you gon' kill bad men?" one
asked.

He shrugged. "We are going to try to do what harmwe can."

"You sorcerer?"

"No, but we have other secrets."”

"Then you worse than dead already. Better off staying with gnomes."

Mar ge suddenly came in and landed in the middle of them startling the gnones.
She | ooked tired, but resigned to the state. At her descent, the gnones started
scream ng, "Hawk! Hawk!'' and in a nonment there seened none of the little
creatures around.

"Jeez! 1've been a party pooper before, but | never had that kind of effect!"”
she sai d.

"Maybe we better get what supplies we can and get out of here," Joe suggested.
"They're not much easier to deal with when you talk to themthan when they're
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playing with you." He | ooked at Ma. "You okay?!

She nodded uncertainly. "I+ was sure | was a rabbit, then a horse," she
comrented uneasily. "I do not |ike these creatures, Master."

M a repacked and rearranged and tore, cut, and tied, and with help from Joe
managed to get a fair anmount of it on her own back. Joe felt unconfortable
giving her that rmuch of the supplies, but she insisted. At |east, the gnones
laid off. Now and again they'd see one or two pop up gopherlike out of

under ground burrows, but they'd just as quickly vani sh again.

"There's a settlenent of sorts right near the ice pack,'' Marge told them "It's
not nuch, but it's something. It'll take you the better part of the day to reach
it, though." She gave himthe bearings. "There's not nmuch else for a very |ong
way. That ice pack is kinda weird, though. There's so much magic over it and
even enbedded in it that it looks as if a mllion twd-year-olds got |oose with
the crayons. Beyond it, though, if | got high enough, | could al nost nake out
your destination."

" Al nost ?"

"On the other side of that ness of spells there's a large area that seens al nost
covered in fog. On top of that, there's an alnost evil cloud around it that
seens nearly black as pitch, and, to top it all off, there's real snoke com ng
fromthere and reaching as high in the air as | could see. The thing would give
me the creeps, except that the ice pack in front of it is even creepier.”

He nodded. "I don't have any explanation for it, but at least it sounds as if
we're in the right place and a | ot quicker than we coul d have been ot herw se,
thanks to Ma."

"l assume from everything that you' re gonna chance the settlenent," she said

rat her than asked. "Looks military. I'd watch nyself."

He shrugged. "Can't be helped. If | don't get sone col d-weather clothes better
than these and maybe sone gear for the ice, | don't see how we can nake it
across anyway. You run ahead and find soneplace to get sonme sl eep. Check on us
tonight. If we're in trouble, you mght well have to try to spring us."

She nodded. "WII do. Uh—t just occurred to me why that high snoke rising in
the air |ooked famliar, and if I"'mright, it might explain sonething about this
pl ace. "

"Yeah?"

"I think there's a volcano out there, either in the mddle of or just the other
side of the ice," she told him "Remenber, the center of the Kauri hone is a

| ava pool. If that's another quiet-type volcanic region, it explains why fol ks

m ght want to go there, and why it's shrouded in nmist. Hot water, thernal

pool s—+t's probably warm as toast and very pleasant inside there except for the
conmpany, |ike sonme kind of spa or hot springs type resort. And |'ll say this—f
you were gonna hide anything at all, that would be where I'd hide it."

"Makes sense. Now, go get some rest and don't sleep near any gnone burrows. No
wer e business tonight, and we nmight well need you."

"WIIl do," she replied. "Griomes don't bother ne, though. They're not

intrinsically evil, just, well, gnomes. You watch it yourself, though. No
telling what else mght be out there." She rose up into the air and was quickly
gone.

"Well," Joe sighed, fixing his pack as best he could, "let's go the hard way."'

He was going to have sone problens with Ma in this environnment; although she
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was apparently quite confortable, he got the chills just |ooking at her

The wal k was cold, dreary, and deathly dull. The scenery was all in back of
them but, then, with the scenery had cone the gnones, and he felt well rid of
those. As the sun rose, the temperature got above freezing, although not
trenmendously so, and that proved a worse condition than the freeze itself, as
the top part of the ground turned to nud and cold nmarsh, making the footing not
only messy but treacherous. Wrse, it seemed to have | oosened every nosquito,
bl ackfly, and nipping gnat in all creation and they all seened headed right for
meal Nunber One, which was him The spell that insulated Ma, while not
insulating her fromthe nud, also seenmed to ward them off; she wal ked ri ght
through small swarms of them wi thout once getting bitten, although there was
maxi mum exposure, while he, with only a few exposed areas, nonethel ess seened
like lunch to themall. He'd swear that some of themwere |arge enough to have
rotor blades and all seemed born with full-blown pneurmatic drills on their

nmout hs.

After only a few hours wal k, they could see their eventual destination, although
it was still going to be nost of the rest of the day to reach it. It was that
flat and that featureless. It stood out as a small grouping of dark blips

agai nst what | ooked |ike clouds below them but which, inreality, was ice. They
were still nuch too far away to see over the ice itself, but even from here
there was a decided plunme of black snmoke across the horizon. Joe never so nuch
wanted to get to a place that was probably going to be deadly or worse in his
life. If he had to succunb to evil, it was damed well going to be at | east warm
t here.

The sl ogging toward that far-off settlement was perhaps the nost frustrating
thing of all, since he wal ked and wal ked and wal ked for hours on end, the goa
in sight, and for the longest tinme it sinply didn't seemto be getting any

cl oser.

These peopl e, he decided, had to be supplied by air, just as the inportant ones
who went out to that redoubt beyond the horizon had to come and go the sanme way.
He couldn't help but imagine a fleet of the huge nazga with teeth that spelled
out Mack and Peterbilt and Kenworth on them and broad w ngs beari ng Rodeway and
Yel | ow Frei ght and Preston | ogos, flown by a team of tough-Iooking aerial
truckers, and wonder what in hell their truck stops |ooked like.

Just because there was |little else to do and not much even to think about, he
all owed hinself to slip into fairy sight, and what he saw gave himplenty to
t hi nk about .

Not too nmuch on "shore," as it were; the usual warmlife-formreadi ngs here and
there of who knew what, and not a lot on the ice, either—dntil you | ooked toward
that distant horizon. There, not imrediately offshore but well out, in the
direction they'd have to go, he saw just what Marge was tal ki ng about.

Just there, and going to the horizon, it was not white in fairy sight, but

i nstead appeared to himas if some giant was collecting all the yarn in the
wor |l d and dropped his savings in the Grand Canyon. Brilliant, glow ng magica
strings, so many of them in every conceivable color, and so dense and

overl apping, that no sense at all could be nade of any of it. A shift back to
normal sight showed only the continuing whiteness, deceptive in the extreme, but
he under st ood why such | egends about that place existed.

Super nat ural phenomenon? Perhaps the dunping ground for the | eftovers by those
who desi gned Husaquahr? O really the site of a frozen battl eground between

anci ent forces back when those with power approached the status of angels and
denmons? It didn't matter. They had to cross that! Overland? Coul d anyone? He
woul d bet al nbost anything that even Sugasto going out to the redoubt flew around
that place. Ruddygore had al nost shrugged it off, and yet Joe thought it m ght
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be the nobst dangerous part of the journey, perhaps nore dangerous even than the
sunmmer pal ace

What woul d happen if died here? he couldn't help thinking. Died in a place so
barren and so cold, a place without trees?

M a broke his norbid train of thought with a nore i mediate worry. "Master, what
will you tell people in those buildings when we reach then?'' she asked him

"Huh? Hadn't really thought of that. | guess | just thought | could rely on the
saf e conduct."

"But, Master, that won't explain anything about why we are here in this aw ul
and desol ate place, or where we are going, and why. After all, if we were

all owed to this hideaway, we woul d have been entitled to fly there, would we
not ?"

She had an abnornmal ability to shout at himwhen his brain was in park.

What woul d be a good expl anation? Science? Not likely; even if that really meant
sonet hing here, he could hardly fake that kind of education. Mgic? No, not
magi ¢, since clearly neither of them had any. Besides, they were both rather
clearly what they really were, even to the nost ignorant.

"I think we're gonna have to fall back on the | ast refuge of the scoundrel in
this sort of situation, particularly if they're re: ally all or mostly mlitary
types up there," he told her.

"What do you nean, Master?"

"An insidious invention of bureaucrats and nilitary personnel called the Top
Secret ganbit," he replied. "It nmeans that only |, not even you, know why we are
here, and |I'm not supposed to tell."

"Do you think they will swallow that?

He smiled grimy. "They mght. After all, who but a lunatic, a sacrifice, or
sonebody really inportant would be up here in a place like this and going the
pl ace we're goi ng?"

"But they will alert the pal ace!"

"Per haps. Depends on just how scared of Sugasto the bastard has nmade his own
peopl e, even up here."

At least they didn't have a hostile reception to deal with. In fact, they didn't
have any reception when they finally reached the place, perhaps an hour before
sundown. The six buildings, all constructed of |ogs obviously brought overl and
or by air fromsonewhere el se, |ooked incredibly weathered. Al though none of the
bui |l di ngs were huge, all had two fireplaces and one had three. Nobody was on the
| one street, and there wasn't nmuch in the way of horses or other steeds, either,
al t hough there was the | oud barking of dogs down at the end.

"Where are the people, Master?" M a asked, |ooking around.

He pointed to the chimmey tops. "There's snoke in all of them so | assume
they' ve got good sense and spend nost of the tine indoors."

"But which one do we pick?"

He | ooked at them None of them even had signhs on them He guessed that the
feeling was that you were only up here if you were assigned here, and if you
lived here you knew.
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"Three chimeys," he replied. "It's got to be sone kind of office or ness or
sone kind of social center, being the |argest."'

He went up to the door, took a deep breath, grabbed the knob, opened the door,
and went inside.

The first inpression was of warnth. The place felt downright confortable, but it
only nmade certain parts of his body feel as if they were on fire fromthe
contrast.

The place was sonething |like a basic, small social club; it had a bar, a couple
of tables, and one fireplace was being used to cook things on spits. Two sl aves
were in there, both males, one tending the cooking fire and the other w ping
down the bar, both with rings in their noses, both as naked and hairless as M a.
They both turned and | ooked up at them At a table, one of three, two of the

t oughest -1 ooki ng wonen he'd seen since that truck stop in Woning ten years back
| ooked at himin sheer amazenent. Both were wearing fur-trinmed bl ack uniforns
and mat ching | eat her boots.

"Where the hell did you come from Bub?" one asked in the kind of voice that
mat ched her butch appearance exactly.

He hadn't expected wonen officers.

"I was dropped off by courier nazga quite a ways from here, back toward the
mountains, this norning," he replied, trying to match their tough tone. "I've
been freezing and getting bit since."

"Nobody told us that anybody was com ng," she noted suspiciously.

"Nobody said to nme that there was anybody here other than that there was sone
army personnel,"” he responded. "And | see that there are.”

"W don't exactly get nany people up here, you know. " She got up, |ooking very
irritated. "I think you ought to see security."”

"Fine with nme," he replied. "Can | |eave ny stuff here? The sl ave can hel p out
yours. Just let ne get some papers out."

"Sure, go ahead." She turned to the two slaves behind the counter. "You two
better hadn't burn ny dinner! I'Il be back as soon as | can."

"It will be done, Mstress," one responded in a rather gentle tenor

"It better be, or you'll sleep outside with the dogs tonight!"

Joe had just thawed enough to start feeling his bites when she | ed hi moutside
again and down to the last small building in the settlenent.

"Was this always a settlenent or was it built for the arny?" he asked, nostly
trying to make conversati on.

"l neither know nor care," she responded frostily. "In there."

He wal ked in after her and found hinself in a snaller |og house arranged into
roons |like an office. Inside were two nore wonen in the sane uniforns as the
first, looking as tough and weathered as the others. Were there no nen here? he
wonder ed.

"What have we here?" asked one of the security officers, a conparatively snmall
worman with a | oud, nasal soprano. She | ooked himover. "Were did he cone fronP"
she asked the woman who' d brought him

"Came waltzing into the club with a slave as if he owned the place,"” his guide
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replied. "Fenale slave, too.

"CGo on back to dinner,’
point."

the officer told the guide. "W'll handle this fromthis
The guide clicked her heels together, turned, and |left.

"So," said the security officer, "want to tell ne what you're doing out here at
the end of nowhere?

"No," he responded.
She was al nbst as surprised as by his initial appearance. "No?"

"l have the sane ultimte boss you do," he told her, renoving the safe conduct
and handing it over. "Don't worry—+ am authorized to tell you that what |I'm
supposed to do has nothing at all to do with this place."

She handed the safe conduct back. "This means little when you' re out of any
beaten path and in a restricted nmlitary zone.'

He shrugged. "What am | gonna do?" he asked her sarcastically. "Launch an
all -out attack? Me and my slave? Spy on you? Tell them about the Utinmate Wapon
you' ve got here? Steal your dogs?"

"Coul d be. The only reason for this outpost is to prevent people from going any
farther, particularly out on the ice beyond this point,'' she told him "If the
reason you're here has nothing to do with us, | assunme that's your objective.
That nmakes you our prinmary mssion right now "

He sighed. "Mnd if | sit?"
"At the nonent, stand."

"Al'l right, all right. Yesterday | was invited to lunch by and with the Master
of the Dead hinself at an army canp just north of the Marquewood border. And you
know exactly what | nean by 'invited.' "

"Al'l right. Get to the point.'

"It seenms | inpressed himon sonme other business, or maybe | pissed himoff.
Hard to say, but, since I'mstill here, it was probably the forner. For some
reason he's convinced that enem es, perhaps spies, mght get to the sunmmrer

pal ace by land. | don't know what's going on out there and I don't want to know.

He asked nme if | would soothe his nerves by attenpting ah undetected overl and
trek to the palace and, if | nade it, attenpt to gain entry without their
security and spells know ng. | have sonething of a reputation for doi ng what
peopl e believe is inmpossible along those lines. A nazga was told to divert north
of the mountains niles fromhere and drop me off. If you want to check you can
go up there and see where it came in and we | anded. Nazgas nmake their marks on
the land. | gather for some reason they didn't want to fly me closer in."

"I'"ll bet," she commented, and his spirit felt better. She was actually buying
this crap!

"There wasn't nuch col d-weather gear that far south, so | was told | could get
sone here, since any spy woul d cone equi pped.”

"So why didn't he put this in an order to us?"

He smiled dryly. "You obviously haven't nmet the Master of the Dead if you have
to ask that.""'

"Perhaps. But, by definition, even his |lapses aren't his fault. Wy shoul d
bel i eve you?"
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"Logic. Do | sound insane? No? That | eaves ne as either a spy or who | say | am
and | have to ask you, now, would a spy walk in here with a story like this and
no col d-weat her gear, leaving his slave with your people?"

"Maybe. If he were clever enough.™

"Uh-huh. And even if | nmmde it, how am| going to get back? How am | going to
get nessages out? The only way | have is via the palace and the Master of the
Dead hinsel f. Considering that, even if | were a spy, | wouldn't exactly be mnuch
of a threat, now would |?"

"Coul d be," she admitted. "But nmaybe not. W have one spy in custody right now

fromup around that area where you said you canme from He fell into the hands of
the gnonmes and is quite nad. The few who get away fromthe gnones are al ways
mad. Usually we have to bribe themto get people back at all; this one went so

crazy the gnones actually begged us to take him"
"You're sure he was a spy?'

"What el se could he be? He's too crazy now even to nake enough sense to create a
story, but there's no other reason for com ng here—unl ess your story is true, or
unl ess he was soneone who heard that there were only wonmen on rear picket duty
and t hought he was going to have a field day."

Hi s eyebrows rose. "There are only wonmen here?"

"Worren and sl aves to do the drudge work, and by |aw the slaves are all eunuchs.
VWhy? You getting any ideas?"

"Not hi ng personal, but not along those lines," he assured her, trying to sound
both safe and not insulting. "When the , Master of the Dead personally orders
you to do sonething, you don't really think about nuch else.'

"Maybe, " she responded a bit suspiciously.

"'l '"dlike to see that prisoner, though,'' he told her. "I'Il |eave ny sword
and stuff here. | just want to see what sort of person would come up here
unaut hori zed. Having done a fair amount of spying in the south, | mght have

come across sonebody that nervy."

She shrugged. "All he does is sit and sing this bizarre chant in sone alien
tongue. You can see him but no tricks. Al of us are experts with bow arid
crossbow and some of us are fine swordswonen. Not to nmention that we have our
own neans of mmgical protections and can have the forces of true Darkness down
on this place like a shot."

"I'"'mnot the eneny, damm it!" He unbuckled his sword and left it on her desk,
then foll owed her back. "Besides, if you have anybody who can read the
signatures of spells, have them check ny slave. One of her spells is fromthe
Mast er of the Dead hinsel f."

There was a small back area to the cabin, and she took a |large set of keys on a
master ring froma safe, then unlocked the rear door. Inside was a narrow outer
area just w de enough to stand and not be grabbed by anybody inside, then a
small single cell with thick bars.

Inside a small figure sat, stripped naked so that even if he could break out
he'd freeze before getting very far. He was sitting on the bunk staring up at
the ceiling in the sem -gl oom and singing softly.

The man on the bunk | ooked over and saw Joe, and his eyes brightened. For a
moment, Joe was afraid that his cover would be bl own, but instead the little man
yel l ed, "Skipper! YouVe come at |ast to rescue ne! Take ne back to the island,
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pl ease*. Qtherwise the cannibals will eat nme!"

Hi s beard and hair were | ong and unkenpt, and his eyes were wild and distant,
but Macore was still clearly recognizable.

Joe ignored the little thief. "Wiat will you do with hinP"

"Standing instructions. Anyone who cones here as a spy, after his value for
informati on and interrogation is done, is to be enslaved by spell, castrated,
and fitted with a nose ring. As you can plainly see, he's of no interrogation
val ue in any event now. "

"You can do that here?

She nodded. "We are not nerely a mlitary unit, we are a coven. W woul d have
done it during the last three days of the full noon but we're short one right
now. We can handle the rest of it, but that insulation spell is tricky.
Conplicated spells are best done during Black Sabbaths, and so he's got a few
nmore days until Sergeant Miurrah returns from presiding over the Serpent Goddess
Virgin Sacrifice and Bake Sal e at Magash."

He gul ped. "Uh, yeah."

"Do you know hi n"

He nodded. "I do, and he's no spy. He was as nad as this |ong ago. He probably
had sonme strange-| ooking gadgets as well, if the gnones didn't take and destroy
them "

"No, they gave those back, too. W sent themon to the pal ace by courier, not
knowi ng what they might be, but they | ooked to nme |ike sophisticated spying gear
of sone foreign manufacture. "

Yeah, Taiwan, nost |ikely, he thought. Al oud he said, "He worked for no
governnent or naster. At one time he was the greatest thief in all Husaquahr.
Apparently one day he stole those things and | ooked into them and went nad. He's
been wandering all over since, but this is the last place |I thought he'd be."

" Ski pper! You've got to spring your little buddy!" Macore cried plaintively.

They wal ked back outside, |eaving Macore to scream about being deserted, and
shut the door.

"Thank the Denon Rastoroth for that door!" the security woman nmuttered. "At
least it keeps his ran tings in there!"

Joe scratched his chin through his beard and thought a nmonent. "You know, |
m ght be able to use him"

"Sorry—the regul ati ons are absolute,"” she told him "If you stick around unti
we do the slave conversion, fine. Not otherw se."

"l don't want to delay all that |ong, but, what would be the harn? Consider—+ 'm
headi ng toward the pal ace, not away fromit. If he got away, he'd freeze or die
on the ice. But |'mbetting that sonewhere in that scranbled brain of his is
still the greatest thief in Husaquahr, the nan who actually burglarized the Lamp
of Lakash fromthe vaults of the enemy sorcerer Ruddygore hinsel f."

"Real | y? He did that?"

Joe nodded. "Uh-huh. I"'mpretty sure he could wal k out of there any tinme he
wanted to, only wi thout warm cl ot hes and provisions, he's stuck. |f he had them
t hough, he'd head straight for his obsession, which is that gear you sent. |If we
told himit was in the palace, |I'd wager he could nake it there."
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"So? | thought the idea was to see if you could nake it."

He nodded. "But |I'mon ny own initiative as to how If | set this little fellow
out, and follow him then if he makes it, /nake it. And what is his reward if he
does? He's sent right back here, and by that time your thirteenth nmenber wll
have returned. If he doesn't, well, case closed.’

"So? And what sort of route do you plan to take for this?"
He shrugged. "To go around is to invite tripping al arns.

You're not here to guard the castle; you're here to prevent anyone fromgoing in
a straight line toward it, across the pan of the map nmarked 'deadly and
forbidden.' If there is a weak spot in the pal ace defenses, it's fromthat
direction.™

"And with good reason!" she responded. "You can't see it, but we can. Wat | ooks
like plain ice is a seething cauldron of the strongest and nobst conplex sorcery
i magi nable. And it's com ng fromwho knows how far beneath the ice? | mgi ne what
m ght lie down there? No one wants to liberate that."

He didn't |like the sound of it, but it was pretty much as he suspected. "Has
anyone to your know edge tried to cross it while you' ve been here?"

"No, but I've seen sonme of the results of the few who got back out. Whoever or
what ever is inprisoned there is powerful beyond our imagination, and was frozen
and trapped there by powers even greater.'

"I'"ve heard the legends. A fierce battle frozen in progress.”

"That's right. We draw additional power for our coven fromit, but we try and
reject it. You can feel it coming, trying to seize control. Even our denon
mast er appears to fear and respect it. It is why we do nothing in the Arts
unl ess we are conplete."

VWi ch at | east saves ne fromyour wtchcraft, he thought.
"You said you' ve seen people who were out there?"

She nodded. "Only you cannot call them ' people' anynore. Mst are nmadder than
that one back there, but with reason. | saw one with a goat's head, a woman's
breasts, a fish tail, and the legs of a great bird. Sone others were worse."

"That's just fromwalking on it? "

"Fromnelting even a snmall ampount. So nuch is buried there, in such chaos, that
any heat, any digging, anything that disturbs and nelts what is below, is
|iberated but undirected. It is mles away before it starts, and al ways we fee
it here. It goes alnobst to the palace itself—ever fifty mles. It cannot be
crossed. "

Joe felt very uneasy. "Well, that's what | was sent to do. | realize that now.
Al the nore reason to give nme the prisoner as well. Unless you absolutely need
anot her slave around here, and the little guy isn't good for nuch except
stealing stuff. Besides,

you keep him you won't nake himsane. You'll still have to put up with that
stuff."”

"Not if we cut out his tongue as well as the other," she responded, but clearly
she was thinking it over. "You are really going to try it through the forbidden
area?"
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"I'mafraid that's the job. Fromwhat you say, maybe the Master of the Dead
didn't like nme, after all."

"l would say so, too. She | ooked at himand sighed. "Wat a waste," she
muttered, alnmost to herself.

She was so adamant and clearly so fearful of the place that he couldn't help
harboring simlar thoughts hinself. For the first tine, he began to doubt if he
woul d ever see his son again.

CHAPTER 11

DANCI NG | N THE DARK

Any Conpany which shall survive to reach the Utimte Cbhstacle to the attainnent
of their Quest shall be able to secure what they need to conplete the Quest.
However, successful conpletion is not guaranteed, and there are no warranti es,
expressed or inplied, in these Rules.

-The Books of Rules, XV, 304(a)

" MACORE! "

The sleeping figure in the cell snored, paused in midsnore for a nonment, then
turned over but kept sl eeping.

"Macore!" cane a |ouder, nore insistent whisper. "Wake up, dam it!"

The snore turned into a sort of piglike grunting, and the little thief nmuttered,
"Huh? What ?'

"Over here at the w ndow. "

Sl eepily he made his way up, grabbing his wool en blanket around himto ward off
the chill of the night, and got to the wi ndow, standing then on tiptoes to see
what was what. "Mary Ann?" he asked tentatively.

"No, you idiot! It's Marge! You renmenmber Marge, don't you?"

He grew suddenly suspicious. "Yes, but |I've been fool ed before. There was a
fellow in here today who reninded ne of Joe, too. You might just be a dream
sequence. "

She floated up so that her face was framed in the wi ndow. "Dream sequence ny
ass! That was Joe, under heavy disguise."

"Well, if this is real, what the hell are you doing here?" He shivered. "Damm!
It's too cold to be a dream ™"

"Ruddygore sent us on a quest to the palace out there on the ice. The sane
pal ace where they sent your tapes and vi deo equi pnent."

He was suddenly very w de awake, but not quite follow ng. "Ruddygore is
interested in Glligan's Island!’

"Afraid not. But your quest, at the monent, and ours come together. And if we do
ours, Ruddygore will energize your equipnent. Understand?"

"He wouldn't do it before. He's still mad because | beat his systemon his
vaults. That's why | had to suffer like this!"

"He didn't need sonething fromyou then."
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"Good point,'' he admitted.
"Macore, how did you wind up here?"

"The gnones tried playing all sorts of tricks on nmy head, but all they got were
my nenories of Glligan's |Island epi sodes. Exposure to this magically
transfornmed them from gnones into a band of hostile critics. They tossed ne out
to these people.”

"No, no, | nean, what are you doing up here in the niddl e of nowhere to begin
with?'

"I got atip," he told her. "They said that up here was this vast sea full of
magic with a tropical island in the niddle of it. Nobody nmentioned that the sea
was frozen. Naturally, | had to find out, you see."

"Naturally," she responded, not really seeing at all. "Wll, part of what you
heard is true. That sea of ice is filled with inconprehensible magic. On the
other side there is a volcanic island, with a great palace in the mddle of it.

"That nust be sone powerful sorcerer," he noted

"The Master of the Dead, Sugasto, lives there sonetimes. And it's likely that's
where the Dark Baron is as well."

He thought about it a noment. "Hold it! You're telling ne that you want to cross
a place of unbelievable magi cal powers so you can get to where the Dark Baron
and the Master of the Dead are? And they say |I'mcrazy!"”

"Yeah, well, after |ooking the place over, | can go along with you on that, but
it has to be done, if it's possible. Surrounded by ice, patrolled in the clean
areas by Bentar on nazgas, on the ground by an army of the dead, and by nagica
spells, the only way to reach it undetected is across that nmean area. It's so
powerful in and of itself that there's no way they' |l fly across it or put
anybody in it or maintain any sort of spell of their own in that area."

"I'"d rather take ny chances' with the zonbies and the Bentar and the rest," he
told her. "I |ooked that other place over and it nmade me dizzy."

"You | ooked it over? \Wen?"

"*Oh, I've got stuff-warmclothes, pikes, you nane it-stashed all over this hick
town." He suddenly went into a Cagnhey inpression. "They ain't never built the
prison that can hold Cody Jarrett!"

"That's not Glligan's Island."'

He shrugged. "Would you believe that in the D sneyland Hotel that they only had
one channel showing Glligan's Island at all, and then only once a day? | had to
wat ch sonet hi ng"

"Yeah, well, | doubt if nost people go to Disneyland to watch tel evision. Never
mnd. You're telling me you can wal k out of there whenever you feel like it?"

"Sure. But they've been feeding ne here, and pretty decently, too, and | wanted
to get some strength. Besides, | |eave before |'ve mapped out everything, they
hit the alarns |ike mad."

"Macore, you pushed your fabled luck to the limt on this one.'' She told him
their plans for himand the fact that the only reason it wasn't already done was
j ust chance.

He stood there, thinking about her words for a nonent, then said, "Okay, you
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talked ne into it. It probably wouldn't nmatter to GIlligan and the Professor—al
that tinme on that island with Mary Ann and they never once nade a nobve on
her—but it matters to nme."

"CGood. Joe's got them conned into believing he's checking Sugasto's security.
He's gonna try and spring you to help. It's either get us to the pal ace or
good-bye all that matters."

"That would help. 1'd like to look it over in daylight. You have any idea what
any of that Fruit Loops spaghetti actually does?"

"I'"ve gone as close as | dared to alone, and the only thing | can say is that

the answer is, '"alnobst anything.' | think the old legend is true—this was a
great battle between mghty forces of ancient tines. But | don't think they're
frozen in place down there, although that m ght have been the intent. | think

everything and everyone in the battle was transfornmed into energy, nagic energy,
and then the whole ness was frozen in place. That's why it's so near the surface
when it should be thousands of feet down in the ice. New snow and ice retain
themin, but every once in a while nmelting of some kind |iberates a spell which
then turns back into whatever it was. That's why they feel things fromthere
trying to. get themonce in a while. The trick is to cross that place without
causing any nelting of any kind."

Macore whistled. "Tough trick if they're close enough to nelt out occasionally
on their owmn. Let nme sleep on it. But you make sure | get sprung before that
| ast witch gets back!"

Even Joe suspected that it was the first surreptitious break-in to a major place
in the world that had been perforned before a |ive audience.

Al'l thieves of Husaquahr had the power to see nmmgic; those who did not generally
were captured or died on their first job.

The witches of the station were nore than convinced of his insanity when they
wat ched the little man, bundled in furs, walk right out on the ice and then
proceed for a good half an hour, until he was only a speck on the whiteness,
right to the edge of what they called the Devastation

They were prepared to counter himwhen he inevitably made his break for freedom
any sane man woul d. But even without his malady, Macore, once set upon a
probl em became so absorbed in it that to flee sinply woul dn't have entered his
head.

"What's he doing out there?'' one of the wonen asked, nore to herself than the
ot hers.

"Wl |, he took a neasuring stick, a sharp saw, and | eather thongs fromthe dog
sled area," the security officer responded. "You figure it out. | didn't like
giving himthe saw, which can be a weapon, but | had to adnit to both persona
and professional curiosity. If he can actually just walk into the Devastation
and return, he will indeed be the genius the big man, here, says he is."

"He's been out there in alnost that spot for quite a long time," Joe noted a bit
worriedly. "I hope he's all right. | really should have gone with him but he
insisted that for this sort of thing he worked best alone."

One witch was watching with a tel escope. "He's doi ng sonething down on the ice.
First he appeared to pack snowballs and throw theminto the Devastation! Now
he's working feverishly in the ice just this side of it. Now he seens to be
lifting sonethi ng—and now he's just sat down on the ice!"

"He's mad. All these are are the actions of a lunatic," the security officer
said inpatiently. "Best to haul him back."
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"You go out there, right on the edge of that, and haul hi mback," sonebody said.
"This is as near as | want to get to it."

"He's up again!" the woman with the tel escope said. "Now he's turned, facing the
Devastation, just standing there. No, he just—he just took a step toward it! And
anot her! He's wal king very oddly, but-he's inside!"

Joe coul d use his second sight to see the massive collection of spells, but
Macore was too far away and relatively too snall to nake out inside it.

"Can you see hin®"

"No. He's been swallowed up in the nass. You couldn't see the Grand Altar of
Stet if it were fifty feet inside. Not fromthis distance, anyway.''

"It seens as if he's been in an awmfully long tine already," Joe said worriedly.

And it was even |longer still, as they watched and waited, perhaps a half hour or
forty minutes. Finally, the security officer said, "That's it. He's finished. If
he cones out of there at all we'll not even recognhize himas human. It can't be
done. "

"I wonder," Joe nmused. "According to your own charts, it's about forty-two mles
across to the palace at the narrowest crossing. |If whatever he did worked, he'l
want to do tine tests.”

"Wait! What's that over there?" soneone shouted, pointing to an area perhaps
half a mile fromwhere Macore had entered. The tel escope swung, refocused.

"It's certainly a manli ke shape," the wonan said, peering through the eyepiece.
"Too early to tell nuch nore at this distance."

But, as the figure grew closer, it clearly was Macore, and he didn't seemto be
any worse for the experience.

He got a cheering reception when he reached them all but the security officer
amazed at what the little man had done and forgetting his actual condemed
prisoner status. The security officer cared not at all about the little thief,
but she saw the potential if indeed soneone had | earned to cross the
Devast ati on.

"Well," Macore sighed, "it works, but I"'mnot sure it'll do the job."
Joe was surprised. "You wal ked in and around for quite sonme tinme."

The thief nodded. "Sure | did—but | never went all that far in, and the kind of
speed involved is very slow. |'d say two mles an hour if we're doing okay. And
that's no rest, no sitting down on nme job, for—what? Over twenty hours? That's a
pretty long time not to stop or even sit down. |I'mnot sure | could doit. I'm
not sure anybody human could do it."

Joe | eaned close to his ear and whi spered, "Consider the alternative."

He nodded. "The sanest way, the way any good spy would do it, would be to wal k
around just this side of it, always prepared. Wen anybody cane al ong, or any
spell was sighted, they could then duck in there and continue around the
problem then re-energe. The trouble is, wal king around the stuff by that route,
even at the southern end, is like a hundred and eighty mles.”

"I could nake forty-two mles of relatively flat terrain, even with snow, in
| ess than twenty hours, weather willing,'' Joe told him

"Uh- huh. Wth a couple of pounds of ice strapped to your boots?"
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Macore's sol ution, once given, was so obvious neither Joe nor the others could
i magi ne why they hadn't thought of it before.

"First, | sawthat the spells were in fact below the ice. Not far, but bel ow.
Then | checked out how di sturbed they coul d becone by throwing ice balls into
the area. Nothing happened. There's a |l ayer of snow on top that's deep enough to
gi ve some traction and cushion weight. Then | cut blocks of ice out fromthe

unt ouched section, strapped themto ny feet with the thongs, and practiced a
little wal king. When | had it, | went in and wal ked around. No problem It's
really very pretty in there, if alittle weird. So long as nothing actually
melts, you're fine."

"What about draggi ng sone bl ocks of ice along in a sledge? ' Joe suggested.
"They could serve as seats and repl acenment bl ocks just in case.”

"Uh-uh. A sledge night not cause problens in and of itself, but it will cause
friction,"' the thief reminded him "And friction is heat and heat nelts ice.
Add to that the idea that a sledge would clear away sone of the snow and you

have a prescription for real disaster.'

"W could travel pretty light,'
how to rest."

Joe told him "So the real problemis where and

"That's about it. Just sitting down on the ice, even with nice furs on, nght
wel | transfer just enough heat to attract one or nore of those things to you the
way lightning's attracted to the ground."

"I'f you've solved this much, we'll have to find a way to solve that other," Joe
sai d. "For now, what about—nside there? Any bunps, nounds, ridges, or

crevasses?"

"No, it's pretty snmooth and level, at least on this side. No telling what it's
I'i ke much farther in or on the other side. Every once in a while you hear this
little click or pop and then sone really weird noises, fromscreans to yells to
sounds like lightning nakes through the air, but that's about it."

Joe nodded. "Well, we're going to have to think this through today, that's all.
We either have to figure out how to gain nore speed or howto rest.'

Macore nodded. "Sonmehow. | can't figure out why you can't fly into and over
that, though, except that it's attracted to heat and notion. Mybe flying
through it creates enough friction in the air to drawit. | dunno."

At the insistence of the security officer, Macore returned, was stripped and
| ocked back in his cell, and it was there, in relative privacy, that they
continued the conversati on.

"What about Marge?" Joe asked. "Is she i mmune?"

"l doubt it. Not to the spells, anyway. Spells of that kind cover just about
anyt hing, even rocks and trees. | doubt if she'd need the blocks of ice, though.
Anybody who can wal k around here stark naked and junp into pools of |ava back
home isn't going to give off heat—so | ong as she doesn't fly. What about your
girl?"

"Ma? | don't know She feels warm and |'mnot sure |'d like to risk her
wi thout the ice sandals. But she doesn't feel the extrenes. She wal ked bar ef oot
on the ice pack! She rolled in the snow wi thout effect!”

"Ckay, that's a break, then. It neans she has normal body heat only relative to
other living things. She touches you, it's normal. She touches ice or snow or a
hot poker, she's got instant protection. The odds are very good she woul dn't
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need the ice blocks, and also pretty good that she could carry ice. How strong
is she?"

"Strong | egs and back, fairly weak arms. Wy?"

"If I"'mright, she could carry a block of ice on her back." He snapped his
fingers. "Yeah, that's part of it! W all carry ice with us. Except Marge, of
course. A decent square woul d be enough to sit on and keep our warnth

i nsulated." He paused. "Uh-oh."

"What's the matter?"

"Joe, you ever see a dog do his business in the snow? It comes out at body
tenperature. It's like pouring hot water or hot coal on the ice. W have to dea
with that, too."

"Well, we better deal with that fast,'' he told the thief. "Their m ssing
sergeant is due back in two days, and dear, sweet Lieutenant Quasa of security
here doesn't see any reason why sentence shouldn't be carried out on you,
pointing out that, as a slave, with Sugasto's protective spell, you would stil
have all your old skills for what we need."

Macore gul ped. "Yeah, but | wouldn't have what /need. Let ne work on it today
and tonight. |If anything, we probably should make our start at nightfall anyway.
It's never warm enough on the ice out there to nmelt stuff of its own accord, but
direct sunlight has to have an effect. Marge is better at night and you and
have the Sight, so it'll be lit up like a celebration in there anyway. Still,
we're down to technical problenms. W have the basic nethod."

"l hope," Joe replied, leaving himto his planning.

M a had been spending nost of her tine hel ping the other slaves there. There
were five in all for the detachnment of thirteen women; all were native to
Hypboreya, but, although slavery was an institution here, none had been born
intoit. They were all, effectively, political prisoners, sentenced to slavery
for of fenses against the interest of |ocal sorcerers and high priests of cults,
and, as such, had al so been placed under spells of obedi ence, which she | acked.
They were conpelled to do exactly what they were told, and ask perm ssion for

j ust about anything el se.

M a thought themjust a cut above the army of the living dead she had seen |ined
up on that plateau, and perhaps worse. They knew what had been done to them and
lived in daily humliation with no hope of redenption.

She was down behind the bar hel ping with some cl eaning and m nor repair when the
two wonen came in, and at first she paid themlittle attention and they, for
their part, did not see her. She recogni zed one of the voices as that unpl easant
and officious little witch of a security officer, Quasa

"So what are you going to do?" the other woman with her asked the security
chief. "That big nan is dangerous."

"He nust eat and drink," Quasa replied. "If we cannot nake a decent potion that
will put himout cold without his noticing, then we do not deserve nmenbership in
the Sisterhood."

"Why not just let themgo off in the Devastation?"

"He and the mad one have done what he says he was sent here to do—find a

security breach to the palace. | amcertainly not about to let the mad one go,
unl ess enslaved. A mind that can work out that sort of thing would be of even
nore danger, should he nake it in, and, being mad, he m ght be uncontroll able.
If that happened, we would be blaned. As for the big one, we have nothing but
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his word that he is official, and | have never seen anyone in the enpire who
operated without clearance. He had to acknowl edge knowi ng the ot her one because
the little one, being mad, mght well recognize and spoil his cover. It is no
more difficult and nmuch nore efficient to enslave two at one tine."

"But what if he is truly working for the Master of the Dead?"

"Then we did our duty, and it is his fault for not insuring our cooperation. The
man will have failed in his mssion, thanks to us, and that will go well for our
records, while he will have paid the price of failure. | would nmuch rather
answer for follow ng procedure, in any event, than have to explain why and how I
al | owed possible spies to nake it to the pal ace.”

"Al'l right, but do we have to cut him too? It gets so lonely here sonetines,
and he's so good | ooking ..."

"Not only does the | aw mandate it, but it also would be taken wongly if we did
not, by those to whomwe nust report. | would rather follow regul ati ons and do
wi thout a while longer rather than risk joining his status. As for his bitch,
we'll drug her, too, so that she does not try and protect him Once he is
converted, she will be common property and we can bind her to the coven."

"When do you plan to do all this?"

"I told himour sister was due back the day after tonorrow. As you well know,
she is due back any tine now, and certainly by tonmorrow. | say tonorrow night,
nmoon or no noon."

M a crouched there, hardly daring to breathe, hoping agai nst hope that the staff
sl ave woul d not betray her. She waited, pretending to keep working, until the
two wonen finished their drinks and left, then got up and went out the door.

Finding Joe wasn't hard in that tiny place; finding himalone, when he was the
only sane nman around for hundreds of miles who was not in the palace, was nore
difficult. She had trouble unobtrusively separating himfromthe crowd, but
finally nmanaged

"Master, in the bar, | overheard this Quasa wonan saying

that they were going to drug both of us and enslave us both to themas well as
Macore," she whispered excitedly to him

He stiffened. "You're sure?"

She nodded.

"Did they see you or know you were there?"

"No, Master."

"When?"

"Tormorrow, Master. Their nissing one arrives a day early. You are deceived."

He sighed, thinking. "Then we will have to go tonight. After dinner, | should
think. They won't do it tonight, since they'd have both of us to take care of
for a day and night. Get together the supplies, everything we've tal ked about.
Meet ne behind the security shack as soon as you can with what you can nmnage.
Food, but only one small wine flagon. W'l|l use snow." He shook his head,

t hi nki ng about what they were going to attenpt. "I sure hope Macore worked out
t hose details."

Marge had found a clever hiding place in the supplies building, where the slaves
went to get what was needed. Now Joe headed there, knowi ng that he'd have to
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awaken her early, but she had to be ready.

He startled her so nmuch when he shook her that she changed three shades of col or
before she realized it was him Quickly, though, he outlined the changed
situation.

"Joe, I"'mnot going to make it," she told him "You know we aren't great
wal kers, and | haven't fed in two days."

"If you stay here, you'll die. Same reason."

"I know. Joe—we've been through a |ot together. W' ve been as close as we could
as conrades. I'monly alive and here in this world now due to your kindness |ong
ago on a lonely road in Wst Texas. |'ve tried as nmuch as possible to pay you
back. Now | need sonething fromyou. Now. Ri ght here. They won't be com ng back
in tonight; |I know their routine and what they already got."

"Marge! Here? Now? | —=

She was changi ng, becoming a vision of an idealized Tiana, mxed with Ma, and
now with every vision of every wonan he'd ever |oved or wanted to | ove. She was
Venus, and Diana, and Lust herself.

"It is finally tine, Joe," the vision whispered to him those big eyes hol ding
him "Make |ove to nme, Joe. Make love to ne now. "

Joe feigned an upset stonmach at the end of the neal and excused hinsel f, saying
it was definitely not the food or the cooking, but rather an old ail ment comning
back.

Marge and Macore waited for himbehind the security shack. He stared at the
little thief, all dressed in thick furs, gloves, hat, and boots, although only
the boots, being his originally, fit right.

"How d you get out?'' he asked the thief.
"I told you | could walk any time | wanted. That place couldn't hold a baby."
"Who told you about the advanced schedul e?’

Macore | ooked positively rhapsodic. "Mary Ann! She canme to ne, Joe, as if in a
vi sion, saying she |oved ne!"

Joe | ooked at Marge and gave a slight pig grunt. She smiled and shrugged
sheepi shly, but she sure wasn't weak anynore.

In point of fact, Joe felt dammed good hinsel f; w de awake, alert, excited,
adrenal i ne flowi ng, the darker thoughts and-fears that had been so close to the
surface with himreceding into the background. The Kauri were not true
parasites; what they took fromyou was in the nmain stuff you wanted taken
Still, there was the present worry.

"I hope Ma's okay," he said. "W ought to get going."

"Here she cones,” Marge noted. "You know, you're right. She makes ne feel cold
to look at her and |I'm not wearing anything nore than she is."

"Conditioning," he told her. "W feel what we expect. Ah! Mal Any problens?'

"Alittle, Master. The dog harness was a problem | have nmy own knife as well.
My lord Macore, the best | could find for you was a butcher knife."

"It'Il do," he replied. He stared at her in the sem darkness. "You know, | could
al most swear you look famliar. | rmust say | don't like the way they shave their
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sl aves up here, though, although you | ook quite pleasant, ny dear."

"You remenber her fromEarth and the boat, Macore," Marge told him "Don't worry
about it. And the poor girl can't help the way she | ooks. Ma, you're gonna have
to carry a real load out there and not drop with it. You think you can do it?"

"It is necessary, and so | nust, nmy lady. | will not fail you all."’

"Grab all the gear and let's get away from here and well out on the ice fast,"
Joe ordered. "Sooner or |ater sonebody is going to cone |ooking for one of us

and not find us. Wen they see Macore's gone, too, they' |l put two and two
t oget her. "
"You think they'll come after us?" Marge asked him "I mean, you sort of showed

them how it's done."

"l doubt it, but even if they do, they won't be able to close on us, if we're

wel |l away," Joe replied. "And if they conme in after us on their own ice bl ocks,
they're not going to think about all the things we did, and it'l|l eat them
alive."

"One or two of "emw |l cone," Macore predicted. "They won't want to raise the
alarmor report us mssing, because it'll go against themthat they let us
escape. They'll want to bring us back, dead or alive."

"Can't they catch us with the dogs, Master?" M a asked, concerned.

Macore chuckl ed. "Dogs won't go near that place. Dogs got nore sense."

"Let's go. We'll organize this stuff on the edge before we go into the
Devastation," Joe told them "Marge, since you' re way too small and light to
carry nmuch of anything, stay behind and check on pursuit. W'll wait for you

before we go in. Mght as well nake use of those fairy wings and all that excess
energy while we can."

She grinned. "WII| do, boss. Now, in the words of my great grandpappy, 'Gt!" "
They got.

The noon had risen just at dusk, and was slowy rising in the sky. It was stil
al rost full, of course; not enough for wereing, but enough to give them sone
I'ight across the dangerous ice pack

"I kinda wished it would be a bit darker,'' Macore remarked. "I know we're
damed hard to spot out here under these conditions, but | feel |like a backlit
target."

"Where do we go, Master?" M a asked.

"Ri ght where all those colors— Suddenly he realized that, of all of them she
was the only one who couldn't see the place. "Do you see anything at all over
there, where |'m pointing?"

"The ice seens to look a bit different, Master, a bit nobre noonlit as if it is
glowing slightly."'

"Good girl! That's enough. For now, just follow ne."

They wal ked for quite sonme tinme, their boots crunching eerily in the dead
silence of the cold. Joe turned back to Ma. "How are your feet feeling?"

"Sometimes it feels Iike hard, rocky ground, sonetines |ike wal king on sand,
Master," she responded. "But | do not feel this cold."
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"CGood. Not much farther to go."
"Are you sure this is the narrowest point, from here?" Macore asked him

"There's not much to use for landmarks, but it's close. Four point two miles
northwest of the town, if their map is right. The area's ragged, but basically
oval in shape and pinched just above its mddle. In the pinch, it's supposedly
forty-two miles. It broadens to about sixty-five, so | hope we're right. The
pal ace would be a mle north and about a quarter-nile in fromthe pinch on the
ot her side."

"If we mss, we're gonna have everything from zonbies to i nvader spells up the
ass," Macore noted. "W better hit this one dead on."

Since the pinched oval of the Devastation was angled fromthe shore, he had been
forced to guess on the pinch without being really able to see rmuch of it, but he
felt sure he was correct.

"Here," he told them putting down the pack for a monent. "This is as good a
guess as any. Better start cutting our ice blocks now Ma, we'll cut your ice
| oad | arge and heavy and then trimit down to sonething you can handl e. You
don't need to walk on this stuff, but we'll need what you carry to sit on."

"Yes, girl, but even you nust renenber that, if you have to relieve yourself, it
must go in the sack here," the thief put in, already starting to cut his own

bl ocks. "It'Il be as warmas ours. Once it's cold, and that won't take Iong,
then we can dunp it. W won't have to carry our crap, at least."

The great sword Irving cut through the ice as if it were butter, and soon Joe
was trimmng a block into two smaller, lighter, slabs with flat faces.

"W might well not need these," the thief admtted, tying his own bl ocks on,
"but we can't chance it unless we have to. If we |ose the blocks, or they
splinter, or prove too cunbersone, then we'll have to experinment. By that tine
the soles of our boots will be at ice tenperature, anyway."

Joe finished, and practiced a little walking. It was stiff, but he felt
confortable. He went over and hel ped Ma prepare his pack, then, after putting
it on, they put together her harness and checked out progressively smnaller
rectangles of ice until she proclainmed that it was okay. Wat she coul d nanage
wasn't huge, but it would do.

She slipped off the harness for a monent and started doi ng sonme of her
stretchi ng exerci ses. Joe watched her, then went over to her. "Ma," he said
gently "we've explained what's in there, just below the top. You know t hat
nobody' s ever been known to cross this thing and cone out anything but a hideous
nmonster."

"Yes, Master. | know. But we will make it."

"There are a couple of things | want to say before we go in there, just in case
we don't. The first is, if, somehow, | don't nake it, and you do, and Macore
does as well, let himtouch the ring and then finish what we set out to do.
Under st and?"

"Yes, Master."
"If not, avoid anyone touching it and try and do it anyway if you can."
"I will, Master."

"Don't let anything stop you, not even regard for me. No matter what you feel,
renmenber those living dead back there and your own sl avery and the way the
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sl aves were back at that camp and think of all Husaquahr under those peopl e—and
all in Tiana's nanme and nine. | swear 1'l|l die before | let themdo that. WI|
you swear it, too?"

"I will, Master."
"In spite of that, and in spite of the fact that 1'll sacrifice any life,
including ours, to stop them | want you to know sonething. | know you are just

my slave, and that you were never ny wife, and that you're Ma, not Ti. But |
want you to know, truthfully, that, as yourself, just as you are, and here and
now, | love you nore than |I've | oved any other wonan." And then he grabbed her
and hel d her and gave her another of those kisses, only even deeper and nore
passi onate than before.

Mar ge descended. "Break it up, you two!" she said sharply. "The posse's hot on
my tail and tryin' to head us off at the pass!"”

The pair broke, reluctantly, and quickly hel ped each other with their packs.

"Ckay, gang! Let's do it!" Macore shouted. Al of themtook deep breaths, paused
a nonent, then stepped into the Devastation

The first thing that hit themwas that the Devastati on was neither desol ate nor
even quite quiet.

"I't sounds as if you were really way, way, aways, and yet
fasci nat ed.

Mar ge said,

"It sounds like Sorrow s Gorge," Joe conpleted. "My god! How | ong has this been
here? Thousands of years, perhaps?"

Mar ge nodded. "And yet, sonehow, you get the feeling that even the freezing
didn't so nmuch stop the battle as freeze it. It's as if the last second of that
battl e was being played, over and over again, |ike sonme broken record."

"That was my inpression when | was in here earlier,"” Ma-core admtted. "I think
the soundtrack changes a bit as we go, though. | think we are hearing the
battl e, or what was happeni ng here on each spot, at that fatal noment back then
Ki nd of gives you the creeps, doesn't it?"

"I hear it, too, Master," Ma told Joe. "The sounds of arnor and horses and nen
yel ling and scream ng and even the sounds of nmgic. You could al nost see the
whol e thing in your mnd fromthose sounds.'

"Well, we'd better get a different part of the program Mar ge not ed, shaking
herself out of it. "W've got a very long way to go, and, right now | bet,
there's at |east a couple of Hypboreyan wonen's guards cutting out ice bl ocks
not far behind us."

"Ch, don't worry so much," Joe told her. "W can take care of themin a fight."

"Ch, really? And what good is even a great sword |ike yours against a crosshow?
What's next? Bare hands agai nst automatic rifles?" Marge began wal ki ng, | ooking
down at what to her was an incredible kal ei doscope of colors glow ng just bel ow
the snow. "Huh! Wiy do | feel that under this snowis the dance floor from

Sat urday Ni ght Fever?'

"Put alittle of your inborn fairy warnth on those spots and you'll do a dance,
all right," Joe told her.

"Hey! Take it easy! | have to do three steps to your two, remenber, and | wasn't
built for forty mle hikes. | was never built for forty mle hikes. A yi yi!

How do | get nyself into these things?"
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"You've had nore rest than any of us,’
meal , too."

he pointed out. "And probably a better

Macore | ooked around. "I just wish we could erase these tracks in the snow.
We're not gonna be real hard to track."

Joe | ooked at Marge. "You just renmenber that, no matter what, you' ve got to
suppress that panic reaction of yours. No flying and no running."

At that noment there was a sudden pop.' near themand fromthe |ighted ground
under the snow quickly cane a ghostly visage of a skeletallike horror nmounted on
a nightmare steed, rushing toward them only the head and torso of the rider and
the head and neck of the steed visible. It was transparent, but it screamed a
ghastly scream and canme toward them-and was gone.

"What was that!" Joe asked.

Marge stood stock still. "See? | didn't panic. | was too petrified. At |east
Husaquahr's now got a space program”

"Huh?"

"My heart's in orbit."

"What was it, Master?" Ma asked. "It was—horrible."
"Ch, yeah," Macore said calmy, "I forgot to nention those. They happen every
once in a while. | don't think they're anything to worry about, just something

being liberated briefly because of the settling in the ice or whatever.'
"Uh—Macore. Anything else you forgot to nention?" Marge asked dryly.

"Uh—ot that | can think of. Say! This boring wal k needs some |ivening up
Anybody want ne to sing the entire Glligan's Island theme song, conplete with
the end verse everybody forgets?"

"No," Joe and Marge responded in unison
"Ckay, okay. Sheesh! Everybody's turning into a critic on this damed world!"

They wal ked sone nore in silence. The cold was really getting to Joe in spite of
the borrowed furs and fur lining stuffed in his boots. They couldn't really
cover their faces very well, and, although there was no wind, it really did
begin to bother him and possibly Macore as well.

Equal ly troubling were the occasional manifestations that arose suddenly, each
preceded by a cracking sound. They kept telling thensel ves and one another that
they'd get used to it, but the farther in they went, the nore horrible and
gruesone the apparitions became. You just didn't get used to it; you nerely
dreaded the next crack!

"Jeez! Weren't there any good guys in this fight?" Marge asked.

"Probably. Al nost certainly," Joe responded. "My best guess is that we're either
on a lightly defended part of the field or we're inside the battle |lines of one
side. Wat's nore interesting is that we haven't seen any human appariti ons.
Lots of dark fairy types, and some nean-| ooking nonsters that might be fairy or
nmortal, a practical difference only to them but no people.”

"l al so wonder just how long ago this battle was," Macore comented. "I nean,
it's ancient enough to have passed into |l egend, and | Ve yet to recognize any
creature as sonething I've net, but the arnmor and the weaponry and things |ike
saddl es and such | ook very up to date. In fact, a lot of it |ooks better than
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what we have now. "

"Some races night have died out right here," Marge noted. "Others m ght well
have been transforned or scattered to the four conmers of the world by any power
strong enough to do this. As for the nen, their souls mght well be |long gone
and only their bodies remaining locked in the ice. W fairies, on the other
hand, don't have that luxury. | think that what we're seeing are actual fairy
soul s, ancient ones, freed of their husks, unable to dissipate, rising in the
cracks into the air and then dispersing to the air before a new husk can form
It's pretty depressing, if you're fairy."

Joe sighed. "The only thing | can say is that everything |'ve seen so far is

sonmething | don't mind having dissipated. | keep thinking that we m ght not have
it right, though. | keep renenbering Quasa's tale of seeing the one-time humans
turned into a collection of bestiary after being in here. | know there's even

supposed to be frozen spells in this crap, but that wouldn't explain that sort
of stuff. Nobody throws spells that give the eneny goat heads or fish tails.'

"Fairy bl ood was probably stronger then, |ike the magic," Mrge guessed. "There
are fairies even today with goatlike heads, and others with fishlike tails.
Suppose you were standing right on one of those openings when the fairy spirit
rose? The instinctive thing would be to find cover, to find a tenmporary husk. If
pi eces of those souls had tine to get to nortal flesh, they night produce that
sort of thing."

"The odds of being on top of one of these cracks when it goes is pretty slim"

Macore responded, thinking. "But if you added heat, you m ght get a whol e bunch
in full strength at once balding for the flesh. What do you bet that they peed

t hensel ves into nonsters?"

After wal king for what seened |ike hours, at |east, although there was no
reliable way to tell tine, they broke for a rest. The bag was well used, and
they knew it would be a total discard by the tine they were done, and the bl ock
of ice for a seat was barely big enough for Joe, with Macore al nbost sitting on
his lap. The little thief |ooked up at the big nman, grinned, and said, "Daddy."

"You be good or I'Il throw you off!" Joe threatened. . Marge and Ma sat wearily
in the snow, knowing that their body heat, at |east, would not transfer w thout
action on their part, and action was the last thing either of them wanted.

M a | ooked back at their tracks. "Do you think they are still follow ng us,
Mast er" ?" she asked nervously.

"If they haven't peed their own selves into oblivion or worse by now, yeah,"
Macore answered before Joe could. "Mst of 'emare kind of bored and not rea
energetic, but that Quasa is a tough, hard-nosed bitch who woul d pursue you to

the City-States and beyond, if you forgot to fill out a form™
Joe | ooked around. "If there was any kind of cover |'d alnpst be tenpted to wait
for them I|f they do catch up, Ma and | will handl e them understand? Just stay

behind us and don't make yoursel ves targets."
"But the crossbows!" Marge objected. "And you don't dare run at themin here!"

"Don't have to," he told her. "It mght be alittle bloody and pai nful, but al
the bolts | sawin there were wood or bronze-tipped."”

"What ever you do, don't bleed on the snow" Macore warned. "Blood's warm"

"Il try not to, if it's necessary. But if one of them goes down, it could be
hairy."

"W may find out after all," Marge said. "If that's not two figures of flesh and
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bl ood conming, | don't know what they can be."

Joe sighed tiredly and got up. "And it was al ways ny experience that wonen
seenmed to be always going to the bathroom Bad |uck."

"Perhaps not, Master," Ma responded, getting up as well and pulling her knife
fromthe pack, then walking slowly away fromhim "I, for one, would rather neet
these two than an assenbl age of those horrors we've been seeing."”

Mar ge used her extraordinary vision. "Crossbows for sure. | doubt if there's
much hope of you not taking one in the chest, Joe."

"Just remenber where not to bleed!" Macore enphasi zed hel pfully.

"And watch out for a chain reaction,” Marge warned. "If you get one of them and
she falls and bleeds, it's sure as hell gonna raise sonething."

The two wonmen stopped about twenty or twenty-five yards fromthem crossbows now
at the ready. They weren't going to allow thensel ves to get close enough in to
take a sword or knife.

"You're com ng back!" Quasa told themin a firm businesslike tone. "Al four of
you. | don't know where you came from nynph, but you can't fly here and you
sure as hell can't run."

"Nynmph! I'ma Kauri, you little broomridin' boot-lickin" daughter of a bitch!’

Joe drew his sword, which humed in excitement of having its own feast. Bel ow,
the colored lights seenmed to change and shift, as if reacting to the sword

"Your crossbows won't save you," Joe told themflatly. "They' |l cause us a
little pain, but that's the way it goes. Your plan to anputate a part of me
woul dn't have worked, either. It would have come back. The only thing you could
have done to ne physically was nake ny hair fall out, and | kind of |ike ny
hair."

Quasa seened confused about the reply. Never before had she had soneone in this
position, where she could drop themw th one well-placed shot but they couldn't
possi bly get to her, when they didn't surrender

"What do you think you are? Denons? Sorcerers? You have no protective spells. |
can see the spells you have. And the bitch is a slave. That's plain to see!"

He took a step toward the wonen, and Ma, to one side and presenting a separate
target, started in, as well.

"But not even a sorcerer can see bl ood curses,
mercenari es and sl aves can be werewol ves."
expl ai ning the concept of just a were.

he replied. "And even
He'd | ong ago given up any idea of

"Werewol ves! You're bluffing!" But she didn't sound so confident, and actually
retreated a step.

"So you can't kill us, you see," Joe kept on. "But we can kill you with these
weapons. You 're the ones who can't run or hide, not us. Better be sure before
you shoot that thing. Blood' s warm You see the Devastation gathering around us?
It senses battle, it senses death. Wio knows what we'll raise by our fighting?
Perhaps you'll have a pig's head and a duck's feet. How s that for explaining to
superiors?"

"Stay back!" the other woman screaned. "We'Ill shoot!"

Joe and M a kept their advances. Ten yards. Eight. Six. "W are already
reconciled to that," he said.
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The ot her wonman, frightened and confused, raised her crossbow and trained it at
Joe.

"No! Shiza! Don't!" Quasa screaned, but it was too late. Shiza fired her bolt.

It struck himw th trenmendous force right in his chest, the force of it al nost
bow i ng hi mover backward. It was only with an extrenme will and the fact that he
was wearing two flattened oversized ice blocks on his feet that kept himup at
all. Even so, he bent over backward so nuch he was afraid he was going to touch
the ground, and he did brush the snow slightly.

But, boy! That hurt |ike hell!

He strai ghtened back up, |ooked down at the bolt buried deep in his chest,
grabbed it with his left hand so Irving could remain in his right, and, gritting
his teeth, he pulled the bloody thing out and away. It hurt nore to renove the
dammed thing than it did to be shot by it.

"Man! |s that ever the worst case of heartburn | ever had!" Satisfied that the
bl oody thing had cooled, he threwit well away and continued forward.

It was too much for Shiza. She pani cked, dropping the crossbow, then turned,
ki cked off the ice blocks on her own boots, and began running.

The di splay of color under them suddenly shifted and started chasing her. Puffs
of electriclike energy bolts in a variety of colors seemed to cone out of the
snow, and the whole ness seened to take on a life of its own. Joe, and even
Quasa, stood frozen, watching what was going to happen.

The intensity of spells under the fleeing wonan and foll owi ng her was now
blindingly bright and throbbing with energy. Even Marge watched with grow ng
fascination. "I was right!" she nuttered. "They're fighting thenselves below to
get out to that body."

Suddenly the place where the wonan was now about thirty yards back erupted in
the nost conplex pattern of magical strings any of them had ever seen

conpl etely envel opi ng the woman. There was a crackling and suddenly the ful
vol ume sounds of fierce battle cries.

Where the woman had been caught by the forces below, there was now a mass of
withing, seething flesh in rapid notion under the furs, as the desperate fairy
soul s beneath struggled to get sone sort of container, both to live and to
prevent dissipation.

She was not one thing, or two, or five, but a hundred things, all conpeting
inside her flesh for sone sort of hone. First an equi ne head, then one of sone
great lizard; a face, fleshy and fattened, had broadened |lips, fangs, two broad
noses and three eyes as well as a curly horn in the center

The huge nout h opened, and it sounded as if she had the voice of hundreds, al
speaki ng at once, and all speaking sonething different. But as none of them
woul d yield, the flesh split, and fromit came a horde of terrible, insane
apparitions, all screanming in death agonies, then . . . gone.

"That," said Joe, "is why it doesn't really pay in the end to be one of the bad
guys. "

Quasa turned and faced himand put down her crossbow. She tried a nervous
chuckle. "All right. You win. | won't bother you anynore. Honest | won't. [|'Il|
just wal k homre now, very slowy ..."

The wound in his chest still smarted and would for sone tine, but there was no
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nmore bl ood, and it was becoming a persistent ache, |like a bruise that went right
through him He snmiled back at the security officer. "I don't think so," he told
her .

"I''l'l come with you, then, as your prisoner," she suggested.

"I'"ve been to the palace. It's a neat place but really conplicated. You need
sonmebody to show you around."

"I"'mafraid we just couldn't trust you," he responded. "Sorry, but our |aws and
procedures require that we deal rather harshly with soldiers of an enemy nation
who try and turn us into slaves instead of treating us as soldiers. I'mafraid
you broke the Convention with me, ny dear. | truly wish | had the neans of

puni shment —ef making you like Ma, or, better, having you trade places with M a,
whose feet you aren't fit to lick. Unfortunately, | lack ny magician, who' s away
doi ng things and won't be back until nuch too late."

The crossbow, whi ch had been | owered to her side, had none the | ess renni ned
cocked. It began to cone up now.

"No, Mal!" he shouted. "Just get clear of her! This one is Irving s."

The crossbow stopped, not quite fully up to shoot him "lrving?" Quasa said,
di sbelieving. "You naned a sword |ike that I|rving?"

The sword arm noved rapidly in a single notion, the edge of the shining bl ade
swi shi ng across her.

For a nonent she just stood there, a stupid half-grin on her face. Then, in
astoni shingly sl ow notion, Quasa sunk to her knees, and, only at that tine, did
her head fall off.

Joe stepped back as quickly as he could w thout running or disturbing the
magi cal el ements bel ow, many of which were now rushing up to engulf the headl ess
body and even the head itself.

"Cof fee brown strings?" Marge said in a puzzled tone. "I don't think | ever saw
any that color before.™

The head went through a terrible series of transformations and gyrations
including growing tiny hooves before it exploded |ike the previous body, but
Quasa' s body, on the other hand, remained kneeling in the snow, frozen, as that
massi ve coffee brown surge of strings rushed into it, easily forcing away
strings of conplex reds and violets.

The body twi tched, then noved slightly. Joe continued backing away, and saw t hat
Ma was safely back as well. They coul d do nothing now but watch

The hands fl exed, then went to the head and found only a bl oody, spongy nass
there, already cooling.

And then, to all of their conplete astonishnment, the headl ess body stood up
"Don't worry! At |least we can outthink it!" Macore said optinistically.

"Don't be so sure," Joe responded. "We don't know what shape or formit's taken
under those clothes."

And then, slowy, sonething started to rise, alnbst ooze, out of the severed
neck.

The head was somewhat bovine in appearance, but the eyes were huge, humanlike,
and bl azing with energy; when it opened its wide nmouth, it showed, not a cow s
flat cud-chewing teeth, but a nearly sharklike view of pointed ones.
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"I''l'l lay ten-to-one odds to anybody that it doesn't say 'Mo'," Macore said

"I, Saruwok, live again!" it cried in a deep, boom ng voice that seemed to echo
fromw thin. The words were Husaquahrian, but spoken with a thick accent and
many di fferences in inflection.

"A minotaur!" Marge breathed. "O whatever inspired the minotaur. A bit smaller
than the | egends, though. It had less to work with, | suppose.”

"Particularly with its need to get a head," Macore added, alnost inviting an
unpr ecedent ed aggressive strike by a Kauri for the remnark.

Joe faced the creature, sword still drawn, confident that iron would do the
trick with one like this. The traditional eight foot tall minotaur m ght have
been a challenge, but at four feet or so, it was hard to take this one quite so
seriously.

The m notaur spotted Marge. "You! Nynph! How | ong?"

"'Dam it, I'mnot a nynph!'' she responded, really irritated. "I'ma Kauri!"
"Who the hell cares?" it roared. "How | ong?"

"A few thousand years, give or take. You' ve been out a long tine."

"Afew. . . thousand..." The news seened to shock Saruwok. Finally he asked,
"How have ny people fared since they were deprived of me?"

"Not well,"” Marge told him "You're the first 1've ever seen.”
The mi notaur gave a holl ow, boonming sigh. "I feared as nmuch. But now that | have
regained life, | may liberate sonme of ny fellow zlutas. W shall rise again!’

"Uh—you can raise then?" Joe asked, not really decided upon his course of action
yet.

"Wth three bodies like your own, | think | can.”
"Yeah, you and who el se?" Macore taunted.
"l am Saruwok, greatest warrior of ny tine!" he intoned. "I need no aid!'"

Joe deci ded and approached the mnotaur. "That may have been true a few thousand
years ago, in your old husk," he told the creature. "Unfortunately for you, I'm
afraid you came up a little short."

Dwarf steel canme down with sudden sw ftness, splitting the new head al nobst in
t wo.

There was that crackling, electrical sound again, and this tine it engul fed the
body and was soon gone. The coat, pants, and boots stood there a nonent, then
col l apsed into a heap.

"Score one for extinction," Joe said, sheathing the bl ade.

CHAPTER 12
THE MALI CE FROM THE PALACE

No quest shall be fulfilled until all the l|ogical possibilities have been
exhaust ed.

—Fhe Books of Rules, XV, Ill(c)
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AFTER A WHI LE THEY BEGAN TO TELL THE WARNI NG SI GNS OF strain under the ice well
in advance; they began to anticipate and avoid trouble, and becane nore
confident of acting within the Devastation

It continued to be a very dangerous place, of course, intolerant of all false
moves, but it was no | onger a place neither understood nor abnornally feared, if
one respected its own uni que Rul es and powers.

No | onger feeling the threat of pursuit, and with Macore | eading a careful and
meti cul ous exam nation of what was and was not possible within the eerie area,
they actually grew confident enough to try a few things that nade |ife nuch

easi er. The bl ocks of ice proved unnecessary in the end, although one still had
to be very careful, and that al one inproved both nmen's speed and confort. Still,
by sunrise, exhaustion was setting in. First it was Marge, already ill-suited

for this journey and al ways having to force herself to work by day, then M a,
who'd had a full previous day, much of it strenuous, and Macore, who had earlier
gone into the Devastation with his tests. Joe understood perfectly; he was going
by force of will alone, determned that he would at | east be the last to be seen
failing.

"W aren't going to make it.'' Macore sighed wearily. "W're just too all in
and we're-what? Hal fway, maybe, or a little nore?"

"W can't exactly do rmuch el se but press on," Joe pointed out. "If we're on
target, to our right and left this goes on for fifty to a hundred niles, and
it's at |least twenty back and nmaybe that forward."

"Then we're going to have to figure out some way to get sone rest in here," the
thi ef responded.

"What do you suggest? Spread bl ankets and nod of f?" the nercenary asked. "Lie on
a bl anket and you'll draw Technicolor after a while, no matter what. Lie down in
the snow and you mght not, but the cold will transfer in through these furs and
freeze our sweat."

Macore stopped, knelt down, and examnined the snow. "Maybe not. It's very dry,
powdery stuff, and there's absolutely no wind in here. | suggest we take turns.
One of the girls and one of us. W might get frostbite or worse, but if one each
of us is up, we can watch over the sleepers, both for signs of freezing or any
magi ¢ buil dups. A blanket roll can act as a pillow, keeping the head up and our
breath heading upward. | think it's possible. On the other hand, it's got to be
possi ble. Otherwi se we're gonna drop one by one and get the full treatnent
anyway. "

"I can keep nyself awake,'' Joe told him although he wasn't all that sure he
really could. "You take it first, Macore."

"I will stay up with you, Master. |, too, can renain awake," M a insi sted.

He shook his head. "No, Ma. | want one of the two of us at least to be in sone
ki nd of shape, and Marge is going to be a |lot easier forcing herself to stay up
now than in m dday. Most of all, | trust you totally to keep nme out of trouble
while I"'mout, so | might actually be able to rest; I'mnot sure |'d trust
Macore."

It was a tough watch, although not particularly a boring one, as Ma would turn
or shift, threatening to breathe down on the ice, only to have to be turned
back, and Macore proved a fitful sleeper. Time and again there would be nagica
agitation starting, causing either Joe or Marge to have to nmake adjustments. In
bet ween, the two guardi ans had nothing to do but talk.
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"Well," Marge sighed, "here we are again, in the mddle of it. It seens as if we
keep doing it, theme and variation, over and over again. Sane old chall enges,
sane old enemies.”

He nodded. "When we started off, it felt like old tines, but it's grow old
quickly,"” he told her. "I"'mtired, Marge. Tired of being pushed around by forces
over which | have no control, tired of being the only guy who can fight this or
that villain, tired of playing the gane. Sooner or later, ny luck's got to run

out. The worst part is, I'"'malnost afraid that it won't."
"Huh?"
He gave a |long, mournful sigh. "I keep thinking of what Sugasto sai d about

Ruddygore—that the old nan was naybe thee ol dest living sorcerer, that he'd been
pl aying the game so long that he was playing it on automatic, just to keep

pl ayi ng, with nothing but tenporary objectives. Pushing pawns around the board
like us, doing it again and agai n. Maybe Ruddygore |oves the game for its own
sake, but | don't. I know evil is always around and all that, but we small few
can't be the only ones who can fight it. W can't be. Mst heroes and heroi nes
in the stories and | egends get no nmore than three shots and they're gone,

happi | y-ever-aftering or riding off into the sunset. W just seemto be going on
and on and on."

"l know what you nean," she adnmitted to him "I've been doing this to relieve
the routine inposed on nme, but it gets riskier and riskier each tine, and | have
nmore to lose. It would be nice just to have a break. A real long break to rel ax
and snell the flowers and maybe see a little of this big world without having
always to run for it or fake it. Even Macore—the old Macore woul d never have
gotten so hung up on this stupid Glligan's Island thing. He nay have gone nuts
over it, but it wouldn't have been his whole life or the focus of his dreans. |
just wonder if we haven't shot our wad. The Rules tend to follow the story and

| egend requirenents pretty well here. Usually, after great adventures, the grand
epics go, there cones a tine, alnost always at the end of the third book, when
the supervillain is vanqui shed, taken out. Forget that happily-ever-after stuff,
though; that's fairy tales for kids, and even the Gimntales really were grim
until Walt Disney rewote them™

"What are you getting at?'' he asked her, feeling a bit uneasy.

"I think we're stuck, doing this over and over again, until we take the bastards
out. And | nmean out. Then it'll be some new class of villains to be set against
some new set of heroes. There's really no end of it until we die or they do."

"Could be," he adnmitted. "But—how the hell are we gonna take out a worl d-cl ass
sorcerer |ike Sugasto? And the Baron just keeps slipping away nore and nore. W
had himin our hands, under our conplete control, and let himslip away."

"That's the point. It was supposed to happen then. If we'd taken the Baron
completely out, then and there, no nmatter what plots Ruddygore came up with, it
woul d have been over for us. Sugasto is Ruddygore's problem He picked the

S.O B. to be an adept and then exiled himin the Lanp, rather than kill himin a
wi zard's duel ; then, when he needed the Lanp, Sugasto was | oosed again. The
Baron's ours."

"You ever think maybe he I et the Baron go? That is, made it possi bl e?"
"Huh? VWy?"

"To keep us in. To keep fromhaving to go agai nst Sugasto with a green crew.

And, nost inportant, because | amthe only one the Rules will allowto neet this
threat. I'mnot going to nmake that m stake again, though. If | ever have another
crack at the Baron, it's himor ne."
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"You'll get that crack. You'll both keep getting at each other until one of you
goes. That's the system The trouble is, even if we get him it's not
necessarily happy-ending tine."

"VWhat do you nean?"

"FromKing Arthur to Bil bo Baggins, when the ultimate evil in a world is

vanqui shed, it's after the good guys have given all they can. Even the ones that
pul I through have had it. They always seemto wi nd up sl eeping beneath a hill,

|i ke Barbarossa, or sailing off into the nmists toward sone A d Heroes Retirenent
Haven, whether they're human or fairy. They Ve done their bit, they're tired and
worn, and they just want out. Isn't that what you were sayi ng?"

He nodded. "Sort of. | don't necessarily want out of life, though—+'ve got a
son, after all, and sonebody | love. | just want out of the gane.''
She nodded. "I just wish I could shake the feeling |I've had since Ruddygore's

pl ace that the buy-out is pretty damed heavy."

"You're Little Mss @ oomand Doomthis norning, aren't you? Now |'mreally not
| ooking forward to this!"

The system did work, and when the sun was nearly overhead, they awoke the

sl eepers, detailed their own problens in watching over them then tried it

t hensel ves. By dusk, all of them had at |east sone decent sleep and without rea
incident, although Ma had to admit quietly to Joe that it was well that she was
a slave devoted to her master; otherw se, she would have killed Macore |ong
before he got to recounting Epi sode Forty-One.

Al though all of themstill felt tired and physically wecked, they made the
other side shortly before dawn the next norning, to find that they were |ess
than three nmiles south of the pal ace conplex. Shrouded in clouds and mst, it
was an inposing place, less a palace than a true island with a nassive buil ding
at its center. It rose, black and forbidding, out of the ice, a massive volcanic
cinder cone, with hissing fumarol es and geysers occasionally shooting fromits
flanks. It wasn't all that nuch above the ice pack—perhaps twenty or thirty
feet—but it was a clear oasis.

"Qdd. | always thought of vol canoes as two niles high and snow capped,"” Marge
remarked. "Still, Hawaii is a bunch of vol canoes and much of it seens fairly

| ow. That's because you're only seeing the top of the vol cano; the other couple
of miles are underwater. It mght be that much of that is really under the ice."

Macore nodded. "I keep wondering about its relation to the Devastation. It's so
close, yet its great heat stops at the ice. It's as if all the heat that was
removed fromthat great inland sea to freeze it was sonehow stored up here."

Joe pointed through the nmists of dawn at towers rising fromthe fog-shrouded
island. "Well, there's the palace. Tons of magic in there. God! You try it with
fairy sight and all you get is night time again!"

M a | ooked around. "I amnore curious as to why there are no guards, Master, or
terrible traps."”

Macore shrugged it off. "Nobody," he said, "is supposed to get this far. Wen
you build a fortified wall and fill it with every defense inmagi nable, you don't
al so stick alarms and forts all over the inside. W' ve bypassed their

i npregnabl e defensive rings, which, |I've no doubt, are nearly that. But the

Rul es al ways provide a blind spot. Don't get cocky, though! Joe's right—hat
place is black as pitch on the magical level. It'Il have its own interna
security staff and gimmcks. Trip one and it'll bring the full powers of both
sword and sorcery down on us with nowhere to escape." He | ooked at the place. "I
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wonder where they'd put ny video gear?"

"Cear second, Macore," Joe told him "The bodies first. If we don't get the
bodi es, the rest, your gear, our necks, won't nmatter. The odds are, too, that

those bodies will be inhabited by sonebody and those bodies will have the
capabilities we had, so they'll be excellent fighting nmachi nes and wel | - guarded
to boot. Once we finish them then we'll try for your gear."

"Uh-uh. You do your business, | do mne. Once you do in those bodies, all hel
will literally break |oose, and I'll have no chance. Once we're inside, we're no
| onger a conpany. You three go your way, I'll go nmine. If | can help, | wll,

but that's as far as it goes."

There was no reasoning with himon that, and Joe was frozen stiff. Taking
advant age of the clouds of steamand fog and the cover that the tine just before
dawn still gave, they noved toward the nassive bl ack region

The nonent they stepped onto it, they knew they were in a different realm
Surrounded by ice, the island, perhaps a half mle around, felt as warm and
tropi cal as back hone in a Marquewood sunmer. For the first tinme, Joe and Macore
both felt the effects of painful frostbite on their faces. They forced
thenselves to ignhore it as nmuch as possible, and Joe, at |east, knew that

heal ing woul d be rapid, thanks to his were curse. He still had a bloody area in
his coat and under it where the crossbow bolt had struck, but already there was
no sign of a puncture at the skin.

"We're gonna have to stash these furs," Macore noted. "I'mstarting toward 'well
done' already, and they slow nme down. 1'd say we pick a spot in these rocks and
try to conceal them W nay need themagain, if we have to take the backdoor out
of here.”

Everyone was surprised to discover that, under it all, Macore wore his gun-netal
gray thiefs outfit. It was patched and well worn, but it |ooked Iike the old
Macore once nore.

"I stole it back, too," he explained. "I wouldn't feel exactly nme without it,
and it's a bit of a walk to the nearest tailor's."

"I wish I'd thought of that," Joe admitted. "It |looks Iike |I'm going to nake ny

pl ay wearing just a sword and swordbelt. | don't even think the boots are a good
i dea. For one thing, they're getting very soggy now that they're warm and, for
anot her, they'll nake noise and give little traction up here. Still, I'm gonna

be pretty dammed enbarrassed if | get into a fight." He | ooked at Ma and
grinned. "Now we are a pair, aren't we?"

Cl ot hing secured, they began noving up the slope, quietly, lowto the ground.
Marge signaled a halt, then flexed and un-flexed her wings. "Stay here a couple
of minutes," she whispered. "Let ne check out what's" around.”

"Be careful!" Joe warned. "They see or detect you and it's all over."

She nodded, then rose into the air, circled around, and was gone into the mst.
She was gone only a mnute or two, then came back beside them "Feels like a
Turkish bath on the top there. Fromthe humidity, | can guess the heat. Up top
are formal gardens of sonme kind all organi zed around thermal pools. It's very
pretty, really. There's some statues of various Hypbor-eyan gods in the gardens
and 1'd watch out for "em They all felt magically "hot,' as it were. The
gardens lead to the palace itself, first to a kind of porch with some fancy
pools that seembuilt |ike Jacuzzis. Beyond those are arches that take you right
i nside the place.”

"Any guards?" Joe asked.
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"Two bored-1ooking Bentar. Not |ike soldiers—ust sort of wandering around |ike
ni ght wat chrmen. Careful, though. They have swords on, and, renemnber, only iron
can hurt them 1'd steer clear if | could, though. The sounds of a swordfight
this early will bring lots of fol ks running, and the Bentar can screech |ike mad
if they're hurt."

M a had her knife in her hand, but as they noved over the top and onto the
gardens, she held it for a while in her teeth. The blade was an iron alloy; it
woul d harm Bentar, but not easily.

The gardens truly were beautiful, a tropical Eden surrounded by the ice just
beyond. Exotic trees and bushes were planted all over in a nasterwork of roya
gardeni ng that obviously supplied the palace and also was in its own way a work
of art.

If the gardens were Eden, then the statues placed here and there through them
were Hell. Ugly, monstrous gods, on pedestals, each with its own small altar.
Denonic figures, some reptilian, some ghastly distortions of the famliar, sone
with bat wings, and a few just indescribably |oathsonme. A statue for each main
tribal god of any of the Hypboreyans, obviously, all gathered here for equa
homage before the ruling famly in a grotesque synbol of national unity.

Joe stared at one particularly vicious-Ilooking doglike thing and thought, Now at
| east | know where the Hypboreyans get their sunny dispositions.

Still, Hypboreya was supposed to be a harsh land, requiring a particularly tough
and ruthless breed to tame and keep taned. Such people bred their own gods in
their own inages. They all felt what Marge had felt |ooking at the things. It
was as if those grotesque mniatures were sonehow alive, aware of them and

| ooking at themwith malice. They gave them a wi de berth.

There was the sudden sound of soneone wal king toward them fromthe direction of
the pal ace, and they were i mredi ately behind the hedges and in the bushes on
both sides. Pretty soon a Bentar appeared, |ooking, as predicted, bored and

sl eepy. He was wearing a spiffier uniformthan the regular troops, possibly a
pal ace uni form and wore a gol d-encrusted sword and carried a bronze-tipped
wooden pi ke, which he was using alnost as an idle cane or wal king stick. Joe's
hand went to Irving's hilt, but he did not draw. One notion, he thought,
directing that thought to the sword. There nust be no unnecessary noi se.

The guard wal ked past Joe, then stopped and | ooked a bit puzzled, his reptilian
nostrils flaring. He turned, nore curious than alarned, away fromthe swordsman
toward the opposite | ow hedgerow where Joe knew that Marge and perhaps Macore
were. Joe did not wait; he drew and pounced with a single notion.

The Bentar turned at the noise and reflexively put up the pike to ward off the
i nevitabl e blow, but the great sword sailed right through it, splintering the
wood, and continued on through the guard's neck. There was that distinctive
electrical crackling of fairy death, then the body, its head al nost but not
quite severed fromthe neck, sank to the path.

"Macore! Ma!" Joe cried. "Quickly! Help me with the body and stuff. W have to
get rid of it! Marge—keep a watch!"

The inside of a Bentar both | ooked and snelled nore foul than the living
exterior did, but Joe and Macore got it, as well as the pieces of the pike, and
Joe dragged the body by the feet well into the trees and agai nst the bushes. Ma
wasn't imrediately to be seen, but there was too nmuch to do to worry about her
yet. There was no guarantee that the body wouldn't be found before it

deconposed, although fairy bodies tended to deconpose in a nmatter of hours, but
it was at | east conmpletely out of sight of any of the paths. It would have to
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do, as usual, Joe thought sourly.

Ma ran up to him | ooking pleased with herself. "The other's throat is cut and
he is behind the hedges over there, Mster," she told Joe. "It is so sinple when
t hey expect nothing."

Joe wasn't sure if he was pleased or not, but there wasn't nuch he could do
about it, in any event. "Ckay, let's get up there and inside as quickly as we
can," he told them "Marge, |1'd ask you to fly up and peer in the w ndows up
there, but 1'd swear sone of those gargoyles around the | edges just noved."

"I saw 'em" she told him "I think they' re night guardi ans, though, and likely
going to sleep now, as | should be in normal circunstances. Let me take sone
care and see what | can see while you nove up." Noting their |ooks of concern,
she gri nned.

"Relax. |If worse cones to worse | ean nmake themthink | Yn the sexiest femal e
gargoyl e they ever laid eyes on."

They noved up, bush by bush, hedge by hedge, toward the huge stone patio. It was
hot, even the ground, nmaeking Marge's prediction true.

"I can't figure out where the zonbies are,” Macore whispered, puzzl ed.
" Huh?"

"Wel |, why use Bentar for duty like that when you're the Master of the Dead?
This is the perfect place to program zonbies to capture or kill anybody who
doesn't have the password of the day. It doesn't mmke sense."

"I'"'mnot going to conplain," Joe answered, but he adnitted that he had wondered
t he same thing.

Mar ge cane down and joi ned them again. "Mst everybody's still asleep, fromthe
| ooks of it," she told them "There are two big towers—this one and the one
opposite—and then a big, alnost circular level in between, with guard wal ks on
top and two, maybe three storeys below You'll never guess what's in the mddle
of the circle.’

"A hole," Joe responded. "What?"

"The crater. The opening to the lava. A bubbling, hissing | ake of the stuff
maybe twenty feet down bel ow ground level. Right in the center is a single
columm of very hard, shiny-looking rock that conmes up a little above ground
level. And right in the center of it is growing this tree! A weird-|ooking type
I'"ve never seen or heard of before. It's magic, all right."

"Any sign of what we're after?" Joe asked her.

"Uh-uh. This side |ooked strictly royal, anyway. |'d guess we cane in on the
wong side. | couldn't get nuch of a |look into the opposite tower, but I'IIl tell
you that it's the center for this darkness. It's got to be the place."

Joe nodded. "Any way to go around?" "Not that | saw. At the extrenes of that
circle | talked about, it actually juts out and away fromthe vol cano on both
sides. The drop | ooks sheer. Unless you want to go back down and onto the ice
and around, you're stuck going through the building."

"The hell with the ice," Joe told her. "W cane to break in here, so we mght as
well doit." And, with a cautious |ook around, they made their way up the stone
stairs, past the two inviting-looking pools, and into the pal ace proper.

"Want to check out this tower just in case, Master?" Ma asked him
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"Uh-uh. W may blow it, but the other one |ooks nost likely, and | 'd hate to
run into any watch here.'' He | ooked at two inner arches, each seenming to angle

away fromthe tower hall. "Ma-core, you and Marge take that route, Ma and
will take this one. If Marge is right, we'll neet in a hall simlar to this one
on the other side. If we neet anyone or are discovered, though, they' |l cone to

only one pair, not both."

Macore nodded. "Anything as vital as my gear would likely be in the magician's
tower as well."

They went down their corridor, Joe with sword drawn, Ma with knife at the
ready. Joe was still puzzled; by this point after dawn, this place should be
crawming with servants—slaves, nost |ikely, know ng these fol ks—and guards and
maybe the living dead, so that, when the nasters of the joint finally got up,
they' d have breakfast prepared and everything cl eaned and secured and

shi p-shape. Wiere in hell was everybody?

When they got closer to the outer part of the circle, there were arches and

wi ndows | ooki ng out on what would nornally have been the inner courtyard. They
crept to it, |ooked out, and saw the narrow stone wal kway around the steam ng,
boiling pit whose, trenmendous heat even Ma could feel; in the center was the
strange tree. It grew out of the top of a needle of pure obsidian, sonehow

i mune to the forces, churning around it; a massive trunk indicating great age,
its bark an odd purplish color, its |inbs spreading out alnost all the way over
the fire pit. The thick frondlike | eaves appeared to be made of pure polished
gol d, catching the sul furous fumes fromthe pit; fromthe linbs, under the

| eaves, the tree bore a pearlike fruit of shining, reflective silver.

Joe tried to use his inner self to sense what nmight be in the tree, whether
nynph or denon or inprisoned god, but there was no sensation of any

consci ousness there. Yet, in fact, it was a living tree, although of what alien
origins it was inpossible to tell.

He seened al nost hypnotized by it, and Ma had to jolt himback to reality.
"Hurry, Master! Before we are discovered!"

They went on, and were two-thirds of the way to the other tower, when Ma, who'd
taken the | ead, suddenly raised her hand for himto halt. "Listen, Master!
Strange sounds from just bel oM "

Joe stopped, trying to tune out the runbling and hissing fromthe fire pit, and
he heard what M a was hearing faintly, through the background—the song from
Glligan 's Island.

"Macore?" he nmused. No, that wasn't possible. First of all, it was conming from
perhaps the fl oor above theirs, and, also, there were the voices, the background
nmusi c .

The background nusi c?

"There's an arch out there," he told her. "Keep a watch and out of sight. I've
got to find out what's going on up there."

She didn't approve, but didn't have a say in the matter. A steep stone stair |ed
up to the next level from each archway. Keeping close to the wall and hoping
that nobody was | ooki ng out the other side, he went up, halted just before the
top, then cautiously peered into a huge area and gasped.

Well, there was Macore's equipnent, all of it. The tiny tel evision had been
recharged or was getting some kind of nagical charge its transformer could
handl e, as was the small portable video tape recorder. The roomwas full, al nost

densely packed, with dozens, maybe nany dozens, of the same sort of soulless,
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brainless living dead they'd seen on the plateau what seenmed ages before.

Here, then, was the entire mssing zonbie staff, standing there, notionless,
transfixed, watching Glligan's Island.

He made his way back down to Ma and told her what he'd seen

"But, Master—they have no souls or wills of their own! How can they possibly be
wat chi ng a show "'

"I don't have an explanation for that, and | don't think I want an expl anation
for that," he told her. "Maybe there's some weird frequency in the thing that
scranbl es the spell. Maybe it's just that the show has finally found its perfect
audi ence." He shook his head in wonder. "It's enough for now to know where those
creatures are and not have to worry about them Let's get going! People are
going to start waking up and be all over here any time now, no matter what!"

Still, Joe was worried about just how easy it was to get in, and just how enpty
the passages were. True, here and there they had been required to flatten
thenselves to the wall or crouch behind sonething, or duck outside or in, but
the place overall seened om nously deserted, as if everything and everyone of

i mportance had noved el sewhere, |eaving nothing but a nmaintenance staff. That

i dea di sturbed himnore than a dozen sword-fights and nagi ci ans—that, after al
they had gone through, they were too late or, alnobst as bad, were in the wong
pl ace.

In the main hall of the second tower, Ma turned to himas if to say, "Now
what ?" and he notioned for her to go cautiously up the stairs.

The first tower level proved to be sleeping quarters, and in the halls were both
Bent ar guards and sonme femal e sl aves going back and forth, all as naked and
shorn as M a. That gave her an idea.

"They won't know one fenml e slave from another, particularly the Bentar,
Master," she whispered. "Let me just see who's here by pretending to be one of
the staff."

He nodded, figuring he could cover her, and also figuring that, at this point,
they had little to |l ose. Again, he had to admire her guts, handing himher knife
and sinply wal king brazenly down the hall. As she'd suspected, the Bentar gave
her not a second gl ance, all humans probably | ooking alike to them anyway, and
if the handful of slaves there noticed a stranger they did not react. The odds
were that there were a fair nunmber of slaves here, if only to feed the egos of
the masters, and quite often new ones would turn up these days.

Joe remained in the stairwell, nervous that someone woul d cone down or cone up
but Ma managed to nmake the circuit, looking as if she were on a real task for
somebody, and conme back before anyone did.

"Al'l sleeping quarters, Master. They are sinply cleaning up

I do not like to say so, but this |level does not |ook very used. At best, there
was one or two roons that appeared slept in."

He nodded. "Yeah, | 'mbeginning to get a real sinking feeling about this. Let's
nmove up."

The second tower |evel seened deserted, but there were only a few doors on
either side, so they made their way cautiously down on both sides, then opened
the doors. One proved to be a sort of sorcerer's l|laboratory, but with al nost
everything | ooking closed and put away, not used for sone tine. The other was
sonme kind of neeting or briefing room Joe was about to signal a nove up again
when there cane the sounds of heavy boots ascending the stairs. He and M a
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qui ckly ducked into the neeting roomand shut the door, hoping that this wasn't
the norning guard showing up for a briefing right there.

The bright light of day pouring through the wi ndows al ong the far wall made Joe
suddenly realize how late it was getting. "W mght have to hide in here nost of
the day," he told her in a lowtone. "Mving around until dusk is going to be
more and nmore difficult, no nmatter how enpty this place is.”

" Uh- Mast er ?"
"Yes?"
"Do you notice that the room seens to be getting darker?"

He turned and tensed. Sure enough, in spite of the light fromoutside, it did
seemto be getting significantly darker inside.

There was a sudden sound from above and in back of them netallic yet not like a
sword, and suddenly, from overhead, an enornous bright |ight shone down, the
product of a candle set inside an assenblage of mrrors to forma basic
spotlight ainmed at the small stage in front.

Tense, sword drawn, Joe turned back to where that spotlight shone.

"Ta tata, ta tola, ta ta dah dah dah dee!" a sexy wonman's voi ce humed playfully
fromthe stage. Fromstage left, the spotlight caught just a |l eg, curved
suggestively, and then, from behind, the wonan stepped out.

The soul inside and the anount of time that had passed nmade the sane body | ook
far less like the old Mahal o McMahon; this was a gorgeous, sexy sex kitten, at
once playful, sensuous, erotic as hell, and, for all that, dangerous. Then big
brown eyes darted nonentarily over in their direction, and just for a nonent a
wi cked, playful smle cane to her face, and Esmnilio Boquillas shone through

In a soft, sexy voice, she sang, "I enjoy bein' a guy bein'" a girl like nme."

She | ooked down at the pair, and the smle broadened. "Sorry, but | do so like a
good entrance."

Joe didn't wait, starting a spring right toward the stage, but she lifted up a
hand and a series of yellow magic strings sprang fromit and held both hi mand
Ma fast. He couldn't nove forward. He stopped struggling and rel axed.

"You' ve got your powers back!" he said, amazed.

"A nmere shadow of ny forner powers,
the two of you."

she responded, "but enough for the |ikes of

"How | ong have you known we were here?"

"Why, darling, |'ve been sinply nmad waiting for you to arrive! | knew the nonent
we di scovered that the little thief had been captured over on the other side
that you would have to follow. In fact, |'ve been waiting ages, ever since | let
that little spy escape with the news that we had your ol d bodies here. Good old
Ruddygore! | just knew he wouldn't fail me!"

"I't will be Judgnent Day before Ruddygore hel ps you, and you know it!"

"Ch, but he has helped. Mre than | could ever have done on ny own. In fact,
owe it all to him First, his silly little ego that nmade himthink he could
control Boquillas |ike a puppet and that a Boquillas with enough foresight to
have prepared this soul transfer as a last resort into this nmarvel ous body
woul dn't al so prepare defenses against the sort of control spells he'd use.
Second, not realizing, as | would not have, that he'd done what the whole
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Council couldn't, given nme sone power again on nmy own. More than enough with ny
mnd to unravel his |eashes."

"How did you get those powers back?" Joe asked, testing occasionally die spel
that kept himwhere he was and to no avail. "They said when the Council lifted
sonmebody's power it was inpossible ever to get it back."

"Ch, do struggle, ny dears! The tighter you struggle, the tighter it holds." She
sat perched on the side of the stage, the smle on her lips inpossible to erase.

"It is true, ny old powers are gone," she admitted. "But you' ve heard it said
that there's a little witchcraft in all us girls. | wouldn't have believed it
mysel f until | becanme one, but once | realized there was real power there after
becom ng one nyself, | knew instantly howto use it. Mahal o McMahon, as it
turned out, was better than that. She was high priestess of the Neo-Prinmtive
Hawai i an Church or sone such thing. | also realized that | had it only so | ong
as | remmined female. That was no hardship; | decided | |iked being a girl! I
liked particularly the way men | ooked at ne, the way they'd get all silly and
fall all over thenselves just because | batted an eye at themor swiv-eled a
hip. It was a whole new | evel of power and control. And because | again had sone
power and the know edge of howto use it, | could walk without fear, which is
what keeps nbst wonen down. As a nman, |'d never had nmuch use for sex, except as
atool in nmy work, as powerful as it was. | began to di scover how nuch I'd

m ssed over all that tine, how nuch fun it was to be a real person. The Rules
decided that | was a witch, which was fine, but, thank the fates, | didn't have
to be the Dark Baron or the Dark Anything anynore."

"I'"'mglad to see you found your true calling,
W cked Bi mbo of the North.'

Joe responded sourly. "The

She | aughed. "I owe that to you and Ruddygore and the others, too," she said.
"Al'l those years, all that enornmous effort, all for the noblest of ends. Then
was exiled to Earth, and saw so nany political and econonic systens, all

| aunched for noble purposes, and | saw honel essness, starvation, nisery, and
despair. Some worked better than others, but not a one of themreally worked any
better than our own systens here. In disgust, the denpoted denons and | deci ded
to wipe it all away, but you stopped that, and |I'm so very happy you did, mny
darlings. For the first time, I"'mtotally honest, even with nyself, and totally
free of those hang-ups. Now, for the first tine, | can |ook nyself in the mrror
and know that |'m doing what | do and choosing what | choose for no other reason
than because being bad is so nuch nore fun!"

She frowned, staring suddenly at Ma, who was staring back, furious at

Boquillas. "Wy darling, that suits you just wonderfully, |ooking like that! One
of ny little ideas that's turned out so nicely. |I never had nuch liking for
wormen when | was a man and, now that | ama woman, | find | |ike other wonen
even |l ess than before. What a wonderful coneback, darling, and | had nothing to
do with it! Ruddygore hinself went to great lengths to insure you would sink to
sl avery."

"l have al ways been a slave, you witch! You should know You killed Tiana, ny
mstress!" Ma shout ed.

For a monent Boquillas | ooked genuinely puzzl ed and confused, but then she
stared at Ma, then at Joe, reading the small spells Ruddygore had woven, and
broke into laughter. "Ch, my! That is amusing!" she managed after a bit. "M
dears, | didn't kill Tiana, let alone inport some royal slave binbo. How coul d

I ? You had the Lanp, which was the only way across at the tine. Ruddygore wanted
to insure that you woul d be | ean, nean, and totally |loyal and unwavering to the
m ssi on.

"You are Tiana, ny sweet. You al ways have been."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...%204%20-%20Songs%200f%20the%20Dancing%20.txt (171 of 202) [1/19/03 4:33:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20D ancing%20Gods%204%20-%20Songs%200f %20the%20Dancing%20.txt

"No!" Ma wailed. "It is not true!"

But Joe alnobst instantly realized that it was true. So nany nore things nmade
sense if it was, and there was no getting around the transportation probl emthat
Boquillas so neatly pointed out. There was no way that a Ma could have fool ed
hi m so thoroughly and for so long those first few nonths back. And, before they
returned, Ti could read quite well, even English. Ruddygore again, playing with
and nmani pul ati ng everyone as pawns in his grand ganme. The Rul es had not reduced
her to this; Ruddygore had created the conditions so that upon landing this
result was inevitable.

It becane suddenly obvious, the whole plot. Her intuitive skills wi th weapons,
for exanple. And what was it to Ruddy-gore, who could ness with both their
menori es and perceptions, to give her the dance, naybe taken from sone strippers
he' d seen in San Francisco, or some of the basic skills, |ike nmending and
tailoring? Wiy a slave? Because, otherw se, she could not be pared down to the
tough essentials to get her to this point, and certainly not to aid in the
destruction of the way back.

And all that so that they could stand there, captive of their worst eneny?

The "M a" personality, so nicely adjusted by Ruddygore's spells, rebelled
against the truth, but Boquillas was ready for that. "Let ne sinply disentangle
those rather sinple little spells that blinded you both. Wn't take a second,
and it clears away all that messy stuff.”

Ti ana stopped protesting and suddenly gasped. "Then it is true," she said
sinply.

Boquillas smled. "OF course it is. And you will be very, very hel pful to ne.
You see, as our palace slave, in reality the role you were handed by Ruddygore's
fiction, conpelled to obedi ence, you will be ny closest advisor and critic. Wth
you advising ne, dressing ne, pronpting ne, there will be no question in
anyone's nmind that | amthe one and only original Tiana. And after I amin
control and beyond threat, you will continue to be there to serve me and do

what ever | command, living life at its |lowest while watching ne live yours."

"So you plan to be the one in Tiana's body," Joe said.

She nodded. "O course. | can't be you, since |I'd | ose what powers | have
regained, and, as | said, | rather like being this way. In fact, | shall be sad
to | eave this body for the nore, ah, statuesque proportions of Tiana, but we
can't have everything, can we?"

"l see. And what about me?"

She gave that wicked Boquillas smle once nore. "But that's so sinple, Joey

baby! It's the nost delicious part of all of it! W'Il just sliplittle old you
back into that narvel ous body you had, whose statues don't do you justice, and
you'll be right there, uninpeachable, convincing, truly returned, reinforcing ny

own inmage, with your great sword living as absolute proof that it's you. You'l
| eave the decisions to nme, of course, but you nostly did that when you were
reigning with her anyway."

"You bastard! What nakes you think I'll do anything of the sort?"

"Ch, Joey baby! As a man who was just taken in by the sinplest little old spel
in Creation, you really don't think you have a choice, do you? If old Ruddypuss
can convince you that this girl is not Tiana, how nuch sinpler will it be to
build a scenario in your mind that | an? And you'll be much too |ovesick to do
more than forgive and accept whatever | decide to do. Wiy, you have to create

| ove potions and charms just to get into Wtchcraft 101. Besides, if all else
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fails, there's always your son to hold you, isn't there? There are all sorts of
possibilities with the boy!"

He knew at once that Boquillas was right and that they'd all been had, even
Ruddygore. Boquillas had understood that in the critical first week they
returned unannounced, they'd be under a mcroscope by politicians, courtiers,
and top-ranked sorcerers. Sugasto couldn't exactly be around in the nearest
closet to bail her out; with her powers still Iimted, she would at that point
be as vul nerable as he would be. After consolidating power, though, and
gathering it in, she'd be able progressively to elininate anyone who ni ght
chal | enge, and Sugasto woul d take nost of Husaquahr w thout even firing a shot.

Now t hat was a thought!

"You nmean you'll spend all the tinme in the great palace as a puppet, doing what
Sugasto wants," he noted. "You have changed, Boquillas. This plot is up to your
usual standards, but it's all so you can becone sonebody el se's stooge."

She waved a hand, and many of the yell ow bands of magic fl owed back into her. He
coul d nove agai n—but not toward her. He could not touch her or make a nmove in
her direction.

"Conme over to the window. Yes, that's it. Cone here and | ook out and tell ne
what you see.”

He went to the wi ndow and | ooked. Just beyond the tower were other gardens, and,
beyond them the ice pack, and in the distance

"The Devastation," he said.

She nodded. "I think you understand sone of it now, or you wouldn't have been
able to cross it. Abrilliant stoke, by the way, that | admt | didn't
anticipate. You forget that | have the old bodies with many of your patterns.
The nonent you set foot on this ground, a standing spell informed ne that you
had arrived. "

"Yeah. So?"

She pointed a slender armdecked with jewels out at the far-off phenonenon
"They're still there, you know. The battle in full cry. Not just the souls,
everything, perfectly preserved. Now, what do you think would happen if this
vol cano we're sitting on, a conplenentary phenonmenon to the Devastation you

m ght have guessed, went off? The flow woul d only reach the edges of the
Devastation in nost spots, but imagine the heat that woul d be given of f—and the
whol e frozen valley would warmin proportion. On this world, it would be |ike
the 1 oosing of thousands of hydrogen bonbs would be on Earth; An evil that even
Hel | fears would be | oosed once nmore upon this world."

"I's that what you want? Still trying to bring about the final war between good
and evil ?"'
"Ch, darling, of course not! Not anynore. |'ve outgrown that, as | told you! But

if it's not ne, then it's them Sugasto is so conventional, you see.
Power -crazed, yes, but his vision is so boring. You see, there is one way to

restore all ny powers. Only one way. The entire Council, which now includes dear
Suggy, woul d have to reverse their conbined spells. Even though not really on it
anynore, it would require Ruddygore as well. Wth ny powers" back, in that

situation, | would be both tenporal and spiritual ruler. My powers woul d be near

absolute. Did you see the tree in the niddle of the lava pit?
He nodded, sickened at her anbitions. "I sawit."

"It is one of the trees, the original trees, fromthe Oigin of Humanity.
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Sugasto and the others believe it is the Tree of Know edge whi ch condemed
humani ty, as do others, but it is not. It is the Tree of Life. Eat of it, and
nothing at all may harmyou. Wth nmy powers and that fruit, 1'll be a true
goddess. | shall wal k about my world, worshiped as the one who is truly divine.
My reign shall be forever!"

He felt a cold chill. "How do you know which tree it is, or if it's really one
of those?
"Because, dear one, |'ve done ny honmework. It is what that battle was about out

there. Two Powers, perhaps beyond anything we know, battling to becone a third
face, not Heaven, not Hell, but beyond and beside it, equal to both. That's why
they got together to stop them I|est one side win and truly becone a god." She
shrugged. "I think even suprene beings have Rules, too."

"There's only one hole in your grand design," Joe argued. "Wy woul d Ruddygore
and the Council restore your powers? | think they'd rather die first."

"I ndeed? Ruddygore, perhaps, but he knows that, if that were to happen, 1'd be
freed of the need for him The others? Die for principle? How anusing you are!
The only reason Ruddygore has remained so long is that he has never found a
wort hy successor, and he won't. But, you see, he has no choice, and neither wll

Sugasto. They will all do my bidding, since to toy with ne or cast obedi ence
spells upon nme or try to do away with nme is genocide! | have it rigged, you
see—areful ly placed mechani sms deep beneath this place, where even | at this
poi nt cannot find them They will blow, this place will blow, the volcano wll
bl ow. The heat will melt the Devastation, and the world as we know it wll end.
G ven a choice of that, or restoring me and being allowed to pass on, which do
you think your old sorcerer will choose?"

"Aren't you afraid Sugasto will stop you? He might not be too pleased at this
hi nsel f."

"Sugasto, at l|least, already knows that |'ve wired the place. Ri ght now he thinks
we're partners, destined to be a new god and goddess. He doesn't think nuch of
wonen, you know. H's own nale ego, which | perfectly understand, blinds himto
the possibilities.”

Joe turned away fromthe wi ndows, feeling a cold chill, and saw that heavily
armed, mnean-1ooking Bentar now filled the room

A way out, he kept thinking. The Rules require | have a way out!
He turned back to Boquillas. "Can you answer me one sinple question?"
"OfF course, darling! Awfe to be should have no secrets from her husband!'

"Way are all the zonbies gathered around watching Glligan's Island?"

She chuckl ed and shrugged. "Beats nme. |, of course, recharged the batteries with
a spell to see what soneone had on those tapes. | was astoni shed when | saw what
was on them of course, and, even nore, | was absolutely stunned to discover

that it seened to draw every zonbie in the palace |ike a magnet. So far,
haven't worked out an effective nethod for turning it off. The spell provides
conti nuous power, and, so far, the zonmbies will do nothing except prevent anyone

fromshutting it dowmn. It is a fascinating thing, is it hot? Sugasto will have
to take care of it when he returns tonorrow. Inconvenient, but little else. It's
even handy to have sonething to block Sugasto's powers a bit. | suspect it's

some broadcast frequency interference that's acting like a drug to them but it
may be that a zonbie retains just barely enough intelligence that it sinply
entrances them"

Joe hoped the technical explanation was right. Al though he wasn't feeling all
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that smart right now, he'd watched the show in the old days now and then hinself
and found it occasionally funny. He didn't want to think about what that night
say shoul d the second expl anation be true.

"Take his sword and lock himin the tower room" Boquillas ordered the Bentar.
"And watch him He can be tricky and quite resourceful. The one who lets him
escape shall feel nmy anger! The girl | will keep here. She has rmuch to tell nme.

The | ead Bentar reached for the sword, then withdrew. "My | ady, we cannot take
that sword! It's iron! And so, too, is the belt lined with it!"

Boquillas sighed. "Details, details. Oh, very well." She withdrew the rest of
her spells fromhim then wal ked over to himand began playfully undoing the
belt. This is it! he thought.

Joe struck the sorceress with a strong bl ow, knocking her sensel ess hal f way
across the room then had Irving in his hand in nonents. M a—¥i ana—struggl ed
agai nst her magi cal bonds, still in force, but could not help him

Suddenly he was in the mdst of roaring, howing Bentar and was in a fierce
duel. In spite of their nunbers and ferocity, the Bentar did not press in,
facing the only thing that they were truly afraid of —iron

He pressed them back and got to the open door, but now they were between himand
Ma—Jiana. "I'Il be back!" he shouted and ducked out the door

Boquillas struggled to get up fromthe floor, feeling her jaw. "After him you
idiots!" she screamed. "I want himalive! Better to risk iron than ne later!"

Joe undid the swordbelt and let it drop. He was naked and exposed, with just
Irving in his hand, but it gave himtotal freedom of novenent. The bronze swords
of the Bentar had cut himin several places, but he was beyond feeling pain. He
tried to head up the stairway, hoping at least to get to the bodies, but the
stairwell was filled with troopers arned with swords, knives, nmces, and ot her
unpl easant stuff. He'd never nake it up through that nmob, damm it! He had to get
clear, wait until he could think

He bounded down the stairs, leaping the railings, and cane eventually to the
main entry hall. Al the forces he hadn't seen conming in seenmed to be flow ng
out fromall directions except the inner circle. Slash! Hack! Cut! Men and
Bentar screaned, linbs flew Although his body now bled froma hundred wounds,
he was still on the go. He nmade the circle corridor and started to run, but,
just past the first archway out to the crater, he faced a horde of nen charging
toward him Turning back, he saw the others coming down the hall in a full rush

He ducked back through the arch and down to the crater wal k.
Man! It was hot! Even the stones around the narrow wal kway burned his feet.

He started to run one way, then another, but soldiers of all kinds seened to be
poppi ng out or bl ocking just about every exit he could see! The only possible
exit was where those bl ank-eyed nonsters were watching tel evision, but he
couldn't get to that! He suddenly felt like Dorothy at the end of The Wzard of
Qz, trapped on the battlenents with great forces all around and no bucket of
water to throw.

Boqui | | as poked her head out of one of the upper tower wi ndows. "You can't win,
Joe! Those hunman sol diers there—see their |ances and bolts? Silver-coated, Joe!
I know the secret of your longevity! Gve it up! Gve one of themthe sword and
surrender! This time there is no way out! Who knows, you mi ght always escape
fromthe tower, right?"

"He took his eyes off the closing forces for a nonent and saw her up there, and
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suddenly fromthat tower wi ndow flew red and yell ow magic strings, aimed right
at him

He junped up on the side of the low crater wall, barely six inches thick, and
wat ched the spells hit right where he'd been and explode with a big puff of
smoke.

"Gve it up, Joe, and cone down fromthere!" Boquillas yelled to him "There is
no way out! There is no escape this tine!"

He | ooked at all the forces around him saw the silver tips, then saw that
Boqui | | as was readyi ng yet another bolt, while, behind him the heat and
terrible, alnmost choking sulfurous funes rose fromthe bubbling and churning
two-t housand- degree |lava far below, and realized that Marge had been right, but
that the Rules were often cruel

Holding Irving alnost like a javelin, he hurled it with full force into the mob
of soldiers, where it penetrated and speared two Bentar and one hunman sol dier
before it came to rest.

Then, as Boquillas' new spell |eft her hands, he took a deep breath, and junped
backward into the pit.

Not trusting his sudden horrible scream of anguish, cut off in midsound, they
all rushed to the edge of the pit and | ooked down.

There was not hing there. Nothing, and no one, except the bubbling, hissing Iava.

CHAPTER 1 3
THE END OF THE WORLD BLUES

No concl usion of an epic saga is conplete without a wi zard's battle.
—Fhe Books of Rules, XV, 397(a)

THE SMALL RING I N TI ANA' S NOSE SUDDENLY CRACKLED A BIT, and she felt an
irritating, slightly painful tingling there that soon passed.

Boqui |l l as stared out the window at the sight she'd just wi tnessed, unable really
to believe it. "He's dead," she nuttered, amazed to her core. "He really killed
hi nsel f."

"Noooo!" Tiana cried, even though she knew fromthe reaction in her nose ring
that it was true, and tears began fl owi ng down her face.

Boqui | | as sighed, turned away fromthe w ndow, and came back to Ti ana.
"Sonmehow, " the sorceress said, alnpbst to herself, "I never thought he was the
martyr type. Stupid! | would have nmade hima dem god."

"He'd al ready been a demigod," Tiana reninded her defiantly through her tears.
"And he hated it."

Boquil |l as sighed. "Well, when Plan A goes a little off, you have to inprovise a
bit." She reached out and touched the slave ring in Tiana' s nose in the sane
two-fingered manner Joe had used. "You're mne, now, and you're all I've got, so
you're going to have to do, ny dear. A bit of a letdown for ne, but a

consi derabl e come-up for you. He's gone, so you'll have to replace him Sane
script, just different parts, that's all. At least you won't blowit by killing
yourself, too. The little bit | just added there conpels obedi ence. You're ny
property now, all |egal and proper, and you cannot act against nmy interests."
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It killed Tiana to call Boquillas by any term of respect, but she had no choi ce.
"Then, M stress, you will restore nme to ny old body and rule as Joe?

"No, no. Joe had no magi cal powers. Never did. Were | inside him the whole
Council, with Ruddygore |eading the pack, couldn't give ne what | need, and that
cursed sword woul d never accept ne in any event, which would queer everything.
No, ny dear, it's obvious. | shall still become Tiana; nowit is you who wll
become Joe.™

"1? Joe? Mstress, it would be obscene!"”

Boquillas grinned. "I know. That's why | like it. At least you're easier to do.
That protective spell Sugasto gave you includes what | call a soul-puller
mechanism My own powers aren't up to creating one, but since he's kindly
provided one, it should be sinple. W'll still need Sugasto to conplete the
process with me, of course. Until he returns, you shall attend nme as ny sl ave
and not |eave ny side, and you shall begin telling nme those details | need to
know. And stop that confounded bl ubbering! You' re going to have to learn to be a
man, not a sw shy wi nmp!"

Ti ana obeyed, but she couldn't stop the tears. Joe was dead, and, no nmatter who
she was, she loved him Even now, knowi ng the truth, her menory fully restored,
she knew that she'd remain this way forever if she could only have hi m back

This wasn't the way things were supposed to work out, not at all. Joe was gone,
she was a hel pl ess captive of the powers of Darkness, the chief villain i mune

to harmor nalignant sorcery herself by virtue of tying her fate to the surviva
of the world. This just wasn't the way things were supposed to be.

But hadn't Joe been magnificent in that final fight! If |ove meant anything, if
sacrifice nmeant anything, and if evil could be that sloppy, there had to be sane
way, sonehow, to stop this foul plan.

"l don't believe it!"

Macore nodded sadly. "I saw it nyself, fromny perch in the tower room He went
out fighting like the greatest heroes of old, and when hundreds of them
surrounded him he got a bunch nore by hurling the sword and then junped in.
Even the villains will tell stories of that great fighter to their
grandchi | dren!"’

"I thought —sonmehow, this tine, | had that feeling, but | thought it would be
me," Marge said, feeling enpty inside and fighting back tears.

Nei t her Macore nor Marge were caught yet and there was a question as to whet her
or not anyone even suspected they were there. Everybody had gone after Joe and
M a, as Joe had predicted, should one side be exposed.

Macore had spent the better part of the day asl eep under one of the already
made-up beds in the royal tower; Marge had used her own resources to do the
sanme. Neither had abandoned his or her friends, although both felt as if they
had. When it was clear that the other two had been caught, they retreated to the
enpty part of the pal ace and decided that there was no chance of their doing
anything in the way of a rescue until nightfall. Macore had heard the conmption
and wound up with a wi ndowseat on the great fight and sacrifice. Marge had

al ready been out sonewhere and only now got the details.

"So what do we do now?" Macore asked her. "Joe's dead, which neans Ma's

ensl aved to sonebody, probably the Baron, and beyond being just plucked out.
We'd have to kill the Baron to free her now. There's nobody |eft now capabl e of
destroying the bodies, either. And, to top it all off, | can't get my gear back
because 1'd have to fight off dozens of enraged zomnbies!"
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"There's got to be sonething we can do for her," Marge told the little thief.
"I'f I know Boquillas, he's vanping right now, picking her brains to get all the
details he can. She still knows an awful | ot about pal ace routine, pal ace
personalities, and Tiana's own habits and quirks. Maybe enough." She started
thinking furiously. "Were's his sword?"

"Still out there in the center court. It seems to have a life of its own for
real. It won't let anybody pick it up. It's stuck partway into the rocks itself
and just won't budge."

"Excal i bur," she responded.
"Huh?"

"The Sword in the Stone—an old Earth | egend about another such sword. It won't
budge until it accepts a new owner, and that's the only one who' d have the right
and ability to pull it out.”

"Who woul d that be?"

"Beats me. Irving, maybe. Poor kid. If it's true, he's not only gonna be stuck
here with no dad, he's gonna wind up the great nercenary Irving with his great
sword Irving." She sighed. "Nornmally I'd think that was hunor; but under the
circunmstances, | don't feel all that funny."

"Neither do |I. They al nbst certainly know how we got in here now, so |I'mnot at
all sure how we get out,” the thief commented. "One thing's for sure—ae can't do
anything, not to help her, not to help ourselves, unless we have a lot nore
informati on. Even if we sonmehow get out of this, which | ooks unlikely, what's
the use, except tenporarily to save our own necks? If there's any information
that we could take with us, that would make at |east sonme of this trip

meani ngful . Ri ght now, the only thing we've got is bad news and worse news, and
one of those itenms is that the Baron was throwi ng spells right and left out that
wi ndow. "

"I's that the bad or the worse?" she asked. "Wait a mnute! I'mthinking!" She
snapped her fingers. "Maybe there is a way. Suppose there's sonme way for ne to
talk to Ma."

"So what? You're now the eneny, right? She couldn't do anything against the
Baron's interests, and that would include hel ping you. At |east she doesn't have
to volunteer information, or they'd be scouring this dunp for us now. "

Mar ge nodded. "Sure. But doing something against a nmaster's interest is a
knowi ng act. Suppose she didn't know she was giving us information?"

"How you gonna do that? Your mind-tricks work only on guys, right? And both the
Baron and Ma are girls."

"No, for short periods | can make anyone see ne as | wish, so long as |'mfenale

inthe illusion. Gherwise | wouldn't have been able to nove around on Earth,
| et al one nove around this place. You know that. | have no power over wonen,
it's true

but if she thought she were tal king to soneone el se, maybe unburdeni ng herself,
it mght work."

"Risky. If Boquillas has her powers back, it's not gonna fool himor her or,

what the hell, I'mgetting dizzy with all this!"

"You work on an exit," she told him "and stay close to here and out of sight so
I can find you again. I'mgoing to try sonething. It's better than just sitting
here."'
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It wasn't unusual to see the various fenal e slaves who serviced the place at any
point in the palace, day or night, and neither the human guards nor the Bentar
gave a particularly small, very young-looking slave the slightest notice as she
wal ked into the nagician's tower and scanpered up the stairs.

Boqui |l as had kept Ma close to her, but there were tines when the slave was
al one and miserable on the living quarters floor, told to wait while her
m stress went to tend to sonething or other.

The very young slave waited, pretending to clean sonmething in the hall, nmen went
over to Ma, who sat, |ooking mserable in one corner of a sitting parlor

"You are new here," the very young sl ave conmented. "Do not take it so hard.
After a while, you cone to accept things, and you find it isn't so bad."

M a | ooked up at her, her eyes still red, but all cried out at this point. "It
is for ne. | was not boma slave, but high, and the master whom | |oved and
served is now burned in the fire pit."

"Hi gh?"

She nodded. "I did not know nyself until today. It was hidden fromne. Once

was a mighty ruler, Queen to the one who is gone. Now | amless than you, for
amto become himin a nmad schene of my new mstress. Yet | would remain this way
forever if | could but bring himback."

I knew it! Marge thought triunphantly. She is Tianal

"That is very strange," Mrge responded. "You are to becone the nan who died
today? How is that, if he is dead and his body burned?"

"There i s another body above. Already ny m stress comuands nme respond only to
t he name of Joe."

Mar ge thought a nonent, hoping to plant a thought. "But if you are put in this
man' s body, you will no |longer be a slave."

"No. But | can do nothing or try nothing. To kill nmy mstress is to destroy the
wor | d. "

"What ? How?"

"I do not know. Sonehow, if she dies, the volcano goes off, nelts the horrible
pl ace out there, and unl eashes an evil worse than she."

"When will you becone hinP"
"Tonmorrow. When the Master of the Dead returns.”

Marge sighed. "I nmust go now. | would not Iike your mstress to find ne here and
know you have told anyone so nuch."

"Yes, thank you. It helps to talk about such things to one who is as powerl ess
as |, but I would not lIike you to suffer because of it."

Marge got up and qui ckly wal ked down the stairs again, hoping she could maintain

the slave illusion | ong enough-to get back in the clear.

So it was Tiana after all! That devil Ruddygore! Still, she stopped and | ooked
out at the volcanic pit. No matter what had caused it, or what fed and

mai ntained it, if it were for all intents and purposes no nore than a vol cano,

she could go down into it. The Kauri cleansed thenselves by lava swins in their
native forest. There was always the risk of iron in that soup, of course, but if
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it were nolten and liquid, and if she swam fast enough, it couldn't get in to
poi son her.

She made her way back up to Macore, who waited anxiously in the shadows of the
enpty room

"I'"ve got nore than enough! She was in such an enotional state | was able to
draw out precisely what we needed,'' she told the thief, proceeding to summari ze
the information.

Macore whistled. "Ckay, now we know. That's Tiana so we're still in business,
sort of."

"I thought you were only interested in your precious tapes."

"I am | am" he responded, irritated. "But if they have that kind of effect on
zonbies, any world ruled by these people will be a world where all tapes will be
forbidden. 1'll never get to see themagain!"

"Look," she told him "I'mgoing to go into that volcano and see just what sort
of trap is rigged down there. It's possible we may be able to pull off all of it
yet!"

She zooned out the wi ndow, went up at some speed, curved, and dove strai ght down
into the crater in front of the lava tree, even to Macore's trai ned eyes not hing
nmore than a reddi sh streak

She was down quite sone time, and he began to worry, but, eventually, the streak
rose again, then angled and darted into the wi ndow. She |ooked very excited.

"Macore! | think I've got it! It's a series of sinple, unstable spells that
woul d cause noderate expl osi ons around the edges of the |ava pool nearest the
Devastation. It wouldn't erupt as such, or | don't think so, but, rather, flow
out toward the frozen valley. It's certainly bush-league spell stuff; Boquillas
sure hasn't got all those powers back. Probably put there by sone sort of fairy
in her enploy or sonme denonic-type who still owes her. The spells, though, would
be inpossible for Sugasto to divine or reach without using the same sort of
stuff, and he can't take the chance that the act of doing just that wouldn't set
it off—and it might! It's held to Boquillas by sone very fragile magica

threads. Break the threads, boom "

"So where's that get us? Can you defuse it?"

"If 1 knew what | was doing, | could, but the only people around here likely to
have the know edge woul dn't be nuch better to deal with as wi nners than
Boquillas. There's a flaw, though, because of its prinmtiveness. If Boquillas
were to fall into that pit, the strings would not detach, they'd sinply becone
enbedded in the new rock. Later on, sonebody with better notives could get sone
fairy, immune to it like ne, to go down there with exact directions and untie
the dammed thing."

"Great. So all we have to do is to get Boquillas to stroll out there, where it's
hot enough to burn your feet, and sonehow ward off any spells she m ght throw,
and push her in. Easy."

"Save the sarcasm Now, |ook. The only way Boquillas can possibly pull this off
is to convince Tiana, who will be Joe, that she's Joe and that Boquillas is
really Tiana. Get it?"

"No. | got as far as Tiana as Joe, then ny head started spinning."

"That sorcerous hypnosis, |ike what Ruddygore used, won't be possible. The
magi ci ans of Marquewood would read it in a nonent. You can't have a denideity
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under an enchantnment. Not right away. That neans sone kind of |ove potion. One
that' |l make her so giddy that she'll buy any kind of irrationality her
so-called true | ove sells."

" Goo"
"So we let themgo through with it. Al the way. But when Ti's in Joe's old
body, she'll be a man. She might not feel totally at home, but her were
experiences will have her adjust pretty quickly, like it or not. Macore, take it

fromne: there isn't a love potion ever nmade, or a |love spell ever woven, that a
Kauri can't manipulate, if the one who has it is a human nortal male. And if |
can get through, then it's Ti's job to take a stroll with her |Iove to see the
lava tree. If Ti really loved Joe as much as | think she did, then we're gonna
drive a Texas-sized truck through Esmlio Boquillas!"

"Uh—yeah. 1'Il take that. Sure," the little thief nuttered. "And all that'l
| eave us with is Sugasto, currently one of the npbst powerful sorcerers in the
wor | d. "

"Don't be such a grunp! One thing at a time, dam it! Right now we just have to
keep out of sight and undi scovered until tonorrow night."

"Don't they | ook nice? |I've been putting themthrough exercises regularly and
they are in tiptop shape."

"Yes, Mstress." Tiana | ooked at the two figures standing there in naked

spl endor before them There she was—her body, just as it had al ways been. And
there, too, was the Joe she'd met and | oved, or the shell of him Her heart
ached just to see the shell.

A tall man dressed all in black robes entered and saw them Boquillas turned and
shout ed, "Suggy! Baby!"

The Master of the Dead was in a foul nmobod and having none of it. "A bit sloppy
as usual with that business, aren't you, Boquillas? And what the hell is that
with all my zonbies shorted out by that—that abom nation!"

"Ch, cal mdown. W' ve got Tiana and we've got nme and you, so nothing's really
changed. By spring, Joe and Tiana will still be perfect to the |last detail. As
for the zonbies—well, | didn't cause it! | figured that, once you got here, you
could figure out howto shut it off."

"I''"l'l blast those nmachines to the bottomopst pits of Hell from whence they
obvi ously cane," he grow ed.

"Suggy! You have to stop worrying over uninportant things! After all, | |ook at
the slave and what do | find but your own signature spell on her! You had them
both in your hand! According to her, you had themto lunch!. And then you handed
them saf e conduct and patted them on the head and sent themon their way! None
of this would have happened if you'd just fingered themthen and there!"

"I't's that damed hair-shearing," Sugasto grunbled. "Makes her | ook like a
ten-year-old boy. Besides, who would have i magi ned that sonebody that highborn
could be reduced to this—and by her own people! As for the nan, well, the beard
threw ne. You said he couldn't grow one!"

"And you, who can grow nustaches on tonmatoes with a wave of your finger, got
taken by a beard! Well, never nmind. W can bl ame each other for our errors or we
can say the hell with it and resolve to make no nore. There is too nuch at stake
for us to fall out now "
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The Master of the Dead cal mned down, seeing her logic. "All right. So when do you
want to do this?"

She shrugged. "No tine like the present. W may as well start in. It will take a
fair amount of time before everything is nailed down straight, you know. "

"Well, all right. Wiat do you want ne to do with the bodies? | can't get the
slave ring out of that one, you know, and, as for yours, it would be al nost
wasted as a zonbie."

"Ch, preserve them by all neans. Particularly mne. It can be a zonbie for the
duration, until and unless we find sonmeone suitable to stick init. |I've grown
rather fond of it. As for the other ..." She went over to Sugasto, who bent down
slightly as she whispered, "There will come a tine when we won't need her
anynmore. Then you can nove into Joe, and she can return to what she is and serve
us."

Sugasto nodded. "I like it. Very well." He pointed to the body of the tall
muscul ar worman. "You! Come here!"

The body of Tiana the dem goddess noved, shuffling a bit, woodenly, nore like a
puppet than a real person, and stood, blankly staring, beside Boquillas.

"It's a good thing the sound of that crap in the courtyard doesn't reach up here
or we'd have them down there, too!"

"Ch, | thought of that immediately,"” Boquillas told him "That's why |I put a
cone of silence on this chanber.”

Ti ana watched with horror as the Master of the Dead stood facing both wonen's
bodi es, and pl aced one hand on Boquillas' head, the other, with a reach, on her
old, original head. It hurt to see that body as nmuch as it hurt to see Joe's; to
be this close, to be in the sane room only a few feet away, with someone with
the nmeans to put her back, and know that she might as well have been on the
noon.

There was no sound, no mmgi cal pyrotechnics, no sensation at all, yet, suddenly,
Mahal o McMahon's ol d body stiffened and the eyes gl azed over, while, at the sane
time, the body of Tiana seened to be filling up with Iife, aninmation, and
nmot i on.

It had taken Sugasto no nore than thirty or forty seconds. No incantations, no
not hi ng. That, perhaps, was the scariest thing of all

At the same nonent the Tiana body canme fully to life, intelligence flooding the
eyes and the novenents becom ng natural, the real Tiana felt her nose ring
crackl e once nore. The body whose code the ring, had borne, McMahon's body, was
now technically dead. Suddenly, she realized, for just a fleeting nonent, she
wasn't anyone's property at all

Wth a kick fromher runner's legs and a | eap fromher dancer's skills, Tiana
made the doorway al nost as her old body shouted, "Stop her, you idiot!"

Sugasto whirled. Even though Tiana was already out of sight, he did not give
chase. Instead, he sinply raised his right hand, cupping it slightly, then
pulled it back, as if grabbing a ball and pulling it toward him

In the hall, Tiana suddenly stopped dead in her tracks, suffering trenmendous
vertigo. Then, slowy, she felt as if she were rising, going up, out and away
fromher body, then floating back down the hall. Yes, she could see her body!

See it just standing there!

The pull continued, and she went right through the stone wall and back into the
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sorcerer's room Sugasto smled, hand now toward her, and she felt herself

nmovi ng, being guided by an unseen but irresistible force. Now she sawit! Joe's
body, standing there, wooden, lifeless yet alive! Something was draw ng her
toward it, and it was swallowi ng her, merging with her

She st aggered, blinked, and shook her head which seemed full of cobwebs. She
felt. . . different. Strange

Sugast o chuckl ed. "You see, Boquillas? | wasn't the total fool when | first net
them She's al ways been nine any time | wanted her."

"What =" Ti ana nmanaged, but the voice sounded | ow, deep, and hollow, alien to
her. "You—you put nme in Joe's body!" She didn't want to be in Joe's body-she
wanted Joe in there.

"And in there you'll stay, until | say otherw se,"” the sorcerer told the new
man. "And, remenber, | can pull you out again at any nmonment, no nmatter where in
Husaquahr you mi ght be. And even as a soul, | can hold you and cause you

uni magi nabl e torment. Don't even think of moving until | tell you. You just saw

what | can do!" He turned to the new Tiana. "You want to bind himtenporarily
with spells, or should | do it?"

"Eventual ly, yes," she told him "W want himan objective critic of ne and very
well trained by the time we slip himthe potions. Unh! This is such a different
body! | think I"'mtaller, perhaps |larger, than | was when | was a nman! |n heels,
I'd be taller than he is!"

"So, what do you want to do, other than explore your new self?" the sorcerer
asked her. "And, | assune, donning one of the outfits we had the slaves nake

up. "

Boquillas turned to the new man. "All right—Joe. For the nonment, we have to have
an understanding. |'ve just thrown a spell on you, and | won't be carel ess
enough again to renove it. You can nove, you can wal k and talk and get used to
that body. But you cannot harm nme, and you cannot harm anyone el se, not even
yoursel f. You could even make |l ove to me, but you cannot harmnme."

"I woul d sooner nmake love to a horse,"” he responded. "It would be obscene to
make | ove to you. Incestuous. It would be like nmaking |ove to nyself."

"That will pass,” Boquillas assured him "Over time, the Rules will settle. You
may al ways wi sh you were ne, but you'll be you, as you are, and you'll operate
normal ly like that, even naturally, as you becanme a dancer and a slave. And |
too, will assune the Rules regarding the blood royal, wth which, of course,
was al ready confortable, having been born intoit."

"Why go through all that?" Sugasto grunmbled. "Wy not just stick a good hypnotic
spell on himright now and be done with it?"

"Patience! Patience! Dear Suggy!" She had a good four or five inches in height
on himnow, and it felt rather neat. "For one thing, at this nonment, and for the
first tinme outside that puny body, we have a relatively 'clean' Tiana in that
body, unsullied by any spells other than the one | just put on and can thus
factor out. | want to see how it noves, howit talks, howit thinks. The words
he chooses, the manner of nanaging a | arge, nuscul ar body. Those things wll
fade after a while as the old male nercenary prince pattern re-energes and takes
command. True, | could make himthink he's Joe now and be a fair critic, but
there are things even we are not aware of in our novenents and actions. Little
things. The mmjor stuff can come later. There's no rush. But this education is
pricel ess.™

"Way didn't you just put her in that body of yours, then, and observe?" Sugasto
asked her. "Then you'd have an exact nodel."
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"True, true, and | considered it, but | know the Rules all too well. Put her
back in here and everything would return full alnmost imediately. Symretry woul d
be restored. | don't know her capabilities yet, and | won't risk |losing our only
other original. | can't explain it, but something just told nme that if | put her
in this body things would go wong. Call it—wonen's intuition."

Sugast o shrugged. "I never understood wormen and | doubt if you do, either, for
all your playacting at being one. But, as one with the Power nyself, |'ve also

| earned that you don't easily ignore such feelings. Very well. But if anything
happens to him anything, I'll stick you in that damed sl ave body there, and
you'll lick my feet and kiss ny ass for a thousand years!" Wth that, he stal ked
out.

"He's always so cross when he's tired," Boquillas commented, seeningly
unconcer ned.

"I't sounds to ne as if you have to take as nuch care of ne as you do of
yoursel f,"'" Tiana not ed. "Your death threat against the world does not nean
much if you are still alive, but in that body."

"Anyt hi ng worthwhile involves risk. My! But you' re the swi shiest barbarian |'ve
ever seen! Come, we should dress before doing much else, and |I'm starved. W
don't feed these bodies right." She wal ked out, and suddenly Ti ana al nost jerked
forward, as if on a chain, and had to double-tine it to catch up

"Anot her of your ideas?" he asked.

"Just a part of the spell, dear. W're such a devoted couple now that we can't
even bear to |let each other out of our sight.”

"That is going to be a lot of fun in the ladies' room" Tiana conmented, and
Boqui |l | as | aughed a very un-Ti ana | augh.

They were passing the inside tower w ndows; outside, the inner courtyard gl owed
with the ever-present fire of the liquid rock. Ch Joe! Joe! I'd join you now, if
I could, and end this eternal torture!

And sonewhere, deep within her mind, cane a voice, a thought, that she wasn't
certain was hers or from sone other, perhaps supernatural, origin.

"Bring her to ny dying place,'' it said. "Bring her there and it will end.”

Even conpared to abject slavery, it was the worst evening Tiana ever spent. Wth
Joe gone, nothing seenmed to nmean nmuch anynore, but she mi ght have been able to
learn to live with it, sooner or later, if not for the fact that she was now in
Joe's remmi ning body and alnost unbilically attached to the body of her birth
and the one in which she craved to |ive again.

Boquillas had dressed fit to kill, with about everything in the femi nine arsena
of Husaquahr, including makeup, jewelry, and heels, which she negotiated quite
wel |, but which nade her tower over everyone el se and even sonewhat dominate his
own | arge body. He had been given a rather deluxe |oincloth, some sandals, and,
nmost painfully of all, Joe's swordbelt and scabbard, minus the sword. It didn't
really matter; the spell prevented himfromusing the sword anyway, although he
had to wonder. That sword always had a curious fairylike life of its own, as if
it were sone sort of creature that fed upon those it killed. Joe had often
spoken as if he had no control over it and that when it was in his hand, he
seenmed a nmere observer.

Ti ana had to wonder if the sword would respond to himin this body. If it did,
would it be bound by this spell? O, in fact, was that a nmoot point? Suppose he
could kill Boquillas with the sword. What then? The vol cano bl ows, the battle
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resunes, and that's it.

It woul d present one hell of a noral dilemma. Risk the destruction of the world
or at best its enslavenent by powers froma forgotten age; or allow Esnmilio
Boquillas to paint Tiana, not Boquillas, as the tyrant goddess?

And then, again, could he do it? Could he, in effect, destroy his own body?

He didn't particularly like being a man. Ch, there was nothing horrible about

it, but it wasn't as nmuch fun. It didn't feel right, and nmen carried such
different nmental baggage, such different interests and outl ooks. He'd been a nan
during one of the early were episodes, just to see what it was like, and
definitely decided that, at least for Tiana, girls had nore fun. Hell, just |ook
at how boring he dressed!

D nner was a rather unconfortable affair, with Boquillas constantly twitting him
and maki ng comments about the Tiana body as well, but the food was dammed good.
One of the serving slaves, who mght or mght not have been the one fromthe
previ ous day who had |listened so kindly, poured the wi ne and whi spered in his
ear, "Get her to the pit. If she dies there, we can stop the action."

Tiana stiffened. So he wasn't crazy. \Wo, then, was behind this?

Wth a start he realized that it had to be Marge. No nention had been made of
either Marge or Macore since their capture, and it was another of Boquillas

| apses not to have asked about it when, as a slave, Tiana would have had to
tell

Marge was a Kauri. The goddess of Kauris, she'd said, lived in a volcano! In a
vol cano! O course!

"Uh—Fi ana?" The nane stuck in his nmouth and was hard to get out.

"Yes, Joe, darling?"

"Could I —ould we—after eating, | mean—go down there for just a mnute? | would
like, just once, while | amstill thinking straight, to see where he died."
Boqui | | as thought about it. "It wouldn't do any good, you know. You cannot do

yoursel f any harm"
"No tricks. We were together a very long time, though."
"Hmm . . . If | did, would you lie with me tonight? Wuld you lie there and

pretend that you are Joe and that | amTiana? Do it with ne and make nme believe
it?"

"I+ don't knowif I could. | can try."
"A'l right, let's try. If I'mpleased, we'll go down in the norning. If not,
well, then, we'll see, won't we?"

"No. Let ne at |east say good-bye to himbefore I can do any thing new "

Boqui | | as gave that wicked smle. "Joe, darling, we've got to start training you
properly. In all cases, fromhow on, what | want cones first. There are no
exceptions."

"Al'l right," he sighed. "But bring ne nuch stronger drink than this! I'll need
quite a lot to forget who and what | was and who and what you are!"

It was fortunate that hangover cures were easier for witches than even | ove
poti ons, because he needed one badly the next norning. He'd gotten hinmself so
sl oshed he could hardly remenber the night, and he knew he didn't want to
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renenber any nore than he did.

Still, Boquillas seened in very high spirits. "Cone, ny |love, now that your head
is clear and your stomach is settled, we will go down and honor your request."”

It was startling to see how Boquillas had changed just between night and
nmorning. He hadn't had a truly accurate idea of how he | ooked and acted as

Ti ana—who di d have that kind of self-inmage?—but the sorcerer's | ook and manner
were far | ess exaggerated and nore natural, the sort of way the original Tiana
woul d do sonething, and her speech was changing as well, taking on nore of

Ti ana's own speech patterns and even gaining a hint of the accent acquired by
spending so nmuch tinme growing up on Earth. Was he really that revealing, in
spite of efforts to hide it, or was Boquillas really that good?

"I'"d intended to go down there today, anyway," she told him "The enpty scabbard
nmust be addressed, and we have an acid test to nake while you are stil
rel atively unencunbered. Cone."

They wal ked down the stairs, across the |obby area, and into the left courtyard
ring. At the first arch they went through, with himpreceding her, and then down
the steps to the narrow wal kway around the boiling pit.

Bot h of them stopped suddenly at the sounds of Glligan's Island and stared at
that second level. "Hasn't Sugasto blown that thing to smthereens yet?"
Boquillas said, irritated.

"Perhaps he's experinenting, nowthat he's got the situation," Tiana suggested.
"I would say he is probably quite concerned that sonething exists that can
negate his best spell.”

"You may be right. If he goes on too long, though, | will want to trigger this
vol cano just to stop that noronic nonsense."

They wal ked around to al nost the very spot where Joe had stood on the wall,
taking on all coners. About twenty feet away, the sword Irving still stuck out
hal fway in bl ood-stained rock, although sonmeone had at |east cut free and haul ed
away the inpal ed bodies during the night.

Ti ana went over and | ooked down at the bubbling mass. It |ooked |ike cooking
puddi ng or an asphalt m xer and snelled of rotten eggs and worse. Only cl ever
desi gn kept that odor from perneating the pal ace—Apst of the tine.

Joe's body was part of that now, burned, nelted, to become one with the rock,
the fluids boiled away in a flash.

He turned away, feeling sick

"Listen," Boquillas said, "what is done is done. You are Joe now. You are al
that is left of him | did not want himdead, renenber. W should never have
been standing here like this, now. Cooperate with me. Beconme Joe willingly and
accept me as | am Help ne to pull this off. You saw Sugasto's horrid vision
all those soull ess bodies, shaved and nutil ated sl aves, police-state brutality.
I don't want that. | would not want to be the goddess of a world |like that. W
need not be |lovers, but we do not have to be enemes.’

"Empty talk, enpty prom ses,"” he responded. "Your slick tongue and fast nind
have gotten you through everything, yet you still stand here, short of your
anbitions. Against your talk, there is the certainty that Joe, the real Joe,
junped fromhere into that, rather than aid you. | cannot stop you from using
me, fromusing magic, potions, whatever. But | can never surrender wllingly,
for to do that would be to spit on Joe's grave and call his sacrifice a lie.
woul d never do that. | could not."
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She sighed. "Then we do it the hard way. In the end, it does not matter. It just
means that instead of enjoying the benefits of being consort to a god, you will
i nstead wi nd up sooner or later cleaning her toilets."

"There is no dishonor in being a slave,"” he said softly. "It is necessary work."

H gh above, fromthe w ndow of the enpty room Macore and Marge | ooked down on
the pair, and the little thief frowned. "You think you can get her in there?"

"I'f she'd just lean a little nore against that lowwall | bet | could deliver a
sudden, flying kick.'

"Yeah, fromthe front. She'll see you and stop you with a spell."
"It's arisk | have to take. There is no other way."

Macore | ooked out, gasped, and suddenly grabbed Marge's arm "Look! Maybe there
isl"

Marge stared down at the scene and gasped herself. The pair stood there on the
wal k, facing away fromthe pit, and could not see it.

Slowy, carefully, but absolutely, a great golden linb of the |ava tree was

nmovi ng, alnost |ike an excruciatingly slow tentacle, extending with every little
nmovenent. A new branch sprang out at its tip and seened, as they watched, to
grow snmal | er branches, alnost |ike ..

"Li ke a hand," Marge breat hed.

"But it's too short and too slow" Macore said. "There's no way it can reach her
bef ore they nove!"

"Maybe, maybe," she breathed. "Oh, renenber it's iron!"

Down on the courtyard, Boquillas sighed. "Well, try and get the sword, anyway.
You cannot use it on ne, and even if it tries on its own, | can nunb your armin
plenty of tine. Go ahead-call it. Call it the way he used to call it."

"Al'l right, "Tiana said wearily. Even if the sword responded, even if it flewto

his hand, could he in fact will it to cut off the neck of his birth body?
The "hand'' on the lava tree turned, lining up perfectly. There was the sword in
the rock, then Tiana's stately body, then the "hand," all in a row Just a tiny

fraction nmore to the left.

Tiana held out his hand. "lrving! To nme!" he call ed.

The sword remmined in the rock

"Irving! To nme!" he tried again, and again the sword stayed put.

And then cane a soft, sexy, deep female voice, as if froma great distance, and
echoing all up and down the pit. "lIrving! To nme! "it said.

Boquillas, startled, turned slightly to her right and said, "Wa—=2"

The sword flew fromthe rock like a rocket, striking Boquillas with trenmendous
force right in the chest, bowing her over on its unstoppable way to the |inb.
She was knocked back against the wall, stunned, and for a nonent seened to
totter, but not fall back.

The sword struck the handlike end of the Iinb, crackling when it touched, but
the linmb pushed back with trenendous force, directing the sword, blade first,
exactly back in the direction fromwhich it had cone at the nonent Boquill as
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tried to straighten up. The great sword struck and penetrated right bel ow the
neck, knocking her slightly forward.

At that noment, Tiana suddenly felt all constraints lifted and acted al npost
wi t hout thinking, the enotions at Joe's loss and the hatred for Boquillas
overwhel mi ng any and all other thoughts but one.

"I will never fail you, Master.

Wth enornous strength, he seized the screaning Boquillas, lifted up that huge
femal e body, and tossed it into the pit bel ow

"Yi ppee!" Macore cried fromthe w ndow.

"Son of a bitch!" Marge swore. "I think she tore one of the strings |oose on the
way down! | gotta fly!'' She | eaped out, then down directly into the |ava.

Ti ana stood there, |ooking down at that sanme |ava, and began shaking |ike a
| eaf, and then started to cry.

Macore suddenly felt the whole building start to shake a bit, and things began
danci ng around of their own accord. Good grief! he thought, suddenly pani cking.
Eart hquake! | gotta get out in the open! Comi on, WMarge!

Ti ana was suddenly aware of the shaking as well, and | ooked around curiously,
drai ned of enotion. Boquillas was dead. Really dead. And now soneone el se woul d
i nherit Husaquahr as a result.

He | ooked back down at the |ava pool, oblivious of the shaking, oblivious of the
cornices beginning to crack, of the crash as television, VCR and stacks of
vi deot apes went flying, |eaving packs of suddenly enraged zonbi es | oose.

The lava level was falling in the crater!

Ti ana was still confused, stunned, and somewhat in shock by what had happened.
Had the sword flown and killed Boquillas? Wat was that woman's voi ce? Marge?
What had they rigged up?

It no longer nattered. Cearly, no nmatter what el se happened, nothing was goi ng
to matter for anybody in this palace before long, and that included him Gddly,
that didn't disturb him but he was seized with a sudden urge to see just what
was happeni ng out at the Devastation, and just what would enmerge fromthat
horri bl e pl ace.

Just as suddenly as it had begun, the earthquake stopped. He turned again and
saw, or thought he saw, the lava level stabilizing. Not really rising—+t had
|l ost a good fifteen or twenty feet—but it no | onger seened to be draining out.

Mar ge canme shooting out of it, then |anded on the wall. "Close call!" she
excl ai med, sounding winded. "I got it tied off, but not before one tube fl ooded
and blew. I'mnot sure what's gonna happen, but | think the majority of themare
still in the deep freeze. No guarantees about the closest point, though."

He | ooked at her, shaking his head. "Marge, | think we better get away from here
anyway. Now that it's stopped shaking, Sugasto is going to be fit to be tied."

"Whoops! Forgot about him Head for the royal side. Pick up a weapon if you can
Meet you on the garden porch!"

Ti ana nodded. "At least we don't have to listen to Glligan's |Island anynore!"
"Yeah. Poor Macore. Watch out for the zonbies!" And she was off.

He | ooked around, then nade a run for the far stairs. There was pandenoni um al
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over the place, and things were still falling and crumbling fromthe
after-effects of the quake. Soldiers, Ben-tar, everybody was running all over
the place, and nobody was paying the |east bit of attention to him

He | ooked back briefly across the center courtyard and saw why everybody was
going his way. The topnost part of the main tower was cracked cl ean through, and
seened al nbst to be | eaning precipitously. Even the gargoyles were leaving their
perches there, flying around aimessly and screechi ng obscenities.

He didn't see Marge on the porch, but the whole place was a nob scene as it was,
and he couldn't blane her. At the noment, it was everybody for himor her or
itself, and the safest place to be was out there, on the ice.

Suddenly there was the sound of doom |like horrible druns fromthe depths of the
earth, beating an awful tinme. It seenmed not to be conming fromthe Devastation
whi ch now had its own jet of furious steam but from behind, fromthe direction
away fromthe battlefield. Kicking away sone pani cky people, Tiana clinbed up on
the wall and | ooked out, trying to see what was making the eerie, rhythnic
sounds. And when he did see, he knew indeed that this was all sone horrible
nightmare, that he'd gone totally and conpl etely insane.

Ei ther that, or a Danish naval coast guard icebreaker was coning toward the
pal ace, propelled by the furious slashing of massive oars sticking out of holes
cut in the hull.

"I't's Ruddygore!'' Marge shouted in the air above Tiana wi th undisguised gl ee.

Sure enough, there was the huge sorcerer, resplendent in his Gand Master's
robes, sitting in sonething |ike a throne right at the bow

The ship stopped, and the entire thronelike chair rose into the air and
deposited itself, and the sorcerer, gently onto the ice.

Thr ocknorton P. Ruddygore | ooked over at the snoking area of the Devastation and
muttered, "Oh, ny! This might well be ugly!'' Then he got up and began wal ki ng
regally over the snow and ice toward the black island and its pal ace.

The fleeing castle personnel, whether human, Bentar, or sonething else, soldier
and slave alike, gave way before him keeping a fearful distance. Tiana suddenly
found hinself alone atop the wall

Ruddygore spotted him "Hello! \Were's Sugasto?"

"Haven't seen himsince last night," Tiana called back

"Ruddygore!" Marge screaned, practically flying into himand bow ing himover
"Late, as usual!"

"Not at all," the sorcerer replied. "Until either the bodies were destroyed or
Boquill as died, or both, I was powerless to alter events. Even | couldn't do
themin, you see. But now, now that the Baron is ashes, it's no | onger your
business to close this affair, but mne. Mne—and Sugasto's."

"He's the new young gun, Pard," she responded. "You think you can take hin®"

Ruddygore al ways | ooked to her |ike Santa Cl aus, but the expression on his face
now was anything but cheery or nerry. It was the kind of |ook that froze brave
men, and sent everyone running.

"There's only one way to find out," he said softly. "The Baron is dead. The
Council will back only one of us now"

He wal ked up the black slope and into the garden area. As he reached it, an ido
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like a great hooded cobra suddenly wiggled, as if corning to |ife, and hissed
at him

He hissed back at it, and it was engulfed in fire.

" Sugast o! he called in his boom ng voice, the call echoing throughout the
conpl ex. "Sugasto! Cone! It is finally our tine!"'’'

"Over here, fat man!" cane a response, and they all |ooked and saw the Master of
the Dead in his full black robes, standing on the far side of the porch

"What say we neet on the ice?'' Ruddygore suggested calmy. "Less chance of
debris and nore open space. Besides, we mght have to tend to a bit of other
busi ness over there before we square off."

Sugasto nodded. "The ice it is. But | fear nothing coming fromthat pit. The
horrors frozen there fought ny sort of fight.'

Marge felt exhausted, but she wasn't about to miss this. As the assenbl ed

sol diers and staff stepped back to watch, form ng al nost an audi ence, Tiana got
down from his perch and wal ked up to Marge, now standing at the other end of the
porch | ooking out at the ice.

"What are they going to do?" he asked the Kauri

"Wzard's battle," she responded. "It's required by the Rules, | think, anyway,
to end this sort of stuff."

"He will win, will he not? Ruddygore, | nean."

She shook her head. "I dunno. | keep |ooking at that steam over there. You can't
see it—yet. But magical strings are form ng shapes behind that mst, ugly
shapes. And Ruddygore | acks the killer instinct. Renenber Boquillas."

Bet ween the wall of steam and the pal ace island was the broad expanse of ice.
Now the two figures, both |ooking rather small against its plain backdrop, faced
each other at a distance of about thirty feet, like two gunfighters in sone

bl eak frontier showdown.

"I didn't teach you everything, Sugasto," Ruddygore noted.

"All that time in the nadness of the djinn where you sent ne wasn't wasted,
either, old man," the Master of the Dead responded. "As you have already seen."

"Your zonbies are of little use to you now," the big man said. "And you'll not
find ny soul so easy to pluck."

Sugasto's hand went up, and an enornmous ball of the blackest magic flew toward
Ruddygore. Ruddygore responded with a massive, alnost blinding flash of |ight
that banished it.

"l saw that!" Ti ana excl ai ned

"They're just warnming up, feeling each other out,"” Marge told him "I'mnore

worri ed about sonething else. | just figured out why Sugasto was so pl eased to
have this fight where it is. Every time they hurl sonething, either one, nore
power builds behind the mist, nore incredible magic rushes in and solidifies."

Now both sorcerers |let |oose huge spells that net in the niddle, and the entire
area between them was awash in color, like a giant, jagged splotch of

varicol ored paints, the colors nixing and swirling and oozi ng around, form ng
shapes. Fierce, lion-like things, and things |like some horrible nightnare of
bears, agai nst denonic shapes, ugly, serpentine, and gargoylelike, all roaring
their fury and going at each other as the two nmen, |ike puppeteers, kept noving
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their hands and arnms in fantastic, gyrating notions.
"I wonder what it seens like to then?" Tiana breathed

Upon a vast plain of crackling, multicol ored energy, the two protagonists stood
not as people but as thoughts or expressions, each with his own distinctive
colors. Thrust, parry, thrust again, done with the speed of thought, and with
any of the weapons the imagination could supply; this was the plane of the

wi zard's battle.

"The djinn prepares you well for this, old nan," Sugasto taunted. "Planes of
madness, without rules, without form until you give it thus."

An enor nous denoni ¢ nonster materialized, pouncing with a horrible roar upon
Ruddygore. The big man becane a nmassive nouth, all teeth and gullet, swallow ng
the creature and not resisting a very |large burp!

"True, my boy, but I've been there since | ast you were!" Ruddygore responded.

Massi ve energy, all blues and greens and bright orange for strength, flashed out
fromthe big man and took form a great squidlike horror whose tentacles reached
out and threatened to grab the brilliant will-0o'-the-wi sp that was Sugasto.

The man in black becane a giant, whirling blade, cutting the tentacles like
sal ani, stacking themup in uneven piles.

"You're every bit as good as the potential | saw in you when you were just a
| ad," Ruddygore noted. "You still |ack imagination, though."

"I'magi nation! Fine talk froma man who plays the ganme so incessantly that he has
forgotten why the gane is played at all!’

"You never understood, Sugasto, and that was your tragedy," the big man
responded. "The lust for power, the god conplex, has consuned you. You would be
a god or the devil hinmself, yet those are the worst jobs in all Creation, for
they are the loneliest. Let us stop this childish playing, Sugasto. Let ne show
you your victory! Let me give you your vision of the new world!"

There was bl ackness, bl ackness all around, and the man in black was falling,
falling down an endl ess hole. There was no top, no bottom no sides, only

bl ackness, falling forever. There was no one to catch him no one to save him
no one even to synpathize. He was utterly, conpletely alone, falling forever.

No! There were others around him Al nost in terror, he reached out for them
drew themto himwith his mghty power. Yes! Lots of people! They whirled with
him falling in the darkness, and he could see them nmillions of them nen,
worren, children, all with glazed eyes and vacant stares, all w thout m nds,

wi t hout soul s.

Sugast o screaned.

From the porch, Marge pointed to the figure of the man in black. "He's
staggering! He's down! Way to go, Ruddygore!"

But at the nonent of victory, there canme an om nous runbling fromthe stil
steanm ng edge of the Devastation. Suddenly, the ice trenbled, and huge fissures
opened, conming outward in the direction of both sorcerers, the crack com ng

bet ween t hem

It was so unexpected that Ruddygore was knocked off his feet and off his
concentration, allowi ng a weakened Sugasto sone breathi ng room

And then, suddenly, rising fromthe ice between the two wi zards, energed a
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monstrous head, with huge, glaring eyes, nostrils that snorted snoke and fire,
and fangs dripping with the ichor of doom Dragonlike, it was nore than a
dragon, it was the horrible face of all that was feared in dragons.

A second opening, then a second head, even nore frightening and hi deous than the
first, appeared, snorted, and | ooked around. Now, yet a third appeared, and a
smal |l part of the body as well, showing the nonster, fully thirty feet high, its
three heads taking in the scene, looking as if it could devour themall. The
castle crowd, once an audi ence, began running over the ice, away fromthe

t hree- headed ni ghtmare fromthe Devastation, but the sorcerers could not run

Sugasto | ooked up and saw it, and smiled evilly. Getting to his feet as best he

coul d, he pointed to Ruddygore who was still down, but struggling to get up
"Creature of evil fromtines past, | charge thee destroy in the nane of our sane
mast er whose reign fromHell is secure. Devour himwho would stop our master's

plan!'" the man in black intoned, pointing at Ruddygore.

For a monent all three heads | ooked slightly puzzled, although they appeared to
have understood; then, suddenly, |ong necks turned as one toward Ruddygore, just
getting to his feet, and three sets of horrible, gaping jaws whose fangs were

| arger than the white-bearded sorcerer, came down for him

CHAPTER 14
SWAN SONG FOR HERCES

That is not dead

which can eternal |ie;

And in strange eons,

even death may die.

—The Necrononm con of Abdul Al hazred

SERPENTI NE HEADS FROM THE THREE- HEADED GORGON LOOMED ni ght mari shly over the
suddenly very small, frail figure of Ruddygore. One of the heads licked its
chops with a horrendous forked tongue and made to go down for the figure.
Suddenly, it stopped, its eyes w de.

"Way, it can't be!" the left head exclained. It swooped down and exani ned
Ruddygore alnost like a specinmen in a jar. The right head foll owed.

"It is! It is!" the right head cried. "Look! It's young Mil och, all grown up and
becone a real sorcerer!"

"No!" the mi ddl e head exclaimed. "And yet—yes, you just nmight be right!"

The heads jerked around in rare unison until three sets of flamng, flaring
nostrils were right in front of Ruddygore as he struggled to his feet.

"Hel l o, boys!" he managed. "Good to see you! It's Ruddy-gore these days."

Sugast o stood, w de-eyed, unable to conprehend what he was seeing. "Destroy hin
Eat him" he screaned

"Who's that boorish little prick?" the left head roared.
"He's very loud,"” the center head not ed.
"And nost uncivil," the right head chined in.

"An old student of mne who got anbitious," Ruddygore told it or them "The sort
who wonders too early why he should be taking | essons froman old fart when he
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knows, or thinks he knows, nore than his teacher."
"Can we eat hinP" the right head asked.
"Qooh! Let's!'' the left head responded.

The center head | ooked at Ruddygore, who turned up his arns in an exaggerated
"l -don't-care" shrug.

"All right, lads! At him then!" the center head cried.

Sugasto unfroze and started running for the palace and solid ground.
"Ch, what fun!"' the left head said.

"Yes, it's always much more fun when they run!" the right agreed.

Sugasto nade it to the black, warmearth and scranbl ed up, the gorgon not far
behind him He reached the top not far from Marge and Ti ana, and suddenly froze
agai n.

Legi ons of bl ank-eyed zonbi es bl ocked his path.

Macore was singing the Glligan's Island song to themfromthe wall. He pointed.
"There he is! There's the one who broke it! Comion, little buddies! At 'em"™

Sugasto stared and rai sed his hand. "Back! Back! | amthe Master of the Dead!
Qoey ne!"

But they continued to stare vacantly, blocking his way up, and, from behind him
the center head of the gorgon cane down and seized himin its jaws, then lifted
him scream ng, by its nouth.

The other two heads started objecting and tearing into the sorcerer, who soon
stopped struggling. The center head coiled, like a spring, then let go, tossing
Sugasto high in the air, the heads jockeying for position as he canme down.

"I'"ve got him"
"No you haven't! 1've got him"

But he went right down the center head's gullet, and that head suddenly had an
incredi bly pleased | ook about its grisly self.

"No fair! You cheated!" the right head conpl ai ned.

"Yes, you were the one who threw hi mup, and you knew how hard and how far," the
| eft head conm serated

"Wl l, what do you want nme to do?" the center head huffed. "Regurgitate himso
you can have a second shot ?"

"After all this time in this crazy world," Marge conmented, "I thought |'d seen
it all and couldn't be surprised by anything anynore." She shook her head in
wonder. "Boy, was | wong about that!"

Marge and Tiana turned fromthis argument to Macore, who was standi ng bel ow
bef ore an audi ence of the |iving dead.

"Macore! How did you do it?" Tiana called to him

He shrugged sheepishly. "I dunno. | nmade a run for it when the buildings started
shaki ng, then decided to see if |I could at |east save sone of the tapes. There
they were, all staring at this busted television. Wien | cane in, they turned on
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me. Surrounded by zonbies, there was nothing else | could think to do, so
started singing, and they followed ne out! Sonehow, in their dimbrains, | think
they think I'mGIligan!"

Qut on the ice, Ruddygore approached the gorgon. "I always wondered what
happened to you," he said to no head in particular.

"Ch, Gastorix called us fromthe H gh Munts of Ris," the center head responded.

"We knew it was a dooned cause, but he was such a nice old fellow, " the left
head added.

"Played a positively delightful harp, too," the right head put in.

"Boys, that was three thousand years ago. You've been | ocked in that |ong.
Thi ngs have changed. "

The heads | ooked around. "Not all that nuch," the center head sai d.

"Still | ooks wizard eat wizard to nme," the right head agreed.

"Sanme old story," the left head sighed. "Boy neets girl, boy loses girl, boy
turns into hideous nonster and eats her."

Ruddygore stopped for a nmonent, thinking about it. "Maybe you're right. Maybe it
isn't all that different after all," he agreed. "Uh—-but we have fewer and | esser
types to contend with these days. Wiat else is likely to come out of that
mel t down? You and | know that in the old days you woul dn't have been able to nab
sonmeone of Sugasto's stature that easily."”

The gorgon heads turned and | ooked back at the mst.

"Cooling down already," the center head said.

"Yes, indeed," the other two heads agreed in unison

"Ch, | suspect you'll have quite an assenbl age of denons, wicked fairies, that
sort of thing stal king around,"” the center head told him "if, of course, they
can figure out how to get out of there before being swall owed back up. Mst of
them though, were re-absorbed, what with everyone all crushing up to get out
all at once."

"Not everyone is able to throw their weight around the way we can," the right
head poi nted out.

Ruddygore sighed. "Well, boys, the Lakes are that way and the River still flows.
I "mover at Terindell now, right on the river. Let ne know if you need
anything, but I've still got a bit of the aftermath to deal with here. W' ve

ended an entire epic today, and it's been a while since anyone did that. You
know how many | oose ends those | eave."

"Ch, indeed, yes," the right head agreed.

The left head | ooked at the figures of soldiers and the rest still well away on
the ice. "Can we eat thenP After all this time, we're starved!."

"Well, the Bentar are all yours, and any fellows with the black and gol d
uni forms. Let the rest be. They're nostly innocent victins."

"Ch, thank you! Thank you!" the three heads cried together, and they sank
beneath the ice once nore, to come up, it was suspected, sonewhere beyond the
still fleeing forces.

Thr ocknorton P. Ruddygore sighed and made his way over to the porch area.
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"Ruddygore! Are you okay?" Marge call ed.

"No!" he snorted. "When | fell on that ice | think | skinned ny knee. Hurts like
hell! Tore a perfectly good robe, too!"

"You'll live.'" She |aughed.

He stopped hal fway up the side, and Tiana gave hima mighty hand to assist him
to the top.

"Good heavens! |s that Tiana in there?"

"I amafraid so," Tiana replied. "Boquillas decided to be nme, and, well, planned
on me teaching her how "

"Yes, | see." He | ooked down. "Macore! WIIl you stop playing with those poor
unf ort unat es?"

"I can't!" the thief wailed. "They won't let ne stop recounting the stories!"

Ruddygore | aughed. "Let's |eave himthere anwhile. I'mcertain we can extricate
himlater, but it's about tinme he got what he deserved with that nmania of his."
He | ooked around. "Were is Joe?"

Tiana's face fell. "I think you had better hear the story fromthe start," he
sai d.

"Yes, indeed. Tell you what—+'mgoing to soak this knee in that thermal bath
over there. You can tell ne while | do so."

Mar ge slipped away fromthem and wal ked back in through the now deserted and
litter-strewn royal entry hall, then out to the crater. It and the lava tree
were still there, although the sorcerer's tower still tottered precipitously,
and there were cracks all over and chunks of rock here and there. It was already
beginning to give the place sonething of the | ook of a ruin.

"It's all right, Joe,
but me."

she said in a conversational tone. "There's nobody here

The purplish trunk of the lava tree seened suddenly to expand slightly, and from

it energed a small fairy form "I had a hunch you'd get it," the figure now
under the lava tree said. "I was hoping Tiana wouldn't."
"Wel |, she's not nuch happier than you are at the nonment, you know," the Kauri

poi nted out. "Either one of you would be better off and happier as the other.'

"Yeah, | know," Joe said. "Those dammed Rul es! You al ways have a way out, but
when | stood there on that wall, surrounded, seeing those silver-tipped piles
and bolts, | knew that there was only one way open, just what the Rules
required. | |ooked at them then |I |ooked back at this tree, and | figured,

hell, a tree's a tree, and it would free ne of Boquillas' power and give ne sone
freedom of action. It was surrender, die, or this. As much as | didn't want

this, I have to tell you | would have taken death easily, even oblivion, except

mat it would have left nmy enemes victorious and Tiana in their hands. |
remenbered what we'd di scussed about sacrifice and unhappy endings and all that.
If this was to be the end of our great battles, then it was al so sonebody el se's
beginning, too. | hadn't taken Irving out of the nean streets of the inner city
to have himgrow up under Boquillas' or Sugasto's vision of Husaquahr. If that
meant this, then it was a price | had to pay."

"Hey! It's not so awful!" Marge responded. "I think you nade a pretty good
Kauri."
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"Well, it's okay, but I didn't want a career out of it. Even so, Kauris fly, and
very well, and can interact with regular society to a degree. Maybe | coul d take
that. But wood nymphs—hell, | can't even figure out howto get off here! | could
slide down, | guess, but even if | found sone solid rock to stand on down there
I'"d never nmake it back up the outer wall. That's why |'ve been here all this
time. 1I'mstuck!"

Marge smiled. "Well, let me see if | can find a rope or sonmething and fly it out
to you. Then I'Il fill you in on all you m ssed. Ruddygore's here."

"Yeah? Well, unless he's broken the secret code, that doesn't do ne nuch good at
all."

"I fear the secret of such effortless soul-switching died with Boquillas and
Sugast 0. " Ruddygore si ghed.

They—the sorcerer, Macore, Marge, and Tiana—sat in Sugasto's ol d banquet room
sampling his wares. Since Ruddygore seemed unconcerned about the top of the
tower felling down, they were at |east |ess nervous about it themnselves.

"You nean | amstuck like this,"” Tiana said.

"Well, not exactly, but there are few options. | can't fool around with that
body, since |I helped design it, as it were, with bound denpbns. The theory of the
switching spell is easy enough to divine; the problemis that each and every

individual is different. Thus, you need conplenentary nathematics to switch
anyone that is unique to each individual. The question we have no answer for is,
how di d Sugasto and the Baron figure out the unique conplenentary equation for
each and every individual they switched, therein detaching both soul and

consci ousness and placing it elsewhere? | don't know Reattaching on other than
a random basi s provides the sane problem for the host.

Thanks to Sugasto's easy lifting addendum | know your code, and, of course, |
know t he codes for your slave body and for Mahal o McMahon, whom we had to care
for after she was stuck in the Baron's wecked body. W used the Lanp to cure

Ma- hal o—she's the Hi gh Priest of an Amazon cult in the southern jungles right

now and apparently loving every mnute of it."

"You could use the Lanp on ne, then."

"No." Ruddygore sighed. "lI'mafraid not. You see, after Macore stole it the |ast
time froma vault | would have said was the nost secure in the whole of the
universes, | realized that as long as it was accessible and known, it would be a
magnet that could never be properly secured, as handy and seductive as its power
was. | couldn't destroy it—t was of djinn manufacture-but | sent it flinging,
out into space. | have no idea where it is now Mars, possibly, if it hit

anyt hing."

Ti ana sighed. "Then this is it?"

"That body gets you back an undi sputed royal exalted position,” he rem nded her
"You were sort of deified, you know W could easily sell you as Joe and Ti ana
merged, a single godhead, both nale and female in one, and you could help
provide stability to this land in these days of aftermath. The alternatives are
that | can return you to the slave body from whence you were plucked, since
know that one, or to the enpty shell previously used by the Baron, MMahon's
body. It's not a bad body, but | have no idea of what you'd wind up as. You saw
what the hornone levels in that body did even to such a staid fellow as Esmlio
Boquill as. Most |ikely, whoever gets it will becone a very sexy witch."
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"What do you nean, 'whoever gets it'?" Marge asked.

"Wl l, we have all those zonbi es—+housands upon thousands of them Not the
reani mat ed dead, they coll apsed with Sugasto's death, but the ones whose souls
were taken and stored. Those souls are nostly stored here and al nost al

survived the quake. Alas, they are coded by a private spell, so there is no way
of ever telling who's what. There could be faerie in there, as well as countless
men, wonen, and children. We can put the souls back in the bodies, but we can't
tell whose soul is which, so it's going to be totally random You are by no
means al one in your predicanment, Tiana, and at |east you have choices. But we'll
use every body we have, |'m sure, saving, of course, the slaves for last. It'l]I
be a manmmmoth job as it is.”

"l do not like being a man, even though |I like nmen," Tiana replied. "It is
different relating to themas a worman, instead of being one of them | enjoyed
bei ng a wonan, always have. | do not believe even the Rules cover this sort of
thing, although, goodness knows, they cover al nost everything else. Ch, | know
the hornones will act, | will get used to it, nore confortable with it, but I am
positive that the Baron was wong. | think ny own sense of who and what | am

woul d keep ne a worman trapped in a man's body no matter how nuch tine passed.
Joe, whom | saw as a Kauri, would be a nuch better woman than | will ever be a
man. "'

Mar ge sai d not hi ng.

"l agree," he said. "And since nobody voluntarily wi shes to be a slave—+'m
hopi ng, with sone of the damage done in the quake making us a wee bit short on
living souls, that we can elimnate restoring the slave bodi es—you want the
McMahon body, then."

"l do," he said, "but you and | know full well that in spite of all this | am
going to remain just as I am"

Marge was so shocked she fell off her stool. "What?"

"Ruddygore said it. My return, now, as this, would stabilize first Marquewood
and then the other regions. Wth nmy authority, | could insure that poor,
suffering Valisandra and even Hypboreya gets the aid and assi stance they need
fromthe south to rebuild nore stable and perhaps ki nder governnents. It is
difficult to explain, Marge, but | was born of royal blood, and raised with a
sense of duty and obligation. As a witch, | would be just another witch,
counting for little, able to do very little. |I would be happy wthin nyself, but
m serable at the things | would see that needed doing, that | could have done

had | led instead of quit. | would honestly have been content to have remai ned
Ma, slave to Joe, had that been an option, but it is not. Joe's sacrifice nade
victory possible. Now |, too, must sacrifice, in the nane and interest of all

those peopl e who have no choices, and perhaps also to be an exanple and hel p
those poor unfortunates who are going to revive as strangers, in the wong

bodi es, perhaps the wong sex, possibly the wong age. | have to do it. It is ny
duty, and it is a big job | know | can do." Ruddygore nodded. "I understand
perfectly. For all these |long years | have been | ooking for the one to whom I
coul d hand over this heavy burden of mine, which | inherited but did not
foresee, and pass on. | amquite weary of this life, | assure you. But | ook at
what has arisen instead—the Boquill ases and Sugastos and that hol | ow soul ed
Counci | . "

Marge stared at him "Wre you really around when mat battle was fought, as that
creature said?"

"I amthat old, anyway," he adnitted. "I was nuch too young then, though, for
such things; a nmere junior adept. My master, the sorcerer Gastorix, whose power
was so great that mine is but a pale shadow in conparison, was one of the
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guardi ans of the Eden Trees, which were placed here after that unpl easantness

| ong before. I was way junior; he despaired that | would ever nake sorcerer at
all! His own prize pupil, whose nane | will not even nention this close to the
event, rebelled against himas well, and assenbled a great nmultitude to seize

first this tree, then the others, and becone gods thenselves. To gain allies to
stop him Gastorix had to promise many fairy and human chiefs that they woul d
get to taste of the fruit. They nmarched off, and we never heard the details,

al though | always suspected that this place was the result. Since then, the
Hypbor eyans nmoved in and worshiped the tree as the one giving know edge of good
and evil, the source of tornent and the strength of the devil, which is why they
wound up such an unpleasant folk with even | ess pleasant gods. And now only we
knew what it really is."

"Boquil Il as knew, " Tiana commented. "She boasted of it."

Ruddygor e nodded. "Yes, he would. He was the only other one who coul d have

known. Back then, he wasn't even an adept, still trying to decide if he would go
the royal line or attenpt to becone a sorcerer, being one of the nbst rare ones
with both lines in his veins. So long as he worked for Hell, though, he was
forbi dden anywhere near here. Wen he betrayed Hell as well, he felt free to
nove. '

The sorcerer | ooked over at Macore. "And what of you?"

The little thief shrugged. "I don't know. Nothing's rmuch fun anynore. Stealing's
too easy, | already got a fortune, and the thrill is gone. | been thinking maybe
I oughta pack it in." Seeing their suddenly stricken | ooks he added, "No! No!
I"mnot gonna kill myself or anything like that! Relax! | mean take ny nmoney and
go down south. Find sonebody who loves little guys and | ooks |ike Mary Ann, or
maybe Mahal o McMahon or somebody equally nice, and enjoy life for a change. Wth
my noney, even with ny |ooks, attracting the girls won't be a problem but
attracting the right one will.""’

"And what will you do otherw se?" Tiana asked him

"I thought maybe |I'd have nyself a big boat. Go out in the southern ocean, fish,
| aze around. Maybe give tours of the islands if | get bored."

Mar ge | ooked over at him "Uh-huh. And how |l ong an island tour?"

He sm | ed sheepishly. "Ch, maybe three hours."

Mar ge and Ruddygore wal ked across the central courtyard in the darkness. The
crater was refilling nicely, already up to perhaps ninety percent of its old
| evel, and things were cal m ng down, both there and out in the region of the
Devast ati on.

Sitting on the crater wall, idly swinging a | eg back and forth, was the figure
of a nymph, four feet tall with dark green hair and exaggeratedly endowed as
were all nynphs.

"Hel l o, Joe," Ruddygore said. "How are you doi ng?"

"About as well as can be expected," the nynph replied in that soft, sexy voice

they all had variations of. "It's still just sinking in, really. It's hard
enough to accept that all nmy old enemes are dead, even if | did have a hand in
it. Accepting this will be a lot harder. Right nowit's okay—+ nean, |'ve been a
fairy before as a were and kept all nmy senses and personality and all that and
adjusted pretty well, so it's been good traini ng—but when the sun's up and it
doesn't go away, or when it's a new noon and I'mstill this way, well, after a

while, it's gonna be hard."
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"Ch, maybe not as hard as you think," the sorcerer consoled. "You have few
physi cal needs, and you have powers that will come to you over tine and will
hel p you when needed. You have your wi sdom and your experience. Not only are you
uni que in having your full self to call upon, you're also unique in a different
way. Your first true tree was the lava tree. It accepted you, probably because
of the genui neness of your sacrifice before it. You're not limted to it or
stuck up here, but you are now, with me, a guardian of it, and of its secret.
Because you mated with it first, its juices floww thin you. It's as if you ate
of it. You're invulnerable, Joe. Even iron will not hurt you. That's why the
sword coul d be used and why you could throw it back. You can survive anyt hing,
just like this tree.”

The nynph frowned. "You nean | could have picked up Irving and swng it?"

"You could if you could have picked it up, which | doubt. It weighed pretty much
the same if not nore than you do."

"There's that. But that neans |'mstuck this way forever."

He nodded. "In a sense, you're sort of a minor deity. & her nynphs will sense
that, by the way. You can heal themand their trees and groves and | end them
power. | think that's a far better occupation in general than going around
slicing people up." "I never sliced anybody that didn't deserve slicing!'' Joe
protested. "But, yeah, it was kinda getting old. But this will get old even
faster. | mean, | grew up tough, in a culture where the wonen had the kids and
the guys worked three jobs to support 'em fought hard, drank hard, drove hard.
It's not just the sex. It mght be a kick to be an Amazon. But 1'ma
four-foot-tall, automatically sexy, pale green binbo!"

Ruddygore thought a nonment, scratching his chin through his beard. "Well, there
are minor true deities that rule each of the races of faerie, like Marge's Earth
Mot her. They have certain discretionary powers within their realm Everyone's a
little nale and femal e, opposites in one. The yin and yang, the Orienta

phil osophers call it. If |I asked politely, | might get you shifted over into the
mal e side.’

She | ooked up at him "And what's a mal e nynph?"
"A satyr."

"Little guys with goat's | egs and horns who dance around pl ayi ng these big w de
flutes?"

"That's them Don't knock those flutes. W had a real artist anmong satyrs a few
years back. W fed hima lot of Earth tunes, had himrecord them got a fellow

on Earth to front for him and sold two mllion copies of pan flute records on

|l ate night television.”

"No." She sighed. "Maybe I'l|l get desperate enough sooner or later to give it a
try, but me dancing around with the chi prunks on goat's feet is an even w | der
wrongness than this. At least | look |ike sonmething here that wasn't put

together by a conmittee."

"Your real problem" Ruddygore said, "isn't your formor nature, it's the fact
that what you were destined to do is done; it's over, and while you' re weary of
all this and crave sone stability, you al so have suddenly been deprived of
anything left to do."

"That is pretty much it," she adm tted. "Things haven't exactly wound up as
i magined them with ne and Ti riding off into the glorious sunset."

"No, that's fairy tales. Sagas, on the other hand, are never without cost, and
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the principals rarely wind up truly happy when the evil is defeated. The
constellations are filled with the shapes of creatures and personalities of
nmyt hs and | egends from hundreds of cultures, nost of whom it is alleged, wound
up there because they cane to unhappy conclusions."

"Yeah, tell me about it."

"I't would never have worked with you and Tiana. Love does not conquer all and
you know it. Ti is best at doing what he is going to be doing. Nobody can do
that job as well or as faithfully. But that sort of role drove you i nsane once
before and would again. It's sinply not your elenent. She would have sacrificed
it to remmin your slave, but you would have been so guilty at the waste of her
considerable talents and skills and intelligence |ocked in at that level. In the
end, both of you would have been m serable."

"Did you tell her about ne? Did she figure it out?"

"No. Sooner or later it mght come to Tiana, but we decided that it was your
decision. | think you should, though. As a nan and hating it, and as an absol ute
monarch of sorts, she's going to be very lonely. Just visits and tal k—no

per manence—woul d probably hel p her a great deal."

"I''"l'l think about it. I"'mjust not ready to handle that yet."
"l understand. But it's part of the future. And, of course, you have a son."

Her head shot up. "You think that isn't the nunber one thing on nmy mnd? | had
this vision, father and son, roam ng Husa-quahr, show ng himthe sights and
delights, watching at |east the last half of his childhood. Doing things with
hi m£i shing, hunting, all that. But he's here because his dad's a big, tough

guy, with a sword that cuts through stone, and afraid of nothing at all. Wat am
I gonna do? Walk into Terindell and say, 'Hi, Irving, |'mback, only |I've been
changed forever into a four-foot-tall, sexy, green nynph girl. \Wanna go

fishing? "

"He might take it a lot better than his father being dead and hi m here al one,"
Marge put in. "He needs sonebody."

"He nmight not even be quite as put off as you think," Ruddy-gore added. "During
his | ast exercise, he was trapped, inevitably, by the Grce, and turned into a
pig. He's restored now, but it'll be some time before he lives that down. He's
actually adapting quite well to the way things work here now. He's even show ng
sonme nmagical talents that | was quite unprepared for. From his nother,

suppose. It's a rather different sort of mmgic than mine, but he has great
potential. Poquah has been giving himinstruction in the sane way Gorodo is
teaching himthe fighting skills. He's going to be sonebody soneday, Joe. He's
got the talent and the will for it."

Joe thought about it. "Maybe—saybe | will go back with you. Sure isn't any life
sticking around this dunmp. Not as Joe—not right now W' Il pick a nane. |I'Il be
around, along with all the other fairies there, and I'Il at |east be able to be
near, maybe hel p. Then, maybe, when | get a little nore confident and maybe he's
alittle ol der "

"I''"ll drop by for noral support any time," Marge assured Joe. "Maybe we'll go a
few places together, two fairies out in the world. Poke in here and there. See
old friends and a few new pl aces. Maybe even take a trip on Macore's boat,
renenbering that | can fly for help if need be. It mght be kinda fun to go a
few places and do a few things wi thout being on a wanted poster for a change.'

Joe sighed and stood up. "Well, | guess it beats sitting through one hundred and
ei ghty-ni ne episodes of Glligan's Island all to hell, anyway.'' He | ooked back
at the crater one last tine. "Still, | sit here and | think of that conversation
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| had with Sugasto, and | wonder if it really is over, even now."

"Huh? What do you nean?" Marge asked a bit nervously. "Boquillas had no fairy
soul . He's gone."

"Yeah, but where! He sure isn't going to Heaven, not any Heaven | could ever

i magi ne, and he even betrayed Hell. Were do the great evil creatures of |egend
go when they die? Are they gone, or are they, perhaps, suspended somewhere,
neither in Heaven nor Hell, looking |ike those poor souls in the Devastation for

some reality, some way to | oose thensel ves agai n upon the worl d?"

"l hadn't thought of that, Joe, but that may be a valid idea," Ruddygore told
her. "If there is such a place, it nust have such concentrated evil of such a
magni tude that we nmust all pray that it never breaks out." He chuckl ed suddenly.
"OF course, it would be unlikely in any event. Anyone who wound up in such a
linmbo woul d be such a power-nad egomani ac they'd al ways be at each other and
never trouble us."

"l hope so.
hope so."

Joe sighed, turning for the last time fromthe crater. "I really

The last thing Esnmilio Boquillas renenbered clearly was the horrible, stabbing
pain in the chest, and then soneone lifting himinto the air and throwi ng him
down, down, until there was this horrible, searing pain that was suddenly cut
of f, | eaving not hi ngness.

He had floated in this nothingness now for a very long tine, although he had no
concept of tinme. It was neaningless to him w thout a body, without true form
wi t hout any boundaries or borders.

And yet, now, he was aware of others here, sone having an al nost human feel
others giving a nental inpression of something so hideous, so horrible, that
were he still in human form he coul d not have behel d them wi t hout goi ng nad.
Sormehow, they were bl ackness even within the total absence of |ight.

Finally, he could stand it no |longer. "W are you?" he asked in thought, for he
had no mouth to formthe words nor was there any true nmediumto carry them

"I am Baal, who chall enged even great Satan for the throne of Hell, little one,"
t hunder ed back the response.

Anot her shape, another question

"l am Sauron, the Eye of All, Darkest Lord of Mddle-earth,'' the shape
responded, and he had the distinct inpression of sone huge eye, near him
sightless but intelligent.

"I am great Cthul hu who sl eeps forever beneath the Sea of Dreans until one day |
shal | waken once nore and desolate the cosnpbs!'' a third said.

And there were nore, nmany nore, existing together yet in splendid |oneliness,
each too powerful and too much a god even to acknow edge the others.

Esmlio Boquillas floated there, suspended between Heaven and Hell, between
nightmare and reality, and thought about themall for a very, very long time. As
powerful and as evil as he had been, he couldn't hold a candle to any of them
and they knewit. And that, oddly, placed himin a unique position, as he cane
to realize. As the lesser of all of them he was the only one they would al
acknow edge.

And, finally, he thought he had sonething.

"Hey, look, Cthul hu, baby! You're the greatest evil god of all, but we have to
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face it—e 're stuck here. Now, if | can coordinate the others, get themto pul
together with you, we might actually breakout of this place. Once free, you
could then easily deal with them right?"

"1 listen, little one.'
And the next...

"Hey, |ook, Sauron, baby! You're the greatest evil god of all, but we have to
face it. . . "
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