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From Category to Genre
In a Bookselling Sense

Or
When Sales and Popularity
Begin to Command Respect

We al have friends who might look at our reading tastes as being a bit eccentric.

Y ou know who | mean—those who call it "sword and sorcery stuff" and seem to think that every fantasy
needs a Frazetta or Boris cover that will appeal primarily to adolescent boys in search of cheap thrills.
There was a time when their point of view was in the mgjority and fantasy titles were relegated to the
same level of respect afforded to other "category” fiction titles.

"Category" is apgjorative. For example, in category terms, westerns were "horse operas' or "shoot ‘em
ups,”" romances were "bodice rippers,”" and fantasies were "that Conan stuff.” And the principal venues
for sales were drugstore and gas station wire racks next to this month's issue of Good Housekeeping,
Popular Mechanics, or Playboy. Category books were sold at the bottom of the list and engendered little
respect from either the publisher or the bookseller.

Then, afunny thing happened.

Category books began to break out and sell like hotcakes, and not just at the truck stops but in the book
stores as well.

Louis L'Amour became a topselling author of western fiction (notice "western fiction"; that'sagenre
designation, not just a category), romances became either "historical romances," "regency romances’ or
"contemporary romances' (again, with genre-specific designations) and fantasies, well . . . let me tell
you what happened.

First, the powers that be began to split hairs.

Tolkien wasn't really fantasy; it wasfiction, just like Richard Adams's talking rabbit novel, Watership
Down, and John Gardner's Grendel. Any new book that commanded an equal amount of respect like,
say, The Mists of Avalon, was also obvioudly fiction, and therefore not like those category fantasy titles
that appeared in paperback and usually were part of some large series like Conan (you know, just like
Mack Bolan except without the guns and gadgets).

They were considered a flavor-of-the-month sort of thing where the authors didn't really matter except to
asmall but rabid fandom.

The truth was, however, that the fandom wasn't that small, and in no time at all their buying power
became more noticeable.

In 1982, Ogre, Ogre by Piers Anthony made the New York Times paperback bestseller list, something
category books were not expected to do.

Now, Ogre, Ogre was a paperback original (no hardcover edition), part of an ongoing series, with no
special movietie-in (alaSar Wars) or critical prestige.
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It made the list solely because it sold or, more specifically, because enough people wanted to purchase it
as soon as it was available—and subsequent books in the series followed the same pattern.

Soon, other authors works followed suit with successful paperback series making the list, such as
Foster's Spellsinger books, Weis and Hickman's Dragonlance and Dark Sword series and Lackey's
Valdemar books. And in no time at al every publishing house realized that a commercially successful
fantasy series was every bit as significant as a bestselling mystery or historical romance. Such books no
longer received a "category” treatment because there was the potential for even greater sales.

Such books became treated like "fiction" titles and, from a bookselling standpoint, fantasy went from
being a category to a genre.

As aresult of these new sales and the attention they engendered in-house, science fiction and fantasy
lines sprang up everywhere, with independent new publishers specializing in the genre beginning to
command respect. Books that were formerly paperback originals became hardcovers.

Fantasy had become a force to be reckoned with.

It had gained the respect of booksellers and publishers alike, the same respect that its fans had had for
years.

This book contains brand new stories set in some of the series that were part of the bestselling
phenomenon that brought this about, written by the authors who earned their now well-deserved respect.

Enjoy!
—Brian Thomsen

Back | Next
Contents
Framed

file:/lIK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 1.htm (3 of 3)7-1-2007 23:47:47


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm
file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm
file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229.htm

- Chapter 2

Back | Next
Contents

file://IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229 _ 2.htm (1 of 17)7-1-2007 23:47:51


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm

- Chapter 2

Out of the Deep

A Valdemar Story

Mercedes L ackey
Now this was aforest!
Trees crowded the road, overshadowing it, overhanging it. Y ou didn't need a hat even at midday; you
almost needed atorch instead to see by. Herald-Intern Alain still couldn't get used to all of the
wilderness around him—trees that weren't pruned into symmetrical and pleasing shapes, wildflowers
that were really wild, ragged, and insect-nibbled. All of hislife—except for the brief course in
Wilderness Survival—he'd never seen aweed, much less a wilderness. He kept expecting to wake up
and find that all of this was afever-dream.
By all rights, he shouldn't be out here, league upon league away from Haven on his Internship Circuit.
He was a Prince, after all, and Princes of Vademar had never gone out of Haven for their Internships,
much less out into the furthermost West of the Kingdom, where there were no Guardsmen to rescue you
if you got into trouble, and often nowhere to shelter if nature decided to have a bash at you. He should
have been serving his Internship beside one of the Heralds who helped the City Guard, the Watch, and
the city judges.
There was just one teeny, tiny problem with that.
:Actually,: his Companion Vedalia observed, : There are seven rather tall and vigorous problems with
that. And four slender and attractive ones as well..:
Alain sighed. It wasn't the easiest thing in the world, being the youngest of twelve royal children who
had all been Chosen.
-1t wasn't the easiest thing in the world trying to find things for all of those young and eager Heraldsto
do,: Vedalia pointed out. : 1t wouldn't take more than a candlemark for any of you to figure out that he'd
been set make-work. Asit was—
Asit was, it wasjust bad luck that Alain was not only the youngest of his sibs, he was the youngest by
less than a candlemark. Queen Felice was not only the most fecund Consort in the history of Vademar,
she had the habit of having her children in lots. Three sets of twins and two sets of triplets, to be precise.
The Heir, whose real name was Tanivel but who they al called Vel for short, was the eldest of his set of
twins. Alain was the youngest of his. And in between—
‘It israther a good thing that your mother was never Chosen,: Vedalia observed. :I'm not sure her poor
Companion would have gotten much exercise, much less attention. . . . :
It was true enough that until after Alain had been born, no one in the Court could remember her in any
state other than expecting. The fact that she actually possessed a waist had come as a complete surprise
to everyone except the King. Everyone wanted to know—and no one dared ask—both the "why" and the
"how" of it.
The "how" was easy; multiples ran in her family. Felice was one of a set of twins, and not one of her
sisters had ever given birth to less than twins. Her family history held that it had something to do with a
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blessing placed on them, but by what—well, there were severa versions.

The real question was "why"—having had Vel and Vixen (his twin's name was Lavenna, but no one ever
called her that) she could have stopped with the traditional "heir and a spare.” Certainly most women
would have called a halt at the next lot, which were triplets. Not Felice. Rumor had it that she was trying
to fill all the extraroomsin the newly rebuilt Heralds Collegium with her own offspring.

Only Alain had dared to ask his mother what no one else would. She'd hugged him then looked him
straight in the eye and said, "Marriages of state. You're Heralds, all of you. Y ou don't need a spouse to
be loved."

Now, Alain knew his blunt-spoken mother well enough to read between the lines. Shockingly blunt in
thiscase. .. except . . . well Felice had not made alove-match with King Chalinel; she cared deeply for
him, but theirs had been a marriage made in the Council chamber. She knew very well that the way to
cement the loyalty of a powerful noble house was to marry into it; the way to ensure aforeign alliance
was to send (or send for) a bride or groom. Neither she nor the King would force one of their children
into amarriage he or she did not want; they would consent to any marriage, even to a beggar, where love
was. But thisway . . . if an aliance had to be made, there would be someone available to make it at the
altar.

Vanyel Ashkevron had made his terrible sacrifice decades ago; Queen Elspeth was Alain's great-great-
grandmother. Valdemar's borders had expanded as more and more independent nobles sought to come
under the banner of those who had defeated the Karsites. Those nobles—some no better than robber-
barons—had no traditional tiesto the Vademaran throne, and no real understanding of what Heralds
(the backbone of Valdemaran authority) were and did. One of the obvious solutions was Felice's. After
all, it had worked for her family. Her father had gone from an uneasy ally to a doting grandfather who
would no more dream of a disloyal thought than jump off the top of his own manor.

And all of his grandchildren—Chosen. That truly brought it home to him and every one of his people
what Heralds were and what they did. The lesson was painless and thorough, and the Baron soon was
accustomed to having white-clad Heralds coming and going on his lands.

Both Heralds' Collegium and Vademar had benefited by the arranged marriage with Felice—for now
eleven other Heralds, whose skills would be useful outside the capitol, would be freed up by Felice's
brood for those other duties while the Princes and Princesses took over.

All of the ten eldest had done well in their classes. Alain and histwin sister Alara had run through the
Collegium curriculum like a hot needle through ice. How not? They'd listened to ten siblings as they
recited their lessons, they'd practiced weapons-work and archery with ten older siblings, watched and
listened with ten siblings. King Chalinel often said that intelligence in the family just kept increasing
with each set of children and culminated with Alain and Alara. Alain didn't know about that—all of his
sibswereclever . ..

:But you and Alara made it through a year early, and Kristen, Kole, and Katen lagged behind because
they lost a year to the scarlet fever. With five of you going into Internship at once, there was something
of a problem, since we don't like to Intern relatives with relatives,: said Vedalia

Which was, of course, why he was out on Circuit in the wilderness. No one wanted to risk the health of
the triplets after that near-miss with fever, which meant they had to stay within the confines of Haven.
And there were only four Haven Internships available. The four Haven Internships had gone to his other
siblings, yes, because of the triplets uncertain health, but also because they all had Gifts that were useful
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in those internships. To create a new position just for Alain would have been wrong—

:Yes, well my so-called Gift probably had something to do with why I'm out here, on the edge of the
Kingdom, and not somewhere else,: Alain observed.

Vedaliastone turned sharp. : Thereis nothing wrong with your Gift,: he said. :It's as strong as anyonein
the Collegium has got, and stronger than your sister's.:

:And a fat lot of good Animal Mindspeech would have been, Interning with the Lord-Martial's Herald,:
he retorted. :What would | do, interrogate the Cavalry horses? What else can | do? Nothing that a
weakly Gifted Herald can't. | don't even have enough ordinary Mindspeech to talk to Herald
Sedrel—and he's got the strongest Mindspeech of any Herald anyone's ever heard of!: He couldn't help
it; acertain amount of bitterness crept into his thoughts. He hated not being able to MindSpeak other
Heralds—when he could Hear atree-hare chattering at ten leagues away.

Vedaliawas silent so long that Alain thought the conversation was over.

:Look around you,: Vedaliasaid. : Listen to the birdsong in the trees. Feel that free wind in your hair.
Take a deep breath of air that no human has been breathing but you. Think about all you're learning
from the wild things. Are you really so unhappy that your Gift brought you here?:

Well, put that way. . . .

:Hmm. | suppose not.:

:And admit it; it'sarelief to be away from Alara for thefirst timein your life.:

Alain laughed aloud; Herald Stedrel looked back over his shoulder and smiled at him, then turned his
attention back to the trail ahead.

It was arelief to be away from Alara, who thought she had to have the last word in everything they did,
who bossed him asif she was five years, not half a candlemark, older than he. It was arelief to be away
from all of his siblings, and from the Court, and all the burdens of royal birth. And so far, although no
one could call circuit-riding in the hinterlands a pleasure-jaunt, he'd been enjoying it. He would probably
change his mind as soon as winter set in and they were riding with snow up to Vedalia's hocks, but right
now, he was enjoying it.

Out here, no one knew he was a Prince. He could flirt with pretty village girls, he could swim naked by
moonlight, he could dance at fairs and sing rude songs and no one would make a face or take him aside
to remind him that he must act with more decorum. Stedrel actually encouraged him to kick up his heels
within reason. He might even try the experiment some time of getting really and truly drunk, though he'd
have to wait until he was pretty sure he wouldn't be needed.

:You'll regret it,: Vedalialaughed.

:Probably. But at least I'll have tried it. And maybe I'll try a few more things, too—

: Tch. Sxteen, and delusions of immortality,: Vedaliateased.

:Doesn't that go with being sixteen?: he retorted.

No, on second consideration, he wouldn't trade being out here for any of the Internships his sibs had. He
wished Alarajoy of the Lord Martial, who thought that women in general were useless and good only as
decoration, and female Heralds in particular were a nuisance. She wouldn't get around him by speaking
in adightly higher, more breathy voice and acting hurt, or by turning bossy either.

Maybe that was the point. Internships were supposed to teach you about really being a Herald.

He wondered just what he was supposed to learn out here.
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:A good question. Now find the answer to it.: Vedaliatossed his head and Alain smiled.

Then he asked Vedaliato move up alongside of Stedrel's Lovell. "Is there anything | should know about
the next village, sir?' he asked respectfully, drawing a smile from the taciturn Herald.

"Thisll be our first fishing village, Alain," Stedrel told him. "Do you remember your classes about the
Lake Evendim fisher-folk?"'

Alain nodded, but not because he recalled his classes as such; one of his yearmates had been from Lake
Evendim, and had regaled them all with stories about "home." "Not exactly Holderkin, are they, sir," he
responded tentatively.

Sted just snorted. "Not exactly, no. But at least if one of the girls sneaks you off into the water-caves you
won't find yourself facing afather, a priest, and awedding next day." He grinned when Alain blushed.
"And unless you have the stamina of a he-goat," the older Herald continued wickedly, as Alain's flushes
deepened, "Y ou won't flirt the way you have been with more than one girl at atime.”

"They—wouldn't!" Alain choked.

"They would, both together," Sted replied. "Or even three—if you're monumentally stupid enough to put
that to the test. With the men out on the boats so much, and fishing being the hazardous occupation that
itis, thegirls get—"

"Lonely?" Alain said, tactfully.

Sted laughed.

: Thinking of another experiment to try, Chosen?: Vedalia asked innocently.

Alain spluttered, but held his tongue—not the least because he was thinking that very thing. And none of
his sibs would be around to tease him and cross-examine him about it afterwards, either.

But when they finally came out of the woods—abruptly, for the trail ended on arocky cliff-face that
dropped steeply down to the gray-green waters the lake—any tentative plans he might have been making
vanished abruptly.

The little village that they were making for was built in ariver-valley cutting through the cliff, making a
narrow and gravel-strewn perch for the Evendim longhouses he'd heard so much about, and a harbor for
the fishing boats. The boats should have been out this time of day; instead, they were pulled up on the
gravel beach, and the place was in an uproar. They must have been expected, because the moment they
came into view, someone spotted them and set up a shout.

Shortly the two Companions were surrounded by what seemed to be every ambulatory person in the
entire village. The anxiety in the air was as thick as the smoke from the fires where great racks of fish
were being smoked and preserved. Alain hung back, sensing that someone a great deal senior to himwas
who was called for at this moment, but he needn't have bothered with such diffidence. It was clear that
the villagers knew the senior Herald here, and two of the more prosperous-looking men fastened
themselves to Companion Lovell's reins and began babbling a confused tale of raiders. . . .

Alain couldn't make head or tail of it, but Sted seemed to have no trouble. Then again, thiswas his
circuit, and he knew these people. To Alain's ears, their accent, thick enough at the best of times,
rendered excited speech incomprehensible.

Then Vedalia came to the rescue.

:Some sort of bandits or raiders have destroyed the next village up the coast,: Vedalia supplied. : The
indications are that the bandits came in by water rather than overland, which is something new, and did
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so while the men were out fishing. The men returned to find their houses burned out, their women and
children gone, and anyone older than forty or younger than four dead in the ashes.:

Alain felt the blood drain from hisface. This was over and above a mere raid. Thiswas an atrocity. And
why kill anyone they didn't take? Unless it was to prevent the survivors from telling something?

: The folk here just got warning from the men, who took their boats up and down the coast to warn
everyone else. They're afraid to go out fishing now.:

But if they didn't, it wouldn't be long before they were al starving. Without fish, there was nothing to eat
and nothing to trade to the farmers farther inland.

: Exactly so— Vedalia shut up, as Stedrel began speaking calmly, confidently, and his manner soothed
some of the agitation. Alain paid close attention; this was a master at work.

"This happened yesterday? | s there any attempt at pursuit?' he asked.
"Half the men—nbut it's abig lake—" said one of the men at Lovell'sreins, waving at the water.

Big lake? That was an understatement. Even from the top of the cliff it had been impossible to see the
other side, and the curve of the shore was imperceptible.

"Defensesfirst, then," Sted said firmly—turning attention to that without making it obvious that he felt
the captives were beyond help.

:They are. There's nothing we can do for them,: Vedaliasaid glumly. Alain bit hislip; his heart wanted
to launch some sort of rescue, but how? With no troops, and no ships—out on a trackless expanse of
water—

: The only way to track them might be to Far See—neither of you have that Gift.:

So they would have to wait until a Herald with that Gift could reach them.

"I wouldn't think that thisvillage is very defensible,”" Sted began, giving orders—cleverly phrased as
suggestions—to safeguard the people of this place.

:Solenbay,: Vedalia supplied.

"Have you anywhere that people can go to hide if raiders appear?' he wanted to know. "These raiders
won't know the lay of the land, they won't know where to look, and | doubt if they would linger very
long to search.”

The babbling died to whispers, and anxious eyes were locked on Sted's face.

"The water-caves," suggested one girl promptly, from the back of the crowd, and blushed.

"Good. If there are any that are particularly hard to find?* Stedrel prompted.

The girl giggled nervously, and Alain had a shrewd notion that she knew the location of every water-
cave within walking distance of the village. "Reckon | know some that no one else does," she offered,
turning such a deep crimson that she looked sunburnt.

"That be why we can't find you, half nights, Savvy?' asked an older woman—not unkindly, but
knowingly.

"Perhaps if you moved all your valuables and stores there now, you'd have only yourselvesto get into
hiding," Sted suggested, and got nods, some reluctant, all around. "Obviously the main thing isto save
you, but | doubt these raiders are going to appear over the horizon within the next day or two, and we
should save as much as we can from them."

"I can't see us fighting them off," said one of the other men (who seemed to be one of the village
leaders) with a defeated air. "We're fisherfolk, not fighters."
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"So save everything that you can in the caves," Sted agreed.

"The ones farthest from here?' Alain ventured. "That way the ones nearest wouldn't be crammed so fulll
people wouldn't fit."

"Good thought," Sted seconded. "Now, | suppose there's no reason why you couldn't spare the young
women and children with the swiftest feet and keenest sight to keep watch along the coast?'

"With a horn for each—or something to build asignal fire?' added Alain, and got another approving
glance from Sted.

"But the chores—" objected one of the men. "The cleaning, the cooking—"

But the ones who were at risk here were nodding vigorously. "No reason why we can't eat common out
of the big fish-kettle'till thisis over," pointed out one old man. "Only takes one set of hands for fish-
stew, cooking all day." "And if the choiceisdirty floors and unmade beds or being carried off, dirty
floorswell have, Matt Runyan,” said another woman sharply. "Asfor the rest—well, we'll barrel up the
fish asit's finished smoking and move it into hiding. Let 'em have afew racks of fish, | say. Better fish
than our children.”

"And when they come, find no one, and burn the place out?' the same man objected.

"They'd do that anyway!" shouted a haggard-looking fellow who Alain realized must be one of the now-
bereft fisherfolk from the village that had been destroyed. "What's more important, your things or your
people? Y ou can rebuild housen. Y ou tell me how to bring back your wives and kiddies!"

"“I'll be sending word of thisto Haven anyway," Stedrel pointed out. "As soon as |'ve got a moment of
quiet."

That quieted some of the agitation, asthey all recalled that Stedrel was so powerful a Mindspeaker he
could send directly to Haven itself, and every receptive mind along the way. Help would not be far
off—two or three fortnights at most.

"The King will send troops, and when they get here, you'll be able to go back to life as usual. And welll
be able to scour the coast for the missing.” That last as a sop to the men from the destroyed village. They
surely knew it was an offer unlikely to bear fruit, but they looked hopeful anyway.

"Soonest begun's soonest done,” one of the women said briskly. "We've only got two wagons for the
whole village. Let's get our traps moved before sunset!" Within moments, the women, young and old,
were heading purposefully towards their family longhouses, followed a little reluctantly by the men.
"Savvy!" Sted called after the girl who had confessed to knowing where most of the water-caves were.
She turned back abruptly.

"Sir?" she responded.

"Go to that longhouse over there—" Sted pointed at one where a bevy of women were already moving
bundles, barrels, and boxes out briskly to be piled beside the door. "When they're ready to take aload
out, guide them to the farthest cave you know of—"

"“I'll take her up behind, pillion," Alain offered quickly. "That way we can come back for the next load
whilethefirst is still unloading.”

"Good. | want you to keep each longhouse's goods in a separate cave, that way when thisis over there
won't be any quarrels over what belongs to who." Sted smiled encouragingly at her, and the girl returned
his smile shyly.

There was some objection to the choice of cave as the wagon-load set off: "We're ready first," grumbled
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the oldest dame, "Don't see why we should be goin' the farthest.”

"But milady, the farther away the cave s, the lesslikely it will be that it will be discovered,” Alain
pointed out, thinking quickly. "Y ou're getting the choice spot, not the worst one." The old woman gave
him a quick look, but nodded with reluctant satisfaction, and made no further complaints.

He would never have believed it, but the longhouses were stripped of every portable object—and some
he wouldn't have considered portable—by twilight. The two village mules were ready to drop before it
was over, but they were made much of and given an extraration. The village was substantially deserted
now, with only a handful of the very old and the very young remaining behind. In order to get
everything moved, the wagons had simply been unloaded at the flat spot nearest to each family's cave
before returning for another load. Now all of the able-bodied were lowering their goods down the cliff
walls to be stored; they would work all night, if necessary.

Asdarknessfell, Sted looked around the empty street down the middle of the village. "I'm going to go
somewhere quiet and contact Haven," he told Alain. " See what you can do to make yourself useful.”

Sted and his Companion drifted off in the twilight. As gloom descended on the street, it occurred to
Alain that the most immediately useful thing he could do would be to light the village lamps, so that the
returning villagers would have lights beckoning them homeward. There were lamps outside the door of
each longhouse, lamps with fat wicks and large reservoirs of oil that by the smell could only come from
fish. He got a spill and ventured into the first of the longhouses.

He had never seen anything like it; there was a central hearth with a cone-shaped metal hood over it, and
ametal chimney reaching up to the roof. For the rest, it seemed to be one enormous room with
cupboards lining all four walls. There were no windows, only slits covered with something that wasn't
glassjust under the eaves, like clerestory windows, but smaller.

It must be very dark in here during the day.

He knew why there weren't any windows, and why, as much as possible, the Evendim folk spent their
time out-of-doors. When winter storms closed in, the coast was hellish; storms swept in over the water
with fangs of ice and claws of snow. During the five Winter Moons it was hardly possible to set foot
outside these houses, and it would have been folly to give the wind that the fisherfolk called "the Ice-
Drake" any way to tear into the shelter of their homes.

But winter was moons away, and the present danger was not from nature but from man. Alain lit the
spill at the remains of the fire, and went out to light the lanterns.

When he had done the last of them, he found a couple of old men, limbs knotted with age, slowly
stacking wood in afirepit at the center of the village and he ran to help.

From that moment until late that night he worked, as hard as he had ever worked in hislife, and despite
being a Prince, he was no stranger to physical labor. He carried wood and water, the enormousiron
kettle, and all the ingredients for the great pot of fish-stew that would be cooking night and day for as
long asthis crisis lasted. He took atorch out to the drying racks for an old woman, rolled up empty
barrels and brought a keg of salt and a bag of herbs, and helped her stack smoked fish in layers with salt
and herbs. There were no fresh fish to spread upon the racks, but he helped her layer the fires for the
next day, when the men would go out. With aching muscles and sore feet he put babies and toddlers to
bed, persuaded them to stay there, then helped their grandmothers and grandfathers to their beds when
old bodies could do no more. Then he waited, getting off hisfeet at last, with Vedalia beside him,
watching the stew to see that it didn't burn. He'd taken Vedalia's tack and packs off him, but had no idea
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where he should be stabled or where the two Heralds should stay. So he heaped tack and packs beside
the fire and used them as props for his back. Asfull asthat kettle was, it would be along time cooking,
and he needn't actually watch it, just stir it from time to time to keep what was on the bottom from
sticking and burning. He wished he could have a bath; even his hair felt full of smoke, and his eyes
gritty.

Slowly, slowly, the folk of the village began trickling back in, weary, too weary to think past the next
footstep. They didn't seem to notice him sitting by the fire; they trudged into their houses to seek what
they'd left of their beds, leaving him standing guard beside tomorrow's dinner.

And he could hardly keep his eyes open.

:You sleep,: Vedaliasaid. :I'll wake you if it needs stirring—or anything comes.:

"No—I'm still on duty,” Alain protested.

:Just close your eyesthen to rest them,: Vedalia suggested. It seemed a sensible suggestion; they were
sore, irritated by all the smoke he'd been standing in. He let hislidsfall for just a moment.

When he opened them again, it was because there was arooster crowing in his ear. He jerked awake and
startled it and the two chickens scratching around his feet into flight.

It was dawn, and there was a young girl stirring the pot with a great wooden paddle. Someone had
draped a cloak over him, and he had curled up with Vedalia's saddle as a pillow. His packs were
nowhere to be seen, but Vedalia dozed hip-shot beside him.

The Companion snorted and stirred as Alain sat up, opening his brilliant blue eyes. : Sedrel was here
and took our packs, but he didn't see any reason to wake you. There's a Waystation just outside of the
village. If you'll just drape my saddle on me, we'll go wake him.:

They didn't have to; they hadn't gotten past the last longhouse when he and his Companion appeared on
the road before them. "Y ou might as well turn back around,” Sted called cheerfully. "We have to
organize the coast-watch now, and we'll both be a part of it."

Wishing mightily for more sleep, and trying not to feel disgruntled at Sted's announcement, Alain sighed
and did as he was told. At least there was food waiting—a communal kitchen set up by all the grannies
to dole out cold smoked fish and bread to anyone who stuck out a hand. The men, trusting blindly that
Sted would see to the protection of their families and village, took to the boats with their breakfasts in
their pockets and more of the same for eating later.

Before a candlemark was out, the village resembled a ghosttown. One set of elderly women minded
children and babies—but Sted had cunningly assigned every child too small to run to someone big
enough to pick it up and carry it. Several of the adult women were to carry babies—and were put to
fashioning slings that let them have one slung on the back, one on the front, and one on each hip. That
left the older children and some of the adult women—and afew of the grannies and granthers that were
still spry enough to sprint—on coast-watch.

And now came the shock for Alain. Thiswas not the only village at risk—

Which, when the men returned, Sted made very plain.

"We've done what we can for you," he told the villagers, once the men returned with holds full of fish
and the catch was distributed on the smoking racks. "Help is coming, and it will come herefirst, in three
days time. | reached a Herad riding with atroop of the Guard no farther away than that. Now Alain and
| have to do the same for the rest of the villages."
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He'd chosen his moment well; in the first flush of success, or perhaps because of exhaustion, no one
objected.

"I will go north along the coast; Alain will go south and west," Sted announced. "WEe'll do for them what
we've done for you. If you can hold out for three days, all will be well."

Alain had gone quite still with shock. He would be going out alone? He looked at Sted in silent appeal,
but the older Herald was already mounting and preparing to ride to the next village. "Herald Stedrel ?' he
faltered.

The Herald just gave him a sobering look, and he shut his mouth on any objections.

:Let'sgo,: Vedaiasaid. :If we push, we can make the next village by sundown.:

They pushed—and found that place in as much of an uproar as the first, and having had afull day to
stew over the warnings, people were ready to greet anything that looked like help with full cooperation.
Either they were not necessarily expecting Stedrel, or they were so grateful to see the uniform that they
were willing to overlook the youthful face. In either case, no one objected to a single aspect of the plan.
The water-caves here were nearer and larger; evacuation of goods and stores took place by torch- and
moonlight, and this village had aleader in the form of one indomitable old woman. Once given aplan,
she was perfectly prepared to seeit carried out. Conscious of the passing of time, Alain decided to move
on that very night. He'd always understood that it was possible for aHerald to sleep in the saddle; now
he found out the truth of it. It wasn't exactly sleep, but it was no worse than his night beside the kettle.
He reached the third village at dawn, finding it in as desperate a state as the previous two.

And in coming closer to hysteria. So much so that he decided to organize the coast-watchersfirst. And it
was a good thing that he did.

For it was no more than a candlemark after the youngsters had set off than wild horn-calls sounded in
the middle distance, and all the careful plansfell to pieces.

After the first moment of blank incomprehension, while people, interrupted in mid-task, stared silently at
the west, someone screamed.

Then al hell broke loose. No one seemed to know where to go, or what to do, despite Alain's
instructions only two candlemarks ago. They dashed in all directions, some to their homes, some to the
woods, some to snatch up belongings, and some dropping them. Five people managed to keep their
heads: Alain, Vedalia, and three of the village elders.

"Get them to the caves!" Alain shouted over the screaming, the weeping, as people milled in panic
around him. "We have to get them to the caves!”

The elders began picking up children, shoving them into random arms, shouting at those who had frozen
with fear to rouse them, and shoving them in the right direction. Once little groups were moving towards
safety, Vedalia encouraged them by charging at them with lashing hooves and bared teeth, looking
utterly demonic.

Alain headed off those going in the opposite direction, screaming at them, even going so far asto swat a
couple of those lagging behind with the flat of his blade until they disappeared into the treesin the
direction of the caves—

Then he returned to chivvy another group into safety.

He had not a moment to spare to look for the enemy—as they sailed swiftly into the harbor he got
nothing more than a glimpse of ships, long, lean, fast-looking to hisland-accustomed eyes. He sensed,
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more than heard or saw, the moment when the raiders came ashore. Vedaliawas hot on the heels of
another group of stragglers,; he went back to chase afew more away from a chest they were trying to
haul off.

He never realized how close the raiders were, that they were charging up the street at arun, until it was
too late. He never even got a chance to defend himself. There was just a shout behind him, and he half-
turned, and then—

—he woke in darkness, head reeling, stomach heaving, pain shooting through his skull; his hands were
tied in front of him, and his ankles bound together. He'd been tossed on a pile of what felt like rope, and
he was just about to lose what little he had in his stomach. He managed to roll over to the side before
throwing up, and managed to roll away from the mess he'd made. The floor beneath the ropes on which
he lay was moving.

From the way his head hurt, someone had coshed him, and done so with enthusiasm and some expertise.
Enthusiasm, because they'd given him a concussion for certain—given the way that his stomach churned
and the deck (it must be a ship's deck) beneath him felt asif it was spinning as well asrising and falling.
Expertise, because he wasn't dead.

He was trussed up, but hastily; evidently his captors trusted to the hit on the head to keep him quiet. And
he was in darkness, because it was night, but he was also under atarp draped between two bulky objects.
Around him were foreign noises, the rushing and splashing of water, sounds of creaking, the groaning of
wood, men shouting. The air was damp and cool and smelled of open water.

At least they hadn't shoved him into the hold.

Well, perhaps there wasn't any room in the hold. He was probably the least valuable object the raiders
had taken.

Right. I'mon a ship, a captive, and—

Only then did he realize that there was a conspicuous absence in his thoughts.

—introuble. | can't hear Vedalia.

He must be leagues away from the village, if he couldn't hear his Companion. Leagues away, and no
way for anyone to track him.

"—and | don' know what th' hell ye wanted with the Herald!" someone said, just coming into earshot.
"He's no good to us—awoman or akiddie we could use, but him?"

"Look, if wekill him, we get more trouble than we can handle,”" said a second voice. "Kill one of them
white-coats, and the rest never give up comin' after you!"

You've got that right, Alain thought—though what good that would do him if he was dead—

"If we left him, gods only know what he'd manage to do—him or that horse. And gods know how close
their people are. | thought, we take him, though, they won't dare come after us with everything they've
got. Even if they got ships ready to sail, you bet they'd hang back. They won't risk our killing him. If we
held him till we were safe out of reach, | figured we stayed safe.”

His heart plummeted and his spirit went cold. Gods help me. Bandits who think.

"So now what?' asked the first voice, sounding alittle mollified.

"We sail alittle farther, we make sure there's nothing chasing us, then we dump him." The second voice
sounded utterly indifferent. "We could probably get aransom for him, but that'd put usin their reach

again."
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Alain felt his heart falter, and the panic he had been holding off until that moment rise up and seize him.
He wanted to scream, but he could only whimper alittle, a pathetic whine lost in the sounds the ship
made. And inside, he began screaming silently—and futilely—for help. He couldn't help himself—it
was an automatic reaction.

But he even as he shrieked at the top of his mental voice, some part of him despaired and knew it was
useless. Maybe in the woods, even if there was no human with Mindspeech near enough to help, he
could have summoned elk, a mountain-cat, wolvesto his aid. But this was the vast water, with nothing
init but fish. Still his mind yammered asif anything that could help him was likely to hear him. . . .
;7

The response, faint as it was, stopped his mental gibbering initstracks. :What?: he called back.

:??. came the return—stronger! There was a sense of something he hadn't expected; behind that startled
guery was intelligence. Maybe enough to help him?

He fought back pain and nausea and focused all of his strength behind something more coherent.

‘Help me! Please!: he Sent, and added overtones of his situation; easy enough to do since it was all very
physical.

The response was not a single voice, but a chorus.

:Landwalker? Yes, Landwalker!:

:Landwalker. Net-bound.:

:Brother to Weeps-On-Shore.:

: Captive to—— What followed was emotion, and senses, rather than words—a sense of something
destructive, ataste of blood, and anger on the part of the speaker. Whatever these creatures were, they
knew his captors, and they had no love for them.

:Yes. They must not have him.:

:Enough. They must be stopped.:

:Call the Deep One.:

:Yes! The Degp One will know! The Deep One will rid the face of the waters of them!:
:Call the Degp One!:

WEell, it was very nice that they saw his enemies as their own, but they hadn't answered him. He chose
this moment to insert his own plea.

:Please? Help me?:

But at that moment, the tarp was ripped aside. He blinked up at four shadowed faces interposed between
him and a star-filled sky.

Someone elsg, just out of sight, spoke. "Right. We're safe enough. Over the side with him."

Fear and nausea warred within him, but he had no time to react—four sets of hands seized shoulders and
ankles, there was a moment of futile struggle as they heaved him up—

Then flying weightless through the air—just enough time for alast gulp of air—
Then he hit the water like a stone.

He managed to keep his breath, and he sank for a moment, the cold water hitting him a blow that made
him choke back a gasp that would have lost him that precious breath. With bound hands and feet,
disoriented in the black water, he thrashed, trying to find the surface, the air, the precious air, and not
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knowing where it was.

:We come, Walker!:

Miraculously he was surrounded by large, fleshy bodies, warm, slick bodies that bore him suddenly up
to the surface and held him there as he gasped for breath.

He couldn't see them—the moon must have set—so he had only the sense that they were larger than he
was, slick and not scaly like afish. Asthey thrust under his arms with oblong heads and long snouts,
they used those rounded, bulbous heads to keep him afloat. Others went to work on the ropes tying his
hands and feet. They had sharp teeth, too, in those snouts—they took it in turnsto slice at his bonds,
dlicing into his hands, though he sensed apology every time tooth met flesh and he gasped with pain.
It'sall right,: he managed, and conveyed the sense that he would rather be free and wounded than
bound and whole. He got amused concurrence and a renewed assault on his bonds. They must be the
terror of the fish, these creatures; veritable wolves of the water.

Just as the final rope parted on his hands, there was a stirring among his rescuers, a rush of excitement.
: The Deep One comes!: cried one voice, and then another—

And suddenly he was alone in the water, paddling frantically. :Wait!: he called after them. :Wait, |
don't— can't—

:Peace, little Walker .

The Mindvoice was like none he had ever heard before; huge, deep, with akind of echo. It swept
through his mind and made him shiver and catch his breath, knowing in his bones he was in the presence
of something—monumental.

:Peace. Be still. | come.: He felt something, a pressure in the water beneath him, and then—

Then something bigger than the biggest ship he had ever seen rose up beneath him like afloor. And he
felt himself in a Presence.

:Yes, little Walker. | uphold you. Well for you that you cannot see me, else your fear would make a
dumb beast of you, and render you lawful prey. ...:

It had the same sort of dlick, resilient hide as the others had, this creature whose back held him,
supported him, in just afew thumb-breadths of water. He couldn't see anything of it, but the sense of
something so huge he couldn't even imagine it held him silent.

: S0, tell me, Walker-On-Land, what isit that should cause the Bright L eapersto cometo your aid
and call upon me?:

-1 don't know, my lord,: Alain said humbly. :I just—asked for help.:

:Just asked for help. Never has aWalker asked help of us. Perhaps that is reason enough. But what of
these others?. The Mindvoice lost its sense of amusement, and Alain shivered again. :The Leapers say
that they must be stopped. Their tree-float tastes of blood and pain, their minds of ravening. | know what
they have done to the L eapers—but what else have they done to their own kind?:

Asbriefly as possible, Alain outlined to the vast creature beneath his hands just what it was that the
raiders had done, and he felt an anger as enormous as creature itself slowly rousing.

:S0. Bad enough to make war, but those who make it upon the infant and the aged . . . the wisdom of the
people and the hope. . . . : A pause. :Yes. | can see. But thisis between you and your kind, and although
| wish to follow the wishes of the Leapers, | must have a price from you.:

A price?: It didn't matter; whatever it wanted, it could have, if it would put an end to these marauding
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bandits. :Isit— he gulped. :—me you want, oh Lord of the Deep?:

The surface beneath his hands vibrated; in a moment, he recognized it as laughter. :No, little Walker, be
you ever so tasty, you are too noble for my eating. Besides, | would not cause the Weeper-On-The-
Shore, your White Spirit-Brother, to dissolve in grief. No. Before | act in the affairs of Walkers. .. a
vow from you, Walker, brother to the White Spirit. That you reveal me to no one. Ever.:

You haveit,: he promised, not entirely sure why this creature wanted it, nor what he was exchanging the
vow for, but willing enough to give it. :None shall know. Not even my Companion.:

:Then | shall act.:

He felt the great bulk beneath him begin to move, felt it rise until he was completely out of the water. He
balanced on this hill of flesh, and the air of its passing flowed around him, chilling him so that he
shivered. The resilient flesh beneath him undulated slowly.

Lights appeared on the horizon, lightstoo yellow and unwinking to be stars.

They were lanterns, lanterns hung on the rail of the ship that had taken him and on its sister-shipsin the
raiding fleet. Swiftly as these ships sailed, the creature beneath Alain was faster.

Now he sensed other minds around him, the minds of the smaller creatures that had initially been his
rescuers. They exchanged no words, only feelings of excitement and some of the same anger that the
greater creature felt. And with that came glimpses of the cause of that anger—the wanton slaughter of
these creatures by the men of the swift, agile ships.

:Stay with the Leapers, Walker, and observe.:

The bulk that supported him slipped from beneath him, plunging him into the water again as it
disappeared. But before he could panic, the others were around him, one under each outstretched arm.
And before the ship sailed away from where they waited in the water, something black and terrible
surged up out of the waves beside it—

—and crashed down on it before the few sailors manning the sails and tiller had a chance to do more
than register the presence of something beside them.

The ship disintegrated with a horrible sound of shattering timber and the screams of the men aboard.
The men on the other ships had that much warning—enough to know their doom, not enough to avoid it.
Again and again, the huge bulk leapt from the waves and smashed down on their ships, splintered them
as awanton child would splinter atoy, but with anger no child could ever fedl.

How many died instantly, how many were left to flounder in the water he would never find out, for the
smaller swimmers left him again and the huge one rose beneath him and carried him quickly away.
:There are more of them yet, clinging to bits of their tree-floater, but | will hunt tonight, Walker,; said
the voice with grim satisfaction. :When you are safe | shall return, and oh, | shall dinewell . .. so
remember your vow.:

-1 will,: he pledged fervently, with a shudder, and felt the creature's amusement.

:Come. | hunger. The sooner the L eapers can take you ashore, the sooner | may feed.:

Again the huge bulk rose out of the water with him atop it, and sped—in what direction? He could not
tell. He could only cling to it as best he could, exhausted, cold, shivering, aching in head and limb, and
hope this thing that had spoken of dining on men would take him home.

And yet—and yet—

He was afraid of it—but it was more respect than fear.
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:Speak with me, Walker. Tell me of your life. | have never met one who could Speak to my
thoughts, and | havelived long. . . long.:

So throughout that long night, that strange journey, he spoke with the unseen creature that bore him. It
was not ignorant of the ways of humans, but Heralds and Companions were new and fascinating to it.
He came to understand that it was his despised Gift of Animal Mindspeech that had saved him; the
creature could hear the strong thoughts of others, but imperfectly. Only Alain had ever been able to
converse with it, and with the ones called the Bright Leapers.

Gradually, respect entirely replaced fear—

Though he did not forget what it intended to do when it returned to the shattered wrecks to hunt. And he
was torn; the men were guilty of murder, robbery, rapine—and certainly their lives would have been
forfeit had their fate come upon them from the hands of Selenay's Guard. But to be devoured after
candlemarks of terror, floating on the face of the water—

:Their fateiswhat it will be. Perhapsthey will drown beforel return; drowned or living, they will
serve mewell. It isneither you, nor |, to whom they must answer for their deeds. | do but send
them quickly to that judgment.:

There was nothing he could say to that; and in the end, perhaps this was no worse than imprisonment,
perhaps atrial, and in the end, the axe or rope. . . .

:But the dawn is near, and so is the shore,: the creature continued. :No Walker has yet seen me, nor shall
they—not those who | let live, at least. | go to hunt; the Leapers will see you to your friends.: There was
asense of asmileinits Mindvoice. :Beginto call when | leave you, so that your Spirit-Brother will
cease to lament. His weeping tears at my heart even now.:

The creature slowed and stopped, and slowly submerged, dropping him again into the water. A moment
later, it was gone—it could probably swim faster under the water than above it, and had only kept to the
surface for his benefit. The water felt warm after the chill of wet garments in rushing air; the Bright

L eapers were soon around him, holding him up.

:Move your limb from out the dead-skin you wear, so we can take it in our mouths and pull you,: said
one. After amoment he puzzled out that they meant him to pull his hands and arms up into his sleeves
so they could take the ends in their mouths. He did as they asked, and soon they were towing him
between two of them, with the others swimming alongside, occasionally leaping into the air, apparently
just for the sheer exuberance of living. Remembering what the Deep One had said, he began to MindCall
Vedalia. And asthe sky before them grew light, and the water reflected it back in dull silver, he heard
Vedaliaanswer.

What passed between them was too deep for words, and he was glad to be towed and not swimming, for
he couldn't have swum and wept at the same time.

And asthe sun itself appeared on the horizon, it seemed that the L eapers were not going to have to take
him to shore after all, for there were boats coming to meet them—and although Vedalia could not have
fit in them, Sted was in the prow of the foremost, his white uniform shining in the early light.

The Leapers—he saw now that they looked like fish, but with sleek, brown hides, merry eyes, and
mouths frozen into a perpetual grin—now made good their name, for all those who surrounded the two
who towed him flung themselvesinto the air in graceful arcs. From the distant boats a cheer arose, made
faint by distance—and by the water in his ears, perhaps.

He grayed-out for amoment—it was a good thing that his caretakers were competent and kept him from
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drowning—for when he came to himself, there were two bright-eyed heads holding him up, with his
arms across what might have been their necks if they'd had such athing. And the foremost boat was
coming alongside. Many hands reached down to haul him aboard, which was a good thing, because now
that he was safe, the last of his energy ran out, and he felt as weak as a newborn kitten.

But he was not so exhausted that he didn't notice the fishermen bowing to the Bright Leapers, and
calling out their thanks as he was hauled aboard. "Y ou know these creatures?' he said, surprised.

"They are the Wave-Wise," said one of the fishermen, wrapping a rough woolen blanket about his
shoulders. "Some say they are the spirits of those of us who drowned and never came home to be buried
on land. We never molest them, and if one should be tangled in a net, we cut the net to let him free.
Better to lose a catch than drown a brother.”

:Deep-Speaker!: one called, bobbing with its head above the water, making a chattering sound and
nodding as it MindSpoke. : Tell your friends that we know where the Netted Ones are, and we will guide
themthere!:

The Netted Ones? The kidnapped women?
:Yes! Yes! And now the Deep One feeds, there are none to keep them netted!:
"Dear gods—" he grabbed the fisherman by the collar. "Listen—your Wave-Wise are wiser than you

guess! They say they know where the women and children are that were stolen away, and will guide you
there!™

Pandemonium broke out among the boats, as the Bright Leapers cavorted and word passed from vessel
to vessel. All wanted to go, but the crew of the boat that held Sted and Alain reluctantly agreed to turn
back with them.

Then, and only then, did Alain lie back, his shivering easing, aflask of some herb cordial that Sted had
pressed into his hand, sheer exhaustion flattening him against the support of rope and blankets that Sted
had rigged for him.

Sted, who spoke but seldom, had been babbling ever since he was brought aboard out of sheer relief.
Since most of what he was saying had been variations on "Thank the gods you're safe!™ Alain hadn't
paid alot of attention.

Now, though— "Vedalia said you were rescued by those fish—or whatever they are," Sted was saying.
"Not fish—I sppose they must be something like a Pelagiris-creature, a kyree or whatever," Alain
replied, hoping he sounded as exhausted as he felt. "They said the only reason they could hear me, and |
could hear them, was my Gift."

"But how did you get away?' Sted asked.

Alain tried to laugh and coughed instead, taking a sip of the cordial. "I didn't. The bastards only kept me
long enough to be sure you weren't chasing them with boats full of Guards. Then they tossed me
overboard. But I'd been yelling like a scared baby, and the—they call themselves Bright L eapers—the
Bright Leapers heard me." He held out hiswrists so Sted could see the cuts from their teeth. "Got the
ropes off, then towed me back. | suppose | was rescued for the novelty of listening to me talk while |
was brought back as much as anything else. | got the impression that these water-creatures, the
intelligent ones, spend alot of their time just—playing, learning, being curious. So much for the honor
and glory of being aHerald! My real value seemsto have been that | could tell agood story!"

He might be exhausted, but he was choosing his words very carefully. He was telling the exact truth, just
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not all of it . . . and aslong as he stuck to the exact truth, Sted was not likely to wonder what he was
trying to hide.

Sted chuckled, and so did the fisherman nearest them, the man at theftiller. "We've always honored the
Wave-Wise, but if they bring usto the captives, they'll be getting a share of our catches from now on,"
the fisherman said. "Asfor stories, | expect you'll be tired of telling this one long before anyone gets
tired of hearing it. There've been other tales of the Wave-Wise rescuing fisherfolk, but never like this

one."

"And | fervently hope there never isagain," Alain said emphatically. "I pray that no one ever meets the
sort of things| did last night."

He closed his eyes and Sted's urging, and felt consciousness rapidly slipping away. But—did he hear the
far-off echo of an appreciative—and sated—chuckle at that last?

:No, of coursenot.:
:Of course not,: he agreed, and slept.
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Mereth drew a deep breath. Breezes here were still ice kissed, though this cup of land was well beneath
those mountain walls, which formed its confines. She pulled her heavy cloak closer and secured its
throatlatch before freeing Mage Ruther's experimental distance see-all. Mereth never ceased to wonder
at its ability to draw into her vision things that lay far away.

If thistool had only been available in the days of the invasion— It seemed, she thought, that nowadays
minds were proving sharper. Knowledge, either long forgotten or newly discovered, advanced steadily
from one sunrise to another. It was amost asif the constant alerts, necessary before the Warding, having
now vanished, had opened the way for the flouring of learning. Mereth did not, of course, accept the
suggestion that a Golden Age had come to Estcarp and her own High Hallack. No, when the Gates,
known or secret, had drawn captives from many far sources to people this long-mixed world—Estcarp,
Arvon, High Hallack, Karstan, Escore—evil had come, nonetheless, twinned with good.

Gone were the Gates—yes—but though the Dark might not feed its forces here now, it had not yet
shrunk to nothingness. Behind her now, within the near-repaired walls of Lormt, more than a score of
scholars engaged in research, eager to recover any hint of what might rise to threaten again. Towers,
brought low by the Dance of the Mountains, were now near restored. However, beneath the ancient
floors of those venerable storehouses of knowledge, |ong-hidden rooms had burst open to be explored by
the then few, reclusive inhabitants. Newcomers, sages of high learning, had flocked in. The efforts of at
least three quarters of the Lormt dwellers were now bent toward this exploration and were being
repaid—mainly with—

She lifted again the far-seer, held it to her right eye and turned it down slope. There appeared movement
now, which in this near-deserted country might herald a visitor—one of those seeking to trace war-
tossed kin, raider scout, or homeless wanderer?

Peering so through her new tool, Mereth saw straightly enough. What leapt into instant view was a gaunt
villager garbed in rags. It was the shepherdess she had observed warding atiny flock of bedraggled
sheep aday gone. To the woman's eye, skilled through years in merchanting, the pitifully thin mottled
creatures rated of the poorest quality. Such faded, ragged wool would bring scarcely half a glance in the
past from the factors at Ferndale Warehouse.

The distant village girl rounded arock and then half stumbled against the stone as if unable to stand
erect. Mereth gained her feet with the aid of her long staff, thrust the far-seer into a belt loop and headed
down the hill. She had made no mistake in reading the expression of abject horror that had grimaced that
narrow face.

Being a mute, Mereth could not call out, nor did she appear to possess any of the Old Talent of mind-
touch. Suddenly her feet struck something slick in the sprouting grass and she dug in her staff just in
time to prevent herself from falling.

The shepherdess's head jerked up and she looked directly at Mereth, terror still etched on her features.
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She screamed and lurched away from the rock, running, not toward Mereth, but away.

Mereth was not close enough to bar the girl's way with her staff and had to steady herself, once more
unsure of her own footing. Just as she reached the upstanding spur of rock, the girl had reached the far
side—no chance to stop her now.

Leaning heavily on her staff for support, the woman of Lormt doggedly followed the frightened girl;
however, now a strange awareness broke upon her so sharply that she amost staggered. Clutching the
rod of polished wood with al her might, she met such an odor that she held her breath for amoment.
Death's foul stench—Death with the sickening effluvia of an ancient evil.

A battle ground might well poison the rising wind so, but even during the years of the war, Mereth had
only once met with such a stomach-twisting smell—it filled the nostrils, but—it also reached deep
within her and awakened a nameless fear. Perhaps the loss of one ability, that of speech, stirred and
sharpened all her senses. It posed a question for the likes of Maid Mouse, whose visits she cherished.
Mouse was renowned for her magic talent and the gift of discerning the balance of things.

As the woman continued to plod persistently along the track the girl had taken, her thoughts were rudely
interrupted—

L ooking down, she was met with a strange sight indeed. At her feet in the spring-green meadow grass
lay afleece, rent and be-splotched with great gouts of blood. Among the young blades of recently
nibbled grass there showed rough patches of blood-soaked mud.

Mereth carefully inserted the ground tip of her staff under the edge of the hide and flipped back a part of
it to examine the flesh side. With so much blood about, this must be afresh kill, but how could this be
with no sign of paw-, claw- or footprint? Furthermore, there was not one scrap of flesh adhering to the
underside of the sheepskin. No animal could kill and clean its prey and leave the hide thus. And where
were the bones? There was no sign of any remains—nothing but blood and hide!

There were feral huntersin plenty in these mountains—borse-bear, val-lops, snow cats. But sites of their
feasting bore no resemblance to this. The very look and feel here shouted danger in the Lormt woman's
mind.

Wessel—he might know. Lormt and its grounds had been his charge for years. He was truly both Lord
Duratan's right and left hand and the first to be queried about land or towers. She had seen him an hour
earlier supervising the finishing of the crenellations of a new tower in the outer wall.

But, the herder—M ereth turned slowly to scan the reaches of the meadow. Of course there was no sight
of the girl. She might have traced the child by the sound of her running, but the sight of the strange kill
had lost her that advantage and she probably could not have kept pace long enough to catch her. Many
heavy boulders thrust up along the fringes of the pasturage like ill-socketed teeth. Any one of them
offered an ample hiding place.

Perhaps later she might borrow one of the tough little ponies and ride down to the village to inquire
about the girl, though the prospect of success was dim. There was no great friendship between the
village and Lormt, for many of those living there now were Karsten survivors of the Mountain Dance
and deeply bitter against those with Talents.

No, to learn what she could from Wessel was her best move at present. Again planting her sturdy staff
with care, Mereth turned to retrace her steps.

She found Wessel leaning on an overturned cart, happily engulfing, with obvious hunger, a huge round
of herb bread wrapped about afat chunk of cheese. The filling looked about to escape his hold, but he
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adroitly stuffed the last of it into his generous mouth. Mereth hesitated; to call a man from his midday
meats simply to observe a puzzle lying down-mountain was hardly fair. But—time was crucial. The
evidence must be seen immediately or be of no value.

The bailiff swallowed again as she came up.

“Trouble, M'Lady?"

Mereth steadied her slate and carefully printed, the easier for him to read.

"Down slope—Il ook—something curious to see—"

He rolled what remained of his meal into a square of coarse linen and tucked it into the front of his
jerkin. Then he hesitated for a moment and looked closely at her.

Instinctively catching his unspoken question, she shook her head and he forbore to pick up the only
possible weapon at hand, a mattock that leaned against the wall behind him.

This time she took more careful account of her footing. At the nooning it was warmer now and her
hearing, always acute, caught the drone of buzzing insects. Asthey approached the site of thekill, it
seemed that the stench had intensified; however, the near-pal pable evil she had sensed clouding the spot
was now dissipated. Wessel practically vaulted the last few paces down to stand beside the blood-clotted
fleece and after a moment squatted, his hand over his nose.

" 'Pears something took one o' Fuser's ewes," he had half advanced a hand near but not quite touching
the befouled wool.

Again Mereth's writing tool was busy. "M ot-wolf, bear— Snow cat—?"
He shook his head in response to her list. "Not as any mountain hunter was this done, M'Lady. Where be

the paw prints, bones and the like? Best we put Lord Duratan on this—he was ranger trained. Now,"
Wessel rose to hisfeet, "I'll just go and tell him."

Mereth withdrew. The cloud of blue flies and the pervasive stench were more than she could bear any
longer. Even when she reached Lormt again, she avoided visiting the buttery for awhile. Instead she
went to the tiny chamber that opened off her well-appointed living space and sat down at her desk,
which was thickly spread with documents and a couple of wood-covered books so heavily fashioned to
protect the ancient parchment pages.

There was the Larweeth case—this was her duty at Lormt; she must keep to it. The great war behind
them, the massacres of the old race in Karsten, the Moving of the Mountains had stirred up her entire
world as one stirs the stiff batter for afeast cake. Families and clans had been brutally rent apart.

Now Lormt was devoted to gathering and cataloging of news of such losses, ready to offer aid to any
who came seeking news of kin. Sometimes one had to sift through very old records for needed clues.
Accustomed to keeping accounts of business on land and sea for her trading family, Mereth had found
this a suitable occupation in her old age, one she could ply with skill.

Only—she closed her eyes for amoment and saw only bloody wool. Clapping her hand to her lips, she
swallowed firmly and reached for a book of armorial bearings. This she opened with determination and
forced herself to locate a particular mark.

At last able for atime to push the disturbing scene out of her mind and settle down to pursue her
research, Mereth became shortly so engrossed that it amost startled her when a message from Lord
Duratan arrived to ask, if it were no trouble, could she attend upon him?

It was near twilight when Mereth trudged through the halls, aided by her staff in making cautious
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descent into the bowels of Lormt. There she knocked on the door of Lord Duratan's quarters from
whence he ordered the affairs governing the safety of the ancient seat of knowledge. Once of the
Borderers, he kept his chamber well lighted and when the woman knocked and entered at hisinvitation,
she immediately caught a sound that betrayed his mood—a random clicking.

He had swept a space clear of paper, pens and folios on the ancient wood surface of the table before him.
Above this his hands rose and fell as his fingers gathered a partial palmful of colored crystals, only to
toss them in a scattered pattern, which he studied after each throw. So, he gauged this matter serious
indeed! Mereth stared down in turn at the results of hislast pitch—one shaped by chance and his
particular Talent. The crystals lay about the cleared place in adiscernable array.

Most of the darker colors had fallen well away from the central core, where appeared different shades of
green from that of new spring grass to the darkest bramble leaf hue. However, these were lightened by a
sprinkling of pale yellow, lying randomly. After one long stare, the Marshal of Lormt raised his head to
look directly at Mereth and begin to recite asif reading from some report drawn from Wessel's account
book, ending:

"Lady Mereth, in the days before the Warding the ships of your house sailed far. Have you ever heard
report of such afoulness as you discovered today?

The woman's dlate and stylus were at the ready. "No." A terse enough answer, but none further was
needed.

"There are beasts enough in these heights to be feared.” He was sweeping up the crystals to pour them
back into a double bag of lizard skin. "At this season of the year such are well hungered from the
sparseness of winter game. Y et none known to be at large hereabouts gorges to the point of leaving
naught but an empty hide. Wessel is now asking questions—"

Duratan’'s next word was drowned by a sound, which instantly brought them both to their feet and
swinging toward one of the narrow windows in the guardian's chamber. The man reached it in two
strides, but Mereth was not about to be left behind and crowded against him to see—

The last vestiges of twilight dimmed the slope that walled the valley. Some distance below small blazes
bobbed up and down—torches, by the look of it, Mereth opined. These seemed not to be approaching
Lormt, rather milling around at a remove.

Duratan pushed the woman aside as he strode across the room, pausing only to snatch a cloak draped
over achair back. Uncaring that she was many passages away from her own covering, Mereth followed
him through the door, though he was running now. Even with the aid of her staff, she could not keep
pace and by the time she reached the center court, a small company of armed guards was assembling,
while two at the gate were grunting as they opened the massive portal with straining muscles. They
carefully limited the space to just enough to let a single armsman pass.

Though the torches were not visible from this level, a shout came from awall sentry two levels above.
"Still there!™

"M'Lady—this be acold night! Here, get you into this." Mistress Bethelie, housekeeper for Lormt, had
whipped off her own cloak to wrap it around Mereth's shoulders. Mage Lights swayed above
them—~brighter than any torch. Clearly Lady Nalor's powers were at work.

Mereth gave hasty thanks, for Duratan had, by then, slipped through the narrow opening of the gate and
the porter was preparing to shut it when she squeezed by. He made asif to stop her but she paid no heed.
Only as the darkness closed around her outside did she pause. The mage globes did not extend to this
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place. A misstep would surely mean a painful fall. Ahead came the sounds of the armsmen and she bit
her lip inirritation. She had no choice but to stumble along at a crawling pace, exerting her waning
strength to dig in her staff for support at each step.

Criesrose from the huddle of torch bearers and a shrill scream, suddenly cut off, asif by a blow. When
Mereth finally reached the point of action, the flickering torchlight, though poor, was enough to reveal
much of the struggle that surrounded her.

No armsman had drawn steel, but all were fighting with short, thick wooden staffs, not unlike her own
longer one. Their opponents were men from the village who shouted raucously as they fought.

Mereth could make out raw oaths mingled with cries of "Y e Dark Ones! Begone! Leave us be!"
Historically the researchers of ancient lore in Lormt had little contact with the villagers, save for the
troubl ous times when they had opened the great depository of knowledge to shelter those fleeing for
their lives. The landsmen and their families had been grateful enough then, but after the vast disaster of
the Turning, distrust had arisen and communication was limited to dealing for supplies. However, she
had never heard of such trouble as she now witnessed.

Mereth had scarce time to ponder the matter, for as she pivoted about her staff, she barely escaped a
killing blow aimed at her head. Asit was, it landed crookedly and painfully against her shoulder.

Rober! Why, only that morning the carter's son had greeted her civilly with proper respect, but now his
reddened face was drawn into a twisted mask like a blood-mad raider. Mereth shuddered. It was asif the
old days had come again. Instinctively she retaliated, swinging her stout staff with practiced force and
caught the youth at knee level. He screeched and went down.

Holding his knee, he rolled over. He had not landed on bare ground but on another body. Naked flesh
revealed by torchlight writhed frantically. The shepherdess, so small and withered-seeming without her
rags, had been roped into a bundle. Raw weals across her arms gave evidence of earlier abuse.

Mereth moved to stand over her, ready to defend the pitiful girl and herself, but Rober had dragged
himself away, still clutching his knee and howling continuously. The core of conflict had moved away
from them and shadows enclosed the two females as torches were either snuffed or carried distant.
However there was just enough light for afew moments for Mereth to spy arefuge of sorts—another of
the upstanding rocks. She could not carry the girl but she might perhaps roll her. She leaned over and
grasped the girl's hair, greasy and dust clotted. She could tell by a brief gleam that the shepherdess's eyes
were upon her. The older woman made a hand motion to indicate rolling and pointed toward the stone,
hoping the girl would understand.

There was no answer, but push Mereth did with what strength she had left and the small body did seem
to undulate into aroll until together they came up against the harsh surface of the boulder. The woman
dropped to the ground, near exhausted, with the helpless girl lying against her. Mereth was
shivering—no, rather what she felt was wrenching shudders that shook the girl's so-thin body.

Mereth had no blade with her to cut the small captive's bindings, but loosing the throatlatch of Bethelie's
cloak, the woman drew the trembling girl into her arms and did what she could to pull the sturdy length
of tightly woven wool about them both.

As she attempted to draw the girl higher in her grasp, the edge of her cloak tangled about one of the thin
arms so strictly bound. The villager lurched forward as best she could but was unable to free herself.
Twisting in Mereth's tightened hold, she screamed again and managed to near face her captor squarely.

"Evil— Make kill—quick!"
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Mereth was in no position to write either question or answer. But at that moment one of the torch
bearers, a supporter on either side, retreated near enough that the woman saw— Across the shepherdess's
tightly bound arm, stretching as a ghastly fringe along the shoulder was rough, raw flesh—Ilacking any
skin. Immediately Mereth swung the girl from close contact, the better to see the bony back riddled with
more vicious patches of exposed flesh, in which was seen embedded bits of torn leaf or dark broken
stem.

There was evidence of, not a heavy flogging, but something far more frightening. Mereth shuddered.

She must get the victim to Lormt, where Nalor could employ her healer's skill to ease the child's torment.

The girl writhed, trying to pull herself away from Mereth, though even the slightest movement brought
harsh cries of pain from her. While the woman's attempts to hold her closer to prevent further self-
inflicted torture only made her screech louder. Without the ability to communicate, Mereth was near as
hel pless as the bound one. No! No! NO! Her mind battled against the gag nature had laid upon her as she
had once before in her life when her younger sister had been cut down before her eyes by an Alisonian
during the Kolder War.
"M'Lady!"
The light was stronger. Wessel stood nursing his left arm against his chest as Master Forbie, with whom
she had exchanged greetings that morning, lowered closer a torch—
"What have we here?' Duratan joined them. "Lady Mereth, how came you here?"
She looked down at the trembling girl who seemed to have suddenly shrunk to little more than atiny
armful of abraded flesh. As Mereth leaned back against the rock, the torchlight pitilessly revealed more
of the blood-o00zing body. Wessel uttered a blistering oath while the commander of Lormt's garrison
turned to shout, "AID!" over the field where the battling guards and villagers could no longer be seen.

* % %
Back at last at Lormt, at a gesture from Nalor, two of the elderly scholars had pushed atable closer to
the high blazing fire of the chamber where dried herbs swung on cords anchored well above. Mereth
crouched on a stool within close reach of the flames warmth, nursing a mug of cordia hot enough to be
ablessing to her frosted hands.
She watched Nalor whisk alength of bed sheet across the table and Duratan, aided by a guard, stretch
the village girl thereupon, face down, the herb mistress at the last moment turning the youngling's head
gently to one side. A low swung lamp chained to a beam above the table revealed the child's abused
flesh.
To Mereth's astonishment, the ghastly skinless wounds now in full view did not continue clear across the
back aswould signs of a severe lashing. Instead they could be seen on left shoulder, left arm and | eft
hip; the rest of the skin was bruised but untorn—
Mistress Bethelie, bringing with her asmall steaming kettle, folded cloths in a pack under one arm,
appeared beside Lady Nalor as the men left.
Her face was contorted, flushed with anger. "What manner of brutes are these village louts?' she
demanded.
Lady Nalor made no answer, but she had opened one of her medicine pouches to take out slender
tweezers. Mereth guessed her intention, pulled herself up, setting aside her drink, and twitched one of
the cloths from the housekeeper's grasp.
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Stretching this flat on her palms, Mereth pushed Bethelie aside to stand at the Herb Mistress's side as,
with obvious care, yet swiftly, Nalor began to free the wounds of the bits of stem, matted leaves and
portions of blossoms, which clung so tightly to the raw flesh that they seemed to be embedded.

Once she had cleared these all away, she nodded to Mereth, who had immediately clapped one side of
the waiting cloth over the other, that nothing escape.

"Feel it?" Nalor asked.

Mereth nodded, the cloth pressed tightly between her hands. Feel it, she did. Perhaps not as strongly as
did Nalor, who was of the Old Race and had some of the Taent: rage, blistering, concentrated
rage—such an emotion as might drive a man into battle with no thought of himself, ssimply to slay and
slay until he, in turn, would be slain.

And, though there was no possible physical cause, the emotion was rooted in the folded cloth she held.

She must continue to hold; she could not reach for her slate to write any of the questions churning in her
mind. Thus Mereth stood and watched Nalor go about her healing work, while keeping half her attention
on the wadded cloth into which her nails burrowed.

At length Mistress Bethelie supervised two of her own staff as they carried away the girl, heavily
swathed in bandages. But there was no time, even then, for questions and answers—not when one of
them could not speak them freely. Either Mereth had become accustomed to the burning of the strange
rage, or else much of that had subsided. She still clasped the cloth tightly, however as cudgel-battered
men began to be either carried in or aided by comrades. There came both defenders of Lormt and
villagers, bloody, bruised and somehow scarcely aware of their surroundings.

Lady Nalor paused to snatch up a glass bowl and curl a summoning finger at Mereth. "In." She had
opened a hinged lid. Mereth pushed in the crumpled fabric and the Herb Mistress snapped the lid back
down instantly and made it secure.

The housekeeper appeared, holding Mereth's staff and drew the cramped and wrinkled hand of the older
woman into the crook of her sturdy elbow. "Come, M'Lady—'tis near sunup. We do not wish any fever,
now do we? Bed for you now—"

Nalor had not only relieved her of that burden that had hammered against her strength, but it seemed that
she had drawn on Mereth's energy, draining her as well. She allowed herself to be half guided, half
carried to her own chamber and the soft comfort of her waiting bed.

It was light again—the clear gloss of very early sunlight touched the undrawn curtain of the bed as she
roused. Mereth sat up among the pillows and drew her hand across her forehead, a gesture which
brought no relief to her aching head. She looked around twice to reassure herself that no evil shadow had
followed her out of the dreams that had imprisoned and tormented her.

Slowly she washed in the tepid water she found in her bowl. Its warmth suggested that someone had
looked in at her not long before. Shivering, she drew a heavy gown of quiet violet from her chest and a
gray shawl! formed into lace by knitting. Mereth continued to battle the pain, which had established itself
behind her eyes and, leaning on her staff much more heavily than usual, she sought out company.

This she found in one of the common rooms. The chamber was more crowded than she had ever seenit,
and voices rose more loudly than usual. As Mereth entered, partly unnoticed, she was near deafened by
fragments of news that were being passed around the room.

Lord Duratan had sent for the nearest Wise Woman—no, he had ridden off to seek her—he was going to
appeal to Lord Koriswho ruled in Es these days—the villagers had been dabbling in ancient and
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forbidden things—they had actually brought a girl child as a sacrifice to some devilish thing—and on it
went!

Mereth lingered near the door, wanting to escape the din. If she could only cover her ears—but she
dared not lose the support of her staff and perhaps end up on the floor for her trouble.

"Lady Mereth!™

Mage Faggold, one of the oldest scholars, suddenly appeared beside her. Though he had counted a vast
tally of years, he had not retired as far from the world of the present time as most of his age group, and
he was credited with being perhaps the finest historian of those now at Lormt.

He raised his voice more strongly to overcome the din. "This isindeed fortunate, finding you so. We are
about to sit in council." He offered her his arm with the grace of a courtier.

Thus those, who might this day be considered the new defenders of their world, gathered. Lord Duratan
was not present. In his place sat Nalor, hislady, and lying before her on the table, around which their
chairs had been gathered, was the cloth Mereth knew well. There sat Wessel and another former
Borderer, three of the sages, and Faggold.

When Mereth was comfortably seated, her slate to hand, Lady Nalor, using the point of a pen asan
indicator, raised the edge of the cloth and flipped it out flat. Next she pointed to indicate brown
splotches, sticking to its length, which was now far from white.

"Y ou have seen what lies here as it appears beneath the enlarging glass. Y ou have felt—" she paused,
looking from one face to another.

From the moment her eyes had touched that cloth, Mereth's head moved from side to side. She strove to
repel what had followed her out of her feverish dreams. Without her conscious mind's order, she was
writing on her date.

"It lives—it eats—eats the living—"

The horror of that thought shook her write-stick from her hand. Faggold caught it before it fell to the
floor. Lady Nalor nodded.

"Yes." Tapping her pen on thetable, asif to center their attention to her, with its tip the healer separated
one of the dark twigs. "Thisis not athing of the sun or of the Light. It lives beneath. Though it seems a
plant, yet it is not as we know plants, for itsfood is flesh and blood." She gazed from one to another of
the council members.

Mereth picked up her writing stick from beside her slate where Faggold had placed it. She had regained
her control and shaped her words firmly.

"Is this one of the ancient evils awakened again? Or—is there a gate undiscovered—unsea ed? Do we
dig to tear it up by the roots?' She lingered a moment, supplied afinal sentence, her memory awake. Of
course there in the past the crew had been fighting a lesser peril on the strange island to the far south,
however their improvised weapon had worked very well. "There isfire to cleanse, weed killing potions
to poison—" she listed on her date.

Faggold and Lady Nalor had both been following her writing closely.

"Acid of Safall," Nalor nodded vigorously.

"Hot coals held tongs of baleiron," the Mage added his suggestion as quickly. "We must make the
villagers aid—"

Mereth leaned back alittle. Those in the council were all talking at once again. Shefelt asif a cloud
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hung above her head. Thiswas all too simple somehow.

She picked up the slate and stick to stow them into the bag fastened to her girdle. Those about her were
planning now; sometimes they seemed of two minds as to what method to use, but all were united on the
fact that the task must be done with all possible haste, before the monstrous ground-creeping scourge
could spread farther.

Mereth chewed her lower lip. There was more, of that she was sure. Was a villager, one with some Dark
learning, backing this?

With the aid of her staff she got to her feet. Lady Nalor looked up and Mereth made a small gesture with
her right hand. Over the years she had been at Lormt she had developed hand signals, easily understood
by her daily companions. Now she also gave a slight nod.

However, Mereth did not return to her chamber when she left the council, rather she went but a short
distance down the hall, into a small side orom. A kitchen maid sat nodding in a chair beside an occupied
bed. She quickly slipped out of the chair, rubbing her eyes and yawning. Mereth smiled and gestured to
the door. The maid disappeared gratefully, leaving the chair for the old woman.

Mereth settled there gingerly, her attention all for the occupant of the bed. She was entirely alert now, as
more and more her suspicions grew firm. The village girl lay with her well-padded back up-turned, the
bandages giving forth an herbal scent. However, her head was turned toward the elderly woman and
now her eyes opened abruptly.

Speech being denied her, and perhaps even all communication, if the girl could not read—how could
she—"?

Mereth's head jerked. It was asif she had heard—sly laughter.

"What would you have of me, old woman?"

This creature could surely not be one with the Power Women—

"Right," the word struck into Mereth's aching head like the point of a spear. "Power sweeps in both
ways. All things balance. What would you have of me—I ask it again. And | am not patient— Think
what you would ask—scraping around on a slate wastes time. If we deal together, something must be
done about that."

Mereth clasped her hands tightly together. She had walked daily with fear in the war days, but this was
something else—she might be chained in some cell while aflood of filth rose about her. Only she must
force herself to discover what monster had been brought into Lormt.

"Who are you?' She shaped the thought with difficulty—painfully.

"I am Vorda, Starqua, Deden, Karn—" Smooth flow of thought paused. Mereth's eyes were on her own
tightly clasped hands. She refused to meet those other gray ones.

The voice spoke again in her mind. "Ufora."

Involuntarily a short guttural sound escaped Mereth's throat.

"Yes, oh, yes! When you were little did your dam never strive to threaten you with that name? Ufora of
the darkest woods, she could make you one with atree chosen by alogger, or with ajumper already
entangled with the Skinner, the Eater?’

Mereth forced herself upright in the chair. Could this creature read more thought than that intended for
communication? Quickly she readied another question.

"What do | do here?' The woods demon continued, "Well, | emerged from the Long Sleep as you see
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me—a small one easily abused by others, athrow-away of the war. It has taken me too long to become
truly myself." The girl touched the crushed linen covering her breast. "Only now after the letting of
blood do | fully remember. These dolts of upper dwellers believe they won the ancient war at last by
closing the Gates to the worlds of another level. We remain, we, who were sleeping away the flooding of
endless years. So, again we were free to fold time. There have been openings left for those unguessed, in
which to build their nests anew. So will Ufora do!"

The dlight body on the bed moved, pulled up to its knees and slewed around. It plucked at the thick,
odorous bandages until it was free. Smooth skin, shown much more darkly against the bedclothes,
covered a body in which bones were no longer visible.

Mereth fought desperately against the pain in her head, throbbing as if words were beating a drum
within her skull.

The seeming girl snatched up the uppermost sheet and was winding it about herself. She tied two ends
together and knotted them, patting the knot when finished.

"Now—" She had spoken only the one word aloud. Standing with her head tilted alittle to one side, as if
listening, she remained quiet for amoment or two. Then her face twisted into amask of rage. "So—" she
spoke at last. "They would—" She started toward the door but her bulky covering slowed her. Mereth
made a determined effort. Her staff, wielded as a spear, thudded home on the other's ribs. The girl
screamed, caught at the bed for support, then collapsed to the floor. At once the door flew open with
such force it crashed against the wall. Mistress Bethelie gave one glance at Mereth and then centered her
attention on the girl, who was snarling at the old woman and visibly working her fingers in a pattern
between them.

Bethelie caught at the heavy bunch of keys swinging from her own girdle, snapped it loose and crashed
the jangling ball against the girl's hands with good aim. Mereth sat back weakly in her chair. She was
finding it very difficult to breathe and her head pain seemed to draw avell, clouding her vision;
however, she could still hear Mistress Bethelie's precise voice:

“Iron, cold iron, to you, evil slut—iron!"

The ringing words followed Mereth into darkness.

Never, since her venture with the Magestone, had Mereth felt herself so removed from real and daily
life. There was no sense of transition from the small room, of rising from the chair and making her way
through the halls and the great courtyard into the open. A will, which she did not claim as her own,
possessed her. Nor did she see anyone on that misty journey. In the huge edifice of Lormt, she might
have been totally alone.

Then, with no warning, the walls and restored towers vanished. Mereth was no longer alone, though
those about her had atenuous look. Before her now stretched the sharply sloping, rock-studded land
where the skirmish with the villagers had been fought. The sod had been torn away and, not too far
away, more of it was yielding to rakes not meant for afarm laborer's cultivation. They were larger than
customary and the prongs wider, scratching up clods of earth with vicious points more like weapons than
farming implements.

It was near to this activity that the mgjor part of alarge assembly wasto be found. Mereth blinked once
and again, trying to rid her eyes of the cloying mist. Lord Duratan stood there with Wessel and two other
one-time Borderers whom she knew to be expert archers. A step or so beyond stood Lady Nalor holding
adrawn sword whose weight was obviously burdening her.
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And—

That force, which had brought Mereth here, thrust her forward at a quicker pace. Fear like one of the
sudden mountain ice showers, struck her full faced. A bundle, resting on the ground between Nalor and
the yet undisturbed turf, stirred. She who claimed to be Ufora got to her feet. Her face was like a mask
carved from greenish ice of the higher mountain slopes. She tried hard to raise her arms, but her wrists
were drawn tightly together. Though there was no strong light, the day being gray, yet flashes glittered.
The captive was in irons—

Iron, cold iron—

Nalor was chanting. Now and again Duratan tossed at Ufora afistful of crushed herbs. Once, twice
Uforatried again to raise her hands. The lips of her masklike face twisted. She might have been seeking
to utter words of some dark ritual of her own.

Then—the seeming girl lifted her head a fraction and the dark eyesin her oddly green face fastened on
Mereth, meeting those of the elder woman—

Uforawas instantly before her, fettered arms inching out to her. She could see them—impossibly
reflected in the creature's eyes. If one pressed there—and there—the bonds would loosen. Mereth knew
what the other strained to force her to do.

Three times her own hands came up and out toward the iron-encircled wrists. Three times her own will
prevailed and they fell again, but she grew weaker, her head filled with such pain as she was sure would
overcome her.

There was no hesitation in Nalor's chant. Her words held no meaning for Mereth. Only there were others!

"Anchor's up, ye sons of Gry—
To the sails—Ilet usfly!"

A man's voice, deep from the throat, armed with courage, about to sail on afinal voyage.
Deep in her resonated the words she could not voice—

"Wind and sail

Cannot fail

Men with the Light.

Not even—"

The song she could not voice aloud was fading within her. Rolf, he—. She shut away that memory
fiercely. But—but—nhe had freed her! The staff, her ever-ready companion, lifted. She could no longer
sense those dark eyes holding her in thrall. They were light—oddly flat.

Nalor's words were lifting upward in asingle, final trumpet-voiced phrase.

The strange girl retreated, still facing Mereth and Nalor. Her foot caught as a noose of roots suddenly

snaked out. She screamed, stooping to batter thin green stems ending in yellow flowers with petals that
had the shape of sword blades.

Before the watchers could move the land did so. A great crevice gaped and from it arose a thin netting of
fine roots to close ominously about the girl. Again the ground shook, preparing to close its doom-crack.
Nalor moved; into that heaving growth she tossed a ball, only to snatch a second one—then athird,
which Duratan held out to her. Close, the earth did at last! Mereth shuddered as shrill screams slowly
faded away—death cries of that which should never have lived.

Thus passed the L atter Battle of Lormt, fought and won, and though the sages housed there sought often
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to find record of its like in the chronicles they prized, they did so in vain. However, Mereth related the
tale to Maid Mouse of the Learned Ones and what she heard in reply, she never told, save that talk by
thought became a gift to which she fiercely clung, so dearly wasit won.
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Mything in Dreamland

A Myth Adventures in Dreamland Story

Robert Asprin and Jody Lynn Nye

The dark green roof of the forest stretched out endlessly in every direction. To most, it would look like
an idylic paradise. To me, it was amajor problem.

| gazed out over the massed pine trees, wondering what kind of wilderness we'd gotten stuck in. A few
bare crests, like the one | was sitting on, protruded above the treeline, but they were miles away. None of
it looked familiar, but no reason why it should. There were thousands of dimensionsin existence, and I'd
only beento afew.

At the very least, it was an embarassment. Here | was, considered publicly to be a hotshot magician, the
great Skeeve, utterly lost because 1'd tripped and fallen through a magic mirror.

| went through my belt pouch for the D-hopper. | was sure it was there somewhere. | wasn't alone, of
course. Behind me, my partner and teacher, Aahz, paced up and down impatiently.

"I told you not to touch anything in Bezel's shop," the Pervect snarled. When a native of the dimension
called Perv snarls, other species blanch. The expression shows off a mouth full of four-inch razor-honed
fangs set in ascaly green face that even dragons consider terrifying. | was used to it, and besides, | was
pretty much to blame for his bad mood.

"Who'd have thought anybody could fall through alooking glass?" | tried to defend myself, but my
partner wasn't listening.

"If you had paid attention to asingle thing I've said over the last however many yearsit'sbeen . .." Aahz
held up ascaly pam in my direction. "No, don't tell me. | don't want to know. Garkin at least should
have warned you."

"I know," | said. "It's my fault."

"It's just basic common sense when it comes to magik. Don't eat anything that says 'Eat me.' Don't drink
anything that says 'Drink me." And don't touch Klahdforsaken magik mirrors with barriers around them
that say 'Don't touch!" . . . What did you say?' Aahz spun around on his heel.

"I said | know it's my fault. | was just trying to keep Gleep from eating the frame," | explained
sheepishly.

"Gleep!" the dragon added brightly, beside me.

"So why didn't you tie him up before we went in?* Aahz said.

"I did tie him up!" | protested. "Y ou know I did. Y ou saw me knot the leash around a post." But we
could both make an educated guess as to what had happened.

My dragon was not allowed in most reputabl e places or what passed for reputable at the Bazaar at Deva,
the largest trading area anywhere in the multitude of dimensions. It often happened that unscrupul ous
Deved shop proprietors ridded themselves of unwanted merchandise at a profit, by arranging for
accidents to occur. Such as having a convenient fire during for which time the owners have an
unshakeable alibi. Such as leaving the door gar while they just run next door to borrow a cup of sugar.
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Such as loosening the tether on a baby dragon whose reputation for clumsiness is amost as impressive
asits master's reputation for magical skill and deep pockets. Said dragon would go charging after its
beloved owner. Merchandise would start to hit the tent floor as soon as it entered. More goods, not even
close to being in range of said rampaging dragon, would shatter into pieces. Outraged shopkeeper would
appear demanding reimbursement at rates inflated four or five times the true worth. Unlucky customer
would be forced to shell out or risk expulsion (or worse) from the Bazaar. All genuine valuables would
have been removed from the shop ahead of time, of course.

"Maybe one of Bezel'srivalslet him loose,” | suggested hopefully, not liking my skills at tying knots to
be called into question.

"What were you doing looking at that mirror anyhow?'

| felt alittle silly admitting the truth, but it had been my curiosity that had gotten us stranded out here.
"Masshatold me about it. She said thiswas areally great item. It shows the looker his fondest

dream. . . . Naturally, | wanted to seeif it was anything we could use in our business. Y ou know, to
scope out our clients, find out what it isthey really want . . ."

"And what did you see?' Aahz asked quickly.

"Only my own dreams," | said, wondering why Aahz was so touchy. "Daydreams, really. Me,
surrounded by our friends, rich, happy, with a beautiful girl . . ." Although the mirror had been alittle
sketchy about the actual physical details | remembered vivid impressions of pulchritude and sex appeal.
A slow smile spread over Aahz's scaly features. "Y ou know those dream girls, partner. They never turn
out like you hope they will."

| frowned. "Yes, but if it's your own dream, wouldn't she be exactly what you want? How about yours?
What did you see?'

"Nothing," Aahz said flatly. "I didn't look."

"But you did," | insisted, grabbing on to afleeting memory of Aahz with an astonished expression on his
face. "What did you see?'

"Forget it, apprentice! It was abig fake. Bezel probably had a self-delusion spell put on the mirror to
spur someone stupid like you into buying it. When you got home you'd have seen nothing reflected in it
but Bezel's fantasy of a genuine sucker."

"No, I'm sure the mirror wasreal," | said thoughtfully. | knew what I'd daydreamed over the years, but
those wishes had been piecemeal, little things now and again. I'd never had such a coherent and
complete vision of my fantasies. "Come on, Aahz, what did you see?’

"None of your business!"

But | wasn't going to be put off that easily.

"C'mon. | told you mine," | wheedled. Aahz's wishes were bound to be interesting. He had seen dozens
of dimensions, and been around alot more than | had. " ou probably have some sophisticated plan
about an empire with you at the top of the heap, in charge. Hundreds of people begging for your
services. Wine! Women! Song!"

"Shut up!" Aahz commanded. But by now, my curiosity was an unignorable itch.

"There's no one around here for miles," | said, and it was the truth. "Nobody could get up here in hearing
range. They'd have to build a bridge to that next peak, and it's miles away. There's no one here but us.
I'm your best friend, right?"
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"l doubt that!"
"Hey!" | exclaimed, hurt.

Aahz relented, looking around. "Sorry. You didn't deserve that, even if you did make a boneheaded
move by touching that mirror. Well, sinceit'sjust us. . . Yeah, | saw something. That'swhy | think it'sa
delusion spell. | saw things the way they used to be, me doing magik—big magik—impressing the heck
out of thousands—no, millions! | got respect. | missthat."

| was astonished. "Y ou have respect. We respect you. And people in the Bazaar, they definitely respect
you. The Great Aahz! You're feared in a hundred dimensions. Y ou know that."

"It's not like in the old days," Aahz insisted, his gaze fixed on the distance, and | knew he wasn't seeing
the endless trees. "Time was we'd never have been stuck up here on a bare mountaintop like two cats on
arefrigerator . . ."

| opened my mouth to ask what arefrigerator was, then decided | didn't want to interrupt the flow. Aahz
seldom opened up his private thoughts to me. If he felt like he wanted to unload, | considered it a
privilegeto listen.

" ...l mean, it ain't nothing showy, but timewas | could have just flicked my wrist, and a bridge
would've appeared, like that!"

He flicked hiswrist.

| gawked. A suspension bridge stretched out from the peak on which we were standing all the way to the
next mountain. It was made completely out of playing cards, from its high arches down the cables to the
spans and pylons that disappeared down into the trees. We stared at each other and gulped.

"That wasn't there before,” | ventured. But Aahz was no longer looking at the bridge or at me. He was
staring at hisfinger asif it had gone off, which in asense it had.

"After all these years," he said softly. "It'simpossible." He raised his head, feeling around for force lines.
| did the same.

The place was full of them. | don't mean full, | mean FULL. Running through the ground like powerful
subterranean rivers, and overhead like highly charged rainbows, lines of force were everywhere.
Whatever dimension we'd stepped into was chockablock with magik. Aahz threw back his head and
laughed. A pretty little yellow songbird flew overhead, twittering. He pointed afinger at it. The bird,
now the size of a mature dragon, emitted a basso profundo chirp. It looked surprised.

It had nothing on me. For years | had thought only my late magik teacher Garkin could have removed
the spell that robbed Aahz of his abilities. | didn't know a dimension existed where the laws of magik as
| had learned them didn't apply. It seems | was wrong.

Aahz took off running toward the bridge.

"Hey, Skeeve, watch this!" he shouted. His hands darted out. Thick, fragrant snow began to fall, melting
into a perfumed mist before it touched me. Rainbows darted through the sky. Rivers of jewels sprang up,
rolling between hills of gold. | tripped over one and ended up in apool of rubies.

"Aahz, wait!" | cried, galloping after him asfast as | could. Gleep lolloped along with me, but we
couldn't catch him. As soon as Aahz's foot hit the bridge, it began to shrink away from the mountainside,
carrying him with it. He was so excited he didn't notice. Once when | hadn't really been listening he had
told me about contract bridge. This must be what he meant. This bridge was contracting before my eyes.
"Aahz! Come back!" | called. There was nothing | could do. Gleep and | would have to jump for it. |
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grabbed his collar, and we leaped into space.

| was pushing with every lick of magik in my body, but we missed the end of the bridge by a hand's
length. A card peeled itself up off the rear of the span. It was ajoker. The motley figure put its thumbs in
its ears and stuck out itstongue at me, just before the bridge receded out of sight. | didn't have time to be
offended by its audacity, since | was too busy falling.

"Gleeeeep!" my dragon wailed, as he thudded onto the steep slope beside me. " Gle-ee-ee-eep!”
"Gr-ra-ab so-ome-thi-ing," | stuttered, as we rolled helplessly down the hill. Where had all those force
lines gone? | should have been able to anchor myself to the earth with a bolt of magik. We tumbled a
good long way until my pet, showing the resourcefulness | knew was in him, snaked his long neck
around a passing tree-stump, and histail around my leg. We jerked to an abrupt halt. | hung upside down
with my head resting on a shallow ledge that overlooked a deep ravine. We'd only just missed falling
into it. Assoon as | caught my breath, | crawled up the slope to praise Gleep. He shot out hislong
tongue and affectionately planted aline of slime across my face. | didn't flinch as | usually did. | figured
he deserved to lick meif he wanted to. He'd saved both of us.

| studied my surroundings. If there was a middle to Nowhere, | had unerringly managed to locate it. The
remote scraps of blue visible through the forest roof were al that was left of the sky. Once my heart had
slowed from its frantic "That's it, we're al going to die now" pounding to its normal "Well, maybe not
yet" pace | realized that the ledge we almost fell off was wide enough to walk on. | had no idea where it
led, but sitting there wasn't going to help me find Aahz or the jokers who had carried him off.

"You lost, friend?' amale voice asked.

| jumped up, looking around for its source. | could see nothing but underbrush around me. Out of reflex
| threw a disguise spell on me and Gleep, covering my strawberry-blond hair with sleeked-back black
and throwing my normally round and innocent-looking blue eyes into slanted, sinister pits. Gleep
became a gigantic red dragon, flames licking out from underneath every scale.

"No! I'mjust. .. getting my bearings."

A clump of trees stood up and turned around. | couldn't help but stare. On the other side of the mobile
copse was the form of aman.

"WEell, you sure look lost to me," said the man, squinting at mein afriendly fashion. Hewas dressed in a
fringed jacket and trousers, with a striped fur cap perched on his head and matching boots on his feet.
His skin was as rough as bark, and his small, dark eyes peered at me out of crevices. Hair and eyebrows
alike were twiglike thickets. The eyebrows climbed high on his craggy forehead. " Say, that's pretty good
illusion-making, friend! Y ou an artist?'

"Huh?' | goggled, taken aback. How could he have spotted it so readily? "No. I'm amaster magician. |
am . . . the Great Skeeve."

The man stuck out a huge hand and clenched my fingers. | withdrew them and counted them carefully to
make sure none had broken off in his solid grip. "Pleased to meet you. Name's Alder. I'm a
backwoodsman. | live around these parts. | only ask because illusion's amajor art form around here.

Y ou're pretty good."

"Thanks," | said dgjectedly. Anillusion was no good if it was obvious. | let it drop. "l only use it because
| don't look very impressive in person.”

Alder tutted and waved a hand. "It don't matter what you look like. It's only your personality anybody
pays attention to. Things change around here so often." He lifted his old face, sniffed and squinted one
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eye. He raised a crooked finger. "Like now, for example."

Alder wasright. While | watched, his leathery skin smoothed out alittle and grew paler. Instead of
resembling a gnarled old oak he looked like a silver-haired birch instead. | was alarmed to discover the
transformation was happening to me, too. Some force curled around my legs, winding its way up my
body. The sensation wasn't unpleasant, but | couldn't escape fromit. | didn't struggle, but something was
happening to my body, my face.

"Gleegp!" exclaimed my dragon. | glanced over at him. Instead of a green dragon with vestigal wings, a
large, brown fluffy dog sat looking at me with huge blue eyes. Once | got past the shock | realized the
transformation really rather suited him. | pulled aknife out of my pocket and looked at my reflection in
the shiny blade. The face looking back at me was tawny skinned with topaz-yellow eyes like a snake and
acrest of bright-red hair. | shuddered.

"What if | don't like the changes?' | asked Alder.

Meditatively, he peeled a strip of bark off the back of one arm and began to shred it between hisfingers.
"WEell, there are those who can't do anything about it, but I'm betting you can, friend. Seeing as how you
have alot of influence."

"Who with?' | demanded. "What's the name of this dimension? I've never been here before.”

"It ain't adimension. Thisisthe Dreamland. It's common to all peoplein al dimensions. Every mind in
the Waking World comes here, every time they go to sleep. Y ou don't recognize it consciously, but you
aready know how to behave here. It's instinctive for you. Y ou're bending dreamstuff, exerting influence,
just asif you lived here @l the time. Y ou must have pretty vivid dreams.”

"Thisisadream? But it all seems so real."

"It don't mean it ain't real, sonny," Alder whistled through histeeth. "Look, there's rules. The smarter
you are, the more focused, the better you get on in thisworld. Lots of people are subject to the whims of
others, particularly of the Sleepers themselves, but the better you know your own mind, the more control
over your own destiny you've got. Me, | know what | like and what | don't. | like it out in the wilderness.
Whenever the space I'm in turnsinto acity, | just move on until | find me a space where there ain't no
people. Pretty soon it quiets down and | have things my own way again. Now, if | didn't know what |
wanted, I'd be stuck in abig Frustration dream all the time."

"I just had a Frustration dream,” | said, staring off in the general direction in which Aahz had
disappeared. "How isit that if | have so much power here | couldn't catch up with my friend?"

"He's gone off on atoot,” Alder said knowingly. "It happens alot to you Waking Worlders. Y ou get here
and you go alittle crazy. He got ataste of what he wants, and he's gone after more of it."

"He doesn't need anything," | insisted. "He's got everything back at home." But | paused.

"There's got to be something,” Alder smiled. "Everyone wants one thing they can't get at home. So what
does your friend want?"

That was easy: Aahz had told me himself. ""Respect.”

Alder shook his head. "Respect, en? Well, | don't have alot of respect for someone who abandons his
partner like he did."

| leaped immediately to Aahz's defense. "He didn't abandon me on purpose.”
"You call afifty-mile bridge an accident?"
| tried to explain. "He was excited. | mean, who wouldn't be? He had his powers back. It was
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like. .. magik."

"Been without influence along time, has he?' Alder asked, with squint-eyed sympathy.

"WEell, not exactly. He's very powerful where we come from," | insisted, wondering why | was
unburdening myself to a strange old coot in the wilderness, but it was either that or talk to myself. "But
he hasn't been able to do magik in years. Not since my old mentor, er, put a curse on him. But | guess
that doesn't apply here."

"It wouldn't," Alder assured me, grinning. "Y our friend seems to have a strong personality, and that's
what matters. So we're likely to find your friend in a place he'd get what he wanted. Come on. Well find
him."

"Thanks," | said dubiously. "I'm sure I'll be ableto find him. I know him pretty well. Thanks."

"Don't you want me to come along?'

| didn't want him to know how helpless| felt. Aahz and | had been in worse situations than this. Besides,
| had Gleep, my trusty . . . dog . . . with me. "No, thanks," | said, brightly. "I'm such a powerful wizard |
don't really need your help."

"Okay, friend, whatever you want,” Alder said. He stood up and turned around. Suddenly, | was alone,
completely surrounded by trees. | couldn't even see the sky.

"Hey!" | yelled. | sought about vainly. Not only couldn't | see the backwoodsman, but I'd lost sight of
the cliffside path, the hillside, and even what remained of the sky. | gave in. "Well, maybe | need alittle
help," | admitted sheepishly. A clearing appeared around me, and Alder stood beside me with abig grin
on hisface. "Come on, then, youngster. We've got atrail to pick up.”

Alder talked all the way through the woods. Normally the hum of sound would have helped me to focus
my mind on the problem at hand, but | just could not concentrate. I'm happiest in the middle of atown,
not out in the wilderness. Back when | was an apprentice magician and opportunistic but largely
unsuccessful thief, the bigger the population into which | could disappear after grabbing the valuables
out of someone's bedroom, the better to escape detection. Alder's rural accent reminded me of my
parents farm which | had run away from to work for Garkin. | hated it. | forced myself to remember he
was a nice guy who was helping us find Aahz.

"Now, looky-look here," he said, glancing down as we came to a place where six or seven paths crossed
in aknot of confusion. | couldn't tell which one Aahz and his moving bridge had taken, but | was about
to bolt down the nearest turning, just out of sheer frustration. "lsn't this the most interesting

thing?. . . What's the matter?' he asked, noticing the dumb suffering on my face. "I'm talking too much,
am|?'

"Sorry," | said, hiding my expression too late. "I'm worrying about my partner. He was so excited about
getting his powers back that he didn't notice he was getting carried away—Iliterally. I'm concerned that
when he notices he's going to try to come back and find me."

"If what you say istrueit's going to take him alittle time to get used to wielding influence again," Alder
said. | started to correct him, but if this was the way the locals referred to magik, | wouldn't argue.
"Right now we're on the trail of that bridge. Something that big doesn't pass through without leaving its
marks, and it didn't. He lifted a handful of chocolate-colored pebbles from the convergence, and went on
lecturing me.

"Now, this here trail mix isaclear blind. Those jokers must have strewn it to try and confuse us, but I'm
too old ahand for that. I'm guessing that bridge is on its way to the capital, but I'd rather trust following
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the signs than my guesses. We have to hurry to see them before the winds of change blow through and
mess up the tracks. | don't have enough strength myself to keep them back."

"Can | help?' | asked. "I'm pretty good at ma— | mean influence. And if my partner packs akick here, |
should, too."

Alder's branchlike eyebrows rose. "Maybe you could, at that. Let's giveit atry!”

Let'sjust say | wasn't an unqualified success to start. Dreamish influence behaved like magik in that one
concentrated hard picturing what one wanted to achieve, used the force lines to shape it, then hoped the
committee running the place let one's plans pass. Like any committee they made some changes, the
eventual result resembling but not being completely like my original intention, but close enough. Over
the several daysit took usto walk out of the forest, | attained a certain amount of mastery over my
surroundings, but never enough to pop us to the capital city of Celestia or locate Aahz. | did learn to tell
when the winds of change were coming through. They felt like the gentle alteration that had hit me and
Gleep thefirst day, but far stronger. They were difficult to resist, and | had to protect the entire path we
were following. This| did by picturing it, even the parts we couldn't see, as along rope stretched out in
front of us. It could have knotsin it, but we didn't want it breaking off unexpectedly. | might never find
Aahzif welost thistrail. | did other little tasks around the campground, just to learn the skill of doing
two things at once. Alder was a great help. He was a gentler teacher than either Garkin or Aahz. For
someone who had little influence of his own, he sure knew how to bring out the best in other magicians.

"Control's the most important thing," he said, as | struggled to contain athicket fire | had started by
accident when | tried to make a campfire one night. "Consider yourself at a distance from the action, and
think smaller. What you can do with just a suggestion is more than most people can with their best
whole efforts. Pull back and concentrate on getting the job done. A little effort sometimes pays off better
than a whole parade with a brass band."

| chuckled. "Y ou sound like Aahz."

"What?' Alder shouted.

"I said . . ." But my words were drowned out by deafening noise. The trees around us were suddenly
thrust apart by hordes of men in colorful uniforms. | shouldn't say "horde," though they were dressed in
red, black and gold, because they marched in orderly ranks, shoving me and Alder a dozen yards apart.
Each of them carried amusical instrument from which blared music the likes of which | hadn't heard
since halftime at the Big Game on the world of Jahk.

| picked myself up off the ground. "What," | asked as soon as my hearing returned, "was that?"

"That was a nuisance," Alder said, getting to hisfeet and brushing confetti off his clothes.

"No kidding," | agreed, "but what was it?"

"A nuisance," Alder repeated. "That'swhat it's called. It's one of the perils of the Dreamland. Oh, they're
not really dangerous. They're mostly harmless, but they waste your time. They're abig pain in the sitter.

Sometimes | think the Sleepers send them to get us to let go of ourselves so they can change us the way
they want. Other people just plain attract them, especially those they most irk."

| frowned. "I don't want to run into any more of them myself," | said. "They could slow us down finding
Aahz."

Alder pointed afinger directly at my nose. "That's exactly what they might do. Stick with me, friend,
and I'll see you around the worst of them, or | won't call myself the finest backwoodsman in the
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Dreamland.”

Using the virtually infinite reservoir of power available to me, | concentrated on keeping the trail intact
so that Alder could find it. | found that the less influence | used, the fewer nuisances troubled us. So long
as | kept my power consumption low, we had pretty easy going. It would have been a pleasant journey if
| hadn't been concerned.

It was taking so long to locate Aahz that | began to worry about him. What if the contracted bridge had
trapped him somewhere? What if he had the same problems | did with influence? He might have trouble
finding enough food, or even enough air! He wasn't as fortunate as | had been, to locate afriendly native
guide like Alder. Visions of Aahz in dire straits began to haunt my dreams, and drew my attention away
from admiring the handsome though sometimes bizarre landscape. Gleep, knowing my moods, tried to
cheer me up by romping along and cutting foolish capers, but | could tell that even he was worried.

One day Alder stopped short in the middle of a huge forest glade, causing me and Gleep to pile up
against the trees growing out of his back.

"Ow!" | said, rubbing my bruises.

"Gleep!" declared my dragon.

"We're here," Alder said. He plucked a handful of grass from the ground and held it out to me. It didn't
look any different from the grass we'd been trudging over for the last three days. "We'rein Celestia.”
"Areyou sure?' | demanded.

"Sure as the sun coming up in the morning, sonny," Alder said.

"All thisforest in the midst of the capital city?"

"Thisisthe Dreamland. Things change alot. Why not a capital made of trees?’

| glanced around. | had to admit the trees themsel ves were more magnificent than |'d seen anywhere
else, and more densely placed. The paths were regular in shape, meeting at square intersections. Elegant,
slender trees with light coming out of the top must be the streetlights. Alder was right: it looked like a
city, but all made of trees!

"Now, thisismy kind of place," Alder said, pleased, rubbing his hands together. " Can't wait to see the
palace. | bet the whole thing's one big treehouse.”

Within afew hundred paces he pointed it out to me. What a structure! At least a thousand paces long, it
was put together out of boards and balanced like atop on the single stem of one enormous oak tree. The
vast door was accessible only by way of arope ladder hung from the gate. A crudely painted sign on the
door was readable from the path: Klubhse—Everywun welcm. The King. In spite of its rough-hewn
appearance there was still something regal about it.

"No matter what shape it takes, it's still apalace,” Alder said. "Y ou ought to meet the king. Nice guy,
they tell me. He'd like to know an influential man like you. Y our friend hasto be close by. | can fedl it."
A powerful gale of changes prickled at the edge of my magikal sense. | fought with all my might to hold
it back as Alder knelt and sniffed at the path.

"Thisway," he said, not troubling to rise. Unable to help himself, he became an enormous, rangy, blood-
red dog that kept its nose to the path. Overjoyed to have anew friend, Gleep romped around Alder, then
helped him follow the tracks. The scent led them directly to two vast tree-trunks in the middle of avery
crowded copse. Alder rose to his feet, transforming back into a man as he did.
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"We're here," he sad.

"But these are a couple of trees!” | exclaimed. Then | began to examine them more closely. The bark,
though arrayed in long vertical folds, was smooth, almost as smooth as cloth. Then | spotted the roots
peeking out from the ground. They were green. Scaly green. Like Aahz's feet. | looked up.

"Yup," sad Alder with satisfaction. "We've found your buddy, all right."

A vast statue of Aahz scratched the sky. Standing with hands on its hips, the statue had a huge smile that
beamed out over the landscape, Aahz's array of knife-sharp teeth looking more terrifying than ever in
twenty-times scale. | was so surprised | let go of the control | was holding over the winds of change. A
whirlwind, more a state of mind than an actual wind, came rushing through. Trees melted away, leaving
a smooth black road under my feet. White pathways appeared on each side of the pavement. People
rushing back and forth on foot and in vehicles. Across the way the palace was now undisputedly awhite
marble building of exquisite beauty. But the statue of Aahz remained, looming over the landscape,
grinning. | realized to my surprise that it was an office building. The eyes were windows.

With Alder's help | located a door in the leg and entered. People bustled busily around. Unlike the rest of
the Dreamland where | had seen mostly Klahds, here there were also Deveels, Imps, Gremlins and
others, burdened down with file folders and boxes or worried expressions. Just as | had thought, given
infinite resources Aahz would have a sophisticated setup with half of everybody working for him, and
the other half bringing him problemsto solve. And as for riches, the walls were polished mahogany and
ivory, inlaid with gold and precious stones. Not flashy—definitely stylish and screaming very loudly of
money. |I'd always wondered what Aahz could do with infinite resources, and now | was seeing it. A
small cubicle at one end of the foot corridor swept me up all the way to the floor marked Head-quarters.

A shapely woman who could have been Tananda's twin with pink skin sat at a curved wooden desk near

the cubicle door. She spoke into a curved black stick poking out of her ear. She poked buttons as buzzers
sounded. "Aahz Unlimited. May | help you? I'm sorry. Can you hold? Aahz Unlimited. May | help you?

I'm sorry. Can you hold?"

| gazed into the room, at the fanciest office suite | could imagine. | knew Aahz was a snazzy dresser, but
| never realized what good taste he had in furniture. Every item was meant to impress. The beautifully
paneled walls were full of framed letters and testimonials, and every object looked as though it cost a
very quiet fortune. All kinds of people hurried back and forth among the small rooms. | found a woman
in atrim suit-dress who looked like she knew what she was doing and asked to see Aahz.

"Ah, yes, Mr. Skeeve," she said, peering at me over her pince-nez eyeglasses. "Y ou are expected.”
"Gleep?' added my dragon, interrogatively.
"Yes, Mr. Gleep," the woman smiled. "Y ou, too."

* % %

"Partner!" Aahz called as | entered. He swung his feet off the black marble-topped desk and came to slap
me on the back. "Glad to see you're okay. No one | sent out has been able to locate you."

"I had aguide..." | said, looking around for Alder. He must have turned his back and blended in with
the paneling. | brought my attention back to Aahz. After all the worrying | had done over the last many
days | was relieved to see that Aahz seemed to be in the very best of health and spirits. "I wasworried
about you, too."

"Sorry about that," Aahz said, looking concerned and alittle sheepish. "l figured it was no good for both
of usto wander blindly around a new dimension searching for one another. | decided to sit tight and wait
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for you to find me. | madeit aseasy as| possibly could. | knew once you spotted the building you'd find
me. How do you like it?'

"It'sgreat,” | said firmly. "A good resemblance. Almost uncanny. It doesn't . . . put people off, doesit?" |
asked, thinking of the seven-foot fangs.

"No," Aahz said, puzzled. "Why should it?"

"Oh, Mr. Aahz!"

A small thin man hurried into the office with the efficient-looking woman behind him with a clipboard.
"Please, Mr. Aahz, you have to help me," the man said. "I'm being stalked by nightmares."

Aahz threw himself into the big chair behind the desk and gestured me to sit down. The little man
poured out a pathetic story of being haunted by the most horrible monsters that came to him at night.
"I'm so terrified | haven't been able to sleep for weeks. | heard about your marvelous talent for getting
rid of problems, | thought . . . "

"What?' Aahz roared, sitting up and showing his teeth. "I've never heard such bunkum in my life," Aahz
said, hisvoice filling the room. The little man looked apprehensive. "Pal, you've got to come to me when
you really need me, not for something minor like this."

"What? What?' the little man sputtered.

"Miss Teddybear," Aahz gestured to the efficient woman, who hustled closer. " Get this guy set up with
Fazil the Mirrormaster. Have him surround this guy's bed with reflectors that reflect out. That'll scotch
the nightmares. If they see themselves the way you've been seeing them they'll scare the heck out of
themselves. You'll never see them again. Guaranteed. And I'll only take a. . . thirty percent commission
on the job. Got that?"

"Of course, Mr. Aahz." The efficient woman bowed herself out.

"Oh, thank you, Mr. Aahz!" the little man said. "I'm sorry. You're just like everyone said. You are
absolutely amazing! Thank you, thank you!"

Aahz grinned, showing an acre or so of sharp teeth. "Y ou're welcome. Stop by the receptionist's desk on
the way out. She'll give you the bill."

The little man scurried out, still spouting thanks. As soon as the door closed another testimonia popped
Into existence on the already crowded wall. Aahz threw himself back into his chair and lit acigar.
"Thisisthelife, eh, partner?’

"What was that about?' | asked, outraged. "The guy was frightened out of hislife. You gave him a
solution without leaving your office. Y ou could have gone to see what was really going on. He could
have someone stalking him, someone with a contract out on him . . ."

Aahz waved the cigar and smoke wove itself into a complicated knot. " Psychology, partner, | keep
telling you! Let him worry that he's wasting my time. He'll spread the word, so only people with real
troubles will come looking for me. In the meantime, Fazil's an operative of mine. He'll check out the
scene. If the guy just has some closet monsters that are getting above themselves, the mirrors will do the
trick. If it's something worse, Fazil will take care of it." He pounded a hand down on a brown box on the
desktop. "Miss Teddybear, would you send in some refreshments?' Aahz gestured at the wall. "Y our
invisible friend can have some, too. | owe him for getting you here safely."”

"It's nothing, friend," the backwoodsman said. He had been disguised as a section of ornamental veneer.
He turned around and waddled over to shake hands. "Y ou've made yourself right at home here."
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"You bet | have," Aahz said, looking around him with satisfaction. "I've been busy nonstop since | got
here, making connections and doing jobs for people.”

The efficient aide returned pushing atray of dishes. She set before Gleep a bowl of something that
looked disgusting but was evidently what every dragon wishes he was served every day. My pet |olloped
over and began to slurp his way through the wriggling contents. My stomach lurched, but it was soon
soothed by the fantastic food that Aahz's assistant served me.

"Thisis absolutely terrific," | said. "With al the information you've gathered, have you figured out a
way to get us back to Deva?"

Aahz shook his head.

"I'm not going back."

"Welll tell everyone about this place, and . . . what?' | stopped short to stare at him. "What do you mean
you're not going back?"

"For what?' Aahz asked, sneering. "So | can be the magic-free Pervert again?"'

"Y ou've always been Pervect without them,” | said, hopefully trying to raise his spirits with a bad joke.

It didn't work. Aahz's expression was grim. "Y ou don't have a clue how humiliating it iswhen | can't do
the smallest thing. | relied on those abilities for centuries. It's been like having my arm cut off to be
without them. | don't blame Garkin. 1'd have done the same thing to him for ajoke. It was just my bad
luck that Isstvan's assassin happened to have picked that day to put in the hit. But now I've found a place
| can do everything | used to."

"Except D-hop," | pointed out, slyly, | hoped. "Y ou're stuck in one dimension for good."
"So what?' Aahz demanded. "Most people live out their whole livesin one dimension."
" ... Or hang out with your old buddies."

Aahz made a sour face. "They know me the way | was before | went through the mirror. Powerless." He
straightened his back. "1 won't miss ‘em.”

| could tell hewaslying. | pushed. "Y ou won't? What about Tanda and Chumley? And Massha? What
about the other people who'll missyou? Like me?"

"You canvisit mein here," Aahz said. "Get the mirror from Bezel, and don't et anyone else know
you've got it."
"You'll get bored."

"Maybe. Maybe not. |'ve got along time to get over being powerless. | can't do anything out there
without magikal devices or help from apprentices. I'm tired of having people feel sorry for me. Here no
one pities me. They respect what | can do."

"But you don't belong here. Thisisthe world of dreams.”

"My dream, as you pointed out, apprentice!”

"Partner," | said stiffly. "Unless you're breaking up the partnership."

Aahz looked alittle hurt for the moment. "This can be a new branch office," he suggested. "Y ou can run
the one on Deva. You aready do, for all practical purposes.”

"WEell, sure, we can do that, but you won't get much outside business,” | said. "Only customers with
access to Bezel's mirror will ever come looking for you, and you already said not to let anyone know
we've got it."

"I can stand it," Aahz assured me. "I'm pretty busy already. I'm important here. | likeit. The king and
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|—we're buddies." Aahz grinned, tipping me awink. "He said | was an asset to the community. | solve a
few little problems for him now and then." The efficient aide leaned in the door. "'Scuse me, partner.”
He picked up a curved horn made of metal and held it to his ear. "Hey, your majesty! How's it going?"

If there was ever a Frustration dream, | was living it. For every reason | presented as to why Aahz
should return to Deva, Aahz had a counterargument. | didn't believe for a moment he didn't care about
the people he would be leaving behind, but | did understand how he felt about having his powers
restored to him. He'd get over the novelty in time.

Or would he? He'd been a powerful magician for centuries before Garkin's unluckily timed gag. Would |
be able to stand the thought of losing my talents twice? He did seem so happy here. He was talking with
the local royalty like an old friend. Could | pull him away from that? But | had to. This was wrong.

"I'd better leave, sonny," Alder said, standing up. "This sounds like an argument between friends."

"No, don't go," | pleaded, following him out into the hallway. "Thisisn't the Aahz | know. | have got to
get him through the portal again, but | don't know how to find it."

Alder cocked his shaggy head at me. "If he's half the investigator he seems to be, he already knows
whereit is, friend. The problem you're going to have is not getting him to the water, but making him
drink. Right now, things are too cushy for him. He's got no reason to leave.”

| felt as though alight had come on. "Y ou mean, he hasn't had enough nuisances?"

Alder's rough-skinned face creased amillion timesin ady grin. "I think that's just what | do mean,
youngster. Best of luck to you." He turned his back and vanished.

"Thanks!" | called out. Using every bit of influence that wasin me, | sent roots down into the deepest
wells of magikal force | could find, spreading them out all over the Dreamland. | didn't try to dampen
Aahz'slight. | brightened it. | made every scale on the building gleam with power, both actual and
perceived. Anyone with a problem to solve would know that this was the guy to come to. Aahz would be
inundated with cases, important, unimportant and trivially banal. There would be people looking for lost
keychains. There'd be little girls with kittens up trees. There'd be old ladies coming to Aahz to help them
find the eye of aneedle they were trying to thread.

Most important, unless | had missed something on my journey here, with that much influence flying
around, every nuisance in the kingdom would converge on the building. If there was one thing my
partner hated, and had lectured me on over and over again, it was wasting time. If | couldn't persuade
Aahz to leave the Dreamland, maybe nuisances could.

My gigantic injection of magik took effect almost immediately. While | watched, things started to go
wrong with the running of Aahz, Unlimited. The files the efficient employees were carrying to and fro
grew so top-heavy that they collapsed on the floor, growing into haystacks of paper. Some of the
employees got buried in the mass. Others ran for shovels to get them out, and ended up tangled with
dozens of other people who came in to help. Framed | etters began to pop off the wall, falling to the floor
in acrash of glass.

Then the entire building seemed to sway dlightly to the right.

"What's going on here?' | could hear Aahz bellow. He emerged from his office, and clutched the door
frame as the building took a mighty lurch to the left. | grabbed for the nearest support, which happened
to be Gleep. He had become a giant green bird with a striped head and aflat beak and curved talons
which he drove deep into the wooden parguet floor. "Why is everything swaying?’
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Miss Teddybear flew to the eye-windows and looked down.

"Sir, giant beavers are eating the leg of the building!"

"What?' Aahz ran to join her, with Gleep and me in close pursuit. We stared down out of the huge
yellow oval.

Sure enough, enormous brown-black creatures with flat tails and huge square front teeth were gnawing
away at the left leg of Aahz Unlimited. As each support in the pylon snapped, the building teetered
further.

Aahz leaned out of the window. "Scram!" he shouted. The attackers ignored him.

"Everyone get down there and stop them!" Aahz commanded. Miss Teddybear hurried away, following
the flood of employees into the moving-box chamber.

As Aahz and | watched, his people poured out of the building. They climbed the leg, clinging to it in an
effort to keep the monsters from burrowing any further. The beavers turned, and swatted them off with
flips of ther flat tails. Wailing, the employees whirled out of sight like playing cards on the wind. The
monsters went on chewing. | felt bad about the people, though Alder has assured me that Dreamlanders
were not easily hurt or killed.

"Call for reinforcements!” Aahz bellowed. | stared in amazement as white circles whirled out of the air,
plastering themselves al over the leg, but the beavers chewed right through them. In no time they'd
whittled the leg down to a green stick. The building was going to fall. Aahz's empire was crumbling
before our eyes. Gleep seized each of usin one mighty claw and flew with us to the elevator. The floor
split under us as we crowded into the small cabinet.

The ride down seemed to take forever and ever. Aahz paced up and back in irritation, dying to get out
there and do something to stop the destruction. | could tell he was trying to focus his magik on driving
the monsters away and keeping his newfounded empire intact. | concentrated all my magik on keeping
us from getting hurt. The forces | had stirred up scared me. | didn't know if I'd get us killed trying to
bring Aahz home.

"Come on," he snarled, leaping out of the chamber asit ground to a stop. "We've got to hurry."

It was too late. Just as we emerged from the front door, the enormous Aahz-shaped structure wobbled
back and forth, and crashed to lie flat in the park. | gulped. One second sooner, and we'd have been
inside when it fell. Aahz stared at the wreckage in dismay.

"Oh, well," | said, trying to look innocent. "Easy come, easy go."

"Yeah," Aahz said, with aheavy sigh. "It was just a dream. There's always more where that came from."
A boy in atight-fitting uniform with a pillbox hat strapped to his head came rushing up. He handed
Aahz asmall package the size of his hand. Aahz gave the boy a coin and tore open the paper. Inside was
asmall mirror. | recognized the frame. "It's the portal back to Deva," | said in surprise. "Y ou were
looking for it after al."

"This was supposed to be for you," Aahz mumbled, not meeting my eyes. "If you had wanted to useiit. If
you had wanted to stay, | wouldn't be upset about it."

The change of tense made me hopeful. "But now you want to go back?' | asked encouragingly.

"I don't need to be bashed over the head with it," Aahz said, then looked at the fallen building, which
was already beginning to be overgrown with vines. "But | ailmost was. | can take a hint. Come on." He
took hold of the edges of the mirror. With a grunt of effort, he stretched the frame until the mirror was
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big enough for all of us.

Through it, instead of the reflection of our dreams, | could see Massha, my apprentice, my bodyguards
Nunzio and Guido, and Tananda, our friend all surrounding the hapless Bezel. The Deveel, scared pale
pink instead of his usual deep red, held his hands up to his shoulders, and his face was the picture of
denial. Terrified denial. He might not be guilty for setting us off on this little adventure after all.

Aahz grinned, fearsomely.

"C'mon. Let'slet him off the hook." He took a deep breath and stepped through the mirror.

"Hey, what's all this?' Aahz asked, very casually. "Y ou trying to raise the roof?* He lifted a hand. In the
Dreamland the gesture would have sent the tent flying. In this case, it was merely a dramatic flourish.
Aahz looked disappointed for less than a second before recovering his composure. | experienced the loss
he must have felt, and | was upset on his behalf, but relieved to have gotten him home. He didn't belong
in the world of dreams. Some day we'd find away to undo Garkin's spell.

"Aahz!" Tananda squealed, throwing herself into hisarms. "Y ou've been gone for days! We were
worried about you."

"Y ou, too, big-timer," Massha said, putting a meaty arm around me and squeezing just as hard. The
embrace was alot more thorough coming from her.

"Thanks," | gasped out.

"Gleep!" my pet exclaimed, wiggling through behind us. The trip through the mirror restored him to
dragon-shape. In hisjoy he slimed all of us, including the trembling Bezel, who was being prevented
from decamping by the firm grip Nunzio had on the back of his neck.

"Honest, | swear, Aahz," Bezel stammered. "It wasn't my fault. | didn't do anything."

"Altabarak across the way let the dragon loose, boss,” Guido said, peering at me from under his fedora
brim.

"Okay, Bezdl," | said, nodding to my bodyguard. If he was positive | was positive. "l believe you. No
hard feelings. Ready to go get adrink, partner?' | said. "Everyone want to join me for a strawberry
milkshake?"

"Now you'retalking," Aahz said, rubbing his hands together. " A guy can have too much dream food."
Bezel tottered after us toward the door flap.

"I don't suppose, honored persons,” the Deveel said hopefully, the pale pink coloring slightly as he dared
to bring business back to usual, "that you would like to purchase the mirror. Seeing as you have already
used it once?"

"What?' | demanded, turning on my heel.

"They ought to get a discount,” Massha said.

"Throw him through it," Guido advised. Bezel paled to shell-pink and almost passed out.

"Smash the mirror," Aahz barked, showing every tooth. Then he paused. "No. On second thought, buy it.
A guy can dream alittle, can't he?"

He stalked out of the tent. My friends looked puzzled. | smiled at Bezel and reached for my belt pouch.

Back | Next

file:///IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 4.htm (15 of 16)7-1-2007 23:47:52



- Chapter 4

Contents
Framed

file/lIK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 4.htm (16 of 16)7-1-2007 23:47:52


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm
file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229.htm

- Chapter 5

Back | Next
Contents

file://IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229 _ 5.htm (1 of 19)7-1-2007 23:47:54


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm

- Chapter 5

Race for the Sky

A Bifrost Story

Mickey Zucker Reichert

The warm, green fragrance of spring filled Al Larson's nose, a smell he had not appreciated for what
seemed to him like decades; but, through the quirk of atime loop, was actually no time at al. A
desperate year of combat in Vietham haunted his memory yet did not exist in the annals of hisfamily or
the records of the United States Army. Dragged from death by a god, he subsequently spent at least a
year in an elven body in awarped version of ancient Europe. Little remained from that time: just alot of
hairy recollections, his strikingly beautiful fiancée, Silme, and his best friend, Taziar Medakan the
Shadow Climber.

Glad to be back in New Y ork, aswell as April of 1969, Larson savored the fresh, earthy aroma, even
tainted by car exhaust. A Frisbee thunked against his skull, smacking pain through hisright ear and
driving him a step sideways. Unable to escape his war training, he hurled himself flat to the ground.

Taziar's not-quite German accent followed, "No fun play ambush-Frisbee when you make it so easy."

Larson clambered to his feet and turned toward the voice. Taziar peered at him from between the
branches of atwisted maple. Its spattering of leaves did not conceal even his small form. He was dressed
in hisusual black, a habit from his days living on the brutal streets of an archaic, anti-historical
Germany; though now his wardrobe consisted mostly of jeans and t-shirts. Blue eyes peered out from
behind a scraggle of overlong ebony hair that well-suited the sixties style. Fine-boned and barely five
feet tall, he tipped the scales at nearly a hundred pounds. He had grown to love American fast food,
Ovadltine, and Milky Ways;, but he remained as active as a squirrel, atiny bundle of sinew without a
visible ounce of fat.

Without aword in return, Larson headed after the Frisbee. A recent haircut kept his own blond locks in
check, parted on the left and perched atop his baby-round face. Daily workouts at the gym kept him as
muscular at twenty-one asin his soccer-playing teens. Deliberately active, afoot taller than hislittle
companion, he, too, could eat as he wished without worrying about his weight—a constant consternation
to his sister and fianceée.

Larson snatched up the Frisbee, then flung it at the tree in the same motion. The plastic disk flew true,
smacking the branch where Taziar had crouched moments earlier. Now on the ground, the little Climber
watched it rebound from the branches amid a shower of leaves and plummet in an awkward arc.
Displaying the stagnant calm of a man who had never moved, he said, "Good shot."

Standing on a concrete walkway near aline of grass, Larson's nine-year-old brother, Tim, laughed.

Larson dove for the Frisbee, planning to wing it toward the kid. Taziar's small hand darted out to claim
the Frisbee first, and Larson's came up empty.

Tim laughed harder.
"Very funny, Shadow." Larson planted his blue gaze on Taziar. "Now what you going to do?"
Taziar shrugged, tucking the toy under his arm. "Wait you get daydreamy again, then . . . " He slapped
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the heel of his empty palm against hisforehead. " Smack you in head."

"Y ou just want to give me a concussion,” Larson grumped.

"Y ou pick game."

Tim howled until he grew breathless, strangers staring at him as they passed.

Larson glanced at his doubled up brother. Sandy hair tousled around features that had finally lost their
baby softness. Bell-bottom jeans flared around his ankles, hiding all but a glimpse of hisfilthy black and
white sneakers. "Timmy's incapacitated. Why not bean him for a change?”

Warned by afaint whistle of plastic cutting air, Larson flung up an arm just in time to rescue his
forehead from another attack. The Frisbee stung his inner forearm, then caromed toward Tim.

"More easy to surprise you." Taziar grinned at the boy and winked. "More fun, too."

Larson could not help smiling. He liked the camaraderie that had developed between his brother and his
best friend, though he occasionally felt atwinge of jealousy. Once the sole object of Timmy's hero
worship, he now had to share the limelight with the Mets, the Giants, the '76ers, and a quick, dexterous
little irritation he had inflicted upon himself.

When Taziar made no move for the Frisbee, Larson headed toward it. He had taken only a step, when a
pressure touched his mind. He froze. Only one person could contact him in that manner. Forced to
surrender her sorceress's powersto stay in twentieth-century America, Silme still maintained her ability
to touch the surface thoughts of anyone without mind barriers. Since those evolved only in worlds with
magic, no one born of Larson's era had them, the very reason Frey had rescued him from afirefight in
Vietnam and thrust him into the body of an elf.

Silme. Larson concentrated on his fiancée's name.

Allerum. Silme resorted to what she had called him in his elf-form, though she now knew it had come
from a stammered introduction. Don't panic.

Few words could so suddenly and certainly achieve the very opposite of what they intended. Larson
stiffened, the Frisbee forgotten. He cast his gaze on the blue expanse of sky, heart rate quickening to
fretful pounding. Slme, what's wrong? What's happening? Is everyone all right? She, his sister, Pam,
and his mother had planned to spend the day sightseeing and wedding shopping. Car accident, he
guessed, wondering why cabbies seemed to feel this compulsive need to drive like maniacs. If anyone's
hurt, I'll kill him.

Everyone's all right, Silme sent back, atouch of terror filling her sending. For the moment.

The Frisbee bonked hollowly against Larson's head. He barely noticed. What's going on, SIme? Tell me.
Apparently struck by the oddity of Larson's reaction, Taziar approached, Frisbee in hand. "What you
do?'

Larson held up afinger, a pleafor afew moments of silent truce.

We're on the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building. The first observation deck.

Larson nodded, then remembered she could not see gestures. All right. The information seemed to come
far too slowly. He doubted this had anything to do with a simple fear of heights. The emotion behind the
sending seemed far too urgent.

There're men.

Men?

With guns.
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Larson's heart seemed to stop in mid-beat. For a moment, he hovered in a startled oblivion that
precluded thought.

They won't let us leave.

Something tugged at Larson's shirt. He looked down to Tim and Taziar, the Frisbee tucked under the
climber'sarm. "Isit Silme?"’

"It's Silme," Larson confirmed. "Big trouble." He returned to the internal conversation. Slme, we'll be
right there. I'll take the details on the way.

Be careful, please, they thought in unison.

* % %
The taxi ride passed in a blur of mental communication broken only by pauses to explain the situation to
Taziar and Tim.
They call themselves the Vietnam Peace Liberation Army.
A "peace" army. Too concerned to appreciate the irony, Larson pressed. What do they want?
Asfar as| cantell, they want the government to pull out of the war.

"They want us out of the war," Larson explained aloud, queasy from the mingled odors of stale cigarette
smoke and exhaust.

"Sounds worthy," Taziar said, staring out the window at the skyscrapers zipping past.

"Worthy," Larson repeated, battling down his own memories of Vietnam. Once, flashbacks had plagued
him mercilessly; and every stressful situation sent him plunging back into hellish and vivid memory.
Silme and a god had reconnected the frayed and looped pathways of Larson's remembrances, returning
control. He snorted. "Worthy indeed . . . if you totally ignore the fact that they're making their point by
holding innocents at gun point.” His own words sent him back into silent communication. Can you tell
what they're planning?

| can only read surface thoughts, Silme reminded. Anything else would take magic.

Larson tried to radiate encouragement. She should be capable of extrapolating some long-term intentions
from their current focus.

Theleader . . . they call him Bango.
Bango.
In their language, that means "spiritual guide.”

It sounded somewhat Spanish to Larson, though the word did not translate into anything he understood.
Though arelated tongue, his high school French added little. What language is that?

Made-up one, Silme sent. Asfar as| cantell, it only consists of a few key words. Her presence
disappeared abruptly.

Alarmed, Larson chased her. SIme. Sime! "Damn it al to hell, I'velost her." Sime! He shifted wildly in
his seat. SIme!!

Taziar caught Larson's arm. "Easy. What happened?’
The question seemed like moronic delay. "l lost her! | lost Silme.”
Taziar's voice remained quiet and level, a starkly nonchalant contrast to Larson's desperation. "How?"

"How?" Larson repeated. "I don't know how! One moment she's there; the next she's not." Slime! Damn
it, where are you? Hopeless frustration fueled his anger. He had no way to contact her and could only
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walit for her to come to him again, if ever.

Al. Silme's touch carried none of the desperation that had tainted Larson's since her disappearance.
Larson froze. Silme? What happened? Are you all right?

As"all right" as anyone held at gun point, | suppose.

Larson rolled his eyes. Less than ayear in America, and she's aready learned New Y orker sarcasm.

Unaware that Larson had reestablished contact, Taziar continued in the ancient language they had shared
in the other world. "Calm down, Al. She probably has something she has to do there. Appease a zealot.
Soothe another captive."

Larson raised a hand to stay Silme, though she could not appreciate the gesture. "I've got her back."
Taziar waved broadly to indicate that he had proved his point.

How many are there?

Silme addressed the ambiguous question with both answers. Three maniacs. Seventeen hostages.
That'sit?

You wanted more?

Larson hurried to correct a misconception that might make him appear callous. Of course not. But I'd
heard something like ten thousand visitors come every day. Pretty much all of them go to the
observation deck.

There was a scramble when the guns came out. Smashed into every elevator. Rushed down the stairs.
I'm guessing the gunmen stranded a couple hundred people when they disabled the elevators.

Disabled. Another surprise. Aren't there like a hundred of them?

More like sixty. Seventy, maybe. They did something on the roof that took out all of them at once, |
think.

Silme's uncertainty forced Larson to remember she only read surface thoughts. He fidgeted, willing the
cab faster through the milling cars. Everyone seemed in a hurry, yet they still managed to block one
another from moving anywhere quickly.

Tim tugged at his brother's sleeve. "Is Mom al right?"

The question jarred Larson back to the present. It was an important point that he should have asked long
ago. A warm flush of embarrassment crept over his features. Slme. Pam? My mom? How are

they . . . handling this?

A lot better now that they know I'min contact with you.

Taziar wasright again . . . damnit. "Mom'sfine," Larson told his little brother. "Pam and Silme, too. But
we've got to do what we can to help them." Can you tell if they're capable of hurting anyone?

Silme did not reply. At first, Larson thought he had lost her again, but atrickle of discomfort seeped
through their contact. She was still there.

Slime.
They shot two men they believed were security guards.

Dread stabbed through Larson's gut. He tried to hold it from his thoughts, to force a cam rationality that
would show Silme he had the matter in hand when, in fact, he stood spare inches from a blithering panic.
Shot, was al he trusted himself to send.

One'sdead. The other's not yet, but it's only a matter of time. Remorse tainted Silme's sending. If only |
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still had my magic, | could heal him.

If you still had your magic, Slme, the gods would have taken you back to your world and time. You
wouldn't be here to help anyone, and I'd have killed myself long ago.

Don't say that.

It'strue. Larson refused to lie. | couldn't live without you, so keep yourself safe.
The cabby's gruff voice startled Larson. "This's as close we get.

Larson glanced at the street signs. Broadway and Fourth, two blocks short.

"Something's going on. Never seen a crowd like this here. Usually just afew gawking tourists—from
loway or Idaho or some such.”

Larson craned his neck. A hovering mass of humanity filled the streets, all centered on hisgoal. The
Empire State Building towered over the crowd like a massive rocket, its antenna disappearing into the
clouds.

"Thanks." He leapt from the car, leaving Taziar to pay the tab. The little man made a good living, along
with Silme, with their sleight-of-hand/mind-reading act. It seemed a strange pairing, given that Taziar,
with his mind barriers, was the one person whose thoughts Silme could not access. Somehow, they made
it work.

Without a backward glance, Larson strode into the throng. Taziar and Tim caught up to him in afew
paces. "So what's the deal ?* his brother asked.

Larson softly detailed the information Silme had given him, skipping the part about the dead and dying
men. It would only worry and upset Tim, and it would change nothing that Taziar did.

"Excuse me. Pardon me. Excuse me," Larson said mechanically as he shoved through the seething clot
of people. Hetried to keep his manner businesslike and his voice an authoritative monotone. Most edged
aside, assuming him a professional of some kind. Some shot him dirty looks that questioned his right to
progress while they remained pinned in place. A few times, he weathered shoves or elbows that barely
budged his solid, weight-trained frame. No one directly challenged him, mercifully, for he would not
have hesitated to deck anyone who dared to delay him.

Taziar and Tim managed to keep up, though Larson did not worry how they did so. He trusted the little
climber to pace or exceed him in any endeavor that involved movement, though Taziar more often used
dexterity, stealth, crawling, and climbing than the more direct and physical course Larson usually chose.
Tim, apparently, smply slid into his brother's wake.

Tell me anything you can about these gunmen. Larson appreciated that the matter-of-fact, composed
manner he adopted to sweep him through the crowd translated to his communication with Silme. It
might soothe her to believe him in control.

Silme obliged. Their names are Bob Hendricks, that's Bango, Sieve Heston, and Mike Pevrin. They call
Seve "Hyron," which to them means "soldier in the cause." Mikeis"Taybar" or "adviser."

Great, a bunch of grown men with guns who think they're playing clubhouse. Have you tried to
communicate with them?

Only verbally. Haven't spoken in their heads yet. Silme anticipated Larson's next question. They seem
unstable.

Duh.
| don't know how they might react to an intruder in their minds. Thought I'd save it as a surprise
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maneuver or if things get desperate.

Good thinking. Larson tripped over someone's leg and jostled into an enormous man wearing fringed
jeans and a Grateful Dead t-shirt. He whirled, jowly face locked in a dangerous scowl, dark eyes sizing
up Larson.

Reflexively, Larson curled his handsinto fists and screwed his featuresinto his best boxing face. The
other man muttered something Larson could not decipher, then turned back toward the Empire State
Building. Larson continued to excuse and pardon himself through the crowd.

| can't do anything more than exchange infor mation.

Larson realized that, if the men figured out what Silme could do, they would probably kill her to protect
their plans from her invasion. He tried to hide that concern from his surface thoughts. No need to further
alarm Silme. You'reright. Don't tip your hand until absolutely necessary.

If Silme picked up on Larson's underlying concern, she gave no hint of her knowledge. All right.

As Larson shoved his way toward the front of the crowd, he saw police hurriedly cordoning off the area
with poles and yellow tape while others kept the mob at bay with shouts and gestures. Taziar caught at
Larson's shirt. "Al, I'll need a distraction."

Larson quickly filled Taziar in on the rest of the conversation, then added, "What are you planning to
do?’

Taziar studied the building momentarily, then retreated back into the crowd. "Y ou don't want to know."
Larson did, but he did not get the opportunity to press. He glanced to his left, where Tim silently studied
the situation. "You stay here," hetold his younger brother. "Don't go anywhere with anyone unlessit's
the police or a member of our family."

Tim nodded. "Be careful ."

It was not a promise Larson could fairly make, so he chose no reply instead. Thrusting out his chest and
squaring his shoulders, he stepped over the police tape. A sudden hush fell over the crowd in his quarter.
A harried-looking policeman with sweat-plastered brown hair dangling from beneath his cap lunged for
Larson, whistle blowing.

Ignoring him, Larson strode boldly toward the Broadway entrance.

"Hey," the policeman called. "Hey! Where do you think you're going?"

Larson jabbed a thumb toward the tallest building in the world. "My fiancée, my mother, and my sister
arein there."

Another policeman joined the first, ared-faced, heavy-set man who looked irritated to have to deal with
one rabble-rouser amid a crisis and an unruly mob. "Join the club, man. Lots of people got relativesin
there. We're doing everything we can."

Larson attempted to step around the larger man. "Look. There're only seventeen hostages, and three of
them are my fiancée, my mother, and my sister. So, at most, there're thirteen people in the same boat as
me. And your best just isn't good enough."

The red-faced man turned purple and sidestepped back into Larson's path. The other officer looked
stunned. "How could you possibly know that?*

"Let'sjust say | served astint in Vietnam but you won't find any record of it." For the first time, Larson
tried to use the contradiction to his advantage by implying that he had served as part of a clandestine
force. "Y ou won't find any record of any kind on my fiancée. And we have a'specia’ form of

file://IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 5.htm (7 of 19)7-1-2007 23:47:54



- Chapter 5

communication."
The larger man rolled his eyes and looped afinger near his temple.

But the smaller man ignored his comrade, clearly impressed by Larson knowing the exact count of
hostages. Likely, they had discussed the Vietnamese Peace Army's demands and details by telephone
and not with the press or public. "What else do you know?"

Larson recited what Silme had told him: "Bob Hendricks, Steve Heston, and Mike Pevrin."

The larger policeman shifted impatiently from foot to foot. "Y ou're wasting time we could be spending
rescuing your relatives and the others. Who do you think you are? Maxwell Smart and 997" He made a
throwaway gesture. "Get back behind the tape.”

When the smaller cop returned only a blank look, Larson tried another tack. "Banqo, Hyron, and Taybar.
Those were the real names of the hostage-takers and their aliases."

Now, even the heavy man's eyes widened, then narrowed suddenly in clear suspicion. "How do
you . . . know that?"

En masse, the crowd went suddenly quiet and seemed to gasp in a collective breath. Knowing it
probably had something to do with Taziar, Larson resisted the urge to ook and draw the cops' attention,
though that proved far more difficult than he expected. He dreaded the thought that the desperate
kidnappers might have thrown someone from the building.

Silme's voice echoed through Larson's head. They're angry the police won't provide a helicopter.
They won't? It was a pointless question asked from distracted instinct.

They say it's too windy right now.

Wondering if thiswas aruse, Larson asked, Isit?

Silme returned to sarcasm, a sure sign that she was more stressed than she was letting on to those around
her, Last time | flew a helicopter . . .

Isit windy?
Well, yeah.

The conversation gained Larson nothing. He imagined a variety of air currents swept the Empire State
Building at the calmest of times, but he thought he remembered talk of building a helipad on the top. Or
maybe it was a dirigible mast. He shook the thought aside.

Larson looked up to find the policeman still glaring down at him, dark brows beetled. " So, how do you
know so much?"

"I just told you." Growing impatient, Larson hoped Taziar had done whatever had required his stalling.
"My fiancée and |—"

"I heard that," the large man growled, "and I'm not buying. How do | know you're not just another
member of the gang?"

Larson could think of several ways but saw no reason to bother. Neither of them had time for it. "Look,
my mother, sister, and my fiancee are up there, held at gun point. | don't have to prove anything to you."

The bigger cop glanced at his companion, who had gone silent, studying Larson intently. The look spoke
of irritation and withering disdain. "Oh, you do have to proveit. Y ou have to get past me to enter that
building, and | have orders not to let anyone through."

Larson forced his tone to a deadly and serious calm. " Shoot me, if you haveto. I'm going in."
Quick as acat, Larson dodged around the larger man and strode toward the fire stairs.
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The mob cheered, and Larson pretended not to hear the policeman's shouts over the tumult. The walkie-
talkie on his belt blasted a strong round of static, followed by clear words: " . . . climbing the building!"

The cop scurried after Larson, who quickened his pace. He glanced upward. The sun sheened from the
chrome-nickel steel mullions and into his eyes, but he could make out a small, dark shape huddled
against the spandrels. Tazar.

Apparently believing the thought for her, Silme responded. What about him?
He's climbing the freaking building!
A shock of clear surprise radiated from Silme. Does he know we're eighty-six floors up?

Of course. | told him. Did you think that would discourage him? They both knew Taziar had a fatal
attraction for anything anyone deemed impossible.

What if he falls?

Larson did not bother to send the obvious answer. Already, the little climber had clambered over the
five-story base to the main portion of the tower, some seven floors above street level, enough to threaten
life and limb, undeterred by a frantic group of policemen shouting at him through a bull horn.

“Let him go," Larson heard the smaller cop say behind him.
The larger one snarled in response. "Let him go. Let him go? Why?'

" 'Cause even if he makes it past the others, even if he makes it up the one thousand five hundred and
seventy-five stairs—and | doubt it—he ain't going to be in any condition to do anything once he gets
there."

"If he gets there."

The rest disappeared beneath the blather of the crowd, the shouts of the policemen, and the crackle of
static and voices through radios. Larson reached the outer fire stairs, their usually locked door propped
open by another pair of policemen.

Larson ran toward them.

Al! Silme's sudden return startled Larson, and he nearly fell on his face. Where are you?

Heading for the stairs.

The stairs? But there's like two thousand of them.

Great. Fifteen hundred wasn't enough. She hasto throw bigger numbers at me. He shielded the thought
from his sending. What do you want me to do? Make like Shadow?

Of course not. | want you to stay there and help the police. I'll send information.
Oh, yeah. That's worked great so far. Again, Larson guarded his sending.
The policemen blocked the stairwell. "No one allowed in there, sonny," one said.

Larson stopped. Too vexed to discuss the matter again, he pretended to turn away, spun completely
around, and crashed afist against one's shoulder. Impact drove the man sideways with a gasp, opening
the way just long enough for Larson to dash through it. He sprinted up the stairs.

"Hey! Hey!" Their voices chased him, followed by slamming footfalls. "Hey! Y ou can't go up there. It's
dangerous. Hey!"
Larson thundered upward, paying the men no heed.

The policemen stationed every few landings had more important matters to attend than one lunatic hero
wannabe attempting to defy the gravity of a greater than a thousand-foot climb. Even in his excellent
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athletic shape, Larson found himself panting by level ten, breathless by twenty. Oh, great, Larson.
Maybe you can crawl out the top in a wheezing frenzy and demand their surrender.

The thought sparked a realization that desperate concern for his family had not allowed him to consider.
How am | going to handle these crazies? Larson shook aside the thought, focusing fully on simply
making it to the top. Crazy, yes; but these guys aren't dumb. He slowed his pace, continuing his climb.

Where are you? Silme sent, with aclear hint of suspicion.
Larson borrowed Taziar'sline. You don't want to know.
Probably not, but | need to.

Larson did not oblige. What's happening up there?

The three are spending a lot of time together. They're not sure they believe it's too windy for
helicopters.

Larson did not like the sound of that. He focussed intently on the mental conversation, attempting to use
it asadistraction for his aching legs and lungs as he forced himself upward. Can you convince them?
Not without taking a big risk. Don't know how they'll react to a mind intrusion.

Can't you just make some comment about how it's so much windier today than the last few times you
came?

They've demanded silence. Threatened to throw a scared young boy over therail. Tossed an old man's
wheelchair off.

Larson's heart seemed to slam against his chest, driven by worry as much as exertion. At least, they seem
to be avoiding actually harming civilians. He added to himself, Except whoever on the ground got
smashed by wheelchair wreckage. He did not long concern himself with the bystanders massed beyond
danger by the police.

Silme's discomfort radiated clearly, even unaccompanied by words.

What?

What what? Silme sent, too innocently.

Irritable from the growing pain of his ascent, Larson refused to give quarter. You know something you're
not telling me.

Many things, I'd warrant. Though a good joke at his expense, Silme took no joy fromit, aclear sign that
he had hit on or near the truth.

Larson kept climbing at a swift, steady pace, no longer finding policemen on the landings. What are you
hiding?

| told you about the security guards.

Larson winced. He had not forgotten. Is the second one. . .

Sill alive, Silme confirmed. But not conscious. She added uncomfortably, Al, they're contemplating
some. . . evil things.

Air wheezed through Larson's lungs. Go on. He appreciated the ephemeral quality of their conversation.
In his current state, he could not have spoken.

The security men go first, then they plan to work their way down by age.

Distracted by his body, it took Larson's mind inordinately long to grasp the meaning of Silme's
description. "Go first" asin—
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Thrown over the side.

My god!

One by one over a certain period of time. Until their demands are met.
My god! Larson repeated, no other words coming to mind.

They figure they're already murderers, so they have nothing to lose.
Aside from the lives of innocent people.

A dliver of fear dipped through Silme's carefully controlled facade. They feel their causeis more
Important.

Oh, yeah. That makes sense. Kill innocents to protest the killing of innocents. Knowing better than to
seek logic in the actions of fanatical true-believers, Larson glanced at a door to discover he had reached
the forty-ninth floor. He groaned. Still thirty-seven to go.

Apparently, Larson sent that last thought, because Silme replied to it. Huh?

Larson tried to reverse the sentiment. Only thirty-seven more floors.

You're climbing! | told you not to come up.

You never listen to me, either.

Silme would not be distracted. You'll be exhausted by the time you get here. How can that help?

Can't hurt. Larson deliberately avoided looking at the numbers, not wanting to know how far he had
come until he had gone significantly beyond his last |ook.

Yes, it can hurt! It can get you killed!

Larson refused to argue the point. Have you seen Shadow?

Not yet, Silme returned. 1'm peeking over when | can, but they have us closely watched. Tend to keep us
bunched so they can see everyone at once.

Keep looking. Larson doubted even the Shadow Climber could make it up the outside of the Empire
State Building without climbing aids, but he had to hope. Histiny companion had done many things
deemed impossible, often for that very reason. Then, suddenly, something Silme had said returned to
haunt him. Oldest to youngest!

Though not the words she had used, Silme caught the reference. They're telling the police their plan
right now. One person every half hour until . . . oh my god! The contact abruptly cut off.

Slme. Sime!

When Larson did not get an immediate answer, he stopped the concentration. Without training like
Silme's from the Dragonrank school, he could not reach her. He could only wait. He found himself
staring at the number on the landing: 53. Above him, he heard voices. He slowed, moving as quietly as
possible and straining to hear.

The talking stopped, but Larson could hear the occasional scrape of a shoe against concrete. Cautiously,
he rounded the fifty-fourth landing and looked up to two uniformed men. Static hissed from one's belt.
Cops. Confidently, with the look of a man who belonged, he continued upward.

The policemen spotted Larson and leaped to attention. Both were young, of average height and build;
but the similarities ended there. One had red hair peeking from beneath his cap, while the other had no
visible hair at all. The redhead sported blue eyes to his companion's brown, and a deluge of orange
freckles. Both seemed in reasonably good shape, though neither seemed eager to continue the climb.
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"Who are you?' the red-haired cop demanded.

Larson took advantage of the limitations of the walkie-talkies. If they could carry thisfar, these men
would have known him, like the others. "Al Larson. Special team, FBI."

Both men looked him over top to bottom. "Got a badge?' the second asked.

"Yes," Larson lied. "But not the time to show it." He added harshly, "again." With the air of someonein
authority and a hurry, he pushed past them and jogged up the stairs.

Larson heard the words "arrogant jerk” behind him but did not bother to slow. He wanted them to
believe that he had demonstrated his bona fides to those lower down the stairway, the most likely way to
explain his presence here and now.

Apparently, the ruse worked because he heard no signs of pursuit. That or they'retoo tired or lazy to
follow me. The reason did not matter. The increase in speed dragged agony through Larson's legs, but he
scurried upward until he had gone high enough that the others would not notice a change in pace.

Air rasped through Larson's lungs, raw agony; and the close stuffiness seemed suffocating. He wiped
sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

Silme appeared in his head. Al, they've dropped the security guards!

What? Larson's reply was startled from him, without thought. Even if the method of communication
allowed for mishearing, he did not want her to repeat that particular information. Both at once?

They think it shows the police they mean business.
As opposed to shoving just one guy off the Empire State Building.
One was already dead.

The cops and the crowd didn't know that. Larson quickened his pace, though hislegsfelt asif he had
bolted bowling balls to his thighs, and he seemed to have gasped the last of the stairwell air into his
lungs.

Silme's contact turned irritable. You're arguing with me? They're crazy, Al. Just get up here right away!

Oh, so now you want me up there. Larson wisely kept that to himself. I'm coming asfast as| can. I'ma
decent runner but no pro, and going up isn't the same as on a track or even rugged terrain.

Silme returned nothing for several moments. Larson concentrated on steady rhythmical motion,
watching the patterned marble stairs unscroll beneath his sneakers. By now, even hislegs appeared to
remember the design: eighteen stairs to each landing. Why not an even twenty? Larson abandoned the
idle thought, glad for the 160-step reprieve.

A sudden thought brought a second, desperate wind. SIme, my mother?
Scared but fine. Like therest of us.

Larson was pretty sure Silme understood the deeper intent of his question. Oldest to youngest, he
reminded.

Y-ess. Thistime, Silme surely knew, but she feigned ignorance.

Pain and the battle for breath contributed to Larson'sirritability. Come on, Slme. Where does my mother
fit on that spectrum?

Silme dodged the question. She's till a young woman.
Slme. ..
Don't you think you'd be happier not knowing?
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Probably, Larson admitted, rounding the sixtieth landing. But tell me anyway.

Silme waited inordinately long to continue. After the guy in the wheelchair . . .

Yes. Larson deliberately injected impatience into the sending.

He looks about a thousand years old. His caretakers says he's eighty-nine, but he acts more like an
infant . . .

Slime. .. Larson chastised her clear delay, then guessed, She's next. After the old man. Isn't she?
Al, just hurry.

Though Silme gave no direct answer, Larson knew he had discovered the truth. He refused to let the
news paralyze him. If hedid, al waslost. I'm hurrying, he said. But I'm going to need your help.

After acrossover at the sixty-fifth floor, Larson charged toward the top with nothing to stand in his way
but his own human frailty. He felt like he had run for hours, lungs burning, legs aching, sweat stinging
his eyes. He longed for a companion, some bunkmate with eternal staminato challenge him when he felt
like giving up. But, as he gulped scant air into his lungs, he felt thankful that his only partner chose a
different route to the top. There did not seem enough air for two in the cramped, stagnant stairwell.
Almost there. Almost there. Larson drove himself forward, his legs numb, moving only from habit. He
looked at the number on the landing door: 84. Excitement thrilled through him, chilling the sweat that
covered every part. He dragged up the stairs, buoyed by the energy that comes of impending success.
Larson nearly crashed into a pair of policemen lounging on the landing. He froze, panting savagely,
unable to speak.

The men did not press. Though their breath came more easily, they seemed noticeably fatigued, their
uniforms askew and their faces pink-cheeked. Relatively young and sinewy, they had clearly been
chosen for their ability to make the climb. One was black, round-faced with a well-tamed afro, the other
sandy blond with quick, green eyes. "What's the buzz, cuz?' one asked, afar cry from the persona
challenges Larson had, thus far, received.

Larson froze, too tired to move, too wracked with nervous energy to sit. "How much..," he panted,
"...do...youknow?'

The black man gestured toward himself. "Name's Carter. Y ours?"
Uncertain whether the man had just given hisfirst or last name, Larson gasped out, "Al."

"Mahan," the other man said. "Jimmy Mahan." He studied Larson with a knowing wince. "Take aload
off for abit."

Larson grasped his knees, seeking the best position to gulp air into his lungs. " Can't.
Got...to...move.. . fast."

Carter huffed out a laugh. "How you going to do that when you're gasping like a landed fish? Ain't doing
no one no good in that state."

Larson had to agree. He lowered himself to the landing in a crouch, still too driven to fully sit.

"They're. . . tossing hostages. Notime. . ." My mom!

The cops exchanged glances, smileswilting in an instant. "Tossing?' Carter repeated. "Y ou mean over
the side?’

"Eighty-six stories down," Larson confirmed, the concept, now spoken, staggering.

"Shit." Mahan wiped his brow, picked his cap up from the floor, and plastered it on his head. "What's the
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plan?’

Larson thought fast. Ideally, he would get one of the men to give him a gun; but he could not think of a
way to request such athing without raising ruinous suspicions. "To get up there, of course. What's
blocking the way?'

Silme's presence returned in awild flurry. All The old man! They're carrying himto the rail.

Mom's next. Larson knew he should feel callous about worrying more for what might happen than the
fate of one at risk now, but he could not help it. The old man had lived along life and probably had little
understanding of hisfate. SIme, what's blocking the stairwell door?

Which one?

Stumped by a simple and obvious question, Larson went quiet. Any . . . one he tried.

Silme did not question. They're locked.

Of course.

Two guarded by armed men—usually. If there are more, | don't know about them. Anticipating Larson's
guestion, she added. | can only read surface thoughts, not everything they know.

"Locks, for one thing," Carter said in answer to aquery Larson had forgotten in the hailstorm of his and
Silme's exchange. "We've got the key, of course, but it's not much use from inside the stairwell.”

Larson pursed his lips, breathing gradually coming easier, though his legs still ached. He thought of
Taziar, hoping the little climber would have the sense not to rush in alone. Taziar possessed neither the
ability nor the mentality to kill. Taziar. That gave Larson an idea. "Are there any windows on this floor?"
Mahan shrugged. "It's an office building. Practically made of windows." He added doubtfully, "Why?"
Larson did not even want to waste time saying "No time to explain.” Instead, he charged for the heavy
door, slammed in the handle, and dashed into the hallway. He charged down the high-ceilinged corridor,
noticing nothing but the first office door. He turned the knob and struck it with his shoulder
simultaneously. He hit solid wood frame, clearly locked, but the force of the blow shattered the opaque
glass front. Shards stabbed his shoulder, and rained, further broken by the green marble floor. He sprang
through the gap, dislodging the remaining, clinging pieces and crushing the glass beneath his sneakers to
powder.

Eyes on the window, Larson stumbled into a desk, sending a chair careening to the floor and dashing
pain through his hip. Ignoring it, he floundered through the wreckage, still unable to take his eyes from
the window. Bumped and bruised, leaving a wake of askew furniture, he made it to a pane that stood
more than a half-foot taller than his six-foot frame. He slammed the heels of his hands against the glass.
It barely budged. Larson hammered his fists against the window, howling with rage.

Silme's voice entered Larson's head with an eerie quiet. Al, they threw him over. He's gone.

Oh god. Larson stifled the image of the old man tumbling through the air, eyes wide with terror, mouth
wrenched open in scream after scream. He wondered how long the man would have to contemplate his
fate before it ended with aflash of excruciating pain, then nothing. Slme, I'm coming.

Hurry, she sent, bare understatement. Please hurry.

Larson hurled himself at the safety glass, vision suddenly filled with clouds, the buildings around
seeming distant and small. The glass did not give, but Larson's rational mind did. What the hell am |
doing? If this breaks, I'm going down. He backed up, reassessing the situation. Seeing a latch on the
window, he smacked himself in the forehead, feeling like aroyal fool. Of course, they're made not to
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break. Can't have people accidentally falling, but no reason not to let some fresh air in now and then.
Working the catch, he easily opened the window. Now what? |'m not Shadow. Larson clambered to the
sill, deliberately looking only up. A downward glance might paralyze him.

Groping aong the rail-like mullions, Indiana limestone, and sand-blasted spandrels, Larson discovered
solid hooks placed asif for climbing. He nestled his hands into them, a million thoughts distracting him
from the job ahead. If these go the length of the building, Shadow probably figures this skyscraping
monstrosity for the easiest thing he's ever climbed. Larson recalled that Taziar's friends had bragged he
could climb a straight pane of glass, and Larson had seem him scramble up brick buildings without a
moment's hesitation. He also realized that the hooks had to serve as tie-ons for window washers and,
possibly, maintenance workers.

Sunlight reflected from the stedl, its glow shattering into a blinding array that forced Larson to squint.
He worked his way to one of the enormous stainless steel pylons that braced the observatory tower, only
one floor above him.

Al

Larson stiffened, gouging the hooks into his hands. Don't do that!

Don't do what? It was a right and innocent question.

Larson realized that his own keyed-up terror had caused him to startle, not Silme. She had contacted him
with an appropriate slow gentleness he should have appreciated. Stay with me, will you? I'm going to
need you.

Sorry. | was just comforting a scared little boy. Where are you?

Larson shored up his leg and right-hand holds before groping over the observatory ledge with his | eft.
I'm coming over the side, like Shadow. Watch for my hand. His fingers banged against cold metal. Only
then, he remembered the fencing that surrounded the open-air terrace, constructed to frustrate suicides.
Wait a second, he thought to himself and Silme simultaneously. How did the gunmen get the old man
past the fence?

They cut a hole, Silme explained. Pushed them through. An emotion accompanied the sending like a
mental shiver. Made us all look through. Let us know what'sin store for usif the police don't giveinto
their demands soon. Then, they placed some of the more terrified ones on the phone.

Larson gripped the fence. Peace Army, indeed. Bunch of crazy sadistic bastards.

Abruptly, Larson's description sunk in. Silme's contact wafted terror. You're where?

Larson felt along the metal, defining diamond-shaped mesh that would admit the head of someone who
wanted the dizzying experience of looking down. He knew from his one visit there, as a young child,
that the bars curved toward the building at the top to thwart a more determined jumper from simply
climbing over the security rail. I'm at the outer edge of the terrace, touching the fence. Watch for my
hands. Direct me toward the hole they cut, and distract anyone who might see me.

All right, Silme returned. |'m watching for Shadow there, too; but | can't communicate with him.
Larson remembered Taziar's mind barriers. Choosing a direction at random, he worked his way along
the edge, using pylons as steps. Movement proved easier than he had expected, though one wrong
weight-shift would send him plunging to his death.

Al, | seeyou. You'll get there a lot faster if you go clockwise.

Larson repositioned, switching direction and heading back the way he had come. A trek that had seemed
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surprisingly simple, at first, rapidly became a discomfort. His muscles, already aching from the climb,
cramped from the unnatural position; and his nerves wound them to tight coils. Wind pounded his face,
threatening his grip. Granite scraped the skin from his arms, and the fencing bit into his fingers.

Almost there. Almost there. Silme's cautious pronouncement fell on welcome ears. Then, her tone
changed drastically. Wait! Al, one of them's headed toward you!

Larson's heart pounded. He could imagine himself struggling to get up while a stranger tore off his hold
and sent him into along and fatal plunge, filled with evil laughter. Distract him!

I'll try. Silme's contact disappeared from Larson’'s mind.

Now completely disoriented, Larson made a desperate choice. He had to assume the worst, that Siime's
interference would fail. He could freeze and hope the other man did not see him, but that did not suit
him. A man of action, Larson found himself incapable of just remaining in place, blindly hoping a
ruthless killer did not notice him. Instead, he increased his pace, the wind whipping though his ears
making hearing all but impossible.

Jaggedly cut metal sliced Larson's palm, and pain shocked through him. Biting hislip, he maintained his
grip, easing into position in front of the hole.

Al! Silme's presence jabbed into his mind like a hot spear. He's right at the opening!

Larson jerked his head up and found himself staring into the cold dark eyes of akiller. Shaggy black hair
fell around arugged Caucasian face afew years older than his own. He wore aV-neck shirt, a leather
backpack, and a hand-hammered peace sign swinging from a gold chain. The eyes went wide with clear
shock.

Push him, SIme! Feet wedged, one hand winched onto the shattered fencing, Larson wound his free
fingers around one strap of the man's pack and pulled with all his considerable strength.

The man dlid toward Larson, asif on adolly. As most of his weight tipped forward, he screamed,
grabbing wildly. Larson flinched. If those flailing hands caught him, they would both go tumbling. His
own balance thrown backward, he seized a death grip on metal and strap. For an instant, they remained
in a strange balance, hovering between life and death, while time seemed to stand still. Then, the man
toppled toward oblivion, shrieking in mindless terror. The abrupt shift of weight tore free Larson's
toeholds. Suddenly supporting the full mass of two, every tendon in his right arm seemed to snap at
once, a stabbing explosion of burning pain. His fingers jerked open. I'm dead. The calm realization
seemed savagely out of place. Then, the backpack straps slipped free. The weight of the killer
disappeared. A scream swirled on the wind, and something steady clamped onto Larson's wrist, arresting
his own fall. Battling rising panic, he sought and found his toeholds on the pylons.

Hold on, Silme sent. | won't let you fall.

Larson gulped down bile. He swung his left hand over the ledge, still gripping the killer's backpack.
Only then he realized that he could have saved himself some seriousinjury if he had only let go instead
of clinging to the backpack. At the time, the idea of loosing any solid grip had seemed madness. He
looked up to Silme's worried features, both hands clamped around his left wrist.

Hurry, Silme sent, glancing wildly behind her.

Larson scrambled up the ledge and through the hole, the pain in his right arm a constant, screaming
blessing. It reminded him he was alive. But not for long if we don't do something quickly.

Larson jerked up the pack and pawed through the contents. He found clothing, food, and spare
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magazines. Damn it, no gun. The irony became a burning bitterness. | nearly died for no gun. He
glanced at Silme. Get back with the others. Let them know I'm on your side. To help me if they can.

Silme nodded, turning. She headed for the central gift shop.

At that moment, a huge man with long, greasy blond hair crashed through the door. "Hey!" He seized
Silme by the wrist, spinning her through the door, then slammed it behind her.

Though enraged by the manhandling, Larson kept his head. He dove aside, just as the man raised a .45
automatic. Larson skittered around the loop, pressing against the gift shop wall. Then, another man burst
through a door to hisleft, sandwiching him between them.

Shit! Surrounded, Larson tried for desperate unpredictability. He sprinted for the fence and dashed up
the diamond mesh, only then noticing another man just reaching the incurving spires at the top. Shadow!
Brutal realization dawned. And | just gave him away.

"Holy fuck!" the blond shouted. Ducking, he fired at the figure over Larson's head.

Blood splashed Larson's cheek. "NO!" Without thought for his own safety, he hurled himself at the
shooter. He struck the blond with aforce that hurled them both to the floor. A bullet ricocheted wildly,
and the hostages screamed, running toward the opposite side of the store. Both men dlid, crashing into
the glass storefront, pain jarring through Larson's left side. He caught the man's gun-hand with his left,
then slammed his aching right arm downward. He heard something crack, accompanied by a rush of
pain through his strained muscles. The gun clattered to the terrace.

Shadow! Silme screamed in Larson's head.

Larson scooped up the gun, whirling. The other man fired at Taziar. The little climber dodged, then lost
his footing on the fencing.

"No!" Larson shrieked, charging to save hisfriend, though he knew he could never arrivein time. The
killer whirled on Larson, shooting. Fire tore through Larson's thigh, dropping him to a spinning crouch.
He watched, helplessly, as Taziar pitched from the fencing into empty air. "No!" he screamed again.
"No! No!" Rage overtook him. He trained the blond's gun on the second man, who was now hurriedly
reloading. Larson pulled the trigger again and again, until the slide locked back on empty.

Al

Nothing could stop Larson now. "Shadow!" he howled. " Shadow! NO!" Only then, he remembered the
blond. The man lay unconscious by the gift shop, a horde of hostages swarming over him. Some
attempted to tie him with souvenir King Kong airplanes and anything else with laces or strings. Others
pelted him with metal statuettes.

Larson dropped the gun and fell to his knees. He clamped his face in his hands, his own blood warm and
sticky on his cheeks. "No! No! No!" It was all my fault! If | hadn't picked that spot, they wouldn't have
seen him. Shadow would still be alive.

Mrs. Larson rushed to her son, cradling him in her arms like an enormous baby. "Al." Tears dripped
down her cheeks as she looked at the blood. "Al, say something." Pam knelt beside them and took
Larson's aching hand.

“I'm al right, Mom," Larson croaked out, though he could not even convince himself.

Finally, Silme appeared, and she had clearly read the spirit of Larson's thoughts, if not the exact words.
Sop beating yourself up. You couldn't have known he was there.

Larson wasn't so sure. Accidentally or on purpose, he had betrayed a buddy, had caused his very death.
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In 'Nam, he had learned to keep an eye on each and every companion, to do whatever it took to keep all
of them safe. They relied on him, and he knew he could rely on them. Except, this time, he had made a
mistake, and his best friend had paid with hislife.

Silme's delay had, apparently, come from obtaining the key to the stairwell. Now, the police came to
survey the scene, herding most of the hostages toward the safety of the stairwell.

"What happened?' Carter asked, opening the flood gates. Most of the hostages began talking at once.
Mahan made his way to Larson. "What really happened?

Mrs. Larson answered first, hugging Larson to her, though it smeared blood onto her arms, face, and
dress. "They shot my boy. Can't you see, they shot my boy."

“I'm al right," Larson said again. His arm ached, and histhigh felt like a bowling ball; but these faded
beneath the terrible agony in his soul.

Carter called over the hubbub. "Mahan!"

"Yeah!"

"I'm going to take these folks down and get some backup. Y ou okay up here?’

Mahan looked at Larson.

"Enemy's al down. Third one went over the side," Larson assured. The words ached through Larson.
And Shadow, too.

"Yeah!" Mahan called back, barely missing a beat. He looked at Silme, Pam, and Mrs. Larson. "Y ou
three need to go with the others."

Mrs. Larson did not look up. "I'm not leaving my son."

Mahan looked at Pam.

"My brother," she said.

"My fiancé," Silme added before the policeman could even ask.

Mahan sighed, then clapped Larson's shoulder. "Guess | know now why you did what you did. You're
not really FBI, are you?'

Larson smiled weakly. "Wouldn't tell you if | was."

Mahan laughed. "Carter'll have the paramedics up here soon. Y ou going to make it till then?’
"I've been hurt worse."

"Really?' Mahan brushed hair from his forehead. "I better rethink that FBI question.”

A voice wafted from the gift shop. "I hurt, too. Why no pretty lady hold me?"

Everyone whirled at once. Even Larson struggled to a painful stand, recognizing the voice. Shadow? It
can't be!

Taziar dragged himself from the stairwell, smearing blood across the marble floor. Dirt covered every
part, and scarlet splotches decorated his tattered clothing.

Silme at least managed to start the question Larson could not. "How didyou ... ?How ... ?

"Don't move." Mahan approached Taziar, hand raised, attention on the climber's every move. "Who are
you?"'

Silme brushed past the policeman to assist Taziar. "That's Taziar Medakan. He's our friend."

Pam just shook her head. "You. . . you fell off the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building!
How . .. how?"

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/0743488229__ 5.htm (18 of 19)7-1-2007 23:47:54



- Chapter 5

Taziar smiled weakly. "Falling off, that easy. Climb up from ground, that hard." When no one laughed,
he gave the explanation they all needed. "Just fall two floor. Land on ledge. Go through open window."
He threw up ahand, asif stating the obvious. "Come here."

"A miracle,"” Mrs. Larson breathed.

Mahan scratched his head. "Actually, been about a dozen attempted suicides before that fence got up. |
don't think any of them made it all the way to the ground."

"Really?' Mrs. Larson finally pried her gaze from her son, which pleased Al Larson. He did not think he
could handle another moment of her pained scrutiny.

"Believe | even remember some old fellow landing on that very same ledge as this guy here. Broke a
bone or two but otherwise al right. Wind currents tend to blow everything back toward the building.
Probably got afortune in pennies on every ledge."

Larson had always believed that a coin dropped from the observatory would crush anyone or thing it hit.
Now, he knew why he had never actually heard of anyone killed in such a manner despite the open
eighty-sixth-floor terraces and the building's many windows.

The ping of the arriving elevator brought an unexpected rush of relief. Taziar was here, alive. The
paramedics had come.

Larson closed his eyes, clutching his sister's hand, enjoying the music of agurney rolling across the
marble floor.
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Shadamehr and the Old Wive's Tale

A Shadamehr Story

Margaret Weis & Don Perrin
(Based on the world and characters created by Larry EImore)
"Begging your pardon, good sir," said the barkeep deferentially, "but this noteis for you."

"For me?' The man thus addressed was considerably amazed. "But | am a stranger in these parts! | am
merely passing through on my way east. Surely you have made a mistake." He waved the note away.
"This must be for someone else.”

"I do not think | could be mistaken, sir," said the barkeep with a cunning look. "Y ou have graced my
tavern with your presence these three days now, being kind enough to say that my mead is the best in the
area—"

"And soitis," said the man, interrupting.

The barkeep bowed and continued. "And thus | have come to know you, sir, very well, as have many of
my patrons, for you have been most generous in buying rounds for the house."

The man smiled in a self-deprecating manner and smoothed the ends of avery long and very black
mustache. He winked at his companion, a young woman with thick red curly hair, bound up in acoil at
the base of her neck. She wore the plain brown robes of one who practices earth magic.

"Therefore," said the barkeep, "when anote is delivered to me to be given to a person of acertain
description that matches you most wonderfully, sir, | am left with no doubts."

"What would that description be?' the man asked, his eyes glinting with amusement. "L et us hear it."

"Thisiswhat | was told: 'He is a human male of middle years with a nose like an hawk's beak, a chin
like an ax-blade, eyes blue as the skies above New Vinnengael and along black mustache of which heis
very proud and is constantly smoothing or twirling. In addition, he has long black hair, which he wears
bound in atail at the back of his head, in the manner of the elves.""

“Bah! That could be anyone," said the man.

"Heisvery handsome—" continued the barkeep solemnly.

"Oh, then, you areright. That isme," said the man camly and he plucked the message from the
barkeep's hand.

"Y ou are insufferable, Shadamehr,” said his companion in alow voice.

"You are only jealous, Alise," Shadamehr said as he broke the seal and unfolded the note. The two spoke
in Elven, alanguage which no one in the Karnuan city was likely to understand. " Jeal ous that no one
sent the beautiful human female with the red hair a mysterious missive."

His companion rolled her eyes and shook her head.

"I trust this note means that our generous hospitality hasfinally paid off," Shadamehr said. "At last we
are about to receive some information. | don't mind telling you that | am growing sick to death of mead."

Reading the note, he appeared puzzled, then gratified. "Here now! | never expected this." He handed the
note to his companion.
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Doubtless you do not remember me, my lord, but we were companionsin our youth. | was
an acolyte with the Revered Magi at the time you were in training as a knight. We met
through the unfortunate circumstance of our each falling in love with the same woman at
the same time. | shall never forget the tricks we played on each other asrivals, tricks that
turned out to be for naught, when she married a third man neither of us had known about.
Our rivalry became friendship, a friendship that was severed when you left Vinnengael in
anger over the policies of the Emperor and | left to return to my homeland to take up my
duties for the Church.

| have followed the tales of your exploits with the deegpest pleasure and, although you
travel under another name, when | heard from a traveler of a generous stranger with hair
as black as midnight, a nose like a hawk and a laugh that booms like a mountain slide, |
knew there could only be one. | am certain the gods have sent you. | believe that you come
In answer to my prayers.

You will recall that | was particularly sensitive to the evil magic of the Void. | dare not
write morein this note, for fear it will be waylaid. | live in the town of Cunac, about
twenty miles north. | beg you to come with all possible haste.

Y our friend,
Revered Brother Ulien.

Alise frowned. "How could he possibly have known it was you? Hundreds of miles from our homeland.
| don't like this." She handed the missive back.

"Bah!" said Shadamehr with agrin. He tucked the note in his boot and beckoned the barkeep. "Our tab,
please. We are leaving your fair city. Of course, Ulien would know it was me, Alise," he added, giving
his mustache atwirl. "Everyone for a twenty-mile radius must be talking of the handsome and generous
stranger, by now. And his lovely red-haired companion,” he included teasingly.

He paid the bill, throwing in enough extrato cause the barkeep to sing his praises for days, and left the
bar with Alise.

She snorted. "Y our ego will be the death of you, Shadamehr."

"Nonsense, my dear," Shadamehr said, assisting her to mount her horse. "I will cheat death for the
simple reason that all the wonderful things people say about me are true. Which is why you adore me."
He whistled to his own black steed, a horse of a vicious temperament who so terrified the stable boys
that they would not come close to him. The horse whinnied in delight at the sight of his master and
draped his head over Shadamehr's shoulder, almost purring with pleasure when Shadamehr rubbed the
horse's muzzle.

"I don't adore you. | don't even likeyou," Alise said coldly. "I don't know why | put up with you. Y ou
will get me killed someday. Get yourself killed, too, in some hare-brained scheme to set the world right
when it doesn't want to go right."
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Shadamehr leaned over, kissed her on the cheek before she could push him away. Then he was off at a
gallop, exhibiting hisriding skills to the admiring populace, who took off their hats to wave good-bye.
"I should turn around now and go back home." Alise muttered as she kicked her horse in the flanks. She
was forced to ride hard and fast to catch up.

Twilight had fallen by the time the two arrived in Cunac, a small town located near the border of the
human kingdoms of Karnu and Dunkarga. Once a united kingdom, the two had split apart in acivil war
two hundred years earlier. As much as humans of Karnu and Dunkarga hated all those of other racesin
the world of Loerem, they hated each other more. The town of Cunac was notable for only one thing—it
was the site of alarge military outpost, built to deter the Dunkargans from crossing the border.
Strangers were not normally welcomed into Karnuan towns, but Shadamehr, with his glib tongue and his
charming manner, was never a stranger anywhere long. The guard who had begun by brusquely refusing
them admittance ended by embracing Shadamehr with tearsin his eyes. He gave them directions to the
Revered Brother's dwelling and added an invitation to come drinking in the tavern when the guard was
off-duty.

"What did you tell that man?' Alise demanded. She did not speak Karna. "I thought he was going to
throw us out on our ears. What was all that hugging and kissing?"

"A Karnuan tradition when family members meet," Shadamehr said solemnly. "He is my second cousin
once removed on my mother's side.”

Alise stared at him. "l don't believe you!"

"Ah, but it's true, nonetheless. Someday | will explain. Let us make haste, before Revered Brother Ulien
retires.”

They secured roomsin the only inn in Cunac and stabled their horses. This done, they left in search of
Shadamehr's childhood friend.

Brother Ulien's dwelling was a small house attached to the local temple. The brother was awake and
very glad to see them.

"I would have known you anywhere, my lord," said Ulien, regarding his friend with pleasure.

"And | you," said Shadamehr with such heartiness that Alise knew he was lying.

"I could have walked past him in the street and never known it," he confided to her when Ulien had |eft
to bring them food and water. "He used to be atall, good-looking youth with curly black hair. Now heis
gaunt and haggard and gone completely gray."

"He's probably saying the same thing about you," Alise said teasingly. "Especially the part about the
gray.”

"I am not!" Shadamehr protested. He drew forth the long black tail of hair that fell down his back and
studied it by candlelight. "Am 1?* His search for gray hairs was interrupted by the return of their host,
who told them of his concerns over dinner.

"About aweek ago, | first noticed the presence of Void magic." Ulien spoke in hushed tones, his red-
rimmed eyes glancing furtively at the window as if he feared they might be overheard. "The feeling was
overwhelming. I've known nothing like it. It was as if a black and noxious cloud had settled over the
town. | cannot draw breath. | feel asif | am being smothered.”

In truth, he gasped for breath constantly. His thin body jerked and twitched nervously at every sound.
"And you say that two strangers arrived in town at the same time?' Shadamehr asked.
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"One of them adwarf, my lord. A Fire Mage," said Ulien.
Shadamehr frowned. "1 have never known a dwarf to have dealings with the Void."

Ulien gave him a sad glance, asif pitying such naiveté. "He is one of the Unhorsed, ailmost certainly,
most likely cast out of his clan for some terrible crime. He might well be afollower of the Void."

"Possibly," said Shadamehr, but he appeared unconvinced. "And the other?"

"A newly appointed commander of the fortress. Since Karnu is amilitary state," he added for Alise's
benefit, "the military commander is aso the leading government agent in Cunac. Heis an ordinary
enough fellow, not especially bright, but he carries a most remarkable sword. The hilt is set with black
and red jewels, asisthe scabbard. Such avaluable sword might be worn by the Emperor of Vinnengael.
What is a captain in the Karnuan army doing with it?"

"Isit tainted with Void magic?' Alise asked with interest.

"I do not know for certain, Revered Sister,” Ulien answered with a shiver. "I have not been able to get
close enough to find out."

"If so—and | must say that it sounds very much like a VVoid artifact—this would explain the sensation
you are feeling," Alise said.

Ulien shook his head. "I am sorry to have to disagree with you, Sister, but | have been around powerful
Void artifacts before and | experienced nothing like this. | have been physicaly ill over it. | am
frightened al the time. | cannot eat. | cannot sleep." He held out his hands. The long fingers trembled
and shook. "Y ou see how it is?'

"Then what do you think is causing this, Ulien?" Shadamehr demanded.
"I think . . ." Ulien paused, then said in awhisper, "I think we are dealing with a. . . with avrykyl."

Ulien waited tensely for their reaction. Alise looked at Shadamehr, who hid his smile by smoothing his
mustache. Ulien gave a great sigh and closed his eyes.

"| feared you would laugh at me, my lord!" he said, almost weeping.

"No, no," Shadamehr said, soothingly.

"What are vrykyl, after all, but tales made up by old women? That's what they said in the Templein
Vinnengael. That's what any sane person would say."

"Old women are wise," said Alise with areproving glance for Shadamehr. "And the truths they keep
burning bright through the years are oftentimes the only light we have to guide our footsteps when the
darkness comes upon us."

"I say thisto you, Ulien, for your ears alone," Shadamehr added, "but we have come to Karnu because |
received information relating to the return of the vrykyl to thisworld."

Ulien gazed at Shadamehr in awe. "Then certainly the gods have brought us together!"
"Perhaps. Perhaps not," Shadamehr said dryly. "What isit you expect me to do?"
"Why, rid the town of thisevil, of course," Ulien said.

Shadamehr shook his head. "If thisistruly avrykyl, that is afoe beyond my ability to fight. According
to the old wivestales, that is."

"It is said that perhaps a Dominion Lord could slay them," Alise remarked. "That has not been proven,
however."

"But, sir, you are a Dominion Lord!" Ulien protested. "Y ou served under a different name, but—"
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Shadamehr smiled and again shook his head. "Y ou are mistaken. | am not a Dominion Lord. | never
underwent the Transfiguration.”

Ulien regarded him with narrowed eyes. "The counsel voted to approve you. It was unanimous. The
Emperor himself—"

“Itisalong story," Shadamehr said, abruptly ending the topic of conversation. "Asto the vrykyl, if they
do walk this world"—nhe quirked an eyebrow—"they walk it safe from me. | came to gather information
on them. Nothing more."

"Then we arelost,” Ulien said in despair.

Shadamehr placed a kindly hand on the trembling hand of hisfriend. "Y ou are weary. Y ou have not
dept in days. Alise will give you a potion to help you find rest.”

Alise was aready removing a small potion bottle from a belt she wore around her waist. She handed the
potion to Ulien, explained the directions for its use.

"We will return in the morning," Shadamehr said, rising to hisfeet. "I would like to meet this dwarf and
the commander, at least. Y ou will point them out to me. Good-night, Ulien. Rest well."

"I will try, my lord,” Ulien said unhappily. He held tightly to the potion.

"Vrykyl!" Alise repeated the word accusingly, as soon as they were well away from Ulien's house. "So
thisiswhy you brought me!"
"And you thought it was for your red hair,” said Shadamehr.

Alise gave alittle sigh, which he did not hear, for he was humming a dance tune to himself. The town's
streets were empty. Windows in the houses were dark and shuttered. All the inhabitants were decently
abed. Or perhaps not all.

"After al, you are the acknowledged expert— What was that?' Shadamehr asked suddenly, stopping
and turning his head.

"What was what?' Alise said. She had been walking the street abstracted, absorbed in her own thoughts.

"Someone passed us," said Shadamehr. "He was keeping to the shadows, but | caught a glimpse of him
in the moonlight.”

"A vrykyl?' Alise asked with a slight curl of her lip.

"No," said Shadamehr, continuing to stare behind him. "A dwarf. And he was headed in the direction of
Ulien's house."

"Which is the same direction as the city gate," said Alise in exasperation. "And the barracks. And the six
ale houses we passed on our way. Y ou know how restless dwarves are. He might be out for a nightly
stroll."

"That's true," said Shadamehr, but he did not move.

"If you want to traipse after him, do so," Alise said in exasperation. "But | am bone-tired. | mean to
sleep until noon."

"He'sgone. | don't see him." Shadamehr turned back and fell into step beside her. "Y ou are probably
right. Now, tell me all you know about vrykyl."

"I gave you my report in writing, my lord," Alise returned.
"Ah, but you know that | am no great reader," Shadamehr said with alaugh. "l glanced at it. | read
enough to know that | want nothing to do with these fiends—or the old wives who made them up, for
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that matter. Tell me again. Just the main points.”

Alise sighed, thistime loudly, so that he would hear. "Very well, my lord. The vrykyl are creatures of
the Void. Perhaps they date back to ancient times. We do not know for certain. All we do know is that
when Prince Dagnarus turned to evil and became Lord of the Void, he received a most powerful artifact
of Void magic known as the Dagger of the Vrykyl. With this dagger, he killed a living man and brought
him back to life, granting him a horrible immortality. The vrykyl must continue to kill to maintain his
life, feeding upon the souls of mortal beings. Lord Dagnarus created many vrykyl, who were constrained
to serve him alone. Vrykyl wear magical armor that gives them strength and prowess in battle and
Immense power in Void magic."

"If the Lord of the Void had the ability to create beings of such power, | am surprised the world is not
overrun with vrykyl," Shadamehr observed.

"Ah, but thereisacatch," Alise replied, ignoring his bantering tone. " The man or woman who becomes
avrykyl must give free consent. He must be willing to choose death over life. And he dies with the
knowledge that the magic may not work."

"All this happened two hundred years ago, you say, when Dagnarus was alive. And no reports of anyone
seeing vrykyl since?"

"But there have been reports of mysterious deaths during those two hundred years, my lord," Alise said.
"Entire families dlain, their faces frozen in terror as if the last sight they saw was a horrible one. And
every death the same—asingle, small puncture wound to the heart. The mark of the soul-stealer dagger.
Thus the vrykyl have remained alive, waiting—some believe—for their lord to return.”

"Which, according to what we hear from the Dunkargans, he has. Well, well, thisis all very interesting."
He yawned widely. "Poor Brother Ulien. He was always a bit moonstruck. | think it must have
whalloped him a good one thistime."

Theinn was dark. The landlord had gone to bed but had left them a candle to light their way to the not
overly clean rooms.

"Good-night, Alise," said Shadamehr, handing her the candle. "My room is next door to yours. Y ou
know the code. Knock three timesif you need me.”

He entered his room and shut the door.

Alise spread out her bedroll on the floor, not trusting the bed, which was already occupied by at least
one cockroach, who came out to glare at the light.

She put her hand to the wall, tempted to knock three times. But she withdrew her hand, after a moment.
She closed her eyes and resolutely tried to banish the touch of his sensual lips, the glittering blue eyes
and that ridiculous mustache.

A thunderous knock on her door woke Alise from a sound sleep. She could hear the sounds of crashing
furniture and cries coming from the room next door. Roused and alert, she was on her feet, the words of
amagical spell on her lips, when the door burst open and three armed guards entered her room. They
were prepared to face an earth mage, for one immediately knocked the requisite spell component—a bit
of earth—from her hand, while another clapped his hand over her mouth.

Once she was pinned, the guards removed the belt which contained her potions and vias of holy earth.
They even had the temerity to pat their hands all over her body, searching for hidden objects, atask they
enjoyed, by the leering grins. This done, they dragged her out into the hallway.
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Shadamehr was neatly trussed and bleeding from a cut over one eyebrow. Two guards had tight hold of
him. One of the guards was rubbing a swollen jaw and another nursing a cut lip. Looking past him, into
his room, Alise saw another guard stretched out unconscious on the floor.

"Good morning, my dear,” said Shadamehr. " Sorry about the early cock-crow. | told these banty-legged
louts you wanted to sleep late but they wouldn't listen.”

"I was having a bad dream anyway," Alise said. "What is all this about?’

Shadamehr shrugged and shook his head. There was no more time for talk. The two guards dragged
them down the stairs, where the innkeeper stood pleading with a man in uniform, frantically disavowing
all knowledge of them. A glance outside showed the sky just starting to grow pinkish gold with the dawn.
The uniformed man was tall and brawny, with the black curly hair and swarthy complexion of the
people of Karnu. He wore trappings of a commander in the Karnuan military and he carried at hisside a
most uncommon sword.

Alise looked intently at the weapon. The hilt and the scabbard were encrusted with rubies and jet, set in
afanciful design. Since she could not touch it with her hands, she stretched forth her other sensesto try
to touch the magic. Thetaint of Void was palpable. She amost gagged with the corrupt odor. She shifted
her gaze from the sword to its owner.

The dark eyes were flat and cold, small and mean. He had the sort of mouth that rarely smiled and then
only at the sight of someone being hurt. But was he avrykyl? Could she tell by sight? From what little
she had read, she could not. Not unless he was wearing his magical black armor. For the vrykyl could
take on the appearance of any mortal they chose and their victims would never know until the soul-
stealing blade pierced the heart.

The sword, though. That was definitely of the Void. When Shadamehr looked at her with aquestionin
his eyes, Alise nodded her answer.

"Take them to the prison," ordered the commander, the first words he had spoken.

"Excuse me, sir, but | wouldn't mind knowing why we are being arrested,” Shadamehr said, histone
mild, asif thislittle misunderstanding could be easily rectified.

"You are under arrest for murder," said the commander.

"Murder?' Shadamehr was understandably confused. "We have murdered no one. We are newly arrived
in town. We are friends of Brother Ulien. We were with him last night. Y ou can ask him—"
Shadamehr's voice faltered and faded. For the first time in the months she had known him, Alise saw
Shadamehr shaken.

The commander was eyeing him grimly. "So you admit it. Y ou were with him last night. The last to be
with him last night, it seems. He was found dead in his bed this morning. An empty vial, avial that
matches those vials'—he pointed to Alise's belt, now in the hands of a guard—"was by his bed. Proof
enough that an earth mage was there."

"He did not die of what was in the vial, though, did he?' Alise asked.
The commander sneered. "Y ou know well enough how he died, witch."

"Yes, | think | do. He died of asingle, small stab wound to the heart," Alise said. "If you will look at the
weapons we carry, you will find none that could have caused such awound."

Shadamehr was silent, probably berating himself for having left his friend to die.
"Such aweapon is easily discarded,” the commander replied scornfully. "And | have awitness."
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"Of course, you do," Shadamehr murmured.

The commander rested his hand on the hilt of hisjeweled sword. "A dwarf. We found him with the
body, so at first we figured he was the killer. But then he told us he saw you two |leaving the house and
heard you speaking of the murder you had just committed.”

"And so we were," said Shadamehr. "My companion and | were shouting it to the rooftops. We wanted
everyone in town to know that we had murdered a man. | take that back. In fact, we were singing. My
companion has alovely soprano voice and [—"

"Shut him up,” the commander growled. "It doesn't much matter who killed the brother. Maybe you and
the dwarf arein it together. We have himin jail, aswell. I'll have the truth eventually. | enjoy
guestioning people.”

Grinning, the commander made a jerking motion with his thumb. The guard holding Shadamehr gave
him a clout on the head that reopened the wound over his eyebrow, started the blood flowing.

"And so, my lord," Alise said in an undertone, as the guards marched them off, "we have just been
arrested for murder by the murderer. How are we going to get out of this one?"

"I got us out of the last one, my dear,” Shadamehr said, grinning through a mask of blood. "Now it's
your turn."

* k% %

The prison cellblock was located beneath the military command post, a massive stone structure
surrounded by high walls, containing a barracks, stables, a headquarters building, and a parade grounds.
Lit by torches that sputtered in iron sconces, the underground jail also housed the "interrogation rooms"
replete with various instruments of torture and, next door, the morgue.

"How convenient," said Shadamehr.

The body of Brother Ulien lay on a stone slab inside the small, cold room. The corpse had not been
attended yet. He was still wearing the brown robes in which he had died. There was little blood, Alise
noted with professional interest. A wound such as the one Shadamehr had described—small, penetrating
straight to the heart—might not bleed much. The skin of Ulien's face was grayish white, the lips and
nails of the hands starting to turn blue. The eyes were open wide. The face was hideously twisted into an
expression of extreme terror.

"Stop!" Shadamehr ordered, as he was being marched past the morgue.

Such was Shadamehr's presence that the guards halted at his command. He shook off the guards and
stood looking intently at the body of hisfriend.

"I am sorry, Ulien," Shadamehr said quietly. "Thisis my fault. Forgive me. Very well, gentlemen," he
added magnanimously, "you may proceed."

Realizing that they had just obeyed an order given to them by their prisoner, the guards looked guiltily to
see whether the commander had noticed, then quickly seized hold of Shadamehr and hustled him off.
The cells were located along opposite sides of along, dark and narrow corridor. Large iron keys hung
from hooks on the wall. The commander lifted a set of keysin passing and took down atorch to light
their way.

"To the cell at the end of the hall," he ordered.

A peasant was in the corridor, cleaning the floor with alarge broom, sweeping a pile of foul-smelling
straw out of one of the cells. The stench was horrible.
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The other prison cells appeared to be empty. The prison was eerily quiet. The only sound Alise could
hear was that of running water. She was wondering what this might be when the floor suddenly dropped
out from under her.

Alise cried out in alarm. Off-balance, she wavered on the edge of a gaping chasm, terrified that she
would fall. Her guards | et her teeter one heart-stopping moment, then hauled her back to safety, laughing
at her fear. Below her, arushing stream ran black and turgid. A sewer, to judge by the smell. The
peasant plodded past her, swept hisload of muck into the hole. Tugging on arope that hung from the
ceiling, arope attached to what Alise now saw was a wooden door set in the floor, he pulled the door
closed.

"There are grates at either end," the commander announced. "Just in case you were thinking that this
might make a good escape route."

The guards pushed Alise forward. Her footsteps echoed hollowly as she walked across the wooden door.
She passed the cell occupied by the dwarf, who was dark-eyed and dour, unkempt, disheveled and dirty.
He was shackled hand and foot, the manacles attached to the stone wall and he glowered as they passed
him. In response to Shadamehr's polite greeting in dwarven, the dwarf made a rude gesture with a
manacled hand.

The guards hauled Alise and Shadamehr into the same cell, stood them against awall and clamped
manacles over their wrists and ankles. The commander |ooked on with approval as the guards locked the
manacles in place with the keys, which they then returned to the commander. He slammed shut the iron
barred door of the cell and locked it.

"I demand—" Shadamehr began, but he was talking to himself. The commander had left, taking the
torch with him.

The cell was pitch dark. Alise could not see Shadamehr at al, though he was chained only afew feet
from her.

" Shadamehr?' she said softly, needing to hear his voice.

"Here," he replied. He was silent a moment, then said quietly, "Did you see Brother Ulien's face, Alise?"
"Yes, | saw." Alise decided it would be best to handle this dispassionately. Shadamehr would not
appreciate maudlin sympathy. "His expression fits the description of avrykyl's victims. Don't blame
yourself, my lord. There is nothing you could have done. Y ou yourself said that you could not fight a
vrykyl."

"Especially not chained to awall." His voice in the darkness was bitter. He shook his manaclesin
frustration.

"I've never known you defeated before," she said. Her hands were manacled to the wall attached by a
short length of chain on either side of her head. She twisted her head experimentally to see whether she
could reach her thick coil of hair. "l find it rather endearing.”

"Yes, well, | hope you find it so when the vrykyl comes. What are you doing?' He could not see her, but
he could hear her chains rattling in the darkness.

"You told meit was my turn to get us out of a situation," she said, her hands busy. "I have avial of earth
hidden in my braid. Do you have your lockpick?"

"I did bring you for your red hair, after all!" Shadamehr stated. "Yes, | have lockpick, but | can't reach
it."
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"I believe | can remedy that."

Her searching fingers discovered the small vial she habitually kept tucked into the thick coil of red hair
for just such an emergency.

“"Now, pray | don't drop it," she muttered.

“I'm praying," said Shadamehr fervently.

Alise forced herself to make each movement deliberate. Moving slowly and carefully, she pried loose
the stopper on the vial and shook a pinch of earth into her hand. She concentrated her thoughts on the
stone wall to which she was chained, especially the portion of the wall to which the manacles were
attached, and closed her eyesto better focus her thoughts.

"Stone, split!" she commanded and sifted the bit of earth through her fingers, letting it fall to the ground.

The sound of rock cracking was extraordinarily loud, or so it seemed to Alise, who cringed and looked
apprehensively at the cell door, expecting that the commander would return at any moment. No one
came.

Alise tugged on the chain and the heavy manacles pulled free and fell to the floor with a crash. She grit
her teeth and continued her concentration on the spell. The fissures spread down the wall and the
manacles on her feet pulled out of the stonework.

Unableto lift her arms due to the weight of the iron manacles, barely able to move her feet, she dragged
herself across the cell, groping along the broken wall to find her way. Finding Shadamehr, she clutched
hold of him thankfully.

"What did you do?" he asked. "Knock the wall down?"
"Inaway," shereplied. "Don't talk to me. Y ou'll break my concentration."”
"Not talking," he said and shut his mouth.

Taking another pinch of earth, Alise repeated the spell. Again the loud cracking sound. Surely the
commander must have heard that! Shadamehr dropped from the wall. He ripped open one of the seams
of the leather jerkin he wore, removed the lockpick which had been sewn into the seam.

"I could use some light," he muttered beneath his breath, fumbling to try to find the keyhole in the
darkness.

Asif on command, light flared.
"Shadamehr!" Alise gasped. "We're on fire!"

The floor of the cellblock in front of the iron-barred door had burst into flame, a magical flame that
consumed stone, apparently, for the fire had no other fuel. Not until the flames reached the dry straw that
covered the floor on which they stood.

"Ah, that helps!" said Shadamehr. He thrust the lockpick into the keyhole of the manacle on her right
hand.

"Hurry!" Alise urged, coughing in the acrid smoke.

"A dwarf Fire Mage, Ulien said," Shadamehr recalled, removing the other manacle from Alise's hand
and starting on the manacles on her ankles. He cast a glance toward the cell where the dwarf was
chained.

Alise covered her mouth with her hand to avoid breathing the superheated air.
The flames shot high into the air, forming awall of fire between them and the cell door.
"I take that for yes." Shadamehr was working on the manacles on his ankles with one eye on the flames
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and the other on the keyhole. A click and he was free. He looked at the manacles on hiswrists, eyed the
fire, and shook his head. "WEe'l have to run for it. The flames are magical. Can we escape through that?"'

"I don't see we have much choice!” Alise cried. "It's either that or burn to death where we are.”
"Then here we go!" Shadamehr leapt into the fire.
Alise closed her eyes, covered her face with the sleeve of her robes, and plunged into the wall of flame.

She was through, gasping and slammed into the cell door. A few sparks clung to her robes, but she
patted them out. Shadamehr had his arm thrust through the iron bars, turning the lockpick in the lock. An
expert twist and the lock gave. The cell doors swung open.

"How are you?' he asked her, regarding her worriedly.

"A little weak," shereplied. "The spell casting saps my energy. But I'll be al right. What about the
commander?'

All was quiet in the cellblock. No sign that anyone had heard or seen anything.

"I don't know. | can't see anything for the smoke. I'll keep watch. Y ou check on our neighbor the fire
bug."

The flamesin the cell had already starting to die out. Perhaps that is what gave Alise the clue. She knew
before she went to look for the dwarf what she would find.

He hung from the wall, head and hands and feet dangling limp and lifeless. She could not see the holein
his heart from here, but she had no doubt it was there.

She caught hold of Shadamehr. He had managed to free one of hiswrists from the manacles and was
working on the second.

"The dwarf's dead," she said, her voice catching in her throat. She coughed. "Blasted smoke! My guess
isthat he didn't set the fire."

"One suspect gone. How much earth do you have left?

"Enough for one more spell."

"Excellent."

" Shadamehr, compared to avrykyl, my magical power isthat of achild!"

"I wasn't thinking of taking on the vrykyl. | was thinking more about removing grates. Can you swim?"
he asked, working on the lock and not having much luck. "This one's stuck!"

"Swim! Shadamehr," she protested. "Y ou're not serious! Y ou didn't see what it was like down in that
sewer!"

"Call it ahunch, but | don't think they're going to let us walk out the front door— L ook out!" Shadamehr
grabbed Alise bodily, swung her behind him.

A figure loomed out of the smoky darkness. Rubies sparkled blood red in the light of the dying flames.
Firelight flashed on a steel blade.

Shadamehr ducked. The blade hissed through the air just above his head, sending the smoke swirling.
Alisetried to see the person—or the creature—wielding the blade. The smoke wastoo thick. Her eyes
burned and stung. She fell back against the wall.

Shadamehr scrambled backward to avoid the return stroke. He had no room to maneuver. The ruby-
hilted sword slashed again and this time drew blood. He cried out in pain and staggered backward,
clutching at his upper arm. Alise caught hold of him, pulled him into adark corner.
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The smoke whirled and eddied around them. The commander had lost them and was slashing blindly,
coughing and peering through the smoke.

"Zounds!" Shadamehr gasped, leaning against her. "It feels like I've been stung by a thousand wasps!*
"That's the Void magic. It can work like poison. Can you stand?"

"Yes, but | don't know for how long. Here he comes again!”

Shadamehr's only weapon was the manacle, still attached to his wrist, and the short length of chain that
dangled from it. He dashed forward, swinging the chain, trying to entangle the sword.

Alisetook her last pinch of earth and flung it into the air. She focused her thoughts on the ruby-

be eweled sword and spoke a single word. "Brittle!"

The commander evaded the swinging chain. He lunged at Shadamehr, who was too weak to dodge the
stabbing blade. The sword struck Shadamehr in the breast. He shut his eyesinvoluntarily, expecting his
death blow.

The blade snapped in two.

The commander stared at his sword in an astonishment that changed rapidly to rage. Flinging aside the
usel ess weapon, he leapt to grapple with his prisoner.

Shadamehr swept his manacled arm and the flying chain caught the commander in the jaw, snapping his
head to one side. He fell backward, landed on the stone floor, and lay till.

Neither Shadamehr nor Alise moved. Both held perfectly still, not even breathing, waiting for the vrykyl
to rise again. The commander was out cold. He didn't so much as twitch.

Shadamehr sank back against the wall. "The old wives' tales were wrong. I've known pecwae to put up
more of afight."

Alise knelt gingerly beside the commander. She put her hand to his neck. "Shadamehr," she said, "this
isn't avrykyl. He has a pulse.”

"What are you saying? He has to be the vrykyl! Brother Ulien—" Shadamehr sucked in a breath.
"Brother Ulien! What afool I've been! We have to get out of here!" he said in alow, urgent voice.

But they had only taken afew steps when a blast of wind as chill as death blasted through the corridor.
The smoke vanished, torn apart in shreds. The flames flared up behind them. The corpse of Brother
Ulien strode purposefully down the corridor.

"He'sthe vrykyl!" Alise whispered.

The power of the VVoid magic crashed over her, an immense wave of soulless empty darkness which
struck her an almost physical blow. Alise's hands went numb and limp. She dropped the vial of holy
earth. Not that it would matter. Her own magical power was being sucked into the maw of the Void.
Beside her, leaning against the stone wall, Shadamehr let his breath out in along sigh.

"A trap," he said softly. "It was al atrap. Y ou said my ego would be the death of me. | walked into it as
blind asamolein asnare.”

"Indeed you did, Lord Shadamehr," said the vrykyl. The face was pale and gaunt in death, yet the lifeless
mouth moved, the unseeing eyes saw. "My master has watched you long. He knows you to be a threat.
He heard you were searching for information about us. We had orders to answer all your questions,
provided we could find you. Imagine my joy when | discovered, after feeding upon the soul of Brother
Ulien, that he was once your friend. The rest was simple, after that. Now you will see me for what | am.”
Theillusion of Brother Ulien vanished. In its place stood a hideous knight in shining armor, black as the
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carapace of some huge, malevolent insect. His hands were covered with metal gloves adorned with
sharp, hooked black talons. In his right hand he wielded a small poinard that glowed with an eerie,
empty white light.

Terror gripped Alise. She felt her face starting to contort into that look of horror which would freeze
upon it when she died. She could not think. She could not scream. She shrank closer to Shadamehr and
felt him move. His left arm was creeping slowly up the stone wall against which he leaned. She glanced
above them and saw a length of rope, running across the ceiling.

Swiftly, Alise lowered her eyes, lest the vrykyl follow her gaze and guess Shadamehr's desperate plan.

"I wouldn't advise feeding on my soul,” said Shadamehr, watching the vrykyl advance and hoping to
keep his attention. Just afew more steps. A few more. "I'm likely to give you indigestion."”

The vrykyl said no word. He walked toward them, his booted footfalls echoing loudly on the stone.
And then the footfalls struck wood.

Shadamehr grabbed hold of the rope and pulled hard. The wooden trapdoor flew open, booming against
the side of the stone wall below it.

The vrykyl vanished, plunging down into the darkness. They heard hisroar of anger and a splash as he
hit the water.

"What do we now?" Alise cried.
"We run!" Shadamehr said grimly.

He caught hold of her hand and together they dashed down the corridor, making wide detour around the
hole in the floor. Neither took time to ook for their enemy, who could be heard raging and thrashing
about in the foaming water.

They ran up the stairs to the ground floor and out the front door of the military command post. They paid
no heed to the startled guards, who yelled after them and began to give chase.

"Keep going!" Shadamehr panted.

Alise needed no urging. She could feel the pent-up rage and fury of the thwarted vrykyl rumbling
beneath them like molten hot lava. The ground began to shake and the guards halted in alarm. Alise
glanced back and saw blinding white flame engulf the fortress. A concussive blast tore the fortress apart.

Alise dove under alarge wagon standing in the roadway and covered her head with her arms.
Shadamehr flung his body down beside her and put his arms around her. Rock rained around them,
crashing off the wagon and bounding into the street.

And then it was over. The night was eerily quiet, for an instant, until screams and shouts and the sounds
of people running toward the burning fortress shattered the stillness.

Shadamehr crawled out from under the wagon, turned to help Alise. "Areyou all right?' he asked.

She nodded. She was bleeding from cuts on her hands and face where she'd slid along the ground, but
otherwise she was unhurt.

"You?' she asked.

"Aside from being singed by magical fire and poisoned by the Void, | am fine," he said. "A lot finer than
| thought | was going to be there for a moment."

"Do you suppose the vrykyl's dead?" Alise asked, shivering at the memory.
"No, | don't supposeit,” Shadamehr answered. "But it's going to take him awhile to crawl out from the
under the ruins of the fortress. In the meanwhile, | suggest that we take our leave. My guestions have
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been answered. We now know the nature of the foe the people of Loerem must eventually face. And we
know that neither of us has the power now to faceiit."

"But who does have the power, Shadamehr?' Alise asked, helping him to hisfeet. She looked back at
the burning, blackened fortress. "Is there anyone who can fight them?"

"Not even the Dominion Lords are prepared to face this, Alise," Shadamehr said. "l don't know anyone
who is."

He shook his head and, putting his arm around Alise, he drew her close. "But remind me to apologize to
thefirst old wife | meet."

Back | Next
Contents
Framed
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Serenade

A Spellsinger Story

Alan Dean Foster

The young woman was beautiful, her male companion was shy, and the hat was surreptitious. This
feathered chapeau of uncertain parentage bobbed along innocently enough behind the stone wall on
which the two young paramours sat whispering sweet nothings to one another. The hat dipped out of
sight an instant before the girl's lips parted in shock. Reacting swiftly to the perceived offense, she
whirled and struck the startled young man seated beside her hard enough to knock him backwards off
the wall. But by that time the hat had hastened beyond sight, sound, and possible indictment.

Beneath the hat as it emerged from behind the wall, having strewn amorous chaos in its wake, was afive-
foot-tall otter clad (in addition to the aforementioned feathered cap) in short pants, long vest, and a self-
satisfied smirk. Ignoring the occasional glances that came his way, the hirsute, bewhiskered, and
thoroughly disreputable Mudge wended his way through the streets of downtown Timswitty. Eventually
his sharp eyes caught sight of his friend, companion, and frequent irritant from another world leaning
against the wall of a dry-goods shop while soaking up the sun. Dodging a single lizard-drawn wagon
festooned with clanging pots and pans for sale, he hailed his companion with a cheery early morning
obscenity.

Arms crossed over his chest, duar slung across his back, scabbard flanking hisright leg, Jon-Tom
opened one eye to regard his much shorter friend. In thisworld of undersized humans and loquacious
animals, the unwilling six-foot-tall visitor stood out in any crowd. Except for his unusual height,
however, he was not an especially impressive specimen of humankind.

"Back aready? L et me guess—you've been making mischief again."

"Wot, me, guv'nor? Y ou strike me to the quick! Why, | didn't even know the lass."

Jon-Tom frowned. "What |ass?"

The otter mustered alook of innocence, at which self-defense mechanism he had enjoyed much practice.
"Why, Miss Chief, o' course.”

"One of these days I'll strike you for real." Pushing away from the wall, Jon-Tom nearly stepped into the
path of agoat hauling firewood. Apologizing to the annoyed billy, he started up Pikk Street, only to find
his path blocked by alean human little taller than Mudge. Older than the two travelers together, the well-
dressed graybeard wore a colorful cloak and trousers of some soft red and blue material. An integrated
cowl covered his head and he carried a simple wooden staff topped by a polished globe. Mudge eyed the
latter with cursory interest. This flagged the instant he identified the opague vitriosity as ordinary glass
not worth pilfering

"Excuse me, good sirs." Though he addressed them both, it was Jon-Tom's face that drew the bulk of the
visitor's interest. Jon-Tom had spent enough time in thisworld to be wary of strangers. even those who
were elderly, polite, well dressed, and to all intents and purposes, harmless.

"|s there something we can do for you, sir?’
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"I am called Wolfram. | am in need of assistance of an uncommon kind." With anod of his head he
indicated a nearby doorway. Swaying from an iron rod above the portal was a sign that identified the
establishment as the Wild Boar Inn. "Perhaps it would be better to discuss matters of business
somewhere other than in the street.”

Mudge, who had been tracking the progress of an attractive lady mink, responded without taking his
eyes from the passing tail. "Me friend an' me don't interrupt our day to shoot the shat with just anyone
who accosts usin public." Asthe mink tail vanished, so too did the otter's interest. "Y ou buyin'?' The
stranger nodded again. Mudge's whiskers quivered appreciatively. "Then we're shootin'. " He preceded
the humans into the establishment, his short tail twitching expectantly from side to side.

Like most such Bellwoods establishments, the Wild Boar Inn was already crowded with drinkers and
natterers, characters unsavory and tasteful, trolling wenches and amenable marks. The owner, a husky
but amiable wild boar name of Focgren, paused in the careful measuring out of questionable libations
long enough to grunt in the direction of an unoccupied booth near the back. Their order was taken by an
obviously bored but nonetheless attractive vixen whose agility as she avoided Mudge's wandering
fingers was admirable to behold. Spangles and beads jangled against the back of her dress and upraised,
carefully coiffed tail. The booth's battered, thick wooden walls muted the convivia chaos that swirled
around the conversing trio.

"Y ou were saying something about assistance of an uncommon kind?' Jon-Tom sipped politely at his
tankard while Mudge made a conscious effort to bury his snout in the one that had been set before him.

Having set hiswalking staff carefully aside, Wolfram indicated the duar that now rested next to the tall
young human. "Y our instrument is conspicuous, and not the sort to be carried by just any wandering
minstrel. Y ou are, perchance, a spellsinger?”

Jon-Tom's interest in the stranger rose appreciably. Recognizing a duar for what it was marked the older
man as more sophisticated than originally supposed. There might be real business to be done here.

"While lacking in experience, | assureyou | try every day to practice my art."

Wolfram nodded appreciatively. "Excellent! | am most of all in need ssmply of your musical talents, but
atouch of wizardry is aso required.”

Suds dripping from his whiskers, a suddenly wary Mudge extracted his face from the tankard. His bright
brown eyes flicked rapidly from friend to benefactor and back again. "Wizardry? Spellsingin'-type
magic-making'?' He pushed the tankard aside. "Oh no, mate. Count me out! I've 'ad enough o' your so-
called singin' o' spellsto last me alifetime!" Rising, he moved to depart.

While continuing his conversation with Wolfram, Jon-Tom kept the fingers of one hand wrapped around
the otter's belt, thus preventing the frantic Mudge from escaping. Short legs struggled for purchase on
the dlippery stone floor.

Jon-Tom smiled reassuringly. "Don't mind Mudge. He's just anxious to get started.”

"I'm anxious, aright, you bloody great stick-twit!" To no avalil, the otter continued his furious struggle to
free himself from hisfriend's grasp. "Let loose 0' me pants!”

The three-way conversation was interrupted by a violent crash from the center of the floor. Peering out
from the booth, their attention was drawn to a singularly unwholesome-looking human and his puma
companion. Breathing hard, both were staring down at something on the floor. The human held the
shattered remnants of a wooden mace, his snarling companion a club that had been broken in half. The
upper, knobbed end of the mace hung from the handle by a splinter. As Jon-Tom tried to see what it was
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they were concentrating on, their expressions changed markedly.

An enormous dark mass was rising slowly from the floor. As it blotted out a wide section of inn, human
and feline began to back away from it. Whirling abruptly, the man dropped his broken weapon and tried
to run. A leather-wrapped wrist bigger around than his head reached out and enormous brown-furred
fingers closed around his neck, lifting him off the floor. Rising, he clawed frantically at the grasping
digitswhile his legs kicked uselessly at empty air. Waving the human over his head like alimp flag, the
now erect leather-armored grizzly reached for the panicked puma. As he did so, achair sammed into his
back and shattered into kindling. When someone in the crowd took physical aswell as verbal objection
to this cowardly blow from behind, the inn's population descended (not entirely unwillingly) into instant
and compl ete pandemonium.

Aboveit al the immense ursine could be seen clearly, still waving his now unconscious human assailant
while bellowing above the increasingly thunderous fray, " Sromagg stomp!”

Mudge was already heading for the back exit, ducking flying utensils and other debris, some of it
organic. Their host stayed close to him, anxious to be clear of the rapidly escalating skirmish. But Jon-
Tom hung back. The otter bawled imploringly at his friend.

"Quickly, guv, quickly! The coppersll be ‘ere any minute! An' you know wot that'll mean."”

Jon-Tom did, but still he lingered. "Y ou two go on. I'll be right there." So saying, he plunged into the
affray. Shaking his head in disbelief and venting awhistle of disgust, Mudge concentrated on
chaperoning their erstwhile benefactor away from the chaos.

The tall human with sword and duar was largely ignored by the combatants, busily engaged as they were
In removing one another's appendages and resolving old scores. Jon-Tom had to strike out only
occasionally to remain above the fray as he worked his way towards its nucleus. When the enormous
bear leaned in his direction, all massive chest and fur and long teeth, he found himself wondering if this
was such agood idea after al. Despite his sudden apprehension, he managed to call out, "Come with
me! The police are on their way."

Absently crushing to the floor with one massive fist an onrushing, sword-wielding wombat, the grizzly's
heavy brows drew together as he considered the suggestion. "Why should | go with you? | don't know
you."

There was a commotion near the entrance to the inn. Timswitty's deservedly feared finest were arriving.
"Because I'm offering you ajob—I think."

Whirling about, the sextet of uniformed skunks prepared to put an end to the fighting in a manner only
they could manage, by means not even the strongest berserker could defy. Jon-Tom broke into a cold
sweat. Still, the bear was reluctant.

"Y ou help Stromagg?"

"My word on it." Instinctively, Jon-Tom found himself starting to edge toward the rear exit, wondering
ashedid so if there would be enough time to clear the room before the room needed clearing.

Fishing into the maob, the bear came up with the battered, bleeding body of the pumawho had first
attacked him. When smacking the sagging feline across its limp face failed to produce any reaction,
Stromagg grunted heavily and tossed the cat into the roiling crowd.

"Hurry!" Jon-Tom pulled on the bear's forearm to urge it along. He might as well have been tugging on a
sequoia. But the ursine moved.
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They just did make it out before the police tactical squad let loose, so to speak. An unmusical chorus of
mass retching pursued the escapees as they fled down aback alley.

As soon as they were clear of combative and olfactory intrusions, they slowed. Mudge guardedly eyed
the mountainous newcomer in their midst. Stromagg endured the inspection thoughtfully. Or perhaps,
Jon-Tom thought, "thoughtfully" was not the appropriate description. The bear's appearance hinted at a
compassionate nature, but one that only infrequently strayed into the alien realm of higher cogitation.

"Wot's with the meat-mountain, mate?"

His breathing at last beginning to slow, Jon-Tom beamed and put areassuring hand on the grizzly's
Immense arm. "I've just taken on alittle extra muscle.”

"Wot for?' the otter snapped. "The job we ain't goin' to take?"

Ignoring hisfriend, Jon-Tom turned to the somewhat bedraggled Wolfram. "Now then, good sir. What
exactly was it that you wished to employ my services for?"

Pulling his gaze away from the looming immensity of the bear, their benefactor gathered his wits. "I
wish you to serenade alady with whom | am deeply and hopelessly in love."

Jon-Tom and Mudge exchanged a glance. The graybeard's offer fell somewhat short of requiring them to
Save the World, or some such life-threatening exercise. Mudge was too relieved to comment.

"That's al?' Jon-Tom wondered aloud.

Wolfram nodded slowly. "That's all. And for that | will pay you well. You see, | am awise man, but a
terrible singer.”

Mudge jerked afurry thumb in Jon-Tom's direction. " Then this be a good fit, guv, as me mate 'ereisa
good singer, but terrible stupid.”

Ignoring the slur, Jon-Tom proved the otter wrong by asking, "If all that's needed is an amorous song,
why not hire any troubadour? Why seek out a spellsinger like myself?"

Wolfram smiled approvingly. "A song to Larindais all that isrequired. It is the reaching her that may
require the application of some magic in concert with the music.”

"Oi, | knew it," Mudge muttered under his breath.

"Camness be upon you, my peripatetic friend." Wolfram tried to reassure the otter. "A simple spellsong
should suffice. Nothing too elaborate. | would attempt it myself except that I, as previoudly stated,
cannot carry atune in abucket."

"How simple a spellsong, guv'nor?* Mudge inquired warily.

"That isfor the singer to decide. | will provide you with directions. | shall also pay your expenses, and
half your fee in advance." Withdrawing a heavy purse from within the depths of his cloak, he proceeded
to spill atinkling pile of gold coinsinto Jon-Tom's cupped hands. Mudge's eyes widened, while
Stromagg looked on appreciatively.

"'Alf, you say, guv?' The otter eyed the golden flood greedily.

Wolfram nodded as he slipped the now empty purse back into his cloak. "The other half when the object
of my affection responds.” Turning, he gestured with his staff. "Do you know the lands of the Agu
Canyon, that lies between here and Hygria?'

Jon-Tom's expression wrinkled with thought. "I know the direction, though I've never been there."
“Nor I," Mudge added. " 'Eard 'tis adry and homey place.”
"Thereis an unclimbable cliff,” Wolfram explained. "I will give you specific directionsto it. On the far
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side lies Namur Castle, wherein dwells the beauteous Larinda. Serenade her on my behalf. Sing to her of
my undying affection, then return to collect the rest of your well-earned due.”

"'Scuse me 'ere aminim, guv'nor." The otter squinted skeptically at the graybeard. " '‘Ow now are we
supposed to get over an unclimbable cliff?"

Wolfram smiled from beneath the cowl of his blue and red cloak. "That, my energetic friend, iswhy |
have sought out a spellsinger to do the singing. How you surmount the barrier is your problem. Or did
you think | was paying you only for alove song?’

Jon-Tom was not discouraged "1'm a pretty decent climber. No ascent is ‘'unclimbable.' " He looked
down at Mudge. "If necessary, I'll just sing us up the appropriate gear. Or perhaps a great bird to ferry us
over."

Mudge winced. "Y ou forget, guv, that I've seen ‘ow all too much o' your spellsingin' asaway o' turnin'
out."

"Well cope." Jon-Tom stood alittle straighter. "After all, I've had plenty of practice by now. I'm far
more in command of my skillsthan | was when | first picked up this duar.” He patted the instrument
confidently, turned his gaze to the lingering, looming grizzly. "How about it, Stromagg? It's always
useful to have someone like yourself along on ajourney such as this? Are you with us?'

The bear's great brows furrowed. "Will there be beer?”

* % %

The granite cliffs and buttes that rose around them were streaked with gray and black, ivory and streaks
of olivine green. Stromagg strode tirelessly forward on his hind legs, Jon-Tom riding on one shoulder
and Mudge on the other. The twice-burdened bear seemed not to notice the weight at all. In any event,
he did not complain. Not even when Mudge would rise to a standing position for a better view. Jon-Tom
did not worry about his companion’'s awkward stance. For one thing, it would do no good: the otter held
advice in the same regard as teetotaling. For another, otters have superb balance—and very low centers
of gravity.

Overhead, vultures circled, gossiping like black-cloaked old women. They were as civilized as any bird
that inhabited the Warmlands, exceedingly polite, and fastidious in their table manners.

"There they are." Jon-Tom consulted the map their employer had sketched for them. There was no
mistaking the twin buttes. From a distance, the spellsinger saw, the eroded massif known as Mouravi
resembled a horned skull. "The cliff wall should lie just to the left of them."

Rising from the arroyo down which they had been hiking, they suddenly and unexpectedly encountered
the truth of his observation in the form of a solid wall of rock. Slipping down from Stromagg's shoulder,
Jon-Tom tilted his head back, back, until his neck began to ache. The cliff wall was at least five hundred
feet high and as smooth as a marble slab. Swift inspection revealed that the featurel ess schist would
make for atreacherous climb at best.

Examining the obstacle, Mudge let out a short, derisive whistle. "No problem, guv. | say we keep the
half payment that old geezer gave us and hightail it up to Malderpot. Nice tavernsin Malderpot. By the
time the old geezer can track us down, we'll bloody well "ave drunk away his gold."
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"Now, Mudge." The spellsinger studied the seemingly impassable barrier. "That would hardly be
honorable."

" 'Onorable, 'onorable." The otter scratched under his chin, hiswhiskersrising slightly. "From wot
foreign tongue arises that strange word, wot I'm sure | never ‘eard before and ain't quite familiar with?"

Stromagg frowned at the barrier and promptly sat down, dust rising from the fringes of his enormous
brown behind. His leather armor hung loose against the vastness of hisimmense frame. " Stromagg not
built for climbing."

"That's al right." Jon-Tom unlimbered his duar. "When Wolfram described thisto us, | never expected
to have to actually climb it. That's what he, and anyone else, would expect." Slipping the unique
instrument across his front, he gently strummed the intersecting set of dual strings. A soft pulse of light
appeared at the nexus. "We're not going over this barrier. We're going through it."

"Through it?' Mudge squinted at the solid rock, glanced meaningfully at Stromagg. "Through what,
mate? Am | missin' something ‘ere?’

"Why, through that tunnel." Jon-Tom pointed. "The one right there."

Once again, Mudge eyed the stone. Then he made the connection with the duar, the position of his
friend's hovering hands, and his eyes widened dlightly. "Now mate, are you sure thisis a better idea than
wastin' away old Wolfprick's money in lubricious Maderpot? Y ou know wot 'appens when you open
your mouth and somethin’ kind o' like a song comes out."

"Just like | told Wolfram, Mudge. My skill has improved greatly with time and practice.”

The otter grunted. "As opposed to the odds improvin'. " He moved to stand close to, or rather behind, the
bemused Stromagg as Jon-Tom approached the solid rock. The bear frowned down at the infinitely
smaller otter.

"What happens now?"

Mudge put his hands over his ears. "If you've any sensitivity at all, large brother, you'll cover your
bloomin' 'ears."

Stromagg hesitated, then raised his enormous paws. "There will be pain from the wizardry?"

"Not from the wizardry, guv." Mudge's expression tightened. "Trust me on this. You ain't ‘eard old
Jonnny-Tom sing. | ‘ave."

His fingers strumming the duar, Jon-Tom launched into the song he had selected, a ditty of penetrating
power from early Zeppelin. The grizzly's paws immediately clapped over his ears, bending them down
forcefully against the top of his head.

Usually the eldritch mists that rose from the junction of the duar's intersecting sets of enchanted strings
were pastel in hue: light blue, or lavender, bright pink or pale green. Thistime they were black and
ominous. Mudge moved farther behind Stromagg, peering warily out from behind the grizzly's
protective bulk. So peculiar, so enthralling was the coil of darkness that emerged from Jon-Tom's song
that the otter could not take his eyes from it.

Detaching itself from the interdimensional wherever of the duar, the orb of ebon vapor drifted slowly
toward the rock wall. It hesitated, and began to reverse direction. That movement prompted a redoubling
of power chords by a suddenly anxious Jon-Tom. What might happen if the blackness fell back into the
duar he couldn't imagine. The orb wavered, seeming to be considering something known only to eldritch
orbs, and then resumed its drift toward the cliff face. Jon-Tom allowed himself to relax ever so dlightly.
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Upon making contact with the rock, the dark sphere spread itself across the perpendicular surface like a
giant droplet of oil. When the last of it had seeped into the stone, Jon-Tom brought the vibrant song to a
rousing conclusion that made both his furry companions wince.

Wiping sweat from his brow, the spellsinger pointed proudly. "There! | told you | could do it."
Emerging from Stromagg's shadow, Mudge warily approached the dark blot in the rock and
peered—inward. " 'Tisatunnel, al right." Pushing his feathered cap back on his forehead, he eyed his
friend guardedly. "So | suppose all we 'ave to do now is stroll right on through the mountain?"

Jon-Tom nodded. "If everything has worked as it should, Namur Castle will lie on the other side." He
drew himself up proudly. "And I'd say it's worked, wouldn't you?"

"Well now," Mudge muttered, argumentative to the last, "there's right enough a'olein this'ere'ill. But
asto whether it leads to a castle or not remains to been seen, wot?"

"Only one way to find out." Striding confidently past his friend, Jon-Tom started in.

The spellsung tunnel was wide and high enough for Stromagg to enter without bending. Its floor was
composed of smooth, clean sand. There was only one problem with it.

It was already occupied.

Drawing his short sword, a growling, whistling Mudge started to back up. Alongside him, Stromagg
raised the huge mace that he carried slung across his broad back. "Oi, you've done it again, alright, mate.
Now sing it closed!"

His expression falling, Jon-Tom strummed lightly on the duar as he backpedaled. "I only wanted the
tunnel," he muttered to himself. "Just the tunnel."

The things that crawled and crept and slithered from the depths of the darkness had glowing red eyes
and very sharp teeth. Multilegged puffballs with fangs, they resembled nothing in thisworld. Which
made perfect sense, since Jon-Tom had sung them up from a different world entire. While Mudge and
Stromagg hacked and sliced, Jon-Tom tried to think of an appropriate song to send the fuzzy horde back
to the hell from which they had sprung.

Slashing wildly at something sporting tentacles and razor-lined suckers, Mudge spared a frantic glance
for hisfriend. The tunnel continued to vomit forth more and more of the sinister, red-eyed assassins.
"Sing 'em away, mate! Sing 'em gone. Sing the bloody tunnel closed!"

"Strange." Refusing to be distracted by the conflict, Jon-Tom was preoccupied with trying to remember
lyrics appropriate to resolving their suddenly desperate situation. "l could try singing the same song
backwards, | suppose." He did so, to no effect other than to further outrage Mudge's ears.

Using a kick to fend off something with long incisors and three eyes, he eventually began to sing once
again. Mudge recognized the tune immediately. It was the same one his friend had sung moments
earlier, to produce the tunnel.

"Are you mad, mate? We don't need twice as many of these 'orrors. We need less of 'em!" Ducking with
astonishing speed, he cut the legs out from an assailant that had plenty of spares.

A second surging blackness emerged from the duar, drifted past the combatants, and struck the stone
barrier. Once more atunnel appeared. Fending off assailants, Jon-Tom raced toward it. "Come on! This
isthe right one, for sure. | was just a bit off on the rhythm the first time."

"A bit off? Y ou've always been abit off, mate!" Fighting a ferocious rearguard action, the otter and the
grizzly followed the spellsinger into the new tunnel.
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Unlike the first, this one was filled with adim, indistinct light. Floor and walls were much smoother than
those of their predecessor, devoid of sand, and harder. The tunnel looked to be composed of worked
stone; an excellent sign, Jon-Tom decided. It was exactly the sort of access that might lead to a hidden
underground entrance in something like a distant castle. Its dimensions were impressive.

Then they heard the roaring. Rising and coming toward them. "There!" Mudge pointed. A burning
yellow eye was visible in the distance. Asthe roaring intensified, the fiery illumination grew brighter,
washing over them.

"I think | liked the other critters better," an awed Mudge murmured.

Jon-Tom was looking around wildly. "Here, thisway!" Turning to his right, he dashed up the stairs that
lay in that direction. Asthey ascended, they could hear the monster approaching rapidly behind them. To
everyone's great relief, it rushed past without turning, keeping to the main tunnel.

"The castle must be right above us." Shifting his duar around to his back, Jon-Tom slowed as new light
appeared above them. Light, and afamiliar, unthreatening noise. The sound of rain on pavement.
"Probably the courtyard. Keep alert.”

"Keep aert, 'e says." Gripping his sword tightly, Mudge strove to see through the brighter gloom above.
They emerged into alight rain that was falling, not on a castle courtyard, but on a narrow street.
Storefronts, darkened and shuttered, were visible on the opposite side. There was no one in sight.

The otter's sensitive nose appraised their surroundings as his sharp eyes continued to scan the darkness.
"No castle this, mate. Smells bleedin’ nasty, it does." He looked up at his friend. "Where the blood 'ell
are we?'

"I don't know." Thoroughly bemused, Jon-Tom walked out onto a sidewalk and turned aslow circle.
"This should be Namur Castle, or itsimmediate vicinity." His eyesfell on apair of rain-swept signs.
Across the street, one hanging from an iron rod proclaimed the location of the Cork & Castle—pub.
Light from within reached out into the street, as did muted sounds of polite revelry. The second sign
hung above the entrance to the stairway from which they had emerged. It was a softly illuminated red
and white circle with asingle red bar running horizontally through it. The hairs on the back of his neck
began to stiffen.

They had stumbled into an unsuspected path back into his own world.

* % %

Sounds of casual conversation reached the three stunned travelers. Retreating to the top of the gum-
spotted, urine-stained stairway, he peered back down. Two young couples were mounting the steps from
the underground, chatting and laughing about the casual inconsequentialities of alife he had long ago
relinquished He looked around worriedly.

"We can't go back down thisway. We've got to hide."
Stromagg looked baffled. "Why? More monsters come?’

"No, no. Somehow the song has broken through into my world. Y ou and Mudge can't be seen here. Only
humans talk and make sense here."

Unimpressed, Mudge let out a snort. "Who says 'umans make sense anywhere?' His nose twitched. "l
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thought this place stank."

"Hurry!" Espying an alley off the main street, Jon-Tom led his friends away from the subway entrance.
It was dark in the rain-washed passageway, but not so dark as to hide the overcoated sot standing with
his bottle amid the daily deposit of debris expelled by the establishments that lined the more respectable
street on the other side. Leaning up against the damp brick, he waved the nearly empty container at the
new arrivals. Jon-Tom froze.

"Evenin' t'you, friends." The drunk extended the bottle. "Want a swig?"

Stromagg immediately started forward, forcing Jon-Tom to put out an arm to restrain the bear. "Y ou two
stay here!" he whispered urgently. Approaching the idling imbiber, he adopted a wide smile, hoping the
man was too far gone to notice Jon-Tom's strange attire.

"Excuse me, sir. Can you tell us exactly where we are? We're kind of lost."

Squinting through the rain, the inebriated reveler frowned at him. His breath, Jon-Tom decided, was no
worse than what he had experienced numerous times in the company of Mudge and his furry drinking
buddies.

"What are you, tourists?' The drinker levered himself away from the wall. "Bloody ignorant tourists!
You'rein Knightsbridge, friend."

"Knightsbridge?' Jon-Tom thought hard. The name sounded sufficiently castle-like to jibe with his
spellsong, but it didn't square with what he had just seen. "Where is that?'

" 'Whereisthat? " the drunk echoed in disbelief. "London, man! Where did you think you were?"
Squinting harder, he finally caught sight of the very large otter and far larger leather-armored grizzly
standing silently behind his questioner. His bloodshot eyes went wide enough for the small veins to
flare. "Oh, gawd." Letting the nearly empty bottle fall from his suddenly limp fingers, he whirled,
stumbled and nearly fell, and vanished down the alley. They heard him banging and crashing through
assorted trash receptacles and boxes for several minutes.

Picking up the bottle, Mudge sniffed the contents, made a disgusted face, shrugged, and promptly
downed the remaining contents before Jon-Tom could stop him. Wiping his furry lips, he eyed hisfriend
meaningfully.

"Y ou spellsang us 'ere, mate. Now you bleedin' well better sing us away back."

Jon-Tom looked helpless. "We could try the way we came. Maybe the creatures in the other tunnel have
gone. | don't know what else to do." Discouraged and tentative, he started back toward the street. The
rain was beginning to let up, turning to a heavy mist.

The exit back onto the street was blocked.

"A minute of your time, friend."

There were three of them. All younger than Jon-Tom, all more confident, two clearly high on something
stronger than liquor. The speaker held a switchblade, open. The larger boy flashed a small handgun. The
girl between them wielded a disdainful smirk.

Jon-Tom scrutinized them all and did not much like what he saw, or what he sensed. "We don't want any
trouble. We're just on our way home."

The boy with the blade nodded contentedly. "American, isit? Good. | knew | heard American accents at
the party. You'll have traveler's cheques. Americans always carry traveler's cheques.” He extended the
hand that was not holding the switchblade. "Hand 'em over. Also any cash. Also your watch, if you're
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wearing one. Y our friends, too. Then you can go safely back to the stupid costume ball that your snooty
friends wouldn't let usinto."

Jon-Tom tensed. "I haven't got any traveler's checks on me. Or any cash, either. At least, not any you
could use here."

"American dollars suit mejust fine, friend." The kid gestured agitatedly with the open hand. "Hurry it
up. We ain't got time for talk." His gaze flicked sideways. "Maybe you'd like me to cut the kid, here." He
lunged toward Mudge.

Effortlesdly, the otter bent the middle of his body out of the way. As the switchblade passed harmlessly
to his left, he drew his short sword. Steel flashed in the dim light of the street.

Alarmed, the bigger boy raised his pistol. Emerging from the mist behind him, an enormous paw
clamped over both weapon and hand. Stromagg squeezed. Bones popped. Startled, the big kid let out a
subdued, girlish scream. Bared teeth dripping saliva, the grizzly put another paw around the punk's neck,
lifted him bodily off the ground, and turned him. As he got hisfirst glimpse of what had a hold of him,
the street kid's eyes bugged out and gurgling sounds emerged from his throat. The bear drew the boy's
face closer to hisown. Low and dangerous, his voice was that of imminent death.

"Y ou make trouble for Stromagg?" the grizzly growled.

"Urk...ulk..." Straining with both hands, legs flailing at empty air, the punk fought to disengage that
huge paw from around his neck. Looking like white grapes, his eyes threatened to pop out of his head.
Holding his sword, Mudge easily danced around each swipe and cut of the switchblade that was thrust in
his direction, not even bothering to riposte. Once, he ducked clear of awild swing and in the same
motion, bowed elegantly to the now incredulous and dazed girl, doffing his peaked cap in the process.
Furious, the boy threw himself in the unstrikable otter's direction. Still bowing to the girl, Mudge
brought the flat of his sword up between his young assailant's legs. All thoughts of combat suddenly
forgotten, the kid went down onto the street and curled into atight ball, moaning.

Still holding the bigger boy by his neck, Stromagg frowned and turned to Jon-Tom. "Uh, this one don't
talk no more."

"Put him down." Jon-Tom approached the now apprehensive girl.

"Please, don't hurt me!" She gestured unevenly in the direction of the moaning coil of boy lying on the
pavement. "It was all Marko'sidea. He said we could make some easy money. He said American tourists
never fight back."

Mudge eyed her with interest. "Wot's an American?"

"We're not going to hurt you," Jon-Tom assured her. "We just need some help getting home." He |looked
past her. "Y our friend said something about a costume ball?

"A-around the corner. In the hotel."

Thinking hard, Jon-Tom nodded at nothing in particular. "Might work. For alittle while. | need some
time to think. Thanks," he told her absently. He started off in the indicated direction. With awink in the
girl's direction that left her feeling distinctly nonplussed, Mudge trotted after his friend. Lowering the
unconscious kid he still held gently to the wet pavement, Stromagg proceeded to follow.

The hotel was an older establishment and not particularly large. Motioning for his friends to remain
behind, quiet and in shadow, Jon-Tom executed a quick survey until he found what he was looking for: a
side entrance that would allow them entry without the necessity of passing through the main lobby. He
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was further relieved when he saw two couples emerge. One pair were clad in medieval garb, athird
wore the guise of alarge alien insect with alatex head, and the fourth was dressed in the silken body
stocking and pale gossamer wings of a pixie. Having met real pixies, he ailmost paused to offer a critique
of the latter costume, but settled for asking directions to the party. Returning to his companions and
explaining the situation, he then boldly led them across the street.

Mudge remained wary. "'Ere now, mate. Are you sure thisis goin' to work?"

As they approached the ancillary entrance, Jon-Tom replied with growing confidence. "l've heard about
these convention balls, Mudge. For tonight, many of those attending are in full costume. They'll think
you and Stromagg are fellow participants." He glanced back at the bear. "Try and make yourself look a
little smaller, Stromagg." The grizzly obediently hunched his shoulders and lowered his head. "Also,
there will probably be food."

The bear's interest picked up noticeably. "Food?"

No one challenged them as the entered the side lobby. After asking directions of a pair of overweight
warriors who would have cut alaughable figure in Lynchbany Towne, they proceeded to alarge
auditorium. It was packed with milling, chatting participants, more than half of whom were in costume.
A few glanced up at the arrival of the newcomers, but no one appeared startled, or otherwise alerted that
they were anything other than fellow costumers. While Mudge and Stromagg surveyed the scene with
varying degrees of incredulity, Jon-Tom led them toward a line of tables piled high with snack foods.
Sniffing the air, the grizzly's expression brightened perceptibly.

"Beer! Stromagg smell beer." Whereupon the bear, despite Jon-Tom's entreaties, promptly angled off on
acourse of hisown.

"L et the bleedin' oversized 'ulk 'ave adrink,” Mudge advised his suddenly concerned companion. " 'E
deservesit, after the work ‘e did back at the first tunnel. | wish | could—oi there! Watch where you're
goin'!"

The girl who had bumped into him was dressed as a butterfly. There wasn't much to her costume, and
she was considerably more svelte than the erstwhile warriors the travel ers had encountered in the
hallway outside the auditorium. Mudge's anger dissipated as rapidly asit had surged.

She gazed admiringly from him to Jon-Tom. "Hey, love your costumes. Did you make them yoursel ves?"

L ooking to terminate the conversation as quickly as possible, Jon-Tom eyed the long table hungrily.
Food was rapidly vanishing from the stained white covering cloths. "Uh, pretty much."

She eyed him interestedly, her wire-supported wings and other things bobbing with her movements.
"You're not writers, or artists, because you don't have name tags on." She indicated the duar resting
against Jon-Tom's back. "That's a neat |ute, or whatever. It looks playable." She gestured in the direction
of the busy stage at the far end of the auditorium. "There's filksinging going on right now. I'm getting
this vibe that you're pretty good. I'm kind of psychic, you see, and | have afeel for other people.” Her
smile widened. "I bet you're a—computer programmer!"

"Not exac . . ." hetried to explain to her as she grabbed his hand and fairly dragged him forward. Mudge
watched with amusement as his friend was towed helplessly in the direction of the stage. Then he turned
and headed for the food-laden tables.

Welcoming Jon-Tom, the flute player currently holding court onstage cast his own admiring glance at
the duar. "Cool strings. Y ou need a cord and an amp?"

Aware that others in the crowd had turned to face him, Jon-Tom played—but only for time. "Uh, no.
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Strictly acoustic."

The flute player stepped aside. "Right. Let's see what you can do." Conscious that Butterfly was still
watching him intently, Jon-Tom decided that a quick, straightforward song would be the easiest, and
safest, way to escape the unwel come attention that was now being directed toward him. As his fingers
began to slide across the strings of the duar, a familiar multihued mist began to congeal at the
interdimensional nexus.

Someone in the forefront of the crowd pointed excitedly. "Hey, look—Iight show!" Responding with a
lame grin, Jon-Tom tried to strum as simple and unaffecting a melody as possible. Gritting his teeth, he
forced himself to remember the chords to a Barry Manilow tune. At least, he told himself, he would not
have to worry about making any inadvertent magic.

Following his nose, Stromagg found himself approaching a bar near the far side of the auditorium. As he
approached, someone thrust a tankard toward him.

"Here you go, big guy. Have one on me." The man dressed as Henry | X pressed afull tankard into the
grizzly's paw. Accepting the offer, Stromagg took a suspicious sniff of the contents. His face lit up and
he proceeded to drain the container in one long swallow. Looking on admiringly, the fan who would be
king beckoned his friendsto join the new arrival.

Scarfing finger food as fast as he could evaluate it with eyes and nostrils, Mudge was distracted from his
gorging by the tapping of afurry forefinger on his shoulder. A ready if nervous retort on hislips, he
turned—only to find himself struck dumb by the sight that confronted him.

The girl's otter costume was not only superbly rendered, it was, in word, compelling.

Twirling awhisker, he slowly put aside the piled-high plate of goodies he had commandeered from the
table. "Well now. And wot might your name be, darlin'?

Peering through the eye cut-outs in the papier-méché head, the girl's gaze reflected a mix of admiration
and disbelief. "And | thought | had had the best giant-otter costume in England!" Her eyes inspected
every inch of him, analyzing thoroughly. "l've never seen such good sewing. | can't even see the stitches,
or where you've hidden the zipper." Her eyes met his. "Costumers are good about sharing their secrets.
Could you spare a couple of minutes to maybe give me some pointers?"

Mudge considered his platter. Food, girl. Food, girl.

Cookies. . . .

* % %

Onstage, Jon-Tom found himself, despite his reservations, slipping into the free-wheeling spirit of the
occasion. Participants were dancing in front of him, twirling in costume, reveling in his music-making.
S0 self-absorbed were they that they failed to see the small black ball of vapor that emerged from the
center of the duar to flash offstage and vanish in the direction of the farthest doorway. Judging from its
angle of departure, Jon-Tom guessed it to be heading fast in the direction of the underground stairway
from which he and his companions had emerged earlier that same evening. Raising his voice excitedly
while still strumming, Jon-Tom sought to alert his companions.

"Mudge, Stromagg! | think I've doneit!" Ignoring the applause of the flute player, who took up the
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refrain, and the admiring stare of butterfly girl, he leaped off the stage and plunged into the crowd. There
was no telling how long the revitalized, recharged tunnel would last. He and his friends had to make use
of it before the thaumaturgic alteration was discovered by some wandering late-night pedestrians.
Stromagg wasn't hard to locate. The bear had by now gathered a small army of awed acolytes around
him, who looked on in jaw-dropping astonishment as the grizzly continued to chugalug inhuman
guantities of beer with no apparent ill effects.

WEell, maybe afew.

Arriving breathlessly from the stage, Jon-Tom looked around uncertainly. " Stromagg, it's time to go.
Where's Mudge?”

Weaving dlightly, the more than modestly zonkered ursine frowned down at him and replied, in the tone
of one only dlightly interested, "Duhhh?"

"Oh great!" Latching on to the grizzly's arm, Jon-Tom struggled to drag him away from the crowd.
Behind him, tankards and glasses and Styrofoam cups rose in admiring salute. "We've got to get out of
here while we have the chance."

There was no sign of Mudge on the auditorium floor, nor out in the hallway, nor in an annex room.
Confronting a participant made up as an exceedingly stocky, slime-dripping alien, Jon-Tom fought to
keep Stromagg from falling down.

"This may sound funny, but have you seen afive-foot-tall otter come this way?"

"Nothing funny about it," the gray-green alien replied in an incongruously high-pitched voice. It jerked a
thumb down the hall. "I just saw two of ‘em."

"Two?"' Jon-Tom's confusion was sincere. Then realization dawned, and he broke into a desperate sprint.
"Mudge!"

He found his friend in the third room he tried: an empty office. Bursting in, he and Stromagg discovered
Mudge and the otter other in a position that had nothing to do with passing along the finer points of
advanced amateur costuming. Jon-Tom's outrage was pal pable.

"Mudge!"

Rising from the couch, his friend looked back over his shoulder, not in the least at aloss.

" 'Ello, mate." He indicated the shape beneath him. "This'ere is Althea. We been discussin' matters of
the moment, you might say."

Stark naked except for otter mask and furry feet, the girl struggled to cover herself as best she could.
Though surprised by the unexpected intrusion, she did not appear particularly distressed. Rather the
contrary. Ignoring her, an angry Jon-Tom confronted his companion.

"What the hell do you think you're doing? Aren't matters complicated enough as it is?"

Hopping off the couch and into his short pants, the otter proceeded to defend himself. "Back off, mate.
Me and Althea 'ere weren't ‘aving no problems. It were all perfectly consentable, it were."

"That'sright." Rising in all her admirable suppleness, she reached out with one hand to grab hold of
Mudge'sright ear. "And now that I've fulfilled my half of the bargain, it's time to see how your outfit is
put together." She pulled hard.

Y elping, Mudge twisted around as his ear was yanked. "Owch! 'Ave a care there, darlin'."

L ooking puzzled, the girl's gaze descended. Grabbing a fistful of fur in the otter's nether regions, she
pulled again. Once more the otter let out a hurt bark. A look of confusion crossed her countenance, to be
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replaced by one of revelation, followed by one of shock. As this panoply of expression transformed her
lovely face, Jon-Tom was half carrying Mudge, who was engaged in trying to buckle the belt of his
shorts, toward the doorway where Stromagg kept tipsy watch.

"Omigod!" the girl suddenly screamed, one hand rising to her mouth, "it's not a special effect!"

L ooking back as he was dragged out the door, an offended Mudge called back. "I resent that, luv!"
Hearing the girl's screams, a group of heavily armed attendees had begun to gather at the far end of the
hallway. While any band of professionals from Lynchbany would have made short work of the lot,
severa of the costumed cluster did appear to be more than alittle competent. And there was nothing
slipshod or fragile about the assortment of swords and axes and lances they carried.

"Thisway!" With the increasingly outraged costumers following, Jon-Tom led his friends around the
corner of the hallway that encircled the auditorium, searching for an exit that led back out onto the rain-
washed side street.

"Here, you three." Up ahead, a neatly suited hotel security guard had materialized to block their path.
"What's this | hear about you freaks causing trouble with—?" His slightly pompous accusation was cut
off in mid-sentence as Stromagg stiff-armed him into the nearest wall, directly beside a painting of a
skinny lord seated astride a decidedly astringent thoroughbred.

Bursting back out into the street, Jon-Tom led the way toward the underground station. It was darker
than ever outside, but at least the rain had stopped falling. An oncoming car had to screech to a halt to
avoid slamming into the fleeing trio.

Within the vehicle, awell-dressed middle-aged couple looked on as the tall, medievally clad spellsinger;
agiant otter in feathered cap, vest, and short pants; and arapidly sobering |leather-armored grizzly bear
thundered past. They were followed soon after by an enraged mob of weapon-waving fans dressed as
everything from a giant spider to afemale Mr. Spock missing one ear. Peering through the windshield in
the wake of this singular parade, the husband slowly shook his head from side to side before
commenting knowingly to his equally mystified spouse. Pressing gently on the accelerator, he urged the
car forward.

“I'm telling you, dear. There's no question about it. London gets worse every year."

L ooking back over his shoulder, Mudge began to make insulting faces at their pursuers. He would have
dropped his pants except that Jon-Tom threatened to brain him with the flat of his own sword. As usual,
the otter reflected, the often dour spellsinger ssmply did not know how to have fun.

"There!" Jon-Tom pointed in the direction of the softly glowing split circle. A sphere of black mist was
just visible plunging down the portal.

Racing past a brace of startled Underground travelers, he and Stromagg hurtled down the stairsin
pursuit of the ebony globe. Mudge chose to slide gleefully down the central banister, looking back up
the stairwell to flash obscene gesturesin the direction of their pursuers. His scatological gesticulations
transcended species.

Alongside the automatic gates that led to the boarding platform, a startled security officer looked up in
the direction of the approaching commotion.

"See here, you lot need to Slow downand . . ."

Accelerating to pass Jon-Tom, Stromagg shoved the officer aside. Grabbing one in each paw, he ripped
two of the barriers out of the floor and flung them ceilingward. Mudge and Jon-Tom shielded their heads
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as thousands of Underground tokens from the crumpled barriers rained down on them.

Lying off to one side amid the rubble, cap and uniform askew, the unlucky guard looked up numbly. " Of
coursg, if it'san emergency. . . ."

Slowing as they reached the Underground platform, a panting Jon-Tom looked back to see that pursuit
had slowed as the angry fans stopped to gather up handfuls of tokens. Mudge was fairly dancing with
fury.

"Puling 'umans! Shrew-pricked candy lobbers!" He had his short sword out and was stabbing repeatedly
at empty air. "I'll skewer the bleedin’ lot o' them!"

"Y ou aren't going to skewer anyone." Climbing down off the platform onto the tunnel track, Jon-Tom
started north, in the direction taken by the floating ball of black mist-magic. His companions followed.
Unlimbering his duar as they plunged into the feebly illuminated tunnel, he began to play softly. The
glow from the instrument served to show the way.

Sword rescabbarded, hands jammed in pockets, Mudge kicked angrily at the occasional rock or empty
soda can underfoot. " "Tis an unaccomodatin’ world, is yours, mate. Unfriendly an' worse, no sense o'
fellowship." Then he remembered the other otter, and a small smile played across his mouth.

Asif recaling afond and distant thought, Stromagg peered into the darkness ahead. "Beer?"

A light appeared, growing brighter as it came toward them. A light, and aroaring they had heard once
before. Startled, Jon-Tom began to back-track. Literally.

"Oh shit."
Mudge made aface. "More incomprehensible spellsinger lyrics?'

"Run!" Turning, Jon-Tom broke into a desperate sprint. How far up the tunnel had they come? How far
was it back to the passenger platform?

Asthe light of the oncoming train bore down on them, he fumbled with the duar and with memories of
train-related songs. There was the theme from Trainspotting—no, that probably wouldn't work. He
couldn't remember the wordsto "A Train A-Comin'. " Heavy metal, punk, ska, even industrial had little
use for trains.

He was still frantically seeking appropriate lyrics as the train bore down on them. The engineer saw the
wide-eyed trio running in front of his engine and threw on the brakes. An ear-piercing screeee! echoed
from the walls of the tunnel. Too little, too late.

Jon-Tom found himself stumbling, going down. As he fell, he saw something directly beneath him. It
wasn't the empty plastic wrappers, or stubbed cigarettes, or torn, useless |otto tickets that drew his
attention. It was aflat circle of softly seething black mist, lying neatly between but not touching the
tracks or the center rail. He let himself fall, hoping his companions would see what was happening to
him, hoping they would follow.

Of course, it might simply be alingering patch of black fog, rising from the heat of the tracks.

He felt himself, thankfully, blissfully, continuing to fall long after he should have struck the ground.
Seeming to pass directly over his head, barely inches from his ear, the roar of the train faded. He hit the
ground, rolled, and opened his eyes. They were still in his head, which wasin turn still attached to his
shoulders. These were good signs. Sitting up, he rubbed the back of his neck and winced. Reaching
around behind him, he found that the precious duar was battered from the fall but still intact.

Nearby, Mudge cast a pain-wracked eye at hisfriend. "That'sit, mate. I've bleedin' 'ad it, | ‘ave. Give me
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me share o' old Wolfram's gold and I'll be quietly on me way." Behind him, a groaning Stromagg was
just starting to regain consciousness.

Looking away from the angry otter, Jon-Tom found himself staring. "Don't you think you ought to have
alook around, first?'

"Why? Wot the bloody 'ell should | . . ." The otter broke off, joined his friend in gawking silently.
Namur Castle rose from a narrow ridge of rock surrounded on all sides by sheer precipices. A wooden
bridge crossed from the mountainside on which man and otter found themselves to a small intervening
pinnacle, from where a second, slightly narrower bridge arched to meet a high wooden doorway.
Towering granite spiresrose on al sides, while atree-lined flat-topped plateau dominated the distant
horizon. Jon-Tom and his companions were enthralled. It was an impressive setting.

Starting across the first bridge, Mudge warily glanced over the single railing. Like a bright-blue ribbon
dropped from a giant's hand, a small river wound and twisted its way through the deep canyon beneath.
They reached the intervening pinnacle and crossed the second bridge, whereupon they found themselves
confronting a massive, iron-bound door. Tilting back his head, Mudge rested hands on low hips and
muttered aloud.

"Wot now, Mr. Spelltwit, sor? Y ou goin' to sing us up akey, or wot?"

Anirritated Jon-Tom contemplated the barrier. " Give me a minute, Mudge. | got us here, didn't | ?

The otter snorted softly. "Oi, that you did—though one might complain about the roundaboutness o' the
route you chose. London!" He shook his head mournfully. "Give me Lynchbany any day."

While man and otter argued, the silent Stromagg approached the impediment, considered it a moment,
and then balled both paws into fists the size of cannonballs. Raising them high over his head and rising
on tiptoes (asight in itself to behold), he brought both fists down and forward with all his considerable
weight behind them. The center of the door promptly collapsed in a pile of shattered slats and splinters.
Dust rose from the center of the destruction.

Approaching cautiously, Mudge peered through the newly made opening. "So much for a bloomin' key."
Theinterior of the foyer was dim, illuminated only by light shining through high windows. Nothing
moved within, not even a piebald rat. Mudge's sensitive nose was working overtime, hislong whiskers
twitching.

"Sure you got the right foreboding castle 'ere, mate?"

Jon-Tom continued through the high vestibule, eyed the sweeping double stairway at the far end of the
great room. "I sang for one and one only. This must be the right place.”

Still, he found himself wondering and worrying, until their explorations eventually brought them to an
expansive, exquisitely decorated bedchamber. Rainbow-hued light poured in through stained-glass
windows, burnishing the furnishings with gold and turning the canopied, lace-netted bed at the far end to
filigreed sunshine.

The woman who slept thereon might or might not be a princess, but she was certainly of ravishing
beauty. She was seeping peacefully on her back, her hands folded across her chest, a soft smile on her
full lips. Slapping away Mudge's fingers, Jon-Tom considered the somnifacient figure thoughtfully.
"Something familiar about this. . . ."

* % %
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_V_

"Not to mention somethin' irregular." Mudge contemplated the unconscious female with mixed
emotions. "That Wolfsheep didn't say anythin' about 'is beloved bein' in acoma. 'Ow are you supposed
tosing 'er asong o' loveif she can't bleedin' ‘ear you?"

The soft shush of fine leather on stone made the trio turn as one. Standing in the doorway was their
erstwhile employer, but it was a Wolfram transformed. No longer the supplicating elder, he seemed to
have grown taller in stature and broader of frame. His formerly simple cloth cloak glistened in the
stained-glass light, and the vitreous globe atop his staff flickered with caged lightning. His entire being
and bearing radiated barely restrained power.

"S0 you have done that which | could not." Stepping into the room, he ignored them to focus his
attention on the figure lying supine in the bed. "Ignorant sots. Did you really think that I, Wolfram the
Magnific, the All-Consuming, Master of the Warmlands, would consign the future of the Mistress of the
Namur to your puerile attentions?"

As hereplied, Jon-Tom slowly edged his duar around in front of him. "Somehow | knew you'd say
something like that."

A belligerent Mudge stepped forward. "If you're so bloody all-whatever, guv'nor, then wot did you need
us poor soulsfor?"'

The sorcerer gazed down contemptuously. "lsn't it obvious? The bonds that conceal this place are such
as | cannot penetrate. It needs the attention of akind of magic different entirely from what | propound,
powerful asthat may be. It required someone such as an innocent spellsinger to blaze a path here and
divert any dangers that might lie along the way. This so that | could follow safely in your wake—as |
have done. Why should | take the risks?’

"Then," Jon-Tom said, indicating the figure reposing serenely in the bed, "thisisn't your beloved?"
"Oh, but sheis." Wolfram smiled thinly behind his narrow, pointed beard. "It isjust that she does not
know it yet. Y ou see, whoever touches the princess in such away asto rouse her from her sleep shall
make of her a perfect match to the one who does the touching, and shall have her to wife, thus acquiring
dominion over this portion of an important realm and its concurrent significant interdimensionality.”
"Isthat al?' Mudge was studying hisfingernails. " 'Tis okay by me, guv."

"Ohnoitisn't." Jon-Tom advanced to stand alongside the otter. "If an interdimensionality isinvolved
here, it means that this piece of whiskery double-crossing scum might be able to make trouble in my
world as well."

The otter shrugged. "Not me problem. Mayhap his meddlings might improve that revolting London
place."

The sorcerer nodded knowingly. "1 thought | would have no trouble with you three."

His fingers creeping across the strings of the duar, Jon-Tom mentally considered and discarded a dozen
different songs. Which would be the most effective against a powerful, malign personality like
Wolfram? Knowing little about the man, it was hard to conjure something specific. Then herecalled the
sorcerer's words, and knew what he should do.

Whirling, he raced for the bed.

"Hassone!" Raising his staff, Wolfram thrust it in the spellsinger's direction. Gray vapor shot from the

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/0743488229__ 7.htm (18 of 21)7-1-2007 23:47:56



- Chapter 7

globe at its terminus to coalesce directly between the diving Jon-Tom and the bed. Slamming into the
wall of solid gray rock, Jon-Tom stumbled once, staggered slightly, and then crumpled to the floor.
Gathering anxiously around their fallen comrade, Mudge and Stromagg exchanged a glance, then turned
their rising ire on the serene figure of Wolfram. Raising their weapons, they rushed the sorcerer, each
screaming his own battle cry.

"Beeeer!" The grizzly's below echoed off the walls and rattled the stained-glass windows.

"No refunds!” the otter howled.

"Parimazzo!" Wolfram countered, bringing his glowing staff around in a sweeping arc parallel to the
floor.

Rising from the stone underfoot, all manner of fetid, armed horrors confronted the onrushing duo,
swinging weapons made of the same stone as that from which they had arisen. Mildly amused, Wolfram
leaned on his staff and solicitously observed the battle that ensued.

Behind the fracas, a groggy Jon-Tom slowly came around. Discerning what was taking place, he reached
cautiously for hisduar. Still lying on the floor, trying to avoid Wolfram's notice, he began to play, and
started to sing.

"Once there was an—urrrp!"

The unexpected belch did more than put a crimp in the chosen spellsong. The visible result was a solid,
softly glowing, jet-black musical note that hovered in the air afoot or so in front of the astonished Jon-
Tom's face.

"Well, what do you know," he murmured to himself. "Music really does look like that."

Reaching up, he grabbed the note, rose, whirled it over his head, and flung it in Wolfram's direction.
Seeing it coming, the sorcerer raised his staff to defend himself. The note passed right through the
protective glow to smack the startled mage on the forehead and send him staggering backward.
Emboldened, avoiding the nearby swordplay, Jon-Tom strode determinedly toward the stunned sorcerer;
playing, singing, and belching as never before.

"And ever the drink (urp) shall flow freely (breep) to the sea (burk). . . ."

Each belch produced a fresh glowing note, which he heaved one after another in the direction of the now
quietly panicking Wolfram. Desperate, the wizard executed a small motion in the air with his staff.
"Immunitago!" A pair of large earmuffs appeared before him, drifted backward to settle themselves
against his ears. Slowly, his confident smile returned. Staff upraised, he started toward Jon-Tom. Unable
to hear the flung notes, they burst harmlessly in the air before reaching him.

Now it was a newly anxious Jon-Tom's turn to retreat. Changing tactics as he backpedaled, he also
changed music. The roar of Rammstein thundered through the chaotic chamber. The duar glowed
angrily, fiery with bist mist.

Shaken by the heavy chords, Wolfram halted and clutched at his stricken ears. Trying to keep the
earmuffs from vibrating off his head, he flung awild blast from his staff. Ducking, Jon-Tom watched as
the flare of malevolent energy shot over his head.

To strike the grizzly, who was busy making gravel of his stony, stone-faced assailants.

"Stromagg!" apained Jon-Tom yelled.

The force of the blast blew the bear backward into, and through, the stone wall that Wolfram had
conjured earlier to encircle the sleeping princess. Rocks went flying as the bear landed, barely
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conscious, on the bed. Moaning, he rolled slightly to hisright. Hisarm rose, arced, and fell loosely—to
fall across the waist of the slumbering princess.

Aghast, ahorrified Wolfram let out a shriek of despair. "Nooo!" Jon-Tom remembered the sorcerer's
words.

"Whoever touches the princess in such away as to rouse her from her sleep shall make of her a perfect
match to the one who does the touching, and shall have her to wife."

A delicate haze envel oped the Princess Larinda. Her outline shimmered, shifted, and flowed. She was
changing, metamorphosing, into. . .

When the mist finally cleared, not one but two grizzlies lay recumbent on the bed. Onewas clad in
leather armor, the other in attire most elegant and comely. Rubbing at her eyes, the princess sat up, and
turned dlightly to gaze across at her savior. Blinking, holding one hand to his bleeding head, Stromagg
looked up. Instantly, the pain of the sorcerer's perfidious blow was forgotten.

"Duhh—wow!"

"No, no, no!" Shrouded in tantrum sorceral, a despairing Wolfram was fairly jumping up and down,
swinging his deadly staff indiscriminately.

Sitting up on the bed, which now creaked alarmingly beneath the unexpected dual weight, Stromagg
took both of the princess's hands—or rather, paws—in his own and gazed deeply into dark-brown eyes
that mirrored his.

"Duh, hiya."

Long lashes fluttered as she met his unflinching, if somewhat overwhelmed, gaze. "I always did like the
strong, silent type."

"This shall not last! By my oath, | swear it!" Numinous cape swirling about him, Wolfram whirled and
fled through the open doorway. "1 shall find away to renew the sleeping spell. Then it will most
assuredly be | who awakens her the second time!"

Lightning flickering from his staff of theurgic power, he raced unimpeded down the stairway and back
through the foyer. Outside the smashed main doorway, the bridge back to the rest of reality beckoned.
From a shadow there emerged afoot. A furry foot, sandal-clad. It interposed itself neatly between the
sorcerer's feet.

L ooking surprised, Wolfram went down and forward, his momentum carrying him right over the side of
the bridge. As he fell, he looked back up at a rapidly shrinking fuzzy face, astonished that he could have
been defeated by something so common, so ordinary. As he fell, he flailed madly for the staff he had
dropped while stumbling. Though he never succeeded in recovering it, at least staff and owner hit the
bottom of the canyon in concert.

Peering over the side of the bridge, Mudge let out a derisive whistle. "Bleedin' wizards never ook where
they'regoin'."

By the time the otter rejoined his companions, Jon-Tom was facing arevitalized Stromagg and his new-
found paramour. The two grizzlies held hands daintily.

"Sorry, guys," Stromagg was murmuring. "l think 1'd kinda like to stay here."

Jon-Tom was grinning. "l can't imagine why."

A familiar hand tapped him on the arm. "Y ou'd best lose that sappy grin now, guv', or they'll likely 'ang
you for it back in Lynchbany. Y ou look bloody thick."
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"Be at peace, my good friends and saviors." Though rather deeper than was traditional, the voice of the
restored princess was still sweet and feminine. "'l have some small powers. | promise that upon your
return home, you will receive areward in the form of whatever golden coins you have most recently
handled, and that these shall completely fill your place of dwelling. As Mistress of the Namur, this |
vow."

"Well now, luv," declared a delighted Mudge. "That's more like it!"

It took some time, and not a small adventure or three, before they found themselves once more back in
their beloved Bellwoods. Espying his riverbank home, atired and dusty Mudge broke into a run.
"Timeto cash in, mate! Remember the hairy princess's promise.”

Following at a more leisurely pace, Jon-Tom was just in time to see hisfriend fling open his front
door—only to be buried beneath an avalanche of gleaming golden disks. Hurrying forward, he dragged
the otter clear of the mountain of metal.

"Rich, rich! At last! Finally!" The otter was beside himself with glee.

Or was, until he peered more closely at a handful of the disks. Doubt washed over hisfurry face. " 'Tis
odd, mate, but | swear | ain't never before seen gold like this."

Gathering up a couple of the disks, Jon-Tom regarded them with aresigned expression. "That's because
they're not gold, Mudge."

"Not gold?" Sputtering outrage, the otter sprang to his feet. Which, given the shortness of hislegs, was a
simple enough maneuver. "But the princess bleedin' promised, she did. "The last golden coin | ‘andled,’
she said. | remember! That were wot that limy Wolfram character paid us with at the tavern back in
Timswitty." His expression darkened. "Y ou're shakin' your 'ead, mate. | don't like it when you shake
your ‘ead."

"She said 'golden coin," Mudge. Not ‘gold coin.' " His open palm displayed the disks. "Remember when
we were fleeing my world? These are London Underground tokens, Mudge." At the otter's open-
mouthed look of horror, he added unhelpfully, "Look at it this way: you can ride free around greater
London for the rest of eternity.”

Sitting down hard on the useless hoard, the otter slowly removed his feathered cap from between his
ears, let it dangle loosely from hisfingers. "I don't suppose—I don't suppose you ‘ave a worthy spellsong
for rescuin' this sorry situation, do you, mate?"

Bringing the duar around, Jon-Tom shrugged. "No harm in trying."

But Pink Floyd's "Money" did not turn the tokens to real gold, nor did all the otter tears that spilled into
the black river al the rest of that memorable day.
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Child of Prophecy

A War of Light and Shadow Story

Janny Wurts

Meiglin al but wished for death on that clear winter morning, when the brothel's madam cupped her
face between perfumed hands. Eyes shut, Meiglin endured as the woman assessed her fresh skin and,
still considering, fingered the tangles the wind had wound in her [ustrous seal-brown hair. The prick of
the older woman's nails against her flesh was not another bad dream. Meiglin fought down tears and
terror. Only afool could have clung to belief that she might be allowed to stay innocent. Though her
immature breasts had just started to bud, and the hips underneath her tattered skirt were as yet boyishly
glim, one of last night's clients had winked at her as she had rushed in, cheeks flushed from an errand.
Today, the madam's shrewd eyes, cold blue, weighed up her assets as merchandise.

"Mistress, wait," Meiglin pleaded. "I'm surely too young."

"Not so young. A man has asked for you, dearie. Time we had Feylie cut you agown." The powerful
woman patted Meiglin's shoulder, not ungently, for all her hard heart. "Lavender, with black lace at the
throat. That will bring out the unusual color of your eyes, and forgive the fact you have only promise
filling the front of your bodice."

Meiglin jerked free, blazing with shame. Her future had been in plain sight, all along, her prospects no
better than the other whores' daughters born comely enough for the house. Tomorrow, she would have
cream for her oatmeal, to fill out her coltish frame. She would no longer scrub dishes or wash soiled
linen. By the time the new gown had been made to measure, her chapped hands would be soft, and her
lips would be painted. She would be presented as the new, virgin jewel, and the clients would do more
than wink.

"Come, now," chaffed the madam. "We don't feed any child who's not suited for the business. Nor any
grown woman, either. Y our mother's aging. She can't fill her bed as once she used to. Put a good face on
this, Meiglin." Entwined ropes of pearls clicked over layered silk as the madam crossed the lush carpet.
She dlapped open her account book and started inscribing the writ for the dress maker. "These are hard
times, with the wars and the mayor's exorbitant taxes. It's your earnings, now, girl, will pay for your
shelter. Y our mother's had her day. Y ou'll now have to make your own way."

Left standing in chilled disarray, her unbound hair tumbled over the unlaced strings of her overdress,
Meiglin trembled in shattered desperation. How had she ever dared hope for reprieve? The pilfered
hoard of coins she had stashed away in secret could never have bought her escape. No man of decent
family would wed a child of fourteen years, or employ one born and raised in a bawdyhouse. Meiglin
swallowed back shock and anger. She drew a shaky breath, raised her chin and forced out awinsome
smile. "I'll take the note to Feylie's and be measured?”

The madam'sicy stare regarded her over the poised tip of the quill. "No, girl. You won't." She sighed in
reproach. "Do you take me for an idiot?' A crisp snap of her fingers summoned Quincat.

The side door opened. A heavy tread entered. Meiglin bolted, too late. Quincat's massive hands caught
her arms from behind. She had seen the way things went with a girl who fought her fate. Day after day,
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she would weep and rage behind a barred door, until she became too used and tired to dream, or care
about running away.

"Best strip the clothes off that chit right now," the madam instructed her henchman. "There's defiance in
her, make no mistake. She'd dlip through the eye of a needle, she would, if you leave her the unguarded
chance."

Meiglin did not weep. She refused to battle Quincat as he hauled her upstairs. To her worldly eye, the
brute seemed to relish her sorry discomfort too much. She ignored the indignity, denied him the piquant
satisfaction of a struggle as he did the madam's bidding and confiscated her clothing. Behind the locked
door, wrapped up in a stale, musty sheet well used by last night's clients, Meiglin paced in helpless fury.
Dread for the future made her sweat and shiver, until her throat felt hardened to glass, that might shatter
with screams at aword.

When the soft step approached, and the key finally turned, it was not Quincat come to leer while Feylie's
lisping seamstress prodded and mumbled over measurements. The hand at the latch was shaking and
frail, fast followed by her mother's breathl ess whisper.

"Meiglin, hurry! No, girl, no questions! A bawd's life's not for you!" Her mother's touch was clammy
with nerves as she bundled her terrified daughter over the threshold. " The door to the pantry's gjar for
you, sweetling. There's no choice left. Y ou have to run!”

"Like this?' Meiglin gasped. The sheet fluttered around her bare ankles. The draft cut with cruel chill as
she pattered down the back stair. Outside in the alley, heavy snowfall would have rimed the mud into a
slurry of glazed ice.

"You daren't stay!" Her mother paused, kicked off velvet slippers, then peeled the sheer, scarlet lace off
her shift. "Here's the best | can do for you, child. Have you the courage? Y ou'll need to go asyou are.”
Meiglin balked, aghast. "What about you? Mother, for this, the madam will—"

"Hush child! That can't matter." Through a rushed and desperate pause, thick with the overpowering
musk of cheap scent, her mother hustled Meiglin into her own cast-off garments. The sequined fabric
was woefully thin, and the ribbon-laced dlippers, too large.

"“I'll freeze inside an hour," Meiglin protested, afraid. This bid for escape was no less than stark madness.
Why, if a mother cared a straw for her daughter's secure future, had she thought to bear the child of a
client?

Her mother arrested her scathing questions; shook her head, to arustle of curls dulled lusterless from too
much henna. "No. Just listen, Meiglin! There are facts you must know, and no time to explain. You are
no client's byblow! | was already bearing, do you hear? Married, and only a month from my time when
the mayor's rebellion brought our family to ruin. My husband was an old-blood clansman. Egan
sDieneval. He died at Earle, fighting the Mistwraith at the right hand of hisking. | was left awidow,
when the mob destroyed Tirans, driven out and hunted as afugitive. | had no haven to give birth in
safety. Not until the madam took me in. Oh, yes, she noticed what my accent could not hide. | had looks
enough, then, to cozen her silence. She agreed to ask no questions, even helped to coach my speech. |
sold myself in trade. But you were never to be any part of that bargain."

"Clanborn!" Meiglin shuddered, horrified, the last, secure bastion left in her life torn away at one stroke.
"Y ou're telling me now, you were clanborn?"

"Yes." Dimness hid her mother's face. Y et the unmasked force of her pride rang through, in crisp diction
nothing like the downtrodden lisp she assumed to cgjole madam'’s clients. "That is your true birthright,
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and your heritage, Meiglin."

"No inheritance at all," Meiglin whispered, shocked. She had never imagined herself to be on the wrong
side of that round of bloodletting conflict. Clanborn were hated, even killed out of hand, since the
uprising broke the ancient law of the High Kings. "And you say the madam knows? Dharkaron's mercy
on us!"

Where the mayors ruled, their zeal ot factions bid to match the guilds pledge to offer bounties. Packs of
bloody reivers were now offered arich purse to cut down the remnants of the clan bloodlines. That
volatile fact explained all too well why the madam should force Meiglin to brothel service, so young.
There would never be retirement, sewing gowns or washing linen, not for such as her mother.

Meiglin wrestled panic. "Now, more than ever, you're worth silver to them, dead.”

"We both are." Her mother seized her hand, tugged her onward without mercy. "Can't you see? That's
why you have to run, child!"

The madam had no scruples where her steely eye saw profit. She would peddle Meiglin's maiden assets
for aslong as eager clients paid to bed her for a premium. Once the novelty paled, the madam would sl
out. Mother and child would inevitably be thrown to the swords of the mayor's headhunters.

"Get out of here and live!" Urgent fingers pressed Meiglin across the darkened pantry. "Go! Hurry,
child! Egan sDieneval. Remember your lineage! Before everything else, that name matters.”

Upstairs, Quincat's bellow showed the unlocked bedroom had been discovered.

"Go, Meiglin!" Weeping bitter tears, the doomed mother shoved her daughter through the doorway, into
the cutting winter wind. "L eave Durn and never look back."

Meiglin fled.

She lost the dlippers straightaway, their sodden cloth sucked off by the muddy slush clogging the street.
Since the sheet made her conspicuous, and her narrow, bare prints left atrack too easily followed, she
snatched the first chance of refuge she found, beneath the loosened tarp of atrade wagon lumbering
downhill toward the city gates. Huddled under flapping canvas, bound she knew not where, Meiglin
wedged herself between araw wool bale and a gunny sack of millet, probably hauled to feed the mule
teams.

The cold seemed preferable to the butchery that waited if she was overtaken by a bountyman. Meiglin
huddled in abject misery, silently cursing the lot that bound her to the mischance of her ancestry. She
had no assets, no place to go. Her mother's people were scattered. Their proud history had been reduced
to ashes in the turmoil that followed the Mistwraith's invasion, when shouting mobs had rampaged with
fire and sword. They had cut down every old blood liegeman they could find, then turned in vengeful
fury on their families. The clans' steadfast charge, to stand as liaison between humankind's needs and the
world's ancient mysteries, had devolved into persecution and conflict. The hunted survivors hid degp in
the wilds. Their armed scouts roved the land like secretive shadows, still defending the ground the old
centaur guardians had forbidden to the ways of outsiders. A girl with no more to her name than a bed
sheet would die of exposure, searching the hills, if she was not shot down by an arrow for trespass upon
proscribed territory.

Despondent and alone, Meiglin suffered the insidious cold. Her blanched hands and aching feet slowly
went numb. She slipped at length into somnolent grayness, overcome by atrance state of dreams that
hurled her beyond the dimension of ordinary nightmare. The oddity had happened before; but never
under the frightening, new knowledge that she sprang from a bloodline that would carry arcane gifts.
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The visions came on, too fierce to deny, their brilliance stark and unsettling: of the scouring mists that
had invaded through Southgate, and swallowed the fall of clean sunlight. Asthough past events revisited
in review, she watched the rising that unseated the High Kings erupt in slaughter and flames. Then the
Mistwraith's dank fog masked the horrors in white. Drifting like flotsam in the coils of the future,
Meiglin looked down on a scene by ariverbank, where a gray-haired man wearing the crown colors of
Shand lay in gasping extremity. A young man rode up, and leaped off his horse, crying aloud in his
anguish. The man, who was mentor, died in his arms. Consumed by fierce grief, the boy reached to take
the jeweled circlet from the brow of the corpse.
"Don't!" Meiglin cried.
Though her protest was made in the fabric of dream, the boy started and glanced up. For a stopped
second, their eyes met and held, joined in the half world of mystery. He was young: as unmarked by life
as newly forged steel, but beautiful in the purity of his unwritten potential.
"Don't." Meiglin whispered. Her beating heart seemed to freeze as she sensed the boy's determined fate.
"Y ou will meet your death."
He smiled, brash youth. "I must. What hope can survive if the last of the sunlight islost to the
Mistwraith's conquest?"
Time unfroze. His impetuous fingers closed over the circlet, and the dream narrowed in, vibrant as a
shout that should have held power to rock the seat of the world.
Like astone, Meiglin plummeted. Her awareness swooped toward the stream bank, as though the
trapped cry of her mind and will could sever the spun strand of tragedy.
"Don't! You must not!"
Y et the choice had been made. Though Meiglin wept, the doomed prince faded beyond reach.
Fog closed, choking white. Tears of sorrow fell on a country swathed in lead. The boy would die, his
brave sacrifice futile. The Mistwraith would seize itsfell triumph. Meiglin cupped the drowned world
between her two hands, her denia a silent shout wrenched from the dreaming core of her spirit.
Then the vision that gripped her snapped into light. She beheld the face of another old man, this one no
king, but a creature mantled in power, with eyes that pierced time with afalcon's intensity, and
perception that flayed her worth down to aword.
"SDieneva?'
He added a phrase in the Paravian tongue that Meiglin lacked learning to trandlate. But the mysteries
answered. The shackling weight that constricted her chest burst and hurled her back into herself. . . .

* % %
Meiglin opened her eyes, choking on hot milk. The round face of a farm wife hovered above, set against
a beamed wooden ceiling. Off to her left, aman finished arambling dialogue in the lazy drawl of the
southcoast.
" ... don't know where along the route | picked her up," he ended, apologetic. "Found her huddled in the
wagon under the tarps, shivering like akit fox. If I'd left her, she'd have died of the cold, understand?"
"She's a pretty poppet,” murmured the farm wife. Bowl and spoon clutched in her beefy hands, she
paused for a moment to admire. " Such beautiful, sad eyes."
"Pretty enough to raise unwholesome trouble!" snapped a gruffer man, country bred, and likely the
master of the croft. "And she's not sad enough to cry honest tears. Her sort know too well how to use
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winsome looks. It's her stock in trade to take advantage.”
"She'sonly achild!" the woman said, shocked.

The crofter stayed adamant. "No child walks the streets clad in nothing but lace. Damn well, we can't
harbor a sy, depraved creature. Not one with her habits. She'll have the boys fighting to try her
shameless favors, and turn their minds for the worse."

The drover retreated, hands raised in consternation. "My caravan can't keep her, not with the outriders
bored enough to dally, and randy as a pack of spring bulls. Turn the tart out on the road as you will, but
for pity, at least see her off with a blanket."

Meiglin drew breath between chattering teeth. "I haven', at least, there wasn't—" She colored, despite
the chills that threatened to rattle her bones. "Not yet," sheinsisted lamely. "That'swhy | ran away."
"Well, sheisn't any stranger to hard work!" snapped the wife. "Did you see? Her poor hands are
chapped! T'would take a heart of stone to send a mouse out in this weather, with the wind blowing in
another stormfront!"

"I can work," Meiglin whispered. " Sweep floors. Wash laundry. Even cook, alittle. Send me on, if you
must. Just, please, don't drag me back to Durn."

The farm wife's face softened. "How old are you, child?”
Meiglin told her.

In the blistering explosion of argument that followed, she was granted the chance for employment at a
cousin's remote, wayside inn.

"It's honest work, child," the farm wife warned. "The tavern isn't fancy. It was built, with due
permission, at the edge of the black desert, where it's hard to keep on decent help. The house draws from
awell that's declared sacred ground. The tribefolk who tend the site won't tolerate wanton behavior. Not
of any kind. The law of their goddess forbids the practice of whoring as unclean."”

The crofter just bludgeoned into submission added his own brutal caution. "Those desertfolk aren't to be
trifled with, girl. They can skewer arat at eighty paces with their darts. Tawbas' inn was raised on the
ruined foundation left by the last fool, who thought to let the drovers toss his wenches. We'll send you
south with a cloak and decent clothes. But don't beg for pity from my kinsman should you stray. Get
yourself caught in the hayloft with the grooms, Tawbas will be quick to turn you out. Then it'sthe
waterfront brothels at Innish, for such as you, and belike an early grave at the fist of some drunken
galeyman."

* % %
Grateful for the upright chance of reprieve, Meiglin took work for a servant's upkeep in the tavern amid
the rolling, dark sands of Sanpashir. She swept floors, made beds, boiled linen and did a drudge's chores
in the kitchen through the tempestuous years that Tawbas, in his forthright, southland drawl, took to
calling the trouble times.

For the Mistwraith that smothered the lands to the west continued its inexorable invasion. The threat no
longer seemed distant, or unreal, asinch by hard-fought inch, the northern kingdoms were lost. When
the incursion rolled south and encroached on Melhalla, its creeping menace darkened even casual
conversation. The looming possibility of aworld lost to sunlight cast apall of gloom over the future.
The silk caravans moving from Atchaz to Innish brought news of the relentless defeats. In desperate
increments, despite arcane help, the war-tattered remnants of Athera's defenderslost ground.
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"Theline's broken at Silvermarsh," a south bound merchant announced, wetting his parched throat with
ale. "If we're going to grow lean when the harvest is stunted, | say the mayors did right to expunge the
old law. A man can't have a pack of murdering clansmen gainsay his right to hunt game inside the free
wilds. The farmers will have to plow up new fields. How else can they feed afamily?’
"That'sadippery slopeto tread,” Tawbas said, arms folded over his polishing rag as he leaned on the
edge of the bar. "Old law wasn't written for a Sorcerer's whimsy." Desertfolk insisted there was
substance to the claim that the land's bounty increased with the unicorns. If their elders spoke truth, the
charge given to the clans was not an arbitrary duty, born of high-handed arrogance. "A good deal worse
than mist could blight our human fortune, if the ground the old law kept sacrosanct is given to the axe
and the plow."

"Perhaps." The mule drover shrugged. "But a cousin of mine herds sheep out in Vastmark. He's said no
Paravians have migrated for years. Spring's come and gone, with no trace of aunicorn'strack in the hills.
Now, I've heard the uncanny creatures will vanish under the mist. Could be that's afact, and the
clanblood won't admit they've outlived their forefathers' purpose. | say the world's changed, and the
mayors should be thanked. They'd do well to exterminate the whole stubborn breed, and open the land
for prosperity."

Meiglin filled emptied tankards, quiet as a cat, while the fierce debate swirled around her. The greater
trials of town politics were none of her affair. Sun still shone on the sands of Sanpashir. Her ancestry
was not known to anyone. She lived each day as it came, unconcerned whether the scourge of the
Mistwraith edged farther south, or the ancient magic waned from the countryside. Townborn, town
raised, she had no incentive to pursue the arcane obligations of her ancestry. Nor was her parentage safe
to disclose. Y ear after year, the new order waged its feud with ever more murderous ferocity.

Tawbas weathered the turmoil with his usual stoic tolerance, serving all travelers with an even hand, and
asking no prying questions. More than once, Meiglin found herself pouring beer for clan survivors who
still patrolled the borders of the wilds. They came by night, mantled in dusty, rough clothes, and bearing
war-sharpened steel in concealment. They drew water from the well and bartered pelts for suppliesin
hurried, brisk spoken transactions. As silently they left, hampered in their charge to keep the proscribed
lands free of violation.

Here, the blood price that hounded them was still a whispered threat. The tavern was bound under the
desert tribes' law. Townsmen shunned the cruel sun and the desolate wastes. They also feared the
dartmen, who were ever quick to anger, if a caravan strayed from the trade road.

Anonymously hidden as each season turned, Meiglin grew into striking beauty. Her skin tanned under
Sanpashir's harsh sun, rich contrast to her violet eyes and her glossy, seal-brown hair. Wisely, she kept
such attributes masked. She wore shapeless clothes and a linen head cloth when she served beer in the
taproom. Her vivid smile hidden, she worked honestly and well, slapping off the smitten groping of the
drovers, and refusing the tipsy blandishments of the merchants who tried to bedazzle her with their
flashy rings. She tended the hens and cracked corn for the mule teams, grateful to stay safely in
obscurity.

Y et as time passed, the fey talent born into her heritage refused to keep nondescript silence. Meiglin
tossed, sleepless, through each windy spring, asif her blood knew when the centaur guardians escorted
the dwindled herds of unicorns through the patterns of their seasonal migration. Her gifts stayed
unschooled. No wise one lay at hand to guide the stirrings of her instinct. She had sighted dreams and

file://IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 8.htm (7 of 17)7-1-2007 23:47:57



- Chapter 8

visions, and not just during hallows, when the ancient rites were danced at the well to raise up the fire of
the mysteries. Since she made no complaint, no one troubled to take notice when she arose, hollow-eyed
in the morning. She drew water, dawn and dusk, from the mud-brick well, warned by a prickle of
prescient gooseflesh when the secretive dartmen watched her out of the shadows.

Their surveillance was so light, they left only tracks, swiftly erased by the winds. Meiglin held no fear of
their furtive presence. She had always been diligent, heeding the sanctions that granted Tawbas his right
to maintain the tavern. She was never tempted to venture outside after midnight, when the tribefolk
gathered to honor their goddess under the change of the moon. Content in her place, she masked her
unease when the old women appeared, arrived without sound at her back.

Always, she bowed with her head turned, respectful. Their kind considered a stare rank impertinence. At
first, Meiglin brashly offered them help, refilling their goatskin flasks. They smiled, veilslifted, their
refusal soft spoken. "Anshlien'ya," they called her, the archaic word for dawn. The nuance of their
dialect was lost upon Meiglin. She smiled back and never realized the idiom meant hope.

Always, she presumed the phrase was a blessing, spoken in casual courtesy. A Sorcerer, perhaps, might
have told her the truth, that Sanpashir's tribes revered silence. They never addressed anyone, unless their
words were of vital importance.

The tavern kept Meiglin too busy for curiosity. Asthe only respite within two days' ride, the taproom
served all comers. Sacred ground demanded that none be turned away. Meiglin poured beer and baked
waybread for the travelers. She listened, entranced, to more than one conversation held in the lilted
cadence of the old Paravian language. Where such speakers went, and on what obscure business, she
was too prudent to ask. She knew nothing of the tongue used for centuries by her forebears, which was a
clear blessing. The next hour, like as not, she could be serving a rowdy band of headhunters, seeking
trophy scalps for their saddle cloths. Such men rode through increasingly often, as the mayors grew fat
from their conquest.

Two trappers who boasted they had poached for game within the free wilds claimed the boldest of the
killers had no mercy. "They'll ride down bearing women, even children." Armed parties now scoured
deep into the hillsto claim the reward for murdered clansmen.

"Greedy fools, every one of them," snapped a merchant dining at the next trestle. "One encounter with
the old races, they're sure to go mad."

When the trappers scoffed, the fellow spoke of his grand-uncle. "He camped under a standing stone
once, when the unicorns ran under moonlight. Turned him witlessin a day. His wife had to spoon feed
the wretch till he died, and change his breeches each time he pissed himself. Y ou ask me, the world's
mysteries are best left aone. Let the clanborn skulk as they will in the wilds. It'samiserable life their
kind lead, anyway, with their witch blood bred to stand uncanny powers, and that curse on the seed of
their children.”

"I don't fear madness," the trapper declared. His burly companion shrugged also. "The sunchildren are
gone out of Selkwood, aswell as the centaurs who warded the forest. What cause is |€eft for the clansto
gainsay our right to hunt as we wish? Well pay tax for their head price until they back down, and leave
us the run of the country."

For as spring came round again, the rumors agreed. Under the Mistwraith's encroaching shadow, the
ancient mysteries appeared to be fading. Paravian presence was increasingly scarce. Town bounties were
taking their reiving toll, with the headhunters unafraid to ride out in force, and no centaur guardians to
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challenge their trespass.

For the first time, in Sanpashir, clan presence was suppressed. The scouts ceased treating with the inn
for provisions. They seldom ventured into the open, even to draw from the well. One star-strewn
nightfall, on atrip to haul water, Meiglin encountered a red-haired scout wearing atraditional clan braid.
The dusk bolstered her courage. For the first time, curiosity overcame her better sense. She ventured to
ask after the name that was all her mother had left her.

"Hewas afriend of my parents,” she explained, stumbling over the lie as the scout turned a piercing
glance upon her.

"Egan Teir'sDieneval, caithdein €an?' the clan woman inquired with raised eyebrows. She continued,
still speaking in fluent Paravian.

Meiglin forced an awkward smile into a silence of hanging expectancy. "I never studied the ancient
tongue,” she confessed at self-conscious length.

"No?' The scout shrugged, not offended. " Townborn were you, yes? Or of an outbred clan descent, but
too timid to try initiation?" Disinclined to linger for a tiresome explanation, the woman capped her
brimming flask. "Then the name and the history of sDieneval are no proper business for your ears, |
should think."

"Arethere kinfolk?' Meiglin pressed.

The scout paused. Her hands hovered forbiddingly close to her weapons, and her weathered features
turned grim. "None alive,” she admitted, impatient. "If your parents weren't told, the last child of that
lineage was slaughtered by the mob that savaged Tirans.”

"I didn't know. I'm sorry." Meiglin bent to the task of filling her bucket yoke, then trudged the worn path
to the tavern. No kin remained living. The knowledge reassured her. Surely no harm would come if the
bloodline she carried was abandoned to namel ess obscurity.

"Girl, you're mistaken."

Meiglin started in fierce surprise. An ancient desertman barred her way, his erect, scarecrow figure
shrouded in layers of sun-faded robes. His eyes were obsidian, and his face, crinkled leather, and his
approach had been eerily soundless. To further her upset, the yoke buckets swung at her jolted stop, and
slopped water into the sand.

"Forgive," she murmured, appalled and afraid. The way of the tribes held such waste as a desecration.
"Old one, | meant no wrong in your eyes."

"My eyes saw no wrong," the old man stated. The staccato emphasis of his native dialect came
measured, and carefully dignified. "A wrong can be forgiven and righted. Y et the waste of a birth giftis
not the same." His regard showed reproach. "Daughter,” he chided, "Shroud alight in a blanket, it must
start afire. Your dreamswill draw notice. Think carefully what you'll do when your talent fully
awakens."

Meiglin edged back in denial. "My dreams are just nightmares."

"Ah. And arethey, in fact?' The old man did not move aside. He bent down, scooped up the dollop of
damp sand and cupped it between seamed brown fingers. "Water speaks truth, child. Here, perhaps, a
thorn bush might sprout, that could not have grown but for carelessness. Y et for want of this moisture,
somewhere else, another useful plant withers. A seed bears no harvest, and a child, perhaps, starves for
the lack of its sustenance. That death in turn may become the one thing that brings on the ruin of atribe.
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Worse than that, maybe, if the lost child's destiny was fated. The waste of that life might perhaps come
to open the rift that unravels the world."

"Riddles." Meiglin sighed with cautious respect. "l don't understand aword of them."

"You will." The elder restored the damp earth with calm reverence. "Now, like spilled water, your
bounty could fall anywhere. When what you are can no longer be masked, you will sprout the seed of its
making. But then, heed me, daughter. The crop will be sown, and the choices you have will be few."

* % %
Meiglin returned to her duties, distressed. If her bloodline was fated, whom could she ask? Casual
guestions had become much too dangerous, with the least breath of gossip concerning the clans pursued
by the mayors' informants.
Nor could she ponder the desertman’'s warning. Already the taproom was packed to the rafters with three
caravans southbound from Atchaz. Merchants jammed the upstairs, two to a bed, with their dusty
assemblage of muleteers and armed outriders grown boisterous with strong beer and boredom. The press
and the noise forced the late courier bound for Innish to snatch supper in the inn's kitchen.

Meiglin overheard hisill news, while scouring the stacks of used crockery.

"Oh, you'll see business, come summer," the lean fellow told Tawbas, who had seized respite from the
uproarious singing to sit smoking his squat pipe at the trestle. "More than you wish for, no doubt."

The innkeeper grunted. " Prosperity's no bad thing to wish for. But in summer? No civilized man boils
his brains in Sanpashir. Not unless he's clanborn, and hunted, or a madman driven by devils."

"Devilsindeed," the courier confided. Over the course of his hurried meal, he broke his shattering ill
news. The defenders holding the Mistwraith in check had finally broken, at Spire. "Oh yes, there were
deaths, aright tragic toll of them." He went on, though Tawbas' complaisant disposition was unlikely to
mourn for the fallen. " Shand's liegemen foundered while fording the Ettin, which raged in the throes of
spring flood. The High King was lost, and the next heir aswell. The survivors are calling the new muster
at Firstmark, and trying against hope to regroup. And of course, the Fellowship Sorcerers have
summoned the next crown successor from Alland.”

"That one better travel more guarded than bullion," Tawbas ventured across a strained pause. His
cantankerous pipe had put itself out. Provoked by more than his usual irritation, he fussed over the steps
to relight it. "The outpost at Ganish has turned for the mayors. Surely you knew? Best if you don't speak
so freely of king's heirs. Desert law rules the road through these wastes, but fanatics still persecute
clanblood. | can't risk my inn to vigilante justice. More than one man's had his business burned down for
sympathy toward the wrong faction."

"That'swhy | can't stay," the courier confessed, and the discussion devolved into cut-throat haggling
over the cost of aremount.

Meiglin scrubbed pots, chilled by dread thoughts. The sorrow seemed inevitable, that the sun shining
over Sanpashir's bleak sands could be lost before summer solstice. If defenses at Firstmark could not be
restored, the scourge that had swallowed the rest of the continent might strike through and drown all the
world. The last patch of open sky would be gone. Even the southern reaches of Shand would become
choked under fog that no Sorcerer's resource might lift.

That night, Meiglin dreamed. Blank billows of mist closed with strangling force, until she choked under
afeatureless shroud that muffled the landscape in white. Sunless, the greening earth languished. Crops
failed, dusted with blight. Animals birthed stillborn offspring. On land and sea, the vigor of life waned
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away, until the weal of the world was left desolate.

"No!" Meiglin's cry raised a spurt of bright flame, a denouncement that sheared the dank quiet. When
the cruel fog tightened its grip in response, she shouted again, and a third time sealed her denial. Horror
for all of the land's spoiled grace drove her to desperate resistance. She would not give way, or let go of
hope, though the whisper of fate insisted the end held no opening for salvation.

"Words carry power, child," a solemn voice answered, rolling thunder across the sere landscape.
"Particularly words that are spoken three times, with heart and mind matched in conviction. Such fire as
that creates binding magic."

"Who are you?' Meiglin snapped, too wounded to be cowed by the warning spun through her dream.

"I speak with the voice of the Fellowship Sorcerers, whose will shaped the line of your ancestry.
SDieneval bears the power of prophecy. Beware how you wish, child. The mysteries are dwindled, not
vanished from the world. They still tend the living heart of the earth. The last centaur guardian stands
watch in Atainia. He will gather the thread of your steadfast desire. Through his hands, and the inherited
ties to your bloodline, you could be claimed as the vessel to enact afar greater charge than you realize.”

"I don't care!" The passion that moved Meiglin was aready raised, and blazed beyond hope of
guenching. "Three times spoken, or thrice three hundred, | won't endure aworld plunged into darkness."
No more thunder rolled. The wise voice kept its counsel. Meiglin came softly awake in the garret that
held her servant's pallet. No light burned but stars. Beyond the dusty panes of the casement, the night
hung in suspended stillness. Meiglin drew in a shaken breath, thick with scent of parched sand, a heat
brittle and dry as the scalded air over the coals of aforge fire. No breezes stirred. The earth seemed
gripped in hush, the eerie hesitation in time that only occurred when the desert tribes women held rites
at the dark of the moon. Meiglin lay wakeful. Folded into that fabric of silence, she let its deep peace
bring her ease. Unschooled as she was, she sensed nothing amiss. Nor did she know to look for the
errant, sown seed to bear fruit as the moon swelled into full phase.

* % %

That day, when it came, began without fanfare. Meiglin fed the hens and raked out the stables. She
kneaded the bread, then shouldered the unending task of washing and hanging out bed linens. Noon saw
her gathering in the dry sheets, then serving tables in the close shade of the inn's shuttered taproom.
Evening came on. The casements were latched back. A pall seemed to smear the northern horizon,
perhaps the first harbinger of the dread mist. Tawbas lingered outside while the afterglow faded, afraid
he had seen the last sunrise.

"Dust storm," said the outrider who jingled in after dark. "Just that and no more, though the sky you
enjoy here abides on its last, borrowed time." The company at his heels was quite large, arrived as the
inn usually closed for the night. The hour that had looked to be slow was made busy, with the trestles
crowded to capacity. Meiglin poured beer, washed spoons and filled plates, too engrossed to careif the
riders seemed closemouthed, with the odd man among them speaking low-voiced Paravian, or calling
for food with the snap of clan accents.

"They're king's men," said Tawbas, too uneasy to smoke in the lull, when the taproom finally emptied.
Under reddened light, as the cook banked the fires, he divulged perhaps more than was wise. "It's the
crowned heir of Shand, riding to battle the Mistwraith, and not wanting to draw undue notice. He'll take
water and provisions and leave before dawn, and not fare by way of the trade road."

"Ah, then they did come cross country?* said the cook, seated at last with her aching feet propped on the
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settle.

Tawbas nodded. "From the forest of Alland.” Which explained why hisinn had been visited unawares.
No traffic moved between Atchaz and Innish, that the fast-riding couriers did not mark beforehand.
"Meiglin," he added, "before you retire, please take the rind of leftover cheese and some bread and ale
for the horse master's groom in the stable.”

Meiglin fetched out the victuals. Willing to spare the exhausted cook, though too worn to retie her loose
hair, she carried the tray through the open, back door, into the moon-washed yard.

The groom her errand charged her to find was not asleep in the hayloft. He had been at the well, stripped
down for washing, when the rites of the tribes had displaced him. Lacking atowel, he had lingered
outside for the winds to scour him dry. His soaked hair hung in an uncombed tangle. The soiled clothes
he had intended to rinse still trailed from nonchalant fingers. He was gazing over the moon-flooded
sands, too enthralled by the peace of the open sky to notice he had an observer. There, Meiglin beheld
his naked form, bewitched herself by his beauty.

He was clanborn, to judge by the length of his hair, crimped in ripples from their custom of braiding. A
creature just barely grown into his manhood, with his broadened shoulders scul pted with muscle, and his
hips still boyishly slender. Meiglin froze between steps, the breath caught in her throat. Despite the
shocked blush flaming her cheeks, she was unable to stop herself staring.

The inadvertent chink of atankard betrayed her. The boy turned, all male, his features unveiled by the
moonlight. Meiglin cried out with stunned recognition. Dreams had shown her that face, aswell as the
fate that must darken the course of the future.

"Don't go!" she blurted.

"Y ou've seen me," he accused, as startled as she to discover himself under scrutiny. "Y ou shouldn't. The
Fellowship Sorcerers cast a glamour.”

Meiglin's reply was unwontedly tart. "You're a bit hard to miss, are you not, in plain sight? And no
groom as well, despite your claim to the contrary."

His eyebrows went up. "Then you know who | am?' He glanced, chagrinned, at the clothesin his
fingers, too proud to retreat in embarrassment. " The glamour concealed me from everyone else. Are you
warded, or just uncommonly fey?"

"I don't carry an amulet.” Meiglin lingered, bereft of good sense, just as uselessly unable to recover the
courtesy to turn away from the sight of him. His blue eyes held the same brash glint she recalled,
touched silver under the moon.

"Don't go," she repeated. "l beg of you, don't. No good will come of your sacrifice."

His attentive gaze sharpened, as though, just that moment, he saw her for what she was. He strode
forward. Breeches and shirt dropped from his heedless fingers, with only the tray's width between them.
"If you're prophet enough to know who | am, then you'll see why | must go forward."

Meiglin shook her head. "I know nothing," she blurted, "except for your death, should you choose this
road's bitter turning."

He regarded her, torn though by his anguish. "I can't go into exile through Westgate! Oh, the other kings
heirs went tamely enough. The Sorcerers were adamant that each royal bloodline should be secured in
safety. Yet was | not born, except to stand guard for the soil under my feet? What life could | live,
forsaking this ground, and fleeing the charge of my heritage? | am not going to run. Thisis my place!
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My crown oath of protection shall not be forsworn while the Mistwraith claimsfinal triumph.”

"Don't go," Meiglin begged, wide awake to the peril of words that were spoken thrice over. Y et the same
stubborn hope that held him in denial kept her rooted until that fateful third time, he refused.

She dropped the tray. It fell with a crash of smashed crockery at her feet. Before she could bend, or
exclaim in dismay, she found herself swept headlong into his arms,

"You'll cut yourself," he murmured in startled distress.

She opened her mouth, intending to chide. His concern was not worth foolish gallantry. Instead, she
found herself meeting his kiss. Then his fingers captured the rich fall of her hair. He laid claim to her,
there, while the moon shone down upon their twined forms and knotted a binding enchantment. He had
silken, clean skin and a stag's rugged strength. The impetuous vitality behind his aware touch left
Meiglin no breath for refusal. The spontaneous alchemy wrought by his embrace awoke her untapped,
woman's passion.

He came to himself first, pulled back in dismay, and attempted a sensible apology. "Forgive me. You're
beautiful. It's my bullish nature, charging ahead without manners. Never mind the broken plates. I'll pick
up the mess. Go safely inside and forget me."

Meiglin looked into those moon-touched, clear eyes, possessed as though she was dreaming. Before he
could loosen his grip, or stand off, she felt the cold wind from the future blow through, and scatter all
prudence beforeit. "I won't go. Not inside. If the moon and the stars are as precious as that, let the
Mistwraith not triumph, at least on this night.” Whole hearted, she invited his eager heat. Her hands
stroked his living, naked flesh, until she felt his response trample reason.

The warm sands of Sanpashir cradled their lovemaking through that night of wild abandon. They lay,
obliviousto all but each other, while the desert tribes women chanted completion, and danced the rites
of full moon at the well.

By sunrise, he was gone, and with him, the name that Meiglin had neglected to ask of him. The
throbbing, sweet ache of shared pleasure stayed with her, and a memory as rich asfine wine. That was
al, so she thought; her gift nothing more than a comfort exchanged before his demise overtook him.
Except her monthly courses delayed, and then, never came. The queasy stomach that distressed her each
morning soon raised the cook's ribald comment.

"Better cozen a wealthy merchant, my dear. A fat one who's older, and bedazzled enough to take you on
asamistress. Or else, sure's frost, the minute you're showing, Tawbas is bound to dismiss you. It's tribal
law, did you not understand? The sacred ground of the spring cannot be defiled by lewd acts that offend
their barbaric goddess."

Meiglin scrubbed pots, too wretched to argue. The child she carried could not be unmade. More than lust
had arranged its conception. Nonethel ess, the shame scalded. The uncanny power invoked through her
dreams had dealt her an unkindly quandary. Now she faced the selfsame ruin that had undone her
mother. The well-meant advice of the cook was no option. Meiglin could not bear the lie, to dizzy some
gullible merchant with flirting kisses and flattery. The uglier prospect ran her blood cold, that she might
be forced to seek haven at Innish, and earn living wage as a harlot. Though her agonized thoughts
showed no better alternative, she refused to consider the herbal decoction the whores used to force an
abortion. Bound by full knowledge of what she had done, she could not evade the harsh consequence.
The child she harbored was a doomed father's legacy, sown under the shadow of prophecy.

Distraught with dread for her reckoning with Tawbas, Meiglin skulked like a ghost. She kept her head
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down, and finished the day's chores, one wearing week after the next.

When she went to the well, the desertfolk watched her. Their wise eyes surely read the fact she was
bearing long before the first bulge strained her waistline. Once, awizened matriarch grasped at her
sleeve and gave warning in broken dialect.

"Dearie, the spirit you carry makes herself heard. She very well could draw the wrong sort of notice,
with our world the more sorrowful for it."

Meiglin fled, her buckets abandoned. No voluminous apron or unbelted shift could shelter her for much
longer. Once Tawbas noticed, she would be turned out, with no place to go, and no family name to grant
her a stay of protection.

Y et before that momentous crisis could break, the unborn child herself attracted the eyes of an outside
awareness. A party of three Koriani enchantresses ventured into Sanpashir, cloaked head to foot in their
rich purple mantles, and the secrecy of their order. They traveled without escort, and ate in the common
room, al to themselvesin one corner. Meiglin felt their rapt gaze as she swept and fetched soup. Even
through walls, she was made aware of their piercing, unnatural interest. Retreat to the stable failed to
shake their spelled touch. These women with their uncanny arts had not visited the tavern by chance.
Meiglin shed tears in a mare's dusty mane, unable to shake looming dread. Power had found her. The
gifts of her lineage were too brilliant to mask, and her straits left her desperately vulnerable.

Through the blinding heat of the |ate afternoon, the elder enchantress drew Tawbas aside and tried to
buy Meiglin's service.

By then, Meiglin kneaded fresh dough in the kitchen. She heard the low-voiced exchange nonethel ess,
caught up in somnolent reverie.

"Y our serving girl has fey blood, were you made aware when you took her in?' The senior with the red
bands of rank on her sleeves went on to disclose the bald truth. " She dreams with the voice of a prophet.
Tawbas had not known. Nor was he at ease to find he had sheltered a clan foundling with errant talent.
The old woman conferred amid arustle of silk robes. "We can pay, and quite well, for the privilege of
taking the chit into Koriani fosterage."

Plainspoken Tawbas seemed lost for words, but not to the point of grasping the offer dishonestly. "She's
not my kin, but only ahireling. In fairness, Meiglin should speak for herself."

Summoned forthwith, and granted the courtesy of a private room for the interview, Meiglin stood under
the austere scrutiny of the sisterhood of enchantresses. The women measured her from under their hoods
with the covetous interest of vultures.

They wasted no breath. "Y our child will be born a mage-gifted girl. Come with us, take an initiate's oath
with our order, and you can bear her with honor, in safety."

"And then?' Meiglin asked, uncertain and frightened. "What would become of us, after?"

The enchantresses stirred, as though touched by a breeze. The youngest of them offered answer. "Y our
daughter would be raised by the order, with al of her gifts given nurture. Y ou are past the age to be
trained to our arts, a sad loss, but not beyond salvage. Y our life as a dedicate would be well spent in
charitable service to humanity."

Meiglin met those unswerving, stony eyes, and found them darkened with secrets. "What aren't you
telling me?"

"Initiates cannot be mothers,” their senior admitted with arid impatience. "Our vows require us to
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renounce ties to family. Join us, and you and your child will never want. But your lives, by our custom,
must be separate.”

Ripped by formless doubt, as inflamed by headstrong will as she had been on the night she lay wanton
under the moonlight, Meiglin straightened. "No. Keep your fee. I'll take my chances with Tawbas."

"He must turn you out," the crone warned, set back and sharply displeased. "Our scryers have aready
foreseen that future. It's a miserable, short life in the brothels of Innish, and no lot to inflict on a daughter
who's sure to inherit the gifts of your bloodline."

"No," Meiglin stated, and then, "no," again, to seal her adamant rejection.

The Koriathain stood. Before they could move, or lock the closed door, Meiglin ducked past, her heart
pounding. She would not turn back. The mere thought scared her white. She had experienced such
jagged panic before: the same avarice had glittered in the eyes of the madam who had sold out her
mother to bountymen.

"Girl!" snapped the cook, as Meiglin bolted through the kitchen. "Are you brainless? Would you spit in
contempt at the only chance you'll ever have at salvation?"

“I'll not live in oath-bound confinement!" Meiglin plunged through the side door, clambered over the
midden, and fled at reckless speed across the baked earth of the hen yard. She slammed the wicket gate,
wrung breathless as the sun blazed down on her uncovered head, and her composure finally shattered.
She stumbled, blindly sobbing, and collided headfirst into the arms of a stranger.

"Y ou've no wish to take vows as a Koriani witch? Truly, my colleagues thought you might not." The old
man smelled of wild herbs and wood smoke, as though he had slept in his robes by afire out in the open.
His manner reflected astringent delight as he set her back on her feet. "If you like, we could make that
the grounds for afriendly conversation."

Meiglin gasped. Released from a touch of such subtlety, she scarcely felt discomposed, she blotted her
eyes, and regarded the being who addressed her with wry invitation.

"That depends on what you want." She raked tumbled hair from her face, unsettled enough to stay wary.
"Have | acted disreputable?' The old man looked chagrinned. "In strict fact, young mistress, your will
binds mine. Any words we exchange depend on what you want, lastborn daughter of sDieneval."

Struck still, Meiglin stared. "Who are you?"' she whispered. But the uncanny reach of his presence spoke
for him. Without asking, she knew: this was no desert elder before her, although his brown, crinkled skin
and salt hair lent him the same air of earth-chiseled dignity. His clothes were atinker's, loomed from
faded wool, and the lavender-gray mantle rolled on his back seemed to hold his scanty possessions.
Nonetheless, he was no feckless wanderer. Meiglin's skin prickled before the awareness that those quiet,
pale eyes |ooked straight through her.

Here stood living power, aforce of pent stillness masked over in gentleness that could, if it moved, shift
the world.

"Y ou come from the Fellowship," Meiglin said in blanched shock.

The Sorcerer raised amused eyebrows. "Did you expect less?' His eyes surveyed her, thoughtful, their
tawny depths mild as sunlight struck through the shallows of a brook. "We are our own emissaries. As
you wish, you may call me Ciladis."

Meiglin measured that statement, still taken aback by his unprepossessing appearance. Fellowship
Sorcerers had made the first kings, were the power behind the compact that bound the clan forefathers
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into Paravian service. The blood heritage she had refused to acknowledge could not be evaded before
such as he.

Meiglin stood dumbstruck, scarcely able to think.

Still gentle, he broke the silence for her. "Shall | give you the truth that the witches withheld? Y ou will
give birth to the child of a prophecy. In sorrow, | must tell you, the choice upholding that burden is
great. Already, your unborn daughter is fatherless."

As though the firm ground had dissolved underfoot, Meiglin trembled, the pain a bright arrow struck
through her. The name of the boy she had loved had not mattered. One night, he had touched her. Now,
al her days, her sorrow must endure, a grief that would never be partnered. "He's lost so soon?"

The Sorcerer's hands caught and steadied her, then guided her unbalanced steps toward the shade. "L ast
night, he passed over. Your dream did not lie. Beside you, my Fellowship mourns for him."

Meiglin permitted herself to be set down on the stone wall that cut the stiff breeze off the desert. "The
Mistwraith will triumph,” she whispered, bereft.

The Sorcerer could not change that desolate fact. "Y et even defeat does not mean we are lost. The future
could hold alast chance of reprieve, one spark upon which to build hope. The royal lineage of Shand is
not ended. Because of your courage, a successor remains. She's the daughter you're carrying, Meiglin.”
Hands closed over the swell of her womb, Meiglin found herself desperately shaking.

Ciladis surefingers laced over her own. "Here." His clasp affirmed what she had known al along, that
this one precious life could become the lynchpin that hung the world's destiny.

"There's more," said the Sorcerer, as though his quizzical gaze tracked her thoughts. "Y our child also
bears the blood of sDieneval, aline that has served at the right hand of kings for more than a thousand
years. That's arather hair-raising legacy. In fact, she's twice endowed with precocious talent, afix that
could drive my six colleagues to fits, and bedevil her future descendents.”

Hisirreverent humor sparked Meiglin to laughter. "Y ou're warning me she'll be atrial to raise?’

Ciladis still chuckled. "Very. Does that knowledge please you? It should. | have come, because as the
mother of royalty, you're entitled to ask for my help."

The words, foreordained, ripped through Meiglin like storm. "I would do anything, all that you ask, to
deny the Mistwraith its conquest. Under such a binding, this child was conceived. | will name her Dari
when sheisborn. Now tell me the fate that is best for her."

The Sorcerer smiled with forthright relief. "Dari sSAhelas she must become, if you grant your consent to
acknowledge her paternal birthright. Raise her in love, Meiglin. The Fellowship will provide you the
means. If, when the time comes, you are still sincere, your daughter must be offered the path her
wayward father rejected.”

"Exile through Westgate?"

Ciladis nodded. "For safety's sake. If she chooses to go, if she shoulders the weight of her royal heritage,
she must make her way in free will."

"She will go," Meiglin whispered. The tears burned her lids and spilled over again, for alove she had
held for one moment, and lost. "Had her father done the same, | would never have lain with him, and he
would still be alive."

The Sorcerer raised afingertip to her brow, testing, that light touch all he needed be reassured of her
steadfast commitment. "Meiglin," he stated. "Y our courage is blessed. Did you know, your true heart
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may yet forge the path that will hold the light for the future?”’

Back | Next
Contents
Framed

file:/lIK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 8.htm (17 of 17)7-1-2007 23:47:57


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm
file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229.htm

- Chapter 9

Back | Next
Contents

file://IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229 _ 9.htm (1 of 20)7-1-2007 23:47:58


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/0743488229_toc.htm

- Chapter 9

The Afterlife of St. Vidicon of Cathode

A Warlock Story
Christopher Stasheff

With thanks to Morris McGeg,
onorary Father-General, and to Laurie Patten,
honorary Mother Superior of the Order of Cassettes.

* % %

(INTRODUCTION)

The abbot waited in the convent's audience chamber, fascinated by the beauty drawn from its flat planes
and minimal furniture by the glow of waxed golden paneling, the vivid color of the spray of flowersina
ceramic vase of elegant simplicity, and the two pictures adorning the walls, lighted by the windows
opposite—an old woman next to a young on the wall facing the bench on which he sat, and on the wall
at hisleft, the cowled face of aman in middle age, his brooding expression softened by the twinklein
his eye. If he was the man the abbot suspected, the artist had caught his character perfectly, leaving an
elegant legacy to her successors. The whole room spoke of the care and devotion of the women of the
Order, and of their dedication to their vocation.

The door opened to admit awoman of his own age, no longer slender, but with akind though firm look
to her eyes. The abbot rose in deference.

"Sit, please, my lord," the nun said with a dlight frown. " Surely the abbot of the Order of St. Vidicon
should not stand to a mere nun."

"Any gentleman should stand when alady enters aroom." But the abbot sat as she bade. "Certainly the
abbot should show respect for the Mother Superior of the Order of Cassettes."

"I am only Sister Paterna Testa, asimple nun like al my sisters,” the woman said primly. "As you know,
my lord, we are not officially sanctioned nor formally an Order, so our leaders have never claimed such
atitle.

"If it comesto titles, | am not alord,” the abbot said with a smile of amusement. "I am a peasant, the son
of peasants.”

"Then you do not use the title when you speak with dukes and earls?' Sister Paterna Testa was skeptical.
"I will admit to that much of worldly vanity," the abbot said without the slightest sign of contrition. "I
cannot risk their contempt when | berate them for their treatment of their peasants, after all."

"I have heard that you do just that," Sister Paterna Testa said, "when most of your predecessors rarely
emerged from their monastery, and then only by royal summons.”
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"Or in outrage at the actions of the monarch.” The abbot nodded. "It has seemed to me that if |
remonstrate with the lords, or even Their Majesties, while their sins are still minor, | may be ableto
prevent the growth of conditions great enough that | am forced to speak in indignation."

"And so it has occurred, from what rumor tellsme." Sister Paterna Testa nodded. " So are you come to
remonstrate with me, and demand that my Order be brought within your jurisdiction?*

"Heaven forfend!" The abbot raised his palms as though to ward off a horror. "But it does seem to me
that the only two Ordersin the land should be in communication, and that your Order should be
officially recognized as being in every way the equal of mine."

"That is quite generous,” Sister Paterna Testa said slowly, "but we have managed well for centuries
without such recognition—indeed, without your knowledge. How did you learn of us?'

"Word of your aiding the High Warlock and the High Witch might have been kept to yourselves,” the
abbot said with asmile, "but not news of the battle you fought to aid him. Minstrels have spread the tale
throughout the length and the breadth of the land, so it finally reached even my ears.”

"Minstrels! | like not the sound of that." Sister Paterna Testa turned away, frowning. "The Queen shall
no doubt summon us now to be sure we count ourselves her vassals.”

"Sheismore likely to summon you to heal those sunk in melancholy or beset by delusions,” the abbot
said, "but no matter her motive, it would strengthen your position to be officially constituted, and
recognized by the Pope."

"I had heard that His Holiness had finally found Gramarye." Sister Paterna Testa turned her frown back
to the abbot.

"He has, but felt it sufficient to leave us to the ministrations of the Father-General of our Order," the
abbot said.

"Then we stand on quicksand," Sister Paterna Testa said, "for we have no abbess or mother-general .”
"Quite so," said the abbot, "since there is no Order of Cassettes anywhere but in this convent, whereas
the Order of St. Vidicon has chapter houses on every Terran-colonized planet.”

"We have as firm a claim to his founding as have you!"

"I do not doubt it," said the abbot, "and you thereby have as good a claim to exist asin independent
Order, subject only to the Holy Father."

Sister Paterna Testa knit her brows, searching his eyes for duplicity and finding none. Slowly, then, she
said, "How could we prove such a claim, though? The Vatican will scarcely accept our unsupported
word."

"This picture will support your claim by itself." The abbot nodded at the painting of the monk. "If it
matches photographs in the archives of our Order, few can gainsay you. It is painted from life, isit not?"
"From memory, at least." Sister Paterna Testa turned to the portrait. "It was drawn by the young woman
who became our second leader, some years after the visitation of the monk who saved her, and our
founder. He would not say his name, though."”

"Y et hetold you tales of St. Vidicon that we know not," the abbot said, "or so the minstrels have even
sung—that you have knowledge of the Saint that we have not."

"So that is why you have come!" Sister Paterna Testa turned back to him, amused. "Y ou mean to trade
your support for our knowledge, isthat it?"

"Our support will be freely given if you will haveit." It was the abbot's turn to be prim.
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"And you expect our knowledge to be freely given aso?' Sister Paterna Testa asked with atrace of
irony. "Well, it shall be so, for we believe that knowledge should be free to all who wish to learn it.”

"I have seen your school for the peasant children, and it is elegant proof of that claim,” the abbot said.
"If you wish to share, | shall not refuse.”

"Be skeptical," Sister Paterna Testa warned him. "This may be only tales of imagination, that some
gifted nun made up to while away awinter's evening for her sisters—and if itis, | am sureit has gained
episodes from other tellers as the winters have rolled.”

"Or it could indeed be words | eft to you by that monk." The abbot nodded at the portrait. "l promise |
shall not be credulous, sister, for who could know the events that befell the Saint after his death?”
"Only oneinspired by St. Vidicon himself," Sister Paterna Testa sighed, "or one who delighted in
imagining what befell the Foe of Perversity in the afterlife. Y ou remember how St. Vidicon died?”
"Who does not?' the abbot asked. "Though it is hard for any of usto believe that aworld so full of
people as Old Earth could be so blinded by prejudice and ignorance as to seek to obliterate the Roman
Catholic Church."

"Impossible though it seems, our traditions speak of it."

The abbot nodded. "We have histories of Terrathat testify to it, ones brought by our ancestors when they
came to this world—and not Church histories only, but also those by lay scholars, non-Catholics,
agnostics, and even an atheist.”

"Doyou really?" Sister Paterna Testalooked up with interest. "Do they also tell that only a speech by
our Holy Father the Pope was able to save the Church?

"They do indeed, for apparently he was an extremely charismatic speaker."

"But how could the whole world hear him?

"Y ou must promise me not to speak of thisto any outside our Orders," the abbot admonished, "and
swear your nunsto silence, too, for we do not wish the people of Gramarye to be contaminated by too
much knowledge of advanced technology."

"Even so was the wish of our ancestors, though | sometimes question their wisdom," Sister Paterna Testa
said. "Well, asyou ask, | shall promise. How was it done?"

"By amagical instrument called 'television,' by which the picture of the Holy Father was projected into
every living room on the planet," the abbot said, "or at least those who chose to see it—and since the
Issue was hotly debated, more than half the planet watched. Certainly all the Catholics did, and the
fallen-away Catholics, of whom there were many, many more."

"And St. Vidicon was responsible for maintaining this magic spell?"

"This electronic miracle, let us say," the abbot answered. "It was he who was the engineer who oversaw
the operation of the transmitter—»but the instrument was old and faulty, and kept burning out resistors
and failing."

"So he took the place of that resistor,” Sister Paterna Testa said in awe.

"He did indeed, and the Pope's speech was heard through to the end,” the abbot said. "Fallen-away
Catholics came flooding back into the churches, and the world's governments saw that they could not
rule against so very many of their citizens—so the Church was saved."

"But Father Vidicon was dead," Sister Paterna Testa whispered.

The abbot nodded. "The electrical fire that had burned out the resistors, also burned out hislife. He was
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declared a saint within the year, for none could doubt that he was a martyr for the Faith."

"None could," Sister Paterna Testa agreed, "though by the time the Pope declared his knowledge, many
miracles had already saved those who called upon the Saint for aid.”

The abbot nodded. "Any who worked with magical equipment, even as Father Vidicon had."

"Of course." Sister Paterna Testa smiled. "By the time they called upon him, St. Vidicon had already
bested the worst of the spirits that plague humankind with the urge to fail, and thereby turn their own
devices against them."

"What spirits were those?' The abbot |eaned forward, the intensity of his hunger for learning finally
unveiled. "How did Father Vidicon defeat them?”

Sister Paterna Testa laughed softly, then began the tale.

* * %

(ENDING)

"So our Order was founded by one who served as the channel for Creation?' the abbot asked, his eyes
alight with the glory of the tale.

"So the tales say." Sister Paterna Testa's eye twinkled. "But would it not be avictory for Finagle if we
were to believe such atale as might be made up by a nun with awild imagination?"

"Or by apriest like our own Father Ricci, hiswas not above a prank or two." The abbot grinned, sharing
her amusement. "Well, Sister, when | write down this account, | shall caution all who read it to take it as
pure imagination—an amusing tale only, but one that illustrates Father Vidicon's essential nature.”
"Whichis?'

"Devout, but with a sense of humor—and a huge enjoyment of irony, and a delight in solving
paradoxes." The abbot throttled back his amusement and nodded. "Have no fear, Sister—this tale may
not be true, but it isan inspiration.”

"Indeed—for any member of your order must be an engineer before he can become a monk, is that not
so?"'

"Itis.”

"Then how shall we claim descent from St. Vidicon?' Sister Paterna Testa demanded. "We are not
engineers, after al, but teachers and healers."”

"Healers of the human mind," the abbot pointed out, "and | cannot help but think, Sister Paterna Testa,
that so complex an entity as the brain must easily be liable to as much confusion and paradox as any
computer.”

Now Sister Paterna Testa smiled with her full warmth, face radiant as she leaned forward and rested her
hand on his. "Trust me, Father Abbot—it surpasses them all."

When that the blessed Father Vidicon did seize upon a high-voltage line and did cleave unto it, aye, even
unto death, so that the words of our blessed Holy Father the Pope might reach out through the satellites
to all the television transmitters of the world, for the saving of our most Holy and Catholic Church—aye,
when that he did thus die for the Faith and did pass into one enduring instant of blinding pain, he was
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upheld and sustained by the knowledge that, dying a martyr, he would pass straightway to Heaven and
be numbered among the Blest.

How great was his dismay, then, to find himself, as the pain dimmed and awareness returned, falling
through darkness, amidst a cold that did sear his soul. Distantly did he espy certain suns, and knew
thereby that he did pass through the Void, and that his eternal fall was not truly so, but was only the
absence of gravity. Indeed, he knew the place for an absence of all, and fear bit his soul—for thus, he
knew must Hell be: a place of lacking, of absence of being.

Then, in histerror, did he cry out in anger, "My God! For Thee did | give my lifel Wherefore hast thou
doomed me?"' Y et no sooner were the words said than he did repent, and cursed himself for afaithless
fool, thus to doubt even now in death, that the Christ would uphold him.

And straightway on the heels of that thought, came the shock of insight—for he saw that, if he did dieto
cheat the Imp of the Perverse, defeating Finagle himself by his very perversity, he must needs expect
reversal of expectation—which isto say that, if he died expecting the vistas of Heaven, he would most
certainly discover the hollowness of Hell.

Then courage returned, and resolution; for he did come to see that the struggle was not ended, but only
begun anew—that if he did desire Heaven, he would have to win to it. Then did he wonder if even the
saints, they who dwelt in God, could count their toils ended—or if they chose eternally to struggle
‘gainst greater forces.

Then did his Mission become clear to him, and the blessed knew wherefore he had come to this Void.
The enemy 'gainst whom he had striven throughout his life, endured still—and now would Father
Vidicon confront him, and look upon his face.

With the thought, hisfall slowed, and he saw the mouth of atunnel ope in the darkness before him, and
it did glow within, asullen red. Closer it did come, and wider, stretching and yawning to swallow him;
yet Father Vidicon quailed not, nor tried to draw back. Nay, bravely he stood, stalwart in nothingness;
yea, even eagerly did he strain forward, to set foot upon infirm, fungoid flesh and stride into Hellmouth.

As he strode, the sullen glow did brighten, gaining heat until he feared it would sear hisflesh, then
remembered that he had none. Brighter and hotter it flowed, until he turned thorough a bend in its tube,
and found himself staring upon the Imp of the Perverse.

Gross it was, and pal pable, swollen with falsehood and twisted with paradoxes. Syllogisms sprouted
from its sides, reaching toward Father Vidicon with complexes of bitterness, and it stood but did not
stand, on existential extensions.

"Turn back!" roared the Imp, in awesome sardonicism. "Regress, retrograde! For none can progress that
do come within!"

"Avaunt thee!" cried Father Vidicon. "For | know thee of old, bloody Imp! 'Tis thou who dost drive
every suicide, thou who dost strengthen the one arm of the Bandit who doth rob the gambler compulsive,
thou who dost bring down freezing snow upon the recumbent form of the will-leached narcotic! Nay, |
know thee of old, and know that he who retreats from thee, must needs pursue thee! Get THEE behind
ME—for | shall surpass thee!"

"Wilt thou, then?" cried the Imp. "Then look to thy defense—for | shall undo thee!"

Then agreat calm came upon the Blessed One, and he slowly stood straight, smiling gently and saying,
"Nay, | shall not—for | know now that to become defensive is to bend the sword so that it strikes against
thyself. Nay, | shall not defend, but offend!" And so saying, he leaped upon the Imp, striking out with
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hisfist.

But the Imp raised up a shield, a plane of white metal, flat as afact and bare as statistics, and polished to
so high agloss that it might not have existed. "See!" cried the Imp, full of glee. "See the monster thine
offense hath wrought!”

And staring within, Father Vidicon did behold a face twisted with hatred, tortured with self-doubt, bare-
faced as alie and bound by the Roman collar of law.

Y et the Blessed One did not recoil. Nay, he did not so much as hesitate to question himself or his cause;
only, with avoice filled with agony, did he cry, "Oh my Lord! Now preserve me! Give me, | beg of
Thee, some weapon against the wiles and malice of the Imp's Shield of Distortion!"

He held up his hands in supplication—and Lo! In hisleft, ablade did appear, gleaming with purity, its
edge glittering with exquisite monofilament sharpness—and in the Blessed One's palm, its handle
nestled, hollow to the blade folded.

Theimp sneered in laughter and cried, " See how they master doth requite thee! In exchange for thy life,
he doth grant thee naught but a dlip of ablade, which could not pierce so much as a misapprehension!"
"Not so," cried Father Vidicon, "for this Razor is Occam's!”

So saying, he slashed out at the shield. The Imp screamed and cowered away—nbut the Blessed One
pursued, slicing at the Shield of Distortion and crying, "Nay, thou canst not prevail! For | could have
wasted eternity wondering where the fault lay in me, that could so twist my face and form into Evil! Yet
the truth of it is shown by this Razor as it doth cleave this Shield!"

So saying, he swung the blade, and it cleaved the Shield in twain, revealing hidden contours, convexities
and concavities of temporizing and equivocating. The Imp screamed in terror and the Blessed One cried,
" "Tis not my image that is hideous, but thy shield that is warped!"

Dropping its shield, the Imp spun away, whirling beyond Father Vidicon, to flee toward the Outer Dark.
Filled with righteous rage, the Blessed One turned to follow it—but he brought himself up short at a
thought; for ‘twas almost as though a voice spoke within him, saying, Nay! Thou must not seek to
destroy, for thus thou wouldst become thyself an enemy of Being. Contain only, and control; for the
supporting of Life will lead Good to triumph; but the pursuit of Destruction in itself doth defeat good!
The Blessed One bowed his head in chagrin—and there, even there in the throat of hell, did he kneel and
join his hands in penitence. "Pardon, my Master, that in my weakness, | would have forgotten the
commandment of thine example." And he held up the Razor on his open palm, praying, "Take again the
instrument wrought for Thee by Thy faithful servant William—for | need it not, now. For thou, oh God,
art my strength and my shield; with Thee, | need naught.”

Light winked along the length of the blade, and it was gone.

Father Vidicon stood up then, naked of weapons and solitary in hisfeelings; yet his heart was light and
his resolution was strengthened. "Whither Thou wilt lead me, my Lord," he murmured, "1 will go; and
with what adversaries thou shalt confront me, | shall contend.”

So saying, he strode forth down the throat of Hell; but the song that rose to hislips was a psam.

St. Vidicon strode bravely onward though the throat of Hell. Having routed the Imp of the Perverse, he
did not seek escape, but strode ahead in answer to the Call he felt, the new vocation the Lord had given
him.
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But as he went, the crimson of the walls about him darkened down toward ruby, then darkened further
still, toward purple. Protuberances began to rise up from the floor, each taller than the last, excrescences
that did stand upon slender stalks as high as hiswaist. Then did their tips begin to broaden and to swell,
until he saw that, every few paces, he did pass a glowing ball that stood by his hip. And he did see a strip
upon the ceiling that did widen, with decorations that did glow upon it, curliques and arabesques. It
sprouted chandeliers, and square they were, or rectangular; and they did hang down from chains at each
corner. Y et neither were they chains, but cables, or aye, rods. "These are like to tables," Father Vidicon
did muse, "tablesinverted." Then he noticed that a bulge, extruding from the ceiling, did broaden out,
then sprouted up upon a side. The good Father Vidicon frowned and bethought him, " 'Tislike unto a
chair." And it was, in truth.

Thus did the Saint realize that he did pace upon the ceiling of a hallway, with astrip of carpet Oriental,
and with chairs and tables hanging up above his head. And |o! He did pass by a mirror set into the wall,
that did glow with the maroon of the wall across from it; and as he did step past, he saw himself
inverted, with chest and hip vanishing upward. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, to rid
himself of the sight; and when he did ope his eyes he did see that the walls now did flow past him
toward his front; indeed, the mirror did slide past a second time, from back to fore. With every step he
took, the walls went farther past, and dizziness did claim him. Then did thrills of danger course
throughout his nerves, for he saw that he had come upon aregion of inversion, where all was upside
down, and progress turned to regress; where every step forward took him two steps backward, and all
was opposite to how it should have been. "I near the Demon," he bethought himself, and knew that he
came nigh the spirit of illogic.

Y et the Saint perceived that he could not approach that spirit, unless it chanced that he might discover
some way to progress. He stopped; the motion of the wall stopped with him, asit should; and Father
Vidicon did grin with delight, then took one step backward. In truth, the wall did then move from front
to back. He laughed with joy, and set off, walking backward. The mirror slid past him again, going from
the front then toward the back, as was fit and proper. So thus, retreating ever, Father Vidicon went
onward toward the Spirit of Contrariness.

And lo! The Spirit did come nigh, though he moved not; for he stood, arms akimbo, feet apart, smiling at
Father Vidicon as he watched the good Saint come; and the Spirit's eyes were shielded behind two
curving planes of darkness. From head to foot he was clothed in khaki, aye even to his shirt, where it did
show between lapels, and his necktie was of brown. Clean-shaven he was, and long-faced, smiling with
delight full cynical, and crowned with a cap high-peaked, with a polished visor, and insigniae did gleam
upon his shoulder boards.

Then Father Vidicon did halt some paces distant, filled with wariness, and quoth he, "I know thee,
Spirit—for thou art Murphy!"

But, "Nay," quoth the Spirit, "for any trace of any person who dwellsin thy real world hath been
swallowed up in the mythic figure that hath grown of its own accord and become myself. | am not
Murphy, therefore, but someone else by that same name."

Father Vidicon's face did darken then. "Deceive me not. Thou it is who hath enunciated that fell
principle by which all human projects come to doom."

"The doom's within the doer,” the Spirit answered. "How may | exorciseit? Nay, 'tisthey who bring it
out, not |."
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"Thou speakest false, fell foel" Father Vidicon did cry. "Well dost thou know the wish to fail is buried
deep in most and, left to lie, would sleep quiescent. 'Tis thou dost invest each mortal, thou who dost
nurture and encourage that doom-laden wish!

But the Spirit's smile remained, untouched. "If | do, what boots it? Wouldst thou truly blame me for
encouragement?’

"For nurture of foul folly, aye! Asthou wouldst know, if thou didst not ook upon the world through thy
fell filters of Inversion!" Thereupon did Father Vidicon leap forth to seize those darkened lenses of the
Spirit, to rip away the shadow's shades, crying, "L ook not through your glasses, darkly!"

They came away within his hand, yet not only those dark lenses, but all the face, peeling off the Spirit's
head like shriveled husk, exposing there within, a mass of hair.

Father Vidicon gazed on the coiffure, stunned.

Slowly, then, the Spirit turned, hair sliding aside to show another face. Hooded eyes now gazed upon the
Saint, darkened indeed, but not in frames; for his eyes were naught but frosted glass, and his twisting
mouth a grinning grimace.

Father Vidicon did swallow thickly, and looked down into his hands, where he beheld the back side of
the empty face. "Truth," he cried, "l should have thought! Thou hast backward worn thy wear!"

But the Spirit chortled then, "Not so! Behold my buskins!"

Then Father Vidicon looked down and found the Spirit spoke in sooth. The back sides of his shoes were
there, and his toes did point away upon the other side. "Alas!" the good Saint cried, "What boots it?"
Then up he raised his gaze and did declare, " Thy head's on backwards!"

"In sooth." The Spirit grinned. "Wouldst thou expect aught else?

"Nay, surely!" Father Vidicon now clamped his haw and folded all his featuresin afrown. "I should
have known! Thou art the jaundiced Janus."

"Two-faced in truth," the Spirit did agree.

"That thou art not! Truth there cannot be in him who's two-faced. Thy hinder face was false!"

"What else?' The Spirit shrugged. "Y et canst thou be sure of the falsehood of that face? Mayhap another
countenance doth lie beneath my hair, and | have truly eyes behind, as well as those before."

"Nay, that sight must be seen," the Saint then said, and looking up to Heaven he did pray: "Good Father,
now forgive that in my false pride and folly | did think myself so fit for fighting such fell foes. | pray
Thee now Thine aid to give, and send me here a weapon to withstand this Worker of our Woe!"

But the Spirit chuckled. "What idle pleais this? What instrument could the Patron place in thy palm, that
could reverse the perverse?"

A spark of light did gleam within the good priest's hand, glaring and glowing into glass, and Father
Vidicon help up amirror.

Hisfoe laughed outright. "What! Wilt thou then fight the Spirit of Defeat with so small a service?"
"Aye," quoth Father Vidicon, "if it shows truly."

"Nay—for it is'darkly,' though aglass. Dost thou not recall ?'

But Father Vidicon held up the mirror to reflect the Spirit's face into his eyes.

"Nay, | have another," then it cried. Its arm slipped backward into its inner pocket, and did whisk out
another glass, afoot or more in width, and opposed it to the plate the good Saint held, reflecting back
reflections into the Reverend's regard.
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"It will not serve!" the good priest cried; and even as he spoke, his mirror grew to half against the size of
the Spirit's, throwing back into the Spirit's eyes the sight of its own face with a glass beside it, within
which was his face within a glass, and within it asmaller image of his face beside a glass, within which
was his face beside asmaller glass, and so on until the reflection was too small to see. The Spirit
shrieked and yanked his own glass aside away; but hisimage held within the priest's reflector.

" "Tistoo late to take away!" the good priest cried. "Dost thou not see thou hast begun a feedback
uncontrolled?

And so it was.
"It cannot serve!" the Spirit wailed. "No feedback can sustain without a power input!"

"I have the Input of the greatest Power that dost exist," the Saint explained with quiet cam. "All power
in the Universe doth flow from this one Source!”

The mirror grew still brighter, within each other's view—~brighter then and brighter, white-hot, flaring,
burning up the image of the imp, and as hisimage burned, did he. For, "In truth," quoth Father Vidicon,
"he was naught but image.”

So, with wailing howl, the Spirit frayed and dwindled, shimmering, burned to tatters, and was gone.

"So, at bottom, he was, at most, a hologram," Father Vidicon mused, "and what was formed by mirrors,
can by them be undone."

He laid the glass that had swallowed the Spirit most carefully on its face and, folding his hands, cast his
gaze upward. "Good Lord, | give Thee thanks that Thou hast preserved Thine unworthy servant a second
time, from such destruction! | pray Thee only that Thou wilt vouchsafe to me the strength of soul and
humility that | will need to confront whatever adversary Thou wilt oppose to me."

The mirror winked, and glimmered, and was gone.

Father Vidicon gazed upon the place where it had been, and sighed. "I thank Thee, Lord, that Thou hast
heard me. Preserve me, thus, | pray, 'gainst al other hazards that my hover."

S0 saying, then, he sighed himself with the Cross, and stood, and strode on further down toward Hell.

* % %

Long did St. Vidicon stride onward down that darkly ruddy throat, 'til he began to tire—then heard a
roar behind him, rising in pitch and loudness as though it approached. L ooking back, he saw an airplane
approaching, the propeller at its nose ablur. He stared, amazed that so large an object could navigate so
small a space, then realized that it was amodel. Further, he realized that it swooped directly at him, as
shrewdly as though it had been aimed. "Duck and cover!" he cried, and threw himself to the floor, arms
clasped over his head. The aircraft snored on past him, whereupon he did look up to remark upon it, but
heard the pitch of its propeller drop and slow as the craft did lower, then touch its wheelsto the
palpitating deck and taxi to a halt, its propeller slowing until it stopped.

Father Vidicon stared in wonder, then frowned; it seemed to much a coincidence, too opportune, that a
conveyance should present itself when he was wearied. Still, a machine was a challenge he could not
ignore; the thrill of operating a strange device persisted even after life; so he did quicken his steps until
he stood beside a fuselage not much longer than himself, with an open cockpit into which he might
squeeze himself—and so he did.

Instantly the propeller kicked into motion, in seconds blurring to a scintillating disk, and the aircraft
lurched ahead, bouncing and jogging till it roared aloft and shot onward down that darkling throat. St.
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Vidicon, no stranger to ill chance, searched for a seat belt, but there was none, and shivered with the
omission. The plane's arrival might be mere chance, the lack of a seat belt might be only coincidence,
but he braced himself for a third unpleasant occurrence.

Sure enough, the engine coughed, then sputtered, then died; he stared in horror at a propeller that slowed
to ahalt. Galvanized by ill fortune, he seized the wheel, set his feet to the rudder pedals, and glanced at
his gauges. No, there was fuel enough, so he dealt with malfunction.

Enough! The plane did tilt downwards, rushing toward that obscene and jellied floor. Father Vidicon did
haul back upon the wheel, and the nose tilted upward again. Relying on what little he'd read, he held his
wing flaps down, keeping the airplane's nose upward as the craft settled. It struck that fleshly floor with
as much impact as though it had hit upon asphalt; it bounced, then struck again, bounced again, and so,
by a series of bounces, slowed until at last it came to rest.

Father Vidicon clambered down from that falsely welcoming cockpit, telling himself sternly that never
again would he operate a machine that he had not inspected—for once may have been accident and
twice coincidence, but this third time was definitely enemy action.

But which enemy?

There was as yet insufficient datafor a meaningful conclusion. Staggering for hisfirst few steps, then
stabilizing to stride, he made his way onward down that darkling throat, lit only by the luminescence of
certain globular growths upon the walls.

An object loomed before him, at first dim and indistinct in the limited light, then becoming clear—and
Father Vidicon stared upon a scaled-down Sherman tank, a treaded fortress scarcely higher than his
shoulder, that sat in the middle of the tunnel as though waiting for him, though in friendly fashion, for its
cannon pointed ahead.

The Blessed One reminded himself that he had but minutes before promised himself never to drive a
mechanism unverified, so he examined the treads most carefully, then opened the engine compartment
and scrutinized the diesel. Satisfied that nothing was defective—ready but wary—he set foot upon a
tread, climbed up, and descended through the hatch.

The dlit above the controls showed him that dim-lit tunnel. He sat before it, grasped the leversto either
side, and pushed them forward quite carefully. The tank cranked, then coughed, then clanked into
motion. Warily, though, Father Vidicon held its speed to crawling, not much faster than he could walk.
His gain was that he could travel sitting down, but in truth ‘twas the thrill of adventure in operation a
device hitherto unknown.

So he went grinding down that tunnel, allowing alittle more speed, then alittle more, until he was
traveling at a pace quite decent— 'til a sudden crash did sound upon his right and the tank did slew
about. At once Father Vidicon did throttle down and the tank slowed dutifully—but slewed as it slowed,
and Father Vidicon realized that he swinging about and about in acircle.

He pulled back on the levers, killed the engine, then clambered out of the hatch, setting foot down onto
the right tread—and found nothing there beneath his step. He froze, then levered himself up and about to
climb down the | eft-hand tread instead, then walked around the machine and saw that the right-hand
tread was gone indeed. L ooking back down the tunnel, he saw it lying like alength of limber lumber on
the ground. Frowning then, he came close and sat upon his heels to study the end, and saw where the
connection had broken, crystallized metal fractured, asindeed it might have if this Sherman tank had
really sat in wait through six decades. " 'Nature always sides with the hidden flaw,' " he mused, then
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stiffened, remembering that he quoted a corollary of Murphy's Law. Y et he had defeated M urphy—so
which of his henchmen had engineered this mishap?

Or was it a henchman? It might well have been a monstrosity quite equal, for Murphy's Law wasitself a
corollary of Finagle's General Statement, and many were the minions of Finagle.

Suspending judgment, the Blessed One rose to stand and turned his face ahead. Onward he strode down
the tunnel.

Then came he to abank of recorders whose reels spun two-inch tape. He frowned, remembering such
things from his youth, but finding no television cameras or control chains nearby—but his eye did light
upon an antique electric typewriter without a platen. "A computer terminal!" he cried in delight, and
went to sit by the console and log on.

Behind him reels did hum, and he froze, reminding himself that he dealt with a device unknown.
Casually, then, he typed in a program he knew well—but when he directed the computer to run, the reels
spun only for a minute before the printer chattered. Looking over to it, he saw the words, "Error on Line
764"—Dbut the type-ball flew on until it had drawn a picture in marks of punctuation. Peering closer,
Father Vidicon beheld the image of a beetle. "It doth generate bugs!" quoth he, then realized that he was
in arealm in which any device would have a hidden flaw.

Rising from that place, he resolved most sternly that he would ignore any other device he found, and
onward marched.

Full ten minutes did he stride before a doorway blocked his path, and a lighted panel lit aboveit in the
yellow-lettered word rehearsal. The Blessed One's pulse did quicken, resolution forgotten, for in life he
had been a video engineer, and he quite clearly did approach atelevision studio much like the one in
which hefirst had learned to operate camera, in the days of his youth.

He wondered if he should enter, but saw no reason not to, if the souls within were only in rehearsal. He
hauled open the sand-filled door, discovering a small chamber six feet square with asimilar door set
opposite him and another in its side, as a proper sound lock should have. He closed the door behind him
carefully, so that sound might not be admitted, then opened the door to the side and stepped into the
control room.

It lay in gloom, with three tiers of seatsrising, all facing bank upon bank of monitors—the first tier of
seats for the engineers, the second for the switcher, director, and assistant director, and the third for
observers. Each position sat in its own pool of light from tiny spotlights hung above.

None were peopled. He stood alone.

L ooking out through the control room window, he saw the studio likewise unpeopled, but the huge old
monochrome cameras aimed at easels, each with a stack of pictures. Even as he watched, the tally light
on Camera One went out as its mate atop Camera Two came on, and on Camera One's easel, one picture
fell to the floor, revealing another behind it.

Father Vidicon frowned; it was clearly an automatic studio, and even more clearly atemptation. Still, he
saw no harmin it, and since the studio blocked the tunnel, it had to be navigated—so he sat down before
the switched, smiling fondly as he saw only a preview bank, two mixing banks, and a downstream key
cluster; the memories that it evoked were dear.

But he could not wallow long in nostalgia, for avoice called from the intercom, "Air in
five...four...three..."

Quickly, the saint split the faders and went to black.
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..two...one...Youreon!" thevoicecried.

Father Vidicon faded in Camera One, seeing avision of St. Mark's Plaza appear on the program monitor
as amellow voice began to narrate a travelogue. Father Vidicon glanced at Camera Two's monitor, saw
aclose-up of the gilded lion, and readied a finger over the button "Two" on the air bank. Asthe voice
began to speak of the lion, he punched the button, and the close-up of the lion appeared on program.
Grinning then, he began to fall into the old rhythm of a program, taking from one detail to another, then
seeing a photograph of a gondola on acanal and dissolving to it.

Just as the picture became clear though, the picture fluxed, shrinking, then expanding, then shrinking to
die. Instantly did Father Vidicon dissolve back to Camera One—and it too bloomed and died.

"Telecine!" he roared, that his voice might be heard through the director's headset (since he wore none).
"Trouble dlide!"

And Lo! The telecine screen lit with a picture of an engineer enwrapped in layers of videotape as he
spooled frantically through an antique videotape recorder, attempting to clear ajam. It was a still picture
only, so Father Vidicon leaned back with a sigh, then rose on rather wobbly legs. "I should have
known," he muttered, "should have remembered." Then he walked, though rather unsteadily, back into
the sound lock, then on into the studio. Around the cameras he went and drew aside the heavy velvet
drape that hid the back wall—and sure enough, it had hidden also the double door to the scenery storage
room. He hauled open portal, stepped in among the ranked flats, threaded his way through piled sofas
and stacked chairs, and found the entry door beyond. He opened it, stepped through, and found himself
back in the dim light of the maroon tunnel. He set off again, mouth in agrim line, for, said he unto
himself, "Now, then, we know which minion of Finagle's we shall face"—for surely there could be no
doubt who sided with the hidden flaw, who made machinery fail in crucial moments, who was attracted
to devices more strongly as they became more complicated, and it was not Nature.

And Lo! The monster did approach—or, more precisely, the Saint did approach the monster, who smiled
as he saw the Blessed One approach, glanced down to make a check mark on his clipboard, then looked
up again to grin—or hislips did; Father Vidicon could not see his eyes, since they were shadowed by a
visor of green, and his face that of a gnome, not a man. He wore a shirt that was striped and held by
sleeve-garters, its collar tightened by a necktie, though over it he was clothed in coveralls (but they were
pin-striped), and he left hand bore socket wrenchesin place of fingers. Clean-shaven he was, and round-
faced, smiling with delight full cynical, the whiles his right hand did play upon a keyboard.

Then Father Vidicon did halt some paces distant, filled with wariness, and declared, "I know thee,
Spirit—for thou art the Gremlin!"

"I do not make policy," the creature replied, "I only execute it."

"Seek not to decelvel" Father Vidicon rebuked. "Thou art the one who dost seek to find the hidden flaw
and doom all human projects.”

" "Tisin the nature of humansto bring it out,” the Gremlin retorted. "I only execute what they
themselves have overlooked."

"Wouldst thou have me believe 'tis Nature who doth side with the hidden flaw, though well we know
that Nature makes not machines?"

"Nature sides with me," the Gremlin returned. "Canst thou blame me for the nurture of the natural ?'
" "Tis not Nature thou dost serve, but Entropy!"
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"What else?' the spirit jibed. "Humans seek to build, when 'tis the way of Nature to fall apart.”

"Only inits season,” Father Vidicon admonished, "when the time of growth is behind."

"Not so," the Gremlin answered, "if the flaw's inherent in the newborn creature. Thus only when it doth
come to maturity doth its undoing become manifest."

"And what of those whose flaws emerge before they're grown?"

The Gremlin shrugged. "Then they never come to the age at which they can build, and only looking
backward can they see alife worth living."

"Thou dost lie, thou rogue,”" Father Vidicon said sternly, "for that cannot be behind which is before!”

"Oh, s0? Hast thou, then, heard never of the Mule?' The Gremlin's hand did beat upon the keyboard, and
letters of aglowing green did glimmer in the gloaming ‘fore his face: "boot mule." Father Vidicon did
step back with a presentiment of foreboding; then the words did vanish, and beside the Gremlin stood a
stocky quadruped, with longish earslaid back, teeth parting in a bray.

"| should have thought," the priest did breathe. "This is the beast most susceptible to thee, for 'tis aso the
most contrary; when we most wish it to work, it will not.”

"All who will not work are with me," the Gremlin answered, "as are those who, in the name of standing
firm, give way to stubbornness." He reached out to stroke the beast, and chanted,

"The mule, wefind,

Hath two legs behind,

And two we find before.

We stand behind before we find
What the two behind be for."

* % %

And the Saint did find the mul€e'stail confronting him, and the hooves kicked up and lashed out at his
head. But St. Vidicon did bow, and the feet flashed by above. "Affront me not," quoth he, “for | do know
this beast hath fallibility."

"Then make use of it," the Gremlin counseled, "for he doth set himself again.”

‘Twas true, the mule did once again draw up his hooves to kick. Father Vidicon did therefore run around
the beast up toward his head.

But, "What's before, and what's behind?' the Gremlin cried. "Behold, | give the beast his head, and he
doth loseit! For if we know what that behind be for, then assuredly, what's behind's before! "

Father Vidicon did straighten up before the mule's head—and found it was atail, with hooves beneath
that did lash out.

"Surely in his stubbornness,”" the Gremlin said, "the mule haslost his head!"

The good priest did shout as he did leap aside, quickly, but not quite quickly enough, and a hoof did
crack upon his shoulder, and pain shot through his whole side. He cried out, but his cry waslost in the
Gremlin's laughter, which did echo all about.

"Thou canst not escape,” the spirit cried with gloating glee, "for if thou dost run around the beast, thou
wilt but find what thou hast lost!"

Hooves slashed out again, and the priest did throw himself upon the ground. The mule's feet whistled
through the air above him, then drew back to stand, and began to hobble toward him.
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"Come, come!" the Gremlin cried. "Thine heart was ever in thy work! Wouldst thou now lie about and
trouble others? Wouldst thou be underfoot?

But the priest had scrambled to his feet, a-running, and heard the thunderous echo of galloping hooves
behind. At athought, however, he turned back. "Two backward sets both running must go against each
other; they thereby must stand in place!"

Assuredly, the poor beast did; for each pair of legs, in leaping forward, did naught but counter the other's
thrust.

"Let it not trouble thee," the Gremlin counseled, "for I've held him close thus far—yet now I'll give the
beast his head!"

Father Vidicon knew then that he had but a moment to draw upon the strength of Him to Whom he was
in all ways dedicated; and holding up his hands to Heaven, he did pray, "Good Father, now forgive! That
inmy pride | did think myself equipped to defeat the Finder of Flaws. Lend me, | pray Thee, some tool
that will find and hinder all bugs that this creature doth engender!™

Of asudden, his hands weighed heavy. Looking there, he found a halter.

A bray recalled him to his conflict, and he saw the mul€'s tail grow dim, then harden again to show
forequarters topped by a head that did reach out, teeth sharp to bite, as the mule leaped forward.

Father Vidicon shouted and spun aside, flailing at the mule with the halter—and sure enough it caught.
The mule swerved and reared, braying protest, but Father Vidicon did hold fast to reins and turn the
mule toward its master, then leaping to its back. Still under the Gremlin's mandate to attack, it galloped
ahead, teeth reaching for its master.

"How now!" the creature screeched, drumming at its keyboard. "How canst thou turn my own artifact
against me?"

The mule disappeared, leaving the saint to plummet toward the floor, the halter still in his hand—»but he
landed lightly.

"Thou didst expect that fall!" the Gremlin accused. "How couldst thou have known?

"Why, by preparing 'gainst every eventuality," the Saint replied, "then expecting some other malfunction
that | could not name, because | had not thought of it."

"Thou dost not mean thou didst expect the unexpected!"

"Surely, for | have always expected thee, sincefirst | learned to program Cobol." The Saint advanced,
holding out the halter. "Know that with my Master's power, these straps can harness any who their
energy expend." Then he advanced, the halter outheld.

"Thou dost speak of those who embody Entropy,” the Gremlin protested, and did back away.
" "Tiseven so," the Saint replied, "for to liveisto expend energy, but to grow isto gain structure.”
"Y ou are not fool enough to think to reverse entropy!" the Gremlin cried, still backing.

"Only for some little while," the Saint replied, "but each little while added to another can constitute a
lifetime entire.”

"Yet in the end your race shall die! In mere billions of years, your sun shall explode, and all will end in
firel Thusall isfutile, al isdonein vain, al's absurd!"

"Y et whilelife endures, it contradicts absurdity—if it has structure." Father Vidicon relaxed the halter,
then swung it at the Gremlin to ensnare.

The Gremlin wailed and winked out as though he'd never been.
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Father Vidicon stared at the place where he had been and bethought him somberly, "He is not truly gone,
but will recur wheresoever people try to build—for against such as him we struggle to find meaning."
Then he looked down at the halter, contemplating it amoment before he held it high in offering. "O
Father, | thank Thee for giving Thine overweening servant the means to banish this Foe of Humankind,
no matter how briefly. | return unto Thee the Halter Thou hast lent me to rein in our impulses of self
defeat, for the use of which | thank Thee deeply."

For half a minute, then, the halter began to glow, then scintillated as it vanished.

The Blessed One stood aone, reflecting that once again he was unarmed; but he recalled the words of
the psalm and murmured them aoud: " 'For Thou, O God, art my wisdom and my strength.’ Nay, | shall
never lack for defense within thisrealm, so long as Thou art with me."

So saying, he strode forth once more, further downward in that tunnel, wondering what other foe the
Lord might send him to confront.

As Father Vidicon strode onward down the throat of Hell, he was resolved to confront whatsoever the
Good Lord did oppose to him. Even as he went, the maroon of the walls did darken to purple and farther,
till he did pace a corridor of indigo. Then the light itself began to dwindle and to darken, until he groped
within alightless place. Terror did well up within him, turning all hisjoints to water and sapping
strength from every limb, yet he did resolve upon the onward march, rebuked his heart most sternly, and
held the fear within its place. He did reach out to brace himself against the wall—yet it was damp and
soft and yielding, and did seem to move beneath his palm. He did pull his hand away right quickly and
did shudder, and was nigh to losing heart then; yet he did haul his courage up from the depths to which it
had plummeted, and did force his right foot forward, and his left foot then to follow; and thus he onward
moved within that Hellish tunnel.

Then as he went, the floor beneath him did soften, till he did walk upon ayielding surface; and he
stumbled and did fall, and caught himself upon his hands. He did cry aloud, and backward thrust himself
with a broken prayer for strength, for that floor had felt as moist and yielding astissue living. "In truth,"
he muttered, "I walk indeed within the throat of Hell."

He plucked himself up and pushed himself onward, bowed against the weight of hisfear, yet going.
Sudden light did glare, and did sear his eyes, so that he did clench them shut, then did slowly ope,
allowing them to accustom themselves to such brightness, whereupon the glare was gone, and Father
Vidicon did see agrinning death's head that did glow there—yet not if itsown light, for it was of apale
and sickly green that did shine too brightly for the light to be within. Y et naught else could Father
Vidicon see there about him. He did frown, and held his hand before his face; yet he could seeit not. "In
sooth," he breathed, "what light isthis, that isitself a darkness—what light is this, that doth not thus
illuminate? How can light cast darkness?"

The answer came at once within his mind, and he did pull his Roman collar from out its place and did
hold it out before him, to behold it as a strip of glaring bluish-white. "It doth fluoresce!" he cried in
triumph, and he knew thereby that light did truly fill the hall, but was of a color that human eyes see not.
Y et his collar, in consequence of the detergent held within it, did transform that color, and did reflect it
as aone that human eyes see as glowing.

Father Vidicon replaced his collar then within his shirt with hands that trembled only dlightly, and he
murmured, "1 have, then, come within the land of the Spirit of Paradox." His heart did quail within him,
for he knew that the perversities he'd faced ere now were naught indeed when set against the reversals
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and inverted convolutions of the Spirit that he soon would face. Y et he bowed his head in prayer and felt
his heart did lighten. With a silent thought of thanks, he lifted up his head and set forth again down that
gigantic throat. The death's head passed upon his left, and on hisright he did behold a skeleton frozen at
odd angles, as though it were running and was small, or as though the person were now distant. And
onward he did pace, past skulls and crossed bones on his left, and on hisright, skeletons in postures that
might have been provocative, had they worn flesh—and as they must have been to the Spirit of Paradox.
Father Vidicon did pray that he would not behold a being fully-fleshed, for he felt sure that it would lie
as one who's dead.

The passage then did curve downward toward his left, past bones and |eft-hand helices inverted
widdershins. A galaxy did reel upon hisleft; yet the spiral arms were on the rim, and darkness dwelt
within its heart, adisc of emptiness. Stars did coal esce upon his right to form a globe elongate, and it did
seem as though the universe entire did move backward, and invert.

The throat he paced did upward curve, still bending leftward, and he did hear above him footsteps, that
did approach in front, then did recede behind. He frowned up at them, yet still did march ahead, past
glowing signs of death in birth, on and on through hallways that did ever curve unto hisleft. Yet it did
begin to once again curve downward also, down and down, a mile or more, till at least, he did behold,
upon hisleft —

A grinning death's head.

Father Vidicon stopped and stood stock still. A chill enveloped him, beginning at the hollow of his back
and spreading upward to embrace his scalp, for he was certain that this death's head was the first he had
beheld within this sightless tunnel. Then did he bethink him of the footsteps he had heard above his
head, and knew with certainty (though he knew not how he knew) that those had been his own footsteps
going past this place. They'd seemed inverted for, at the time, he had walked upon the outside of the
throat he was now within; yea, now he walked within it once again. "In truth,” he whispered, "I do
wander aKlen flask."

And so it was—a tube that did curve back upon itself, then curved within itself once again, so that he
passed from inside to outside, then back to inside, all unawares. Aye, forever might he wander this dark
hall and never win to any goal except his own point of origin. He might well press onward ageing more
and more, till at last he wold stumble through this hall, a weak, enfeebled, ancient spirit. Yet, "Nay," he
cried, "for here's the place of paradox—and as time goes forward, | shall grow younger!" And hard upon
the heels of that realization came another: that he might wander where he would yet never find that
Spirit within whose throat he wandered—the Spirit that did invest this place.

Or did the place invest the Spirit? "Aye!" he cried in triumph. " 'Tis not Hell's mouth that | did enter, but
Finagle's!" and histhroat was like unto a Klein flask. Therefore, Father Vidicon did set forth again, with
heart renewed and fear held in abeyance, to pace onward and onward, downward to his left, then upward
left gain, until the wall did fall away beneath his hand and the floor did curve away beneath him. Then
he cried in triumph, "I have come without! Nay, Spirit, look upon me—for | have come from out to
stand upon thy skin! Nay, behold me!"

A door thundered up scant feet away, nearly knocking him backward with the wind of its passage. He
did fall back, plunging downward and crying out in fear, flailing about him, near to panic—and his hand
caught upon a spoke which did grow from that surface there below. More such spikes caught him,
pressing most painfully against him, for their points were sharp; yet he heeded not the pain, but did gaze
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upward, and did behold a great and glowing baleful eye that did fill all hisfield of vision.

"Indeed, | see thee now," agreat voice rumbled. "May there be praisein censure! | had begun to think |
would never have thee out from my system!”

"Nor wilt thou," Father Vidicon did cry in triumph, "for the outside of thy system isthe inside! Indeed,
thine inside is thine outside, and thine outside's inside! They are all one, conjoined in endlessness!”

"Do not carol victory yet," the huge voice rumbled, "“for thou dost address Finagle, author of all that doth
twist back upon itself. | am the fearsome spirit that doth invest all paradox, and doth make two aspects
of any entity separate and opposed as thesis and antithesis, in Hegelian duality.”

"Ah, isit Hegdl's, then?' Father Vidicon did cry; but,

"Nay," Finagle rumbled, "for Hegel thus was mine."

"Thou dost afright me not," Father Vidicon did cry. "l know thee well at last! Thou art the bridge from
Tomorrow to Y esterday, for Positive to Negative, from nucleus's strong force thus to weak! Thou art the
bridge that doth conjoin all those that do appear opposed!*

"Thou hast said it." Finagle's voice did echo all about him. "And | am thus the Beginning and the End of
al. Bow down and adore me, for | am He whom thou dost call thy Lord!"

"Thou art not!" the Saint did cry, and righteous wrath arose within him. "Nay, thou art a part of Him, as
are we al—yet but a part! Thou must needs therefore be within His limit and control."

"Art thou so certain, then?' The great eye did narrow in anger. "For an | were the Beginning and the
Ending joined, how could | lie?"

"Why, for that," Father Vidicon replied, "thou art the Spirit of all Paradox, and canst speak true wordsin
such away that they express mistruth! Thus thou dost lie by speaking sooth!™

"Thou hast too much of comprehension for my liking," Finagle then did rumble. "Ward thee, priest! For
| must annihilate thy soul!"

Light seared, and did shock the darkness, turning all to fire, lancing the good Saint's orbs sightless with
light. He did clap his palms over them, and closed them tightly—yet the light remained. Recalling then
that he was within the Paradox of Lands, he did ope his eyesto dlits, and the little light admitted did
darken dazzle, till the Saint could once again distinguish form and detail.

He beheld agigantic, fiery bird that did drift up from ashes, its wings widespread and cupped for
hovering, beak reaching out to slash at him. Then terror struck the priest's stout heart, and he grasped the
spikes that held him kneeling on Finagle's flesh and, throwing back his head, did cry, "Oh Father! Hear
me now, or | must perish! Behold thy servant, kneeling here in hel plessness, beset by that dread raptor
called the Phoenix, in whom resides vast power, for in its end doth it begin! Give me now, | pray thee,
some shield, some weapon here for my defense, or | must perish quite! Even the last shreds of my soul
must be transformed and subsumed into pure, unmodulated energy devoid of structure, and that
fearsome predator doth smite me!"

He held up hands in supplication—and light did glare within his palm, pulling back and pulling in,
imploding, gathering together, coalescing—and the Saint did hold an Egg of Light!

Then did the Spirit's vasty laugh fill all the Universe, bellowing in triumphant joy, "Nay, foolish priest!
For all thy pleasto thy Creator, nothing more than this hath he to give thee! An egg—and thou wouldst
oppose it 'gainst the bird full-flown! Now yield thee up, for thou must perish!"

But, "Not so," the Saint did cry, "for | know thee well, and know that when thou most doth laugh, thou
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art most in dread—and when thou dost most gloat on victory, thou art most in terror of defeat. Thou
must needs be, for to thy Phoenix grown out of an ending, | do bring a beginning that must needs bear its
death!"

Then he did rise, that he might face the greatest peril of his existence upright and courageous; and he
held the Egg out in his two hands cupped, as though it were an offering.

The Phoenix screamed, and fiery wings beat downward to surround him. The beak of flame seared
toward him, like unto alaser; and he bore himself bravely, but felt his spirit quail within him. Fire did
surround him on every side, closer then and closer—and the Spirit of pure energy did envelop him and
didsink inuponhim.. . .

And inward passed him. The heat of that passing did sear his face, and he closed his eyes against it. Cool
breath then touched his cheek and, opening his eyes, he saw the bird, shrunken now unto a hand's
breadth, shrinking still, diminishing and growing smaller. Its despairing cry did pierce his ears and heart;
for asit shrank, it sank. The Egg absorbed all flame and every erg of energy, until the phoenix's head did
shrink at last within the shell. Thereit sat, glowing within Father Vidicon's cupped pa ms, brighter and
more pure than €'er it had been.

The priest breathed a sigh and cried, "All praise be to Thee, my Lord, who hath saved me from the
mountain of the Light of Death."

Then the dazzle faded from his eyes, and again he saw that huge orb, still glinting balefully upon him.
"How now, then, priest," Finagle's voice did rumble. "Thou hast defeated my most puissant servant.
What shalt thou, therefore, do with me?* His voice did sneer. "Shalt thou now annihilate me? Nay, do
so—for then thy race shall be free of this urge to self-defeat that doth invest them!"

Fathomless tranquility enveloped the priest. "Nay," quoth he, "for | cannot make thee cease to exist, nor
can any—for thou art part of God, as are we all, and thou art spirit—the Spirit of fell Paradox. Nay,
tempt me not to hubris, arrogance—for | do know that, did | eliminate thee, thou wouldst turn even that
about, and make of it Creation. Thus wouldst thou blaspheme—for none can create, save God. Thou
wouldst not die, but wouldst ssmply change thy form—and 'tis better to have thee as thou art, so that we
know thine appearance. Go thy ways—thou art a necessary part of existence."

"So, then." And the huge voice ran with disappointment quite profound—nay, almost with despair.
"Thus thou wilt let me live."

But Father Vidicon knew that when the spirit of Paradox did seem desperate, it was in truth triumphant.
"Be not so proud,” he did admonish it, "for thou art even now within the hand of God, and 'tis that which
he hath proven though me—that even thou canst be comprehended, and accepted within a person's
harmony of being. Thus thine urge to self-defeat can be transformed to growth. Thou wilt ever be with
Adam's breed, fell Spirit, and with Eve's—but never again need any man or woman fear thee. For they
will know thou art as much a part of the world about them as the rain and wind, and as much of the
world within them as the urge to charity."

"So thou dost say," the spirit rumbled, "yet doth that not make a mockery of thy victory? Dost thou not
see that | have triumphed finally? What shalt thou do, with that Phoenix thou hast at long last slain by
bringing within the scope of Birth? Wilt thou then destroy it, and with it, all beginnings?’

The priest then shook his head. "Nay; for 'tis not mine to do with any wise. | must surrender it unto its
Source." Then he cried, "Oh, Father! | give thee now thine Egg of Rebirth, with all the thanks and praise
that | do own—thanks that thou hast preserved me, but more—that thou hast deemed me worthy to

file:///IK|/eMule/incoming/0743488229__ 9.htm (19 of 20)7-1-2007 23:47:58



- Chapter 9

become Thine instrument for this restarting!" He thrust the Egg up high, an offering there within his
hands, and it rose above his palms and arced upward, and farther upward and farther, and Father Vidicon
did cry out, "See! Thisisthe Egg of All, the Cosmic Egg, the Monobloc!”

Then at its zenith did the Egg explode, filling all that emptiness with light, searing all the Void with its
seeding of Energy and Matter, fulfilling all with the Cosmic Dust and with it, the structure of Time and
Space, thus bringing Order out from Chaos.

And Father Vidicon did rise within it, like to aflaring candle, for flame surrounded him transcendent
and unburning; and thus did he ascend through Space and Time, unto the Mind of God.
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The EIf House

An Isles Story

David Drake

Cashel didn't need to carry his quarterstaff in the corridors of the Vicar's palace—what'd been the Count
of Haft's placetill Prince Garric arrived the week before—but he was more comfortable holding the
smooth, familiar hickory than he'd be otherwise. He didn't dislike big buildings, but he disliked being in
them; and this palace had a nasty feel all its own.

Besides, the staff had been afriend in places where Cashel had no other friends. He wouldn't feel right
about leaving it alone in the huge suite assigned to him while he went off to dinner with Garric in the
roof garden. If the servants, officials, and the amazing number of other people crowding the palace
stared at him, well, aman as big as Cashel or-Kenset was used to being stared at whether he carried a
guarterstaff or not.

For awonder there wasn't anybody around at the moment. Cashel sauntered down the hall looking at the
cherub mural painted just above shoulder level. In the dim light through the transoms of the rooms to
either side, there was something new to catch every time he passed.

Cashel started to grin at the little fellow with hiswings spread as he struggled to lead a goat who didn't
want to go. The sound of agirl crying jerked his head around.

He'd been holding the quarterstaff straight up and down in one hand. Now, without him thinking about it
his left hand slipped into position a span below the right and he slanted the staff before him. "Maam?"
he said, ready to deal with whatever was making awoman cry.

The girl wore servant's clothing: a cap and asimple gray tunic set off by a sash of bleached wool. She
knelt alittle way down a corridor which joined the main one from the right. Cashel didn't remember
there being anything but a blank wall there, but he guessed he'd always missed it because he'd been
intent on the mural opposite.

She gave another vain push at the inward-opening door in front of her, then looked up at Cashel with
eyes glittering with tears. "Oh, sir!" she said. "I dropped the key and it slipped under the door. The
steward will beat meif | don't get it back!"

"I don't guess he will," Cashel said. The notion that somebody'd beat alittle slip of agirl surprised him
into speaking in agrowl. He didn't know her, but he didn't think men ought to hit any girls. Hewasreal
sure N0 man was going to try that twice in front of Cashel or-Kenset.

He cleared histhroat and went on in a normal voice, "But anyhow, let's seeif | can't get your key."
The door stood a finger's breadth gjar. Cashel pressed with the fingertips of his right hand without
budging it further. It was stuck, that was all; rusty hinges, he figured, since the panel didn't bind to the
lintel or transom. Through the crack at the edge he could see a glint of gold in what was otherwise
darkness; the key was there, al right. It must've bounced wrong off the stone floor.

Cashel leaned his quarterstaff against the wall beside him and placed his hands one above the other on
the latch side of the panel. The girl looked up at him intently. She seemed older, all of a sudden, and
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there was no sign of her frightened despair of a moment ago. He made sure his feet were set, then put his
weight against the wood.

More people lived in the palace than did in all Barca's Hamlet where Cashel'd grown up. Even though
there wasn't any traffic in the main corridor, sounds constantly echoed through the hallways and made
the floor quiver. All that stopped; Cashel pressed against the panel in dead silence. Maybe it was the
effort, because the door still didn't want to give—

And then it did, though with creaking unwillingness. It opened another finger's breadth, twice that. . . .
The girl stuck her arm in, calling something that Cashel could barely hear through the roar of blood in
hisears. "l can't quite. . . ," she said, so he kept pushing and the door gave some more, enough that she
squeezed her torso into the room beyond.

Cashel shoved harder yet. He could feel the wood fighting him like the staff of a bent bow, ready to snap
back if he let up the pressure.

"I've got it!" the girl said, only her legs from the knees down out in the hallway where Cashel could see
them. "l've—"

And then she shrieked "Milord, I'm falling!" shrilly. Her legs dlid out of sight, following the rest of her.
She was wearing sandals with straps of green-dyed cut-work.

Cashel didn't understand what was happening, but as the girl slipped inward he slammed his shoulder
hard against the panel instead of just shoving with his hands. He hadn't done that before because he
didn't want to smash the door, but now he didn't care.

The door didn't break, neither the thick fir panel nor the squealing hinges that fought him all the way,
and he swung it open at right angles. The room within was small and dingy. There was no furniture, and
part of the rotten wainscoting had fallen onto the floor.

The girl had the key in one hand and reached toward Cashel with the other. She looked like she was
dliding backward, but she was aready farther away than the far wall of the room.

Cashel grabbed the staff with hisleft hand and stretched it out to the girl. She couldn't reach it and
screamed again. Her voice was growing fainter; he could see her body shrink as the distance increased.
"Duzi!" Cashel bellowed. He strode into the room, holding the quarterstaff out in both hands. The girl
grabbed it, but Cashel's feet dlipped like he was standing on anicy hillside.

The door slammed behind him. The only light was a dim, yellow-brown glow that silhouetted the girl's
body and he and she plunged down an unseen slope.

Cashel felt himself spinning as he dropped, but his body wasn't touching anything. The girl held the
other end of his staff; he couldn't see her expression, but she didn't bawl in fear or make any sound at all
that he noticed.

They skidded onto a gritty hillside and stopped. Cashel looked over his shoulder. All there was there was
gray sky and arising slope. There wasn't any sign of the room where they'd come from. He looked all
around and didn't see anything he liked better.

The bare hills ranged in color from yellow-white to the red of rusty iron. For the most part the rock had
weathered into gravel, but there were outcrops where the stone must've been harder. The general
landscape wasn't pretty, but the outcrops were worse. Whenever Cashel looked hard at one, he started to
see alarge, angry face.
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He got up, brushing crumbled rock from the back of histunic. He hadn't come down hard, for all that
they'd seemed to be rushing headlong through emptiness. He glanced at the girl, already on her feet. She
smiled and said, "My name is Mona, Lord Cashel. Do you know where we are?"

"Just Cashel, please, mistress,” he said with agrimace. "I'm not Lord anything."

He cleared histhroat, looking around again. The landscape wasn't any more appealing on a careful
survey than it'd been when hefirst landed init. "And | don't know anything about this place, except |
wish we were someplace else.”

"It's where the house elf lives," Mona said. She was |ooking at the landscape al so, turning her head
slowly. "Used to live, | mean. There can't be anything alive here except the dwelling itself."

She held her arms across her bosom; her expression was coldly disapproving. From Mona's features she
was younger than Cashel's nineteen years, but her eyes were alot older than that.

Cashel followed the line of her gaze up a series of streaked, ragged slopes. On top of a butte was what at
first he'd taken for white stone weathered into a spire. When he squinted and let it sink in angle by angle,
he realized he was seeing a man-made tower with battlements on top. A slant of windows curved around
the shaft the way they'd do to light a circular staircase.

"Y ou mean that castle?' Cashel said, nodding toward the structure instead of pointing. "That there's
people living there?"

"There's no people here and no elves either,” the girl said as she stared toward the tower. "Only us. And |
don't mean the building, Cashel. This whole world was the dwelling for the house €lf."

Cashel cleared histhroat. He took out the pad of raw wool he carried in his belt wallet and wiped the
smooth hickory surface of his quarterstaff as he thought.

"Mona," he said while keeping his eyes fixed on histask. "The only house elves I've heard of are the
little fellows who live under the hearth and, well, make things go right. The Luck of the House, some
people call them."

He cleared histhroat again. "Not that |I've ever seen one. Or known anybody who did."

"How could anybody live under a hearth?' Mona asked, with a pretty smile that took the sting out of
words that could've been cutting if said the wrong way. "But they could live between the cracks of the
real world, in a place that grew for them. A place like thiswas."

She looked around, no longer smiling. "When the elf died," she said, "the dwelling should've fallen apart
like aweb when the spider dies. This dwelling took alife of itsown instead. A sort of life."

The sky was getting darker. It was solidly overcast, as heavy and oppressive as a block of gray stone.
Cashel could feel astorm intheair. Duzi, the little god of shepherds, knew how many times he'd been
caught by the weather while he was minding sheep; but he didn't have sheep to worry about thistime, so
he could go somewhere else.

"Ah, Mona?' he said. "I think we'd best get under cover while we can. Unless you've got a better idea,
let's head for the castle up there."

"Yes," she said. "WEell do that. Though the storm will catch us anyway."

They had about a half mile to go. The route was uphill on average, but Cashel could see there were
several ridges and gullies between them and the castle. Experience had taught him that the terrain was
aways worse than it seemed at a distance, but he didn't foresee anything they couldn't cross even if he
had to carry the girl part of the way.
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He looked at Mona again. She wasn't the frail little girl that she'd seemed when he first saw her in the
palace corridor. She stepped with determination across the rough terrain, avoiding head-sized chunks of
rock but seemingly unperturbed by the coarse gravel. Maybe the soles of her sandals were sturdier than
they seemed. Cashel himself was wearing thick boots. He didn't like the feel of footgear, especialy in
warm weather, but the stone floors of the palace and cobblestone streets of the city beyond were too
much for the calluses he'd developed going barefoot on the mud and meadows where he grew up.
Lightning flashed somewhere above the clouds, giving them texture if not shape for an instant. Cashel
held his staff crosswise, ready to brace himself with an iron butt-cap if the gravel slid or arock turned
under hisfoot. You couldn't trust your footing here. . . .

"I'm surprised there's nothing growing here," Cashel said. The girl was a couple stepsin front of him,
choosing each step and keeping in perfect balance. "Thisisn't good soil—" his boot toe gouged into the
slope "—but with rain, there ought to be something."

"Nothing can live here," Monasaid bitterly. She reached down and brushed at the loose grit. "L ook."
The underlying rock was mostly dark brown and cream, with streaks of maroon and other colors. Cashel
frowned as he let his eyes grapple with the pattern.

"It'satreetrunk," he said at last. "It's a stone statue of atree trunk."

"It was atree trunk,” the girl said. "The house has turned it to stone to reabsorb it. L esser vegetation is—"
She swept her left hand in a short arc, palm down.

"—already gone. Stone and dust. The house has only a half-life; it hates the real thing."

She smiled wryly at Cashel. "Forgive meif | get carried away," she said. "There's nothing evil about
what's happening here, any more than there is with cancer or awolf tree. But it's a perversion and can't
be allowed."

Cashel nodded. "We'd best be getting on," he said, nodding toward the tower ahead of them. The hill
was particularly steep right here; he could only see the crowning battlements from where he stood.
"Though you were right about us not beating the storm."

They resumed, climbing steeply now. The girl dabbed a hand down frequently while Cashel used the
butt of his staff to steady him where he didn't trust the grip of hisfeet.

He knew what awolf tree was. If aforest grew wild, thered always be afew trees, oaks more often than
not, that through a combination of luck in soil and the weather spread over ground that could've
supported a dozen ordinary trees. Their limbs shaded out lesser growth, and their trunks grew gnarled
and rotted at the heart, useless for anything but firewood.

Forests didn't grow wild, of course: wood was too valuable a resource for that. If atree started taking
more than its share, the woodlot's owner hired a husky young man like Cashel to cut it down.

A steep-sided gully barred their way, not broad but deeper than twice Cashel's height. He figured he
could get over it, but the girl'd have to climb down and then—

Monajumped over the gully from a standing start, looking like nothing so much as a squirrel hopping
the gap between trees. She glanced over her shoulder. "I'll wait for you here, Master Cashel," she said
with atrace of laughter in her tone.

Cashel grunted. He checked the ground, then backed two steps and came on again in arush. He butted
his quarterstaff firmly at the edge of the gully and used the great strength of his shouldersto loft him
over. He landed beside her, flexing his knees to take his weight.
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"Y ou're graceful despite your size," the girl said as she resumed her way toward the tower.
"Who are you, Mistress Mona?' Cashel asked. "What are you?"

“I'm aservant,”" she said. "We're all servants of one kind or another, aren't we? Y ou used to serve sheep,
for example."

"I didn't serve sheep," Cashel said, shocked at the thought. "1—"

He broke off. A shepherd did alot of things, but when you boiled them all down they amounted to
making sure his sheep were safe and comfortable. Put like that it sure enough sounded like being a
servant.

"Well, maybe that's so," he admitted, saying the words instead of just holding his tongue and pretending
he hadn't been wrong to begin with.

The rain hit, violent slashes from straight ahead. Each gust drove at Cashel's face like he was standing in
the sluice of the mill back home in Barca's Hamlet. He didn't see how Mona could stand against it but
she did, lowering her head and striding on.

The lightning was nearly constant, dancing in the clouds as the air shuddered with thunder. Run-off
gouged fresh rivulets which gushed down the slopes as streams of thin mud.

The gully they'd crossed must be araging freshet now. It'd be a bad time to lose your footing and slide
into atorrent.

The storm stopped as abruptly asit'd begun. It paused, at any rate; the rain no longer fell, but the sky
stayed the same dark matte. Mona had a little peaked cap as part of her livery. It'd blown away, and her
simple tunic stuck to her torso, sopping wet and three shades darker than its original light gray. Cashel
figured he looked like a drowned rat himself.

He grinned and slicked the water off his staff between his thumbs and forefingers, dliding first his right
hand to the ferrule and then cleaning the other half with hisleft. A drowned ox, maybe. On hisworst
day, nobody was going to confuse Cashel or-Kenset with arat.

They'd reached the base of the great outcrop on which the tower stood. The cliff was pretty steep, but
there was a path slanting up to the left. It looked badly worn . . . well, no. It looked more like the rock
had been melted somehow. Anyway, they'd be able to get up it even if the rain started again.

"Walit!" the girl said, staring intently at the cliff to the side of the pathway. Her index finger traced a
bump in the rock. It was about the size of aripe cantaloupe and had a pearly luster instead of the dull,
chalky surface holding it.

Now that Monad pointed out the first one, Cashel saw that there were more balls, as many as he could
count on the fingers of one hand, in the rock beside it. They looked as much like frog's eggs as anything
Cashel could think of, though much bigger, of course.

"The seeds of new dwellings," the girl said softly. She took her hand away from the stone. "Each seed
should grow into a home for ayoung elf who'd make the people of a house in the waking world alittle
happier. This place is absorbing them too."

She turned her head toward Cashel. "l waswrong, | think," she said. Her voice didn't sound angry, but it
rang as hard as a sword edge. "What's happening here is evil."

"Let'sgo on," said Cashel, but Mona had started up the path before he got the words out.

The wind rose again before they'd climbed halfway. It whirled around the outcrop, buffeting Cashel
head-on no matter which direction he was facing as he walked along the curving path. Rain began to
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fall, afew drops at atime but big ones that stung like hard-thrown pebbles.

Mona's tunic was sleeveless and only knee-length. Even so Cashel was afraid that it'd give the storm's
violence enough purchase to snatch her from the path and throw her onto the broken landscape below.
Her balance remained perfect and her steps stayed steady despite the gusts.

The top of the outcrop was asflat as atable. The tower stood in the center with no more margin than
Cashel could span by stretching his arms out to either side. He wondered if the spire itself was artificial,
a pedestal built at the same time the tower was; though if what Mona said was true, this whole world had
been made—or grown, which he supposed was the same thing.

The entrance was partway around the tower from where the path reached the top. Mona started for it
with Cashel right behind. Now that they were close, Cashel saw that the windows in the tower were
blocked up—filled with stone rather than just shuttered. What he'd seen were the outlines where the
sashes used to be.

The rain resumed in torrents, now mixed with hail the size of quails eggs. Cashel threw hisleft arm up
to shield his eyes. He'd have bruises when this was over, that was for sure. Balls of ice shattered against
the stone, cracking like afire of pine boughs. Sharp bits bounced from the ground, pricking Cashel's
ankles and lower legs.

The tower's doorway was recessed. Mona bent toward it, doing something with the panel. Cashel
hunched behind her, trying to shelter her from the hailstones that slipped past the overhang.

The rattling hail drowned the thunder, but its deeper notes still vibrated through Cashel's boots.
Lightning was a constant rippling presence overhead. The tower's walls were alabaster; Cashel ran his
fingertips over them, trying to find joints between the courses. If there were any, they were too fine for
his touch or eyesight, either one, to identify them.

"Mona, maybe | can break it down,” Cashel said, speaking louder with each word of the short sentence.
The hail made more noise than he appreciated until he tried to talk over it.

A crust flaked off the wall when Cashel rubbed it. Though the tower stood in open air, the stone was
rotting like a statue buried in the acid soil of aforest.

"I've got it!" said the girl, and as she spoke the tower opened; she stepped inside.

Cashel was close on her heels, bumping the door as he entered. It was made of the same white stone as
the rest of the building, pivoting on pins carved from one block with the panel. As soon as Cashel was
past, it banged shut with aringing sound more like a xylophone than that of stone on stone.

The storm'’s noise ended abruptly when the door closed. They were in an anteroom.

"There'slight!" Cashel said in surprise, and there was. a soft, shadowless glow from the stone itself. The
room was unfurnished, but on the walls were carved patterns as rich and fanciful asthe engravings on a
nobleman's gold dinner service.

Only afew patches remained to show what the original decoration had looked like, though. The scaly rot
disfiguring the tower's exterior had claimed most of the inner surfaces too.

Mona stepped through the inner doorway. Cashel followed, keeping his elbows close to his sides. The
passage was so narrow that if he'd tried to swagger through arms-akimbo, he'd have bumped the jambs.
A slender woman stood in the center of the hall, her right hand out in greeting. "Oh!" Cashel said,
straightening in surprise. The tower was so silent that he'd convinced himself it was empty.

"Her name was Giglia," Mona said, walking toward the other woman. " She was the luck of the palace
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ever since the Count of Haft built it. There was never a house elf who could match what Giglia did with
glass. She made the palace windows gleam like a thousand rainbows every sunrise."

Cashel touched his tongue to hislower lip. His staff was slantways before him, not so much athreat asa
barrier between him and the silent Giglia. "Why doesn't she move?' he asked.

"Because she's dead, Cashel," Monasaid. "She grew old and died; as things should do. Without death
there can be no renewal ."

She reached toward the dead woman; their faces were as like as those of twins. When her fingers
touched the other's cheek, Giglia disintegrated into dust motes. Her right arm fell to the floor intact, then
erupted as a geyser of fine dust swirling inthe air.

There was a dry, sweetish smell. Cashel threw his arm over his nose to breathe through the waterlogged
sleeve of histunic, though he didn't suppose it mattered. "Mona?" he said. "How can we get out of here?
Back to the palace, | mean? Or somewhere!"

Instead of answering, the girl walked toward the door on the other side of the central room. Her feet
stirred Giglia's remains into umber whorls. Grimacing, Cashel followed.

The room beyond was darker than the others. Against the far wall was a throne inexpertly hacked out of
stone; on it sat a statue as brutal and primitive as the throne itself. It was male, but it had tusks and a
crude ape's face. In its right hand was a stone club the length of Cashel's arm.

"Isthis achapel?* Cashel said. "Isthat the god they worship here?

The tower shuddered. Cashel heard the sharp crack/crack/crack of stone breaking. The statue trembled
sideto side on its throne.

Cashel turned; the outer door had slammed behind them, but maybe he could smash it open again.
"Earthquake!" he cried. "We've got to get out!"

"It's not an earthquake," Mona said impassively; she didn't move. "And we can't get out while this
remains. The dwelling must have a master to exist, so it's created a master in its own image."

The statue stood up. It looked even bigger standing than it'd seemed while seated; Cashel didn't think he
could reach to the top of its head flat-footed. Not that he was likely to need to do that.

It started forward, raising its club. "Mona, get out of the way!" Cashel said in agrowl.

He lifted the quarterstaff before him and began backing toward the door to the central room. The light
was better there, and there was more space besides. He and his staff covered alot of territory when the
fight started.

Rock groaned against itself. The statue's face shifted as its mouth moved. "I will destroy you . . . ," the
stone said in arumble almost too low for human ears.

Cashel knew where the doorway was behind him. He feinted at the statue's head, then stepped back
quickly and surely. He kept his staff vertical to clear the narrow opening. Mona was somewhere nearby,
a presence without form because all Cashel's attention was on the statue. He hoped the girl'd stay clear,
but he couldn't worry about that right now.

The statue clumped through the doorway after him, barely clearing the jambs. It looked even uglier than
it had in the relative shadow of the farther room. "Y ou cannot escapeme. . . ," it grated in avoice of
emotionless menace.

Cashel spun his staff in a short sun-wise arc, crashing his left ferrule into the lumpish fist which gripped
the stone club. There was a crack and flash of blue wizardlight; the creature growled like an approaching
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avalanche.

Cashel wasn't looking for escape. He'd come to fight.

The statue rushed him, swinging the stone club in an overhead blow. Cashel rammed his staff forward
like a spear. The blunt butt-cap sslammed into the thing's throat with another blue flash.

The creature's head jerked back. The mighty arc of its club touched nothing but air till it smashed inself
on the floor, cratering the alabaster. The grip flew out of the stone hand.

Cashel backed, gasping in deep breaths. He'd struck swiftly and as hard as he could, and the quivers of
wizardlight meant he was using more than the strength of his great muscles. He was uncomfortable
about that other business—he was a shepherd, not a wizard—»but when he was facing a creature like this
he was glad of any help he could get.

The thing held its hands up in front of its face. Its fingers were thin scorings in stone mitts; only the
thumbs were separate. Its blunt features were those of a bestial doll a child had molded from clay.

The creature's mouth opened. It screamed like millstones rubbing.

"Watch—" Mona cried, but Cashel didn't need to be told what to do in afight. The creature leaped
toward him like amissile from a huge catapult. Cashel stepped back and sideways, thrusting his
quarterstaff low. He slipped the thick hickory pole between the stone ankles; it flexed but held. The
creature plunged headfirst into the wall with a crash that rocked the tower.

The aabaster fractured in scalloped flakes, leaving a crater at the point of impact. The creature dropped
flat on the floor. It braced its stone arms beneath it, starting to rise.

Cashel, holding the staff like a battering ram, struck the back of its head, bouncing it into the wall again.
Light as blue as the heart of a sapphire flared at the double crack! of iron on stone and stone on stone.
Cashel stepped back, bending slightly and sucking air through his open mouth. The creature's arms
moved feebly, like an infant trying to swim. The ferrule Cashel had just struck with glowed orange,
cooling to dull red. He switched ends, then brought the staff back with both arms.

The creature got its hands under it and lifted its head slightly. Cashel lunged forward, driving the staff
down with the whole weight of his body. The butt hammered the creature at the same point as before.
The statue's head exploded in a flash and thunderclap. The massive body began to crumble the way a
sand castle dissolvesin the surf.

Cashel felt himself wavering. He planted the quarterstaff against the floor and used it to brace him as he
let himself kneel. His breath was a rasping thunder, and his blood hammered in his ears.

The only part of the creature still remaining was the outstretched right arm. When it suddenly collapsed
to aspill of sand, Cashel caught a brief reminder of the dry, sweet odor in which Giglia had vanished.
Then nothing remained but air harsh with the faint brimstone reek of nearby lightning.

Cashel stayed like that for—well, for atime. He figured he could move if he had to, but since he didn't
he was just going to rest till he felt like doing something el se.

Though he'd kept his eyes open, he didn't have much awareness of his surroundings. There wasn't alot
to see, after all; just the trail of coarse grit that'd been a statue there on the floor in front of him. It looked
like what he'd seen on the hills he'd climbed to reach the tower. . . .

"Are you ready to go home, Cashel?' Mona said.

Cashel's world clicked back into hard focus again. He turned his head and smiled at the girl, feeling a
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little embarrassed. How long had she been standing there, waiting for him to come to himself?

“I'm al right," he said, wondering how true that was. He stood, lifting himself partly by the strength of
his arms on the quarterstaff. He swayed a little, but no worse than you aways did when you'd been bent
over and got up suddenly.

He grinned wider and said, "I'm fine," meaning it thistime. "But how do we get back home, Mona?"
As Cashel spoke, he took a closer ook at the walls. His eyes narrowed. "Mona?' he said. "Things don't
look right. The stone looks thin. It wasn't like that before.”

"Thisworld is decaying,” the girl said, "and not before time. We have to get you out of here, though.
Come."

She stepped through the doorway to the room where the statue had waited; the gold key was out in her
hand again. Cashel followed, as he'd been doing ever since he met the girl—except when there was the
fighting.

He grinned again. That was all right. Mona was better at |eading than Cashel ever wanted to be, and
she'd kept out of the way when he went to work.

Monalooked back at him. "I'm sorry | had to trick you," she said. "Y our help was very important.”
Cashel shrugged. "Y ou didn't have to trick me, Mona," he said. "Y ou could just have asked. But that's all
right."

The throne had fallen into a pile of sand and pebbles like the thing that'd sat on it. On the wall behind
was another door. Mona stuck the key into the door—there hadn't been a keyhole that Cashel could see,
but he was sure about what she'd just done—and pulled the panel open.

"Go on through, Cashel," she said, smiling like the sun rising. "Thank you. We all thank you."

Cashel hesitated. "Y ou're coming too, aren't you, Mona?"' he said. Light and color without shape swirled
in the door opening.

Her smile became pensive. She raised the key in the hand that didn't hold the door open. "I have to free
the seeds we found," she said. "Otherwise they'll rot instead of growing as they should."

"But what happens to you?' Cashel said.

"Go on back to your own world, Cashel," Mona said, her voice hard without harshness. " There must be
renewal."

Cashdl cleared histhroat. He didn't have anything to say, though, so he nodded and walked toward the
opening. As his leading foot entered the blur of color, Mona said, "Y our house will always be a happy
one, dear friend."

For amoment Cashel stepped through nothingness so silent that he heard his heart beating; then his
bootheel clacked on stone. He was standing in the familiar hallway down which he'd been going to
dinner.

"Oh!" cried a servant, dropping the pair of silver ewers he'd been carrying to refill from the well in the
courtyard at the end of the passage. They rang on the floor, sounding sweet or hollow by turns as they
rolled.

Cashel sguatted, holding his staff upright in one hand as he caught the nearer pitcher. It might have a
few new dingsin it, but he didn't guess the servant would get in real trouble.

"Oh, your lordship, I'm so sorry!" the fellow babbled. He took the ewer from Cashel's hand but he was
trembling so bad he looked like he might drop it again. "I didn't see you!"
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Cashel glanced at the door he'd come out of . . . and found there wasn't one, just a blank wall between
the entrances to a pair of large suites. He stood up. "Sorry," he said apologetically. "l didn't mean to
startle you."

Cashel headed on in the direction he'd been going when he'd first heard the girl—well, first heard
Mona—crying. He'd never really liked this palace. It was a dingy place, badly run down before Garric
arrived and replaced the Count of Haft with avicar.

Nothing Cashel could see was different about it now, but the corridor seemed a little cheerier than it
used to be. He smiled. He'd have started whistling if he could carry atune.
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Gifts

A World of Paksenarrion Story

Elizabeth Moon

In the fullness of spring, with flowers everywhere and the scent of them filling the nose, Dall Drop-
hand, Gory the Tall's third son, quarrelled with his father and brothers, and went off to find adventure.
"You'l regret it," hisfather said.

"You'll come crawling back as soon as your belly gripes,” said his oldest brother.

"You'll find out nobody wants afool whose only talent is dropping things," said his second-oldest
brother.

His younger brothers and two of his sisters merely jeered. But the last sister cried, and hugged him, and
begged him to stay. The others watched, still laughing, and he turned away.

"Wait," she said. "I'll give you a parting gift."

"The only parting gift he needsis akick in the pants,” said his father. But he stood aside to let the girl
scamper to her bed and pull out her treasure, a bit of wood carved in the likeness of a knife. She had
found it lying loose among the leaves while nutting the year before. She ran back to her brother, and put
it in his hand.

"Takethis," she said. "You may need it."

It was only wood, and not very sharp, but hers was the only kind voice that day. "Are you sure, Julya?'
he asked.

"I am," she said, standing straight as young children do, upright as a pine, and she flung her arms around
him and kissed him. Then she stood back, and he was bound to go, a gawky lad of no particular beauty
or skill, out into the world all aone, at the very season when food was shortest, for no one can live on
flowers.

He walked off down the path that led to the ford, and stopped to drink deeply of that fast, cold water. He
would have taken some in a waterskin, but he had no waterskin. Still it was spring, with water running
fast in every brook and rill, and he was sure he would find water at need. Food was another matter. He
had no bow, no line for setting snares. In all thiswealth of flowers, no fruit had set but wild plums, and
they were green and hard as pebbles still. His eye fell on aruffle of green leaves trembling in the moving
water. They looked very much like the greens his mother grew in the back garden. He picked off a piece,
and tasted it. Yes. The very same. He picked a handful, and stuffed them into his shirt and set off away
from the stream, on a path that narrowed here to afoot's width from little travel.

By midafternoon, he had passed through the woods near the stream and come out into open country,
fields grown up into tall grass and flowers that reached his waist. He had lost the path in that tall growth,
and found it again by stumbling over its groove; now he walked slowly, letting hisfeet feel their way
and hoping no snake lurked below, where he could not see through the lacework of white and yellow. In
the distance, the land rose in billows to blue hills, but he could not tell how far off they were.

At sunfall, he was still in the fields, wading slowly through the flowers. He trampled out a circle hisown
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length, with the groove of the footpath running acrossiit, and sat down. The footpath made a little tunndl,
forward and back, under the tall growth. If he'd been a small animal, he could have used it as a private
road and traveled hidden. The thought amused him; he wondered what it would be like to be so small, to
see the meadow as aforest. For him, the footpath would make a comfortable hole for his hip, when he
lay down to sleep.

The leaves he'd gathered were a limp, unappetizing mess when he pulled them from his shirt, but he ate
them anyway and tried not to think of hisfamily at their supper. He lay down then, and sat up quickly as
his sister's gift poked him in the side. He pulled it out and rubbed his finger along the rib of wood. There
was still enough light to see that it gleamed alittle, where his sister had rubbed it with fat, but not
enough to see the design that hisfinger felt, something carved, not deeply, into it. He kissed the thing,
blessing the sister who had given it—useless though it was, it had been her treasure—and lay down to
slegp with it in his hand.

He woke in darkness, uneasy, at first not knowing where he was. His shirt had rucked up, baring his
back to the chill spring breezes; he yanked it down one-handed but could not go back to sleep. Around
him, over him, the grass and flower-stalks rustled in the breeze. So did something else; he sat up, eyes
wide. Was that more than star-shadow, that dark movement on the trail”? Meadow mice, probably, or the
dlightly larger field rats. A stoat? A fox?

Laughter ringed him in so suddenly that he felt a shock like cold water. They were al around him,
tattered shadows in the starlight, holding weapons that already pricked his back, his sides. Weapons that
glinted dlightly in that faint light. Laughter stilled to uneasy silence.

"Mortal man, you trespass.” That voice was high, higher than his youngest sister's, but very clear.

“I'm not aman," he said. His voice broke on the absurdity of that; he had told his father he was man
enough, when his father called him boy once too often.

"Not aman?' the voice asked, mocking. Laughter rimmed the circle again, and again died. "And what,
pray, art thou if not man? Art too tall for rockfolk, too uncomely for elvenkind, and having speech canst
not be a mere beast, despite the smell . . ." More laughter.

He found his voice again. "I'm aboy." Most of the elder folk were kinder to children than adults; he
would claim that protection if he could. Surely if his father considered him a mere boy, so also would
beings far older than his father.

"I think not," the voice said. "l think thou art man grown, at least in somethings. . ." Thevoice
insinuated what things, and he felt himself going hot. "And 