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CHAPTER ONE

Once upon atime...

No. Let'stry that again.

Long, long ago, inauniversefar, far avay...
Nah, that doesn't work, either.

Oh, hell, you think it's easy being the narrator? You try it. Only don't send your manuscriptsto me,
whatever you do. I've got enough problems of my own. Such astrying to figure out how to begin this
book, for instance.

Let's see now, according to conventiona wisdom, you're supposed to begin astory with anarrative
hook. What's a narrative hook, you ask? It's a dam-bang opening sentence that's so compelling, it
"hooks' your interest right away and makes it damn near impossible not to read on further. Wdll... | guess
I've already blown that.

On the other hand, another tried-and-true technique isto get into the action right away, just plunge the
reader headfirgt into the story with the speed of an expresstrain and never let up for an ingtant. Hmmm...
too late for that, | suppose.

Well, there's dways the classic approach used by all those literary authors. Y ou know, Dickens and that
whole crowd. Firgt, you set the scene with lots of colorful, evocative, descriptive writing, then you
gradudly introduce the main characters as you develop the plot, but then that's a rather dated approach
and modern readers aren't redlly dl that patient with-

"Get on with it," said Warrick.

What?



"l said, get onwithit," Warrick Morgannan repeated, looking up toward the ceiling as he sat behind his
massive desk, bent over his ancient vellum tomes and scrolls.

"Get on with what, Master?' asked histroll familiar, Teddy.
"l wasn't speaking to you," said Warrick.

The hairy, little troll glanced around the sorcerer's sanctorum apprehensively, noting that the two of them
seemed to be adone.

"But, Madter..." hewhined, plaintively, "thereisno one se herel™

"Of course, thereisno one else here," snapped Warrick irritably. "1 was speaking to the voicein the
ether."

"Thevoicein the ether, Master?' said Teddy, picking hisnose nervoudly.
"Y es, you know, the onethat callsitsalf the narrator,” Warrick replied.

Teddy swalowed hard and seemed to shrink into himself, which isn't easy to do when you're only two
feet tall. HEd heard his master speak of this narrator before, this mysterious voice in the ether that only
he could hear, and it dways made him fed frightened. Now, the fact is, there's not much that frightens
trolls, because dthough they may be rather small, they are extremely strong and aggressive. However,
Teddy had no ideawhat to make of thisinvisible, omniscient presence that his master kept referring to. It
made him very nervous.

"What isit saying, Master?' Teddy asked.
"It'stalking about your nerves now," said Warrick with awry grimace.
"My nerves?" said Teddy, becoming increasingly more nervous.

"Yes, and wasting agreat ded of time, | might add,” said Warrick, frowning. "If thereisonething |
cannot stand, ‘tisa storyteller who hems and haws and cannot seem to get the tale Started properly.”

Of course, not being a storyteller himsalf, Warrick was not redlly in a position to appreciate the difficulties
involved with beginning the second novd in a series, while a the sametime trying to take into account the
reader who may not have read thefirst one.

"Well, why don't you smply do one of those 'in the last episode’ things?* asked Warrick impatiently.
"Now do get onwithit, will you? | have work to do.”

Ahem... Inour last episode, we met Dr. Marvin Brewster, abrilliant, if pathologicaly vague, American
scientist in London, in the employ of EnGulfCo Internationd, one of those huge, multinationa
conglomerates that owns companies al over theworld and haslots of large buildings with bad art in their
lobbies. Brewster had what many men might cal an enviablelife. Hewas making agreat ded of money
doing what he loved, working out of his own private research |aboratory with virtualy unlimited funding,
and he had become engaged to a highly intelligent and socialy prominent British cybernetics engineer
named Dr. Pamela Fairburn, who also happened to be drop-dead gorgeous.

Pamela patiently kept trying to get her absent-minded fiance to the dtar, only Brewster kept failing to
show up for hisweddings. It wasn't that Brewster was gun-shy about marriage, it was ssmply that he
couldn't seem to keep hismind on little things like weddings when he was on the verge of perfecting the
greatest scientific discovery theworld had ever seen. Assuming, of course, the world would ever get a



chanceto seeit. And therein liesour tale.

For those of you who were thoughtless enough to miss our firgt ingtalment (The Reluctant Sorcerer,
Warner Books), never fear, your faithful narrator will bring you up to date. Therest of you, hang in there
while we wait for the late arrivals to catch up. Or smply skip ahead to the next chapter. It's okay, | don't
mind.

What Brewster had constructed in histop-secret [aboratory, high atop the corporate headquarters
building of EnGulfCo Internationa, was the world's first working model of atime machine. Well skip the
details of how he did it, because that was covered in our first episode (The Reluctant Sorcerer, Warner
Books), asde from which, explaining time travel aways gives your narrator afrightful headache. Sufficeit
to say that the thing worked, which should have assured Brewster's fame and fortune and made him as
much of ahousehold name as, say, Gene Roddenberry, or maybe even | saac Asmov, except for one,
minor, little problem....

Brewder logt it. That'sright, the time machine. Helost it. How do you lose something the size of asmall
helicopter? (Y es, that's how big it was, and if you'd read our first episode-The Reluctant Sorcerer,
Warner Books-you'd have known that dready.) Well, it had to do with afaulty counter in atiming switch
that was part of the auto-return module. It'sredlly rather complicated, but if you've ever owned a British
gports car, then you'll understand how little thingslike that can redly screw up the whole works.

Asareault of thismafunction, Brewster accidentally sent histime machine off on aone-way trip. To get
it back, he had to build a second time machine, go back in time with it and find thefirst one... well, you
get theidea. It seemed smple and straightforward enough. So Brewster built a second time machine and
that was when histrouble really started.

Dueto some kind of freak tempora version of an atmospheric skip (either that, or the bizarre
machinations of the plot), Brewster wound up in aparald universe that suspicioudy resembled the setting
of afantasy novel. And since hed crash-landed his second time machine, Brewster was stuck there, with
only one chance to make it back. Unless he could find the first time machine held built, there was no way
for him to get back home again. Unfortunately, the first time machine was nowhere to be found.

(Thereason it was nowhere to be found: three brigands had found it in the Redwood Forest and sold
it to anearby sorcerer, who managed to stumble onto aspell that tapped into its energy field.) However,
the time machine was not designed to be operated by magica remote control, and asaresult, it hadn't
functioned quite the way it was supposed to.

There was atempora phaseloop, or maybe a short circuit, and the sorcerer disappeared, whilethetime
machine remained exactly where it was. When the sorcerer did not return, his frightened apprentice took
this mysterious and terrible device to Warrick Morgannan, the most powerful wizard in dl the
twenty-seven kingdoms, and the bane of your faithful narrator's existence,

"What?' said Warrick, glancing up from his vellum tomes and scrolls.
Nothing. Go back to work.

Warrick scowled and went back to his paperwork again while Teddy the Troll continued to sweep the
floor, nervoudy glancing up toward the ceiling.

Now where were we? Right, we were discussing Brewster's strange predicament. The first person
Brewster ran into in this primitive and magical new world was Mick O'Falon, whom hefirst took to bea
midget, but who actually happened to be aleprechaun. Mick witnessed Brewster's dramatic arrival in his
world and naturally assumed that Brewster was amighty sorcerer. He also mistakenly assumed that



"Brewster" was atitle, not aname, asin "onewho brews." In other words, an achemist. And since
Brewster habitually told everyone he met to cal him "Doc," Mick caled him "Brewster Doc,” and the
name, as well asthe mistaken assumption it engendered, stuck.

An amateur dchemist himsdlf, Mick was seeking the secret of the Philosopher's Stone, which in this
particular universe had nothing to do with turning base metalsinto gold, but into amuch rarer metd
known as nickallirium, the chief medium of exchange in the twenty-seven kingdoms. The secret of making
nickalirium was controlled by the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, which meant they also controlled the
economy in al the twenty-seven kingdoms. They guarded this power jealoudy, and alowed no oneto
practice magic unless they were a dues-paying member of the Guild. Brewster wasignorant of al these
details, however, and in the universe in which he found himself, ignorance was anything but bliss.

When word began to spread that a new wizard had arrived, the residents of the nearby town of Brigand's
Roost began to drop by to make the new sorcerer's acquaintance. Asthe town's name might lead oneto
believe, the resdents of Brigand's Roost were mostly outlaws who plied their trade along the trails and
thorny hedgerows of the Redwood Forest. They were known asthe Black Brigands, for the black masks
they worein imitation of their leader, the infamous Black Shannon, a deceptively angdlic-looking woman
with the disposition of ashe-wolf and the moras of an dley cat. Now while such character traits might be
regarded as shortcomingsin most socia Situations, they happen to be extremely useful in conducting
business, and Shannon quickly saw certain advantages to having awizard in the neighborhood.

Meanwhile, Warrick was busy trying to solve the mystery of Brewster's missing time machine.
"Yes, what isit now?" snapped Warrick.

Teddy gave aguilty start and dropped his broom.

"l am very busy, Teddy," Warrick said. "Whatever it is, it can wait."

"But, Magter-"

"l said, it canwat!"

Teddy stuck hislower lip out petulantly, picked up his broom and resumed sweeping, mumbling under his
breath.

Now, due to unforeseen circumstances, your narrator hasto be extremely careful when it coniesto
writing about... you-know-who, because as we have aready discovered back in our first episode, the
Grand Director of the Guild isavery powerful adept, indeed. So powerful, in fact, that he can detect the
presence of the narrator. This could make things rather sticky.

Thething is, asany good writer can tell you, characterswho are properly devel oped tend to take on lives
of their own and... you-know-who is certainly no exception. His characterization demanded highly
developed thaumaturgica abilitiesand magical sengtivities of avery high order. Thetroubleis, when you
dart playing around with things like magic, thereé's no telling what might happen, and in this case, what
apparently happened was that your faithful narrator did hisjob ashade too well.

Asaresult of overhearing some narrative exposition in the previous episode, War...uh, Teddy's master
has aready discovered that the mysterious 'gpparatus now in his possession is something called a"'time
machine," though he has yet to figure out exactly what that means. He has deduced thet it isadevice for
trangporting people somewhere, but he has no ideawhere or how. To solve this mystery, he has offered
areward for the capture of the brigands who had found the strange machine, in the hope that they can
lead him to its creator.



Brewster was unaware of al these ominous machinations, and when last we left our unsuspecting hero,
he had made an agreement with a dragon by the name of Rory, who promised to help Brewster find his
missing time machine. In return, Brewster would tell the dragon stories of the world he came from.
Unfortunately, Brewster neglected to take into account the fact that dragons live forever, and they love
hearing stories amost as much asthey loveto frolic in the autumn mis, so this could develop into arather
open-ended deal.

Having set up housekeeping in acrumbling, old keep, Brewster must now reuctantly live up to his
reputation as a sorcerer, which isabit of atrick, snce he can't do any magic. However, as Arthur C.
Clarke once said, any knowledge that is sufficiently advanced would seem like magic to those who didn't
understand it, and while Brewster knew nothing about magic, he did know athing or two about science.

In exchange for help in seeking the whereabouts of hismissing "magic chariot,” Brewster has set about
the task of bringing progress-and, hopefully, some profit-to the muddy, little town of Brigand's Roost. He
isaided inthistask by Mick, the leprechaun; Bloody Bob, the huge, nearsighted brigand; aloca farmer
named McMurphy, who has visions of becoming atycoon; and Brian, the enchanted werepot prince,
who many years ago had been turned into a golden chamberpot by an irate sorcerer whose daughter
Brian had seduced. During each full moon, Prince Brian revertsto his human form, which hasremained
agdedy youthful, while the child he had fathered has grown up to become none other than the Grand
Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, Warrick Morgannan.

"Now what?" snapped Warrick, looking up from his ancient vellum tomes and scrolls once more.
"But, Magter, | said nothing!" Teddy the Troll protested.
"| digtinctly heard my name mentioned,” Warrick said severely.

Teddy swallowed hard and glanced around anxioudy. " "'Twasn't me, Magter. It must have been the
narrator." However, he looked very guilty and hisdenid was not entirely convincing.

Warrick narrowed his eyes suspicioudy. "Areyou certain 'twas not you?"
"Nay, Magter, | said nothing! Nothing!"
"I do not carefor pranks, Teddy."

"But | could never play aprank on you, Master,” Teddy insisted vehemently. "I would not know how!
Trolls have no sense of humor."

"Aye, tistrue," said Warrick, scowling. "It must be that the narrator has begun thetale.”
"It hasatail?" said Teddy with darm.
Warrick rolled his eyes. "Oh, never mind. Fetch me that stack of scrolls over there.™

Teddy put down his broom and went over to the stack of ancient scrolls Warrick had indicated. "All of
them, Magter?"

"Aye, al of them. Somewhere, there hasto be an incantation that will alow me to summon up this
narrator and compel him to do my bidding. | shall not rest until | find it."

Fortunately, Warrick would never find such aspell, because your faithful narrator has no intention of
writing it into the plot. So there.



Warrick dammed hisfist down on the table, then angrily swept dl the scrolls onto the floor, making
Teddy jump back in fear.

"There shall be areckoning,” he said, through gritted teeth. Y ou mark me wdll."
"But, Magter, you said to fetch the scrolldl™

"Blagtit, Teddy, | wasn't speaking to you!"

"Oh," said Teddy. "Forgive me, Master, | thought-"

"Don't think!"

"Yes, Master. | mean, no, Master, | shan't.”

Warrick shut hiseyesin patient suffering. "Of dl the familiars| could have chosen, | had to pick astupid
trall. I could have had anice black cat, or an intelligent owl, perhaps, but nooooo...."

Teddy looked stricken. He sniffled, men waddled back to his grubby little corner in the sorcerer's
sanctorum, where he sat dl hunched up, hugging hishairy little kneesto his chest and pouting.

"I hate the narrator,” he mumbled to himsdf. "l hatehim, | hate him, | hate him!*

A large glass beaker filled with noxious fluid suddenly fell off the shelf above where Teddy sat and
shaitered on his head, covering him with foul-smelling ocoze.

"Teddy!" Warrick shouted.

With awhimper, thelittle troll bolted out the door.

CHAPTER TWO

The stone keep looked decidedly odd with the solar collectors mounted in place. Angling up from the
roof of the lower section of the keep, the collectors ran up to the tower, just below the fourth floor. Mick
had been puzzled by the project from the very start, and thought that the collectors looked "bloody
peculiar,”" but Bloody Bob, theimmense old brigand who was Brewster's self-appointed "|loyd retainer,”
thought that they looked pretty. But then again, he had been the foreman in charge of their congtruction,
and had devel oped quite a proprietary attitude about them.

Ever since Brewster had appointed him construction foreman on the projects at the keep, Bloody Bob
had undertaken his new dutieswith an earnest zed. Heinssted that everyone address him as " Foreman,”
and any brigand who forgot and caled him Bob was fetched amighty clout upon the head that usudly
rendered him unconscious. And when Foreman Bob stood back for the first time to take agood look at
thefruit of al hislabors, his massive chest had swelled with pride.

The congtruction of the solar collectors had entailed building wooden frames on which were mounted
loops of copper pipes, made by bending copper sheets around rods of pig iron and then forming them
and soldering them together. They were then painted black with pitch and connected to the water tank on
the fourth floor with aloop running through Brewster's brand-new Franklin stove, which Mick inssted on
cdling an"OFdlon stove," since he had madeit in his smithy to Brewster's specifications and had aready



taken ordersfor half adozen more from the residents of Brigand's Roost. The water tank was kept filled
by the cistern on the roof, and the collectors stored the solar heat that would enable Brewster, for the
first timesnce hisarriva inthis primitive, medieva world, to take hot showers.

This, initself, wasasource of puzzlement to many of the brigands. Asarule, they didnt like to bathe at
al, and consdered it an unhedlthy practice. Since the infrequent baths they took at the indstence of Black
Shannon, who was averse to body odor, were normaly taken in theice-cold waters of the rushing
stream, it wasn't difficult to see where they had come up with this notion. Asfor the shower Brewster had
designed, they had no idea what to make of that, at al. Nor could they comprehend Brewster Doc's
other new alchemical mystery.. .astrange concoction he called "soap.”

They had al crowded around to watch as Brewster directed Bloody Bob and Robie McMurphy in
rendering the fat from butchered spams, which were squat and ugly, hoglike creatures with rodent faces
and hairless, pink-gpeckled bodies. Their fat content was high, McMurphy had explained, and the meat
tasted s0 vile that even starving hunters passed them up. However, since animd fat had been required for
Brewser's"dchemical recipie,”" the brigands had dain haf a dozen spamsthey found rooting in the forest.

Standing over abailing cauldron that Mick had brought out from his smithy, McMurphy and Bloody Bob
worked under Brewster's direction, skimming the top until the "sorcerous brew” was clear. Then
Brewster had them pour it through some hand-woven cloth which they had filled with ashes, to add lyeto
the mixture, into amold where it was left to solidify. Mick had wrinkled his nose as he gazed at the soap
solidifying inthemolds.

"And you say the purpose of thismagicaly rendered fat isto cleanse the body?' held asked dubioudy.
"Well... yes" Brewster had replied.

"And how doesit do that?" asked Mick. Hewrinkled hisnose again. "Y ou're not going to est it, surely?"
Brewster laughed. "No, no, of course not, Mick. Y ou stand under the shower and scrub yourself withiit.”
"Aye? And then what happens?' asked McMurphy.

"Well, then you rinse off," said Brewster. " And the dirt washes away, leaving you fresh and clean.”
McMurphy shook his head in amazement. "Think of it!" hesaid. "A magicd dirt remover!"

"And it only works when the water ishot?" asked Mick.

"No, it works whether the water ishot or cold,” said Brewster. "Only it'salot nicer whenit's hot.”

" Tissomething | will haveto see” said Mick.

"You cantry it for yoursdf," said Brewster. "Infact, | encourage dl of you totry it. There's plenty of
Soap to go around.”

Of course, once he had said that, they al wanted to see him try it, first. And no amount of recacitrance
on Brewster's part would dissuade them from witnessing hisfirst hot shower. Brewster felt abit
self-conscious about the prospect of taking ashower in front of acrowd, but sinceit wasin the interests
of science and genera cleanliness, he decided he could put up with asmall amount of embarrassment.
The only condition held insisted upon was that none of the women could watch.

Once the solar collectors had been ingtdled and the water in the tank adequately heated, asmdl crowd
gathered in front of his spacious shower stall, which Bloody Bob had constructed out of stone, mortar,



and copper, with Mick handling the plumbing, which he was ragpidly becoming quite expert a. Eventhe
peregrine bush was present, having learned to climb the Sairsto Brewster's quartersin the tower, where
Bloody Bob had placed alarge wooden planter filled with earth, so the bush could burrow itsrootsin
while Brewster dept.

Thelittle red-gold thorn bush had taken to following Brewster around everywhere, so Mick had given it
to Brewdter, for the curious little ambulatory shrub had attached itsdlf to him like an affection-starved
puppy. It had aways been afraid of Mick, who had caught it while it was wandering around the forest
near his smithy, and the fact that Mick dwaysyelled at it and congtantly kept threatening to throw itina
pot for his next batch of peregrine wine had made it very nervous. Its branches shook violently whenever
Mick came near, and when he yelled at it, its leaves drooped disconsolately. However, Brewster had
aways spoken nicdly to it, remembering that Pamela had aways spoken to her houseplants, and the
peregrine bush had responded to his kindness. Its |eaves had taken on abrighter sheen and its branches
were sending forth new growth shoots.

"Sure, and you can keep the bloody thing," said Mick, "for ‘twasforever getting underfoot and being a
damned nuisance. Mind you, though, 'tis but awee shrub now, and you'll have yourself athorny problem
when it growsto itsfull height. When you tire of it, let me know, and I'll brew it up for wine."

"Oh, | couldn't possibly do that, Mick," protested Brewster. "It.. .trustssme.”
"Well, don't be saying that | didn't warn you, then,” Mick had replied.

"Oh, I'm suretha Thorny and | will get dong just fine," said Brewdter.

Mick had raised his eyebrows. " Thorny?"

"Well... that'sthe name I've given it,” admitted Brewster sheepishly.

Mick shook his head and sighed. "First you go speaking to the shrubbery, and now you've taken to
naming it, aswell. Faith, Doc, and you're adifferent sort o' man entirely.”

So with even his pet bush in attendance to watch the inauguration of the soap, Brewster stripped down
awkwardly asthe others watched curioudly. He turned away, blushing, as he took off his boxer shorts
with the little red lips on them. The shorts had been a gift from Pamela, who had thought that they were
"cute," but none of the brigands snickered when they saw them. They knew that adepts often went in for
al sorts of cabalistic symbols on their clothing, each of which had a sorcerous purpose, and when they
saw the shorts, they merely looked at one another significantly. Though Brewster wouldn't be aware of it,
the women of Brigand's Roost would soon be busy sewing boxer shortswith little red lips on them, the
better to improve their menfolk's potency.

Brewster stepped into the shower. He turned on the tap, and as the warm water flowed through the
perforated copper showerhead Mick had constructed, he began to soap himsdlf. The brigands gasped
and drew back when they saw the soap begin to lather up.

" Tisthe foam of madness!" Pikestaff Pat cried out.

"No, no," protested Brewster, looking back over his shoulder at them. "It's supposed to do this. The
lather... the foam iswhat gets you clean, you see”

With arustling sound, the little peregrine bush reacted to the sound of water dripping. It shuffled forward
quickly onitsroots and jumped into the shower with Brewster, so it could get under the spray.

"Thorny! No!" shouted Brewster, crying out as the bush's thorny branches scratched him. He hopped



about in the shower gtal asthe confused bush scuttled about benegth the spray with him, its sharp little
thorns pricking hisskin.

Unableto help themsdves, the brigands burst out laughing uncontrollably asthe dgected little bush
hopped out of the shower stall and went to huddle, quaking, in acorner, water dripping from its drooping
leaves. Facing them, naked, wet, and foamy, Brewster saw Black Shannon standing in their forefront, her
hands on her hips and amocking little smile on her face.

She had comein while his back was turned, intent on not missing the demongtration, and now her gaze
traveled gppreciaively up and down his body. Asthelaughter died down, Brewster blushed furioudy
and covered himsdf up with hishands.

Shannon merdly smiled and held out acloth towe for him to dry himself off with.

Brewster stepped out of the shower, hunched over, took the towel from her, and hastily wrapped it
around hismiddle. "Th-thank you," he sammered. "Wdll... anyway ..." he added, clearing histhroat
awkwardly, "that'show it works."

"Weghdl dl try thismagic soap,” Shannon said, with aglance around at the others, who looked rather
uncertain about this new development.

Pikestaff Pat shook his head. "'If you ask me, 'tis not seemly for aman to be al lathered up, like some
bloody horse run haf to death.”

"l didn't ask you," Shannon snapped. Her blade scraped free of its scabbard and she put its point to
Pikestaff Pat'sthroat. "I said that we shdl all try it. Any questions!™

"Uh ... no," replied Pikestaff Pat, with a nervous swallow, his gaze focused on the sword 'point at his
throat.

"From now on, each and every brigand will possess a piece of this magic soap,” said Shannon. "And
each of you will useit, understood?"

There was a chorus of grumbled, "Ayes." With asatisfied nod at Brewster, Shannon sheathed her sword,
turned on her hedl, and strode out of the room.

"Wadl," mumbled Pikestaff Pat, asthe remainder of them filed out, "at least we found ause for the bloody
spams.”

Sean MacGregor had spent the better part of the evening sharpening his blades by the campfire. It took a
while because he was meticulous about their being sharpened properly and because he had better than a
dozen of them, of various shapes and sizes, worn on hisbelt and in crossed bandoliers over his chest. He
also had his sword, which was atrue work of art indeed, aswas only fitting for MacGregor the
Bladesman, who had yet to meet his match.

Attached to the breast of his brown, rough-out leather tunic was the coveted badge of the Footpads and
Assassins Guild, in the shape of a double-edged dagger. MacGregor's badge was different from all the
others, inthat it dso had astar inscribed upon its blade, which identified him without question asthe
number-one assassin in the Guild, entitled to command top rates. He had been the number-one n
ever since he had nated the previous number-one n, which was generally how rank was
determined in the Guild. Since inept assassinsdid not usudly last very long asaresult, this practice
ensured aconsstent, high leve of professondism.

Seated across from him, on the other side of the camp-fire, were his three gpprentice henchmen, the



brawny brothers Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh. They were as dike as peasin apod, and hardly anyone but
Mac could tell them gpart. They were Strapping, young bruisers with straw-colored mops of hair and
amiable, round, peasant faces that generally wore expressions of bovine placidity, except for when they
had to fight or think. When they were forced to think, their faces contorted into such pained expressions
that one might have thought they were suffering from terminal congtipation. But when faced with afight,
their ploughboy faces it up with an innocent, childlikejoy.

Mac had first met them in a Pittsburgh watering hole known as The Stedlers Tavern, famed hangout of

ns, cutpurses, and aleymen. The three brothers had just finished taking on al comers and the
tavern was a shambles, with limp bodies dung about al over the place. Recognizing potentia when he
saw it, Mac had offered them positions as his gpprentices and they had eagerly jumped at the opportunity
of learning agood trade, and from no less an accomplished ingtructor than the famous Mac the Knife.

They had been on the road for several weeks now, on thetrail of three men sought by Warrick the
White, who was paying not only Mac'stop rate, but offering an attractive bonus, aswell. Thiswasthe
firgt actua assgnment in the field the three brothers had ever participated in, and they were eager to learn
asmuch asthey could. The only problem was, there was only so much their dense craniums could handle
at any given time, and ingructing them in the finer points of stalking and assassination wasataxing
process. It was fortunate that MacGregor was a patient man.

He grimaced as he glanced across the campfire a his three gpprentices, who were busily stuffing
themselves with roasted spam. They had killed two of the creatures earlier that afternoon, and despite
Mac tdlling them that spams didn't make good eating, the brothers had cooked them up anyway and now
they sat mere, chewing and belching happily, brown fat juices dribbling down their chins onto their tunics.

"You actudly like spam?’ MacGregor asked with disbelief.
"Aye, 'tis powerful good, Mac!" Dugh replied. " 'Ere, tear yourself off achunk!”

He held out adripping, suety mass of roasted, pink-speckled flesh. Mac winced and recoiled fromit.
The smdl done was enough to stunt your growth, he thought.

"No, thank you, | am not very hungry," he replied with a sour grimace of distaste.
"Suit yoursdlf, then," Dugh replied, elbowing his brothers glesfully. " Just means morefor us, eh, lads?"

Mac reached for the wineskin and squirted a stream into his mouth. He sighed, leaned back against atree
trunk, and lit up his pipe. "Right, then," he said, when he had it going. "Time to review our progress, lads.”

They dl sat up attentively, like acromegdic schoolboys.
"What have we learned thusfar?'
"About what, Mac?"' asked Lugh with apuzzled frown.

MacGregor rolled his eyes and drew along, patient breath. "About our quarry, lads, the three men we
are seeking for our esteemed patron, Warrick the White."

"Well... therésthree of them," offered Dugh.

MacGregor shut hiseyesin patient suffering. "Y es, very good, Dugh, there are three of them. But if you
will recdl, we knew that to begin with, did we not? What else?*

The brothers screwed their faces up in expressions of fierce concentration. "One of 'em likes wee



wooden horses!” Hugh findly said triumphantly.

MacGregor reached into his pouch and removed a small, hand-carved, wooden chesspiece. "Right,” he
sad, holding it up. "And what, exactly, does this wee wooden horse sgnify?!

"Uh... aknight?" asked Lugh.

"Very good, Lugh! It Sgnifiesaknight. And whét isthe name of the gamein which thisknight isagame
piece?"

"Cheese!" said Dugh.

"Close," said MacGregor with awry grimace. "Actudly, 'tis called chess. Try to remember that. Now,
let'sdl say it together, shal we?'

"Chess," said the brothersin unison.
"Very good,” said Mac. "And what isthe Sgnificance of thisinformation”?”
Slence.

"It tellsusthat at least two of the men we seek are players,” said MacGregor, "and it also tells us that
they are probably somewhat clever, as chessisagamefor clever men. Further, the fact that they had
brought this game with them on their journey indicates that they are avid players, and chances are that
they had probably played this game whenever they had stopped to rest. So...." Hegavethem a
prompting glance, hoping for the best.

Slence
"Hugh?' said MacGregor. "Come on, now, lad, you cando it...."
Hugh concentrated with such intengity that he let loose atremendousfart.

"Oh, blind me, what abloody stench!" cried Dugh, scuttling away from his brother. Lugh grabbed his
own throat dramaticaly and made gurgling, choking noises.

"Y ou shut up now!" shouted Hugh.

"Argh!" said Lugh. " Tislike abloated corpse, dl burst apart and squirmy with bleedin'’ little worms and
maggots..."

"Y ou shut up!" cried Hugh, fetching his brother aclout on the head. "I'll bloody well kill you, I will!™
"Argh! Kill me, too!" cried Dugh, performing amock swoon. "A quick death would be merciful!"

Hugh leaped upon his other brother and in seconds, the three of them were scrabbling around in the dirt,
pummeling each other and laughing hysericaly.

MacGregor looked up toward the heavens and addressed a quiet pleato the gods. "For pity's sake," he
said, "don't just look down. Help me"

Whereupon the sky was suddenly split with lightning, followed by the crash of thunder, and it began to
rain, a deluge that quickly put out the campfire and had the hot coals teaming.

MacGregor glanced up at the sky again and murmured, "That wasn't quite what | had in mind." He



frowned and pulled his cloak over him for shelter. Meanwhile, the narrator, feding playfully omniscient,
smiled smugly and went on to the next scene.

Bonnie King Billy sat leaning back againgt the headboard of hisroya bed, wearing hisroya nightgown
and hisroya nightcap and feding royally depressed. He frequently felt depressed when it wasraining, but
on this night, he felt especialy depressed, and not just because of the rotten weather.

Next to him, the beautiful Queen Sandy reclined gracefully with her head on her down pillow, her long
and dim legs bent &t an attractive angle underneath the covers, the dinky outline of her body undernesth
the sheets making afine, aesthetic counterpoint to the way her long, golden hair was spread out across
the pillow, like an angd's hdo. (None of this has anything to do with the following scene, of course, your
narrator smply likesto entertain himsdlf every now and then.)

"Peitions” mumbled King Billy disconsolatedly.
"Mmmmm?" murmured Queen Sandy.

"Nothing but petitions,” said King Billy, sticking out hislower lipinaroyd pout. "Petitions, petitions, and
more petitions. Each one worded more nastily than the one beforeit, too."

Queen Sandy sighed. "Areyou till on about that?' she murmured. "Go to deep, William. Tislate."

"How can | deep with all these petitions hanging over my head?' asked King Billy grumpily. "1 dways
thought my subjectsloved me. Y ou dwaystold me that they did.”

"They did, and they do," replied Queen Sandy, burrowing down into her pillow. "Now go to deep.”
"Wdll, if they love me, then why do they assail me with thisavaanche of petitions?'

Queen Sandy sighed wearily. " 'Tis because of the new edicts,” shereplied.

King Billy frowned. "What new edicts? | haveissued no new edicts."

"Youdid," sheingsted. "Theroyd sheriff issued them in your name. And he continuesto issue new ones
al thetime, as quickly as he can think up new laws for the people to break."

"Redly?' said King Billy. "Well, what's he doing that for?"

Queen Sandy sighed again and sat up in bed, turning toward her husband. "He's doing it because
Warrick told himto,” she said. "And you gave Warrick your blanket approval, don't you remember?”’

"I did?' King Billy asked. "Why did | do that?"

"To restock the roya dungeons,” explained Queen Sandy, "so that Warrick could use the prisonersfor
hismagica experiments, instead of Smply having his minions snatching people off the streets.”

"Ah, quite 0, quite s0," King Billy replied, nodding. "I remember now. | wasreceiving petitions
complaining of my subjects being snatched off the street and | told Warrick he could use the prisoners,
ingtead." He frowned. "1 thought that solved the problem.”

"It would have," replied Queen Sandy, "except that Warrick had dready depleted the roya dungeons,
and in order for there to be more prisoners, there had to be more arrests, and in order for there to be
more arrests, there had to be more laws for the people to break, and in order for there to be more laws,
there had to be new edicts. And Warrick suggested that you give the roya sheriff your gpproval to issue
some new edicts, announcing some new laws. Do you remember now?"



"Aye, of course" King Billy said. "So that should have taken care of matters. But then why al these new
petitions?

Queen Sandy gave him one of her specid looks.

"l just hate it when you give me one of your specia looks," complained King Billy. "It dways makesme
fed asif I've done something particularly foolish."

" Tis because you dways do something particularly foolish to provoke such looks," Queen Sandy replied.
"Well... what have | done this time?'

"Y ou have solved a problem with another problem,” said Queen Sandy. "Warrick's minions were
snatching people off the streets, and so the people sent in petitions of complaint. Y ou choseto alow
Warrick to use the prisonersin the roya dungeons, so that he wouldn't need to snatch people off the
dreets, only he had dready used up al the prisoners without asking your permisson, so instead of giving
him aroya reprimand, you agreed to his suggestion that the roya sheriff issue some new edicts, which
would bring about increased arrests, so that now, instead of Warrick's minions snatching people off the
streets, your minions are snatching people off the streets and giving them to Warrick. Nothing's changed,
my dear, except that instead of the people blaming Warrick, now they are blaming you. And that iswhy
you are receiving more petitions.”

"Oh," sad King Billy. "l see" He put hisfingersup to hislipsin agesture reminiscent of David Niven (at
least, it would have been reminiscent of David Niven if anyonein this universe had known who David
Nivenwas). "Wdll, | suppose | shdl have to do something about that.”

"That would be nice, dear," said the queen, lying back underneath the covers once again.
King Billy brightened. "1 know! | shdl issue anew edict outlawing petitiong!"
"Oh, go to deep!"” Queen Sandy sad.

At approximately the sametime, in another part of town, arather seedy part of town, specificaly, the
corner of Cutthroat Avenue and Garotte Place, it was nearing closing timein The Stealers Tavern and the
tavern keeper announced last call.

"Last cdl!" announced the tavern keeper redundantly.

"I'll have another," said the small, dark, feisty-looking, hawk-faced man sitting at the end of the bar. He
tapped his mug for emphasis.

The tavern keeper grimaced and brought the man another mineral water and lime. "'Y ou sure you don't
want areal drink, now?" he asked the hawk-faced man for the fourth time."

"For the fourth time, | don't drink," the hawk-faced man replied.

"Y ou know something? They say you can never trust aman who doesn't drink,” the tavern keeper
grumbled.

"Y ou know something? They'reright,” the hawk-faced man replied. "Now shut up and leave me aone.”

Harlan the Peddlar drank his minera water and scowled at the retreating back of the tavern keeper. He
was not in aparticularly cheerful mood. Business was dow. In fact, business was downright awful. At the
rate things were going, he thought, he'd soon be reduced to eating the spam stew handed out at the local



soup kitchens. It was dl part of Bonnie King Billy's FTP Program, which stood for Feed The Poor,
athough most of the poor people in the kingdom caled it Something-Else The Poor.

"I never should have picked thisbusiness," Harlan the Peddlar mumbled to himsdlf through gritted teeth.
"| should've been abard, instead. Bloody bards have dl the luck. Wandering about, strumming on their
blasted zithers, telling fantagtica lore.... Strewth, ‘tain't workin'. That'sthe way to do it. Making money
telling fantasy. Aye, 'tain't workin'. That's the way to do it. Money for nothing and your maidsfor free."

Knopfler the Bard walked up behind the peddlar and tapped him on the shoulder. "Watch it," he said.

"Sod off!" said the peddlar. He finished off hisdrink, took adeep breath, and exhded heavily. "What |
need is something new,” he said to himsdlf. " Something people will want, and that no oneese hasto
offer. Something unique, so I'll be able to control the price. Only where is one to find such acommodity?
What could it be?"

He paid for hisdrinks and |ft the tavern, going back out to his peddiar's cart. He paid the ruffian held
hired to watch it while he wasinsde, scowling as he counted out the coins, yet knowing full well thet if he
hadn't bought such protection, not only would all his wares have disappeared, but probably his cart and
horse, aswell.

"Whatever it may be," he mumbled to himself ashe climbed up into hiscart, "I shan't find it in Pittsburgh.
Too many craftsmen here, too many peddlars stopping by to cal on them. I'll need to find some
craftsman somewhere who hasn't been discovered yet. Aye, that'swhat I'll need to do. Scour the
countryside and find some unknown, starving craftsman somewhere who's got something completely
different. What could it be, though, what could it be?"

The determined peddlar whipped up his horse, and the cart dowly lumbered off, heading toward the
road leading out of the city. Hed bought provisions enough for along journey. Somewhere out there, in
the wilds, he knew he'd find what he was seeking. He had no ideawhat it was yet, but when he found it,
he'd know.

CHAPTER THREE

"Doc, wake up!"

"Mmmmm?' Brewster opened his eyes and started when he saw Shannon standing by his bed, looking
down at him. She stood in her habitual, aggressive posture, legs spread gpart, hands on her hips, closeto
the pommels of her sword and dagger. All things considered, it was quite asight to wake up to first thing
inthemorning.

"Doc, we need to talk," said Shannon, sitting down on the edge of his bed.

Bdatedly, Brewster redized that it had been awarm night and he had kicked most of the covers off
himsdf. He redlized this when Shannon cast alingering, appreciative gaze down aong his body, stopping
at... well, you know where she stopped. She smiled as he made a quick grab for the covers and pulled
them up over himsdif.

"Y ou seem pleased to see me," said Shannon with asmile.



"That... uh ... often hgppenswith men... in the morning,” Brewster explained, blushing furioudy.

"Indeed?’ said Shannon, raising her eyebrows. "1 hadn't known. 1'd never lingered long enough to find

"Yes, well...." Brewster cleared histhroat awkwardly. "What wasit you wanted to discuss?’
"We can speak while you get dressed,” said Shannon.

"Uh, no...that's okay," said Brewster hadtily. "That can wait. Go ahead, I'm listening.”

" Tisabout my men," said Shannon.

"What about them?'

"Y ou have the greater part of them laboring here upon your sorcerousworks,” she said. "Now, 'tisnot
that I'm complaining, mind you, | quite understand that there is much to do, what with Mick and Robie
requiring help in making the many-bladed knives, and tending to the brewing and the manufacture of the
magic soap, and then there are the stoves to make, and the wire to be pulled and the copper pipesto be
formed... well, 'tisall most wondrous, you see, but Bob has dmost dl the men assisting in these various
works, which leaves me but afew to dispose about the forest trailsto ply our brigand trade. We are
taking in less booty now than ever before, and | fear that at thisrate, we shal soon bein rather dire
draits”

Brewster nodded. "1 see,” he said. ™Y ou're worried about your income.”
"Income?’ Shannon asked with apuzzled frown.
"Uh, yes, the booty, asyou put it," Brewster explained. "The profits that comein. In-come, you see?’

"Ah," said Shannon, comprehending. "In-come." She nodded. "A useful expression. | shdl haveto
remember it." She crossed her long and lovely legs and Brewster shifted uncomfortably beneath his
covers. He wished shed wear more clothing. " So... you see my difficulty,” she continued. "Y ou said there
would be profit to be made from this manufacturing process of yours. My concern isthat you have most
of my men working here day in and day out, yet thusfar, we have seen none of this profit, thisin-come,
asyoucdl it."

"l understand,” said Brewster. "However, you must understand that this sort of thing takestime.”
"How much time?" Shannon asked.

"Wadll.. first, we have to establish the process and work out al the problems,” Brewster explained. "Then
we haveto build up our inventory.. .our stock. asit were. And then, we have to ingtitute our marketing
program. Now, I've been giving that alot of thought, because it's not really my area of expertise, you see,
and I'm not quite certain how to go about it yet, but once we have-"

"All this means nothing to me," Shannon interrupted impatiently. "And it sounds asif ‘twill take agreet
ded moretime. | fall to seethe wisdom in this. As brigands, we regp our profits much more quickly.”

"Yes, | supposethat'strue,” said Brewster. "However, it's amuch more uncertain business. | mean, you
can't depend on it for steady work, if you can see my point. Aside from that, therisks are greater. And
it'sdishones.”

"What hasthat to do with anything?" asked Shannon.



"WEell... wouldn't you rather have a steedy income, with afar greater potentia for profit and much less
risk?' he asked.

"Aye, | would," said Shannon, "only when does dl this come about? How long shdl | have to wait?"

Brewster sghed. " Shannon, we're barely getting Sarted,” hereplied. "Please, try to be alittle patient.
These thingstake time. However, | promiseyou, if you can only be patient alittle while longer, it will be
well worthiit. You'll see”

Shannon pursed her lipsthoughtfully. "Very wdl," shesad. "I shdl wait awhile longer and try to be more
patient, as you ask. But we had best see some profit soon.”

She turned and strode out of Brewster's room, leaving him sitting up in bed, clutching the coversto
himsdf and feding very anxious. She was the most unpredictable young woman he had ever met, and the
mogt difficult to figure out. Not that held ever been much good at understanding women in thefirst place.

He looked around the room as he sat in the crudely made wooden bed, clutching the coarsely woven
blanket. What he saw were bare stone walls, with severd sconces mounted on them for torches. There
was atdl, standing brazier, awooden trunk for storing his doming, severa crude wooden benches, a
wooden table with abowl and pitcher for washing up, and a couple of gobletsfor drinking. A cruddy
woven carpet covered part of the stone floor. There was no glass in the narrow windows, and he was
suffering from mosguito bites. At least, he thought they were mosquitoes. In aworld like this, he thought,
they were liableto be amogt anything. All indl, it was the most Spartan, primitive existence he had ever
known.

He had aready lost track of how long he'd been here. He estimated it to be about a month, perhaps a
little more. Pamelamust be frantic, he thought. He'd disappeared before, but only for aday or two at
most, never for thislong. Heimagined that she'd probably called dl the hospitalsin London, and then
gone to the police and filed amissing persons report. He was avalued asset to EnGulfCo, so they would
probably have detectives looking for him, aswell. Only they'd never find him. The dayswould stretch on
into weeks, the weeks into months... how long would she wait? What must she be thinking?

In the quiet hours of the night, Brewster had aways concentrated al his thoughts upon the task at hand,
the next project, and the next one after that, the best way to design asolar hegater, the most feasible way
toingall the plumbing, the problem of eectricity and whether or not it would be possible to design some
sort of crude light bulb, anything to keep him from thinking the thought that was going through hismind
right now....

Suppose he never made it back? He could, quite conceivably, be stuck herein this primitive, medieva
world for the remainder of hislife. Hetried to force his mind back to amore pragmatic frame. Therewas
agreat dedl of interest in thisworld, agrest ded to learn. It could easily become the research project of a
lifetime. But of what usewould it beif he could never bring any of thisinformation home with him?

On one hand, he could probably have agood life here. With what he knew, he could become an
important man in thisworld, another daVinci, and he could become wedthy and respected. And there
was much that he could do for these people. Y &t, on the other hand, he did not belong here. He aready
had alife, agood life... alife held left behind. Chances were, held left that life behind forever.

A momentary feding of panic overwhemed him. And then he heard arustling sound as Thorny, the little
peregrine bush, uprooted itself from its planter and scuttled across the floor toward him. It stopped
beside his bed and tentatively, very gently, stretched out its branches to touch him very lightly, so asnot
to scratch him. Almost like a puppy, sensing its owner's depression and offering alittle love in an attempt
to easeit.



Brewster stopped himsalf as he was about to stretch out his hand and stroke the thorn bush, as hewould
adog. In spite of himsdlf, he had to amile.

"Thanks, Thorny," hesaid. "You'reagood friend. | fed better now."
Thorny'slittle, red-gold leaves seemed to perk up and it rustled its branchesin response.

"Man'sbest friend ishisbush,” Brewster said with achuckle. "1 wish Pamela could see you. Well... who
knows? With any luck, Thorny, maybe someday soon, shewill.”

In the meantime, like it or not, I'm here, he thought, and | might aswell make the bet of it. That meant
not only doing what he could to improve his own Situation, but to pull his own weight, aswell. In some
cases, he'd aready donethat. Bloody Bob had been so nearsighted when they'd first met that the
brawny, aging brigand had been practically blind. Now, with the "magic visor" that Brewster had
designed for him, with crudely ground glass lenses sandwiched between the two riveted bronze pieces
that made up the visor, Bloody Bob could see. Even if these home-ground lenses weren't quite up to the
modern optometrica standards Brewster was accustomed to, for Bloody Bob, it waslike amiracle, and
there was nothing the old brigand wouldn't do for the mighty sorcerer who had cured his blindness.

In Mick's case, the paybacks were sill coming. Brewster owed a great dedl to the muscular, little
leprechaun. If not for Mick using histremendous physica strength to rip open the buckled door, he never
would have managed to get out of the crash-damaged time machine, and when theliquid oxygen tanks
exploded, he would have gone up with it. On top of that, Mick had taken himin, and fed him, and given
him the use of the stone keep. And it was Mick who had facilitated his reasonably smooth entry into this
world, by introducing him to the brigands and the local fanners and vouching for his character, aswell as
his"magica abilities

Y es, he certainly owed Mick alot, but in someways, he had aready paid him back at least some of
what he owed him. The ill he had designed for Mick would dramatically increase his production of
peregrine wine, brewed from mash derived from the roots of the ambulatory peregrine bushes, and the
Franklin stove hed shown Mick how to make for his own use in the keep would be another source of
profit for the industrious |leprechaun, who had aready taken ordersfor more. The "many-bladed knife"
production, which had seemed to generate the most excitement, was underway and soon their first batch
of Swiss-Army-style knives would be complete. Mick clearly understood the benefit in al these things,
just as he understood the profit to be made. Likewise, the brigands who were helping on these projects
were equally enthusiagtic. The problem was Black Shannon. She kept growing more and more restless
and impatient.

He sighed and shook his head. "I just don't know what 1'm going to do about that girl," he said to himsdlf,
out loud.

"Belike you are the only man who'd think of asking such aquestion,” the gem-studded, golden
chamberpot replied from its place on the chair across the room.

Brewster started and glanced at the pot sharply. "Damn, Brian, you startled me," he said.
"Sorry," the pot replied. " Twasn't my intention, | assure you."

"I know," said Brewster, getting up to put on hisclothes. "I just can't seem to get used to the ideathat
you're actudly a person, under an enchantment. | keep forgetting and thinking I'm aonein the room.
Thoughtless of me. I'm really the one who should gpologize.”

"Think nothing of it, Doc," said the pot. "I'm quite accustomed to it."



"Well, just the same, I'm sorry for forgetting,” Brewster said.

"Doc, my friend, believe me, you have nothing to gpologizefor,” said the pot. " Twasalong time | spent
locked up within that wizard'strunk and | am grateful for acivilized man to spesk with for achange.
Especidly onewho never thinks of using mefor the purpose for which chamberpots were dl intended.
Tisawonderful thing, thistoilet you've invented. For that done, you have my eterna gratitude.”

"Yes, wdl... thank you, Brian," Brewster said awkwardly.

"However, returning to the point at hand,” the pot continued, " 'tisa mystery to me why Shannon is of
such concern to you. Y ou are aman, sheisawench, and arather fetching one, at that. She also finds you
comely. | say throw her down and mount the pony and shelll cease to trouble you."”

Brewster shook his head. "It would take a better man than | to throw that ‘wench' down,” he said.
"Quite asde from the fact that ‘throwing awoman down and mounting the pony,' asyou put it, isarather
disrespectful way of treating the opposite sex, and not at al my sort of thing. On top of which, it'sa
rather amplistic solution and onethat | doubt very much would work."

"It's never failled me before," the pot said.
"Yes, and look whereit's gotten you," said Brewster.
"Aye, well... sad to say, tisapoint that | canill dispute,” the pot replied.

Brewster stared at the enchanted werepot prince and marveled. "1 gtill can't get over it," he said. "What's
happened to you defies dl known science. How a human being's molecular structure can be dtered in
such aradicd fashion, not to mention the fact that you can speak, when you have no visible means of
doing s0... it's absolutely mind-boggling.”

" "Tismagic, Doc," the pot replied. "And 'tisin the laws of magic, and not your science, that you will find
the solution that you seek. And | do earnestly hope you find it."

"One way or another, Brian, I'll find away to turn you back, permanently,” Brewster said. "l just don't
know how, yet. It'll be the greatest challenge of my career. But if aman found away to do thisto you,
then there hasto be away for meto find out how to reverse the spell.”

"Then 'tismagic you shal need to learn, Doc," the pot said. "And from being kept by a succession of
adepts- who, admittedly, failed to restore me-I've nevertheless learned a good deal about sorcery. | shal
help you to the full extent of my abilities"

"Yes, wdll, it's past time | started doing something about that,” said Brewster, as he pulled on hisleather
breeches and reached for his shirt. "I know | promised that I'd try to help you, but I've Ssmply been so
busy with the projects at the keep that | haven't had much time to devote to your problem. Y ou've been
very patient, Brian, and you deserve better."

He could dmost hear the shrug in the pot'svoice asit replied, " Tisalong timeI've been theway | am,
Daoc. | can suffer it awhilelonger, if | mugt.”

"I only wish Shannon had your attitude,”" said Brewster. " She's starting to become aproblem. | think |
know what the troubleis, too." He paused in lacing up hisshirt. "Until | came aong, Shannon wasin
charge and her leadership was undisputed. Of course, | would never presume to dispute her leadership,
but at the sametime, | can see where sheld perceive her position as being of secondary importance ever
gncel arived.”



"Whichisasit should be with awoman and aman,” said the pot.

"No, Brian, yourewrong," said Brewster. "Especialy when it comesto awoman like Shannon. If she
truly perceived me as her riva, how long do you think I'd last? I'd never survive atest of strength against
her. And let'sfaceit, without the brigands, we wouldn't be making any kind of progresshereat al. | need
to find some way to get her more involved. And at the sametime, | promised her greater profit than she
could achieve by stealing. I'm going to have to make good on that promise, and I'm going to haveto do it
soon, or ese shelll take mattersinto her own hands and that'll be the end of it.”

He dipped into histweed sport coat and stood there, looking down at himself. He spread hisarmsout in
ashrug. "Don't | look asight?' he said. He was wearing rough, brown leather breechesand a
loose-fitting shirt that laced up at the chest. On hisfeet, he wore soft leather boots. The houndstooth
Harris tweed jacket with the leather elbow patches and brown leather buttons didn't quite go with the
outfit, but hisgray flannel trousers had worn out and hiswhite Oxford shirt was soiled and frayed. "This
kind of lifeisrather hard on clothes," he observed wryly.

"| think the wool doublet |ooks rather dashing,” the pot replied. "Except for where you had to patch it
where the deeves had worn out at the elbows."

"They're not worn out,” said Brewster. "The patches areredlly just for decoration. It'sjust the style.”
"Y ou mean that where you come from, the fashion isto make the clothing look worn out?' asked the pot.

"Well... | supposeitis" sad Brewster. "Thefirst thing the kids do when they buy anew pair of pantsis
rip the knees out.”

"Why?" asked the pot.

"I redly don't know," said Brewster with afrown. "Anyway, let's go see how things are coming along.
Maybe I'll come up with someideas about where Shannon could fit in. Unless| can get her involved in
something that can put her abilities to good use and make her as enthusiastic as the others, shesgoing to
keep feding left out and shelll wind up growing resentful. And that's one lady whaose resentment | would
not want to incur.”

He tucked the chamberpot under hisarm and went downgtairs. Thelittle peregrine bush followed like a
shadow, scrabbling after him on itstwisted roots.

It was il quite early, but there was already agreat ded of activity on the grounds of the keep. As
Brewster crossed the great hal on the first floor of histower, he was greeted by the brigands already
gathered there, who rose to their feet respectfully ashe camein.

"Good morning, Doc," said Fuzzy Tom, pausing in hisingestion of copious quantities of scrambled eggs
to stand and incline his grest, hairy head and face toward Brewster as he passed. The gesture was
amogt, but not quite, abow. His greeting was echoed by L onesome John and Winsome Wil, who
likewise stood and inclined their heads respectfully.

"Morning, Tom, John, Wil," said Brewster, hastening past them to the kitchen, so they could St back
down and finish their breskfast.

He'd done nothing to encourage thisformality and, in fact, hed done his best to discourageit, but there
seemed to be little he could do about it. It was, doubtless, Bloody Bob who was responsible.

The aging brigand had once been afamouswarrior, serving under kings and dukes and princes, and it
wasin such service that he learned courtly behavior and the proper way to act around aliege lord. After



Brewster had restored his sight by making a crude prescription visor for him, the brawny old ex-warrior
had formaly sworn alegiance to him and appointed himsdf Brewster's"loyd retainer.” Reverting to his
old habits, Bloody Bob had taken to addressing Brewster as"milord" and even dropping to one kneein
his presence, a practice he gave up with some reluctance only when Brewster inssted he desist.
However, he continued to display at least atoken formaity toward his"liege," something the other
brigands had begun to emulate.

It was hardly the sort of thing that Shannon could fail to notice and Brewster was concerned that she
might take it the wrong way. She was, after dl, the leader of the brigands and she had won her position
the hard way. Brewster didn't want her to think that he was trying to usurp her place. If Shannon started
to regard him as a serious threet to her position, she was liable to take matters into her own hands and
Brewster was under no illusons asto what would happen if that came to pass. Theresults, for him, were
liableto befatal.

He cameinto the kitchen, where Pikestaff Pat'swife, Caamity Jane, was busy supervisng the
preparation of the meals for the day. The kitchen, they had discovered, wasthe safest place for her. As
her name implied, she was the most accident-prone woman Brewster had ever seen. Allowing her to
wander about the construction site on the grounds of the keep was a sure fire way to guarantee disaster.

If there was aladder within ten miles, Jane would find away to trip over it and knock down whoever had
climbed up it. If there was a bucket placed on some scaffolding, somehow it would contriveto fal at the
exact moment that she passed, and in such away that it would spill its contents all over her and wind up
on her head, causing her to sumble and knock into something else, which would start achain reaction of
injuries among the workers that would bring everything to ahdt. In the kitchen, however, her jinx did not
seem to affect her for some reason and she was completely in her element, cooking up medl s that would
rival those served in the finest restaurantsin London.

Saucy Cheryl was over at the cutting table, dong with Juicy Jill and acouple of other fancy girlsfrom
Dirty Mary's Emporium and Hostelry, dressing out the spams for the sogp-making operation. She saw
Brewster come in, grinned, and waved abloody cleaver at him. Jane stopped cutting up the vegetablesto
bring him hismorning cup of tea. She handed him the steaming mug, watching hisface with an anxious
expression as hetook atentative first sip.

"Very good, Jane," Brewgter said with asmile. "Thank you."
"Havel got it yet, Doc?' she asked hopefully.

"Wadll... no, not quite," Brewster replied, and when he saw the disappointed expression.on her face, he
quickly added, "but you're getting closer dl thetime."

She amiled, satisfied that she was making progress, and went back to dicing up the veggies. Jane had set
hersdf what seemed to be an impossible task, namdly, trying to duplicate English breskfast tea without
access to any tealeaves. It had started when Brewster once remarked, rather wistfully, that he missed
having good English teafor breskfast and Jane had decided then and there that she'd find away to
duplicate the beverage.

Shetook it asachalengeto her culinary and homeopathic skills, and she kept experimenting with all
sorts of strange herbal infusions. She had managed to come up with arather pleasant and tasty brew that
was somewhat reminiscent of black Ceylon tea, but there was something about the taste that till wasn't
quiteright. Asaresult of her efforts, she had developed anumber of recipies for blends of herba tess,
which she kept in ceramic jars on the kitchen shelves, and having once seen her crushing up some
peculiar-looking beetleswith amortar and pestle, Brewster had decided that he was not going to inquire



about any of her ingredients.

The brigands were now taking daily tea breaksin the afternoon, when Jane would brew up a number of
different blends and serve them in steaming potsin the main hall of the keep. They had helped her name
them, too, and some of the more popular blends were Dragon's Bresth Brew, Fairy Mist, and ateathat
Jane hersdlf became quite partia to and drank throughout the day, which her husband, Pikestaff Pat, had
christened Jane's Addiction. It seemed to make her very giddy and Brewster wasn't sure what she put in
it, but the onetime he had tried it, he found himself sarting to halucinate and had avoided it ever since.
Stll, with al these teas being produced, Brewster thought there was a good chance they might find away
to market them, which would be yet another potentia source of profit for the brigands.

They now had anumber of projects underway that would produce marketable commodities. There were
the "many-bladed knives," the first batch of which were dmost ready for assembly. Therewasthe
sogp-making operation, and Mick's"O'Fdlon Stoves," and then there was the ill, which was producing
agood yield of peregrine wine-more properly, asort of moonshine whiskey brewed from the boiled
roots of peregrine bushes. Mick said it was alot more potent now, something Brewster waswilling to
take hisword for, asthe old, cold-brewed stuff had been enough to render him nearly comatose.

The big question now was how would they market these commodities? Thelittle village of Brigand's
Roost was much too smdll to provide a proper market for their production, and most of the residents
were dready involved in their new cottage industry. The nearest city, according to Bloody Bob, was
miles away, and Brewster did not think Shannon would react too well to theidea of her brigands being
used as teamgters to haul the goods to market. Quite aside from which, every one of them had aprice on
his head, which could make deliveriesrather precarious.

Developing amarket posed yet another problem. There wasn't much that they could do in the way of
advertising except, perhaps, for putting up some placards. Their business would have to depend primarily
on word-of-mouth advertisng. And that would take time.

So there it was again, thought Brewster. Time. The eternd enemy. No matter how helooked at it, it
would take time to develop amarket, and time for the profitsto materidize, time he didn't redly have. As
far as Shannon was concerned, this "magica manufacturing process' of hiswas abit too much like work.
Nor would it take too long before the rest of the brigands began to redize that manufacturing, for al the
wondersit produced, was remarkably smilar to labor. And at that point, he might well wind up
encountering thefirst concerted labor action in the twenty-seven kingdoms.

The other problem was, of course, that al thisleft him with no opportunity to search for hismissing time
machine. It could be anywhere. He hadn't redly seen anything of this new world yet. He smply couldn't
get away. Somehow, somewhere, there had to be a solution to these problems,

He went outside, past the boiling kettles where Robie McMurphy and Pikestaff Pat were rendering the
spam fat into soap, and around the outside of the keep to the riverbank. Behind him, Thorny rustled
adongin hisweke, like afathful puppy dog with leaves.

Brewster walked dong the riverbank, thinking to himsdf, trying to come up with some solutionsto the
problemsthat he faced. At abend in the stream, the water rushed through asmall ravine, where the rock
outcroppings poked out of the clay banks and made a sort of miniature canyon. There was a pool down
there, where the brigands often bathed, and Brewster climbed down to it and sat upon one of the large
flat rocks above the water. He reached down and picked up a handful of pebblesfrom the clay dope
and proceeded to toss them into the water as he contemplated this strange State of affairs.

Absently, he reached down again to pick up afew more stonesto toss and his hand came up clutching a



blocky lump of clay. He stared at it curioudy and broke it up in hispam. It came apart in little square
chunks.

"Doc! Doc, where are you?"
He looked up toward the sound. "Over here, Mick!" he called out.

A few momentslater, the powerfully built Ieprechaun came bustling up, pushing hisway through the
underbrush. He stood up at the top of the small ravine, dightly out of breeth.

"Doc?'
"Down here, Mick."
"What are you doin' down there?"

"Thinking," Brewster replied, as Mick clambered down to him. He gazed thoughtfully at the minera
materid inhispam.

"I cameto show you thefirst finished blades,” said Mick, plopping down on the rock outcropping beside
him. He seemed very excited as he reached into his belt pouch and withdrew severa gleaming knife
blades, asyet unassembled. He handed them to Brewster.

"WdI?' he said anxioudy. "What do you think?'

They were larger than the bladesin Brewster's Swiss Army knife. Larger blades were dightly easier to
make and Mick had thought that they would be more ussful and appealing than the smaller blades. The
main cutting blade was Sx inches long and the smaller one measured four inches. Therewasaso a
three-inch awl blade and asix-inch saw blade, aswell. They were keegping it smple, using just those four
blades, to begin with. They were the end result of weeks of unceasing toil on Mick's part, and he was
judtifigbly proud of them.

To produce the stedl, Brewster had designed alarge, double-action bellows powered by abelt running
off the water-whed shaft. Mick, Robie, and Bloody Bob had painstakingly constructed it to Brewster's
gpecifications, making it out of lesther and alarge wood frame. It took up almost the entire room where
the grinding stones were, so the milling room of the keep had now aso become Mick's second amithy.

The belows functioned like a piston, pushing air through the furnace in both directions through a ceramic
pipe that came up around the crucible and vented through the celling. To turn it off, it was necessary to
disconnect the crude, yet effective, rosined belt made from plaited vines. Pig iron was heated in the
crucible to the melting point, and the impurities were then removed by adding lime to the molteniron,
which resulted in ahuge flash of smoke and flame going up the smokestack. When the smoke dissipated,
ar was blown over the mixture to add carbon dioxide and when there were only small flames left burning
atop the molten iron, it was poured out into the molds, whereit solidified into sted!.

Without nickel, molybdenum, and chromium, they could not make stainless stedl, of course, but what
they did get was afairly good grade of stedl that would not rust if it was kept oiled and properly cared
for. Mick had origindly balked at theideaof using cod, because he said it made "dirty iron,” meta with
impurities. He had always used charcod in hisfoundry, but Brewster showed him how to make coke by
preburning cod, burying it, and burning it for a couple of daysin areduced oxygen atimosphere. The
impurities were thereby burned off, resulting in coke, which burned hotter and smplified the making of
ded.

Oncethe sted was solidified in the molds, the next step was to take the blades out for polishing and



sharpening, which was done before the tempering process, so that the crystals wouldn't break when the
blades were sharpened, thereby enabling them to hold an edge better. The blades were then heated until
they were red-hot and plunged into ail. Findly, they were wiped down and polished on awhed run by a
leather belt. The whed! itself was made of iron, with leather glued to it for burling. Brewster held the end
result in his hands. All that remained now was for the piecesto be riveted together with the handles and
the spacers.

"Beautiful, Mick," said Brewster, admiring his handiwork. "An excellent job. Outstanding. Very nice,
indeed." He gave the blades back to Mick.

Mick beamed with pride. "The best blades I've ever forged,” he said with ahuge grin. "Truly, Doc, your
magica knowledge hasimproved my craft beyond al my expectations! Think of the swords and daggers
| shdl be able to make now! Strewth, there will be no armorer anywhere in the twenty-seven kingdoms
to compare with Mick O'Fadlon!”

"I'm glad, Mick," Brewster said. "It wasthe very least | could do for dl the kindness you've shown me."

"Aye, and 'tisthe better part of the bargain I'vereceived,” said Mick. "Sure and ‘twas a great day for
Mick O'Fdlon when you arrived in your magic chariot.”

"And | have yet to find the one that's missing,” Brewster said.

"Never fear, Doc, twill turn up. You'l see. Y ou've got Rory flying over the forest, keepin' his dragon eye
out for it, and he'stold the fairies to be on the lookout for it, too. Well find it, never you mind."

"l hope s0, Mick," said Brewster. "I certainly hope so."

"Aye, wdl, in the meantime, things are coming along splendidly,” the leprechaun replied. “"Now dl we
need to do is decide what materid well be using for the handles. Gold, perhaps? Or maybe slver? Faith,
and that's al been done before, though. For such awondrous many-bladed knife, the handles must be
something truly specia and unique. Unicorn horn, perhgps? Of course, that wouldn't bein plentiful

supply...."

Brewster stared thoughtfully at the broken-up minera lumps held dropped. He reached down and picked
them up again.

Mick stared a him with a puzzled expression. "What's that you've got there, Doc?' His eyes grew wide
when he saw what Brewster had picked up. "Faith, Doc, and 'tisjust clay!"

"Not clay, Mick," Brewster replied. "Bauxite."
Mick frowned. "Box-ite?'

Brewster smiled. "Y es, Mick, bauxite." He glanced around at the doping ravine. "And it seems as though
weve got aplentiful supply.”

"I don't understand, Doc," Mick said, till puzzled.

"Youwill,"” said Brewster. He clapped the leprechaun on his muscular shoulder. "Mick... how'd you like
to learn how to make duminum?'

CHAPTER FOUR



As Teddy thetroll dragged the hapless, screaming prisoner across the floor, Warrick stood watching
with hisarmsfolded, frowning in concentration. It was difficult to concentrate with al that screaming
going on, but he was getting used to it. What he wasn't used to was the frustration that he felt.

Each time a subject was strapped into the device, and Warrick spoke the spell that activated it, there
was a crackling of energy and apeculiar stench, followed by an annoying clap of thunder that had a
tendency to bresk all the glassware in the sanctorum, and then the subject disappeared. Thusfar, nothing
Warrick had done had succeeded in bringing any of the subjects back, consequently, there was no way
of knowing where they had disappeared to.

Warrick stood back from the device each time he activated it, and when the process was complete, he
approached it once again and cautioudy glanced insde, where he could see that some of the symbols
displayed upon the control panel of the time machine had changed mysterioudy, but he had no ideawhat
any of it meant.

"Control pand?' said Warrick, frowning. "What isacontrol pand?'

Teddy paused in histask of strgpping in the struggling prisoner and glanced at his master uneesily.
"Wereyou talking to me, Master?' he said.

"No," snapped Warrick irritably. "Get on with your work."

"Yes, Magter," said Teddy, with an gpprehensive glance up toward the ceiling.

"Noooo!" screamed the prisoner as Teddy strapped himin. "No, please! Don't! Don't kill me, Master
Warrick, please, | beg you! I'll do anything, anything, | swear it!"

"Oh, do be quiet!" Warrick said, with an abrupt, sorcerous gesture toward the prisoner. The prisoner
jerked asif struck, then fell unconscious. Teddy finished the task of strapping himin and hagtily backed
away from the machine. It frightened him, not only because everyone he strapped into it kept
disappearing, never to be seen again, but because Warrick himself hesitated to cometoo closetoit. And
anything that made Warrick nervous made Teddy doubly so.

"It does not make me nervous,” Warrick protested.

"What, Master?' Teddy asked.

"l am merely exercising proper caution,” Warrick said.

"What, Master?'

"l was not speaking to you, Teddy," Warrick replied.

"Ah. Sorry, Magter."

"My wand," said Warrick.

Teddy smply stood there, staring at the time machine with nervous anticipation.
Warrick cleared histhroat. "l said, my wand."

Teddy remained motionless.



"My wand, you misbegotten wart hog!"

Teddy jumped, startled. "Oh! Forgive me, Master, | thought you were speaking to the one you call the
narrator again."

He hurried over to the table to fetch his master's wand while Warrick sighed heavily and shook his head.
"Y ou are making my life very difficult, you know," he said.

"l am sorry, Magter, | do not mean to,” Teddy said, handing him hiswand.
"No, not you, Teddy, | was spesking to the narrator.”

Teddy bit down on ahairy knuckle. Thiswhole thing with his master speaking to the invisible narrator al
the time was making him very uneasy and confused. He was starting to develop anervoustic. Not to
mention the effect that it was having on the narrator.

"Well, ‘twould make matters agreat deal easer if you were smply to tell mewhat | wish to know," said
Warrick.

"And what would that be, Master?' Teddy asked.
Warrick rolled hiseyes. "Not you, Teddy, the narrator!”
"Oh. Sorry, Magter."

"And stop doing that!"

"Stop doing what, Master?' Teddy asked.

"No, Teddy, not you, the narrator! | was speaking to the narrator! Each time | address acomment to
him, he makes you reply, thereby avoiding the necessity of answering me."

"He makes mereply?Y ou mean, | am being con-trolled?" asked Teddy, glancing nervoudy from side
to Sde and wringing his hairy handswith concern.

"Y ou see? He'sdone it again! Now cease, blast you, and face me likeaman! Teddy, leave usaone.”
Thelittletroll hesitated uncertainly.

"No, you don't," said Warrick. "Teddy, go to your room. Now."

"But, Mader...."

"l said, go to your room! At once, do you hear? And none of this hesitating nonsense. | will send for you
when | need you. Now come adong. And before the little troll could think to reply, the wizard took him
by the arm and waked him to the door, opening it and urging him on through, then closing it behind him."

That was sneaky.

"Y ou left mewith no other choice," said Warrick with acrafty smile. "And none of this cutting to another
scene business, ether. I'm wiseto that game.”

All right. Y ou win. For the moment. So... what isit you want?

"Y ou know very well what | want. | wish to know the secret of the time machine," said Warrick.



Now you know perfectly well | can't tell you that. Y ou aready know agreat deal more than you're
supposed to. If you start finding things out in advance of the plot, you're really going to screw up the
story.

"That isyour problem, not mine" Warrick replied.
Therewas aloud knocking at the door.

"Forget it," Warrick said. "I'm not fdling for it."
The knocking was repeated, louder thistime.

"Sorry, 'twon't work," said Warrick. ™Y ou can put asquad of men at arms with battering rams out there
for al | care. | am not budging from this spot until | receive an answer, so you might aswell giveit up.”

Warrick yawned. He suddenly felt extremely tired. Hed been along time without deep and-
"Stop that," Warrick snapped. "I am not tired and | will deep when | am damned good and reedy.”
In spite of himsdlf, he felt his eydids growing very heavy. He could barely keep them open. He-

"Oh, no, you don't! Warrick wasn't in the least bit deepy. He suddenly felt afresh, invigorating burst of
energy and the narrator redlized that ‘twas pointlessto resst. Despite himsdlf, he felt theimmeasurable
strength of will the wizard brought to bear upon him and hefdt irresistibly compelled to do the sorcerer's
bidding."

No, hedidn't.

"Protesting vainly, the narrator neverthdessfelt hiswill weakening in the face of Warrick's power.
Whether he wanted to or not, he was going to tell the sorcerer the secret of the time machine, who made
it, and where it came from, and where-"

Without warning, the narrator typed in a Space break and cut to another scene.

Sean MacGregor and his three henchmen dismounted in front of the roadside hostelry and tavern, and
not a moment too soon, either. They were dusty fromriding al day and the smal hostelry looked like a
good place to spend the night. The wooden sign hanging over the door identified the hostelry as The Dew
Drop Inn, which testified to thefact that cliches not only withstand the test of time, but crossits
boundaries, aswdll.

There were several horsestied up outside at the rail and, by the look of them, they did not belong to
peasants. Their tack was not only lightweight and functiond, to facilitate fast traveling, but well-made and
expensive, aswell. Sean MacGregor did not fail to note this asthey tied up their own horses and went
insde. Thethree brotherswent in first, making abedine straight for the bar. MacGregor stopped just
insde the doorway and looked around.

It was asimple, country roadside inn, with planked wood flooring stained by years of spills, arough oak
bar ringed with the circular stains of wet mugs of ae being placed upon it, and aroaring fire in the hearth,
over which hung alarge black kettle in which ssew smmered. The tables and the bencheswere al made
of heavy, rough-hewn redwood; the better to withstand the occasiona disagreement among the patrons.

The man behind the bar was large, ruddy-faced and heavily bearded, with shaggy brown hair that was
liberdly streaked with gray. He looked quite capable of taking care of any trouble, despite hisyears, and
his face bore the disinterested, noncommittal expression of aman who'd seen most everything at onetime



or another. However, he wasn't the one who caught MacGregor's attention. Mac was far more interested
in the group of men gtting together at atablein the corner, near the hearth.

While Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh were interested in nothing more than quaffing copious quantities of ae,
MacGregor took along look at the men huddled together at the corner table. And they, inturn, took a
long look at him, aswell. There were six of them, and they were arough and surly looking lot. Severd of
them had scars upon their faces and dl of them had shifty eyes. They were dl bristling with weapons, too.
MacGregor saw one of them spot the Guild badge on histunic and nudge the others.

A pretty, young, dark-haired serving wench was busy filling severa plates of stew on awooden tray,
which she then proceeded to carry over to the group in the corner. She did not fail to notice MacGregor
as she crossed the room, for Mac was arugged and good-looking man whom pretty, young serving
wenchesinvariably found attractive, asthis one gpparently did. She gave him acoy look and aninviting
smile, which he returned. He took atable on the opposite side of the room, where he could have a clear
view of the others, and |eft the three brothersto their chug-a-lugging contest. A moment later, the serving
wench came over to him.

"Wecome, good Sr," she said, with adazzling smile, which isarequired attribute in any pretty, young
serving wench. It goes with the long, flowing hair, the dimples, the clear blue eyes, and the saucy wiggle.
"And what would be your fancy on thisfine evening?'

Theway she said it suggested that she might not necessarily be referring to anything on the menu, which
was probably just aswell, as menus hadn't been invented yet. Thiswas hardly afive-star dining
establishment and the dedl wasthat if you didn't like whatever was Smmering in the pot, then you were
pretty much left with whatever was fermenting in the keg. Either way, Sean MacGregor wasn't
particularly choosey, at least not when it came to food, athough he did draw the line at eating spam.

"My fancy on this evening would be abowl of your fine stew, atankard of good ae, and that twinklein
your eye, my love, together with your smile, which is nearly sustenance enough dl by itself.”

Now alinelike that would normally produce arather pained expression in the average modem walitress,
and possibly even atart rjoinder, but that's only because the fine art of courtly flirtation has,
unfortunately, become outmoded. Chances were, however, that even amodern waitress would have
reacted favorably to such aline coming from aman like Sean MacGregor, because hewas afine,
dashing figure of aman, indeed, rather like a cross between Errol Flynn and Sean Connery, with abit of
Harrison Ford thrown in, and his ddivery would have had Shakespearean actors caling their vocal
coachesin despair. The knivesin the crossed bandoliersdidn't hurt, either.

"Why, thank you, kind gir," the serving wench replied, blushing prettily. "1 do believe we have at least a
bowl or two of stew left in the pot, and of the de and therest,” she added with awink, "you may drink
your fill."

"Haveacare, my love, | am avery thirsty man,” MacGregor replied with agrin.

"Then | shal make every effort to see your thirst is quenched,” the serving wench said, gazing directly into
hiseyes.

Ah, wdll, you just don't hear diadlogue like that nowadays, unless you hang out with the Society for
Cregtive Anachronism. Persondly, | think it'sthe clothes. Lineslike that smply don't play when youre
wearing jeans and polyester. However, put on arough-out leather doublet, sometight breeches, apair of
high, swashbuckling boots, and buckle on ablade or two, and the next thing you know, you'll be
declaiming like Scaramouche. Unless, of course, you're rather dim, like Mac's three apprentice
henchmen, who couldn't turn aphraseif it had power steering. They were dready on their third pitcher,



and trying to see which of them could belch the loudest.
"What isyour name, my love?' MacGregor asked.
" TisLisa, good sr. And yours?'

"Sean MacGregor," hereplied. "Tell me, Lisa, those men over at the corner table, have you ever seen
any of them about before?" .

"Why, no, they areall strangersto me," shereplied. And then she grimaced. "And arather coarse |ot they
are, too."

"They haven't been giving you any trouble, have they?' asked MacGregor with afrown.

"Not redly, but | have seen their sort before,” said Lisa. "Mogtly, they have been asking questions about
some men they're seeking.”

"What men?"

"Three men, they said, who were traveling together. Onetdl, with along face and dark hair, one of
medium height and balding, with afringe of light-brown hair, and one with dark-red hair and a beard,
who doesn't speak.”

"Indeed?’ MacGregor said. "And have you seen such men?”’

Lisadrew closer. "Truth to tell, I do remember three such men who stopped here once,” she said, "but |
have told those buzzards nothing, for their rudeness and coarse ways."

"And it servesthemright, too," said MacGregor. "Tell me, Lisa, when those three men were here, did
they by any chance while away the time by playing chess?'

"Funny you should ask that," Lisareplied. "I do recdl it, for they seemed upset that one of their game
pieces had been lost. They asked meif | had athimble they might borrow, so they could useitinits
place”

"Would you know, by any chance, if it was this piece they were lacking?' asked MacGregor, removing
the carved wooden knight from his pouch.

"Why, yes, | do bdieve‘twasaknight,” said Lisa. "I heard two of them arguing about it, each blaming the
other for itsloss. Were they friends of yours, then?’

"Not exactly,” said MacGregor, "but | am most anxious to make their acquaintance. Thank you, Lisa.
Y ou have been most helpful. And very charming, to boot."

"And you are ashameessflatterer, Sean MacGregor," shereplied with asmile.

"l only speak thetruth,” he replied.

"Why isit that | think you only speak it rarely?" she responded with an arch |ook.
"Because 'tistrue," said MacGregor. "Y ou see? | am completely honest with you.”
Shelaughed. "Go on with you."

She went over to the bar to draw atankard of ae, giving awide berth to the three brothers, who were



beginning to have some trouble making a connection between the rims of their tankards and their lips.
She brought the ae over to MacGregor, then went to get his stew. As she crossed the room, one of the
men Sitting at the corner table got up from his bench and sauntered over to MacGregor's table, his hand
resting lightly on the pomme of hissword.

"| see you wear the badge of the Assassin's Guild," the burly stranger said. He was abig man, powerfully
built, with long brown hair hanging to his massive shoulders. His stedy gaze flicked from MacGregor's
face to the badge on histunic, and back again. "And | dso seeit hasastar uponit. Unlessit bea
counterfeit to impress pretty serving maids, that would make you Mac the Knife."

"My friends often cdl me Mac," MacGregor replied, "but | fear | do not know you, Sir."

"The nameisBlack Jack," the stranger said. " Tisanamethat iswell-known in certain quarters.”
"Indeed? And whose quarters would those be?' MacGregor asked innocently.

"Y ou seek to mock me, Sir?”

"l seek only enlightenment,” MacGregor said.

"Well, then, perhaps you would be so kind asto enlighten me asto your businessin these parts?*
"| fail to see where my businessisany of yours,” MacGregor replied.

"Well, then perhaps this will improve your vison," Black Jack replied, drawing his sword with lightning
speed and holding its point to MacGregor's throat.

Mac remained sested, calmly gazing at the man before him. He did not even glance down toward the
sword point held at histhroat. The three brothers remained dumped over the bar, obliviousto what was
going on behind them. The tavern keeper merely watched, his face expressionless, but Lisagasped and
dropped the bowl of stew that she was bringing to MacGregor. Her hand went to her mouth in darm.

"I believe | seeyour point,” MacGregor said camly, taking asip of de. " Tisabit too close for comfort, |
might add.”

"If I do not recelve an answer very soon, the discomfort isliableto increase” said Black Jack, pressing
home his point ever so dightly.

"Well, inthat case, | supposethat | had best oblige you,” MacGregor replied. "My businessiswith a
client who has employed my servicesto seek out certain individuas."

"By any chance, would these be three individuas?* asked Black Jack while his companions watched
intently from across the room.

"Perhaps,” replied MacGregor, taking another sip of ae.

"And would one of them happen to betall, with dark hair and along face?"

"Perhaps,” replied MacGregor, once again.

" And would another happen to be of medium height and bading, with afringe of brown hair?"
"Perhaps,” replied MacGregor, for thethird time.

"And would the third happen to have dark-red hair, with a beard, and have been never heard to speak?'



MacGregor camly sipped hisae. "Perhaps,” he said, yet again.

"In that event, perhaps we seek the same three individuas," said Black Jack, his sword point never
wavering from MacGregor's throat.

"Perhaps," MacGregor said.

"And since there is ahandsome bounty on those individuas, which my friendsand | hopeto collect,
perhapsit would bein my best interestsif | wereto diminate any potentia competitors. And if sucha
competitor happened to be the number-one-ranked member of the Assassin's Guild, then perhapsit
would only add to my reputation if | were to dispatch him."

"Perhapsit would, if you were to succeed in such an effort,” said MacGregor, ignoring the sword held at
histhroat as he once again raised the tankard to hislips.

"Wadl, consdering that | have you at something of a disadvantage, then perhaps| shdl,” replied Black
Jack withasmile,

"Perhaps not,” MacGregor said. He took another sip, then suddenly spat aspray of deinto Black Jack's
face. AsBlack Jack recoiled ingtinctively, MacGregor dammed his tankard down, pinning Black Jack's
blade benesth it to the table.

With acurse, Black Jack jerked back his blade, which gave MacGregor time to send his bench crashing
to the floor as he sprang to hisfeet and drew his own sword.

"You shdl pay dearly for that!" snarled Black Jack.
MacGregor grinned at him. "Come and collect,” he said.

Astheir blades clashed, Lisacried out and Black Jack's companions quickly roseto join thefray.
However, dl thiscommotion finally awoke the three brothersto the fact that something was going on
behind them.

Hugh turned around as MacGregor engaged Black Jack and saw the five men getting up and reaching for
their weapons. "Fight!" heyeled out glesfully, and hurled his empty tankard with such force thet the
man whose head it struck waskilled ingtantly. The sturdy tankard only suffered minor damage.

Dugh took three running steps and leapt up on atable top, from which he launched himself in what would
have been agraceful swan dive, except that Dugh was built lesslike aswan than like agrizzly bear, and
bearsaren't redly dl that graceful. In any case, there was nothing graceful about the way he landed, right
on top of two of Black Jack's companions, and they al went tumbling to the floor.

Lugh wasthe dowest to react, which gave the man nearest him timeto lunge a him with hisblade. Lugh
tried to dodge, but he was till alittle dow and the blade penetrated his shoulder, missing his heart, which
had been the swordsman's intended target. Lugh grunted, grabbed the exposed part of the blade and
kicked his attacker in the groin. The man'seyes got al bulgy and he made a sound like a pig being fed
into amest grinder as he doubled up and clutched himsdif.

"That hurt," said Lugh, pulling the sword out of his shoulder and proceeding to belabor his attacker
about the head with its ornate, basket hilt.

That left one man to face Hugh, and he decided on the spur of the moment that he didn't redlly fed like
facing such alarge opponent at close quarters. He reached for his dagger, drew it, and flipped it around
so that he could hold it by the point and throw it. Unfortunately for him, thisrather showy gesture gave



Hugh time enough to snatch up abench and hold it up asashield just as he threw hisknife. The blade
stuck in the bench, which Hugh then proceeded to use as a battering ram, running at his opponent with it.

Caught in the act of trying to draw his sword, the fifth man screamed as Hugh dammed into him,
benchfirgt, and carried him back againgt thewall.

Meanwhile, without hisfriends to support him, Black Jack suddenly found he had his handsfull. Not that
he wasn't agood swordsman, for he was, but Sean MacGregor had yet to meet his match and Black
Jack just wasn't it. He retreated rapidly before MacGregor's dancing blade, parrying like mad, and if hed
had time to think, he would have thought that instead of wasting time earlier with dl that snappy repartee,
he should have Ssmply run MacGregor through.

"What, no more snappy repartee?' MacGregor taunted him as he advanced. With a deft twist of the
wrist, he hooked Black Jack's blade and sent it flying across the room. Thistime, with his sword point at
Black Jack's throat, he backed him up againgt the bar. "Now... about this reputation of yours,"
MacGregor said.

AsMacGregor spoke, Dugh was busily smashing his two antagonists heads together. They were making
very satisfying, thunking sounds, but Dugh had arather limited attention span and he was growing bored
of thisgame. He decided to seeif his brothers needed any help, and so he flung histwo stunned
antagonigts away from him, onein ether direction. Unfortunately, the one he flung off to hisright
happened to strike MacGregor, knocking him right off hisfeet. Black Jack was quick to take advantage
of thisfortuitous reprieve by kicking MacGregor as he went down and then bolting for the door,
snatching up hissword en route.

"Y ou've not heard the last of Black Jack!" he cried, and men he ran out the door, mounted up, and
gdloped off down the road.

"Somehow, | knew he was going to say that," said MacGregor, wincing with pain as he pushed himsdlf
up to aditting postion.

"How did you know that, Mac?" Dugh asked, giving him ahand up.

"Because that's what they dways say," MacGregor replied with asour grimace. "Oh, and by theway, in
the future, when you decide to toss someone around, do check to see which way you're tossing him, will
you?”

"I'm sorry, Mac," said Dugh, looking down at the floor.
"Want we should chase him for you, Mac?" asked Lugh.

"I shouldn't bother,” MacGregor replied. "He has afast horse and he's had a good head start.” He
frowned. "What's making that noise?"

He turned around and saw Hugh still bashing away with the bench. He had his man pinned up againg the
wall and he would pull the bench back, alowing the man to fall forward just alittle bit, and then dam him
back against thewall with it once more, which was producing a sound not unlike that made by awashing
machine with sneakersinit. (I know, the analogy isout of period, but that's exactly what it sounded like.)

MacGregor waked over to Hugh and tapped him on the shoulder. "Hugh... | think he's dead.”
Hugh pulled the bench back and the bloody corpse collapsed to the floor.

"Oh," said Hugh, sounding atrifle disappointed.



"One of the things you'll need to know, Hugh, if you're ever going to be agood assassin, isthat you only
need to kill somebody once," said MacGregor. "Onceisusualy sufficient. Now then, | don't suppose any
of these chgps are il dive?!

"| think thison€e's il breathin’, Mac,” said Dugh, bending over one of the progtrate figures.

MacGregor turned him over with hisfoot. He grimaced at the sght of the man'sface, which had been
dramaticaly rearranged. "Well, | fear thisone won't be talking any time soon,” he said. "Pity. We might
have learned athing or two."

"I'm sorry, Mac," said Dugh. "Did | hit the fellatoo hard?'

"Oh, wdll, it couldn't be helped, | suppose,” MacGregor replied. Y ou see, lads, in the future, if we are
ever set upon by unknown assailants, we must try to keep at least one of them dive, and preferably in
some shape to answer questions. That way, we can find out who they are, whom they are working for,
and how much they know."

"Gee, Mac, thisassassin stuff isredly complicated,” Lugh said.

"Aye, wdl, never fear, you'l get the hang of it eventudly,” MacGregor said. "Y ou did well, lads, you did
very well, indeed. And, fortunately, we are not left completely in the dark about this Situation. We do
know that the man | fought, presumably their leader, is named Black Jack, and from what hetold me, it
seems that they were working frelance, in the hopes of collecting the bounty on the men we seek.”

"Y ou mean, they were working for Warrick, too?" said Hugh.

"Not exactly," replied MacGregor. "Y ou see, while Warrick the White kegps me on retainer, he hasalso
offered a bounty for these men he's seeking, which increases the odds of those men being found, since
enterprising men such as our friends here will atempt to find them on their own in order to collect the

"But | thought we were supposed to find them,” Dugh said.

"Indeed, we are," said MacGregor, "but we are not the only oneslooking, you see. The bounty increases
Warrick's chances of having someone find those men, but it does make our job abit more complicated,
inthat we shal be competing with everyone e se who'slooking for them.”

Lugh shook his head. "It doesn't seem right to me," he grumbled.

" "Tisnot meant to beright to you,"” MacGregor replied. " 'Tis meant to be right to the client.”
"Difficult work, this" Hugh observed.

"Aye, well, if it wasn', then everybody would be doing it, wouldn't they?' MacGregor said.

"Whao'sgoing to pay for dl this, then?' the tavern keeper asked, surveying the damageto his
establishment, which wasrdatively minor, al things consdered. The Stedlers Tavern was till undergoing
repairs, from the three brothers last vist.

MacGregor bent down and quickly searched the man lying at his feet. He found the man's purse and
examined its contents. "These fellowswill, I think," he said. "I'm sure that, between them, they have more
than enough to compensate you for your |0ss."

The tavern keeper grunted and proceeded to relieve the other bodies of their purses.



Lisacame up to MacGregor, her eyes shining. "1 thought for certain hewas going to kill you,” she said.
"Y ou were wonderful!”

"I still am," MacGregor replied with awink. "This Black Jack fellow, | don't suppose you've ever heard
of him before? He seemed to think he had some sort of reputation.”

"Aye, that hedoes" said Lisa. "I never knew hisname, nor laid eyes on him before, but sureand I've
heard of him."

"Indeed? What have you heard?"

"Heisathief, abrigand, and acutthroat," Lisareplied. "And not above any dubious enterprise that
promisesto bring him profit. Tissaid he killed aman oncein Fittsburgh, in The Stedlers Tavern, merdly
for breaking wind besde him."

"Mmmm. Well, considering the offal served for food there, | can't say as| blame him,” said MacGregor.
"So he frequents The Stedlers, does he? That must be where he heard about the bounty on those men we
seek. And now that his friends have succeeded in delaying us, he's got himself agood head start.”

"Not redly," replied Lisawith asmile. "He galoped off down the wrong road. The three men you're
seeking took the east fork.”

"Did they, indeed?' MacGregor grinned. "Well, in that case, theré's no greet rush, isthere? Well spend
the night and take the east fork firgt thing in the morning. Innkeeper, well be needing rooms for the night!™

"Mineisat theend of thehdl," said Lisasoftly.

CHAPTER FIVE

Mick O'Fallon had no ideawhat Brewster Doc was up to thistime, and he had no ideawhat this
"auminum™ was that they were going to make, but it was shaping up to be yet another mysterious and
complicated project. Until he had met Doc, he had never heard the word "project” before. He had heard
the word "projectile,” which referred to something that was launched through the air as aweapon, such
asan arrow fired from abow or alarge stone hurled by a catapult. Doc, however, used thisword
"project” in an entirely different sense, referring to various alchemical and sorcerous works. Perhaps,
thought Mick, it had something to do with the energies projected through the ether in order to bring these
works about. In any case, the energy required for Doc's sorcery had to be prodigious, because each time
helaunched one of hisprojects, it usualy meant alot of work for everyone, especidly for Mick O'Fdlon.

Even the brigands who worked with him had to admit that these sorcerous projects of Doc's entailed a
lot more sweat than they were used to shedding. Nevertheless, they took part without complaint, partly
because there were few people who could boast of participating in sorcerous works, and partly because
they were curious to see what wondrous miracle Doc would produce thistime.

While Mick worked with ateam of assstants at his smithy to produce the meta vessels Brewster
required, another team of brigands had been organized to collect the grayish substance Brewster had
caled bauxite. Much of it they found on the surface of the banksin the ravine, but they also had to digin
order to find more. Brewster had taught them how to recognize it and while one group pursued that task,
another worked to grind the bauxite up with mortars and pestles. This ground-up bauxite was then mixed



with potash, ground limestone, and water, which produced something Brewster called "sodium
hydroxide." For smplicity, Brewster had said that it could smply be caled a"caugtic soda," but everyone
enjoyed saying "sodium hydroxide," because it sounded magica and powerful.

The ground bauixite was then mixed with asolution of this sodium hydroxidein thefirst of the vessdls
Mick had made, which Brewster called a"pressure tank.”

"In this heated vessdl, which isa crude sort of pressure cooker,” Brewster had explained, as everyone
gathered around, "the ore will be dissolved under steam heat and pressure. The sodium hydroxide will
react with the hydrated a uminum oxide of the bauxite to form asolution of sodium duminate. The
insoluble impurities, which will ook like red mud because of the iron oxide content, will settleto the
bottom. The remaining solution will then passinto the second vessd, the one with the pressure release
vave, which is caled the blow-off tank, because it lets the steam out, you see. The cloth filterswe're
using will have to be changed each time, because they're going to get dl clogged up, but that shouldn't
redlly present a problem.

"Weé're actudly going to be usng asomewhat smplified process,” he continued, "but then were not realy
making ahigh, commercid grade of duminum, so | don't think well need awhole series of reducing tanks
and heat exchangers and precipitators. Well sort of be playing this by ear, and we may have to modify
the process somewhat, but it should work. Once we have the duminadigtilled, well scrapeit off the
sdes of the tank and put it into the reduction pot, that's the one we've lined with carbon, you see, and
then welll mdt the cryalitein it. That's the white substance | found in Mick's laboratory. Eventudly, well
probably need more of it, but Mick assures me he can get more from the dwarves who work the mines.
WEII run eectricity through it using the generator and the voltage regulator I've salvaged from my time
machine... my, uh, magic chariot, that is. Well use carbon rods for the anodes and put about 750 volts of
direct current through it. That should do the trick. The duminum will melt and sink down to the bottom,
and theimpuritieswill float up to the top. After that, al that'sleft will be to draw the auminum off the
bottom and pour it directly into the molds. At that point it should be pure enough to work, and that's all
thereistoit.”

They had dl smply stared at him, without comprehending aword of what held said. It all sounded
terribly impressive, but no one had a clue asto what any of it meant.

"Well," said Brewster with ashrug, "if it sounds confusing, don't worry about it. Not everyone can be
expected to understand this kind of sorcery, you know. It'saspeciad kind of sorcery called 'science.’
You'll see. Once we get al the bugs worked out of the process, it should work just fine."

"Seemslike aterriblelot of trouble to go to just to make handles for the knives" said Mick dubioudy. "
T'would be alot eeser smply to use horn.”

"Well, you said you wanted something specid, didn't you?' Brewster replied. "Besides, duminum will be
alot more practical, and it'll probably make the knives more vauable, too. It certainly won't be
something people will see every day. And well be ableto useit for other things, besides. You'l see. It
may bealot of trouble, but | think it will beworthit."

Brewgter didn't tell Mick the main reason they were doing it was that he smply got caught up in theidea
and wanted to see it done. And Mick didn't tell Brewster that his biggest misgiving was that the process
would use up al hisachemite, which Brewster had caled by the strange name of "cryolite" Apparently,
thought Mick, they had alot of different namesfor thingsin Brewster'sLand of Ing.

One of the firg things Brewster had done, after he moved into the keep, was ask Mick if he could take
an inventory of the dchemical laboratory. Mick had agreed without hesitation, because dthough, ina



sense, it was hislaboratory, in another sensg, it redlly wasn't. Most everything that it contained had

bel onged to that unknown, bygone sorcerer who had once lived at the keep a some point in the past,
farther back than anyone in Brigand's Roost could remember. And what few things Mick had added to it
had not really amounted to ahill of beans. Despite dl the things he had mixed together, burned, melted,
and reduced, he had come no closer to the secret of the Philosopher's Stone than when held started.
Doc's knowledge, on the other hand, had been more than amply demonstrated and it was clearly far
more extensive than that of any adept Mick had ever heard of . Perhaps even more extensive than that of
the Grand Director of the Guild himsalf. So Mick was anxious for the opportunity to learn everything he
could.

However, athough held said nothing to Brewster, he had some anxiety about letting him use up dl the
achemite. He could, indeed, get more from the dwarves who worked the mines up in the mountains, but
it would cost him dearly. In order to obtain the supply he aready had, it had been necessary for himto
make half adozen of hisfinest blades, designed to dwarf proportion, and at that, he'd negotiated long
and hard to talk them down from the dozen blades they'd first demanded. Still, he would have paid even
that price, had it been necessary, for the dwarves normaly sold al their achemite to the Master
Alchemigts of the Treasury Department of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild.

When Mick had found out, quite by accident, that the dwarves regularly supplied this substance to the
Master Alchemists of the Treasury Department, he had correctly deduced that achemite was one of the
necessary ingredientsin the magical process that was the secret of the Philosopher's Stone, so he had
bought some under thetable, asit were. Y et, no matter how hed tried, he still hadn't been ableto
discover the secret of the spell. He had used up about one-third of the supply he'd bought, and now it
gppeared that Doc was going to use up al the rest in this duminum-making project. And Mick didn't
even know what thisaluminum was.

Nevertheless, he hadn't been ableto refuse him. In the short time they had known each other, Mick,
never the most sociable of individuas, had devel oped a greater liking for Doc than for anyone hed ever
known. And his respect for Doc's knowledge increased daily.

Thanksto Doc, he was now making better blades than held ever hoped to make, and in time, Mick was
convinced that held achieve areputation as the finest armorer in the twenty-seven kingdoms. And thanks
to the still Doc had invented, Mick was now making more peregrine wine than held ever been ableto
make before, and it was asuperior distillation, easily twice as potent as the wine produced by hisold
method. Soon, they would be bringing it to market outside Brigand's Roost and Mick had little doubt that
he'd be ableto sdll al thewinethat he could make. Doc had expressed the opinion that it shouldn't redlly
be caled wine, but that it should properly be called a"whiskey," whatever that was. "It's strong enough
to knock you out," Doc had said. "It'saregular Mickey Finn." And then and there, Mick had decided
that when they brought the peregrine wine to market, hewould call it "Mickey Finn."

Privately, Doc had confessed to him that he wasn't really an adept, but for al hisdenias, Mick couldn't
understand why Doc persisted in claiming he knew nothing of true sorcery. If these "scientific works' he
had embarked upon weren't sorcery, what were they?

"Mick," hesaid, "you and Brian are the only onesto whom I'vetold the truth, that I'm not redly a
sorcerer. | know you find that difficult to accept, because you've seen me do some things that seem like
sorcery to you, but the fact isthat anyone could do those thingsif they knew how."

"Aye, well, | suppose that anyone could do magic if they knew how," Mick replied. "Knowing how'sthe
trick.”

"l don't seem to be getting my point across,” said Brewster. "All right, let'stry it thisway. Of the things



I've told you about the world I come from, what seemsto impress you the most isthe airplane. Granted,
it sounds very impressive, and | supposeit isto someone who's never considered the possibility of a
flying machine. However, the fact isthat therésreally nothing magica about it. Thesearplanesare
powered by devices called jet engines. The jet engines propel the airplane along arunway, whichisa
very hard, straight road. Now, asthe speed of the airplane increases, the force of the air rushing over its
wings eventualy causesit to lift, which dlowsthe planeto fly. Now to you, this undoubtedly soundslike
magic, but infact, it isn't. It's merely science, the knowledge and gpplication of certain natura laws.”

He unrolled ascroll, picked up aquill, dipped it in the inkwell, and began to draw. First he sketched an
arplane, then adiagram of the engine.

"Thisismerdly arough sketch, you understand,” he said. "The actud engineisabit more complicated
than what I'm drawing here. And it's much larger, of course. Now this part hereis called the turbofan. As
its blades turn, they suck air into the engine. The air then enters devices called compressors, which raise
the pressure of the air inside them, which then flowsinto the combustion chambers. Fud is sprayed into
the combustion chambers, where it is mixed with the air and ignited. The hot gases resulting from the
combustion pass through devices caled turbines, which drive the compressors and the turbofan, then out
the rear nozzle of the engine, which forces the airplane forward. It rolls aong the runway on large whedls,
and asthe force increases, the speed of the airplane increases. Asit movesforward faster and faster, the
ar rushes over thewings. Now, if welook at one of these wings from the Side, it looks like this."

He made another drawing, a cross section of awing, as Mick watched intently.

"Now you will notice that on the bottom, the wing isflat, while on thetop, it is curved. Asthe engine
drivesthe arplaneforward, ar flows around thewings. Thisiscdled theairfail principle. Someair flows
around the bottom of the wing, some flows around the top. But because the top of thewing is curved, the
ar that flows over the top of the wing moves faster than the air flowing benegath it, which makesthe
pressure of the air greater beneath the wing than above it. This pressure forces the wing upward, and lifts
the plane, dlowingit to fly. Therés nothing magical abouit it. It requires no spells or incantations, merely a
knowledge of the science of physics.”

Mick seemed unconvinced. "This science seems as powerful asany sorcery | ever heard of," he said.

"Wel, perhaps,”" said Brewster. "However, | happen to be avery well respected scientist, yet | can't
even begin to understand how Brian was turned into a chamberpot. It goes againg al the known laws of
science. Where | come from, people would say it wasimpossible."

"l only wish it were," said the chamberpot wryly.

"If you would teach me more of thisscience,” Mick said, "I shal teach you dl the magic that | know,
which may not be very much, | admit, but with my dight skill and Brian's knowledge, gained from severa
lifetimes of living with adepts, we could ingtruct you in the methods of the Craft to the best of our ability."

"I would like that very much, Mick," Brewster said. "Not only because I'd like to find away to free Brian
of hisenchantment, but because as much as science seems to fascinate you, magic fascinates me."

"If you ask me, this science gill sounds very much like sorcery,” said Mick. "Perhgps science is merdly
sorcery of adifferent sort.”

"I guessit dl depends on how you look at it," said Brewster with ashrug. "Maybe sorcery is merely
science of adifferent sort. And asascientis, it'smy job to study it."

"Do you think you could help us make one of these airplanes?’ Mick said.



Brewster chuckled. "Wdll, now, that would be arather tall order. | don't know about jet engines, bui |
supposeit might be possible to devise some sort of primitive steam engine, perhaps. If we could come up
with away to make an internal combustion engine, it might even be possible to make a sort of ultralight.
But first we need to make duminum.”

When the a uminum-making apparatus was properly set up, it took up agreat deal of space. They had to
clear away mogst of the apparatus in the laboratory and storeit in one of the upper rooms of the tower.
Brewster had been too carried away with his enthusiasm for the project to notice Mick's disappoi ntment
at losing hislaboratory, and Mick hadn't said anything about it. But Shannon, who had dropped in from
the Roost to observe what Doc was up to with her brigands now, saw how Mick was feeling and drew
him aside while they were preparing to initiate the process.

"It ssemsthat you have lost your laboratory,” she said, drawing him aside.

"Aye, wdl, | never had much luck with my achemical experiments, anyway," said Mick, in an attempt to
downplay his disappointment.

"Just the same, you have given up more for Doc than any of us," she continued. "Y ou have given him the
use of your keep, you have labored for him ceaselessy, and now you have given up your laboratory.
And to what end? What profit have you seen from dl of this?'

Mick glanced at her sharply. "Speek plainly, Shannon,” hereplied. "Isit that you believewe are dl
wadting our time and effort? Y ou think Doc istaking unfair advantage of us?"

"l am beginning to wonder," Shannon said. " True, he has worked some mighty sorcery, but what gain
have we received from any of it?"

"Y ou may answer that question for yourself,” said Mick. ™Y ou enjoy my brew as much asany of the
brigands, and Doc's till has vastly improved not only its quality, but it has enabled meto increase my
yied. How often have | heard you complaining that your brigands do not bathe enough? Well, Doc's
magic soap not only keeps them clean, but they enjoy it o much that they bathe more often now. Some
of them even do it every day. We shdl soon be bringing the many-bladed knivesto market, and in
learning how to make them, | have learned to craft blades that will be superior to any | have ever seen.
When | apply this newfound knowledge to the swords | make, you and your brigands will be better
armed than any force in the twenty-seven kingdoms. Doc's presence here has been aboon to al of us,
yet 'tis not something that you chooseto see. Truth to tell, 'tisthe jingling of stolen pursesthat you miss,
and 'tisjealous you are over the respect and loyaty that Doc commands. "'Twas you, yoursdlf, who
agreed to let the brigands assist Doc in hisworks," Mick pointed out.

"Aye, that | did," shereplied in asullen tone, "but only because he promised me far greater profits. Thus
far, | have seen much work, but preciouslittle profit. | have too few men to watch the trails now, and
thereis no telling how many opportunities for plunder have been missed asaresuilt.”

"Y ou are agreedy woman, Shannon,” Mick said, "and what isworse, you have no patience. And |,
mysdf, have noneto listen to such talk. Thereis much work |&ft to be done. If you wish to seethese
profitsyou are so impatient for, then | suggest you let meadonetodoit.”

And with that, he turned and walked away. Shannon's hands clenched into fists and her lips compressed
into atight grimace. Had anyone el se dared to speak to her that way, she would have given them ataste
of stedl, but Mick wasn't just anyone. He was more than armorer to the brigands, he was her friend, as
well, and what he'd said struck home that much harder as aresult. She turned on her hed and stalked off
to where her black stallion waited obediently. She swung up into the saddle, put her heelsto Big Nasty's
flanks, and gdloped off furioudy down the trail leading through the forest.



At this point, the narrator will exercise his prerogative to control the flow of space and time by going
back to London to check up on the other woman in Brewster'slife, the lovely Pamea Fairburn. Poor
Pamelahasn't had avery easy time of it. With abody that would leave even construction workers
speechless, aface that could have easily graced the cover of any fashion magazine, a persondity that
could make even the most misanthropic individuasfed comfortable in her presence, and aleve of
intelligence that made her one of the top cybernetics engineersin Europe, you'd think that Pamelawould
have it made. She had everything... everything, thet is, except the man she loved.

None of her friends, her colleagues, or her family could understand what the hell waswrong with
Brewster. Nor could they understand what Pamela saw in him. To their way of thinking, any manin his
right mind, faced with the prospect of marriage to awoman like Pamela Fairburn, would set land-speed
recordsin racing to the dtar. However, Marvin Brewster hadn't made it there a al. He had missed not
one, not two, but three scheduled weddings, and now held disappeared again. Her family was absolutely
furious and her father had stopped speaking to her. But in spite of everything, Pamdadtill remained loyd
and faithful to Brewdter.

She understood not just because she loved him, but becauise she knew the type of man hewas. A most
uncommon type, agenius, and Pamela understood that for genius, one often had to make allowances.
Most geniuses possessed erratic persondities, and in the circles Pamea Fairburn moved in, she had met
her share of geniuses. However, while there were those whose personalities made it difficult to make
alowances, Brewster wasn't of that sort at al.

Hewas more like asmall boy who'd promised his mother he would be home before dark, but became so
caught up in hisplay that helogt al track of time. He had a swest, endearing quality that madeit possible
to forgive him amost anything, and in his case, there redly wasn't dl that much to forgive. He was not
abusive, hedidn't drink to excess, and he did not use any drugs. He was not threatened by her
assartiveness nor intimidated by her intelligence. He did not smoke cigarettes and only smoked a pipe
occasondly. He did not have loutish friends who kept him out carousing until dawn. He didn't play
around and he couldn't care less about sports. His one flaw was a tendency to become so caught up in
hiswork that he smply forgot everything else.

The last time Pamela had seen him, he had apparently solved whatever scientific puzzle he had been
obsessed with and gone running out the door of their gpartment, heading for hislab. Pamela had not
known what he was working on, but that was not unusual. Brewster would often discuss some of his
work with her, because she was one of the few people who were capable of understanding it, but he
could be secretive when it cameto certain, specid projects. Again, like asmal boy who would hidea
present he was making for his mother until he had it finished and could spring it full-blown asasurprise.

She had fully expected him to be occupied in the [ab until the wee, small hours of the morning, but when
daylight came and he gill hadn't returned, she was not redly surprised. She had the weekend off, and she
had waited up for him most of the night, so she decided to get some deep, expecting him to wake her as
soon as he came home, dl brimming with enthusiasm for whatever breakthrough he had made. Y et, when
she awoke late Saturday afternoon to find that he till hadn't returned, she began to wonder if he hadn't
taken off again, in search of some essentid part for some kind of éectronic circuit or something, which
was how held wound up missing for two days the last time they'd scheduled the wedding. She called his
laboratory, but there was no answer. That, too, did not really surprise her. She'd known him to become
S0 caught up in hiswork that he would ignore the ringing phone, sometimes even unplug it. Withasigh,
she hung up the phone and waited patiently. So much for their plans of taking aweekend drivein the
country.

Sunday came, and still no Brewster. Pameldsirritation turned into gpprehension. She kept telling hersalf



that thiswasn't anything unusua. He's done this sort of thing before, she thought. HEd probably lost all
track of time. Again. He could become so driven that he would often forget to eat or deep. He needed
taking care of more than any man sheld ever met, but she did not wish to seem overbearing. Sill, she
couldn't shake the feding that something had gone wrong. By Monday morning, she was convinced of it.
She got into her car and drove to the EnGulfCo building.

Thedirector of security checked the logs and learned that Brewster had gone up to the lab on Friday
night and he had never |&ft. "No one can enter or leave the security areas without logging in and out,” he
said. "It's standard procedure. However, Dr. Brewster's been known to stay in hislab for days. HE's got
all the comforts up there. He's probably just busy working on one of his specid projects. I'm sure theré's
no reason to be concerned.”

"Something'swrong, | tel you," Pamelasaid. "l can fed it! What if there's been some sort of accident? |
need to get up there."

"I'm afraid | don't have the authority to alow that, Dr. Fairburn.”
"Then call Dr. Daviesand tdll him that | wish to spesk with him.”

The director of security caled the executive secretary of the EnGulfCo vice-president in charge of
research and development, who put him through to the vice-president of R and D himself. Dr. Davies
asked that Pamela be brought up to his office, where she went through more or lessthe same
conversation again. She wasrapidly losing her patience.

"I'mhis fiancee, not some industrial spy! For God's sake, Walter, you know me! | work for the
government and I've got top-level clearance! What doesit take to get permission to go up in alousy lift?’

"Rather agreat dedl, I'm afraid,” said Davies. "Thelift won't even take us up there. It's equipped with a
sophisticated scanner. He designed it himself, so he's the only one who could gain accessto the
penthouse floor. Even | couldn't get up there. And the door to the lab is double-thick sted, like avault,
and scanner-equipped, aswell. He's the only one who can get in or out.”

"That's absurd,” said Pamela. "What happensiif theres afire, or some sort of accident?”

"Yes, well, we brought up the same objections, but he was quite adamant.” Davies shrugged. ™Y ou know
how stubborn he can be. And given hisvaue to the corporation, well, he gets pretty much anything he
wants™"

"Can't we smply go up to the floor below the penthouse and take the Stairs?' asked Pamela.

"Well, that's a security area, too," said Davies. "We could get up there, but in order to get through that
way, we'd have to pass through another steel door equipped with apam scanner.”

Pamela shook her head with exasperation. "Like alittle boy with hisbloody secret clubhouse. Well, we
shdl smply haveto bregk in."

"Do you have any ideawhet that would involve? Besides, | don't redlly have the authority to make such a
decison," Daviessaid.

"Well, who does have the authority? Never mind. Let me use your phone.”
"Bemy gues.”
She placed acal to the CEO of EnGulfCo International. She explained the Situation to him briefly, then



handed the phoneto Davies, who said, "Yes, sr" alot, then hung up and looked at her with asheepish
expression.

"Y ou know, I've worked here for ten years. I'm avice-president and | have to make an appointment just
to call him. I had no ideayou two knew each other.”

"Wedont, redly,” Pamelasaid contritely. "He plays golf with my father. Look, I'm sorry, Walter, but |
just know that something's happened. | can't tell you how | know, | just do.”

"Wadll, | hopeyourewrong,” said Davies, "but I've been directed to give you my full cooperation.
However, it'sgoing to be amgjor project breaking through those doors.”

"We may not need to do that,” she said. "Let me have alook at that scanner system.”

About an hour later, Pamela had figured out the scanner system and bypassed it. Davies and the engineer
who'd brought the tools she'd asked for stared at her with astonishment.

"Damn, | knew you were good, Pamea," said Davies, "but | think you've missed your cdling. | know
some foreign governments who would pay afortunefor your skills.”

"Well, it helpsthat | know how Marvin's mind works," she replied. "He's camouflaged the circuitry to
gppear much more complicated than it redly is. And theré's no way to get through it without setting off
adarms at least a dozen different ways. Which you were kind enough to turn off. Don't worry about your
security, Walter, I'd never have gotten thisfar without your help.”

She opened the door and they went up the stairway to the penthouse. There was no response when they
buzzed the door to the lab, and it took more time to defegt the scanner that controlled it, becauseit was
wired differently. Pamela cursed and swore and finally got it open. They went through into the lab and,
needlessto say, there was no sign of Brewdter.

"I can't understand it,”" Davies said, looking around the lab, completely baffled. He had checked the
bathroom and the supply closets, and he was at atotal lossto account for Brewster's absence. "He has
to be here! How could he possibly have gotten out?”

It was alocked-room mystery. There was only one way in or out of the lab, and that door had been
locked until they had opened it. There was no other way anyone could have entered or |eft. The lab was
located on the penthouse floor, so going out awindow would have been out of the question. Aside from
which, the windows didn't open. The ductwork was not big enough for agrown man to fit through, and
there was no sign that the grills covering the ductwork had been tampered with. There was smply no
other way in or out.

"Look at al thisbroken glass," Pamelasaid. "It hasn't been thrown or dropped, it'ssmply shattered. If
there had been some sort of an explosion, it should have caused a great deal more damage. And the
windows aren't even broken.”

"Thick shatterproof glass," said Davies. He sniffed the air. "No lingering odors, but then | supposetheair
recirculation system would have taken care of that."

Pamelabit her lower lip. "He's pulled disappearing acts before, but never anything like this."

She made aquick inventory of the lab and determined that, with the exception of the broken glassware,
nothing appeared to be out of place. Brewster may have been abysmdlly distracted and absent-minded in
his persond life, but his laboratory was amodd of neatness and organization, and it didn't take her long
to figure out that everything appeared to be more or less where it was supposed to be. It certainly did not



look asif the laboratory had been ransacked by anyone. That left her with the puzzle of the broken
glassware. It had smply shattered, which suggested some sort of sonic disturbance. But there was no
clue asto what might have caused such a phenomenon.

"What'sthisforklift doing here?' she asked, puzzled.

Daviesfrowned. "I have noidea. | didn't even know he had aforklift up here. | certainly don't recall any
requistionsfor it. | suppose he must have brought it in himsdlf. It'ssmal enough, it would have been a
amplematter for him to driveit into thelift."”

"But | don't see anything heavy enough to require aforklift," she said, looking around.
"I wonder what the devil he's been up to thistime?' Davies said.

Pamelas next step wasto look for Brewster's notes. She and Davies checked through his desk and
bookshelves and computer files and findly found them in afiling cabinet, under "N."

"Why 'N'?" said Davies, puzzled.
"For 'Notes,' of course. Only Marvin would have filed them that way."

There were quite afew foldersfiled under "N" for "Notes," so they started with the last one, which
yielded severd dim, cardboard-bound, black composition books filled with Brewster's meticul ous,
cramped and nearly illegible scrawl. They made a pot of coffee and some sandwiches, then sat down at
Brewster's desk and got to work. Hours later, when they found what they were looking for, neither of
them could believeit. It was not until they read the notes of the preliminary experimentsthat they became
convinced. Their next step was to convince the EnGulfCo CEO.

"He'sbuilt awhat!" he said over the speakerphone in Brewster's | ab.
"A timemeachine" said Davies, wincing.

"That's absurd,” said the CEQ. "It's more than absurd, it'simpossible. What isthis, Davies, some sort of
joke? Areyou drunk?

"No, gr. | rather wish | was."

"It'sdl right herein hisnotes," said Pamela ™Y ou can come and seefor yoursdlf. He's been obsessed
with something for the past few months, some sort of secret project that was occupying al histime and
atention, even to the point of missing three scheduled weddings."”

"Yes, yes, I'd heard adl about that from your father,” said the CEO. "But... a time machine, Pamda?|
meen, redly...."

"I never knew what it was," shereplied. "Hewouldn't tell me. But last Friday, he made some sort of
breakthrough that had him tremendoudy excited. He ran out right in the middle of Frankenstein.”

"Inthemiddle of what!"
"Frankenstein," sad Pamda. "It wason tdevison. It washisfavoritefilm."
"Frankenstein?' said the CEO. "What the devil's that got to do with anything?'

"It wasavery specid filmto Marvin," Pameareplied. "Hed first seen it when hewas achild and it was
what set him on the path to becoming a scientist. The point is, he had it on cassette, but he till wouldn't



missashowing of it on thetdly, and he never would have run out in the middleif it wasn't something
terribly important. | think he findly made his breakthrough and he rushed right off to test it."

"Now, wait just amoment,” said the CEO, "let me get thisstraight. Areyou seriously suggesting that held
congtructed atime machine up therein hislab, right out of H.G. Wells, and took off somewhereinit?'

"It appears so, Sr," Daviesreplied.
"That's utterly ridiculoud™

"Isit?" said Pamea. "Very wdll, then. You explain how he was logged entering the building, and going up
to hislab, then never seen to come back out again, despite there being guards on duty and video
monitorsin al the corridors and thelift. The door to the lab was still locked from the inside, and most of
the glassware in the lab had been shattered by what must have been a sonic boom. He had also been
working with aquantity of Buckybals, which EnGulfCo had obtained for him somehow, at what had to
be quite considerable expense.”

"Buckyballs?" said the CEO. "What the devil are Buckybals?'

"Buckmingerfullering,” said Davies. "It's acarbon compound named after Buckmingter Fuller, because
it's shaped rather like the geodesic dome that he designed. It also resembles asoccer ball, soit'scalled
‘Buckybal,’ for short. It's very stable and quite dippery, so it'sfrictionless, and it's normally produced by
sono-chemistry. However, dl we are able to produce is F.C6,, but Marvinwasusing F.C3,, whichisso
rareit only formsin supernovas. His requisitions normally go through my department, but | knew nothing
of this. | can't imagine wherein God's name he could have found it."

"Oh," said the CEO. "It seems | remember something about that now."
"It seems you remember?' Pamelasaid. "How in bloody hedll could you forget?"

"Wll, | don't redly understand dl this scientific mumbo jumbo,” said the CEO. "All | recdl isthat
Brewster picked up something about a meteor strike on sometiny, Pacific idand no one had ever heard
of, and there was apparently some compound in that meteor he needed for hiswork. He came to me
about it, dl very mysterious and hush-hush. Well, you know, | decided if he needed it that badly, he was
probably on the track of something that was liable to be profitable, and since he's never let us down
before, we negotiated for the purchase of it. There was aso something involving offshore drilling rights, as
| recall, sort of ahedge on our investment, asit were. Anyway, | don't quite see your point. What isthe
sgnificanceof dl this?"

"The sgnificance of it isthat he used the Buckyballsto construct atime machine," said Pamela, "and it
certainly appearsasif it'sworked. He's gone off somewhere, Lord only knows where."

"Or, moreto the point, when," said Davies. "Not only isthere no way of telling where he might have
gone, but there's no way to replicate the process. Not unless we can manage to get our hands on another
fragment of agtar that's gone supernova.”

"Y ou're saying there's no more of that stuff lying around the |ab?" asked the CEO.
"Hardly," Pamdareplied dryly. "It's not the sort of stuff one generally finds 'lying around,’ asyou put it."

"Sowhat you'reteling meisthat this.. .'hell, | can hardly believe I'm even saying it...thistime machine
Brewster congtructed isthe only one of its kind, and cannot be reproduced?”

"That's exactly what I'm saying," Pamelareplied. "We have no way of knowing where he went, and we'd



have no way of going after him, evenif we knew."

"Good God," said the CEO. Hewas slent for amoment. "L ook, Pamela, don't tell anyone about this.
Not asoul, you understand? Davies, I'm holding you responsible. I'm going to need alittletime in order
totakedl of thisin. If what you'reteling me, incredible asit may sound, isredlly true, thenit'sthe
scientific discovery of the century. Perhgps even of dl time. Theimplications are absolutely
mind-boggling. | shudder to think what the mediawould make of dl thisif they knew."

"It's not the bloody medial'm concerned about,” said Pamela, "it's Marvin! God only knows what may
have happened to him!™

"Steady on, now," said the CEO. "We till don't know for afact what's redly happened, but if it'swhat
you think, then getting frantic won't do any good at dl. First things first. Areyou dl right? | mean, areyou
ableto handlethis, emotionaly?'

Pamelatook adeep breath and let it out dowly. "I'm handling it about aswell as anyonein my postion
could be expected to handleit, | suppose. I'm absolutely flabbergasted, and I'm frightened, but I'm not in
adate of shock, if that's what you mean. I'min control."

"Good for you," said the CEO. "I'm placing the two of you in charge of Brewster's|aboratory for the
duration, and I'll direct security to make sure you're the only onesto have accesstoit. If you need
anything, anything at al, don't hesitate to let me know persondly. In the meantime, I'm going to haveto
give some thought to what we're going to do about this... if, indeed, there is anything that we can do,
except wait to see what happens. But | don't want awhisper of thisleaking out. | think Brewster would
want it that way, too."

"Yes, I'm sure hewould,” said Pamela "But I'm worried sick about him. What if something went wrong?
What if he's...." Her voicetrailed off and shefelt alumpin her throat.

"Let'snot talk about that now," the CEO said. "'For the moment, it appearsthat all we can do iswait and
%‘ll

"Yes, but for how long?" asked Pamela.

"Aslong asit takes," the CEO replied. "In the meantime, go through al his notes and try to find out as
much as you possibly can. Whatever happens, Pamela, don't worry. Well see this through together.
EnGulfCo will be behind you every step of theway, | promise you."

Pamela hung up the phone, feding some small measure of relief. At least she wouldn't be done through
thisthing. The entire resources of EnGulfCo International would be behind her, and those resources were
congderable. If there was anything that could be done, they'd find away to doiit. It didn't completely
ease her worries, but at least it was something.

"Oh, Marvin," shesad. "What have you done thistime?"

"He's made Eingtein look like abloody bush-leaguer, that'swhat hesdone,” said Davies. "l can il
hardly believeit. It'sincredible. | wonder where he'sgone.”

"l don't care," said Pamela, "so long as he gets back safely. And when he does, | swear, I'll kill him!™

Meanwhile, the EnGulfCo CEO made another cal as soon as he got off the phone with Pamela. When
he reached the party he was cdling, he gave gtrict ingtructionsthat Dr. Pamela Fairburn and Dr. Walter
Davies were to be shadowed around-the-clock, that al contacts they made with anyone wereto be
reported to him immediately, that their homes were to be discreetly searched and their phonelines



tapped.

He then made another cdl to the home of acertain officid in the Ministry of Defense, who owed a great
ded of hiscomfortable lifestyle to EnGulfCo. He told him to find out everything there was to know about
Buckyballs, and to keep it quiet.

"If this stuff isonly found in meteors,” the CEO said, "'l want to know about every meteor that's hit the
planet snce Day One. And if thereés any more of it left anywherein theworld, find it. Money isno
object. EnGulfCo isgoing to corner the market on Buckyballs."

CHAPTER SIX

It took awhileto get the process straightened out, and make sure that everything went properly, but after
everything was set up, Brewster set about whipping up hisfirst batch of duminum. It was a primitive way
of doing it, but nonethel ess effective, and there were enough laborious stepsin the process to suitably
impress everyone involved with the sorcerous significance of it all.

Brewster knew held need to work out some of the bugs and figure out away to do it more efficiently.
For example, hed have to work out some way to grind up the bauxite and the limestone that would be
quicker than doing it manualy, and he'd need to have finer cloth made up to use for filters, to catch more
of theimpurities. The release valve on the blow-off tank needed to be redesigned and heldd have to have
Mick make another one, and probably a couple of spares, aswell. But one of the biggest problems had
been solved, and very nestly, purdy by accident.

Brewster had been concerned about how to run the portable generator he'd salvaged from thetime
machine. Refining his own fud could pose aproblem, and he'd considered adapting it so that it could be
run by water power, by aseries of belts and reduction gears connected to the water-whed shaft.
Eventudly, asetup likethat could possibly provide electrical power for the keep, but working it out
would be atime-consuming process. Fortunately, he was saved that trouble for the present by the
fortuitous discovery that an dternate fudl was, indeed, available to power his portable generator.

While they were setting up dl the equipment to make the first batch of aluminum, it had been necessary to
clear out some of the kegs of peregrine wine that Mick had stored, in order to make more room. This
was the new and improved, more potent brew that had been produced with the aid of the new till, and
just how potent it really was they had discovered when Fuzzy Tom and Fifer Bob decided to take ashort
break to sample the contents of one of the kegs they had been moving.

So as not to be interrupted while they partook of their refreshment, they carried the keg outside, where
Pikestaff Pat and Lonesome John were tending the fire beneath the rendering pot for the soap. They
invited Pat and John to join them for a short libation, and they tapped the keg. Asthey did so, some of
the brew insde spilled onto the ground, beside the fire. A stray spark happened to shoot out of thefire
and igniteit, and the resulting explosion blew dl four of them right out of their boots.

Brewster heard the explosion, followed by the sound of screaming, and rushed outside with Mick and
Bloody Bob and severd of the othersin timeto see Fuzzy Tom stting on the ground, batting wildly at his
flaming beard, while Fifer Bob ran around in circles, screaming, hisclothing in flames. Pikestaff Pet lay
unconscious on the ground, some distance away, smoke rising from his prostrate form, and Lonesome
John was crawling about, stunned and blackened, looking asif held been struck by lightning. They



managed to wrestle Fifer Bob down to the ground and get the flames put out, and with the exception of
some minor burns and scrapes among them and the loss of a considerable amount of facia hair on Fuzzy
Tom's part, there were fortunately no seriousinjuries. However, the combustible nature of the new,
improved peregrine wine had been quite amply demongtrated and Brewster found thet by diluting it
somewhat, it made a perfectly acceptable fud to power his generator.

"Hmmm," Brewster mused as he started up his generator with the new fuel for thefirst time. "Interesting.
Runslikeatop. | wonder...."

"What are you wondering about, Doc?' Mick asked.

"Mmmm? Oh, | wasjust thinking," Brewster replied absently. "Amazing Suff, this. | can't believe you
people actudly drink it."

"Warmsyou up right and proper, it does,” said Mick with agrin.

"I'll bet," said Brewdter. "1 shudder to think what it doesto your liver. | wasjust thinking that this could
have an application to a crude sort of internal combustion engine. We could probably sand-cast the
cylinders, and there would be alot of hand-finishing work involved, of course, but-"

"Aninter-what?' asked Mick.
"Mmmm? Oh, never mind. I'll explain later. It's just another project | might havein mind.”
"Ah," sad Mick, "I see" Of course, hedidn't see anything at al, but he didn't want to admit it.

"Well," said Brewdter, "it lookslike wereall set for our first production run. Let's see what happens, shal
we?'

Everyone who wasn't directly involved gathered around to watch while the production team fired up the
cookers. From the first step, where the ground-up bauixite was mixed with the caustic soda, to the last,
where the melted a uminum was separated in the reduction pot, took severa hours, and by thetime the
process was complete, anticipation had reached a high pitch. No one was sure what this duminum stuff
was, and they were dl eager to seethefind results of thislatest sorcerous project. When Brewster findly
upended the cooled pot and the dag from the impuritiesfell out, followed by about a pound of solidified
auminum, they were al too stunned to spesk.

Mick drew asharp intake of breath and glanced at McMurphy. McMurphy glanced at Long Bill. Long
Bill, hisjaw hanging dack, glanced a Froggy Bruce. Froggy Brace didn't glance a anybody. He couldn't
take hiswide-eyed gaze off the auminum, which he recognized ingtantly, asthey dl did, asnickadlirium,
the rarest and mogt precious meta in the land, which only the Master Alchemists of SAG knew how to
make. They could scarcely believe what they were seeing. Mick could barely even breathe. Doc had just
shown them the secret of the Philosopher's Stone. And, asincredible asit seemed from the way he was
acting, he didn't seem to redize the true sgnificance of what he had just done.

Brewster mistook their absolutely stunned reaction for adisplay of indifference. "Well," hesaid, "l redize
that it may not look like much now, but when you see what we can do with it, you'll redlize what-"

Hiswords were interrupted by atremendous crash as Bloody Bob's eyes rolled up behind his visor and,
overwhelmed by theimplications of it dl, he fainted dead away.

"Bob!" said Brewster, bending over him. "Good Lord. Bob, are you al right? What happened?

"Uh... must bethe heat," said Mick, with asddong glance at the others.



"Aye, that'swhat doneit,” ssid McMurphy, catching hisglance. " Twasthe heat.”
"Aye, the heat," echoed the others.

"Bitwarmin here

"Sufy.”

"Aye, duffy."

"Aluminum, you cdl it?" Mick said, dearing histhrodt.

"Yes" said Brewster, dapping Bob lightly on the cheeksin an effort to revive the big old brigand. "It'sa
soft metd, very easy to work, and it doesn't rust. It should make someredly nice handlesfor the knives.
Polished up, it'll look very attractive, too. | should think it would realy make them sll.”

"Oh, aye.... | should think so," said Mick, clearing histhroat again. He glanced at the others significantly
and gave adight shake of hishead. They merely nodded, wide-eyed.

"Here, somebody give meahand,” said Brewster. "WEell take him out to get somefresh air.”

AsLong Bill and McMurphy helped him carry Bloody Bob outside, Mick turned to the others and said,
"Not aword about this, you hear?"

"Nickallirium," breathed Silent Fred, so shocked that he actually spoke a complete sentence. "We've
just made nickallirium!™

"And Doc doesn't even seem to know!" said Froggy Bruce. "Can it be possible he doesn't truly redlize
what he's done?’

"Boys," said Mick, grinning as he folded his arms across his chest, "your brigand days are done. No
more lurking in the hedgerows, lads. Were dl going to berich.”

What sort of anamefor atown was Brigand's Roost? Harlan the Peddlar had never even heard of it
before. He had never journeyed thisfar from Fittsburgh before and apart of him was aready regretting
his decision to embark upon this search for some unique commodity that he could sell. He had traveled
far from Bonnie King Billy's domain to the Kingdom of Frank, the smallest, poorest, and most
indggnificant of the twenty-seven kingdoms, in the hope that somewhere, in this petilential province, he
would find some clever craftsman whose labors had as yet gone undiscovered. It had been along,
tiresome, unpleasant journey and he wastired and dusty from the trip when he pulled his wagon up
before the inn with the cruddly |ettered wooden sign hanging outside that said smply, "One-Eyed Jack's.”

It certainly wasn't much of atown, for dl its flamboyant name. The shield-shaped wooden sign erected
on a pole outside the town had said:

You Are Now Entering The Town Of
BRIGAND'S ROOST

Population Small, But Varied and Vastly Entertaining. Have A Nice Day

The town was nothing but asmall cluster of ramshackle, thatch-roofed cottages, afew weathered barns,
and an assortment of tumbledown chicken coops, with anarrow, rutted road winding through it.
Chickenswere wandering fregly on the street, if it could even be called astreet, and afew ugly, fat,



pink-speckled, wild spams were rutting with their rodent snouts among the refuse. A skinny dog ran by,
clutching adead snakeinitsjaws.

As Harlan's wagon entered the town, drawn by histired, plodding cart horse, it wasencircled by a
gaggle of grimy, barefoot, and bedraggled children, who shouted at him and pelted him with dirt clods.
Thiswas, of course, the Awful Urchin Gang, whose awfulness was measured by the fact that no one
would admit to being their parents, and so they ran wild and unfettered, except occasondly, when one or
two of them strayed way out of line and were caught and fettered by the adults of the town.

"Get the hell away from me, you weasdlly, egg-sucking, little bastards” Harlan bellowed at them, which
only brought on arain of dirt clods comparablein itsfury and intensty to what the Luftwaffe did to
London during the Blitz.

Shidding himsdlf with hisarms, Harlan reached behind him into the wagon and pulled out something he
aways carried with him on histravels, againgt the possibility of being set upon by thugs and highwaymen.
It was asmall, cork-stoppered, glass vid, of which he had anumber in afelt-lined, wooden case,
specidly brewed up for him by a Pittsburgh achemist named Morey. (His magename was actualy
Morrigan, but he didn't look anything like aMorrigan; he looked more like aMorey.) Hand-lettered on
thelabd of thevid, in Morey's nest little script, were the words, "Elixir of Stench.”

Cursing under therain of dirt clods, Harlan threw the vid at the feet of the Awful Urchin Gang and the
glass shattered, releasing what Morey the Alchemist cdled, "A stench most foul." And foul it was, indeed.
It smelled worse than a dozen demons breaking wind. It smelled worse than aunicorn in heat. It smelled
worse, even, than roasted spam. It would have stopped a gang of well-armed brigandsin their tracks and
sent them running for the hills, holding their noses.

It didn't even faze the Awful Urchin Gang.

In desperation, Harlan whipped up histired horse, which hardly needed the whip after it caught awhiff of
the Elixir of Stench, and the beast bolted through the town, outracing the Awful Urchin Gang and amost
upsetting the wagon asit galloped round abend in the road near the center of the town. Harlan swore
and pulled back on thereins, bringing it to ahdt just outside One-Eyed Jack's Tavern.

"Obnoxious, little, scum-sucking troglodytes," he mumbled as he descended from the wagon.
"l seeyou met the Awful Urchin Gang," said adry, dightly raspy voice from above him.

Harlan glanced up and saw Dirty Mary leaning out an open window on the second floor of theinn. "Any
of those miserable guttersnipes yours?' heinquired.

"If any of them were, | wouldn't admit it,” Dirty Mary replied.

"I bloody well don't blame you," said the peddlar.

"None of them are, though,” Dirty Mary said. "Thelast child | had grew up and ran off to thewar.”
"What war?"

"I dunno. There's dways some war going on somewhere. Anyway, it wasalong time ago. | scarcely
remember what he looked like. He wasn't worth much, so | can't say as| misshim.”

The peddlar grinned. "What's your name, fair damsdl?"
Dirty Mary sniffed. "Fair damsd, isit? Faith, and I'm old enough to be your mother. They cal me Dirty



Mary if it please you, and even if it doesn't please you. Tisdl the sameto me. And you can save your
flattery for my fancy girls, but 'tisme you'l have to deal with, so 'twon't be getting you a cheaper price.
And therés no haggling, mind."

Harlan threw back his head and laughed. "Far be it from me to go haggling with the likes of you, Mary.
But for now, ‘tisameal and adrink or two I'm after, and perhaps a bit of conversation.”

"Comein, then, and I'll come down and keep you company. Sure, and there's no charge for that. 'Tis
precious little company | get these days."

"What's to protect my goods from yonder horrid little swine| hear approaching?' Harlan asked, hearing
the Awful Urchin Gang bellowing asthey caught up with him.

"You leavethat to me," said Dirty Mary, and asthe Awful Urchin Gang came racing around the bend in
the road, she gave agravel-voiced yell loud enough to crack date. "Eeeeeyow, you urchind™

They al came screeching to ahdt, gazing up at her fearfully.

"Y ou be leaving this good man and hisfine wagon alone, or it'll be your earsI'll be boxing for you, each
and every one of you, you hear? Now off with you, and find some other mischief!"

Heads down, they shuffled off, dgectedly, and the peddlar looked at Dirty Mary with new respect. "I'm
much obliged to you," he said.

"No need for it," said Dirty Mary. "Comeonin, then. I'll be seeing you downgtairs."

Harlan entered the inn and walked up to the bar. With the exception of afew old people lounging around
in the corners, the place was empty, save for theinnkeeper behind the bar, One-Eyed Jack himself, who,
asit might well be surmised, wore ablack leather patch over one eye. One empty eye socket, to be
precise.

Hed lost hiseyeyears earlier, in atavern brawl, and he had purchased alovely glass one, with ablueiris.
It didn't redly go with his other eye, which was brown, but he liked the effect. Unfortunately, he got
drunk and passed out one night and someone had stolen it right out of his eye socket. He suspected it
was one of the brigands, which was agood bet, and had vowed revenge, if he could ever figure out
which oneit was. (In fact, it had been Saucy Cheryl, one of Dirty Mary'sfancy girls. Shed dwayshad a
weakness for blue eyes))

One-Eyed Jack gave Harlan the Peddlar ajaundiced ook as he came up to the bar. (It wasn't that
One-Eyed Jack was unfriendly; he just happened to suffer from jaundice and that was the only kind of
look he could give.)

"What can | get you, stranger?' One-Eyed Jack asked.
"A tankard of minera water and lime, and abowl of your finest stew,” said Harlan.
"A tankard of what?" said One-Eyed Jack.

"Minerd water and lime," replied the peddlar, with an edge to hisvoice. He wasin no mood to be
harassed over his choice of libation.

"Never heard of it," said One-Eyed Jack.

"You never heard of it?' said Harlan.



"That'swhat | said, 'tain't it? What isit?"

"What isit?"

"l just said that, didn't 1?" said One-Eyed Jack.

The peddlar rolled hiseyes. "Wdll... what have you got, then?"
"Peregrinewine," said One-Eyed Jack.

AN

"And Mulligan stew.”

"No, | mean what €l se have you got to drink?" said Harlan.
"I've got peregrine wine," said One-Eyed Jack, again.
"That'sit?"

"Did you hear me say | had anything else?"

"Wdll, no, but...."

"Then that'swhat I've got."

"What's Mulligan sew?'

" "Tisastew Mulligan makes out back," said One-Eyed Jack.
"Whet'sinit?'

"Dunno. Ask Mulligan.”

"Wdll... whereishe?'

"Hey, Mulligan!" bellowed One-Eyed Jack.

"What?" shouted Mulligan from back in the kitchen.
"What's in the stew?" yelled One-Eyed Jack.
Therewasalong pause.

"| forget," yeled Mulligan.

"Wonderful," said Harlan wryly.

"Sowhat'll it be?" asked One-Eyed Jack.

"Some choice," said the peddlar. "A wine I've never heard of and amystery stew. World-class
establishment you've got here. Do | dare ask what peregrine wineis?"

" 'Tis brewed from theroot of the peregrine bush,” said One-Eyed Jack. "Good for what ailsya."

"So 'tislikeaherba thing?' said Harlan. "What the hdl, I'll try it. And since I'm feding adventurous, and
aso sarving, I'll try abowl of the mystery stew. Bring it to that table over there.”



He went over to the table he had chosen and afew moments|ater, Dirty Mary came down to join him.
She had spruced hersdlf up abit, as she didn't often get much company these days. She had put on anice
dressand she didn't look even remotely dirty. No one was sure exactly how she got her name, unless
perhapsit had something to do with her chosen occupation, and no one knew how old shewas. She
wouldn't tell anyone her age, not even One-Eyed Jack, whose memory wasn't what it used to be and
who would have forgotten within five minutes of being told, anyway. In any case, shewasnot inthefirst
flower of her youth. Her petals had certainly seen better days. She spotted Harlan and came over to join
him at histeble.

"Nice place you've got here," said the peddlar. "' Given your wonderful selection, | can't imagine why
you're not doing better business.”

Dirty Mary shrugged. "Well, Mulligan's stew never tastesthe sametwice," she said. " Sometimesit's
better than others, sometimes even the wild spamswon't egt it. But the wine makes up for it."

One-Eyed Jack came over and set down two tankards full of peregrine winein front of Harlan and
Mary. The peddlar sniffed it experimentally.

"Smellslike medicing" he said wryly. "Whereis everybody? Except for those awful urchins and those old
people over there, the whole town appears deserted. Not that there's much of it to begin with."

"Everyonesa Doc'splace” said Mary, taking asip of wine. "Even my fancy girls. HEs got them
working. My fancy girls, working. Hard to imagine, but there you haveit."

"Who's Doc?" asked Harlan, lifting the tankard, but not yet taking adrink.

" "Tisamighty sorcerer, Brewster Doc is," said Mary, taking another gulp of brew. "Livesout at the old
mill. 'Tisakeep, actualy, but theresamill there, and Doc's been working some powerful wonders out
there”

"You don't say?" said Harlan. Hetook adrink. His eyes bulged out and he gasped for breath as he made
asound like aleaky bellows.

"l imagineyou'l be wanting to seefor yoursdlf,” said Dirty Mary asthe peddlar clutched spasmodicaly at
thetable. "I'll be heading out that way mysdlf before too long. Shouldn't want to missthefeast. There's
feasting every night at Doc's, after the work is done. We used to have some feasting here, every now and
then, but lately everybody feasts a Doc's. Jack doesn't mind. Says 'tisless cleaning up for him to do.
Still, they tell me businesswill pick up once word of Doc's wonders startsto spread.”

The peddlar was making gasping, wheezing noises as he tried to breathe. Mary smply sat there, Sipping
her wine, asif it were no more potent than a broth.

"He's made magical dirt remover,” she said. "Workslike acharm. Used it mysalf. Foams up niceand
pleasant. Makes you look like ahorse that's lathered up from being run too hard, but it dissolvesthe dirt
likemagicif you scrub abit." Dirty Mary frowned. "What's that noise outsde?!

The sound of a high-pitched, keening wail reached them and started to grow louder. Mary got up and
went to the door in time to see the Awful Urchin Gang come fleeing around the bend in the road, with the
three brawling brothers, Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh, in hot pursuit on foot, pausing every few stepsto pick up
some fresh dirt clods and hurl them at the urchins. The urchins ran past the open door of the tavern and
turned a short distance down the road to make a stand. Hugh, Dugh, and L ugh were brought to a hat by
afresh fusllade of dirt clods from the urchins. They ducked down behind the peddlar's wagon, picked up
some more dirt clods, and returned the fire. They were al having asplendid time.



MacGregor cameriding around the bend at awalk, leading the brothers three horses. He watched the
battle for amoment or so, shook his head and rolled his eyes, then dismounted and tied up the horses.

"A pleasant evening to you," he said to Dirty Mary.
"Andtoyou," Mary replied. Shejerked her head toward the three brothers. "That |ot yours?'

"Aye, sad to say," MacGregor replied as he watched them dart out from behind the wagon, launch a
broadside of dirt clods at the urchins, then duck behind the wagon once again, giggling like schoolboys.
"Y ou want | should make them stop?”

"Ah, let them havether fun," said Mary. "It gppears the urchins may have met their match.”
MacGregor frowned. "l wouldn't want the children getting hurt,” he said.

"There's more where they came from,” Mary replied. Shetook in his dark, handsome appearance, the
crossed bandoliers stuck full of knives, and the Guild badge on histunic. "Yourean n?'

"Aye, lady, that | am," said Mac. "But you need fear nothing from me. | am a professiond.”
"Soam|," sad Mary. "Comeonin and let'stak shop.”

MacGregor climbed the three wooden steps up to the tavern entrance and Mary stepped asideto let him
in. Aswas his habit, he quickly cased the place as he camein. "Things appear to be quiet,” he said. His
gaze fdl on the peddlar, choking at histable. "What's wrong with him?"

"Amateur drinker,” Mary sad smply.
"Redly?' sad Mac. "I'll try some of whatever he's having."
"Jack! Another tankard!" Mary shouted. "I'm called Dirty Mary."

"Sean MacGregor. They call me Mac the Knife. And those three overgrown boys out there are... well,
never mind." He came over to the peddlar'stable. "Isthelittle fellow going to be dl right?* he said.

Mary shrugged and took another sip of wine. " 'Tain't killed anyone yet," she said, gazing at her tankard
thoughtfully. "Still, therésdways afirg time."

They sat down together at the table, where Harlan the Peddlar was il trying to find hisvoice. Or caich
his breath. Whichever camefirst. One-Eyed Jack brought Mac atankard of peregrine wine. Mac raised
the tankard and took an experimental sip. His eyes grew wide and the color drained out of hisface.

"Strewth!" he said, the breath hissing between histeeth as heinhaded sharply. He shook his head to
clearit. "Thisstuff'll pickle your innardsl What in thunder is it?"

"Peregrinewine," said Mary, taking another healthy gulp. MacGregor watched with disbelief asit went
down her throat without any apparent effect.

"l never even heard of it," said Mac, "which scarcely seems possible. How isit made?’

"Didtilled from the root of the peregrine bush,” said Mary. " TisMick O'Falon's own specid, secret
recipie, made more potent by amagica device known asadill.”

"Indeed?’ said Mac. "And who might thisMick O'Falon be?"



"He'saleprechaun,” said Mary. "An armorer, by trade, and abit of an amateur achemist. If you want
yourself aproper sword, or afine new knife, then you should go see Mick. Y ou won't find a better
creftaman.”

"Craftsman?’ wheezed Harlan, il trying to recover from hisfirst taste of peregrinewine. "Did you say ...
crftaman?'

"Aye, and aright fine craftsman heis, too," Mary replied. "Y ou won't find a better blade than Mick
OFdlon'sin al the twenty-seven kingdoms."

"Isthat s0?' said MacGregor. "Wdll, in that case, | shall have to make apoint to seeing hiswork for
mysdlf. Where might onefind thisMick OFdlon?'

"Hell beat Doc's place,” Mary said. "They'reall at Doc's place dl the time, these days. Much to do.
Many wondersto perform.”

"Wonders? What sort of wonders?' Mac asked.

At that moment, Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh came bursting into the tavern, grinning from ear to ear and
pounding each other on the back. "Hey, Mac!" yeled Dugh. "Wewon! We beat their breeches off 'em!”

"Sent 'em howling in retreat, we did!" said Hugh.
"They went for reinforcements” Lugh said.
"Have some of thiswine, lads," said MacGregor with asmile. "Innkeeper! Three tankards for my boys!"

Jack set three tankards up on the bar and the three brothers made a beeline for them. As one, they lifted
thelarge tankards to their lips and drained them in one gulp.

Asone, their three heads snapped up and their eyes bulged out of their sockets.

And, as one, they stiffened and started to kedl over backwards.

"Timber!" shouted Mac.

With aresounding crash, the three brothers collgpsed full length to the floor, unconscious.
"Innkeeper, well be needing roomsfor the night,” said Mac.

Shannon galloped down the road leading from the keep to Brigand's Roogt, her lesther quirt dapping a
Big Nasty'sflanks. But no matter how hard she rode, she couldn't seem to outdistance her anger and
frugtration.

No man had ever got the better of her, and now Doc had somehow managed to accomplish that very
thing, and without any visible effort, to boot. He had virtualy dl the brigandsworking at his keep every
day, and the few she had | €ft to watch the trail s kept complaining that the others at the keep were having
all thefun. They hadn't had a decent robbery in weeks.

She would have fought Doc for the leadership of the brigands, but he had never chalenged her. Indeed,
he kept ingsting that she was the leader of the brigands, and that he had no interest in that position
himsdlf. He never questioned her leadership or her authority. And yet, ill, the brigands seemed to give
him more obedience and show him more respect than they did her.

She had tried seducing, him and that had proved adismd failure. That had been afirst, aswell. Never



had aman resisted her successfully. Doc had claimed to be betrothed, to some sorceress from hisown
land named Pamela, but other men had forgotten wives and sweethearts when confronted with her
charms. Shannon thought she must be dipping. Truly, she thought, it had to be magic. What other
explanation could there be? And how could she fight magic?

As sherode toward Brigand's Roogt, she grew angrier and angrier, her frustration mounting until she felt
ready to burst. She needed to talk to Dirty Mary. The older woman was adways full of good advice. Yes,
shed talk to Mary. Either that, or kill somebody. She reined in her horse outside the tavern and strode
inside, her boot hedlsloud on the wood-planked floor.

"WEel, hel-l1o," said adeep, resonant voice. "L ook at what the wind blew in."

MacGregor's style and timing were impeccable, most times. However, thiswas not one of those times.
Shannon stopped dead in her tracks and dowly glanced at him over her shoulder.

Mac gave her hisbest grin. Shannon did not returniit.

Had Jack or Dirty Mary been there, they might have warned him, but Mary had gone up to prepare the
rooms for Mac and his companions, and Jack was occupied with putting those very companions to bed,
asthey were quite insensible and needed help. There was no onein the place except some of the old
people, and when they saw the look on Shannon'sface, they calmly started to pull their benches back
agang thewall.

"Were you addressng your comment to me!" asked Shannon, with adangerous edge to her voice.

"To none other, my lovely,"” Mac replied. "Faith, and youre afine, strapping figure of awoman. What are
you cdled, my beauty?"

"I am not your beauty, stranger,” she replied, her voice awhip crack, "nor am | your lovely. Such talk
might turn the heads of brainless serving wenches where you come from, but | have no usefor it. Nor for
the likes of you."

Mac amiled. "My, my," he said, "what sharp clawswe have."

"Sharp enough,” snapped Shannon, her eyes flashing as her blade sang free of its scabbard. "Careto try
your luck?'

MacGregor laughed. " So, sharp claws and a spirit to go with them! Nay, put away your blade, girl, or do
you not perceive the Guild badge on my tunic? | fear you're somewhat overmatched thistime. Why not
joinmefor adrink, instead?'

"Y our Guild badge does not frighten me, n," shereplied. "Nor do al those pretty knivesyou wear
S0 ogtentatioudly. ‘Tis one thing to wear awegpon and 'tis another to know its proper use. Any common
footpad can plant aknife in someone's back. It takes more courage to meet your opponent
face-to-face.”

"And s0 | have met my share," MacGregor said. " 'Tis no mere, common footpad you behold, my pretty.
My adviceto youisto put down your blade. Saveit for threatening the farm boys heresbouts.”

Shannon's eyes were narrow dits. "And my advice to you, assassin, isto draw your sword and prove
your worth. Or eseI'll run you through right where you sit.”

MacGregor sighed and shook his head as he got to hisfeet. With an air of resignation, he drew his sword
and made awide, sweeping gesture with it and his other arm, as he gave her acurt bow. "Wadll, then, if



you ingst upon alesson in humility, | am at your service.”
He gave her amocking salute with his blade and, with a condescending little smile, he came on guard.

Shannon's blade flashed at him so quickly that it was only hisingtinct, honed to arazor's edge from years
of practicing his craft, that saved him. He brought hisblade up in aparry purely by reflex, never dreaming
she'd attack so quickly. With equal speed, Shannon flicked her sword around his parry and nicked one
of the bandoliers on histunic. And she kept on coming. Startled, MacGregor found himself retreeting
before her furious ondaught. And, with equal astonishment, he suddenly redlized that she purely meant to
kill him.

Herecovered from hisinitia surprise quickly, however, and redized that thiswas no mere girl who
paraded with a blade that he was facing, but a skilled and lethd antagonist. He became immediately
serious and shifted into his professonal mode. Whoever this young woman was, he redlized, she knew
what she was about. Someone had taught her, and they had taught her well. Well, thought MacGregor,
he was about to teach her better.

He parried and launched his counterattack. His point flicked past Shannon's defense, and she barely
caught it on her quillons. Suddenly, she was on the retreet.

"You fight well, my pretty," he said with agrin as he pursued his attack. "But, aas, not well enough. Twill
be ashameto kill you."

"Tak won't get it done,” Shannon replied with aparry and riposte, followed by afeint and abest against
his blade to knock it aside. Her point darted home and would have penetrated his shoulder but for being
deflected by one of the knivesin hisbandolier. Asit was, it scraped againgt histunic, cutting it and
drawing alittle blood.

"Damn," said MacGregor. "That was my best tunic, blast you."
"Then 'tisonly fitting you be buried in it," Shannon replied as she pressed home her attack.

The clanging of their blades rang out like a stedl-drum tattoo as they moved back and forth acrossthe
floor, knocking into benches and tables, recovering, and ducking aside from deadly thrusts. Shannon
hooked a bench with her foot and sent it crashing against MacGregor's shins. He nearly tripped,
recovered, and parried her thrust just in the nick of time. He reached out with hisfree hand, grabbed a
tankard of wine off atable, and dashed its contentsinto her face. As Shannon recoiled, bringing her arm
up to her face, he hooked her blade and sent it flying across the room.

"Now then, my pretty," he said, "'since you've been declawed, | think ‘tistimeI-"

However, he never finished, because Shannon spun around, snatched up a bench, and swung it at him. It
struck him in the shoulder and he tumbled to the ground, momentarily stunned, giving her thetimeto legp
up on atable and vault it, running across the room to retrieve her sword. As she picked it up, Mac came
on guard with a determined expression on hisface. With hisfree hand, he drew one of hislong knives so
that he could fight Florentine style, dagger in one hand, sword in the other.

"You'regood, my love" hesaid. "A shameful waste of talent in this backwater. But | grow weary of this
dance and 'tistimefor it to end.”

"Y ou fight well, yourself, assassin,” shereplied. "Y ou are skilled, and without scruples. 'Tisapity you
grow weary, for | am but beginning to enjoy mysdf." And she drew her own dagger.

Dirty Mary and One-Eyed Jack had come down, aerted by the noise.



"Shannon,” said One-Eyed Jack wryly. "1 might have known. I'd better stop it.”
"Why?" asked Dirty Mary.
"Wel, if shekillshim, who'l pay the bill ?* asked One-Eyed Jack.

"He seemsto be holding hisown," Mary observed. "Besides, you're getting old, Jack. | wouldn't be
getting between them, if | wereyou.”

"They'll wreck the place," said Jack.

Mary shrugged. "So? It's been wrecked before. At least once aweek, and sometimes twice on
Saturday."

"Beonehdl of amess" said Jack. "I'mtired of cleaning up after these sorts of things."
"Oh, stop your complaining,” Mary said. " 'Tisafine and proper fight. Settle back and enjoy it."

The old folks at the back of the room made room for them on the benches and eagerly beckoned Jack,
and Mary to join them.

Shannon and MacGregor advanced and met in the center of the room. Shannon aimed afeint at
MacGregor's chest, then dashed in with aquick cut at his head. He brought up hisblade in timeto parry
it and darted in with his dagger. She blocked the thrust with her own short blade and launched a
devadtating kick at hisgroin. It was only by twisting aside at the last second that Mac avoided it. He took
it on his hip and then pushed hard against her astheir blades were locked, sending her sumbling
backward. Shannon recovered quickly and as he lunged, she parried, then pivoted sharply around and
caught himin the temple with agpinning high kick.

The old folks at the back appreciatively applauded the unorthodox technique.

MacGregor went down and Shannon lunged in for thekill, but he brought his blade up at the last moment
and deflected her thrust, so that her point went into the floor, then lashed out hard with hisfoot and
knocked her off her feet.

Shannon retained her grip on her sword, however, and they both came up ready for more, bent over
dightly, circling, looking for an opening. Both of them were grinning.

"Y ou'rethe best I've ever seen,” MacGregor said with admiration. "Where the devil did you learn to fight
likethat?'

"Fending off admiring louts such as yourself," Shannon replied. "But you're not so bad yoursdlf, n."
"Not so bad?' MacGregor said with asmirk. "Faith, love, I'm the best thereis.”
"Then proveit,” Shannon said, lunging at him.

Their blades clashed, their daggers darted in, looking for openings, but each countered the other. As
Shannon blocked his dagger thrust, MacGregor quickly brought his elbow up and smashed her in the
jaw. Blood spurted from her lip as she recoiled from the blow.

"Well struck,” she said, recovering more quickly than he had anticipated and aming acut a hisface. Her
blade struck home and opened up agash dong his cheek.

"Blast you!" said MacGregor. "That'll leave ascar!”



"Onyou, ‘twill look quite dashing,” she replied as she parried his attack.

Hefeinted, followed up with another quick feint, and beat her blade aside. She recovered, but not quite
quickly enough. Her right arm was | eft exposed and MacGregor's blade did past her own and up dong
her forearm, ripping through her flesh.

"That hurt, you bastard!" she snarled, batting his blade aside with her dagger and launching akick &t his
essentias. It struck home and Mac grunted as he doubled over, but gtill managed to bring hisblade up in
timeto block her thrust.

Shemoved in quickly, her blade locked againgt his, and as he stabbed out with his dagger, she caught it
with her own and kept right on coming, pushing him down onto the floor. They both fell, Shannon on top
of him, and she used her kneeto pin hisknife hand as she held his sword down with her blade. With a
bloody grin, she held her knife blade across histhroat.

"Damn, but you're good!" she said, and leaned down and kissed him full on the mouth. It was ahard,
passionate kiss, and when she broke it, she looked down at him, his mouth smeared with her blood, his
eyeswide with surprise, and she smiled as she pressed her blade againgt histhroat. "Yield, assassin,” she
demanded.

"Fuck you," he said.

"Induetime,” shereplied, "but first you yield to me, and grant you've met your better." She pressed the
blade againgt histhroat.

"Damnyouto hdl,” MacGregor said. "1 yidd."

The audience at the back broke into spontaneous applause.
"Shedidnt kill him," One-Eyed Jack said with surprise.

"| think shelikeshim," Dirty Mary replied.

"What happens now?"' asked One-Eyed Jack.

Mary gave him asiddong glance. "You are getting old,” she sad.

Shannon let Mac up. She stood and shesthed her blades. Mac sat up dowly, rubbing histhroat, ill
aching from thekick to his privates. He squirmed uncomfortably.

"Damn," hesaid. ™Y ou just aout unmanned me."

Shannon smiled. "I hope not,” she replied.

MacGregor grinned. "Strewth, and 'tisthefirst timein my life I've ever met my match,” he said.
"More than your match,” said Shannon with achuckle.

"Very wdl, then," admitted Mac sourly. "More than my match. Satisfied?'

"Not yet," Shannon-replied with atwinklein her eye. "But well work onit.”

"Y ou handle asword like ademon from Hell. Who the devil are you?' asked MacGregor.

"l am called Black Shannon.”



MacGregor stared at her, "You! Faith, and I've heard of you! There'saking's ransom on your head!"
"Were you thinking of trying to collect onit?' sheinquired, resting her hand on the pomme of her sword.

Mac held up hishand. "Nay, lass, not I. 'Tis enough damage I've taken for one day.” He rubbed his
shoulder and, as he brought his hand up, it contacted his Guild badge.

He stared down at it thoughtfully, then unpinned it from histunic. "Y ou'll be honoring meif you would
wear this" he said. "Y ou've beaten the best, and that makes you the best now. And if there be any who
doubt it, they'll have to ded with Scan MacGregor."

"MacGregor the Bladesman?' Shannon said. "Y ou're the one they cal Mac the Knife?"
"Aye, lass, that'sme."

Shannon threw back her head and laughed.

"What's so funny?' Mac asked.

"Strewth, and ‘twas your own father who taught me!™ shereplied.

MacGregor's eyes grew wide. "Wdll, I'll be.... Faith, and | could have sworn I'd encountered that style
before! How did you come to know my father?"

"Y ou do not remember? He caught me trying to lift his purse and when | tried to stab him, he disarmed
me and said that if | wished to be an dleyman, I'd best learn how to do it properly.”

MacGregor's jaw dropped. "You! Y ou mean to tdl methat you werethat scrawny, dirty, little ragamuffin
he brought home with him?"

"Aye," she sad, "and you were too good to spesk with me. And but afew days later, you left hometo
embark upon your own career. | swore that one day 1'd meet up with you again and take you down a
peg or two."

"And so you have," MacGregor said. He came up to her and pinned his Guild badge on her tunic.
"Y ouve donemy father proud. And my much belated apologiesfor being too full of myself asayoung
lad and not paying attention to you. Rest assured, it shall not happen again.”

She amiled. "I'll wager that it won't," she said, and kissed him.
The old folks watching them smiled and went, "Awww...."
"Jack!" said Shannon. "Drinksall around"

"Who's paying?' Jack asked.

"Loser pays,” said Shannon.

"Areyou so surel'velogt?" asked Mac.

"Perhapsnot,” shereplied with asmile. "But we shall see”

CHAPTER SEVEN



"I wonder what he's doing with dl those people?* Queen Sandy frowned as she mused aoud and
brushed her long, flaxen hair.

Bonnie King Billy merely grunted as he sat on the edge of the royal bed in their roya bedchamber,
counting the Sgnatures on the latest petition received by hisroya sdf.

"| understand that none of them are ever seen again,” Queen Sandy said as the brush glided through her
extremdly fine blonde hair. She cocked her head to one side as she stared at herself in the mirror. "You
don't suppose hekillsthem, do you?'

"Four thousand, two hundred and twenty-nine," King Billy said, frowning with annoyance. "That's dmost
athousand more signatures than the last bloody petition! Eight hundred and seventy-three more
sgnatures, to be exact.”

"William, you're not listening to me," Queen Sandy said with an annoyed grimace.
"Eh? What's that, my dearest?"
"l said, you're not ligening to me.”

"Oh. Sorry, dearest. | was distracted by thislatest petition,” he replied. "They're getting worse and
worse, you know. More signatures each time. 'Tisaconspiracy, if you ask me. Who are dl these

people, anyway?"
"Y our subjects, my love."

"I know thet," King Billy replied irritably, "but who are they? 1 mean, | have absolutely no idea, you
know." He held up the petition scroll and shook it. It unrolled acrossthefloor. "All | see hereisabloody
list of names, names that mean nothing to me, absolutely nothing. | have no ideawho these people are.
No ideawhatsoever. How do | know they even exist? How do | know someone didn't smply sit down
and make d| of these names up?'

"Each of the Sgnaturesis different,” Queen Sandy pointed out.
"Wall... sowhat?' King Billy replied petulantly. "Anyone can dter their handwriting, can't they?'
"Four thousand, two hundred and twenty-nine different ways?' Queen Sandy asked.

"Well... it could be thework of some gifted forger,” said King Billy. "Besides, not dl four thousand, two
hundred and twenty-nine of these Sgnatures are actual names. There aren't that many peoplein the
kingdom who can read and write. A lot of these are Smply X's. Anyone can make abunch of different
X's. How hard can it be?'

"So then you are denying the vaidity of the petition?" asked Queen Sandly.

"Wdl, how do | know that al of these sgnatures represent real people?' King Billy replied. "None of
these names are known to me, to say nothing of al these X's."

" Tis because none of your subjects are known to you," Queen Sandy replied, putting down her hairbrush
and turning in her seet to face him. "Y ou do not even know the names of our servants herein the paace.”

"l do s0," King Billy protested.



"Namethree."

"Therestheroya seneschal, and the roya cook, and-"

"Ther names, not therr titles”

"| dways address them by their titles. "Tisameasure of my esteem for them." -

" "Tisameasure of something," Queen Sandy replied sarcadticdlly, "and arather full measure, a that. The
point is, William, you are merely making excuses. Y ou are seeking for away to deny the vaidity of the
petitions because you are afraid to do anything about them. And you are afraid of doing anything about
them because you are afraid of Warrick."

"| am certainly not afraid of Warrick!"
"You are. Tisthe truth and you know it. Therésno use denying it.”

"Well... perhaps| am alittle bit afraid,” admitted King Billy. "But after al, he is the most powerful wizard
indl the twenty-seven kingdomd™

"Heisbut the roya wizard," said Queen Sandy. "You aretheking. Y ou outrank him."

"| think he tendsto forget that," King Billy replied.

"Then remind him," said Queen Sandy. "Be assertivel”

"Suppose he getsangry?'

"Oh, for heaven's sake, William! What if he does? Exert your authority! Y ou aretheking!”

"True, dearest, but you know how | detest emotiona confrontations. They dways make my stomach fed
quessy."

"All these petitions should make your ssomach fed queasy,” shereplied. "Each petition ismore
demanding than the last, and each bears more signatures, aswell. If this sort of thing keeps up, soon
these petitions will grow into amovement, and then the movement will grow into arevolt. | don't know
about you, William, but | have no wish to see my head displayed upon apike."

"Y ou exaggerate, my dearest,” King Billy said with asmile. "Such athing could never cometo pass. We
are quite well protected by our palace guard, you know."

"How many men make up the palace guard?'
"One hundred and fifty of our finest soldiers,” said King Billy confidently.
"And how many sgnatures are on that |ast petition?' asked Queen Sandy dryly.

"Hmmm. | fear | seeyour point,” King Billy said. "Thisredlly isamost awkward Stuation. But what
would you have me do?'

"Go to Warrick," said Queen Sandy. "No. On second thought, 'tis past time for you to start acting more
kingly. Send for Warrick and order that he cometo you with afull accounting of hisactions. Command
himto tell you what he has done with dl those people. Insist upon acomplete explanation. Each timethe
royd sheriff fillsthe dungeons, Warrick empties them again. What's become of al those prisoners? Aren't
you in theleast bit curious? And while you're at it, you might rescind some of these new edictstheroya



sheriff keeps coming up with. It would show that you have not ignored al those petitions and that you are
responsive to the wishes of your people.”

"Theroyd sheriff wouldn't carefor that," King Billy said. "Hed think that | was undermining his
authority.”

"He has no authority except that which you give him!”

"Well, | supposethat'strue,”" King Billy admitted, "but you know how he is when he doesn't get hisway.
He becomes quite surly and he threatensto resign. Heredlly can be very difficult, you know."

"Then remove him from his post and gppoint another sheriff!"
"But, Sandy, dearest, he's my own brother!"

Queen Sandy rolled her eyes and sighed with exasperation. "Waell, | can see that this discussion is getting
usnowhere. | redly don't know what to do with you, William. I'vetried, by the gods, | haveredly tried
to talk some senseinto you, but despite dl of my best efforts, you smply refuseto listen. Y ou seem to
care more about what Warrick might think, and what your brother might think, than you do about what
your own wifethinks. Wedll, so beit. Since it ssems you care nothing for my advice and my opinions, then
thereislittle point in going on with this. Y ou do what you want, William, I'm going to bed."

"Now, dearest, don't be upset,” King Billy said, getting up and holding hisarms out to her. Only instead
of the expected hug, he wound up catching the blanket she tossed to him. "What's this?*

"What do you think? Tisyour blanket. | wouldn't want you to catch a chill, degping on the sofa.”
"The sofa? But, dearest-"

"Good night, William." Shetook him by the shoulders, turned him around, and firmly marched him out of
the roya bedchamber, shutting the door behind him.

"Sandy!"
He heard her bolt the door behind him.

"Uneasy isthe head that wearsthe crown,” King Billy said, shaking his uneasy head with resignation. And
with along and meancholy sigh, he headed for the royd sofa.

By this point, the reader might be wondering-as was Queen Sandy-about what's been happening to dl
these people who have been disappearing from the roya dungeons, after being turned over to
you-know-who. Never fear, your faithful narrator hasn't forgotten about them and you're about to find
out exactly what did happen to them, but first well have to backtrack just abit.

From the moment Brewster'sfirgt time machine materiaized in the sky high above the Redwood Forest,
deployed its automatic parachute, and floated gently to the ground, it boded ill for anyone who camein
contact with it. Perhapsit was Smply one of those machines, you know the ones | mean, those which are
somehow, myserioudy, inherently evil. Now there are those who will insist thet this sort of thinking is
utter nonsense, that machines are Smply devices, inanimate objects with no persondity whatsoever, and
infact, your faithful narrator was once one of these skeptics. However, an unfortunate experience with a
motorcyclethat purely tried to kill me every time | threw aleg over it-and not just oncein awhile, mind
you, but every single time-changed my thinking on that issue. Some machines are just plain nasty.

Brewster had trouble with it right from the beginning. At first, it Smply wouldn't work right. Then, it



worked too well, and too quickly, disappearing on itsjourney without Brewster. It had drifted for a
considerable distance and landed in the center of aroad right where Long Bill, Fifer Bob, and Silent Fred
were sarving their shift, lurking in the hedgerows.

"What do you think it is?' Fifer Bob said asthey dowly circled the strange device.
"Some sort of magica contraption,” Long Bill said knowingly.

"What makes you think s0?' asked Fifer Bob.

"Well, it came down out of the sky, didn't it?" said Long Bill. "What else could it be?'
"I don't think we should touchit," Fifer Bob said. "It might be dangerous.”

Silent Fred stood behind him, stroking his red beard thoughtfully. He did alot of thinking, Silent Fred did.
Because he hardly ever spoke, no onewas ever quite certain what he was thinking about, but he sure did
alotof it.

"Y ou think anyone'singde there?" asked Long Bill.

"Hallo!" shouted Fifer Bob. " Anyone in there?" He waited, then approached alittle closer, peering
through the plagtic bubble. "I don't see anyoneinsde.”

"Knock onit,” said Long Bill.
"You knock onit," said Fifer Bab.

"WEell, to knock onit, I'd haveto touch it, wouldn't 7" Long Bill replied. Y ou said it could be
dangerous.”

"So you want me to knock on it? No, thank you. Use your staff."
" "Tisabrand new gt&ff," Long Bill protested.

Silent Fred negtly solved the problem by stepping up behind Fifer Bob and giving him ashove. Bob cried
out as he camein contact with the machine, then pushed himsdlf away from it asif it were burning hot. He
spun around to confront Silent Fred, who merdly shrugged.

"Must be okay to touchit,” said Long Bill. "Now the question is, what do we do with it?"
"It must be worth some money,” Fifer Bob said.

"Aye, | supposewe could sl it," said Long Bill, scratching hislong jaw. "Theresthat wizard who livesa
few daysjourney down the road toward Pittsburgh.”

"Blackrune 4?' said Fifer Bob. "But what if he'sthe one who madeit? We couldn't sal awizard hisown
property now, could we?'

"Perhaps not,” Long Bill said, "but there may be a reward for finding it. Besides, | do not think he could
have made this strange device. HE's not much of awizard, from what | hear."

"We should be taking thisto Shannon,” Fifer Bob said.

"Then wed have to share the proceeds with the others,” Long Bill said. "If we sold it oursalves, and kept
quiet about it, we could keep it dl.”



"Shannon wouldn't like thet," Fifer Bob said. "Sheld skin us, shewould.”
"Not if shedidn't know about it," said Long Bill.

They exchanged conspiratory glances.

"Get the cart,” Long Bill said.

After agreat ded of grunting and groaning and heaving and a couple of near hernias, they managed to
wrestle the machine up onto acart and take it to the wizard known as Blackrune 4, who promptly
cheated them by paying them off with changeling money. (That'sthe kind that turnsinto something else
after the transaction has occurred. In the case of the three brigands, they found themselves with alarge
bag of acorns by the time they returned home, and rather man risk humiliation by admitting they'd been
cheated, to say nothing of the considerable risk of bodily harm they would incur if the other brigands
found out what they'd done, they smplewrote it off as abad business transaction and kept their mouths
shut.)

The wizard known as Blackrune 4 had been the next to suffer from the jinxed machine. After trying a
whole succession of divination spellsin an attempt to discover the purpose of the peculiar gpparatus, he
managed to sumble onto aspell that tapped into its energy field, activating it by magica remote control.
The result was that the machine trangported him to Los Angdes without actudly going anywhere itsdlf,
which meant that he was stranded. Arrested for vagrancy and suspicion of being agraffiti artist, the
wizard wound up serving sometime in the drunk tank, eventualy becoming one of those street people
who wander around talking to themsdlves and gesturing wildly al the time. Stubbornly, Blackrune 4 kept
trying to conjure up his spdls, only none of them would work. Eventualy, he just went batty.

The next victim of the missing time machine was Blackrune 4's gpprentice, who waited a decent length of
time before deciding that his master wasn't coming back from wherever he had disappeared to, then took
the time machine to the Grand Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, who questioned him at length
asto exactly what Blackrune 4 had done before he disappeared. To make certain the apprentice had it
right, he made him step into the machine, then spoke the spdl| that Blackrune 4 had used. The apprentice
vanished, to reappear in New Y ork's Greenwich Village, where after abrief period of confusion, he
wound up living with a cute, nineteen-year-old performance artist and singing lead vocalsin athrash rock
band. But then, he was young, and aswe al know, kids are pretty reslient. So, all told, he didn't come
out of it too badly. (Infact, hisfirst album was shipped platinum.)

After the way the gpprentice had vanished into thin air, the Grand Director redlized that he had something
fairly powerful on his hands, so he embarked upon along series of cautious experiments. One by one,
without bothering to tell King Billy abouit it, he had prisoners brought up from theroya dungeonsand
strapped into the time machine, whereupon he spoke the spell and watched to see what happened, each
time hoping he could somehow discover exactly how it happened.

Now, theroya dungeonsweren't exactly full to capacity to begin with, much to the royd sheriff's
disappointment, for he dearly loved making arrests. Aslaid-back and mellow asKing Billy was, his
younger brother, Waylon, was surly and mean-tempered. Even as children, the boys were as different as
two boys could possibly be. William liked to feed smal animals with bread crumbs and leftoversfrom his
meals. Waylon liked to kill and torture them in adazzling variety of ways. In other words, he wasn't a
very nicelad. And as he grew older, he didn't get any better. In fact, he got worse.

Waylon resented the fact that his brother was king due merely to the accident of having been bornfirst. It
waan't fair, thought Waylon. And quite probably, it wasn't. Billy was born only ayear earlier and he
automaticaly got to be the king, while Waylon didn't automaticaly get to be anything. Billy had made him



royd sheriff, but he could just aswell have decided to make him nothing and there wouldn't have been
anything Waylon could do about it. But then, that's the way lifeis. One of the most perniciousideas ever
foisted upon agullible public isthe notion that life ought somehow to befair. It isn't, and nothing saysit
should be. (Trust me, | looked it up. Couldn't find it anywhere.) Unfortunately, people keep going
through life thinking that it should befair, which resultsin alot of redly frustrated and unhappy people.
And Sheriff Waylon was certainly no exception.

The trouble was, he didn't redlly have alot to do. With King Billy's laissez faire attitude toward
government, it was actualy quite difficult to get arrested in Fittsburgh. Y ou pretty much had to do
something fairly nasty. Stealing was against the law, of course, but one actually had to be caught steding,
and The Stedlers Guild could provide anumber of very helpful pamphletsto show cutpurses and
aleymen how to avoid being caught. Mogt large citieswere like that. Smply because some activity
happened to be againgt the law, that did not mean that there couldn't be a perfectly legal guild devoted to
the practitioners of that activity. The Stedlers Guild was agood casein point.

The Stealers Guild met in The Stedlers Tavern, on the corner of Cutthroat and Garotte, a popular
watering hole for al types of questionable characters of questionable character. In fact, Sheriff Waylon
hung out there quite alot. He was on afirg-name basis with the tavern keeper, al the serving wenches,
and most of theregulars, aswell. Theseregularswere dl abunch of criminds, of course, but unless
Sheriff Waylon could actudly catch them in the act, he couldn't touch them. (Unless, of course, he could
find witnessesto testify againgt them, but since there was no such thing as a Witness Rel ocation and
Protection Guild, there wasn't very much chance of that.)

"Good evening, Sheriff," the regulars would say to Waylon. "Arrest anyone today ?'

Sheriff Waylon would scowl and hammer hisfist upon the bar and say, "If the law had any teethin it, by
the gods, I'd arrest the whole bloody usdlesslot of yal"

"Aye, 'tisaterriblething,” the regulars agreed, nodding sympathetically. "Here, have yourself adrink,
Sheiff. Twill makeyou fed better.”

And 0 the dayswent for Sheriff Waylon, sitting in The Stedlers Tavern and suffering the humiliation of
having dl the criminas buy him drinks, then staggering home in anumb, drunken stupor, where hewould
haveto listen to hiswife's monotonous harangue. "'If you'd only been born alousy year earlier, | could
have been Queen! But, noooooo...."

However, dl that changed when Waylon's big brother, the king, came to the Grand Director's dabaster
tower to protest his minions snatching people off the streetsfor his experiments, which had brought about
thefirst in along stream of angry petitions. Their solution to the problem had been to use the prisonersin
the royal dungeons, instead of people abducted off the streets, which had seemed reasonable to King
Billy, only theroyal dungeons had already been depleted. However, the Grand Director had a solution to
that problem, aswell. Why not introduce afew new edicts, he suggested, to tighten up on miscreants and
thereby obtain afew more prisoners?

"Twas an excellent idea, too," said Warrick. "The streets were teeming with criminas, and ‘twastime
something was done about it."

Don't interrupt. And wait your turn.

"Y ou cannot avoid me by referring to me as the Grand Director or as you-know-who," said Warrick. "I
know what you're up to."

Look, do you mind? I'm doing some narrative exposition here.



"WEell, then, get on withit. Thetdeisbeginning to drag.”

Suddenly, an earthen vessel on a shelf where Teddy was dusting became didodged. It fell and struck
Warrick on the head, shattering and knocking him unconscious.

"Ooops," sad thetrall.

Now then, where were we? Ah, yes, we were discussing the introduction of new edictsto clamp down
on lawlessnessin Pittsburgh and keep afresh supply of prisonersflowing into theroya dungeons. Not
wanting to be troubled with thinking up new edicts by himsdlf, the king agreed to let the roya sheriff
handle that extra bit of paperwork, and that was when Sheriff Waylon truly cameinto his own.

With the king's naive carte blanche, Waylon devised awhole dew of unprecedented, new, repressive
edicts, the better to ensure that there would be more laws for the popul ace to break. With Waylon's
inherent talents for flowery legalese and obfuscation, these edicts were written in such away that hardly
anyone could understand them, which practically guaranteed numerous arrests. The effect thishad on
Waylon was dramatic. Almost overnight, he changed completdly.

He became imbued with anew sense of purpose as his deputies started making more arrests, and he felt
agreat ded happier, aswell. He began to comb his hair and trim hisbeard and, in genera, pay more
attention to his overd| appearance. Even hiswife noticed the change.

"Isthat anew suit?' she asked him.

"Aye. I've bought a brand-new wardrobe, al in black velvet, trimmed with scarlet. Twill be my new
look. Very dashing, don't you think?"

" Tis been along time since you bought me anew dress."
"What'swrong with the old one?"
"What was wrong with your old suit?" she countered.

" Twasworn and threadbare. And not very stylish. Theroya sheriff hasto look the part, you know, for
people to respect the office.”

"What about theroyd sheriff'swife?"
"Her officeisto scrub the floors and do the cooking. She needs no new dressfor that.”

"Well, aren't we high and mighty al of asudden? Scrub the floors and cook, isit? And |, who could have
had a score of roya servantsto do the cooking and the cleaning and new dresses by the closetful if you'd
been born before your brother! But noooo, instead of queen, I'm Mrs. Royd Sheriff, thank you very
much, and must keep insde for shame of being seenin my old rags, while my husband dresseslike a
bloody peacock and carouses dl night in the taverns! Respect for your office, isit? I'll show you respect,
you oaf!"

"Oh, by theway, my love, have you heard about the brand-new edict yet? The one concerning shrewish
wives?'

"No," she ventured cautioudly.

"Just Sgned into law thismorning," Waylon said cheerfully. "Any husband complaining of ashrewish wife
may have his complaint investigated and if the claim’s discovered to be true, the offender is dragged off to



theroya dungeons.”

"And who doesthe investigating?' she asked uncertainly.

"Why, theroyd sheriff, of course.

"l seg" shereplied. " Tisamost handsome suit, my husband. What would you like for dinner?”

Eventualy, word began to spread that the prisonersin the roya dungeonswere being taken to the
aabaster tower of Warrick the White, from which they never again emerged. Exactly what was done
with them there was something no one knew for certain, but that only whetted the public appetite for
fresh rumors, which were always available from theloca rumor mongers. Almost every street corner in
Pittsburgh had one now, because it was a sallers market, and the Rumor Mongers Guild was handing out
fresh licenses as quickly asthey could have the scrollmakers make them up.

"Rumors! Get your fresh, hot rumors herel™

"I'd like arumor, please."

"Thet'll betwo bits"

"Two bits?| say, that'sa bit steep.”

" Tisthe going rate, you know."

"Areyou alicensed rumor monger?'

"Absolutely. Here, see? Therés me scroll.”

"How do | know 'tisagenuine rumor monger's license?"

"Y ou can read, can't you?"

"Uh...never mind. | supposeit looksdl right. Very well, heréstwo bits. | want to hear arumor."

"Well, rumor hasit Warrick'staking al the prisoners from the royal dungeonsand turning 'eminto
dwarves, then sending ‘em to work the mines up in the mountains.”

"But | dready heard that rumor last week!"

"Oh, you want the latest rumor then?”

"Well, that'swhet | said, didn't 17"

"No, you merely said you'd like to hear arumor.”

"1 meant the |atest rumor."

"Ah, well, you didn't specify. That'll be two bits, milord.”
"1 dready paid you two bitd"

"That wasfor last week'srumor.”

"But | dready heard last week's rumor!"



"Wdl now, how was | to know that? Y ou asked for arumor, | sold you arumor. Y ou seethe sign? It
says, 'No refunds.' Y ou paid for arumor, you got arumor.”

"See here, you're trying to cheat me! I'm going to report you to the Better Business Guild!™

"Wdl now, milord, I'm sorry you fed that way, but you see, 'twas a perfectly legd business transaction.
Y ou requested a rumor, and you were sold arumor. That's straight mongering, that is. If you wanted the
latest rumor, you should have specified the latest rumor. | can't be held responsible.”

"Y ou're abloody robber, iswhat you are! | want the latest rumor!”
"That'll be three bits, milord."
"Y ou said two bits before!”

"We reserve theright to change the price at any time, due to prevailing market conditions. If you wish the
latest rumor, | would suggest you buy now, before the priceincrease.”

"But you've dready increased the price!"
"I mean the next priceincrease. Which isliable to come at any minute now."
"All right, dl right, herésthree bits, blast you! Now | wish the absolutdly latest rumor, you understand?'

"Right. Well, rumor hasit Warrick istaking al the prisonersfrom the roya dungeonsand steding their life
forcein an attempt to come up with animmortdity dixir.”

"No!"

"Oh, aye, milord. Tisthe very latest rumor."
"Who'd you heer it ftom?"

"l haveit on very good authority."

"By thegodd That'sterrible!™

"Aye, milord, | quite agree. Check back with metomorrow and I'll let you know if there's been any new
developments.”

"Isthat included in the price?!

"Wadl, no, milord, you paid only for the latest rumor as of today. Tomorrow it'll be abrand-new rumor.
We rumor mongers have to make aliving too, you know."

So with rumors flying and the demand driving the price up every day, the stories spread like wildfire
through every tavern and marketplace in Pittsburgh. Amid dl the conflicting rumors, one thing remained
clear. Warrick's minions had stopped snatching people off the streets, but now the sheriff's deputies were
doing it for him, under the justification of the new, repressive edicts. The king had not responded to the
petitions after al, but had merely devised an daborate subterfuge for Warrick's benefit. And so, poor,
Bumbling King Billy got the blame and while the concept of impeachment hadn't been invented yet,
regicide was awell-established practice, with along and respectable tradition behind it. King Billy didnt
know it yet, but hisjob-and hisvery life-were hanging by athread.

In the meantime, Warrick did not concern himsdf with such trivia matters. (Warrick? Good, he's till



unconscious. And Teddy's hiding underneath the stairs.) One after another, Warrick had the prisoners
from theroya dungeons brought into his sanctorum, where he had Teddy strap them into the machine.
Initidly, he had smply activated the machine by magic, and watched the prisoners disappear, hoping that
close observation would reveal something about what happened to them. However, that did not prove
very productive, 0 he then attempted to reverse the spdll to seeif he could bring them back. However,
after anumber of unsuccesstul efforts, he decided to abandon that approach. Hetried scrying with his
crystd bdl, in an attempt to seeif the visonsin the crystal would revea where the subjects of his
experiments had gone, but no matter how hard he concentrated and focused his energies, the crystal
remained cloudy and the fate of the vanished prisoners remained unknown.

Warrick then embarked upon anew course of action. He placed each of his subjects under aspell of
compulsion before he had them strapped into the machine, a gl that would compel them to return to his
sanctorum and revedl what happened to them. If he couldn't find away to bring them back, he figured,
he'd place a spell upon them that would irresistibly compel them to find their own way back. Exactly how
they would manage to accomplish thiswas not his problem. Sooner or later, oneway or another, he was
certain that at least one of them would manage to return from wherever he was sending them, and then
he'd know exactly what was going on.

Unfortunately, this made things rather difficult for the subjects of his experiments. Aswe have dready
established, the time machine was not designed to be operated by magical remote control, and so this
method of operation had certain rather erratic results. The hapless subjects of Warrick's experiments
were not al sent to the same place. When Blackrune 4 had accidentally stumbled upon the spell inthe
first place, he had managed to trangport himself to Los Angeles. That same spdll later transported his
apprentice to the East Village in New Y ork. Subsequent experiments transported Warrick's subjects to
places as diverse as Tokyo, Honolulu, Paris, Reykjavik, Copenhagen, Liverpool, Tijuana, Rapid City,
Albuguerque, Johannesburg, and Sydney. Once there, Warrick's hapless subjects were then faced not
only with the shattering redlity of acompletely different universe, but seized with a powerful, irresstible
compulsion to return from whence they came. Only they had no time machineto do it with.

Not to put too fine apoint on it, this caused certain problems. Dropping residents of aprimitive, medieval
city into amodern, high-tech metropolis such asNew Y ork or Tokyo, and on top of that, imbuing them
with an insane, relentless, driven urge to get back home no matter what, was akin to locking a
claustrophobic gorillainsde anarrow linen closet. And considering that alarge number of these people
were crimindly inclined to begin with, the result was a series of highly unusud incidents.

In Albuquerque, New Mexico, one of Warrick's subjects attacked a mounted policeman and knocked
him off his horse, then stole the horse and led the police on amad chase asfar as Corrales, where it took
sx cruisers and adozen men to cut him off and subdue him.

In New York City, awild-eyed young man battered hisway through the divider between the driver and
the rear passenger section, held adagger to the cabbie's throat, and demanded to be taken to Pittsburgh.
Theterrified cabbie drove him al the way to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, with his passenger raving dl the
while, and when his passenger inssted that it wasn't Pittsburgh, that it looked nothing at dl like
Pittsburgh, and if he didn't take him to Pittsburgh right away, he would fillet him, the cabbie dove out of
the car and escaped with only minor injuries while the cab crashed into a bridge abutment and exploded.

In Tokyo, Japan, a strangely garbed man went berserk and ran screaming through the streets, knocking
into people and picking up whatever he could find and use as wegpons, causing numerousinjuries until
police subdued him and found someone who could spesk English (for aswe al know from watching Star
Trek, everyonein the entire universe speaks English, while hardly anyone spesks Japanese), whereupon
they found that the man was convinced he had been transported to the underworld, where he was



surrounded by danty-eyed demonswho gibbered at him incomprehensibly and wanted to possess him.
He kept babbling something about a"sanctorum” in Pittsburgh, so they gagged him and stuck himina
draitjacket and put him on a plane to the United States, where he eventualy wound up in asanitariumin
Fittsburgh, Pennsylvania

In Johannesburg, South Africa, aman appeared out of nowhere in the middle of abusy street and ran
amok, dodging between vehicles and screaming until he was shot down in ahail of gunfire from passing
motorigts.

In London, England, awild-eyed young woman suddenly appeared in the House of Commons and
started shouting and waving her arms about. For about ten minutes, no one could hear her over the noise
made by other MP's, but eventualy she got the floor and alively debate ensued.

In Memphis, Tennessee, a pockmarked, ae-ravaged, young prostitute arrested in The Stedlers Tavern
for refusing to give one of the sheriff's deputies afreebie suddenly materidized onstage, behind amike, in
the middle of an Allman Brothers concert. Frightened out of her wits, she started tearing her hair and
wailing about wanting to get back home. The audience gave her astanding ovation and she was hailed as
agreat white blues artist, given arecording contract with Atlantic Records, and about nine months later,
she disappeared after giving birth to abeautiful boy with long blond hair.

In Boulder, Colorado, awiry young man mysteriously appeared out of nowherein Scott Carpenter Park,
inthe middle of a Society for Creative Anachronism weapons practice session, where he grabbed a
heavy wooden sword and proceeded to lay waste to the entire field. When it was dl over and the grassy
meadow was littered with broken, bleeding bodies, the surviving members of the medievalist group
awarded him atitle. The puzzled young man was then escorted off thefield by severa shapely young
women in full armor and was not seen again for two weeks, when he was observed to be in shock,
walking unsteadily, with a dazed expression on his face and three favors bound around his sword arm.

Some of these incidents passed dl but unnoticed, except in the localities where they occurred, others
managed to make national headlines, and it wasn't long before a certain reporter for a Florida-based
tabloid of questionable journdigtic integrity noticed a pattern beginning to emerge.

Now, whether this reporter was smply athrowback to another time, or had seen too many epi sodes of
Kolchak: The Night Stalker was aquestion that was open to debate, but it should suffice to say that
after twenty-five odd years in the newspaper business, he had been fired from some of the best jobsin
journaism and had findly struck the bottom of the barrel, where he remained comfortably ensconced
with abottle of Jack Daniels. Outside his chosen field, he was virtudly unknown, but in the journalism
business, Calin Hightower was infamous.

Few people could approach the colorful uniqueness of hisresume. He had once been punched in the
nose by Benjamin Bradlee, and on another memorable occasion, he had been kneed in the groin by
BarbaraWalters. He had been shot at with a.44 Magnum by gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson, and
Gerddo Riverahad oncetried to run him over on the streets of New Y ork City with a Kawasaki
motorcycle. Anchorwoman Diane Sawyer got the hiccups every time his name was mentioned and
Rolling Stone editor Jann Wenner was aleged to have chased him through the lobby of the Fontainbleu
Hotel with abaseball bat.

The man who prompted such extreme reactions looked nothing if not placidly average and normal. Born
and raised in Liverpool, Colin Hightower came to the United States to pursue a career as an investigative
journaligt after being fired from the London Daily Mirror over anincident dlegedly involving Princess
Margaret and arock group caled The Y ardbirds. Of average height and with a stocky build, he had the
rosy-cheeked, wide face of afriendly Irish bartender, with an easy smile and eyesthat twinkled like those



of amischievous ten-year-old. He habitually dressed in rumpled khaki twill trousers and shapeless,
nondescript sport coats, and on the rare occasions when he wore atie, it was dways at haf mast, with
the top two buttons of his frayed, button-down-collar shirt undone. There was never any danger of his
being wooed by the television media, because he smply wasn't telegenic. Even Jmmy Bredin looked
better on camerathan he did. Besides, Colin'sfirst love was aways the print medium and he considered
himsdlf apurist. Damon Runyon would have loved him, but the only public figure who ever had akind
word to say about him was G. Gordon Liddy, who once described him as "atough, old snapper who
knows how to hold hisliquor."

Unfortunately, Hightower's breed of newspaper reporter had died out with the birth of the Columbia
School of Journalism and Colin was as out of place in modern newspaper reporting asan Edsdl at a
sports-car rdly. Nevertheless, he persevered, stubbornly refusing to change. For Colin, the only thing
that mattered was The Story. And when he first noticed the strange pattern of smilaritiesin these
gpparently isolated incidents occurring at different local es throughout the world, he began to suspect that
he had ssumbled on abig one.

"Ligten to this, Jack, heré's another one," he said as he barged into his editor's office without knocking.
"Man comeswandering in out of the Sonoran Desert in Tucson, Arizona, half dead from exposure and
raving likealunatic."

"Calin...."

"No, listen! Get this... he'sdressed up in medieva clothing, and he keeps babbling about Pittsburgh and
somebody named Warwick or Warrick. He'staken to ER and given treatment, but he breaks out and
takes off again, injuring two doctors and three nurses, and he hasn't been seen since.”

"Look, Calin...."

"Don't you see, Jack? It'sthe same as dl the others! The weird, medieval-style clothing, the referencesto
Warrick or Warwick and Pittsburgh and the white tower... over and over again, in al these different,
seemingly isolated incidents, the same things keep coming up. Here's one in Albuquerque, heré's another
onein London, and onein New Y ork, and another onein Tokyo-"

"All right, Calin'™
"All right, what?'
"All right, you can do the gory, | give up! Youredriving me crazy. So do it, dready. What's your angle?’

"I don't know yet," Hightower replied. "But I'm going to follow up on al these common threads. Find out
who thisWarrick or Warwick is, what the dedl iswith thistower they keep talking about-"

"So then you're going to Pittsburgh?”

"To begin with, yeah. They've got one of these people locked up in a sanitarium there. But I'm going to
track down each and every one of these different incidents and-"

"Anditll cogt afortunein traveling expenses," said the editor.

"Sowhat? Thisisareal news story, Jack, not one of those World War Two planes discovered on the
moon, things you've got those hacks out there dreaming up. It's off thewall, it's mysterious, and it's
genuine, for God's sakel™

"Okay, okay, you've taked meintoit. But | want receiptsfor every dime you spend, you understand?’



"You got it. Youwon't regret this, Jack. There's something big here, | can smdll it."

"Yeah, yeah, just go. Bring me astory. What the hdll, it'll be nice to do somered investigative journdism
for achange. Just try not to run the billsup.”

So Colin Hightower, intrepid newshawk from abygone time, Started to investigate. He had no doulbt
therewas astory here. He had aso had no doubt that thisinvestigation would take him fairly far afield.
What he did not suspect was just how far.

CHAPTER EIGHT

"| till don't understand the part about the traveling,” said Rory the dragon, Sitting on the parapet of
Brewster'stower, hishuge, leathery wings folded back and his powerful, iridescent claws gripping the
stone masonry.

It was aquiet, moonlit night, and the clearing bel ow was peaceful, everyone having staggered home after
thefeast. Rory had dropped in-literally, out of the sky-to perch on Brewster's tower and chat with him
about the world he came from. Rory's curiosity about Earth was due to the curious fact that dragons
happen to dream about our universe, and there are many things that dragons see in their dreams about
our world that they do not quite understand.

"Wadl," said Brewster, "you're supposed to continue dribbling as you move down the court, and if you
take more than three steps without dribbling, then that's traveling, and that'safoul.”

" il don't quite understand,” said Rory, in avoice that sounded like a cross between a cement mixer
and alocomoative. "The point of the gameisto travel down the court and stuff the little bal into the netted
hoop, and yet oneis pendized for traveling?

"No, no," said Brewster, "you're pendized for traveling if you don't dribble a the sametime.”
"Doesn't that make the playing court rather messy?" asked the dragon.

"No, no," said Brewster, shaking his head, "you don't understand. Not drooling, dribbling.”
"What's the difference?" asked the dragon.

"Dribbling iswhat it's called when you bounce the bal asyou travel down the court,” Brewster explained.
"They smply cdl it dribbling. The playersthemsdves don't actudly dribble.”

"Thenwhy do they call it dribbling? Why don't they smply cal it bouncing?' Rory asked.
Brewster shrugged. "I haven't thefaintest idea,”" he replied. "1'd never redlly thought of it that way before.”

"Oh, very well," the dragon said. "Let it passfor now. So thisbouncing of the ball isknown as dribbling,
correct?'

"Right," said Brewder.
"And one must do this dribbling whilst one travels down the court?”

"Correct," said Brewster.



"But traveling is not permitted and iscaled afoul 7!
"That'sright," said Brewdter.

"Then how in thunder does one get to the opposite end of the playing court to make abasket?" asked the
dragon, frowning.

"Youdribble," Brewster said.

"Asyou trave," said the dragon.

"Right," said Brewder.

"But travding isafoul 7'

"Correct."

"Then how do you get to the other end of the court without committing afoul 7
"Y ou dribble. Or you could passthe bal."

"Towhom?'

"To another player.”

"On ather team?’

"No, only on your team. Otherwise, the other team will get possession of the ball and they might make
the basket."

"By dribbling to the other end of the court?' the dragon asked.
"Correct.”
"But how do they do that without traveling!"

Brewster reached up under his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers. "I'm not
explaining thisvery wdl, am 1”? Sports never was my strong suit.”

" Tisavery foolish-sounding game, if you ask me," said Brian.

The dragon snorted and twin jets of sulphurous smoke streamed from his nostrils. "Nobody asked you,
Werepot,” hereplied irritably.

Brian the werepot prince shifted hisweight from one foot to the other as he crossed hislegs and leaned
back againgt the parapet. The moon was full and he had reverted to his human form, which wasthet of a
handsome, well-built, young man in histwenties, with long, curly blond hair and blue eyes. Hewas
dressed in brown and black striped breeches, high boots, aloose-fitting white blouse, and a brown velvet
jacket and cape. Around his neck, he wore anecklace of sapphiresand rubies.

"What's the bloody point?' asked Brian. "Y ou're not going to be playing the blasted game, are you? Can
you imagine how ridiculousit would look, agreet, big, lumbering leviathan like you galloping down a
wood-floored playing court, bouncing a rubber bal and wearing awee, white doublet with anumber on
it?"

"l never said that | wasinterested in actudly playing the game," the dragon replied, "I merdly wish to



understand it."

"Whatever for?' asked Brian.

"Uh... Rory..." Brewster interrupted, clearing histhroat uncomfortably.
"What isit, Doc?' the dragon asked.

Brewster moistened hislips nervoudy and cleared histhroat again. "Would you.. .uh.. .mind asking them
to stop, please?' Heindicated the fairies with anod of his head, then looked away.

It had been difficult enough for him to grow accustomed to his nightly storytelling sessonswith adragon,
followed by a question and answer period, but no matter how he tried, he couldn't seem to get used to
thefairies. Since meeting Rory and enlisting the dragon's aid in searching for hismissing time machine,
Brewster had cometo look forward to the dragon's nightly visits, but fairies had atendency to hover
around dragons the way horseflies buzzed around asweaty mare, and their behavior was something
Brewster found highly disconcerting.

With the exception of their antennae and large, varicolored, gossamer wings, they looked completely
human, abeit on aminiature scale, and they wore no clothing. During the day, at a distance, they could
eadly be mistaken for large butterflies, but a night, they glowed, which made their nudity that much more
obvious at close quarters. That, in and of itsdlf, could be abit unsettling, asthefemdefariesal seemed
to be uniformly sensuad and beautiful and the maes dl handsome and rampantly endowed. What made it
worse was their complete lack of inhibitions and a sex drive that any jackrabhbit would have envied.

They were highly curious, but they had avery limited attention span, and atendency to copul ate at the
drop of ahat. Sitting on the edge of the parapet and having apparently grown bored with the
conversation, two of the fairies had started to fondle and caress each other, and as Brewster spoke, the
femae sat adtride the mae'slap, facing him, and they began to... well, you know.

Of course, the other fairiesflitting all about the dragon in acloud began to follow suit and, in no time at
al, amassorgy wasin progress. They rose up into the air, their legs entwined and their wingsflapping in
unison, and as they mated, the glow from them increased, so that they resembled giant fireflieswith
hiccups, enthusiagtically bouncing up and down in midair.

"Oh, for God's sake..." said Brewster, turning away in embarrassment. "Have they no sense of decorum
whatsoever?'

"Apparently not," said Brian, "but they do seem to enjoy themsdves."

"Pesky littlethings,” said Rory wryly. Heinhded deeply, then exhded in the direction of thefairies,
blowing them hither and yon, sending their naked, phosphorescent little bodies tumbling through the arr.
Brewster exhaed heavily himsdlf, only with rdlief, because when held seen the dragon fill hislungs, hed
been afraid that Rory would breathe fire at them and the thought of al thoserandy, little fairiesbeing
incinerated on hisbehdf had darmed him grestly.

"Well, | suppose| shouldn't impose my own standards of moraity upon another race of beings,"
Brewster said. "'l do hope they understand how grateful | am for their help in looking for my missing time
mechine

"I'm not sure they've been very much help at al,” the dragon replied. " Tisamiracleif they canhold a
thought ingde their empty little heads for longer than an ingtant. Still, | kegp reminding them.”

"How exactly do you communicate with them?' asked Brewster, curious.



"They read my thoughts" Rory replied.
"Y ou mean they're actually telepathic?’ Brewster asked with amazement.
"Of course," Rory replied. " 'Tiswha makes them so mischievous.”

"Aye, never fal adeep inthe middle of aforest when fairiesare around,” said Brian. "They will indgnuate
themsdvesinto your dreams.”

"And what will happen?’ Brewster asked.

"Therésnoway of tdling,” Brian replied. "With any luck, the resultswill merely be humiliating. But they
have been known to befatdl."

"Y ou mean they actudly.. .kill people? Brewster said with disbelief.
"Oh, aye," said Brian. "Nadty little buggers.”
"That'sterrible!” sad Brewster.

"They don't redly mean to be evil," Rory explained. "The concepts of good and evil are utterly diento
them. Tismerely their way of having fun."

"Thething to do," said Brian, "isburn the garlic herb in your evening campfire, and heavily season your
food withit, aswell."

"Soit'slike the story about vampires?' Brewster said. "Garlic repelsthem?’
"It repels everybody,” Brian replied with ashrug. "What'savampire?'

"Dracula,” said Rory. "A character from a series of motion pictures made by Hammer Fim Productions,
garring Christopher Lee asthe undead df."

Brewster raised his eyebrows. "The undead elf!”

"Aye, | saw the motion picture visonin adream once," said the dragon. "They didn't redly get the details
right, but ‘twas vastly entertaining, just the same.”

"Wait aminute," Brewster said. "Draculawas not an elf. Hewas afictiona character created by Bram
Stoker, an undead creature who survived by drinking human blood.”

Brian shrugged. "Soundslikean df tome."
"Hold it," Brewster said. "Y ou mean to tel methat dvesdrink human blood!"

"Sure, and everybody knowsthat," said Brian. "They hang about at night in forest glens, sitting 'round
their campfires, playing guitars, spouting poetry, arguing philosophy, and drinking coffee. The only thing
they love more than drinking human blood is drinking coffee.”

"Coffee-drinking, beatnik, vampire elves?" said Brewster.

"Aye, 'tisafoul-tasting brew," said Brian. "Unifit for human consumption, if you ask me. Kegpsyou from
degping. A cup or two and you're up al night. "Tis made from a peculiar bean grown in the kingdom of
Vadez. Has a pungent sort of smell when it brews. If you're walking through the forest and you smdll it,
then sure and therelll be elves about.”



"Methinks | smdl one coming now," said Rory, sniffing the air experimentally.

No sooner had the dragon spoken than a piercing scream shattered the stillness of the night. As Brewster
looked down over the parapet, he saw someone come bursting out of the trees at the edge of the
clearing, running full speed, closdly pursued by whét at first glance appeared to be three Shetland ponies.
However, amoment later, he saw the gleam of moonlight on their pearlescent horns and redized that he
was getting hisfirgt glimpse of aunicorn.

The three galloping creatures |ooked exactly the way he'd seen them pictured in thefairy tales held read
asachild, with gleaming, spird horns, goatlike beards, long, flowing manes, and tufted hooves, only their
white coats were matted with filth and covered with brambles and even at adistance, he could smell their
rank stench on the evening breeze. 1t was a stink that would send a skunk running for the hills.

"I don't think shelll makeit," Brian said, coming up beside Brewster and looking down over the parapet.
Brewster saw the unicorn running in the lead put its head down, lowering its horn.

"Good God! They'll kill her!" he said with darm.

"l imagine so," said Brian.

"Weve got to do something! Rory, can't you stop them?'

"Why? She'sjust an df," replied the dragon with ashrug of hisleathery wings.

"Rory, please!" said Brewster, watching asthe unicornsrapidly closed in on their quarry.

"Oh, very well, if you ingst,” the dragon said with resignation. He sprang from the tower and spread his
wings, soaring out in aswooping glide, but even as he did so, the lead unicorn caught up with the running
ef. With surprising speed, the ef pivoted sharply, Sdestepped the unicorn's headlong rush, and struck it
on the head with something she was carrying under her arm. There was a percussive, bonking sound, and
the unicorn staggered, but just then, the other two unicorns came running up and it looked bad for the df.

With aroar, the dragon came swooping down upon them, belching fire. A blast of flame struck the
ground just in front of the unicorns and dmost caught the éf. The unicornswhinnied and took off inthe
opposite direction, galloping back toward the woods in arapid retreat. The elf was beating at her
smoking clothing, trying to put out the sparks from the wash of flame that had nearly incinerated her.
Rory rose and banked sharply, then siwooped down again and swept her up in one powerful claw. The
ef cried out, but the dragon held on firmly, though gently, and amoment later, he set her down on the
tower in front of Brewster and Brian.

"Safeand sound, if atriflesnged,” said Rory.

"Y ou nearly roasted me, you greet, oafish worm!" the elf said.
"Go and expect gratitude from an df," said Rory with disgust.
"Areyou al right?" asked Brewster.

Her clothing was gtill smoking here and there. She was dressed al in black, with tight black breeches,
short black boots, and a black leather vest held together with rawhide laces, under which shewore
nothing else. Her skin was dightly blackened here and there from the dragon’'s smoky breath. She had a
black leather choker around her neck, studded with spikes, and matching, spiked, black leather bands
around her wrists. Her hair, too, was rather spikey. It was black, cut short in front and worn longer in the



back, covering her neck, and large, delicately pointed elvish ears poked up from beneath it. She stood
about fivefedt, sx inchestdl and she was dim, with awiry, coltish build. Her eyeswere dark and large
and belligerent. In one hand, Brewster noted with surprise, she held a set of bongo drums. Her other
hand rested on the dim hilt of aslver dagger in her belt.

"Who are you?"' she demanded.
"He'sthe man who just saved your life)" said Brianwryly.
"Indeed?’ said Rory. "l could have sworn | had something to do withit.”

"Oh, so now you're taking the credit, are you?' Brian said. "Y ou were quite prepared to see her impaed
until Doc asked you to intervene.”

"Wl then, | suppose | should thank you,” said the df sullenly. "I am Rachel Drum.”
"And my nameis Brewster. But my friendsjust call me Doc." He held out his hand.

She gtared at it for amoment, hesitating, then reached out and shook it. "Well, my thanksto you, Doc. If
not for your dragon, | would most surely have been spiked.”

"He's not redlly my dragon,” Brewster replied. "Rory's just afriend. And thisis another friend, Prince
Brianthe Bold."

"Not the werepot prince?’ she said.

Brianrolled hiseyes. "Aye, thevery same," he said wearily.

"Faith, and | thought you were just amyth,” she said. "There are at least adozen elvish songs about you."
"Ah, the burdens of fame," said Brian.

"Why were the unicorns chasing you?"' asked Brewder.

"Obvioudy, she'savirgin," Brian said.

"l am not avirgin'” replied the df.

"The unicornsknew better,” Brian replied with agrin. "They would have smelled aman on you."

"I have never had aman on me, thank you very much,” Rachel responded with distaste.

Brian frowned. "Then what did you mean when you said you weren't a...." Hiseyebrowsrose. "Oh. |
%ll

"Stupid beadts," said Rachel.
"Y ou mean the unicorns?' asked Brewdter.
"| think shemeansmen,” said Brian wryly.

"I meant the unicorns," said Rachd, "but some men might well beincluded in that description.” She gave
him a sour ook, then turned to Brewster. "But not al men, perhaps. In any event, | thank you and the
dragon, both. ‘Tisrarefor adragon to grant assstance to an elf. Rarer till for humans.”

"Perhaps that's because we humans like to keep our blood within our veins, whereit belongs," said Brian.



"I've never met an ef before,” said Brewster. "Do you redlly drink human blood?"

"Do not humans et the flesh of other crestures?’ Rachel countered.

"Well, yes, but..."

"Then you are predators, aswell," she said. "But you need have no fear of me. | an avegetarian.”
"Better warn the bush," said Brian.

With arustling sound, Thorny, the peregrine bush, quickly scuttled down the airs.

"Y ou associate with peregrine bushes, dragons, and enchanted princes,” Rachel said to Brewster. "Y ou
must be the new sorcerer who has recently arrived in these parts.”

"Newstravelsfast," said Brewdter.

"Elves have sharp ears," said Brian.

Rachel gave him asour grimace.

"Sorry. No offense," said Brian, fedling his own, unpointed ear.

"I have come along way in search of you," said Rachel Drum.
"You have?' said Brewster. "Why?'

"For the reward,” said Rachel.

Brewster frowned. "I'm afraid | don't understand. What reward?'

"Y ou have logt something of vaue, have you not? Thefairies say so. Some sort of magic chariot? Well, |
might know whereitis."

AsBrewster absorbed this fascinating information, Sean MacGregor and Black Shannon were absorbed
in one another upstairs at One-Eyed Jack's, where they would remain throughout the night and the next
day, discovering that outstanding swordsmanship was not the only thing they had in common. Thethree
brawling, albeit somewhat dim brothers, Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh, were absorbed in adeep and dreamless
deep, more of acoma, redly, which isusualy what happens whenever anyoneis careless enough to
knock down afull mug of peregrine wine in one gulp. Harlan the Peddlar, meanwhile, had only one sip of
the killer brew, so consequently he recovered fairly quickly, and as soon asthe evening's
entertainment-meaning the big sword fight-was concluded, he got directions from One-Eyed Jack to
Mick O'Fdlon'slittle cottage.

He drove hiswagon out of town, down the winding trail leading past Mick O'Fallon's place, and he
arrived at just about the same time as Mick and Robie, Pikestaff Pat and Bloody Bob were returning
from the evening'sfeast a Brewster's keep. Unlike most nights, they had partaken of the brew only
sparingly, asthey had important mattersto discusslate into the night, and Harlan'sarrival couldn't have
been timed more perfectly.

They were abit wary when they discovered that they had avisitor, but when Harlan introduced himself
and said he was a peddlar, searching for unique waresto sdll, they invited him insde. Harlan wisdly,
though politely, refused adrink of peregrine wine and settled for acup of Dragon's Breath teainstead,
one of the non-hallucinogenic brews that Jane had concocted, and after hisfirst taste, he allowed asto
how he might be interested in carrying Jan€e's teas among hiswares, provided an equitable, exclusive



distribution agreement could be reached. He then looked over Mick O'Falon's blades, examinining a
selection of daggers, dirks, and swords, and as he was no stranger to good craftsmanship, he
immediately pronounced them to be the finest that he'd ever seen.

"Understand now, under norma circumstances, I'd never be quite so enthusiasticin my praise,” hesaid. "
‘Twouldn't be good business, you see. As avendor, one should never act too impressed with asupplier's
goods, esethe priceisliable to go up and that would cut into your profits. However, in this case, with
craftsmanship sofine, 'tis clear that you know what you're about, O'Falon, and likewise redize the vaue
of your work. Twould be insulting to a craftsman of your accomplishment to minimize the fruits of such
finelabor. In truth, these are the finest blades I've ever seen, and I've traveled far and wide throughout al
the twenty-seven kingdoms, and seen the works of many afine armorer. None could compare with
these. However did you manage to forge such asuperior grade of stedl ?

Pleasad that the peddiar was well enough informed to appreciate his craft, Mick's brawny little chest
swelled with pride, but he was not so proud asto reved dl his secrets.

" Tisagpecia processof meown,” hereplied. " Twas taught to me by agreat wizard from the Land of
Ing."

"The Land of Ing?' said Harlan. " Strewth, and I've never even heard of it. Whereisit to be found?’
" Tisfar, far away, in another place and time," said Robie, but hefdl slent when Mick nudged him.

"Ah, wdl, haveit your way," Harlan said. "I can understand your wanting to protect trade secrets, and |
wouldn't wish to pry. But | must have these bladesto sdll! Y ou've precious little market out here in the
wilds, | should imagine. With avendor such as mysdf, representing your product in the cities, there
would be grest profitsto be made. Grest profits, indeed.”

"Then we must discussthis matter further,” Mick replied, "but first, before we do, thereis another item |
would like to show you, something new, and altogether different.”

"Ah, yes," the peddlar said. "'l have been searching for something atogether different, something no one
elsewould haveto offer. Y ou have such an item?”’

Mick smiled. "1 do, indeed,” he said, and he brought out the firgt finished example of the " many-bladed
knife," complete with nickalirium grips, which he had put on and polished to aglossy luster earlier that
afternoon.

Marian's eyes grew wide when Mick put it on thetable. "Strewth!" heexdamed, immediatey
recognizing the grips for what they were. And when Mick displayed the knife's many-bladed functions,
the peddlar's eyes grew wider ill.

"Never inal my days have | seen such amarvelous device!" he exclamed. "It would seem to have more
uses than the mind could conceive! Y ou crested this?'

"| crafted it," said Mick, "but to be truthful, ‘twas not | who created it, but a great and wondrous armorer
from afar-off land, whose name was Victorinox. The origind many-bladed knife was shown to me by
the sorcerer | told you of, and together we made some changes to the pattern, until we arrived at the
design for thisknife here."

"A most useful and marvelous design,” said Harlan, turning the knife over and over in hishands. ™Y ou can
make more of these?"

"Aye" said Mick. "Asmany asyou like."



"But ‘twould take along time, surely, to forge agreat number of these blades,” said Harlan.
"| can craft asmany asyou like" said Mick, "and in lesstime than you might think."

"If | wereto commission, say, adozen such many-bladed knives," said Harlan speculatively, "how long
would it take you to make them?"

"Oh, aday or two, a most," said Mick.
"A day or two!" The peddlar was astonished. "How isthat possible?’

"Through a secret process we employ known as manufacturing,” said Bloody Bob, then cried out as
Mick kicked him under thetable.

"A secret process, eh?' said Harlan. "Wdll, | must admit I'm very curious, but | shall not pressyou for
details. 'Tisenough for me to have these bladesto sell, and ensure that no one else hasthem to sl but
m"

" 'Tis possible we might come to some sort of an arrangement,” Mick said, "provided everything works
out well for al concerned.”

"What sort of gripswould you employ for the knives that you would make for me?* asked Harlan.

"The same asyou seethere,” said Mick. " Tisarare and special knife, and as such, it deservesrare and
specid grips”

Marian raised hiseyebrows. "But these are nickalirium! And of an uncommon purity, to boot. Surdly, the
cost would be prohibitive.”

"Y ou might be surprised,” said Mick. "The knives are very fine, and would undoubtedly be costly, yet not
so costly that only the nobility could afford to purchase them. Nor so costly that it would preclude agood
profit fromthe sale”

Harlan pursed hislipsthoughtfully. "Indeed? One might very well infer from such aremark that you might
have accessto asupply of nickdlirium from asourcethat is, shdl we say, unauthorized?'

"l am not certain what you mean,” said Mick evasively.

"Wdl, merely for the sake of argument,” said the peddlar, "let us suppose that you did not come by your
supply through any of the usua means. That is, you did not melt down any coins, nor did you purchase a
supply from the Treasury Department of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, which occasiondly adlowsthe
purchase of unminted nickallirium by selected craftsmen, dbeit at akingly price, for the making of such
things as precious jewelry and ornamented wegpons for the nobility.

" Speaking, once again, purely for the sake of argument,” the peddlar continued, "one might, therefore,
suppose that you came by your supply through means which would be called somewhat irregular. Such a
transaction would, of course, be against the law and, as such, it could result in certain problemsfor a
certain vendor, if you get my meaning.”

"Perhapsit would," said Mick, "if such wasthe nature of the source."

"Aye" said Harlan cautioudy. "Again, spesking purely for the sake of argument, you understand, one
could not help but wonder at a source for unminted nickallirium that was not acquired through the Guild.
Certain persons-not speaking for mysdlf, you understand-might suspect that it was stolen.”



"| can assure you that it was not stolen,” Mick replied.

"And |, of course, would not think of questioning your word,” the peddlar said. "But certain individuds
might insist on proof of such assurances.™

Mick and Robie exchanged glances. Pikestaff Peat cleared histhroat. Bloody Bob just looked confused.

"Thereisanother source of nickalirium that you did not take into account,” said Mick after amoment's
pause, with asignificant look at the peddiar.

Harlan smply stared at him, then he looked around at Robie, Pikestaff Pat, and Bloody Bob, before
turning back to Mick again.

"Do you serioudy mean to tell me," he said dowly, "that you actualy possess the secret of the
Philosopher's Stone?!

"Well, let ussmply say that we can supply as many kniveswith grips of nickalirium asthe market will
demand,” said Mick.

"Of course, such knives could never be sold cheaply,” Pikestaff Pat said.

"And they could not be sold for barter,” Robie added. "The purchasers would have to pay in coin of
nickdlirium."

"And the profitswould have to be equitably shared,” said Mick. "Speaking, asyou said, purely for the
sake of argument, it wouldn't do to have a vendor taking more than his agreed-upon share. Such a
happenstance could result in rather unpleasant repercussions.”

"| think we understand one another," Harlan said, choosing his wordswith care, "but let us be absolutely
certain of the agreement we arein the process of negotiating. For your part, you are saying that you are
ableto craft as many of these wondrous knives as the market will demand, exactly like the one | hold
herein my hands, so that any orders| may take could easily befilled. And, not to put too fine apoint on
it, if | wereto get greedy and be dishonest in my dedlings with you, | would likely wind up lying
somewhere with my throat cut, or my back broken, or some other such similar unpleasantness.” He
nodded. "Very well, | can accept this, as| am an honest peddlar, which iswhy, perhaps, | have never
been arich one.

"For my part,” he continued, "1 would require assurances that | would be the exclusive vendor for your
products, so that my own profits would thus be safeguarded, and so that anyone wishing to purchase
your goods would have to deal solely with me. | do not fedl that thisis an unreasonable request.
Needlessto say, should you find my performance wanting in any way, that isto say, should | prove
unable to develop a proper market for your goods, with an acceptable profit for al concerned, you
would, of course, be free at that point to negotiate some similar agreement with another vendor. But |
must be given areasonable length of timein order to develop such amarket.”

Mick nodded. "That isfair. | think we could live with that."

"And the same conditions would apply, of course, to any other products | might undertake to represent
for you," said Harlan. " Such asthis excdllent tea, here. And you say you have others, aswell?’

"Aye" said Mick. "There are anumber of other teaswe could supply you with. We could aso negotiate
an agreement for your representing my Mickey Finn."

"Ah, of course, thewine," said Harlan, nodding. He cleared histhroat. "A unique libation, indeed. |



imagine that The Stealers Tavern would pay a pretty price to offer such apotent beverage to its patrons.
And you could assure me of adequate quantity in that commodity, aswell?"

Mick nodded. "We could brew up as much Mickey Finn asyou can sdll."
"Excdlent,” said Harlan. "Excdlent, indeed."

"What about the magic soap?"' asked Pikestaff Pet.

"The magic sogp?" asked Harlan.

"Aye, tisawondrousdirt remover,” Mick said, "that one can use for bathing and making oneself smell
clean and fresh. | believe that no one ese would have such acommodity to offer.”

"So? Could | see some of thisrare substance, and try it out myself?* the peddlar asked.

"Of course" said Mick. "Wewould not expect you to agree to handle our products purely on faith. You
would be abetter vendor for usif you believed in them yoursdlf.”

"Aye, quite so, quite 0," agreed the peddlar. "Wdll, gentlemen, | must say, this has been quitea
productive evening thusfar. | have been searching for unique productsto offer to my customers, and you
have been in need of an aggressive vendor to market your goods. | think we could help each other. Aye,
| do think o, indeed.”

"Then perhaps we should proceed to the finer points of our agreement,” Mick said.

"Aye, let'sdo that," said the peddlar with asmile. "But first, | would like another cup of thisfinetea"

The CEO of EnGulfCo Internationd was aforceful and dynamic man, accustomed to making decisons
and delegating authority. He was a powerful man, but he did not wield his power conspicuoudy. Heads
of state frequently dropped whatever they were doing just to take his phone cals, and captains of
industry looked up to him as aparagon of everything to which they aspired. Success, wealth, power, and
influence. For dl that, he was not a very famous man, certainly not one who would be easily recognized
on the streets.

Though his name was quite well-known in business circles, and always published on those lists of the
wedlthiest and most successful people that the magazines come out with every year, he went to great
lengths to preserve his privacy and avoided being photographed. Once, when anotorious paparazzi
popped up out of the bushes and snapped his picture on the golf course, then successfully eluded his
bodyguards, the CEO had managed to avoid having the photograph published by putting out some
discreet feders, finding out which magazine had bought the rightsto it, and then snapping up the magazine
in amasterstroke of corporate raiding. He had then fired the editor who bought the photograph, brought
inanew gtaff, and tripled the publication's circulation. There had been severa successful attemptsto
photograph him after that, but for some reason, the photographers could not find buyersfor the prints.

Subtlety. The CEO believed in subtlety. Practiced on abig-time scae.

In this case, the CEO fdt, subtlety was much more than amatter of management style. It was absolutely
imperative to preserve the secret of Brewster's discovery, if indeed, what Pamela Fairburn claimed was
true. And it wasn't very long before the CEO had satisfied himsdlf that either it was absolutely true, or
Marvin Brewster had somehow managed to pull off the hoax of the century. Frankly, the CEO thought,
Marvin Brewster just wasn't that clever. He was smart, yes, agenius... but clever? No, not in that sense.



Asinteligent as Marvin Brewster was, the CEO thought, he was no con man. Hismind smply didn't
work that way. Besides, it just didn't add up.

If it was some sort of hoax or con, then what could be his motive? Money? Hardly. Marvin Brewster
was an unpretentious sort of man, aman of smple tastes and with no vicesthat he knew of. Marvin
Brewster didn't care much about money. He didn't even understand money. Besides, if money had been
theissue, Brewster could have easly demanded much more than the highly substantid salary he dready
received, and he would have gotten it, no questions asked. He was worth that much to the company and
more.

If not money, what then? Fame? Quiite possibly, though Brewster didn't seem to be the type to court that
fickle mistress. Recognition for hiswork? Ah, yes, the CEO thought, that would make sense, but for a
man like Marvin Brewster, that recognition would have to be genuine, for work that was genuine. He
would not measure himself againgt the pop icons of thetime, but against men such as Galileo, daVinda,
Eingtein... and the pride of being able to measure up to such men would preclude the possibility of
attempting to fake it with a hoax.

No, thought the CEO, Brewster was too honest, sincere, and disingenuous to pull off such astunt. And
there was no way he could see how Brewster could have doneit. He had smply disappeared into thin
air, under the watchful eyes of guards and cameras. Houdini or David Copperfield might have found a
way to do it, but not Marvin Brewster. The tapes had al been thoroughly reviewed, the laboratory had
been thoroughly searched, Pamela Fairburn's phone had been thoroughly tapped... there wasjust no way
that Brewster could have done it. Which meant he redlly did it. Disappeared, that is. Somehow,
uncannily, Marvin Brewster had discovered timetravel.

Of course, there was no real evidence of that, the CEO reminded himsdif, just to keep thingsin
perspective. It was also entirdly possible that Marvin Brewster had found away to vaporize himself and
his machine without atrace. However, in that case, the discovery could still be useful. EnGulfCo had alot
of government contracts.

Either way, the CEO was determined that no one else would have the secret. Whatever in hell the secret
was. There was money to be made here. The CEO could sméll it. His olfactory sensein that regard had
aways been unusudly acute. The problem now was how to keep alid oniit.

Therewere only afew peoplein aposition to blow the thing wide open. One wasthe head of security at
EnGulfCo, however, the CEO had discovered afew things about his war record, in addition to some of
his extracurricular activitiesin such places as Cambodia, Thailand, Rhodesia, and Belize, and therewas
now very little danger of the head of security stepping out of line. Another potential source of trouble was
the vice-president in charge of research and devel opment, along with his secretary. The CEO took care
of that one by having the secretary transferred to ageologica exploration station in Antarcticaand getting
his hands on certain interesting photos of the vice-president of R and D with agirl named Mavis, ablack
leasther mask, and abull whip. The vice-president of R and D was married to awoman from Virginia
whose father was ahighly placed officid in the CIA, and the CEO expected no trouble on that front.

Finally, there was the executive vice-president of EnGulfCo, afairly powerful manin hisown right, and
not someone to be trifled with. Therefore, the CEO wisdly chose not to trifle with him, and instead
increased his stock options, sponsored him to membership in his own club, introduced him to his
attractive twenty-three-year-old daughter, and promised to cut him in for afull share of the profits, which
meant bringing him in on the whole ded. However, that was perfectly acceptable, for it meant he now
had someone to delegate authority to. The CEO would not have liked to handle the whole thing by
himsdlf. It would have cut into his golf game.



That left only one loose end. Pamela Fairburn. And thiswas, as the British often said, where the wicket
got alittle sicky. Pameas father was not only awedthy and socialy prominent man, hewasaso aclose
persond friend of the CEO's. This meant that any leverage exerted on Pamela had to be exerted very
gently and very carefully. Unfortunately for the CEQ, there just wasn't much leverage he could find to
exert. Pamelawas nothing if not amodel of proper behavior and decorum. There was smply no dirt to
be dug up on her. The CEO found that annoying. She aso didn't work for him, which meant he couldn't
give her orders. And she was very smart, which meant she couldn't be easily manipulated. That left him
with only one string to pull. Her concern for Marvin Brewster.

He got off the elevator at the top floor and walked past the armed guards, who stiffened to attention at
his approach. The specia pam-scanner lock on the door to Brewster's laboratory had been changed. It
now responded only to two palm patterns. His and PamelaFairburn's. He pressed his hand flat against
the scanner plate and the door dlid open.

Pamela Fairburn was inside, bent over the papers spread out on Brewster's desk. Shewas dressed in a
white lab coat over asensible skirt and blouse and low-hedled pumps. She had pulled her hair back and
fastened it with abarette, and behind her horn-rimmed glasses, her eyes were red-rimmed, with deep,
dark bags beneath them. A half-empty pot of coffee stood on the warming plate of the drip percolator at
the edge of the desk. The ash tray wasfull of cigarette butts.

"Pamda," said the CEO, coming up to the desk. Shelooked up at him. ™Y ou look terrible. Have you had
any degpa dl?

She shook her head and glanced toward the cot set back againgt the wall. "I had that cot brought in,” she
sad. "'l thought | could catch afew winksif | got tired, but 1've been working straight through.” She
smiled wearily and shrugged. " Just became caught up, | suppose.”

The CEO glanced at the overflowing ash tray and the red packages of Dunhills on the desk. "When did
you start smoking?'

"Just started,” she replied with aglance at the ash tray. "I'm getting rather good t it, | think."

The CEO shook his head. "There's no point in driving yourself to exhaugtion, Pamela. Y ou're doing as
much as anyone could do. Perhaps | should have some help brought in. Isthere anyone you'd liketo
work with you on this?'

She shook her head. "No, | don't think Marvin would want that. Y ou know how secretive heisabout his
specid projects. Besides, the more people know about this, the greater the chance of a security leak, and
you wouldn't want that now, would you?"

The CEO frowned. "I'm not sure what you mean. I'm anxiousto take certain precautions about Marvin's
work, of course, but-"

"Y ou mean precautions such as having me followed and having my phone tapped?’ she interrupted him.
She waved off his protest with a casua gesture. "And don't bother to deny it, I'm not afool, you know.
Those casud gtrollers outside my window, the van parked down by the corner, those tdltdelittle
clickingsontheline... | do have some knowledge of electronics, you know."

"Pamela, |-"

"Frankly, you're not really very good at this James Bond business. What did you do, hire some sort of
seedy little private eye? Haven't you heard of laser scanners, dish mikes, and infinity transmitters?
Honestly, if you're going to eavesdrop on somebody, the very least you could do was have the decency



to be professiona about it."

The CEO rapidly redlized that a Pamela Fairburn stoked on nicotine and coffee was aforce to be
reckoned with. Clearly, he had underestimated her. And, just as clearly, it was undoubtedly going to cost
him.

"Look, Pamela," he began, but that was about asfar as he got.

"No, you look," shereplied. "I resent your attitude. | resent it very much, indeed. What did you think |
was going to do, for heaven's sake, call up the Daily Mirror and announce that an EnGulfCo scientist
had discovered time travel? Or did you think, perhaps, that | was going to get on the phone to General
Electric and ask for .bids on Marvin's notes? Quite aside from the fact that no onein their right mind
would believe me without substantia proof of such awild assertion, the thought | might have some sort of
underlying motive of financid gainispositively insulting. | ought to box your earsfor you!™

"Pamela, please, try to gppreciate my position. |-"

"Appreciate your position?' shesaid. "What about mine! | happen to be aresponsble scientist. And
quite aside from that, my first and only concern a this point isfor Marvin'swelfare. I've been devoting all
my energies and effort to this Stuation ever snce Marvin disgppeared and thisisthe thanks| get? Thisis
the extent of your support, that you tap my phone and have me followed?

"Pamela, let me assure you thet |-

"The only assurancesthat | require from you are that you will live up to your part of the bargain and back
me up with al the resources your company can provide," she snapped. "If you want your preciouslittle
monopoly on Marvin's discovery, that's perfectly al right with me. What | want is Marvin back, safe and
sound. And just in case you're thinking of placing someone esein charge of this, you might wish to know
that 1've committed certain key sections of Marvin's papers to memory and then destroyed the originds,
so without me, you've got nothing.”

"All right, Pamela," the CEO said, knowing when to bite the bullet. "Whatever you say, well do it your
way. I'm not completely insengitive, you know. 1'd like Marvin back safe and sound, aswell. I'm
concerned about hiswelfare, too. The question is, can we do anything about it?

"We can build histime machine," said Pamela, "provided you can supply the key components.”
"Canyou actudly doit?" asked the CEO.

"I'm acybernetics engineer,” Pamelareplied. "I can read abloody schematic. What's more, | can make
sense of Marvin's notes, which is probably more than anyone you've got on your payroll can do. |
undergtland him, | know the way hethinks. Y ou get mewhat | need and I'll build histime machinefor
you, and then I'm bloody well going after him."

"Y ou mean you know where he went?" asked the CEO.

"Marvin logged everything hedid,” Pamelareplied. "I have the precise settings he was using, right here,”
she added, tapping her forehead. "I've committed it to memory and then | burned the papers, soif you
want him back, and if you want to find out how his discovery works, then I'm the one you'l haveto ded
with. Understood?’

"Understood,” the CEO said quietly.

"Now I've made alist of what I'm going to need," said Pamela, handing him a sheet of paper. "And



number one on that list isafresh supply of Buckmingerfullerine. I don't know how you're going to get it,
or where you're going to get it, but | would suggest that you direct your energies chiefly toward that end,
because without it, Marvin's discovery is as usdess astits on abloody bull. You've said agreat deal
about EnGulfCo's vast resources and what they can accomplish. Well, go and accomplish something, and
leave meto my work."

"Right," said the CEO. He folded the paper and put it in his pocket, then turned and quickly |eft the lab.

CHAPTER NINE

It was nearly morning by the time that Brewster and the others-

"One moment. Y ou have been avoiding me ever since Chapter Four. Now | have been extremely patient,
but my patience is beginning to wear thin. Now who isthis Brewster?'

All right, now look, Warrick, thisredly istoo much. A little interaction with the narrator from timeto time
during your scenesisonething, but interrupting the narrative flow when it isn't even your turn is something
else again. Admittedly, thiswhole business of acharacter interacting with the narrator isabit irregular,

but it's different and it adds a certain off-the-wall spice to the story. However, thisis getting out of hand.

"Y ou have not answered my question,” Warrick said. "And don't bother with that space break, cutting to
another scenetrick. | have devised a counterspell and it won't work again.”

Threatening the narrator is going to get you nowhere, Warrick. Trust me, it redly isn't very smart. You're
dedling with powers you couldn't even begin to understand.

"Isthat s0?" Warrick countered. "Then how do you explain my ability to break into the narrative when it's
not even my scene? | have, not beenidle during al thistime, you know. Y ou may have less power than
you think. Or | might have more than you suspect.”

Don't beridiculous. I'm the onewho'stdling this story, not you. And I'm not about to have one of my
characters dipping the leash. Well-devel oped charactersthat take on alife of their own are usually an
asset to astory, but now you've brought the momentum of the plot to ascreeching halt. Thisis absolutely
intolerable. | tell you, | won't haveit.

" Twas not | who asked for this, you know," Warrick replied. "l was merely minding my own business
when you began to tell thistde."

You didn't even exist until | beganto tell thistae, for crying out loud!
"That is purely amatter of perspective,” Warrick said. " "Twould depend upon your frame of reference.”

Listen, I'm not going to Sit here and listen to alecture on relétivity from afictiona character! What the hell
do you know about science, anyway? Y ou're a sorcerer, for heaven's sake!

"Any branch of knowledge that is sufficiently advanced would seem like magic to one who did not
completely undergtand it.”

Damnit, don't you go paraphrasing Clarke to me! Heisn't even published in your universe!



"A fact does not depend upon publication for itsvalidity,” said Warrick. "1 will grant you thet thereis
much about your redlity that | do not fully comprehend, but that does not cause me undue concern. Asa
student of the occult, | am disposed to be flexible. Now we have some unfinished businessto settle, and
avoiding answering my questionsis not about to makeit go away. Y ou gill have not told mewho this
Brewdter is. Ishe some sort of dchemist? Does he have anything to do with this time machine apparatus?
Is"

Clang!

Warrick grunted and collgpsed to the floor of his sanctorum as Teddy the troll brought the frying pan
down upon his head.

"Great goblins!" Teddy exclamed, horrified. "What have | done?"

He gazed at the frying pan in his hand, wondering where it had come from, and what had possessed him
to strike his master withit.

"Possessed!" Teddy whispered, awestruck. His eyes darted wildly from sideto side. "I've been
possessed! Demons! Voices in the ether!”

He dropped the frying pan and ran screaming from the room.

Well, with any luck, that'll keep Warrick out of the picture for awhile. In fact, Teddy hit him so hard, helll
probably have aconcussion and it will take him afew daysto recuperate. Poor Teddy will probably
need therapy by thetimethisisal over, but it couldn't be helped. Besides, trolls are alittle schizoid,

ayway.
Now where were we? Oh, right.

It was nearly morning by the time that Brewster and the othersfinished listening to Rechd'stae. Thefirst
gray light of dawn was showing over the treetops and Brian reverted to being achamberpot again. It
happened right in front of Rachdl's eyes and, much to his annoyance, she reacted to the transformation by
clapping her hands with ddight and saying, "Oh, doit again! Doit again!"

"I never did like eves," grumbled the champerpot sourly.

"Quiet, Brian," Brewster said. "I need to think." He scratched his head and frowned. "Okay, so thefairies
saw three brigands loading up my missing magic chariot into acart. From your description, it couldn't be
anything else. Also, from your description, those brigands sound suspicioudy like Long Bill, Fifer Bob,
and Silent Fred. And then they took it to thiswizard? What | don't understand is, why didn't they say
anything about it?"

"Simple," the chamberpot replied. "They sold it to Blackrune 4 and they were afraid to say anything
about it, for fear of what you might do to them.”

"But they hadn't even met me then, and they had no way of knowing what it was," said Brewster. "Why
couldnt they have smply come to me and explained what happened? | would have understood.”

"Perhaps," the chamberpot replied, "but 'tis doubtful that Black Shannon would.”
"What does she have to do with it?" asked Brewdter.

"She has everything to do with it," the chamberpot replied. "Knowing how devious these brigands are,
they probably cheated her out of her cut. They most likely sold your magic chariot and kept al the profits



to themsalves™

"I'll haveto have aword with them," said Brewdter.

"L et Shannon have aword with them," the chamberpot replied. " That ought to be interesting to watch.”
"Well, the question now iswhere can we find thiswizard... what was his name again?' asked Brewster.

"Blackrune4," said Rachel. "He's not much of awizard, redly. Strictly second-rate. He livesby himsdf in
asmall cottage, with only one gpprentice, about four daystravel north.”

"Or a least he did,” said Rory.
They glanced a him and saw severd fairies buzzing around his head.

"Thesefairiestell me Blackrune 4 has disgppeared,” said Rory. "There has been no sign of him around his
cottage and some time ago, his young apprentice was seen leaving in aloaded cart, heading down the
road toward Pittsburgh.”

"Pittsburgh?" Brewster said.

"Aye" said the chamberpot. " 'Tisthe capitd of the Kingdom of Fitt, ruled by Bonnie King Billy. One of
thelargest citiesin the twenty-seven kingdoms. And if Blackrune has vanished and his apprentice has
departed, then it sounds asif the old wizard may have taken ajourney in your magic chariot.”

Brewster sghed with resignation. "Then | guessthat'sit,” hesaid inadull voice. "It meansI'm stuck here
for therest of my life."

Shannon and MacGregor lay in bed, with their arms around each other, holding each other close. It was
past noon, but they had dept late and then spent the late morning doing much the same thing that they'd
donedl through the night before, and now they lay basking in the afterglow of passon, smply staring into
one another's eyes.

"I love you, Shannon,” said MacGregor.
She amiled. "Y ou needn't say that,” shereplied.
" Tistrue" hesad.

"Y ou barely even know me," she said. "All you remember isathin ragamuffin of astreet urchin that your
father took in, and you see the woman I've become, but you know nothing of al the yearsthat passed

"Well, that isnot entirely true,” replied MacGregor with asmile. ™Y ou have quite areputation, you
know."

"Asdoyou," shesad. "Asfor my own reputation, 'tis not one that most women would be proud of. |
know whét they say about me."

"Doubtless 'tis much exaggerated, as are many of the thingsthey say of me," replied MacGregor.
"| fear not, Mac," said Shannon. "Everything they say of meistrue. | am awanton, lustful woman.”

"Aye, | know," said MacGregor with agrin.



"Nor are you thefirst man | have been wanton and lustful with,” Shannon added. "Nor the second, nor
the third, nor even the one hundredth.”

MacGregor raised his eyebrows. "That many?"

"Aye, and more," she said. "Morethan | could count, | fear. | would not wish to deceive you about my
past. Tisquite ascarlet one."

"Well, | am no monk, mysdlf,” MacGregor said with ashrug. He chuckled. "My, aren't we apair? An
n and a brigand queen. 'Tis the stuff that songs are made of ."

"Hardly songsthat one would sing in polite company,” said Shannon.

"Those arethe best kind," replied Mac with agrin. "1 have never met awoman like you. You handlea
blade like ademon. By the gods, you would have made my father proud! And in bed, you are the very
essence of awoman, aswest and gentle lover..."

"At times not quite S0 sweet and gentle," she reminded him.

"Aye, tistrue," admitted Mac. "'l shdl require some salve to apply upon by back." He shifted dightly and
grunted with discomfort.

"Oh, forgiveme" she said. "I did not mean to hurt you.”
"Ah, but it was such ddlicious pain!™

"I will go and fetch some salve from Mary for you," she said, and started to get out of bed, but Mac
grabbed her and pulled her back.

"Oh, no, you don't! Y ou stay right here by me. I've been hurt far worse, you know."
"I know," she said, running her fingertips across his scars. " So many times, too."

"Y ou've never been scarred yoursdlf, though.”

She shrugged. " Tismerdy skill," shesaid.

"Skill that | am lacking in, | takeit?' said MacGregor.

She dhrugged again. " Twasnot | who lost thefight."

"You needn'trubitin. Aye, | lost thefight," he replied, "but then | gained awench.”
"Did you, indeed? Am | some prize to be possessed?”’

"A rare and wondrous prize," he said. "But not one to be possessed by any man, no. Tisaprize vaued
al the more highly because ‘twas given fredy."

"Evenif the prize was given out S0 many times before?' she asked.

MacGregor shook his head. "Nay, not like this, my love. Y ou never gave, you took. Asdid |, mysdlf.
With us, 'twas different, and you know it. We each gave of each other, willingly, and joyfully, and with no
reservations. We were meant for one another, you and |. We aretwo of akind."

"Your speechis pretty,” shesad, "and it falls sweetly on my ears, yet it smacks uneasily of permanence.”



"And would that be so bad athing?"

" 'Tis not whether 'twould be bad or good," she said, "but whether ‘twould be possible. I will not change,
Meac. | cannot change. | amwho | am and what | am. Tisthe brigand'slifefor me, Mac. Tisthelifel
know and love, a life of freedom, where | can be the equa, nay, more than equal of any man. And | shall
not ater it for anyone, not even for you."

"I did not ask that you change," he said.

"And what of yourself?' she asked. "Y ou have made alifefor yoursdf asan n, the most
accomplished assassin of them all. Men step aside for you, and you step aside for no one. Y our tradeis
plied in the thriving cities of the twenty-seven kingdoms, where your name is known and feared and
people treat you with respect. The tavern keepers set aside their finest tablesfor you, and you drink their
finest wine, and women viefor your attention.”

MacGregor shrugged. "It'saliving," he said.

"Look around you, Mac," she said. "L ook at thisroom. 'Tis old and dusty and the floorboards creak
from looseness. Spiders build their websin the corners at the celling and mice scuttlein thewalls. The
bedclothes are threadbare and the walls are drafty. And these are the finest accommodationsthislittle
hovel of avillage hasto offer. Yet thisiswherel live, Mac, and for dl its shabbiness, | loveit. Thisis
where | belong, here with my brigand band. "Twould be a patry living here for the famous Mac the
Knife"

"Oh, | don't know," said Mac. "Thereismuch to be said for the smplelife of asmal village. Tistrue that
acity offersmany comforts and interesting diversons, and yet lifein alarge city hasits drawbacks, too.
Thereisthe expense, for one thing. One hasto pay for the best accommodations, and for dining in the
finest taverns, and the cogts of such things as weapons and supplies are greater. It does cut into one's
profits.

"True," said Shannon hopefully.

"And then there are dl the people,” Mac continued. "One of the disadvantages of fameisthat onesface
is often recognized, and far more people know you than you can know yourself. At dl times, amanin my
position has to watch hisback. Thereis never any shortage of young hellionswho would try to make a
name for themselves by sneaking up behind me and planting a knife between my shoulder blades. Ina
place such as Brigand's Roogt, 'twould not take very long before | knew each and every personin the
village, and within ashort time, | would no longer be merely afamous man among a horde of strangers,
but afriend among friends. And friends watch one another's backs.”

"Aye, the people herelook out for one another,” Shannon said.

"If astranger were to cometo town," continued Mac, "why, | would hear of it a once, and no potential
foe could enjoy the advantage of surprise. And if some wesdlthy client wished to employ my services, they
could send some emissary to seek me out in Brigand's Roost and we could conduct negotiationsin the
security of aplace | could fed safein. Nor would my presence here be entirely without benefit to
Brigand's Roogt, | think. There are aways those who like to brush up against fame, to meet someone
whose life might seem more fascinating than their own, in the hope that some of that specid magic might
rub off on them. People would come to Brigand's Roost in the hope of meeting Mac the Knife, and
perhaps buying him adrink at One-Eyed Jack’s, and listening to histales. And there are always those
who seek me out in the hope that | might take them on as my apprentices and train them. | am dways
being sought out by young and eager aspirants to the Footpads and Assassins Guild. Some of them are
fools, of course, but there are a so those who have potentia. | have had to turn down many of them,



samply because | did not have the time. However, | am not getting any younger, and | am growing weary
of staking victims throughout the twenty-seven kingdoms. Of late, | have been thinking thet it might be
niceto start aschool. An academy to train fighters and assassins. Twould be thefirst of itskind, you
know. And there ismuch to be said for retiring at the peak of one's profession.”

Shannon stared a him, her eyes shining. ™Y ou would do dl that for me?' she said with dishelief.

"Nay, for us," said Mac. "'l have known many awench, my lass. Some | have known for but one night,
while others| have known for years, and yet the very moment | crossed swordswith you, | knew you
werethe onefor me. | said to myself, MacGregor, if thisgirl doesn't kill you, you'd damn well better
marry her."

Shannon caught her breath. "Mac! Do you know what you're saying?"

"Aye, my love, | do. I've nary adoubt in my mind, nor in my heart. What say you? Will you join your fate
tomine?'

The expression on Shannon's face was amixture of concern and happiness. "Think, Mac,” shesaid. "Are
you quite certain 'tis not the passion of the moment speaking?1 am no little wife to stay a home to sweep
the floors and scrub the pots. And | have never given any thought to having children. For al | know, |
may be barren. | have had many lovers, and yet | have never been with child. And my men depend upon
me. Tisnot only my own welfare | must think of, but theirs, too. | also have a price upon my head. |
should think that | would be the last woman you would consider taking for awife.”

MacGregor smiled. "I want you for what you are, Shannon,”" he said, "not for what | think you might
become. If | need to have my doublet mended, | shal seek out atailor or aseamstress, and if | want
someoneto stay at home and prepare my favorite meals, why, | shall hireacook. Tiswhat | have dways
done. | need no wifefor that. But afriend and lover who can not only share my bed, but watch my back
and stand shoulder to shoulder with me againgt adversity, the skill of her blade matched with mine, now
therésawifel Asfor children,” he added with ashrug, " 'tisno great matter. If achild should come aong,
then think of what abold and handsome son or daughter ‘twould be. And if not, then | can lavish my
fatherly affections on those three louts apprenticed to me, and on al those who will follow when | start
my school. Those awful urchins running wild through the streets would make fine pupils. Twould give
them an outlet and direction for dl their youthful energies. And ‘twould give me a sense of purposeto
pass on what | have learned. So, once again, what say you, Shannon?”

Her eyes began to mist up. "If you truly want me, Sean MacGregor, then | am yours, body and soul.”
He reached for her, but she quickly turned away.

He frowned. " Shannon, whet isit?"

"Nothing," she mumbled through her tears.

He propped himself up on hiselbow and looked down & her. "Y ou're crying?' he said.

"l am not! " she said, the tears running freely down her cheeks. "Damn you, Sean MacGregor, if you ever
tell asoul you've seenmecry, I'll cut your tongue out!™

He threw back his head and laughed. " Such sweet endearments from my wife-to-be!™

She drew back her fist to strike him, but he caught her arm and pressed her to him, kissing her. She
struggled for amoment, and then her arms went around his shoulders and she kissed him back with equal
fervor. .



Ahem... now, | redlize that there are some narrators out there who would, at this point, spend pages and
pages of colorful, descriptive, lurid prose detailing what went on from there, but your faithful narrator
believesthat true romance lies not in graphic description of intimate rel ationships, but in gentle hintsand
subtle character development and the imagination of the reader. If that makes me aprude, so beit. If you
want throbbing, quivering loins and heaving bosoms and heavy breathing, then go read Jackie Callins.
Thisisnot that kind of story. What we're going to do at this point is employ a narrative technique weve
aready encountered severa times before. It's called a space break, and it's normally used for either
cutting to another scene or indicating that some time has passed. After dl, if you were Mac or Shannon,
you wouldn't want an audience, would you? Well, dl right, maybe some of you would, but I don't want
to know about it. Okay, you ready? Here we go....

Later that afternoon (never mind how much later), Mac and Shannon sat downgtairsin the tavern,
enjoying alate and hearty brunch and making plans. Shannon wanted a big wedding and afeast, with al
the brigands and al the residents of Brigand's Roost and the surrounding farmsin attendance, and with
Dirty Mary and her fancy girls acting as bridesmaids. Mac decided that he would break with tradition
and have three best men, Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh, assuming they cameto in timefor the ceremony. It was
al happening so fast, and they were so caught up in their enthusiasm, that it was awhile before Mac
finaly remembered that he il had ajob that he had left unfinished.

"Thereisbut onething, my love," he said, "merely one small matter that | till have to attend to before we
can proceed with our new life together. | hope that you will understand, but | do have aclient for whom 1
have ajob to do, and | have never |eft atask unfinished.”

"l understand, of course," Shannon replied. "How long do you think thistask will take?"

"Not long," said Mac. "Thetrail isgetting very warm. | should have it al wrapped up in ameatter of afew
days, at the very mogt."

"Y ou are stalking someone, then," she said.
"Aye, threemen,” hesaid. "Their trall hasled me here, to Brigand's Roost."
"Here?' said Shannon. "Who are these three men?”

"I do not know their names," said Mac, "but | do know that oneistall, with along face and dark hair;
oneisof medium height, abit stout and bading, with afringe of light-brown hair; and oneisdim, with
dark-red hair and abeard, and it seems he only rarely speaks. | dso know that they play chess, for one
of them haslost agame piece.” Hereached into his pouch. "Thislittle wooden knight."

Shannon's eyes narrowed as she saw the chesspiece. "Why does your client want these men
nated?"

"He doesn't,” replied Mac. "He wishes them captured and brought to him, so that he might question them
about some sort of mysterious, magica apparatus.”

"Whet kind of apparatus?' Shannon asked.

"Intruth, I do not know,” said Mac. "I have never seenit. But it must be mysterious and powerful indeed
if it baffles even Warrick the White."

"Warrick Morgannan isyour client?'

"Aye. He keeps me on retainer, for certain specid tasks. He has been agood patron, and ‘twould be
wrong of meto leavethislast job for him unfinished.”



"I do not quite understand,” said Shannon. "If this magical apparatusis so mysterious that even Warrick
cannot comprehend it, then what makes him think these three men can explain it to him?"

"Ah, well, chances are that they cannot,” said Mac, "because my guessisthat they stoleit. They had sold
it to asorcerer named Blackrune 4, who lives not far from these parts, and who disappeared
mysterioudly after this apparatus cameinto his possession. His gpprentice then brought the deviceto
Warrick, and Warrick believes these three men who sold it to Blackrune 4 can tell him where it came
from."

"They sold it, eh?" said Shannon with an edge to her voice.

"Aye" said Mac. "lll-gotten gains, no doubt. And ‘twill bring them more trouble than they bargained for."
- "You can be sure of that," said Shannon tersdy. "Comeon!”

She pushed her bench back so hard that it crashed to the floor.
"Where are we going?' Mac asked.

"To havealittle talk with those three men you're seeking,” shereplied.
"Y ou know them?'

"Aye, | know them. They are three of my own men! And 'tis not you nor Warrick Morgannan they'll
need to fear, but me!"

Mac hurried to catch up with her as she went outside and vaulted up into Big Nasty's hand-tooled,
slver-trimmed, black leather saddle. He mounted his own horse and took off a a gallop after her as she
thundered off down the road leading out of town, toward Brewster's keep.

It was dl that he could do to keep her in Sight as he rode, for his own steed could barely keep pace with
the big black stallion, much less catch him, and Shannon rode with a determined fury, using her quirt to
urgethe galion on.

They |eft the town behind and followed thetrail asit wound through the foret, their horses hooves
digging up large divots from the ground.

"Shannon! Wait!" MacGregor cdled, but there was no stopping her.

Within a short while, they turned abend in the trail and came out into alarge clearing, and MacGregor
saw the tower of the keep looming up ahead. He a so noticed what appeared to be abusy campsite
within the crumbling remnants of the outer walls. There were severd fires burning, and large cauldrons
boiling, and people working a avariety of tasks.

Shannon went thundering across the clearing, heedless of anyone who stood in her way. People scattered
at her approach as she galloped through the camp, and Mac saw her head turning quickly from sdeto
sde, asif shewere searching for someone. And then the quarry was apparently spotted, because Mac
saw her yank hard on the reins and turn the stalion, and one man, of medium height, alittle stout and
balding, carrying acouple of buckets on ayoke, frozein histracks as he saw her riding down upon him.
Then alook of utter terror crossed his face as he dropped the yoke and took to his hedls, running like a
man possessed.

Fifer Bob ran panic-stricken around one of the fires, where alarge spam-fat rendering cauldron was
boiling, and headed for the keep. Shannon's stallion legped right over the cauldron and the pot, scattering
the brigands who were tending it, and she pursued the running brigand, apparently intent on running him



down. Fifer Bob barely madeit to the doors. He flung them open and plunged through, but Shannon
didn't even dow down as sherodein right after him.

As Bob ran screaming through the great hall of the keep, Shannon leaned down from her saddle and
snagged the back of his callar, forcing hislegsto pump insandly as she ran him at an even greater speed
straight toward one of the support pillars. Mac had reined in just outside and dismounted, and he came
running in just in time to hear Bob's scream as Shannon ran him full tilt right into the sone pillar. The
sound made as Bob connected was not unlike that of a hammer striking meat, and he collapsed sensdess
and bloody to the floor.

Shannon reined in and whedled her horse around, the stallion's hooves dipping on the stone floor, and as
the crowd from outside came running in to see what was going on, she rode toward them, her eyes
flashing.

"Long Bill!" sheshouted. "Silent Fred! Where the devil are you two? Sep forward!"
She spotted Silent Fred, who redized the thresat too late and tried to lose himsdf back in the crowd.

"Oh, no, you don't!" she said, dismounting and covering the distance between them in afew quick strides.
As heturned to run, she grabbed him by his hair and yanked him back. "I'll have aword or two with you,
my bucko, and I'll not St till for any of your sllence! WhereisLong Bill?*

There was the sound of running footsteps as Long Bill tried to make good his escape outsde.
"Bill, you cur! Get back here!" Shannon shouted as the crowd parted hastily.

"Allow me, my love," said Mac, stepping up beside her, and if the brigands were surprised at the
familiarity of hisaddress, they were even more surprised when the handsome stranger reached up and
drew one of hismany knivesfrom his crossed |leather bandoliers, deftly flicked it around to hold it by the
point, then stepped up to the doorway and threw it at the rapidly retreating back of Long Bill.

The knife soun end over end through the air on its unerring path and struck Long Bill hilt-first, squardly in
the back of hishead. He took two more running steps and fell to the ground, stunned.

"l assume you did not want himinjured,” Mac said, turning deferentialy to Shannon.

"Not yet, | don't," she said through clenched teeth, till holding on to Silent Fred by afistful of hishair.
"Bloody Bab, go fetch him.”

"Aye, Shannon,” Bloody Bob said, and he trotted out to where Long Bill waslying, groaning, on the
ground. He picked him up with one hand and dung him over his shoulder, asif he didn't weigh athing,
then carried him back inside the keep and deposited him none too gently on the floor at Shannon's feet.

"Right," said Shannon. "Help him up and bring him."

Two of the brigands supported Long Bill with hisarms across their shoulders, following as Shannon
dragged Silent Fred adong to one of the wooden tablesin the hall. She glanced down at the senseless
form of Fifer Bob as she passed him and snapped, "Revive that worthless baggage!

Red Jack and Juicy Jill went to fetch apail of water and when they brought it back, they poured it over
Fifer Bob, whose crown was not quite broken, though it was bashed up pretty badly.

"Sit them down," said Shannon, shoving Silent Fred toward one of the wooden benches. Long Bill was
deposited on the bench beside him, and Fifer Bob, still stunned, was propped up against Long Bill. The



other brigands gathered round.

Shannon stood back, her hands on her hips, looking down at them with a steely gaze. Mac came up to
stand beside her. The other brigands till did not know who he was, and they were amost as curious
about him asthey were about what their three friends had done to bring down Shannon's wreath.

"Our articles gate that we share dl plundered booty equaly,” said Shannon. "We dl agreed to that, did
wenot?'

Slence
"Well?"

Therewas ahasty chorus of agreement from the others. Fifer Bob groaned and held hishead. Long Bill
made a quiet, moaning sound, and Silent Fred turned pale.

"Share and share dlike, we said,” Shannon went on. "What profits one shall profit al. A brotherhood of
brigands, supporting one another, with no one holding out in greed, for ‘twould be no greed among us.
Was that not what was agreed?’

Thistime, the chorus of agreement came more quickly.

"And what punishment did we decide upon for anyone who broke with the articleswe al agreed on?"
she asked.

No one spoke.
"Well?" she snapped.

L onesome John softly cleared histhroat. "Uh... begging your pardon, Shannon, but | do not believe that a
specific penalty was ever mentioned.”

"Aye" sad Pikestaff Pat. " 'A punishment most vile,' waswhat | think you said.”
"Aye, 'apunishment most vile," severa of the others echoed, and Fifer Bob began to whimper.

"Oh," said Shannon, remembering. " Tisright, | meant to keep my options open. Wdll, we shdl haveto
decide upon avile punishment, for these three good comrades of ours have broken with our articles and
held back profitsfor themselved"

"What?"
"No!"
"They didn't!"

"Aye, they did, indeed,” said Shannon. "They conspired to engage in sdlling stolen goods and kept the
profitsdl to themsdlves, cheating the rest of us of our fair sharel”

"Flog 'em!"
"Sring 'emup!”
"Boil 'emin oill"

"Off with their heads!"



"Give 'emaright nasty scolding!"

Shannon turned around, "Who said that?" she demanded, but the cul prit who spoke last wisdly refrained
fromidentifying himsdf.

" "Twasn't what you think," said Silent Fred, moved to speech by the imminent danger of hisstuation. ™
"Twasnt redly plunder, ‘twas something that we found!"

"Aye" sad Long Bill. "Wefound it in the road, whilst we were lurking in the hedgerows. It fell out of the
sky! Wedidn't stedl it, so we thought it didn't count. We merdly found it!"

"Finders keepers," mumbled Fifer Bob.
"I'll bloody well give you finders keepers" Shannon said, drawing back her fist.
Fifer Bob hastily covered hishead with hisarmsand whined, "Don't hit! Don't hit!"

"What's going on?" said Brewster, coming down the stairs from his bedroom on the upper floor, where
he had spent most of the day in deep depression.

"Unless| missmy guess,” said Shannon, "these three curs found your missing magic chariot, then sold it,
and kept quiet about it dl thistime."

"Oh," said Brewster. "Yes, | know. I've been meaning to talk to them about it."
Shannon's eyes widened in astonishment. Y ou knew?"

"Well, actudly, | only just found out about it. Rachel told me, and then Rory'sfairiesfilled in therest of
the details"

"Rachd?" Shannon said with apuzzled frown. "And who is Rachd 7'

In answer, there came arapid tattoo on apair of bongo drums and everyone looked up to see Rachel
Drum gtting on the railing up above them, watching the proceedings from the gallery on the second floor.

"Hey," shesad, and gavethem dl ajaunty wave.

"Andf!" said Bloody Bob.

"Givethat man aprize," sad Rachdl.

"What isthat éf doing there?' asked Shannon.

"Sitting," Rachd said. "Do go on. Don't slop on my account. It was beginning to get interesting.”

"Rachd heard that there was areward for information about my missng magic chariot,” Brewster
explained, "and she cameto bring me news of it. If seems some of the fairies saw Fred, Bill, and Bob
loading it up into acart and taking it to Blackrune 4. But they really shouldn't be blamed. They had no
way of knowing what it was. They hadn't even met me yet, so how could they have known that it was
mine?'

"Aye, we didn't know!" said Long Bill, seeing aray of hopefor areprieve.

" "Tisnot the point,”" said Shannon. "Whether you found booty or you stole it makes no difference. You
sold it and then you kept dl the profits for yoursaves, in violation of our articled”



"But there were no profitd” Silent Fred said. "We were cheated!"

"Aye" sad Long Bill. "Thewizard was atrickster and paid us off in changeling money! We would have
shared it with the rest of you, only it turned to acorns by the time that we returned, and we said nothing
for fear of being mocked for being so takenin.”

Shannon looked dubious. "Perhaps you may betelling the truth,” she said. "Y et even o, you knew that
Doc was searching for hismissing magic chariot, yet you said nothing of it. Why?"

"Because wewere afraid,” said Long Bill. "We knew Doc was a mighty sorcerer and we feared hiswrath
if he discovered what we'd done, even though ‘twas donein innocence. | swear it, Doc, we didn't know
‘twas your magic chariot, honest!"

"Aye" said Silent Fred. "We had no ideal Wetook it to Blackrune 4 because we thought that he might
know!"

"How do | know you'retelling usthe truth?" asked Shannon. "Y ou'd al threelie to save your sking!”

"It redlly makes no difference, Shannon,” Brewster said. "Thefairies say that Blackrune 4 has
disappeared without atrace. He must have managed to activate the machine somehow, and now both he
and it aregone. I'll never find it, and now I'll never get back home."

"Perhgps not,” said Mac. " Tistrue that Blackrune 4 has disappeared without atrace, but thismagic
chariot of yours, whatever it may be, may not have vanished dong with him. Tis possible that | might
know whereit would be."

"Who areyou?' said Brewster, noticing hisunfamiliar presencefor thefirst time.
"Thenameis Sean MacGregor.”
"Mac the Knifel" said someone, and the name was repeated in hushed tones among the crowd.

"Forgiveme," said Shannon. "In my anger at these threelouts, | had forgotten my manners. Mac, meet
Brewster Doc, amighty wizard from the Land of 1ng. Brewster Doc, meet Sean MacGregor, the
Bladesman, aso known as Mac the Knife, the number-one-ranked assassin in the Footpads and
Assassins Guild, and the man who isto be my husband.”

In the stunned silence brought on by this announcement, Brewster stepped forward to shake Mac's hand
and say, "Congratulations. | hope you'l both be very happy. Buit.... excuse me, I'm not redlly certainiif |
heard correctly. Did Shannon say that you were an... assassin?"

"Aye" said Mac. "But | have decided to retire and start a school in Brigand's Roogt.”

"Ah," said Brewdter. "l see. Well, teaching isanoble profession. But what exactly did you mean when
you said that you might know where my machine... my, uh, magic chariot might be?'

"l was hired to find these three," said Mac, indicating Silent Fred, Long Bill, and Fifer Bob, "because they
brought some sort of magical apparatus to Blackrune 4, whose gpprentice then brought it to my client.
My client wished to find these three, so that they might tell him where they got it, and who madeit. | take
it then ‘twasyou?'

"Yed" sad Brewder excitedly. "Then it'still here? Y our dient hasit?'

"Aye, 'twould seem s0," replied MacGregor. "Tell me, thismagic chariot of yours, can it make people



disappear?’

"WEell... yes, | supposeyou could put it that way," Brewster said. "But if someone wereto activateit, it
would disgppear dong with them, to another place and tune.”

"Indeed?' MacGregor said. "And isthere no way to work the spell so that ‘twould make people
disappear, but not disgppear dong with them itsalf?*

Brewster frowned. "1... I'm not redlly sure. | shouldn't think so. At least, not if it was operated properly. |
can't redly see how it would work that way."

" Supposing the means of operation employed were not the proper means,” said Mac with athoughtful
expression, "but that some other spell was found to make it work, perhaps not the correct one that you
intended, but one that would somehow make it function just the same. What then?"

"A dl?" sad Brewdter, frowning. "A spdl...."

"My client isamighty sorcerer aswell," said Mac. "He is Warrick the White, the Grand Director of the
Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, and there have been many rumors about that he has been making people
disappear without atrace, though no one knows how or why. He isthe most powerful sorcerer indl the
twenty-seven kingdoms, but if this magic chariot of yoursisthe mysterious gpparatus he hasin his
possession, then its magic baffles even him, and 'tis you he's seeking so that he might learn its secret.”

"A spdl..." said Brewder. "Isit possble? Usng magic to... yes, well, in this universe, perhapsit could
be... if the energy field could be activated by... | don't know. Could it? Well, if it could, then ... there
would be no way to predict how the field would.... Good Lord!™

"| fear | do not understand,” said Mac with apuzzled frown asthe others all listened, fascinated.

"Thisisterrible!" said Brewster. "If my machineis being used to transport people, and it somehow does
so without being transported itself, then there's no way for those poor people to get back, and theres no
way of tdling where they've gond!™

"Then 'tispossible that it could work that way?" asked Mac.

"I don't know," said Brewster. "l supposeit could be possible, but it was never designed to be operated
by... theré'sno telling what could.... Good God, if that's what's happening, we've got to get it back at
once!”

"Hold on, now," said MacGregor. "If Warrick has your magic chariot, then rest assured that he shall not
samply giveit up. Nor will hesdl it. Thisapparatusis clearly a source of some great power, and Warrick
will not rest until he has deciphered the mystery behind it. He has offered a prize bounty for these three,
so that he might find out where it came from, and track down its creator. He took great painsto impress
me with the importance of thistask."

"l see," said Brewster. " So then you've come for me, isthat it?"

" Twasthese three brigandsthat | was hired to find," MacGregor said, "but undoubtedly 'tis you that
Warrick seeks.”

Shannon quickly stepped between them. " Stop!™ she said. "'l see well where thisis headed, and ‘twill
bodeill for everyone. Mac, none here would question your skill or reputation, but if you tried to pit your
skillsagaingt asorcerer like Doc, you would not last an instant. 'Twould be sheer folly."



"Aye," said Bloody Bob, "and Doc hereisafriend of ours, asare Silent Fred, Long Bill, and Fifer Bab,
for dl their devious ways. We would not stand by idle if anyone made an attempt to apprehend them.”

Therewasastrong chorus of "ayes," for which Brewster felt extremdy grateful, for held been eyeing dll
of Sean MacGregor's blades uneasily and he had noillusons asto just how well his"powers’ would
stack up againgt MacGregor's. Silent Fred, Long Bill, and Fifer Bob aso looked enormoudly relieved, for
it seemed that the Situation had now esca ated and they were no longer the central objects of everyone's
concern. It wasjust possible, they thought, that they might skate on thisone.

"Doc," continued Shannon, "for your part, no one here doubts the extent of your ahilities, but if you were
to strike out againgt Mac, you would be striking out against the man | love, and worse ill, you would
incur the wrath of Warrick Morgannan, who is not only the most powerful wizard in dl the twenty-seven
kingdoms, but the Grand Director of his Guild, aswell. All the other wizardsin the Guild would doubtless
stand behind him, and no matter how powerful you are, one mage againgt a hundred would be stiff odds
for anyone to contemplate. There has to be another way to handle this dilemma, and we shall al haveto
put our heads together to come up with asolution to this problem.”

"That sounds reasonableto me," said Brewster, thinking that going up against a hundred wizards would
not only be tiff odds, it would be suicide.

"Aye" said Mac. "While apart of mewould fed poorly at leaving my last contract unfulfilled, agrester
part of me would have no wish to end my lifein one grand and foolish gesture. Especidly now. that |
have so much moreto livefor.”

The look that passed between him and Shannon was not lost on any of the brigands, whose curiosity
about how dl this could have happened so quickly and without their knowledge was offset only by their
anxiety asto how this potentialy dangerous situation would be resolved.

"We shdl haveto hold acouncil,” Shannon said, "and decide with care how best to proceed.”
"But a least the good newsisthat | haven't lost my magic chariot,” said Brewster. "It'still here”

"Aye, but 'tisin the hands of Warrick Morgannan,” Shannon said, "and retrieving it from him will be no
smpletask.”

"Theresgot to beaway," sad Brewster. "Maybe we can tak to him. I'm sure he's a reasonable man.”

"Warrick the White?' said Rachel, from upstairs. She gave aderisive snort. "I'd sooner reason with a
rabid unicorn.”

CHAPTER TEN

While Brewster and the others were busy contemplating their current awkward situation, Mick O'Falon
and Robie McMurphy were busy at the cottage, findizing their business arrangements with Harlan the
Peddlar. From the blades dready finished during their first production run, they had assembled adozen
more finished knives with grips of polished nickallirium, which meant that some of them would haveto
wait for the next production run to get their own persona knives, but business was business, after al.
Thiswastheir first chance to make a profit from al the work they'd done and Harlan the Peddlar would
get firgt crack a their inventory.



They agreed upon asdlling price for the knives, which would be expensive, but till not so costly that
they'd be priced out of the market. Harlan wrapped them carefully and said hed make arrangementsto
get special wooden cases made up for them when he returned to Fittsburgh, so that it would make a
better presentation. He also picked up a supply of magic soap, in bars, which he said hed sdl inlittle
leather bags he'd have made up, in various colors, under the name of Doc's Magic Dirt Remover, since
he felt that the name "soap" sounded confusing and lacked a certain flair. They al agreed upon the terms
for that, aswall.

Next, Harlan spent some time sampling Jane's herbal teas, al except for the hallucinogenic ones, which
Mick and Robie advised him to take on consgnment, but refrain from sampling until he was safely home.

"Trust me," Mick told Harlan, "you'l not want to be on the road aone when this devilish stuff kicksin.
Theres no telling what you're liable to be seeing.”

"Will it be bad?' asked Harlan with afrown.

"Difficult to tell for certain,” Mick replied. "A great dedl depends upon how much you drink, and upon
your state of mind. Mogt of us have seen pleasant and euphoric visions, but afew have seen flocks of
miniature dragons with great big bloody fangs and such. Swarms of little fairieswith the heads of spiders,
carnivorous strawberries-"

"Carnivorous strawberries?" Harlan sad.
"Aye, well that was Saucy Cheryl," Robie said. " She's dways been amite peculiar.”

"Well, | shdl take these on consgnment then, and sdll them asamysticd, visionary potion to be imbibed
at ongsown risk," said Harlan. " Twould be best if we could come up with anamefor al thesetess,

though."
"But each brew hasits own name," Robie said.

"Aye, but | meant for al the brewstogether,” Harlan said. " So that the buyerswill know to ask for
different brews, but under the same trade name."

"How about Cdamity Jane's Visonary Teas?' asked Mick.

"Nay, it lacks a certain something,” replied the peddlar. He thought about it for amoment. "Ah! | haveit!
Celedtid Stegpingd”

"Ceedtid SteepingsVisonary Tess," Robiesad.
"I likeit," Harlan said. "We are agreed, then. I'll take two dozen boxes of each.”

"Excdlent,” said Mick. "Well, that gives us agood sampling of commoditiesto ded in, and they aredl
unique commodities, that no one ese will haveto offer, which isjust what you were searching for."

"Aye" said Harlan. "My friends, | think that this could be the beginning of abeautiful relationship.”
"A highly profitable one, let's hope," McMurphy said.

"I have little doubt of that,” said Harlan. "Infact, | am so enthused about these productsthat | am anxious
to load up and hit theroad, so that | might start devel oping our market with al speed.”

They helped him load up the productsin his cart, and Harlan gracefully declined to have onefor theroad,
S0 they toasted the success of their new venture with herbal tea, instead.



"| shal return for more as soon as| have sold thislot,” said Harlan. "And | do not think ‘twill take long,
50 best not beidle while I'm gone. | have no doubt but that | shall return with many orders.”

"Good," said Mick. "Then we shdl begin our production at full pace. Good luck to you, Harlan."

"Todl of us" said Harlan, "though with commodities asrare asthese, | do not think that we shall need it.
Y ou mark my words, my friends, for we shdl al berich beforetoo long!”

And with that, he whipped up his horse and set off back down the road to Brigand's Roost, and from
there, toward Pittsburgh. On the way, he whistled happily, and sang songsto himsdlf, for hewas certain
that hisfortunes were about to undergo aquite dramatic turn. Just how drametic, he had no way of
knowing, but that's getting way ahead of the Sory.

He passed through Brigand's Roost without bothering to stop, and in fact, he whipped up his horse and
galloped through, for he was pursued dl the way through town by the Awful Urchin Gang, who jeered
and pelted him with dirt clods. Among them, he saw three youngsters who appeared to be quite large for
their age, and whose am with their dirt clods was uncomfortably accurate.

"Rotten little troglodyted" he shouted. "Egg-sucking little weasdls Miserable spamd™

He managed to elude the Awful Urchin Gang and madeit safely out of town, but he did not dow down
until he was quite certain there was no chance of pursuit. And now dl he had to worry about were
highwaymen and brigands, but with Morey's Elixir of Stench at hisside, hefelt reasonably safe.

"If Morey could find away to bottle up the stench of those rotten little children, then held redly have
something,” Harlan mumbled to himsdif.

Hetraveled easly, not wishing to tire out his horse, and at the end of thefirst day, he made campina
little clearing not far off thetrail, where he built afire and made sure to burn plenty of the garlic herb, to
keep the coffee-drinking, beatnik, vampire elves at bay.

"A man can't betoo careful,” he mumbled to himsdlf. "After dl, I've got alot to lose now. Can't take any
riskswith my new inventory."

The next day, he set off bright and early and made good time, and encountered no one on the road. But
by the sixth day of hisjourney, he began to encounter people on theroad, al traveling in the opposite
direction, and dl riding in carts loaded up with dl of their possessions, or pulling wagons or carrying
overburdened knapsacks on their backs. Their numbers kept increasing, men, women, and children, and
findly hiscuriogity got the better of him and he stopped to ask afew of them where they were going.

"Anywhere away from Pittsburgh,” one of them replied.
"And you'd be wiseto turn around yourself and head the other way," another said.
"Why?' Harlan asked. "What's wrong with Pittsburgh?*

"Perhaps you haven't heard,” another traveler said, "but things have changed in Pittsburgh. People have
been disgppearing, vanishing without atrace.”

"Aye," said another, "there have been many new, repressive edicts passed by Bloody King Billy, and
implemented by his brother, Sheriff Waylon. The taxes have been raised and raised again, and now a
man could be arrested merdly for spitting in theroad, or scratching himsalf in public, or breaking wind, or
just about any little normal thing abody wouldn't think twice about.”



"Nor isthat theworst of it,” another traveler said.
"Once taken to the roya dungeons, oneis never seen again.”

"The prisonersin theroya dungeonsare dl brought to Warrick'stower," said another, “and rumor hasit
they'redl turned into dwarves so they may work the mines.”

"Nay, that'san old rumor,” said another. "He crushes them up in abig pressto make an immortaity
dixir.”

"| heard that one last week," another traveler said. "My rumor monger swears he hasthe latest rumors,
and hetold me Warrick puts aspell on them and turnsthem into gruel to feed the soldiers of theking."

"Ahh, your rumor monger'sfull of it," another traveler said. "My rumor monger hasit directly from the
royd jailor's second cousin's nephew's friend that what Warrick redly doesis-"

"My friendsl My friendd" said Harlan, raising his voice so that he could be heard above them. "Thereis
no need to argue. | would be eager to hear all your tales. Why not take arespite from your journey so
that we might break bread around a campfire and discuss these fascinating matters?”

"Aye, sounds like agood ideato me," one of thetravelers said. "I've been walking for agood long while
and | could use abreak."

"And | seethat you aredl tired and dusty from your journey,” Harlan said. "In fact, | might have just the
thing to remedy that Stuation. | have recently come into possession of amost wondrous, magica new
product that not only removes dl dirt and filth, but leaves one feding invigorated and refreshed,, and
amelling like amountain meadow on afresh spring day."

"Indeed?" asked one of the women in the carts. "I have never heard of such athing. What isit?"

" 'Tiscdled Doc's Magic Dirt Remover," Harlan said, "and | have just been taking it to market, but
seeing as how you tell me things are not well in Pittsburgh, | am having second thoughts. Infact, | had
planned to have this specia, magica, new product taken to aleathercrafter, so that | might have specid
packaging made up, colorful and handy little drawstring pouches to keep the product in, yet sincel have
not yet had a chance to do o, ‘twould be only fair if | were to reduce the price I'd planned on sdlling the
Magic Dirt Remover for, since | do not yet have pouchesfor it."

"A pouch isapouch,” the woman said, "but | have never heard of aproduct that magically leaves one
fresh and clean. How doesit work?"

"Ah, that'sthemagicto it!" Harlan said. " 'Tishard for aman to describe its miraculous and wondrous
properties. 'Tis something that must truly be experienced in order to appreciate itsworth.”

"And to experience this product's worth, one would haveto buy it first, | suppose,” said the woman
wryly. "Nay, peddlar, | have heard this sort of pitch before.”

"No pitch, my good woman, but merely the smpletruth,” said Harlan with an eaborate shrug. "1 tdll you,
with a product as excellent as this one, a peddiar needs no pitch. It truly sellsitsef. Infact, sncel am
feding well disgposed today, and am enjoying the pleasure of your conversation after along and lonely
journey on theroad, | will make you and you donethis one-time offer... | shdl give you, my good
woman, your very own free sample of Doc's Magic Dirt Remover, and you may be the very first among
your friendsto try it out with no risk to yoursdlf. | ask you, what could.be morefair than that?"

The woman's eyes narrowed suspicioudly. "Free?' shesaid. "With no cost tomeat al?'



"Nay, | shal charge you but one smile” Harlan said. "Here'tis, my lady, your very own sample of Doc's
Magic Dirt Remover, dl for apleasant look from you.”

"Aye, and then | shal need to purchase the ingructionsfor itsuse," the woman said warily.

"Now would I do such athing?' asked Harlan, looking gravely wounded. "After dl the trouble you have
goneto, telling me about what's been hgppening in Pittsburgh, enlightening a poor, itinerant peddliar
purely out of the goodness of your heart? Nay, | shal ingtruct you in its use right here and now, in front of
al, so that everyone may see that Harlan the Peddlar deals honestly and fairly with his customers. Y ou
seetha small creek, yonder? Well, dl it takesto make Doc's Magic Dirt Remover work its spell isjust a
little bit of water. Merely water, which may be found in abundance everywhere, for free, and not one
thing more. All you need to do isgtrip off your clothing in adiscreet location-| am sure that several of
these fine, strapping fellows here will be glad to stand guard with their backs toward you and make
certain no one else approaches, as| seethey are dl gentlemen-then wet yoursdlf down and rub the
Magic Dirt Remover on your skin.

"Asyou rub, you will begin to notice how it magicdly turnsto foamy lather, like the whitecgps on alake
during awindy day, but there's no need to be darmed. Tisonly the magic doing itswork. Asit turnsto
foamy lather on your body, all you need do is scrub a bit, and you will find it fees very pleasant. Then dl
you need to doisrinseit off with some morewater and dl the dirt will wash away, leaving you with a
feding of refreshment and invigoration such asyou have never felt beforel And'tisall entirely safe, you
have my solemn word on that.”

"And you will give methisfree sampleto try out, with no obligation on my part?' the woman said.

"None whatsoever," Harlan said. "Thereyou are, my lady. Y our very own free bar of Doc's Magic Dirt
Remover. Try it and you'll seethat everything | clamfor itistrue.”

The woman anxioudy accepted the bar of soap and hastened to the stream to try it out, and while Harlan
gtill had his captive audience, he began to tell them of the other wondrous products that he had to sdll. A
firewas built while they rested by the road, and some water was put on the boil, and he brewed up some
of Caamity Jane's Celestial Steepings Tea, which was enthusiastically received. Asthey drank their tea,
he listened to their tales about their journey and what was happening in Pittsburgh and how they'd all
decided to move out of the city in search of abetter, safer life, dl the while commenting on how
deightfully the brew smelled and how hedlthful an effect it was having on him.

The woman hed given the free sample of soap to returned from her bath down by the creek, amazed and
full of enthusiasm for the miraculous properties of the magica new product. Sheimmediately becamethe
center of attention as she regded everyone with a description of how the Magic Dirt Remover had turned
to foamy lather, and how wonderful it felt upon her skin, and how with alittle bit of scrubbing, which felt
very smooth and pleasant, al the dirt and dust had magically washed away. And, indeed, she did |ook
very clean and had anice, fresh smell about her. Harlan merely sat back and smiled as she sold the
product for him, and by the time she finished, everyone was clamoring for some Magic Dirt Remover of
their own. He sold out not only his entire supply of soap, but also his entire supply of teas, aswell. And
then, when he had exhausted dl his other inventory, he brought out the piece de resistance... the
many-bladed knife.

When they dl saw the grips of polished nickalirium, they marveled. When they saw him demondirate
some of its many uses, they were amazed. And when he allowed asto how he might be willing to let them
go abit more cheaply than he'd planned, because held planned to sl them along with specialy made
cases and it would not befair to sall them at their original price without those cases, they al wanted to be
thefirg to take advantage of the specid discount.



He only had adozen knivesto sdll, and not dl the travelers were able to afford them, even with the
"gpecid discount,” but as other travel ers saw their camp and stopped to see what was going on, his
audience increased and he managed to sell al twelve of the many-bladed knives, even getting ahigher
price for some of them as people began to bid against one another in an effort to get one before his
supply had been exhausted. The demand was far greater than the supply, so Harlan offered to take
orders.

"Understand now," he said, "that no one ese will have these knivesfor sde but mysdlf, soif youwish to
place your order, you can do so now and pick them up in aweek'stime at the town of Brigand's Roost.
And you need not give me adeposit now. | am an honest peddiar, and | believe that you are dl honest
individuas, yourselves. | will trust you and | will take your orders and you need pay only when you pick
them up. And if you should change your minds, well then... ‘twill be my loss, but then | think that | will
have little difficulty sdlling such fine and useful items, so | do not much fear incurring any short-term
losses"

He sold out his entire inventory and took orders for more tea, more knives, and more of Doc's Magic
Dirt Remover.

"Just be sureto tell everyonethat you got these wondrous, useful items from Harlan the Peddlar, and that
no one else hasthem to offer. And if you should encounter anyone who wants some of these specia
itemsfor themselves, why then, | would consider giving aspecia discount to anyone who cameto me
with orders of six or morefor any of theseitems. And for anyone who came to me with adozen orders,
why... for such initiative, | would be compelled to reduce the price to you till further.”

He then asked the travelers where they were going, and some replied to Franktown, while others were
heading for the Kingdom of Vadez, and till othersto other kingdoms, but there were more than afew
who had not yet decided on their find destination.

"Thistown of Brigand's Roogt," asked one of them, "where you may be found in one week'stime. Do
you think there may be work there?”’

"Aye, | think there may very well bework, indeed,” said Harlan, "for 'tisin Brigand's Roost that these
very goods are made. Why, only recently, agreat and powerful wizard from afar-off land took up
resdence nearby, and 'tis through his largesse that these products have now been made available to the
genera public. Asof now, 'tistrue, Brigand's Roost isbut asmadl village, but asthe sales of these
wondrous new products will increase, the size of the village will increase, aswell, and there will be new
housing, and more work, and awise man could get in on the ground floor of agood opportunity if he
wereto get in early, before the coming boom. Asfor mysdf, | must get back to Brigand's Roost and
place some of these new orders, and replenish my own stock, so | shal leave you dl to discussthese
things amongst yoursalves and deep on it tonight. And then, who knows, perhaps| will be seeing youin
Brigand's Roost!"

He said goodbye to them and got up in his cart and left them, traveling al night long to get agood head
start. He had to get back to Brigand's Roost and talk to Mick and Robie. He had to see about setting up
ared edate office and starting a congtruction firm. Things were going to start happening alot faster than
he'd thought, and before anyone started getting in on the ground floor and building, Harlan was going to
make sure he owned the land.

Colin Hightower stepped out of the eevator and followed the orderly down the hdll. Like the orderly, he
was dressed in awhite hospital coat, which the orderly had supplied him with because he didn't want him
to appear but of place ingdethe ingtitution.



"1 hope you know, I'm taking one hdll of arisk, doing this" said the orderly, atrifle nervoudy. "The
patient's not supposed to have any vistors at dl, aside from staff and approved visiting physicians. Dr.
Shulman would have afit if hefound out I'd brought in areporter. I'm taking one hell of achance here.”

"All you haveto do isget meinto ask her afew questions and then safely out again,” said Colin, "and
you'll have made atidy profit on the dedl. Easy money.”

"Not so easy if we get caught,” the orderly replied. "But around thistime, the duty nurse usudly goes
back in the supply room for alittle action with the security guard. We should have &t least half an hour.
Y ou figure that's enough?"

"l guessitll haveto be" said Colin. "Now you'e quite sure the patient isn't violent?

"Nah, sheisn't violent," the orderly replied. " She kegps trying to come on to me so I'll help her to escape,
but she's never tried to hurt anybody. She'sanice girl, really. Sorta sweet. Damn shame she's o
screwed up.”

"Y ou said you could get me acopy of her file," Colin said.

"Yeah, | gotitright here," the orderly said, ducking into an empty room and pulling alarge manila
envelope out from beneath his coat. "I took a photocopy of it, only listen, if you ever tell anybody where
you got it, I'll deny it and say you tried to bribe me for a copy.”

"l did bribeyou for acopy,” Colin said wryly.

"Yeah, wel, just be cool with this, know what | mean? It's my assthat's on theline, not yours. | need this
job. My girlfriend's driving me straight to the poorhouse."

"Y ou have my sympathies,” said Colin. "Let's hope your wife doesn't find out.”

He opened up the file and scanned it quickly. It wasjust as he'd expected. It was the same story every
time. So far, held followed up on haf adozen of these cases, and each time, no matter how far apart they
were, the story was disturbingly, inexplicably the same.

None of the people had any ideawhere they redly were. All of them were dressed in some bizarre,
medieval fashion when they were apprehended, and al of them seemed completely baffled by modern
technology. They wereterrified by automobiles and traffic lights, eectric Ssgnsand trains, skyscrapers
and asphdt roads, and the noise and stress of modern cities. They all acted asif they had never heard a
radio or used atelephone or seen atelevison set before. They al claimed it was somekind of sorcery. It
was the strangest syndrome he had ever heard of.

Even dtranger, every single one of them had exhibited an irresistible compulsion to return to Fittsburgh,
though when questioned about Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, none of them seemed to have any familiarity with
the city and, in at least one case, when the individua concerned had actually reached Pittsburgh, he had
clamed that it wasn't Pittsburgh at dl, but some other place, and that the Fittsburgh that he came from
was nothing like that whatsoever.

They dl told the same, surred story about some kind of mythical city by the name of Pittsburgh, located
in the Kingdom of Fitt, which was named after somebody called Fitt the Plunderer and ruled by a
monarch known as Bonnie King Billy, though other smilar and lessflattering versons of the monarch's
name were often used. When pressed for further details, these patientsal told remarkably smilar stories,
about some kind of fantastical, medieva city in aland of twenty-seven kingdoms, where magic abounded
and mythica creatures roamed the forests. And the compulsion to return to that bizarre, medieva,



fairy-tale world continued unabated in each and every one of them.

Many of the patients were quite violent and had to be either sedated or restrained, frequently both. Two
of them had actualy managed to escape the ingtitutions where they were confined, but both had been
recaptured. And al of them seemed to be held in thrall by some kind of being or entity named Warrick.
They wereterrified of him, or it, and yet they were dl driven by areentless compulsion to return to his
alabaster tower.

The more Colin found out about this strange phenomenon, the more fascinated he became. What wasiit?
Some kind of mass psychosisthat struck randomly, in isolated cases, located many miles gpart? What
could be responsible for it? Could these people dl be the victims of some kind of secret cult? It certainly
seemed to have bizarre, satanic overtones, with e ements of magic and the occult, and fantastic, mythical
cregtures. Colin had never heard of anything likeit.

"Come on, were wadting time," the orderly said. ™Y ou can look through al thet later. If you want to see
her, welve gottago in now."

"Okay," Colinsad, "let'sgo."
The orderly checked the halls, then beckoned him forward. They hurried down the corridor.
"Y ou're absolutely surethis patient is nonviolent?' said Colin nervoudly.

"Hey, don't worry about it, man, she wouldn't hurt afly. She'srea smple, you know? Swest, but not too
bright. All shedoesdl day iswatch TV. The doc had aset brought in because she's safewith it and it
keeps her quiet. Likel said, it'sadamn shame. Shé'sared nicekid."

The orderly opened the door and they went inside the room. It looked like a perfectly ordinary hospital
room, except for the bars over the special, shatterproof windows.

A girl was sitting cross-legged on the bed, dressed in ahospital gown and watching televison with a
wide-eyed expression of utter fascination. She was blonde, and fairly pretty in a pouty sort of way,- with
adim, attractive figure and green eyes. She looked about seventeen or eighteen years old, but there was
something very childlike about her.

"Megan, | brought you avigtor," the orderly said.
"A vigtor!" thegirl sad, turning toward them with abeaming smile. "Oh, how nicel™

"Now remember, Megan, this has got to be our secret,” said the orderly. ™Y ou know what Dr. Shulman
said. No vigtors. If you told anyone about this, I'd get in alot of trouble.”

"Oh, I won't tell asoul!" said Megan earnestly. " "Twill be our secret, Andy." Shegavehima
conspiratorid wink.

"Be niceto the man, now," said Andy. He turned to Colin. "I'll keep watch outside. If you hear me
knockin', you move your ass, you hear?'

"Gotcha," Colin said. He went over to the bed and sat down on the edge. "Hello, my nameis Colin. And
your nameisMegan?'

"That'sme," shesaid brightly. " "Tisnice to be makin' your acquaintance, Colin."

"Well, it's very niceto meet you, too, Megan. | understand you come from Pittsburgh.”



"Oh, yed" shesaid. "Y ou know it? No one here seems to know anything about Pittsburgh. Tis most
peculiar. The thingsthey keep telling me about Pittsburgh are dl wrong. But | do so need to get back!
Can you please hdp me, Colin?'

"Why do you need to get back there, Megan?"'

"Oh, because | smply must, that'swhy! | must get back to Warrick'stower. | must tell him whereI've

"And where have you been?' asked Calin.

"Why, here, of course! 'Tisamost peculiar place! | have never seen such magic. Like this magic box
here, which unfolds the most miraculousvisions! Some .of them are frightening, and some are funny, and
some | do not understand at al. Why do those strangely armored men fight over asmal leather bal? And
what isthiswinged creature called a Maxipad?’

"| often find those things confusing, mysdlf,” said Calin. "Tell me, Megan, do you remember how you
came here?'

"Men called police brought me," shereplied.
"No, | mean beforethat,” Colin said. "How did you leave Pittsourgh?"

She frowned. "They've asked methat before," she said. "I am not redlly sure. | was brought into Warrick
the White's sanctorum, in his tower, and there was Warrick, and hishorrid little troll, and he fastened me
into this strange device so that | could not move and then he spoke aspell and herel was. Oh, but | do
need to get back! Won't you help me, Colin, please?| can be niceto you. | can be very swest, you
know. Y ou'd like that, wouldn't you? Don't you think I'm pretty? Most men think I'm pretty. | have a

pretty body, don't you think?'

She raised her hospita gown over her head and pulled it off, and Colin was suddenly confronted with a
very dtractive, very willing, and very naked girl.

"Yes, Megan, you are very pretty, indeed,” he said, "but I'm old enough to be your father. I'm probably
much older than your father."

"I wouldn't know," she said coquettishly. "I've never known my father. But I've had older men than you,
Coalin. And | think you redly are quite handsome. Y ou will help meto get away from this place, won't
you?' She shifted over closeto him and did up onto hislap. "Do please hep me, Colin, and | will be ever
o grateful!”

Shenuzzled his ear with her tongue and nipped ever so lightly at hisearlobe. Gently, but firmly, Colin
pushed her away.

"You'readarling girl, Megan," he said, "but it wouldn't be right, you know. | likeyou, and I'd liketo help
you, but | don't redly know how to help you get back to Pittsburgh. I'm not sure | understand how you
got here, or where you redlly came from. Is there anything else you can tell me about Warrick? Maybe
that will hep."

"Don't you want me, Colin?' she said petulantly. "Don't you like me?"
"l likeyou very much," said Colin, "but first tell me about Warrick."

"Oh, very wdll. Heis called Warrick the White, and heisthe Grand Director of the Sorcerersand



Adepts Guild, and helivesin an dabaster tower not far from King Billy'sroya paacein the center of
Pittsburgh. He isthe most powerful wizard in the twenty-seven kingdoms and | think heisavery evil

"Why isheevil?'
"Because he makes people disappear,” she replied. "Theway he made me disappear.”

"But you haven't redlly disappeared, have you?' Colin said. "I mean, | can seeyou clearly. You'reright
therein front of me, in al your naked splendor.”

Shedimpled prettily. "My, how nice you talk! Why not come here and lie beside me?"
"Why don't you put your gown back on?" said Colin. "I'm afraid you might catch cold.”
"Oh, I'm sure you can kegp mewarm,” she said with a coy look.

"Let's get back to Warrick," Colin said, clearing histhroat uneasily. Hetried to look only into her eyes.
"How did he make you disappear?"’

"Why, | told you! He put meinto his magica device and spoke aspell and herel am. HEsdoneitto a
lot of people, you know. Everybody says so. | never thought ‘twould happen to me, for I've never done
anything wrong, but then that awful deputy of Sheriff Waylon's arrested me because | wouldn't go with
him because he smelled so bad, and now herel am. Tisnot redly very fair. Now | need to get back and
they won't let me go. But you can help, Calin, can't you?Y ou could take me with you?1'd be ever so
swest to you, | would.”

The orderly knocked softly on the door and then opened it a crack. "Come on, man, let'sgo! | think |
hear the duty nurse comin’ down the hall!"

"Okay, oneminute," Colin said. "Megan, just one more question-"
"Now, man, now, or well both get our asses busted!”
"Hell," said Calin, getting up. "'I'm sorry, Megan, but I've got to go.” .

"You'll come back and visit me again, won't you, Colin?' she said pleadingly. ™Y ou'll come back and teke
me with you? We can go back to Pittsburgh and I'll take ever such good care of you and-"

The orderly pulled him out the door. "Come on, man, we gottaget out of here now! She stopped in the
ladies room, but shell be out in just aminute. Move!”

Suddenly, ablur moved past them, knocking them both aside, and Megan took off running down the hdll,
stark naked.

"Oh, shit!" said the orderly.
They had left the elevator keyed open, to facilitate afast exit, and Megan ran straight for it.

"God damn it," said the orderly as he sprinted after her, with Colin huffing and puffing to stay on his
hedls.

Megan must have seen the elevator in operation before, because she knew to turn the key and push the
buttons. The doors did closed just asthe orderly ran up to them.



"Oh, Jesusfreakin' Chrigt," the orderly swore. "That tearsit!"
"What do we do now?" asked Calin.

"First we get your assouttahere” the orderly said. "Man, | never shouldalet you talk meinto thigl
Thank God | got a second key."

Heinserted his spare key into the eevator lock and hit the call button, fidgeting nervoudy while they
waited for the elevator to come back.

"Bad enough she got away, but if the duty nurse comes out and catches you here, I'm redly screwed,”
the orderly said anxioudly.

"Shewon't be ableto get out, surely,” Colin said. "They'll catch her in thelobby.”

"l sureas hell hope s0," said the orderly. "I can probably cover myself with somekind of story, but not if
you're around. Let's have the money, man, and make it quick. | gottaget you outta here.”

Colin counted out the bills as they rode down to the basement, where the orderly quickly took him
through the maintenance corridors and then up a short flight of stairs and outside to the parking lot.

"All right, man, you're on your own," the orderly said. "I gotta get back and make up some kinda story
about how she got past me. Y ou were never here, you got it?

"Right," said Calin. "Thanksagain.”
"Judt get outta here, dl right?"

Coalin hurried toward his car while the orderly went back into the hospital. He got into the rented car and
took a deep breath to steady his nerves, then rolled down the window, lit up a cigarette, and opened up
thefolder that contained the pirated photocopy of Megan'sfile.

No last name. No known address. No known living relatives. She was a complete Jane Doe. Nothing
was known about her at all, just likewith al the others. And, just like with al the others, there were no
surgical scars, no innoculations, and no dental work whatsoever. No ID, no records, no history at dl. It
was asif shed smply dropped in from another world.

There had to be an answer, Colin thought. All these strange cases were connected somehow. The same
thread ran through al of them. Sooner or later, if he kept following this up, hed haveto run into the one
clue that would make everything esefdl into place. It was the most baffling story of hisentire career, and
he was not about to let go of it. Not for anything. One way or another, he would find the answer. And
then held bugt this whole story wide open.

He gtarted to reach for the ignition, but suddenly hislap wasfull of girl. A very naked girl, squirming
through the window and across hislap.

Megan crawled across him to the passenger side of the seat and said, "Quickly, drive your magic charict,
Calin! Hurry!"

"Nothing doing, love," said Calin. "Y ou're not going anywhere with me."

"Oh, but | am," Megan replied. "Else I'll tell everyone ‘twas you who helped meto escape. And I'll
scream and say you tried to have your way with me and-"



"All right, dl right!" said Calin, panicking as he reached for theignition key. "Just don't scream, al right?
And for God's sake, get down so nobody can seeyou!”

He garted the car and pulled out of the lot, his hands gripping the steering whed tightly. Greet, he
thought, just bloody great. Now I've got anaked crazy woman in my car and if I'm caught, they'll lock
me up and throw away the key.

He heard athroaty giggle and glanced to hisright, where Megan was huddled down on the floor of the
car, her legsdrawn up to her chin.

"Oh, Calin, isn't thismarvelous?' she said. "We're having an adventurel™
"Right," said Colin ashe drove. "And I'm having abloody nervous breskdown."

The orderly had said she was nonviolent, Colin told himsdlf. But judging by al the other cases held
investigated, that made her the exception to the rule. He desperately hoped she was the exception to the
rule. What in God's name was he going to do now?

CHAPTER ELEVEN

In the basement of The Stedlers Tavern, among the wine and ale barrels by the flickering light of candles,
aconspiracy was brewing. It was only afew hourstill dawn, and the tavern had been closed for severd
hours. The doors upstairs were bolted and the lights were al extinguished. However, in the dank and
musty basement, the senior members of The Steders Guild were meeting in a secret convocation.

"I tell you, 'tispast timefor action!" Ugly George was saying. "Our people are being clapped in prison left
and right, and soon there will be no one lft to pay the dues!™

"Ugly Georgeisright,” said Ferret Phil. "Not only are hisaleymen al bein' imprisoned, but my footpads,
too. And the members of your local aredl bein' pinched aswell, Fingers.”

Fingers Frank agreed. "Aye, weve had ten cutpurses thrown in the dam this past fortnight done.”

"Y ou've gotten off easy, dl of you," said Lady Donna, known to one and al among The Stealers Guild
amply as"LaDonna," and though she was acommoner, she affected an aristocratic manner and liked
being referred to as "the Lady™ by the members of her loca. " 'Tismy girlswho've suffered worst at the
hands of Waylon and his deputies. 'Tis no longer enough that they freely bestow their favors on demand.
The moment any of the deputiesfall below their quota, my girls arethe first to be arrested, asthey arethe
most vulnerable and the easiest to pinch.”

"Aye, I've pinched afew inmy time," Ugly George said with aleer.

"Y ou may jest, you lout, but 'tis no laughing matter,” said LaDonna. "Revenues are falling off, and with
the edicts driving citizens out of town in droves, businessis bad for everyone, not just for us, but for dl
the guildsin Fittsburgh.”

" 'Tistrue," said Fingers Frank. "With taxes raised and raised again, and businessfalin' off, mere's hardly
any point to cuttin' purses, for thereain't no money in ‘em!”

"What say the assassins?' asked Dirty Dan, the tavern keeper and proprietor of The Stedlers Tavern,



and aso secretly Director of The Stedlers Guild, though it wasn't redlly al that much of a secret.

Mike the Mace shifted uncomfortably on hiskeg. He was a big man, feared and respected throughout dl
the twenty-seven kingdoms as the second-top-rated nin the Guild, but administration had never
been his strong suit.

"Well, by rights, it should be MacGregor Sittin' in on this here meetin' and not me, but Mac's off on ajob
someplace and out of reach.”

"Aye, we understand thet," Dirty Dan replied. "But in his absence, the leadership of the assassnsin Guild
mattersfalsto you. What isthe feding among the members of your loca?"

"Weéll, they're none too happy with the situation,” Mike the Mace replied. "With Sheriff Waylon clampin'
down on lawbreakers, folks are thinkin' twice before they put a contract out on anyone. Times are gettin’
leen.”

"And the mood among the populaceisgrim,”" said Gentlemanly Johnny, the senior member of the
Swindlerslocd. "King Billy keepsignoring the petitions and rarely even ventures out in public anymore.
The people believe he doesn't care about them. They bdieve the rumorsthat the roya wizard is merely
acting upon hisingtructions, conjuring some great spell a hisbehest. They believe the king has givenhis
alegiance to the powers of darkness. And the sheriff, hisbrother, isaiding him and Warrick in these
diabolical, black rites”

"Sowe areall agreed, then, that something must be done,” said Dirty Dan. "Y et no one here has yet
dared speak the one word that isforemost in our minds.”

"Regicide," LaDonnasad.

"Insurrection,” Fingers said.

"Revolution,” said Ugly George.

"A coup d'etat, sad Gentlemanly Johnny.

"What?' the others all said together, staring at him.

"All of the above," said Gentlemanly Johnny with ashrug.

"Then we are dl agreed upon aplan of action,” Dirty Dan said. "The king must die. And hisroyd wizard
withhim."

"And don't forget the royd sheriff,” added Fingers.

"And the queen," said Ugly George.

"The queen?' LaDonnasaid.

"Weéll... sure, why not? Might as well make a clean sweep.”
"Oh, well, dl right, the queen, too," said Dirty Dan.

"We must foment revolution,” Gentlemanly Johnny said.

"What's ‘foment' mean?' asked Ferret Phil.



"Incite the peopleto revolt,” Johnny replied.

"Oh. Right, then. What he said.”

"How are we supposed to do that?' Fingers asked.

" Tisvery smple, my friends," said Gentlemanly Johnny. "We make the aristocracy our targets.”
"Thewho?' said Ugly George.

"The nobles, you great oaf,” LaDonnasaid. "Go on, Johnny. Y ou have aplan?’

Gentlemanly Johnny got up and made alittle bow. "A good swindler dways hasaplan, my lady. Our first
step must be to prepare the good citizens of Fitt for an uprising. We shdl begin here, in the capital, and
once we've made agood beginning, it will spread of its own throughout the kingdom. All weneed dois
gently nudge our plan ong. Each time the sheriff's deputies make an arrest, our people must be there, to
stir up dissatisfaction after the fact. Each time anew edict is posted, our people must be there, to
encourage resentment of the sheriff and the king. Each time a noblewoman purchases a brand-new dress,
our women must be there, to comment on how the common folk cannot afford to clothe their children or
themselves because of the new taxes. Each time a nobleman buys a horse, someone must be there to
complain about their worn-out shoes. Each time an armorer receives an order for abrand-new sword or
knife, someone must observe how it is meant to be plunged into the backs of the common people of the

kingdom.

"Intime, and not avery long time, | will wager, resentment of the king, the sheriff, and the upper classes
will be at afever pitch, and when we judge the time to be just right, we shall proceed to the next step of
theplan.”

"And what shdl that be?' Ferret asked, his eyes aglow with eagerness.
"Only this, my friend. We shall arrange for one of our people to be arrested.”

"Wdll, now, what's the bloody point of that?' asked Ugly George. "Our people are dready bein' arrested
by the score! Y ou'd have us help the sheriff?!

"Aye, but only so that we might help ourselves™" said Gentlemanly Johnny, “for thiswill be no ordinary
arrest. It shall be planned carefully, by us, so that we control the time and place, and so it occursin
public, with many people present. We shall make certain that our people arein among the crowd, and
that the sheriff's men are greatly outnumbered. When they make their move to apprehend the cul prit that
we shall provide for them, we make our move, and overwhelm them, setting free the prisoner asif it
were a spontaneous action of the crowd. And mark my words, there will be those among the crowd
who'll join usin the act, caught up in the fever of the moment.

"From that point on,” Gentlemanly Johnny continued, "each time the sheriff and hismen try to arrest
someone, we shall interfere with them, and set free the prisoners, without ever identifying who we are, so
that it will appear the people arerising up againgt the forces of the king. And once we start it, the people
will continue of their own accord and follow our example. Then we proceed to the third stage of the

plan.”
"Go on," said Fingers eagerly. "What'sthe third part?

"An organized campaign of harassment of the nobility," said Gentlemanly Johnny. "Eachtimea
noblewoman drives by in her carriage, someone must be there to start the peoplejeering. Eachtimea
nobleman setsfoot out into the streets, someone must be there to start pelting him with dirt clodsand



pieces of manure. At every turn, their dignity must be affronted, and they must be made the scapegoats
for the edicts of the king. Not only shal it arouse the peopl€esire, it shdl arouse the anger of the nobility,
aswell, and they shdll direct it a the king."

"Then wetake over and start the revolution!” Fingers said excitedly.

"Nay, my friend, that would never do,” said Gentlemanly Johnny. "We must remain behind the scenes, for
in no way can this revolt be made to gppear as an uprising of the crimindsin Fittsburgh. It must be an
uprising of the good, honest, common, working people of the kingdom."

"Thenwho shdl lead the revolt?' asked Dirty Dan.

"Ah, that isthe beautty of the plan,” said Gentlemanly Johnny. "Once the flames of the revolution have
been fanned, the fire shdl burn fredly of its own accord. The leaderswill rise up among the people.
Never fear, at such times, there are dways men who are quick to take advantage of the situation. And if
anything goes wrong and the revolt should fail, why, 'tis the leaders who'll be blamed and hauled off to
the execution block, not us. All we need to do is make asmadl investment of our time and energiesto
gart the venture, then it back and profit fromit." He smiled. "And business should be brisk, indeed.
What say you, my friends and colleagues?

"I move we adopt Gentlemanly Johnny's plan!" LaDonnasaid.
"I second the motion!" cried out Ugly George.

"All infavor say ‘aye," said Dirty Dan.

"Aye" they chorused unanimoudy.

"Motion carried!" Dirty Dan said, damming his truncheon down upon akeg. "'l propose atoast! To the
revolution! Down with Bloody King Billy!"

"To the revolution!" they dl cried as one. "Down with Bloody King Billy!"

"'A punishment most vile,' she said,” moaned Fifer Bob. " 'A punishment most vile!' | told you she'd be
mad, | told you, but did you listen? Oh, why did | let you talk meinto it?It'sal your fault, Bill, al your

bloody fault!”
"Oh, shut up," Long Bill said in adisgusted tone.

Silent Fred said nothing, but then, that was not unusud. He looked utterly miserable, with hislower lip
stuck out, and hisface completely encrusted with filth. All their faces were covered with filth, and they
looked asorry sight, indeed, bent over and locked into the stocks in front of One-Eyed Jack's. They
could movetheir headsalittle, and they could wiggle their fingers and their toes, but otherwise they were
immobilized. They were numb, and cold, and utterly degraded. All day, they'd been locked up inthe
stocks, tormented by the Awful Urchin Gang, who took great delight in pelting them with dirt clods,
horrid muck scooped up from the hog pens, sticks and stones and anything el se that came to hand (don't
ask). They cut switches from the bramble bushes and whipped them on their backsides, and when they
tired of that, they sat in front of them, making faces a them, spitting, and pinching their cheeks and noses
painfully. Tomas de Torquemada, in hismost diabalicaly creative moods during the Spanish Inquisition,
could not have held acandle to the Awful Urchin Gang for devising painful and humiliating tortures.

"When | get out of here, I'm going to strangle each and every one of those miserable brats," Long Bill
sad.



"When | get out of here, I'm going to strangle you," said Fifer Bob.

"What if she never letsusout?' said Silent Fred, and the shock of hearing him speak acomplete
sentence was amost as greet to the others as the horrifying possibility he had brought up.

" "Twould only be afitting reward for the likes of you three," Shannon said, and the three of them glanced
up, as much asthey could crane their heads back in the stocks, to see her standing in the street before
them, legs spread apart and her hands on her hips. "Wel?' she said. "Have you nothing to say for
yourselves?'

They dl looked down morosdly.

"By rights, | ought to let you rot in there," she said, "remain as playthings for the urchinstill they stripped
the hidesright off your backs. But Doc has asked me to be charitable and | must be getting soft, for |
agreedto let you go."

They dl looked up, unable to believe that they were getting areprieve.

"The next time, | shdl not be so merciful,” shesaid.

"Therewill never be anext time, Shannon, we all swear it, don't we lads?' said Fifer Bob.
"Aye, Shannon, we so swear,” Long Bill said contritely.

Silent Fred merely looked down at the ground and nodded.

"W, | think perhaps you've learned your lesson,” she said. "Never let it be said that Black Shannoniis
unjus.”

She bent over to unfasten the stocks, then the three imprisoned brigands heard a soft thunk, followed by
agrunt, and Shannon fdl down inthe dirt in front of them, unconscious.

"Shannon?' said Long Bill. And then he saw apair of high leather bootsin front of him.
"Well, well. What have we here?'

They looked up into the grinning face of Black Jack. Behind him, agroup of rough and surly looking men
rode up on horseback. Jack crouched down and grabbed Long Bill by the hair, jerking hisface up. "This
oneof "em?' hesad.

"Aye," said one of the men on horseback. "I remember him stopping at the inn and arguing about a chess
gamewith another.”

"Thisone?' said Black Jack, jerking Silent Fred's head up by the hair.
"Thet'shim."
Black Jack knelt in front of Fifer Bob, who looked up at him wide-eyed with fright.

"Aye, and thisthird one matches the description. What a pleasant surprise. All trussed up and waitin' for
us, meekly asyou please." He stood and turned Shannon over on her back with hisfoot. "So. Thisisthe
infamous Black Shannon, eh? She lays so sweetly in repose.”

"She can lay sweetly with al of ustonight,” said one of the ruffians behind him, and the otherslaughed
unplessantly.



"I won't be having none of that," Black Jack snapped.
"Why not, Jack? Where's the harm?'Y ou got what you came for. What 'bout the rest of us?*

"The rest of you signed on for a share of the bounty, and there's aright handsome bounty on thislass, as
well ason the others. It won't do to bring her in as damaged goods. By dl accounts, she fightslike the
very Devil and you'l like as not haveto kill her before shelll give you what you want. Nay, lads, well
deliver her unharmed, and the money shell bring in will let you buy your fill of pretty wenches back in
Pittsburgh. Aye, Black Shannon brought in by Black Jack. It hasaproper ring toit, it does."

"Now, just amoment,” said Long Bill. "Can't we tak about this?"

"Silence, dog!" Black Jack said, smashing himin the face with hisgloved fit. "Release them, then bind
them up together." He saw Shannon start to gtir. "And tie up the lass, aswell. Be quick about it. Wed
best be off before we are discovered.”

MacGregor crouched down as Bloody Bob held up the lantern. " Aye, there's been trouble here," he said,
studying the ground. "Men with horses. At least adozen, I'd say. They dl reined in right here. Bring that
lantern closer, Bob."

He moved forward, peering intently at the ground. "One man stood here. Crouched down before the
stocks." He crouched down in the boot prints. "Aye, so he could seetheir faces." He looked around.
"And here, right here someone fell. The body was moved and... Bob, come closer with that lantern!™

"What do you see, Mac?" asked the old brigand, bending down with the lantern.

"Right here," said Mac, "scratched into the dirt. Theletters'B' and 'J." He Stretched out full length on the
ground. "Aye, she scratched thisinto the dirt as shelay here on the ground.” He got up and began to
move about the Site, acting out what must have happened. " She came to rel ease them, and she stood
right here, then she moved closer, came around to the side of the stocks... and was struck down from
behind."

He grabbed the lantern from Bloody Bob and glanced around. "He must have waited by the corner of the
building there, and come around the side. Aye, here's histrack. He crept up behind her as she bent down
to unfasten the stocks, struck her, and she fell here.... He must have thought that she was senseless.
Perhaps she was, but she cameto in timeto scratch these lettersin the dirt... 'B J."' He scowled. " 'B J.
What might... of course! Black Jack!"

"Who isthis Black Jack?" asked Bob.

"A soldier of fortune, abounty hunter. A killer,” said MacGregor. "Weve crossed swords before, but he
managed to escape me. He was after your three friends, the same as| was. And now he's found them.
He's brought more men with him thistime. Twould cut into his bounty, but | think as much ashewas
after them, he was after me, aswell.”

"There'sabounty on you, too?" asked Bloody Bob.

"Nay, but therésareputation init for himif he killsme. But now that hel's got Shannon, he'sfound himsalf
awindfal. The bounty on her, together with the bounty on the others, will alow him to pay off hishired
ruffians and il have plenty for himself. Hell be taking them al back to Pittsburgh.”

"Hewon't get there dive," said Bloody Bob. "WEll fetch the others and give chase."
"They've had agood head start,” said Mac, shaking hishead. " "Twill be dawn before you can get back



and rouse the brigands. And by the timethey al get moving.... We may never catch them.”
"They will have to camp aong the road to rest,” said Bob. " "Tisagoodly journey to Fittsburgh.”

"Aye" said Mac, "but they will expect pursuit. Black Jack's no fool. He will push hard, without stopping
to ret, and the river's but two days journey from here. If hereachesit first, he will cross, then cut loose
theferry ropes and let the ferry drift downstream. Tiswhat | would do if | werein his place. Then there
would be no catching him. Y ou ride back hard and rouse the men, Bob, but | cannot wait for them. |
must go on ahead.”

"Agand at least adozen well-armed men?' asked Bloody Bob. He shook his helmeted head. "Even for
you, Mac, those would be stiff odds. I'd hate to wager on your chances.”

"I'll betaking my ladswith me. They'll help even out the odds. At worst, maybe | can dow them down
enough to alow you to catch up with the others. Y ou'd best be off, and quickly. Theré'sno timeto lose.
They must not reach theriver.”

"I'm on my way," said Bob, mounting his huge warhorse. "Good luck, Mac. Well be comin' right behind
you."

"Ridelikethewind," said Mac.

As Bab galloped off down the road back toward the keep, MacGregor ran up the steps of One-Eyed
Jack's and started banging on the door. After afew moments, Jack came to the door in his nightgown
and nightcap, his empty eye socket uncovered by the customary patch and appearing very disconcerting.
Mac brushed past him before Jack could say aword and bounded up the stairs to the room where the
three brothers dept. He pounded on the door. No answer.

"Stop makin' such aracket!" Jack caled up, from the stairs. " 'Tisthe middle of the night!"

Mac ignored him and pounded on the door again. Frustrated, herattled it and it siwung open. Thethree
brotherswere al sprawled out, dead to the world. Two of them were on the bed, Hugh on his back,
Dugh on his stomach, and Lugh was sprawled out on the floor, lying on his side with his hands benegth
hischeek, likeasmadl child.

"Wake up, blast your eyes!" Mac shouted. "Wake up, | said!"
They didn't even dir.
"Hugh!" said Mac, reaching out to shake him. Nothing doing. "L ugh, damn your soul, wake up!™

Hekicked the degping Lugh, but with no result other than agrunt from his deeping henchman, followed
by ashutter-rattling snore. Mac grabbed awashbasin from the table and emptied it upon them. Still they
dept. And then he noticed the three empty jugs of Mick O'Falon's peregrine wine lying on the floor.

"Oh, you bloody idiots!" swore Mac. Threewhole jugs of that vile parayzer. If it didn't kill them, they'd
bein acomafor at least aweek.

One-Eyed Jack stood in the doorway behind him, holding acandle. Y ou won't be rousing them tonight,”
he said. "Maybe not tomorrow, either. Never saw anybody drink like that before. Cast-iron stomachs,
like my Mary, bless her heart. Drinks like atrooper, she does-"

Mac pushed past him and ran back down the stairs, cursaing to himsdlf. There was nothing else to do.
Hed haveto go after Black Jack and hisruffians alone.



Brewster stood up on the tower of his keep, looking down at the flickering embers of the campfires

bel ow. The grounds outside the keep were starting to resemble a shanty town. The brigands were now
gpending practicaly al their time at the keep, and instead of going back to the Roost each night, many of
them had smply moved lock, stock, and barrel onto the grounds. Beyond the crumbling remnants of the
outer wall, the meadow was dotted with tents and wooden shacks, and many of the brigands smply dept
inthe great hal of the keep below, passing out at the tables and on the floor after their nightly revels.
Brewster imagined that it was rather like having a biker gang move in with you. He didn't really mind,
though. He enjoyed having them around.

Hiswhole life had been spent in fairly solitary pursuits. As aboy, he had been obsessed with science, and
whilethe other kidswere all out playing Little League basebdl or hanging out together, he stayed at
home, in the basement workshop his father had helped him set up, working on experiments. When other
boys were building plastic models of shipsand World War 11 airplanes, he was building radio sets and
designing circuits. And when other boys had started dating in high school, he was dready in college at
M.I.T., amazing his professors. All hislife, he had been the classc nerd, and it wasn't until he reached his
mid-twenties that other men Started to regard him with serious respect and women began to find him
interesting. Y et, heredlized al too wdll that he possessed some glaring shortcomings when it cameto
socid kills, especidly where women were concerned.

Women were generally far too subtle for him and whenever they had seemed interested in him, hed
usualy missed dl the signds. If they became bold and came right out with it, he would become flustered.
Thefew reationships held blundered into had dl ended fairly quickly, dueto lack of common interests or
his own perpetua absent-mindedness and preoccupation with hiswork. Pamelawas different.

Pamelawas the first woman he had ever met who understood him and, more than that, was patient
enough to overlook hisfaults. In her ownway, shed had smilar problems. She was from awedlthy,
socidly prominent family and she was beautiful. She had attracted plenty of men, but often they were
intimidated by her intelligence and self-sufficiency, and she had been unwilling to subordinate her own
interests and her career to any man. In many ways, they were perfectly suited to each other.

Sheld told him that she was attracted to him from the very start. He hadn't had a clue. He had, of course,
noticed that she was beautiful and vivacious, and very bright, but it had smply never occurred to him that
she could have any interest in him. He had remarked upon that once, soon after they started to see each
other, and had been astonished to hear her say that many women found him attractive. He smply couldn't
understand it.

Sometime in hismid- to late-twenties, the ugly duckling had turned into a swan, except when he looked
into amirror, he still saw an ugly duckling, awkward, shy, and introverted. WWhen he assumed that women
were merdly being friendly and polite, Pamelains sted they were coming on to him. He Smply never saw
it.

At heart, he dtill felt that most people saw him as "the geek," the nickname the other children had
bestowed on him in e ementary school. Even after held become awell-respected scientist working in his
own private research laboratory at one of the largest corporationsin the world and making more money
than held ever dreamed of, he still remained an outsider. Other men gave him respect and deferred to his
judgement, but they never asked him to join them for afew pintsat the pub, or watch afootball game, or
any of those other things that men do to express their camaraderie. But here, in this strange world,
everything was different.

He was not only respected, but accepted. These smple, unaffected people genuindy seemed to like him.
These brigands were manly men in every sense, rough and coarse and unpretentious, and even the most
macho male in the modern world that Brewster came from would seem like awimp among them, yet they



al not only gave him their respect, but clapped him on the shoulder, called him Doc, and treated him with
warm affection. And they were genuindy interested in everything he said and did. The women were much
like the men, honest, open, and forthright, completely lacking in those deviouslittle subtleties of modem
socid interaction. He had never felt so comfortable among any group of people before. It was asif he
had become apart of one very large, extended family. He wished Pamela could be here, but she would
fed asout of placein thisworld as he felt among her family and high-society friends.

"Something on your mind, Doc?"

Heturned and saw Rachd sitting on thewall behind him, her ever-present bongo drums cradled in her
lap. She tapped out a soft, rapid rhythm on them with her fingers.

"Oh, Rachdl. | didn't hear you come up."

"Elvesmove quietly,” she said with agrin. Since the night she'd shown up at the keep, pursued by
unicorns, she had never left. No one had invited her to stay, but no one had asked her to leave, either.
Brewster had no ideawhere she dept, but every time he turned around, there she was, watching
everything with an honest, open curiogty.

At fird, the brigands had been uneasy in her presence. There was anaturd prejudice there. Humans and
elvesdidn't get dong. The fact that elves drank human blood probably had agreat dedl to do with it.
However, Rachdl was a vegetarian and, apparently, abit unusua for an éf. Often, late a night, she
would sit by acampfire, surrounded by curious brigands, and compose stream-of-consciousness poetry
while she accompanied herself on the drums. None of the outlaws understood it, but they al seemed to
find it fascinating. To Brewster, it sounded like astrange combination of Alien Ginsbergand Jm
Morrison.

"l wasjugt thinking," he said.
"About home?'
"Y es, about home, and other things."

"I've never redly had ahome," said Rachd, "unless you count the forest asahome, and I've dways sort
of wandered. Homeiswhere my head is."

He glanced a her and smiled. "Back where | come from, they have asomewhat smilar saying. 'Homeis
wherethe heartis.' But | think, for me, at any rate, your way of saying it is closer to thetruth. | have
never been quite so happy aswhen | was working. Wherever | could do my work, that waswhere |
lived. That wasredly home."

"Sothen, inaway, thisishometo you, aswel," said Rachdl.

Brewster shook his head. "No, not redly. But in someways, it'samost beginning to fed likeit. Thekind
of work I usualy do, | can't do here. But in another sense, thework | am doing hereisequaly
rewarding. | admit that sometimes| fed lost here, but thisisthe greatest adventure of my life. In fact, it's
the only red adventure of my life. | have dways been aquiet man, aman of learning. Y et here, | fed like
aman of action." Helooked out toward the campfires of the brigands. "I have never known peoplelike
these. They're refreshing, stimulating. They've made me redize that dthough | have accomplished a greet
ded inmy life, I've never redlly done anything. And here, | fed that I'm doing something. Yes, Rachd, |
miss my home, but I'm having thetime of my life."

Rachel rapped out arapid tattoo on her drums, then settled into a steady best.



Boom-chak-chak-boom-chak-chak-boom....

"The dreamer stood upon the tower and looked out &t life,
and yearned to leave the security of dreamsfor what he saw.
S0 he came down out of the tower to walk life's broken meadows,

and found that hewasliving out his dreams.”

Boom-chakka-boom-chakka-boom.

Brewdter smiled. "I redly like that. Would you write it down for me?"

Rachd shrugged. "Elves have arich ora tradition, but we have no written language.”
"Takethat, Professor Tolkein," Brewster mumbled.

What?"

"Never mind. Just mumbling to mysdf.”

"I will remember it for you, if you like, and reciteit any time you wish."

"It'saded. Next time, I'll haveto be sure and-" A shout from below distracted him and he looked down
over the parapet to see ahorseman come galloping at full speed into the meadow, roaring at the top of
hislungs. He couldn't make out what he was yelling, but he clearly recognized the voice as Bloody Bab's.
No one e se could sound like that.

At once, the camp below became aflurry of activity asthe brigands came running out of their tentsand
shacks, and out from the great hall of the keep. Torches bobbed below him in the meadow, and there
was angry shouting.

"l wonder what's going on?" said Brewster, looking down.

"Oneway to find out,” said Rachdl. She hopped down from thewall and ran down the Sairs. The
commotion below wasincreasing. In the darkness, illuminated only by the moving torches and the light
from the campfires, Brewster couldn't really see what was happening very clearly, but figureswere
rushing about down there, and therewas alot of shouting. A short while later, Rachel came running back
up the gairsto the top of the tower, accompanied by Mick.

"Mick, what's going on down there?' asked Brewster.
"They've taken Shannon!" Mick said. "And Long Bill, Fifer Bob, and Silent Fred, aswell!"
"Who?"' said Brewdter.

"Bob says 'tis some soldier of fortune named Black Jack,” said Rachdl. "And he had a party of men with
him."

"A dozen or more," said Mick. "Bounty hunters," he spat out with angry scorn. "Bob saysthey'll be
taking them back to Fittsburgh. Mac's gone after them alone.”



"Alone?' said Brewster. "Agang over adozen men?"

" "Twas no choice he had,” said Mick. "Theroad to Pittsburgh is broken by the Great River two days
journey from here. Theré's aferry raft that takestravelers across, and if they crosstheriver first, they can
cut the ferry loose and men ther€lll be no catching up with them. Mac says they've got agood head start,
but if he rides hard, perhaps he can catch up with them and try to dow them down in time for the rest of
usto get there."

"Hell get himsdf killed," said Brewster. "I don't care how good aswordsman heis, one man against a
dozen or moreissuicide.”

"If weride hard, we might catch them,” Mick said.

Brewster frowned. "Evenif herode at afull galop dl theway, it had to take Bloody Bob dmost haf an
hour to get here from Brigand's Roost. And it would take the rest of you at least a half an hour to reach
there from here, so that's an hour lost dready, not counting the timeit'll take to get everyone together and
mounted. Those bounty hunters dready have severd hours head start. They'll know the brigands will
come after them, and if they know that getting to the ferry first will effectively cut off pursuit, they won't
waste any time. They'll be moving fast." He shook hishead. "I don't see how you can catch them.”

"We must try!" said Mick.

"Doc'sright,” said Rachd. " Twill be no use. The bounty hunterswill be mounted on fine horses. Such
men spare no expense when it comesto their arms and their steeds. Many of the brigands have no horses
of their own. They'll haveto double up or ridein carts. Y ou'll never catch them.”

"Doc, there must be something you can do!" said Mick in an agonized tone. "'If they turn Shannon over to
the sheriff, shelll be beheaded! And the otherswill be taken to the roya wizard'stower! 'Tis said no one
ever escgpes from there!l”

Brewster compressed hislipsinto atight grimace. | don't seewhat | can do,” he said.
"Will you comewith us?' Mick said.
"I have no horse, and even if | did, I'm not much of arider, Mick. I'd only dow you down."

With alook of exasperation, Mick turned and ran back down the stairsto join the others. Brewster
could aready see anumber of brigands mounted down below, and the rest rushing with their weapons
toward the carts.

"Damn. What we need isahdicopter. If only..." he broke off.
"What isit, Doc?' said Rachdl.

"Yes, it might work!" said Brewster. He glanced at hiswatch. "In another hour, itll be midnight. He
aways comes around midnight.”

"Rory!" Rache said.
Brewster headed for the stairs.

"Where are you going?' Rachdl asked.

"Toget my gun.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

The brigands got themsdves organized quickly and within less than twenty minutes they wereriding off
down the road to the Roost. The time had seemed much longer to Brewster, and now he waited atop the
tower parapet, anxioudy, feding the weight of his Smith & Wesson inits holster on hisbelt, and he
wondered what in God's name he was thinking of. Rory would come, as the dragon came every night at
around midnight. He knew that. He recalled the first time Rory came, and how frightened he had felt...
no, frightened wastoo mild aword for it, hed been plain scared shitless, but amazingly, his curiosity had
overwhelmed hisfear and he had gone up to meet the dragon. The mark of atrue scientist, he thought,
with anervous, giddy sort of fedling. Let's see old Carl try that one! Wouldn't it be wonderful, indeed?
He had actudly made friends with the fantastic cresture, and he could never quite get over the magica
miraculousness of itsexigence. It was, in every sense, afairy tale cometo life, huge, reptilian, with
iridescent scales and talons that could rip him open from head to toe as easily as he could pedl abanana.
And yet it possessed adroll, intellectual demeanor and an avid curiosity about hisworld, which it claimed
al dragons saw in dreams. Meeting Rory was the most drameatic and thrilling experience of hisentire life,
and he never tired of the dragon'svidits, and didn't care how late they stayed up talking, though usualy
the dragon, in avery gentlemanly manner, never stayed longer than an hour or two, a most, and dways
apologized for kegping him up late on the occasionsiit stayed longer. The brigands were frightened of the
beast and aways kept their distance, but Brewster had come to look upon the creature with affection, for
al itsfearsomeness. He had never thought that he could ever have an experience to match Rory's nightly
vidts. Y et now, what he was contempl ating was even more fantastic.

As Rachel watched, bemused, he kept pacing back and forth across the tower parapet, talking to himself
in an effort to rdieve the anxiety hefdt, not knowing if hewastrying to talk himself into going through
with hisideaor out of it.

"Thisiscrazy," hesad. "l don't know what the hell I'm thinking of. I've never done anything like thisin my
life. I've never even thought of doing anything likethisinlife! 1 mean, look a me, I've got agun strapped
tomy hip! A gun!”

He glanced at Rachel, who merely sat there on the wall, watching him with that mocking little ook and
saying nothing.

"Look who I'mtalking to," he said. "I'm talking to an €f! Y ou don't even know what agunis. Hell, I've
never even used agun. | mean,. I've taken afew shots at the range, but | was so nervous | couldn't even
hit the goddam target and now I'm standing here with the thing strapped on my hip, like Roy Rogers,
ready to ride off to the rescue when | don't even know what the hell I'm doing. Only instead of riding
Trigger, I'm thinking of mounting up on adragon! It'sinsane, that'swhat it is, pogtively insane. Rory
might not even go for it."

"Go for what?" said a cement-mixer voice behind him, and he was so startled that he actualy jumped.

He turned around and there was Rory, perched on thewall like agiant pterodactyl. It seemed impossible
that anything that big could move so quietly, and yet Rory could glide in softer than the whisper of a
feather.

"God, you startled me!l" said Brewster.



"My apologies,”" the dragon said, "but you seemed quite intent upon your conversation and | didn't wish
to interrupt.”

"l wasjudt talking to mysdf," said Brewster. "Trying to psych mysdlf up into doing what I'm thinking of
doing, whichif | had any sense, | wouldn't even consider for amoment, only | just can't see any way
around it. There'sjust no time, the brigands will never catch up to them..." and the whole story came
pouring out of him in one mad rush.

"l understand,” the dragon said when Brewster finally paused for breath. "And | am perfectly willing to
helpin any way | can. However, | dso fully understand your reservations.”

"Reservations?' Brewster said weakly. "Rory, the mereideaof it scares the daylights out of me!”

"But thereisno real need for you to go," the dragon said. "'l could easily catch those bounty hunters on
my own and free your friends. Y ou could wait herein perfect safety.”

Brawster stared at the beast. 'Y ou'd do that?'
"Of course. What are friendsfor?"

Brewster licked hislips. "Wait herein perfect safety,” he said. "I've lived my wholelifein perfect safety.
My whole damn life. The onetime | ever took ared risk, | wound up here, and it's been the most
wonderful adventure of my life. I'll admit I'm frightened, Rory, but | don't want to play things safe
anymore. | can't just look out &t life from my tower."

Helooked over his shoulder at Rachel, who grinned and gave him araised fist gesture. "That's the spirit,
Doc! Seize the moment! Squeeze the day!"

"That's 'seize the day...."" He stopped. "No, you know what, you'reright. | like 'squeeze the day.' Wring
al thelife you can out of every snglemoment. To hell with playing it safe! For oncein my life, I'm going
to do something!”

"Climb aboard," said Rory.
"Give'em ataste of sted, Doc!" said Rachel.
Brewster climbed up on the dragon's back. "I'll do better than that, kid. I'll give 'em ataste of lead!"

And with that, the dragon spread its huge, leathery wings and plunged off the parapet into the darkness.
As Rachel ran up to the parapet to watch, she heard Doc's rapidly receding voice crying out, "Oh,
shiiiiiiit!"

"Hmmm. Curious battle cry,” she said.

Mac rode like a man possessed, not thinking of the odds he/d have to face, but worried only that his
horse would give out before he could catch them. If that happened, held smply haveto sted another one.
There was an inn on the road to the Great River, and if he kept up this breakneck pace, held reach it
shortly before dawn. He could get another horse there at their stable, assuming they had a decent one
and not some broken-down old mare. What were the chances? Not many travelers on the road thistime
of year. Hed smply have to hope for the best. He could not afford to dacken his pace.

How much of ahead start did they have? No way of knowing for sure, but the tracks back at the Roost
seemed relatively fresh. He could see no tracks now, impossible in the pitch blackness of the night, but
fortunately, he knew where they were going, where they had to go. They would be making for theriver



with al possible speed. With asinking fedling, he redlized that no matter how quickly the brigands could
mount their pursuit, they would never makeit intime. If it wasn't for the river, then eventually, they could
hope to overtake Black Jack and his bounty hunters, but the river would defeat them if Black Jack
resched it firdt.

The river was too deep, too wide, and too swift-flowing for horses to swim across. The only way across
was by the ferry raft, and it was amere matter of afew momentswork to cut it loose. The heavy ropes
that guided it across the river would be severed, and the raft would swiftly drift downstream, out of

reach, and that would be the end of it. They could build another raft, and perhaps repair the ropes, or
obtain new ones, and get strong swimmersto cross the river's span with them, but by thetime al that was
done, Black Jack would be so far ahead they'd never catch him. No, it wasall up to him.

Indl hislife, he .thought, as he galoped down the dark road through the forest, he had never met a
woman even remotely like Shannon. No one had ever kindled such afirein him. Out of dl thewomenin
the world, she was the only one for him, and now that he had found her, the thought of losing her was
more than he could bear. It made no difference how many men Black Jack had brought with him. Hed
kill them al, each and every cursed one of them, or diein the attempt.

Therewasn't asound in the forest as he rode, save for the steady drumming of his horse's hooves upon
the hard-packed earth, ba-da-da-dum, ba-da-da-dum, ba-da-da-dum, liketherapid beating of his
heart. He could hardly see anything in front of him. If Black Jack had thrown up any barricadesin the
road behind him, Mac knew that he would run right into them before he could even see them, but he was
gambling that Black Jack wouldn't have wasted any time. Hed have trussed up his prisoners and thrown
them over the horses, so they could move more quickly, and for Shannon and the others, it would be a
jarring, brutd ride. If they had any fight at dl Ieft in them, it would be knocked out of them by the
jouncing they'd receive as Black Jack and his men rode full speed for theriver.

It would al be up to him. He wouldn't be able to count on Shannon, or on the three brigands, who'd be
numb to begin with, from being locked up in the stocks for an entire day. And he knew he couldn't count
on reinforcements reaching himin time. He had his blades, and he had his kill and years of experience
behind him, but that was no guarantee of success. He decided not to think about that. All he could hope
for now wasthat he could catch up to themintime.

Herode grimly, dlowing the steady rhythm of the gdlop tofill hismind. After awhile, thefirst gray light
of dawn began to show through the thick branches overhead. The inn at the crossroads was just ahead.
He could change horses there. His own mount was nearly spent. The poor anima was breathing hard and
gasping, and lather covered itsflanks. As dawn broke, he reached the crossroads and galloped up to the
inn. Hereined in before it and dismounted, and no sooner had he stepped off his horse than the animal
went down to itsknees and fell over onits sde, itsflanks heaving. It would go no farther. He had run it
nearly to death. He ran up to the door of the inn and pounded on it furioudly.

"Open up! Open up, damn your eyes!"

After amoment or two, he heard someone ydll that they were coming and afew seconds later, the
innkeeper opened up the door, his eyeswide.

"I need afresh horse, and quickly!" Mac said.
"Would that | could help you, good sir," the innkeeper began, "but you see-"
He suddenly found aknife blade at histhroat.

"A horse, | said, or I'll dit your throat from ear to ear!"



"Pray, gr, don't kill me! If | had ahorse, ‘twould be yours, | swear it, but they took them al and left me
none! Seefor yoursdf!”

"Who? Who took them?'

"A party of armed men, sir. Came by last night with four captives, they did, dung over their horses. | had
but three horses in my stable and they took them al, stole them, they did, leaving me with none! Pray, sir,
have pity...."

Mac released the man and ran toward the stable. There was not ahorsein sight. And it wasimpossible
for himto ride his own. The animal was completely spent. It till lay on the ground, its bresthing |abored.
Mac cursed and ran back to the innkeeper.

"Where's the nearest farm?"

"Farm, Sr? Why, faith, sir, theréd be no farms hereabouts. Perhapsiif you were to go down the road
toward Franktown, aday's walk, perhaps...."

"Blagt it, where can | get ahorse quickly?”

The man shook his head helplesdy. "If | only knew, good sir, | would tell you in aningtant, but | can think
of no place nearby where you could find another mount.”

Mac dumped, defeated. "That's t, then. Tisover. Black Jack haswon. And I... | have lost everything
that mattersto me."

And then, he heard a horse's snort and the creaking, rattling sounds of awagon approaching. He spun
around and saw Harlan the Peddlar coming down the road from the Great River, whistling to himsdlf.

Mac ran toward the wagon asit approached the inn. Harlan saw him approaching and reached for avial
of the Elixir of Stench, just to be on the safe side.

"Hallo, peddlar!" Mac cried. "Have you passed a party of armed men on the road, perhaps a dozen or
more?"

"Aye, that | did, stranger,” Harlan said. "Just ashort while ago, | saw them heading back theway | came,
toward the Greet River, bearing captives dung on horseback. Say, that's afine collection of knivesyou
have dung across your chest there. Asit happens, | represent an armorer of note-"

"Get down from your wagon!"
"Wha?'

Mac |legped up on the seat beside him just as Harlan drew back his hand to hurl the Elixir of Stench.
Ingtinctively, Mac grabbed his arm. The two wrestled for amoment, then the vial dropped and shattered
on the floorboards of the wagon.

"Gahhhhhl" cried Harlan, clapping his hands over hisnose.
"By the gods!" cried Mac, redling from the awful stench.

Hacking and coughing, Harlan fell back into the wagon. Mac grabbed the reins and, holding his breeth,
whipped up the horses and turned the wagon around. Then he cracked the whip and, holding his nose,
st off in pursuit of Black Jack and his men.



The bounty hunters reined in on the rise above the banks of the Great River. "Weve madeit!" one of
them cried, awide grin on hisface. "Theresthe ferry, right below!"

"Aye, once we're across and the ferry lines are cut, we can take our ease and make camp by the
riverbank,” Black Jack said. He looked down at Shannon, tightly bound and dung across his saddlein
front of him, on her somach. He dapped her backside. "Y ou're going to make me arich man, my lass.
I'll be buying anice, new suit of clothesto attend your execution.”

"My head isn't on the block, yet," Shannon said.

Black Jack caressed her buttocks. "Aye, that's the spirit, lass. Defiant to the bitter end. They'll lovethat in
the square at Pittsburgh, when they lop your head off. Give 'em agood show. Though, truly, ‘twill bea
shameto despoil such abody. What awaste."

"It need not be awaste,” said Shannon softly. "I am your prisoner and you can do with me what you
will."

Black Jack threw back his head and laughed. "Waste not your wiles on me, my sweet. True,, | find
myself sorely tempted by your flesh, but the bounty on your head tempts me far more."

"I am bound both hand and foot," said Shannon. "What have you to fear from me?"

"l am not such afool asto risk finding that out,” Black Jack replied. "If | wasto have my way with you,
and not share you with the others, they would resent it. And if | wasto let them have their turn, ‘twould
digtract them, surdly, and perhaps give you an opportunity. Nay, | shall regretfully deny mysdf the
pleasure, and look forward instead to the greater pleasure of the reward that you shal bring me, and the
famethat will gowithit."

"You areacowardly cur, Black Jack."
"Nay, merely acautiousone,”" he said with agrin. "Come on, men! Theferry awaitd"

He spurred his horse and galloped down the road leading to the riverbank and the ferry crossing. His
men followed behind him, trailing the three horsesto which Long Bill, Fifer Bob, and Silent Fred were
bound.

" Tisdl your fault, Bill!" Fifer Bob moaned as he was painfully jounced by the movement of the horse. "l
don't know why | ever listened to you! See what you have brought usto!”

"Oh, shut up!" said Long Bill.

Silent Fred, as usud, remained morosdly silent, and truly, therewasn't redly much to say insuch a
Stuation. The bounty hunters rode down to the riverbank and reined in at the ferry crossing. Theferry raft
was moored across from them, on the opposite bank of theriver. Black Jack dismounted and cupped his
hands around his mouth.

"Halloooo!"

From the opposite bank, the ferryman replied, and in a moment, they saw the raft move out from the
other shore. Black Jack came around to the side of hishorse, took a handful of Shannon's hair, and
jerked her head up so he could see her face. She spat at him.

Hewiped hisface with the back of his hand, then hauled off and cuffed her with hisfist, bloodying her
mouth. "Aye, when they cut that pretty head off, I'll bein the front row to watch," he said. "My only



regret isthat Mac the Knifewill missthe show. Pity."
"Mac the Knife?' said one of the ather men. "What has he to do with this?'

Black Jack held Shannon by the hair and touched the dagger pin fastened to her breast. "He hasthisto
dowithit," hesad.

"Sheis Sean MacGregor's woman?' one of the others said uncertainly. ™Y ou said nothing about
MacGregor being part of this."

"What are you afraid of 7' sneered Black Jack. "Well cross the river and be on our way to Pittsburgh
long before MacGregor even finds our trail. And even if he wereto catch us, you think he could stand
againg dl of ustogether?'

"Perhaps not,” said one of the men, "but he may follow usto Pittsburgh and make inquiries, and find out
who wasin the party that brought hiswoman in. Then helll be trackin' usdown, oneat atime."

There was uneasy mumbling among the men.

"That'sright!" Shannon shouted. "Mac will never rest till he avenges me! Hell kill each and every last one
of you!"

"Quiet, you!" said Black Jack, smacking her across the face, backhanded.

"She'sright,” one of the others said. "Mac the Knife has killed every man he's ever stalked. | didn't know
hewasinvolved when | sgned on for this. | want no part of it."

"Nor |," said another.

"You are dready part of it, al of you!" Black Jack said. "Ride out now, and you forfeit your share of the
reward. And MacGregor may find out who you are just the same, and then helll be on your trail and
you'll have nothing to show for it! Continue on, and you'l receive your fat share of the bounty, and then
together we can take care of Mac the Knife. 'Tisthe only way to make sure he cannot track us down
oneat atime."

"Y ou should havetold us, Jack. We didn't know about MacGregor. Y ou tricked us."

"Youdl willingly sgned onfor this" Black Jack said angrily. "No oneforced you into it. Besides, what
areyou afraid of ? MacGregor's not so much. | mysalf crossed swordswith him and lived to tell the tale.
Had he not fled from me, the sllver dagger of the top assassin would now be on my breaest, asit rightfully
should be!" Hetore the pin off Shannon'stunic and fastened it onto hisown. "Thereswhat | think of
Sean MacGregor! If he wants this back, he can damn well come and try to take it!"

The ferry was dmost to the shore now.

"Any manwho wishesto turn tail likearat and run, then do it now!" Black Jack said. "And be damned
for acoward. Therest of uswill divvy up your share of thereward!"

There was amoment's silence, then one of them said, "1 didn't come al thisway for nothing.”
"Nor |," said another.

"Very wdl, then," said Black Jack. "Half of uswill go onthefirst crossing, the rest will follow after. When
we al reach the other shore, we can cut the ferry ropes, make camp, and rest awhile. And thumb our
noses a anyonewho triesto follow."



Astheferry touched the shore, Black Jack led his horse down, with Shannon strapped acrossit, and got
aboard theraft. "Bring down the other prisoners,” he said.

"And have you cut the ropes once you reach the other sde?' one of the others said. "No chance. Half of
uswill go aong with you and the wench. Therest of uswill remain here with the other three, as a security
that you send the ferry back for us."

"A fineand trugting lot you are," Jack said with ascowl. "Very wel, then. Have it your way. But be quick
about it."

Six of the men dismounted and led their horses onto the raft while the others remained behind with the
three brigands to wait for the next trip. The ferryman and his assistant, long accustomed to al sorts of
unsavory types, kept their own counsel. Once everyone was aboard, they began to pull the ferry back
across, using the lines. The other bounty hunters waited on the riverbank. The raft was about halfway
across when a cloud of dust up on therise, on the road leading to the riverbank, caught one of the men's
attention.

"L ook there" he said, pointing.

Black Jack looked and, amoment later, he saw awagon come into view, make the turn, and start down
thedope. " Tisthe peddiar we passed earlier,”" he said, recognizing the wagon.

"Why's he coming back thisway?"

"Perhaps he lost something on theroad,” said Jack.

"He'scomin' fagt."

"Aye" Jack said with afrown. "Heisat that." He squinted hard, trying to make out the driver.

The wagon came straight at the other group of bounty hunters waiting on the riverbank. They had turned
to watch its approach, and suddenly Jack saw one of them clutch his chest and fall. And then another.
And another. The driver of the wagon had dropped the reins, and as the horses ran free, he stood in the
box, throwing knives a the remaining bounty hunters, who had scattered.

"MacGregor!" said Black Jack.

"You said hed never catch us" one of the others said accusingly.

"I don't know how the devil he could have gotten here so fast,” Black Jack replied.
"Now what do we do?"

Black Jack sneered. "We cut our losses and make the best of it," he said. "If some of the others manage
to kill him and survive, everyone's share will be that much greeter for the oneswho'vefdlen. If not, we
samply cut the ferry ropes and go on. The wench isworth ten times more man the other three combined.”

He held his dagger to the ferryman's back. "Pull, damnyou! Pull!"

Mac |legped down from the wagon and hurled another knife even as he landed, drawing it from his
bandolier and throwing it with lightning speed, dl in one mation. It buried itsdlf to the hilt in one man's
chest, and then the others were upon him. Four had falen, but three remained, and they rushed at him
together, with swords drawn. He drew his own blade and engaged them, dagger in one hand, sword in
the other.



He parried one thrust and ran the man through, but a the same time caught the flash of another blade
descending in a cutting stroke. He twisted to one side and felt a sharp, searing pain along his shoulder.
No timeto think about it, one down, two to go, and they were pressing him for al they wereworth. He
parried one stroke with his sword, struck the other blade down with his dagger, but the pain lanced
through hisarm and he could not hold onto it. His dagger fdll, and he retreated, smultaneoudy trying to
parry two blades a once. They sensed hisweakness and moved in for the kill. Suddenly, aglassvia
shattered at their feet and Mac's antagonigts ingtinctively recoiled from the incredible, unholy stench.
Another vid fell and shattered. Harlan was up on the box of the wagon, throwing vias of the dlixir. Mac
plunged his sword into abounty hunter's ssomach and the other one took off running, holding his nose
and gagging. Fighting down the gorge rising in histhroat, Mac drew aknife and hurled it. It struck the
fleeing bounty hunter right between the shoulder blades and hefell, dead.

"I'm much obliged to you," Mac caled to the peddiar. "But did you have to throw so many? Strewth!
The sench would fell ahorse!™

The peddiar smply shrugged.

Mac turned and gazed out toward the ferry raft. It was three-quarters of the way acrosstheriver. He
swore. He could swim for it, but he would never reach them before they reached the shore. And with his
injured shoulder, he was not even sure he could prevail againgt the current. They would mount up and
ride, and even if he could reach the opposite shore, he'd have no horse with which to give pursuit. He
threw his sword down on the ground and cried out in exasperation. And, out of nowhere, an answering
cry came, but it was a cry that issued from no human throat.

If he had known what alocomotive whistle sounded like, he might have thought it sounded just like that,
but since he had never heard alocomotive whistle, he could not possibly mistakeiit for anything el se but
what it was... me angry roaring of a dragon.

Helooked up and saw the huge beadt, its giant wings fanned out full length, itstail streaming behind it,
coming down out of the sunin aswooping glide, and astride its back, he could see ahuman figure,
holding on for deer life.

"A dragon!" cried the peddlar. "We are done for! Well be roasted!"
"Nay, 'tisDoc!" Mac shouted.

"The sorcerer from Brigand's Roost?"

"Aye, none other!"

Aboard theraft, they saw the dragon diving down toward them, belching fire, and the bounty hunters
panicked. Asagout of flame hit the water just behind them and sent up clouds of steam, severd of the
men legped, terror-gtricken, into the water and started swvimming for it.

"No man can fight adragon!” one of the bounty hunters cried. "WEéll haveto svim for it!"
"We're dmodt to the shore!" said Black Jack.

"Areyou mad? Well never makeit!"

The ferryman and his assistant jumped over the Side.

"Grab theropes and pull!" Black Jack commanded.



"Pull for yoursdf!™
Theremaining men legped into theriver.
"Blastit, | can't swim!" cried Jack.

The dragon came swooping down over the raft and Black Jack ducked down asitstaonsraked the air
above him. It soared up again, rising up beyond the treetops, and Jack grabbed the rope and started
pulling for deer life.

"Youll never makeit," Shannon said.

"If | diein flame, then you roast with me!" Black Jack cried, heaving on the ropefor dl that he was
worth.

The dragon was coming around again, itsroarsfilling the air. It belched smoke and fire and ajet of flame
boiled the water near the raft and sent steaming clouds rising up into the sky. The dragon swooped down
low, itstalons reaching for Black Jack, but he ducked down benegth his horse, using it and Shannon for a
shield, and the dragon soared up into the sky again.

Black Jack grabbed the rope and started pulling. The raft touched the shore and he fought to control the
terrified horse as heled it onto shore. The anima shied, itseyesralling, but Black Jack held onto the reins
and swung up into the saddle.

"You'd best cut me loose and drop me, or you'll never have achance,” said Shannon.

"I'll still have achance, with you as hostage,” Jack replied, spurring his horse. The anima needed no
encouragement. It took off at a dead run down the road into the woods.

"I cannot bresthefireat himin thosetrees" said Rory, flying high overhead. "It would set the entire forest
ablaze"

"Set me down ahead of him!" cried Brewster.
"Areyou certan?'
"No. But what other choice do we have?"

AsBlack Jack rode full speed down the forest road, he kept anxioudly glancing overhead. The treetops
were effectively screening him from view. So long as he kept to the trees, the dragon couldn't see him,
and the forest stretched on for miles. Ahead of him, there was an open crossroads, but he could plunge
off the road into the trees and work hisway around it, to keep himself out of the open. He heard agreat
rush of wind as a huge shadow passed by overhead, and he heard the dragon'sroar, but no attack came.

"Roar dl you like, you great worm!™ he said. " "Twill take more than an overgrown lizard to stop Black
Jack!"

The crossroads was just ahead... and standing in the middle of theroad, directly in his path, was a man,
dressed in astrange-looking surcoat. He seemed to be unarmed. He was holding hisarms up in front of
him, asif commanding him to stop. Thefoal, thought Jack, I'll ride right over him.

Asthe horseman barrelled straight on toward him, Brewster held hisrevolver in both hands, thinking
back and trying to concentrate on the time when the EnGulfCo CEO had taken him to thefiring range,
after presenting him with amatched set of Smith & Wessons. The CEO was an avid target shooter, but it



wasthe only time Brewster had ever fired agun.

"Now, just take it nice and easy and don't get excited,” the CEO had told him, after showing him the
proper grip and stance. "If you've got time, and you want to make sure to place your shot as accurately
as possible, fire the gun single-action, by manualy cocking (he hammer back with your thumb. Line up
thefront sight so it's squarely in the middle of the rear-sight notch, and so the top of the front sight is
exactly level with thetop of therear Sght. Push forward dightly with your right arm, and pull back dightly
with your left, to give yoursdlf anice, steady shooting platform. Don't use alot of muscular tension,
though. Keep the gun steady and make sure it isn't weaving about. Once you've got the sightslined up,
focus on the front sight, not the target, so that the front sight is nice and sharp and the target isjust dightly
blurred. Place the front sight just below the bull's-eye, take a bregath, relax, exhae, and gently squeeze,
dont jerk thetrigger.”

The gun fired. The .357 Magnum jacketed hollowpoint dug struck Black Jack high in the left shoulder
and knocked him right off his horse, passing completely through him. The horse reared up and Brewster
quickly holstered the gun and raised hisarms, standing in front of the horse and hoping the animal
wouldn't strike him down with its hooves.

"Easy, boy! Easy! Easy!"

He managed to catch the horse's reins and hold onto them asthe animal reared up again, and then he
pulled them tight and moved in close to the horse, speaking softly, gently, trying to soothe the beast. Ina
few moments, the horse managed to calm down, though its eyes were still wide and frightened, and
Brewster stepped closeto it, gentling it, speaking softly and reassuringly.

"There, there, boy, it'sdl right, it'sal right.”

When he had the horse camed down, he dipped his arm through the reins and came around besideit.
Shannon looked up at him weskly.

"Shannon! Areyou dl right?”
"What kept you?' shesaid with asmile.

He cut her bonds and helped her down off the horse. She tried to stand, but her legs buckled beneath
her.

"Don't try to stand,” said Brewster. "Here, let me help you."

Hetook her arm and put it around his shoulders, holding onto her hand and supporting her with his other
am.

"The others?' shesaid.

"They'redl right, | think," said Brewster. "Here, let's get off to the side of the road here so you can sit
andrest."

He helped her down and she leaned back against atree trunk wesarily. She sghed and groaned. "I fed as
if every bonein my body has been shaken loose." Shelooked up at him and smiled. "1 owe you my life,
Doc."

Brewster smiled shegpishly. "Y ou'd have done the same for me."

"Perhaps” shesaid.



"Perhaps?’

She grinned. "After this, for certain. | will never forget how you stood up to Black Jack’s charge and
hurled your magic thunderbolts.

"My magic... 7' Brewster glanced down at his bolstered gun. "Oh. That."

" 'Tisatruly brave and fearsome sorcerer you are, Doc. And | shall dways be grateful to you." She
reached up, took his face between her hands, and gently kissed him on thelips.

Suddenly, they heard a horse neigh and Brewster turned around to see Black Jack swing up into the
saddle and gallop off toward the crossroads. He jumped up and pulled his gun from its hol ster, ran out
into the middle of the road, and drew a bead on Black Jack'srapidly retreating back. And then he
lowered the gun.

"Why did you not kill him?" Shannon asked.
Brewster shook hishead. "I thought | had, at first. | guess| only wounded him."
"Y ou should have finished him," said Shannon.

"I couldn't shoot aman in the back,” said Brewster. He glanced down at the gun. "I'm amazed | was able
toshoot himat all."

She shook her head. " Tisastrange man you are, Brewster Doc. But ‘tisa privilegeto cdl you friend.”

"Rory can pick us up at the crossroads and take us back acrosstheriver," Brewster said, "but I'm afraid
well haveto walk there. Think you can makeit?"

"After theridel've had, | think that | would much prefer to walk,” said Shannon.

He helped her to the crossroads, where Rory picked them up and flew them back acrossthe river, with
Shannon holding onto Brewster for deer life, terrified until Rory set them down again on the opposite
shore. Brewster thanked the dragon and Rory said, "Think nothing of it, old chap. It was great fun." Then
he sprang up into the air and was soon no more than afaint dot receding into the distant sky.

"I knew Doc wouldnt let us down!" said Fifer Bob as he came running up with Long Bill and Silent Fred.
"He and Mac have saved the day! We're back among our friends again, and free!”

"Aye, 'tisback you are," said Shannon, "but take your fill of freedom for the present, for when we get
back to the Roogt, I'll have the three of you in stocks until you rot!"

The three brigands |ooked horrified. "Oh, woeisus!" wailed Fifer Bob. "I can't take no more of those
awful urchind Oh, why, oh, why did | ever let you talk meinto going dong with your greedy, devious
ways? Tisdl your fault, Long Bill! Tisdl your fault!"

"Oh, shut up!" said Long Bill.
Mac came running up to Shannon. " Shannon! By the gods, | thought 1'd lost you!

Hethrew hisarms around her, and sherecoiled in horror, pushing him away. "Blind me, what's that awful
gench?' she cried, gagging.

Mac grinned weskly. " "Tismy new fragrance. Likeit?'



"Surely you jest! Doc, you wouldn't have any of your magic sogp about” you, would you?'
"I had awhole supply,” the peddlar said, "but | fear I'm al sold out. In fact, I'm sold out of dl the goods!™
"What goods?' said Shannon. And then she noticed Mac'swound. "Mac! You're hurt!"

" 'Tisbut ascratch," he said. "Come, the peddiar will take us back to Brigand's Roost. We shall probably
run into the otherson theway."

"Aye, and it will give me an opportunity to discuss some business ventureswith you," Harlan said. "l have
someideasthat should prove quite profitable for al of us, | think."

"Another time, Peddlar, if 'tisdl the sameto you," said Shannon, getting into the back of the wagon with
Brewgter. "Right now, dl | wantto doisdeep.”

Mac got in beside her.
"Mac," shesad, wrinkling her nose, "would you mind very much sitting up front?"

And s0, as Brewster and Shannon rest in the back of the wagon while Mac sits up front with Harlan
reluctantly listening to alecture on the money to be madein red estate, we take our leave of our intrepid
characters, but only for ashort while, for well return soon with our next bizarre insgtalment. (After dl,
even narrators have to take a short break every now and then, and attend to such mundane matters as
paying bills and balancing the checkbook.)

Will Colin Hightower, relentless newshawk kidnapped by the naked wench from Pittsburgh, find away
out of hisembarrassing and possibly dangerous predicament and get to the bottom of the strange
phenomenon heisinvestigating, or will hewind up with atabloid headline dl hisown?Will Marvin
Brewster ever find away to get back hismissing time machine from the most powerful magein dl the
twenty-seven kingdoms? Will Shannon and MacGregor wed, and start a school for fightersand ns
in Brigand's Roogt, so they can get the awful urchins off the streets, or will Mac's new fragrance force an
indefinite postponement of the nuptias?

Will Harlan the Peddlar start a franchise operation and devel op the first successful pyramid schemein the
twenty-seven kingdoms, or will the Better Business Guild cut him off at the knees? And will Brigand's
Roost experience an unprecedented influx of new settlers, fleeing Fittsburgh in search of freedom from
oppression, new business opportunities, and arelaxed, suburban lifestyle, or will they take one look at
the grubby little village and decide to go back and take their chances with Sheriff Waylon and his
deputies? And what of the plans The Steders Guild is hatching for arevolution?

Will Warrick Morgannan discover the secret of Brewster's time machine on hisown, or will he embark
upon arelentless search for that machine's creator, having overheard his name by eavesdropping on the
narrator again? And will he ever forgive Teddy the Troll for being the unwitting cat's-paw of your faithful
narrator, or will Teddy have a nervous breakdown and start looking for an exorcist?

And what of faithful Pamea? Will she survive the devious machinations of ahuge, multinationa
conglomerate and succeed in replicating Brewster's time machine, or will al her efforts be doomed to
dismal failure? (Hint: maybe not.) For the answersto those and other irrdlevant questions, be sureto join
us once again for our next exasperating episode, The Ambivalent Magician, or Shannon and the Seven
Dwarfs.



