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One

"At last! I've doneit! After months of ceasdless scrying, spellcasting and divination, endless, patient
searching through the vast, uncharted reaches of the etheredl planes, I'vefinaly found him!"

"Found who, Master?' thewizard's hairy littletroll familiar asked, pausing in hisdusting of the ancient
vellum tomes and scrolls that crammed the bookcases and were piled high on dmost every availableflat
surface in the sorcerer's sanctorum.

"Thevoicein the ether!" Warrick Morgannan replied triumphantly. "That arrogant, omniscient spirit who
calshimsdf ... the Narrator!"

"Oh-oh," said Teddy, picking hisnose and glancing up at the ceiling apprehensively.

Oh-oh, indeed. Thisisrather inconvenient. Y our faithful narrator wasn't reedy to start working on this
book, yet. | have too many other thingsto do. My desk is piled high with papers from my students; I've
got to complete some revisons on another novel I've been working on; I'm finishing up work on a
graduate degree; my checkbook is hopelessy unbaanced, and the last thing | needed right now was this.

"Never mind the excuses," Warrick said, hislong white hair framing his chiseled festures as he bent over
the scrying crystal. Dark red eddies swirled like smoke within the pellucid ball as he concentrated on the
crydtd, focusing hisenergiesin an effort to achieve resolution of animage. "Y ou've been hiding from me
long enough! Now ['ve tracked you down through the ethereal planes and the time for reckoning has
come!"

Reckoning, schmeckoning. | haven't been hiding, I've been busy. Look, I've got enough trouble with
readers pestering me about when the next book in this seriesis coming out without having one of my



characters sart interfering with my writing process. Now get out of my computer and dither back to the
depths of my subconscious where you belong. I've got work to do.

"No, you shdl not get rid of methat easily," said Warrick, staring intently at the swirling eddiesin the
crysta. "Y ou have meddied in my affairsfor thelast time. Y our powers are considerable, and | must
concede a grudging admiration for your skillsin this sorcerous art you call ‘narration,” but I, Warrick the
White, of the House of Morgannan, Grand Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild and Royal
Wizard to the Kingdom of Fitt, will not be trifled with by some upstart demigod from the etheredl
planed”

Oh, please. For onething, I'm no demigod, I'm just a struggling writer trying to make aliving. And you're
afictiona character, for God's sake. Y ou don't even exist except in my imagination.

"Do not attempt to work your wileson me, Narrator. | think, therefore | exist."

It's”I think, therefore | am. Cogito, ergo sum.” Rene' Descartes. If you're going to quote, get it right. |
will not have my readersthinking I'm adoppy writer. Y ou've dready gotten thisbook off to aredly
bizarre sart, and my editors still haven't recovered from the last time you pulled something likethis. They
just don't understand how awriter can lose control over his own characters. | had to take some time off
from this series and write a serious book just to prove to them | haven't gone totally around the bend.
They're dill not sure about me, andit'sal your fault. Thisisn't helping any. Y oure making my life very
difficult, you know.

"Not nearly asdifficult asitisgoing to be" said Warrick, concentrating fiercely on the crystd in an effort
to bring forth an image of the Narrator, so hewould findly know what the mysterious "voice in the ether”
looked like.

However, a precisdy that moment, Teddy, hislittletroll familiar, had adight mishap. Only Warrick was
capable of hearing the strange, disembodied entity he called "the Narrator," so as he watched his master
speaking to the crysta ball, Teddy could only hear one side of the conversation. As aresult, he wasn't
paying very close attention to hiswork, and thelittle troll backed into achair and knocked over a
precarioudy balanced pile of ancient scrolls and vellum tomes. They went crashing to thefloor of the
sanctorum, making a tremendous racket and upsetting Warrick's concentration.

"Very cdever," Warrick said, "but you have only succeeded in delaying theinevitable. | have not attained
the highest rank in the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild for nothing. My concentration is not so essily
broken." He returned his attention to the crystal ball, willing an image of the narrator to appesar.

Unfortunately, that wasn't going to happen, because no matter how hard he concentrated, he couldn't
change thefact that this particular crystal ball wasn't equipped for opticaly correct visua reception. The
mogt it could do was dlow him to hear voices from the etheredl planes and see vague, indistinct forms
and pretty swirling colors.

"That'sridiculous" said Warrick. "Of what useisascrying crysd if one cannot seeimageswithin it?"
Not much use a al, apparently. Too bad.

"Thisisabsurd! | have been using this scrying crysta for yearsand it has never yet failed to serve me
properly.”

| guessit must be broken, then.

"Nonsense. The scrying crysta isfunctioning perfectly,” Warrick indsted. "And as Warrick redoubled his



prodigious powers of concentration, despite dl the efforts of the Narrator, the swirling eddiesin the
crystal started to resolveinto an image -"

No, they didn't. And cut that out.

"Despite dl hisnarrative wiles, the voice in the ether could not control the image that started to resolve
within the crystal asWarrick concentrated fiercdy, and in answer to hiswill, the swirling mistswithin the
scrying crystd cleared, reveding -

There was atremendous crash as Teddy thetroll tripped over some ancient vellum tomesthat had falen
to thefloor and knocked into the table, didodging the scrying crystal from its ornate pedestal and causing
it to roll across the table and plummet to the floor, where it shattered into a thousand pieces.

"Ooops," said Teddy.

"Y ou miserable, misbegotten warthog! Now see what you've done!" Warrick shouted angrily, hischair
crashing to the floor as he jumped to hisfeet and fixed abaeful glare on the frightened littletroll.

"Forgive me, Magter! 1... | didn't mean it! It was an accident!”

"I think not," said Warrick, his eyes narrowing suspicioudy. ""Twas the Narrator, working hiswiles upon
you to interfere with me. | begin to see the method in his craft. He strikes at me through you."

"But, Master, | would never betray you!"

"No, not willingly," Warrick replied, "but your will istoo wesk to resst the powers of the Narrator. So
long as you remain with me, he can use you as awegpon with which to thwart my plans. That leaves me
with no choice. | must berid of you."

"Mager..." thelittletroll sad fearfully. "Magter, please! | have dways served you faithfully!"

"And in reward for your years of faithful service, | shal not take your life" said Warrick. "But henceforth,
Teddy, you are banished from my presence. Go. Leave me. You arefree.”

"But, Madter ..." wailed thelittle troll miserably, "where shdl | go? What shdl | do?!
"I don't know, go hide under abridge or something. Isn't that what trolls usudly do?"

"Under abridge?’ said Teddy. "But, Master, 'tis cold and damp underneath bridges! | shall catch a chill!
And however shdl | live?'

"Eat billy goats" said Warrick. "Consumethe occasond small child. There are plenty of them running
about unsupervised, painting graffiti on the bridges. Y ou would only be doing the kingdom aserviceif
you ate them. I'm sure no one would complain. Now get dong, Teddy, | have work to do.”

"Madter, please ... don't send me away!" wailed Teddy. "I don't even like children!™

"Y ou have avery smple choice, Teddy,” Warrick said. Y ou may ether take your freedom and go make
something of yourself, or become the subject of my next experiment.”

"No, Magter, anything but that!" cried Teddy, with an dlarmed glance a the strange and frightening
apparatus that sat in the center of Warrick's sanctorum.

"Then go. | grant you your freedom. The Narrator shal trouble you no longer. And as soon as| fetch my
gpare scrying crysta, we shdl see who mugt prevall in this battle of wills™



Warrick turned to get his spare scrying crystal from the carved wooden armoire where he kept his
magica supplies, but as he opened it and withdrew his spare crysta ball, apunishing blow struck him
from behind. He grunted and collgpsed to the floor, unconscious. The crystd fell and shattered into a
hundred thousand pieces.

"Oh, no!" said Teddy, staring with dismay at the broomstick with which he had just brained hisformer
master. "What havel done?" Dropping the broom, he bolted out of the sanctorum, fleeing in panic.

Okay, that takes care of Warrick for awhile. Now, where were we? Give me aminute to collect my
wits. This book's already off to arather rocky start. | didn't redlly plan it thisway. Honest. But those of
you who haven't read the first two novesin this series are probably wondering what the hell isgoing on.
If you want to start at the beginning, pick up The Reluctant Sorcerer and The Inadequate Adept
(Warner Books), but if you haven't read those novels yet and want to know what this crazinessisdl
about, I'll try to bring you up to speed. Therest of you hang in there for awhile. One way or another,
well get this sorted out.

It al started when Marvin Brewster, abrilliant but absent-minded young American scientist working at
the London headquarters of the multinational conglomerate known as EnGulfCo Internationd, invented
timetrave. This could not have come at aworse time for his English fiancee, Pamela Fairburn, abeautiful
cybernetics engineer who had aready been stood up at the dtar on severa occas ons because Brewster
was S0 intent upon his secret project that he kept forgetting about such mundane things as wedding dates.
The wedding guests had even started a betting pool, wagering on how many times Pamelawould have to
put on her fabulous, white lace designer gown before she actudly got married in it. Pamelas father had
stopped speaking to her, because the whole thing was costing him afortune, and her friendswere dl
convinced shed lost her mind. But Pamela knew Brewster was agenius, and she understood that he
wasn't amply toying with her affections. She didn't know what he was working on, but it had to be
something terribly important for him to be so excessively preoccupied, something that wasligbleto bea
sgnificant scientific breakthrough that would bring him internationd acclaim . . . and scads and scads of
money. But when hefailed to show up for the third scheduled wedding, and no one had heard from him
for days, she became concerned and called the EnGulfCo CEO, who happened to be a golfing partner of
her father's.

Together with Dr. Walter Davies, executive vice-president for research and devel opment for EnGulfCo
International, she broke into Brewster's private |aboratory high atop the corporate headquarters building
in downtown London, only to discover that her fiance had disappeared without atrace. Security monitors
showed him entering his restricted private laboratory in the penthouse, but they never showed him
leaving. He should have been there. But he wasn't.

Pamelawas not the only one who was upset at this development. The EnGulfCo CEO was very much
concerned, aswell. Brewster's research had netted over adozen very lucrative patentsfor the
conglomerate, and the CEO had recently authorized vast expenditures on his behaf for some surplus
military hardware and an unspecified amount of something called Buckmingerfullerine, dso known as
"Buckeybdls" anincredibly rare and expensive substance that Brewster absolutely had to have for his
latest secret project. The only trouble was, nobody had the dightest ideawhat it was, and Brewster had
apparently disappeared off the face of the earth, leaving behind evidence of what appeared to have been
asonic boom insde hislaboratory.

Pamdawas the only one capable of deciphering his notes and figuring out hisfiling system, so the CEO
authorized her to have complete access to the laboratory in an attempt to find out what Brewster had
been working on. And if it had been anyone but Brewster, the CEO would never have believed it when
Pamelatold him it wastimetravel, and that he had apparently succeeded in constructing aworking



prototype of atime machine. The CEO immediately authorized al necessary expendituresfor Pamelato
duplicate Brewster's gpparatus, and at the same time, while reassuring her that he trusted her completely
and was only concerned for Brewster'swelfare, he put detectives on her tail, had her phone tapped, and
st plansin motion to corner the world market on Buckmingterfullerine.

Meanwhile, Brewster had problems of hisown. Thefirst prototype of his machine had failed to return
from atest run, dueto afaulty relay in atinier switch. It'sadwaysthelittle things that screw up thewhole
works, as anyone who's ever had a British sports car would understand completely. Using up the last of
hisraw materias, Brewster had congtructed a second time machine, programmed with the same
coordinates, so that he could go back in time and bring the first one back.

Unfortunatdly, he not only went back in time, but he crossed adimensionad boundary aswell, and
crash-landed in apardle universe where magic realy worked. When the time machine's fud tanks
exploded, Brewster was left stranded. His only hope of getting back wasto find the first time machine
that had failed to return. It should have been at those very same coordinates, but it was nowhereto be
found. Unknown to Brewster, three brigands had discovered it Sitting in the middle of aroad and they
had sold it to anearby adept, who had used amagic spell to activateit. But aswe dl know from reading
owner's manuals, when you don't follow the ingtructions, things often go awry. The machine remained
exactly where it was, but the poor adept wound up being tel eported to Los Angeles, where hismagic
didn't work and he wound up becoming part of LA's homeless population. His apprentice, redlizing this
was a dangerous piece of enchanted apparatus, loaded it up into a cart and brought it to Warrick
Morgannan, better known as Warrick the White, the Grand Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild
and the most powerful wizard in dl the twenty-seven kingdoms. And that was when your faithful
narrator's plot started to unravel.

Now, whenever | teach character development in my writing classes, | dwaystell my sudentsthat it's
not enough to say that your protagonist is boldly handsome or that your villain is ugly and maevolent.

Y ou heed to pay attention to specific detail. So then what do | do? | describe Warrick as"the most
powerful wizard in the twenty-seven kingdoms." Nice going, Hawke. Powerful as compared to what?
How about some perspective here? | could have said something about what the extent of his powers
were, and what limitations they had, but noooooo... | had to get lazy and throw in adescription that had
no real specifics. Servesmeright, | guess. Now I'm stuck with avillainous wizard who's powerful enough
to detect the presence of the Narrator and keeps trying to take over the story. And it'stoo late to put a
limitation on his powers, because he'staken on alife of his own and no matter what | write, he keeps
finding spellsto counteract everything | do. | redlly hate it when that happens.

And now he's banished Teddy, hisugly littletroll familiar, and the chief weapon in my arsend againgt him
has neetly been shuffled off the stage. | suppose | could write him back in, but Warrick would only drive
him off again, or maybe even kill him, and then Earth First! and the Sierra Club and the Audubon Society
would be on my back for eiminating amember of an endangered species. Environmentaistswould
boycott my books, and al the people who hang those little long-haired rubber trolls off the rearview
mirrorsof their carswould be writing me angry letters. Who needs the aggravation? I'll just have to think
of something dse.

Anyway, you're probably wondering what became of Brewster. (Heavy sigh.) How am | supposed to
summarize what happened in two novelsin acouple of short and cogent paragraphs?If | go on too long,
my editorswill say it'san "expogitory lump" and then I'll haveto cut it. If | don't cover it well enough,
people will write me letters and complain that the first chapter was confusing and they found the rest of
the novel hard to follow. | just don't know how guyslike Anthony and Asprin do it. They write these
seriesthat go on forever and this sort of thing just doesn't seem to bother them.



Sometimes | think maybe | should have listened to my father and become a doctor. Then perhaps| could
get the big money, like Robin Cook and Michadl Crichton. Or | could've become alawyer, and then
maybe I'd have bestsdllers like John Grisham. Or | could have become an actor, like what's-her-name
who played PrincessLeiain Star Wars and wrote Postcards From the Edge. If I'd been smart, | would
have stayed in radio, and then | could have had monster blockbusters like Rush Limbaugh and Howard
Stern. But no, | had to be a writer. 1t seems nobody wants books by writers nowadays. Next thing you
know, your garbageman will have abestsdller and I'll till be eating ramen noodles. Oh, what the hell,
here goes.

Brewster's crash landing was spotted by aleprechaun named Mick O'Fallon, who pulled our hero out of
the flaming wreckage and took him under hiswing, because he assumed Brewster was a powerful wizard
who could teach him the secret of the philosopher's stone, which in this particular universe had nothing to
do with turning lead into gold, but with the manufacture of amuch rarer substance known as nickalirium.
He set Brewster up in an abandoned keep that had been converted to amill, complete with awater
whed, and Brewster [ost no time in modernizing the crumbling ruin with acomplete restoration, including
plumbing and eectricity. Hewas asssted in hisefforts by the notorious Black Brigands from the nearby
town of Brigand's Roogt. (Actualy, it realy wasn't much of atown, more like a couple of shacksand a
tavern on the road leading through the Redwood Forest to the Gulfstream Waters.) Black Shannon, the
aultry, raven-haired queen of the brigands, cooperated with Brewster in his effortsin return for the
promise of significant profits downstream, but astime passed and those profits kept failing to materidize,
she started getting antsy.

Meanwhile, Warrick Morgannan was busy trying to find the builder of the time machine, having
discovered what it was by eavesdropping on some narrative exposition. To thisend, he had employed
the infamous Sean MacGregor, alias Mac the Knife, the foremost assassin in the Footpads and Assassins
Guild. Together with his hulking, bird-brained apprentices, the brawny brothers Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh,
Mac set out to find the builder of the time machine while Warrick emptied out the roya dungeonsfor
"volunteers' in his experiments, putting them into the time machine and using spellsto tap into itstempora
field, thereby teleporting them into our own universe. Thisresulted in anumber of unusua incidents that
provided colorful fodder for the tabloids and derted a somewhat seedy journdist named Colin
Hightower, who was the first to notice a pattern to these strange events. He smelled a story and started
to invetigate.

Meanwhile, back in the Kingdom of Fitt, in the capita city of Pittsburgh, Warrick had run out of
prisonersto usein his experiments, so he had his minions start kidnapping people off the Streets. This
resulted in along stream of irate petitionsto King Billy, who told Warrick he couldn't smply grab people
off the streets and make them disappear, but alowed as how it would be okay to do it with convicted
criminas. Unfortunately, Warrick had run out of convicted criminals, so he convinced Sheriff Waylon, the
king's ambitious and corrupt brother, to ingtitute awhole dew of new restrictive edicts that would keep
the royal dungeonsfilled. So now, instead of Warrick's minions snatching people off the streets, the
Sheriff and his deputies were doing it, and citizens of Pittsburgh kept disappearing without atrace.
Needlessto say, this displeased the populace. People started packing up and moving like ratsfleeing a
snking ship and arevolution was brewing.

Brewster, unaware of al these goings on, had become totaly caught up in hiseffortsto bring progressto
the muddy little town of Brigand's Roost. He had showed Mick and the brigands how to forge weapons
more efficiently, produce Swiss Army knives, and construct astill to improvether yield of the potent and
literdly explosive peregrine wine. He had taught them how to congtruct better housing, and asmall
settlement had sprung up around the keep. And he taught them how to make auminum, which turned out
to be the same thing as nickallirium, the most precious meta in the twenty-seven kingdoms and the basis
for theworld's economy. All the coins were minted from it, and the secret of its manufacture was



guarded jealoudy by the alchemists of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild. And athough he didn't know it,
Dr. Marvin Brewster had just taken the first steps in bringing about a massive recessionin the
twenty-seven kingdoms,

Okay, how are we doing? Four paragraphs? Shoot, | didn't think | could do it in two. And there are il
afew things| haven't covered, such as Harlan the Peddler's arrival in Brigand's Roost and Mac the
Knife's romance with the notorious Black Shannon. Oh, well, wéelll just try to cover those bases aswe go
aong. I'll pull it al together one way or another, | promise. Remember, alwaystrust your narrator.

| really would have done a much better job of thisif Warrick hadn't gotten us off on the wrong foot. |
hope dl you people who wrote me |etters demanding the next book in this series are happy now. My
editors are going to think that living out in the middle of the Arizona desert surrounded by nothing but
coyotes and tarantul as and rattlesnakes has driven meright over the edge. I've probably logt dl credibility
with my students, another novel project has been put on hold until | finish this one, and now I've got one
hell of amigraine headache,

But thisisit, | swear to God. Thisisabsolutdly the last and find nove in this cockamamie series! One
way or another, no matter what happens, it all gets wrapped up in thisone. And don't write me any
letters asking for more sequels. I'm supposed to be a serious writer, for God's sake, and thisthing has
gotten completely out of hand. Enough's enough. | just won't stand for it, | tell you!

Okay. | fed alittle better now. The painin my templesisreceding. I'll bedl right. I'll haveit al back
under control by Chapter Two. Bear with me. Remember, dways trust your narrator. Now, where were
we?

Oh, right, we were il trying to get this story started properly. Damn that Warrick, anyway. | haven't
had this much trouble since | wrote those Battlestar Galactica novelsback in the early eighties. Don't
ask. | don't want to talk about it. Just forget | mentioned it, okay? It wasn't me, it was that other guy,
what's-his-name. | just got confused there for amoment.

Look, let'sjust get onwith it, okay? Go ahead and turn the page. It'll be dl right. | think...

Two

"Now remember, luv, no tricks, now. If you try anything funny, I'll scream.”

"All right, dl right," said Colin Hightower, glancing uneesily at the pretty, blond, and very naked young
woman huddled low in the back seat of hisrenta car. "Just keep quiet and stay out of sight, for God's
sake." He sighed heavily. Asareporter, he'd been on the wrong side of the law more than afew times,
but held never been an accessory in amentd patient's escape from an ingtitution before. And given his
lessthan stellar reputation, he rather doubted the authorities would believe that he had gone along with it
under duress.

He opened the driver's side door and walked the dozen or so feet to the front door of his motel room,
unlocked it, glanced around, then said, " Okay, the coast is clear.”

The blonde jumped out of the car and quickly ran insde the room. He hurriedly followed her in, then
closed the door and locked it, mopping his sweaty brow with his handkerchief.



"Oooh,” said the naked girl. "What acomfy bed!"

Under other circumstances, Colin would have taken that straight line and run with it like aHeisman
trophy winner, but he was far too nervousto think about his dumbering libido. "Megan," hesaid, in his
Liverpudlian accent, "I don't know if you redlize thisor not, but werrein an awful lot of trouble. By now,
they've probably discovered your escape, and if they haven', they'll certainly know within a matter of
hours. | wasthelast one thereto see you. | bribed the orderly to let mein, and he knowswho | am. To
save hisown skin, helll doubtlessclaim | forced him to do it at gunpoint or something, and I'm sorry to
say mogt peoplein my businesswouldn't put it past me. Either way, they'll put two and two together and
they'll soon have an A.P.B. out on us both."

"What'san A.P.B.?" asked Megan as she bounced fetchingly on the mattress.

Colin had to look away for amoment. There was entirely too much bouncing going on for him to think
sraight, and he needed to be very clearheaded right now if he was ever going to get out of thismess. "An
All Points Bulletin," he said. "That means the police will be looking for us everywhere"

"Y ou mean like the sheriff and his deputies?' asked Megan, with agrimace of distaste.

"And the State Police and Highway Patrol, aswell,” said Calin. "Weve got to get out of town and fast.
But thefirgt thing we haveto do is get you some clothes. Get up aminute, will you?!

"Why don't you come down here, with me?" asked Megan, stretching out coquettishly and patting the
bed besde her with ady smile.

"Later,” Colin said. "But for now, please get up so | can get agood look at you.”
"Oh, very well," Megan pouted. She got up and posed for him. "See? Y ou like?!

"Yes, very much,” said Colin in a preoccupied tone as he looked her over carefully. "Turn around for
me"

She did adow, seductive pirouette.

"Let'ssee" said Colin, scratching his chin thoughtfully as he estimated sizeswith apracticed eye. "Bra,
32-B; panties, sze 5; panty hose, small; dress 4/5; shoes, size 6; and coat, small. | think that ought to do
it. And maybe a scarf or something and some sunglasses. The mal should be open until nine tonight, so
with any luck, I'll be ableto pick everything up in about an hour.”

"You're not leaving?' Megan said suspicioudy.

"I'll haveto," Colin said. "But don't worry, I'll be right back. And I'll bring some brand-new clothes for
you."

"New clothes?' said Megan, brightening.

"That'sright. Now just stay here, okay? And for God's sake, don't do anything. Just stay here. Takea
shower and wash your hair or something. I'll bring back some food for us, aswell. Then well figure out
what the hell were going to do next."

"How do | know | can trust you? What's to keep you from just leaving me here?’

"My own sense of salf-preservation, dear,” Hightower replied wryly. "I shudder to think what you'd tell
the paliceif they found you here like that. And you need me, o it looks asif were stuck with each other,



for better or for worse. And I'm afraid it's going to be for bloody worse if we don't make tracks out of
herered soon, sojust st tight, dl right? 1'll be back soon.”

"Don't taketoo long," she said.

"Don't worry, | won't. Y ou just behave yoursalf. Remember, if we get caught, they'll bloody well lock
you right back up again. And thistime, they'll probably strap you to the bed.”

"Y ou could strap meto thisone," Megan said coyly.

"I'm tempted to, but not for the reason you think," said Colin, with agrimace. "Now stay put. Watch the,
uh, magic box. I'll be back asquickly as| can.”

Hewent out and got back inside his car. As he pulled away, his mind was going amile aminute. Hed
been in tough spots before, and he'd aways somehow managed to wriggle out of them, but this one was
going to be ared test of wit.

| should've stayed in England, he thought, as he drove toward the mall he remembered passing on his
way from the airport. Unfortunately, he had worn out hiswelcomein London. Even thetabloids, with
their notorioudy low journaigtic standards, had banned him from their pressrooms. Fortunately, however,
Americasjourndistic standards had plummeted even lower, so he had emigrated to the States and
secured ajob with amagor New Y ork City newspaper, thanks to hisimpressive resume and the fact that
al hisformer editors were eager to have him permanently on the other side of the Atlantic. Beforelong,
his American employers found out why, and he was now personanon gratawith just about every
respectable and even quasi-respectable newspaper in the country. It was a consderable achievement
that in a professon known for deaze and sensationdism, Colin Hightower had firmly established himself
asthe deaziest, most sensationdistic reporter in the business,

Even his colleagues hated him. Barbara Walters had kneed him in the groin. Pete Hamil had threstened to
break hislegs. Jmmy Bredin had brained him with abeer bottle and Mike Royko said he knew aguy
who knew aguy who could drop himin Lake Michigan if he ever came near him again. Mike Wallace
had called him adisgrace to the profession and Bob Woodward had said he was the worst example of
irrespons ble excess he had encountered since he'd done that book about Belushi. Even Rolling Stone
had fired him, and Hunter Thompson had actualy taken ashot a him with a.44 Magnum. Thetabloid
news shows on TV were out. Colin smply wasn't very telegenic, with hiswide, working-class, ruddy
Liverpudlian face, unruly shock of white hair, and red-veined W .C. Fields nose, courtesy of along and
intimate acquai ntance with Jack Danid's. And then there was histaste in clothes, which made him look
like a cross between a used-car sdlesman and an Arkansas redl estate broker. The only place [eft open
to him was awell known tabloid based in Foridathat ran stories about aiens masquerading as
congressmen and WWII airplanes discovered in craters on the moon. And right now, they weren't too
thrilled with him, either.

Thistime, however, Colin was on thetrack of areal story. He could smel it. The only trouble was, he
didn't know exactly what it was. All over theworld, in widely scattered |ocations, people were popping
up dressed in medievd clothing, gpparently dl suffering from asimilar psychoss. They had no ideawhere
they were; they seemed confused and frightened by modern technology; and they all claimed to come
from Pittsburgh. Their storieswere dl exactly the same. They had been arrested and brought to awhite
tower, where a sorcerer named Warrick had forced them into some sort of strange device that had
magically transported them to thisworld. And this same Warrick had placed aspdll on them, or so they
clamed, that compdlled them to somehow find their way back to himin the Alabaster Tower and tell him
where they'd been and what they'd seen.



It sounded crazy, which waswhy many of them had wound up in hospitals and menta ingtitutions, but
Hightower was gtarting to wonder. None of these people had any identification on them when they were
picked up and not asingle solitary individual had a paper trall. It was as though they had suddenly
appeared from out of nowhere. Their sorieswere al remarkably cons stent, and none of them displayed
any physicd signsof having lived in the modern world. No denta work; no surgical scarsor inoculation
marks, no modern haircuts and not much evidence of persona hygiene. They seemed genuinely ignorant
of such things as radio and television, modern plumbing, zippers and buttons, watches, automobiles, and
s0 on, asif they redly had comefrom amedievd time. If they wereal suffering from the same ddlusion,
it was aremarkably sophisticated and consistent one.

"Jesus, what if it'sredly true?' Hightower mumbled to himsdlf as he drove. The strange device they all
described might be some sort of time machine. And the spell of compulsion they claimed thisWarrick
had placed on them sounded a greeat dedl like hypnosis. Wasit possible that the government had
discovered time travel and was conducting tests of some sort? He frowned. No, that made no sense.
Even if something like that were possible, they'd surely conduct their tests under strict [aboratory
conditions, and in utter secrecy. What possible reason would they have for going back into the past,
kidnapping people from some medieva time, and transporting them into the present? And then why
trangport them to so many varied locaes and then smply leave them on their own? No matter how he
looked at it, there seemed to be no logical explanation. And yet there had to be an answer.

Megan was his only solid lead. She claimed to be a prostitute from Pittsburgh who had been arrested
because she wouldn't give afreebie to a sheriff's deputy. She had been brought to the Alabaster Tower,
which was near theroyd paace, and awizard named Warrick the White had placed her in hismagical
device and transported her to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Only she denied that it was Pittsburgh, and said it
was nothing like the Rittsburgh that she came from, which wasin the Kingdom of Fitt, in aland of
twenty-seven kingdoms.

He had bribed an orderly at the sanitarium to get an interview with her and acopy of her file, but ashe
was leaving, she had pushed past him out the door and escaped down the elevator, which they had | eft
keyed open so that Colin could get in and out red fast in case hishighly unauthorized visit was
discovered.

The orderly'simmediate concern had been to get him out of there, and then think up some story to
account for the patient's escape. He'd been certain sheld never make it past security in the lobby.
However, she hadn't gone down to the lobby, but to the underground parking garage, where she had
legped into Colin'srenta car. Under questioning, the orderly would probably break down and tell the
truth. Colin didn't dare leave Megan behind. She had jumped into his car, stark naked, and threatened to
scream rapeif he didn't help her get away. Now he was stuck with her. They'd never believe he didn't
plan to break her out. The only way he could seeto clear himsalf wasto get to the bottom of this story.
And Megan was his only chance to do that.

Some chance, he thought. A bloody crazy nymphomaniac who thought the television was amagic box
and therenta car was some kind of magic chariot. "Y ou've redly doneit thistune, Hightower, old sod,”
he said to himsdlf. "They'll lock you up and throw away the bloody key."

He had to cover himsalf somehow, account for what he had been doing. As he pulled into the mdll, it
cameto him. Hed file the story. He'd hoped to get to the bottom of it al before going into print, because
he didn't want anyone el se besting him to the punch, but now he had no choice. And it occurred to him
that if he played it right, he could even get the mainstream mediato go along. He'd become the story.

Reporter investigating bizarre chain of occurrences kidnapped by menta patient. Y es, that was the way
todoit. Lay it all out about how these incidents taking place al over the world were somehow



connected. Strange Mystery! People From Another Time? Y eah, they'd go for it. Especidly with the
kidnap angle. Hed claim that M egan was armed and dangerous and was keeping him with her, making
him file reports from different locations while they were on the run for the purpose of getting her story out
to the world. And once the paper ran the story-and they would-they couldn't deny that he had been
assgnedtoit. It had been hisown ideg, but his editor had approved it, and once the sory ran, he
couldn't claim he hadn't known anything about it.

Hightower decided he'd have to phoneit in, as soon as possible, and then get out of town, fast. And after
that? Hed play it by ear, stringing it out aslong as possible until he found out what was behind it dl. It
would be risky, but it would be worth it. The mainstream mediawould be sure to pick the story up
because of the kidnap angle. And so what if it weren't exactly true? Who were they going to believe, him
or an escaped mentd patient? He grimaced wryly. Wdll, given hisreputation, it could easly go ether
way. But it just could be histicket back into the big time.

"One step at atime, old boy," hetold himsdf. "One step at atime.”

Meanwhile, in another space and time (which technicaly contradicts the "meanwhile" cometo think of it,
but you get the generd idea), on adirt road winding through the Redwood Forest in theland of Darn, Dr.
Marvin Brewster was Sitting in a horse-drawn cart with Mick O'Fallon, the brawny little leprechaun
swordsmith, and Bloody Bob, the huge nearsighted brigand who had sworn eternal alegianceto
Brewster for magicdly restoring hissght. Actudly, Brewster had done nothing of the sort. When he had
met Bob, the aging former mercenary's eyesight had grown so bad that he was incapable of seeing
anything clearly unlessit was about four inchesin front of hisface. Needlessto say, Bob had been forced
to retire from soldiering and had joined up with the Black Brigands, who were such abunch of misfits
that they would accept just about anybody. And they knew enough to stay well out of Bob's way when
he started laying about him with his sword. Once, he had cleared half an acre of forest before he redlized
he was surrounded by trees and not human antagonists.

After much trid and error, Brewster had made him a crude parr of prescription lenses, which he had
mounted in ahelmet visor. The "magic visor" had not quite corrected Bob's vision to 20/20, because
Brewster was not atrained optometrist, but it was nevertheless a dramatic improvement and had further
added to Brewster's growing reputation as a mighty sorcerer.

At firgt, Brewster had felt very uneasy about being taken for awizard, but no matter how much hetried
to explain that what he did was science and not magic, nobody believed him. Even after held taught
Robie McMurphy, asimple farmer, how to grind lenses for some of the other villagers who were having
trouble with their eyes, they ill thought it was magic, and that Brewster had to be a very gifted mage,
indeed, to teach Robie how to work the enchantment so well. To these primitive people, "science” was
merely some advanced form of necromancy and Brewster had given up trying to dissuade them from the
notion. They cdled him"Brewster Doc," mistaking hislast namefor atitle, asif he were an dchemigt, and
mistaking histitle (he dwaysliked hisfriendsto call him Doc) for aname. He had grown to likethe
curious gppellation. And if they wanted to believe that he knew magic, hed finaly decided, what wasthe
harm? Besides, having areputation as a sorcerer brought him agreat deal of respect in this strange world
and made things consderably easier than they might have been if they thought he was merely an ordinary
man.

Initidly, Brewster had bdlieved histime machine had taken him back into the pagt, to England in the ninth
or tenth century, but it hadn't taken long for him to redlize that he had traveled much farther than hed
thought. For one thing, there had been no dragonsin medieva England, nor were there elves or unicorns
or faries. Brewster would never have believed such creatures could exist, yet now he numbered among
hisfriends one gigantic, scaey, talking dragon named Rory, a coffee drinking bestnik vampire ef named



Rachd Drum, and aleprechaun armorer and blacksmith named Mick O'Fallon. When he had first met
Mick, Brewster had thought he was a dwarf. Now, he was about to meet some real dwarves, and he
was looking forward to it with both eagerness and allittle apprehension.

Brewster tried, without agreat dedl of success, not to imagine dwarves the way they had appeared in the
fairy taeshéd read asachild, becausein thisuniverse, thefairy taleswere twisted. Here, elves drank
human blood-except for Rachel, who was a vegetarian-unicorns smelled worse than skunks, bushes
uprooted themsel ves and wandered about the countryside, and dragons dreamed eventsin Brewster's
universe, somehow tapping into it psychically while they dept. Brewster had no ideawhat to expect of
dwarves.

It was dmost dawn, and they had pulled up at afork in the road leading to the Purple Mountains. As
they waited, Brewster smoked his Dunhill pipe. He had long since run out of pipe tobacco, but Calamity
Jane, the accident-prone wife of the brigand known as Pikestaff Pat, had concocted a specia blend for
him made from herbs and wildflowers and some other unspecified ingredients Brewster wasn't sure he
really wanted to know about. It was a very pleasant smoke, but ever since hed seen Jane grinding up
some beetlesfor one of her halucinatory tea blends, he had decided it was better not to question her too
closdly about such things. At least the "tobacco” Jane had blended for him didn't make him halucinate,
though it did impart a pleasant buzz.

Sometimes, the life held left behind seemed dmost like adream. He had lost track of how long held been
inthis peculiar world. It had to be at least ayear by now, perhaps longer. His clothes had al worn out,
except for his durable Harris tweed sport jacket, and with his brown leather breeches, high lace-up boots
with fringe tops, white cotton tunic and hounds-tooth sport coat, he now looked rather like a preppie

peasant.

Hed never been very good at keeping track of time, and for that matter, he had no ideawhere heredly
wasin time-or space. Some sort of parallel universe, in another dimension. That wasal he knew. He
wouldn't have been surprised if Rod Serling suddenly stepped out from behind arock and started
gpeaking to an unseen televison audience.

Unwittingly, he had blundered into the greatest scientific discovery of dl time, but unless he found away
to get back home, no one would ever know about it. And since he'd wrecked his time machine, the only
way back now wasto find the first machine he had constructed and programmed with these same
coordinates. The good news was that he had finaly learned whereit was. The bad newswasthat it had
falen into the hands of a powerful wizard named Warrick Morgannan, better known as Warrick the
White, the roya wizard to the King of Pitt. And from what Brewster had heard of Warrick, getting the
time machine away from him would not be essy.

Theideaof going up againgt ared honest-to-God sorcerer was disconcerting enough al by itsalf, but
Brewster had learned that Warrick was aready trying to find him. This knowledge had come courtesy of
aprofessional assassin by the name of Sean MacGregor. Mac had been sent out in search of Brewster,
but he had met Black Shannon first, and the two bloodthirsty killers had fallen for each other like aton of
bricks. Asaresult, Mac had turned his back on Warrick, reneging on his contract, and had settled down
in Brigand's Roost with Shannon, where he had opened a school for professiond ns. Sofar, he
didn't have too many pupils-just histhree hulking, birdbrained apprentices, Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh, and
the Awful Urchin Gang, afilthy and unkempt agglomeration of stray children so obnoxiousthat no one
would admit to being their parents.

It had occurred to Brewster that perhaps training the Awful Urchinsin the use of wegpons was not the
smartest ideain theworld, but at least it kept them off the streets and out of peopl€'s hair, and teaching
the only thing he knew gave Mac afeding of accomplishment. And if Mac was happy, Shannon was



happy, and if Shannon was happy, Brewster was relieved, because Shannon basically had three ways of
dedling with men-bed them, kill them, or beat them into submission. She had done none of those with
Brewster, though there had been severa close calls, and Brewster had an uneasy fedling that she was il
trying to decide which of the three courses she would take with him. So long as Mac kept her occupied,
Brewgter fet awholelot safer. And hefelt safer still once he started to bring some profit to the muddy
little town of Brigand's Roost. It wasto that end that he had come aong with Mick on thistrip to seethe
dwarves.

" "Tisvery quiet you've been, Doc," said Mick. "Something on your mind?"
"Oh ... just thinking, Mick, that'sal," Brewster replied, abstractedly.
"About home?" asked Mick.

"How did you know?" said Brewster.

" Tisacertain look you get when you start thinking about home," said Mick. "A distant, melancholy sort
o' look."

llAhlll
"Areyou not happy here, Doc?'

"Y ou know, Mick, thefunny thing is, | am happy here. Happier than | can remember being in along, long
time. It's strange. Back home, | was avery wedthy man. | thought | had everything | ever wanted. | had
agood home, the respect of my colleagues, and unlimited time to pursue my own research in a private
laboratory, funded by amultinationa corporation. | even had acharming, intelligent, beautiful young
woman who was going to be my wife. | suppose | thought | was happy, but | realize now that there was
something missing. | didn't redlly fed useful. Oh, I'd managed to come up with afew thingsthat made
enormous money for the corporation | was working for, and they had practical applications, to be sure,
but | never redlly had thefedling that | was making a difference in peopleslives-not theway | am here.”

"Aye, things have sure enough changed in Brigand's Roost since you arrived, Doc. And for the better,
too. But tell me, what's a corporation?”

Brewster smiled. "Well, you know dl the plans you've been making with Robie and Pat and that peddier,
Harlan? That's how a corporation starts. Y ou begin with something that you want to market, like Jane's
tess, for instance-"

"Celedtid Stegpingsteas,” said Mick.
"Celegtid Steepings?’ Brewster raised his eyebrows.

" "Tiswhat we're going to call the brews,” said Mick. "Since Jane has about a dozen different blends by
now, we thought each should have its own name, but they should al be known by atrade name, too."

"A brand name," Brewster said, with agrin. "That's cdled marketing. Harlan'sideg, right?"

"Aye" said Mick. "He'sgot alot o fineideas. Well be marketing the Many-Bladed Knife, aswell, and
Doc'sMagic Dirt Remover.”

"Doc's Magic Dirt Remover?' Brewster asked. "Oh, you mean the sogp. Y ou named it after me?”
"Wedidn't think you'd mind."



"No, I'm very flattered. But that's precisely what | mean. Y ou begin with aplan for goods you want to
market, and then you make arrangements for the production of those goods, and for their distribution,
and for how you'll advertisethem ... that's mainly what a corporation does. It starts small and asit
prospers, it grows bigger and bigger, employing more and more people, accumulating more assets,
adding more products, acquiring other companies, sdlling stock-"

"Stock?What isthat?'

"What is stock? Well, basicdly, it'saway of raising capital. Money to finance your efforts. What you do
isyou sl smal shares of your company to private investors. They give you money in return for those
shares, which are pieces of paper that say they own an interest inasmall part of your company. By
purchasing these shares, they're gambling that your company is going to prosper and those sharesare
going to be worth more than what they paid for them. And as the company makes money, it pays
dividends to shareholders-a small portion of the profits. And that's how corporations grow."

"Interesting,” said Mick. "I'll haveto mention it to Harlan. But if you say you're happy here, then why do
you missyour home so much?'

"Because | don't redly belong here, Mick. And because ... well, mainly because | miss Pamela.”
"Ah. Y our intended. The beauteous sorceress.”

Brewster smiled. Mick and the others naturally thought Pamelawas a sorceress, because held told them
shewasascientist, aswell. "'l often wonder what she thinks happened to me. | wonder if she believes|
ran off somewhere and left her. Or if shethinks'm dead.”

"Perhaps her magic will enable her to follow you and find you here," said Mick.

"Oh, | doubt that very much, Mick. We'd set the date for our marriage three separate times, and each
time| failed to show up. It was al my fault, of course; | just became distracted. But who knows, maybe
somewhere deep insde, | was afraid of getting married. No, I'm pretty sure Pamela's given up on me by
now. It'll probably make her father very happy. He never did like me very much. He thought his daughter
could do better."

"Then hesavery foolish man,” said Mick.

"Why, thank you, Mick. That was avery kind thing to say."

" 'Tisbut thetruth."”

"Wadll, | don't know about that. But it was nice of you to say s0."

" "Tisdmost sunrise,” Mick said, looking up through the canopy of branches overhead. "The dwarves
should be coming soon.”

"Why couldn't we just go meet them at their village?' Brewster asked.

"I don't think you would enjoy that very much, Doc,” Mick replied. “They live underground, you know, in
warrens. | might be able to squeeze through their little tunnels, but you're much too big.”

llmlll

"But they come by thisway each morning &t thistime, on their way to the minesup in the Purple
Mountains. Whenever we have businessto discuss, | always meet them here." Even as he spoke,



Brewster could hear a curious chanting approaching from the distance, down the road. It was a chorus of
deep male voices, accompanied by handclapping and foot stomping and percussive mouth noises. A
moment later, he could see them coming around abend in the road, marching in ranks with a curious,
bobbing, dancing sort of cadence. Asthey drew closer, he could make out the. words of their rhythmic,
Sng-song chant.

"Early inthe morning, werise and shine, And haul our assesto the mine, Hey, hey, my man! Hi, ho! It's
off to work we go!

"Wetunnd down hard and we tunnel down deep, We keep diggin' that ore until it'stime to deep, Hey,
hey, my man! Hi, ho! It's the only work we know!

"Rappin’ while we work, it'stheway to go, It keepsthe long day from goin' dow, Hey, hey, my man! Hi,
ho!

It's the way we run our show!
"Dig it! Boom-shackarlacka-lackal Boom-shacka-lackalackal Boom-shackalackarlackal Boom!"

Brewster stared with astonishment at the tiny figures as they approached. They were even lessthan
leprechaun-sized, the tallest of them shorter than Mick by at least afoot. Most of them were only about
two feet tall, and Brewster was amazed that such deep, basso profundo voices could come from such
tiny bodies. They were extremdy muscular for their size, mostly blocky torso, with stubby, thick little legs
and arms, and large heads crowned with masses of dark, Rastafarian-style dreadlocks. Asthey drew
closer, he could see that their skin was an ash-gray color, and their facia featureslooked amost Asian.
Their eyes were dmond shaped and very wide gpart, and they had graceful, turned-up noses and pointed
chins. Some of them had their hair pulled back in pony-tails and Brewster saw that their earswere
pointed aswdl, and they were even larger than ef ears. They dl wore heavy leather boots with thick
soles and hedls, and baggy |eather shorts that came down to just below their knees. But what most struck
Brewster were the oversize shirtsthey wore, in awide variety of colorful plaids.

"Those shirts..." hesaid. "They look like-"

"Dwarven flannd," Mick said. "Light, warm, and very comfortable. Only dwarven weavers know how to
makeit, and they will not share the secret with anyone.”

"Rapping, Ragtafarian, grunge dwarves?' said Brewster.

Asthe dwarves stopped in front of their wagon, a couple of them detached themselves from the
formation and approached. "Hi, ho, Mick," one of them said.

"Hi, ho, Dork," Mick replied.
"Dork?" sad Brewdter, raising his eyebrows.

The dwarf drew himsdf up to hisfull height, though at afull height of only two feet, something about the
effect waslogt. "I am Dork, headman of my tribe," he said in asurprisingly deep voice. He thumped
himself on his chest for emphass. "And thisis Dweeb, my brother.”

"Ho," said Dweeb, with acurt nod at Brewster.
"And thisisthe Brewster Doc, the mighty sorcerer | told you about,” said Mick.

The two dwarves |ooked properly impressed, but not asimpressed as they ooked when Mick showed



them a couple of the Swiss Army knives from the recent production run back at the keep. They went
back to the others and were dl soon mumbling excitedly, as the knives were passed around.

"Dwarves are extremely fond o' tools," said Mick, in an asde to Brewster. "They love nothing better. The
kniveswill do most o' the work for us, but let me do the bargaining. Y ou just Sit there and look
important.”

"Whatever you say, Mick," Brewster said, and he tried to look asimportant as he could when Dork and
Dweeb came back up to the wagon.

"We must have these marvelous knives," Dork said intensaly. "Never have we seen such well-made,
useful tools. How much will you take for them?”

"Nothing," Mick said.
"But we must havethem!"
"Y ou misunderstood,” said Mick. " Tisagift they are, from Doc to your brother and yourself.”

Thetwo dwarves glanced at Brewster with astonishment and Brewster merely nodded, trying to look
important.

"Truly?' Dork said with amazement.
"Truly," Mick replied. "Doc would like to make you presents o' them, as a gesture o' goodwill."
The dwarves glanced at each other. "Do you have more knives such as these?' asked Dork.

"They arevery difficult to craft,” said Mick. "And werequire only the very finest materials, such asthose
you have provided mewith in the pagt, in limited quantities, for certain o' my swords."

The dwarves glanced at each other again. "And if we could provide more?”
"Y ou mean to say you might be interested in an dliance for our mutua benefit?”
"If it isto our mutuad advantage,” Dork replied cautioudy.

"Wl then, let'stalk some business, lads," said Mick with awink at Brewster as he got down out of the
wagon.

THREE

The muddy little town of Brigand's Roost was no longer amuddy little town, and some of the older
residents weren't quite sure what to make of al the changes. Gentrification was aword that was
unknown to One-Eyed Jack and Bloody Mary, but as they sat on the second-floor balcony of One-Eyed
Jack's Tavern, watching all the new construction, they wondered about the effect dl these changes were
having on their lives

Every day, more and more people arrived in Brigand's Roost. Jack had built an addition to histavern to
house the overflow from the rooms he had to |et upstairs, and no sooner had the congtruction been



completed than he had to start building yet another addition to accommodate the constant influx of new
arrivals. In this manner, the tavern had expanded over the last year until it had become surrounded by a
commaodious rooming house that had grown to take up an entire block, and was now known as The
Brigand's Roost Hotdl.

Jack'slife had changed completely. A year earlier adl he had to worry about was tending bar in histavern
and breaking up the occasiond fight on Saturday night, when the brigands would comeinto get dl
liquored up. And every now and then, some traveler would get out of line with one of Bloody Mary's
girlsand Jack would have to bust a head or two. Otherwise, life had been quiet, peaceful, relaxing, and
uncomplicated. Now, everything had changed.

He had found it necessary to hire three bartenders to work in the tavern, which was always full to
capacity, even with the wall knocked down and the bar extended. He now had a hotel manager working
for him, and astaff of over two dozen employees. He no longer even had the pleasure of breaking up the
fights, because Hugh, Dugh, and Lugh were now on the payroll as bouncers, and they kept order with a
brutal and direct efficiency. Inthetwilight of hislife, Jack was lill fit and strong, if alittle creaky, and
though he had lost most of histeeth and one eye, he till felt useful and productive. The only trouble was,
now he had hardly anything to do. He had become, againgt al expectation, awedthy man. And hewas
having a hard time getting used to the idea.

Bloody Mary was getting on in years aswell, but anyone could seethat in her prime, she must have been
ared heart-stopper. Shewas still beautiful, even though her face was lined with age and she had put on
weight, and though it had been years since she had entertained male clients, what she didn't know about
the art of love smply wasn't worth knowing. Ten years earlier, she had retired to the country and found
her place in Brigand's Roost, where she had become partners with Jack and operated asmall and
friendly brothel on the upper floor of the tavern. Inthelast Ssx months, however, she had found it
necessary to hire adozen additiona girls and the upper floor of the tavern was no longer enough to
handle dl the business. Directly acrossthe street, anew building was going up, three whole floors, and a
ggninfront of it said, "Future Home of Bloody Mary's Gaming and Pleasure Emporium.”

Mary wasn't sure about the gaming part, but Harlan had Insisted that it would be good for the growth of
the town's economy to have gambling on the premises, and as he had bought into her business, he
promised he would run the gambling concession and she wouldn't have to worry about anything other
than managing her girls. And even there, she didn't have to do much. Saucy Cheryl had taken over most
of the managing duties, and Mary had to admit that Cheryl had ared flair for it. She hired only the most
beautiful girlsand trained them al hersdf, and therewas alist of recently arrived girlswaiting to get hired
on once the new building was completed.

Asthey sat on the balcony of the tavern, Mary and Jack watched the constant parade of people goingin
and out of the offices of Harlan's Townlot Company and Holdings, Ltd., Stuated next door to the Future
Home of Bloody Mary's Emporium. Within aremarkably short time, Harlan the Peddler had become
Harlan the Entrepreneur, aforce to be reckoned with in Brigand's Roost. There was even talk of running
him for mayor. Brigand's Roost had never had amayor before, but now they had a Town Council that
met in the tavern every Tuesday night, and for the first timein anyone's memory, there were actualy
ordinances on the books. Before, there hadn't even been any books.

No one had ever actualy owned property in Brigand's Roost before. In the past, if someone had arrived
intown and chosen for some unfathomable reason to stay, they would smply have homesteaded alittle
patch of ground and built a shack upon it. Harlan had changed all that. Red estate was now big business
in Brigand's Roost. The hawk-faced little peddler had recruited some of the brigandsto parce out al the
acreage around the town and survey it, and the ownership was equally divided among al the old-time



residents of the town and the environs, which basically meant the brigands and afew of thelocalswho
lived in and around the village. The Townlot Company administered the transfers of the deeds-for a
percentage-and Harlan's offices were papered with platted mapsindicating al the lots by number. And
he had an interest in each and every one of them. When dl of the available lots had been sold, they
smply cleared more forest |land around the town and parceled it out. New lotswere sold as quickly as
they were surveyed and made available. Suddenly everyone was making money hand over fist.

AsMary and Jack sat on their balcony, they could see the entire main street of the town stretching out
before them. It had more than tripled in length in the last few months and would soon quadruple. Where
once Brigand's Roost had been nothing more than a curving, rutted dirt street with afew shacks on either
sde, now it was afull-scae town, with Sde streets and aleyways, and within afew years-if growth
perssted at thisrate-it would become acity.

Therewas now afarmer's market at the end of Main Street, and there were two stables, ablacksmith's
shop, two saloons, ahotel, an gpothecary shop, four tailors, adry goods store, amilliner, aleather
worker, two construction companies, a soothsayer, three bakeries, two butcher shops, abank, a
jewder, and even ateahouse, serving afull selection of Cdamity Jane's Celestid Steepingsteaswith
homemade muffins and pies. At the edge of town, there was a profusion of market stalls set up-al of
whose operators had to pay atrade tariff to the Town Council, of which Harlan was afounding member.
A smdll tent city had sprung up on the edge of town, full of people waiting for housing to become
available. And the steedy stream of new arrivals showed no sign of letting up.

"Where do you think they're dl coming from?" asked One-Eyed Jack, scratching his heavily bearded
chin.

"Pittsburgh, mostly," Mary replied, putting her bare feet up on the balcony ralling. " Tiswhat the girls say.
They're having some trouble there and people are leaving in droves."

"What sort of trouble?' Jack asked.

Mary shrugged. "They say arevolution is brewing, and people want to get out before the fighting Sarts.
There's dready been somerioting, | hear.”

"How come?"' asked Jack.

Mary frowned. "I'm not quite sure. | keep hearing different stories. Some say that King Billy has become
atyrant. Others say he's gone mad and the sheriff isthe tyrant and that he has his brother under his
thumb. Some say he's even deposed the king and isruling in his place, while King Billy servesonly asa
figurehead. But al agree that Pittsburgh has become amiserable placeto live, what with al the new
ordinances the sheriff hasingtituted in the king's name. They say aperson can't even spit on the street
anymore without being arrested. And those who are arrested are taken to the dungeons and never seen
nor heard from again. Everyone says 'tis only amatter of time until the people rise up againgt the king."

"Assuming theres any peopleleft to doit, at therate they're leaving,” Jack replied. "What | don't
understand iswhy they'redl coming here.”

"Word has spread that there's amighty sorcerer in Brigand's Roost and he's hel ping people make a
better lifefor themselves here," said Mary. "Everyone who comes to town asks about him. It'sthat
Harlan. He's the one who started it al. Every time anew wagonload of goods goes out to market, he has
them take a stack of handbillstelling al about the good life and dl the opportunitiesin the booming town
of Brigand's Roost. He cdlsit 'marketing.'"

Jack grunted in assent. "l never saw a man with so much energy. He never sands till. Every timeyou



turn around, he's got some new plan cooking. Thingsjust haven't been the same in Brigand's Roost sSince
he arrived. And I'm not sure al these changes are for the better.”

"What are you complaining of 7' asked Mary. "Y oure getting rich.”
"True," said Jack. "But for thelife of me, | can't reckon what aman's supposed to do when he getsrich.”
"Work on getting richer,” Mary said with ashrug.

"Doesn't seem like dl that much work to me," Jack said, scratching his beard again. " Somehow, it just
sort of happens by itsef.”

"That's how 'tiswhen you have money,” Mary said. "It just sort of multiplies. Harlan cdlsit ‘economics.

"If you ask me, none of this would've happened without Doc," said Jack, "but 'tis everybody elsewho's
getting rich. What does Doc get out of it?"

"Well now, he's got the old keep, doesn't he?' said Mary. "And he never hasto pay for anything in this
town. Thereisn't aman, woman, or child in Brigand's Roost wouldn't give him the shirt off their back if he
asked for it. And he getsacut of all the export business.”

"He does?'
"Sure enough he does. Harlan managesit for him. He's not about to bite the goose that gildsthe eggs.”
"What?" said Jack, staring at Mary with confusion.

"Well, something like that, anyway," said Mary, with ascowl. "I don't know, it made sense when Harlan
sdit”

"But if Doc getsacut of al the export business, why isit he never has any money?' Jack said.
" Tisdl inthebank," said Mary.
"Oh," said Jack. Hefrowned. "Y ou know, | ill don't understand this newfangled bank idea.”

" Tisvery ample,” Mary said. "Y ou wanted meto handle al our money, right, so you would not be
bothered? Wdl, | took our money and put it dl in the bank for safekeeping. In return for holding on to
our money, the bank pays us a percentage called ‘interest,’ so by keeping our money in the bank, were
actualy making more. The more money we keep there, the more money we make."

"But what does the bank get out of it?’

"The bank uses our money as an ass&t, lending it out at interest. There are businessloans, and
construction loans, and home mortgages, and persond loans, and the longer people take to repay these
loans, themoreit costsin interest.”

"Seemsto me| could lend out my own money at interest,” Jack said, "and cut out the middleman.”

"But then you'd have to handle dl the details" Mary said. "Thisway, the bank takes care of al that for
you."

"What happensif peoplefail to make the payments on these |oans?’

"Then the bank takestheir assets.”



"And then what?'

"It sdllsthem for aprofit.”

"ThiswasHarlan'sidea, right?"

"Actudly, | think he got theideafrom Doc,” said Mary. "But hetook to it right quickly."
"I notice that he quickly takesto anything that involves making money," said Jack.
"Widl, he's sure enough making money for you," said Mary. "Hesmaking usrich."

"And making himsdf richer till," Jack replied with ascowl. "If you ask me, putting al that money in one
placeisjust an invitation for somebody to stedl it. Wouldn't it be smarter to have our money where we
could keep aneyeoniit?'

"It could be stolen from us, aswell. But if we keep it in the bank, then ‘tisinsured.”
"Tiswhat?'

"Insured. That meansif someone stedlsit, the insurance company makes good the loss.”
"What's an insurance company?'

"Oh, that's another new idea Harlan got from Doc. 'Tis abusiness that salls security. Y ou buy an
insurance policy that promisesto pay you if you sustain aloss. Y ou can buy different kinds of insurance.
Fireinsurance to protect against your home or business burning down, theft insurance to protect yoursalf
from being robbed, lifeinsurance-"

"Life insurance?"
"Soif you die, your family getsmoney."
Jack shook his head. "Sounds like agood reason for your family to murder you, if you ask me."

"Harlan says 'tis protection for your family, in case anything should happen to you. Y ou pay for it in small
amounts caled ‘premiums each month. And in return for these premiums, if you sustain aloss, the
insurance company makesit good."

"But where do they get the money?'
"From the premiums.”

"So why not just save the money you'd pay in these premiums and have anest egg to guard against
misfortune? It makes no sense to me. Who runs thisinsurance company?*

"Harlan," Mary said.
"That figures," Jack replied dryly. "Does Shannon know about dl this?"

"Of course,”" said Mary. "Harlan knows better than to make money in Brigand's Roost without giving her
acut of dl the profits. He says 'tisa part of economics caled ‘extortion.”

"I'm just too old to understand dl this newfangled stuff,” said Jack, shaking hishead. "I prefer thingsthe
way they were."



" Tiscalled 'progress,' Jack. Y ou have to change with the times."
"Why?

"Why?

"That'sright, why?'

Mary shrugged. "I don't know. Y ou just do, that's all.”

"Isthat what Harlan says?'

"Right."

"Somehow, | knew that," Jack said sourly.

At that very moment the object of their deliberations was busy conducting aboard meeting of The
Rooster Corporation, the name they had recently settled on for their fledgling conglomerate. No sooner
had Mick told Harlan about Doc's explanation of what a corporation was than Harlan insisted that they
form one. They sat around along table in the executive offices on the upper floor of the Townlot
Company, which was now asubsidiary of The Rooster Corporation, dong with The First Bank of
Brigand's Roost, The Rooster Equity and Assurance Company, and Brigand Exports, Ltd. The
corporation also had astrong financia interest in The Brigand's Roost Hotel, Bloody Mary's Gaming and
Pleasure Emporium, and over haf the other independent businessesin town, including the Farmers
Market and the stal concessionsin Tent City.

"All right, so the deal with the dwarveswent down?' said Harlan.

"A complete and unquaified success,” replied Mick. "The moment they saw the knives, they just had to
have them. It was clever 0' you to suggest giving acoupleto their tribal leaders. Now all the others want
them, too."

"It was aworthwhile investment,” Harlan said, nodding. "Never be afraid to spend money to make
money. Especidly if it hooks the customer and keegps him coming back for more. So now weve got a
supplier for raw materias. That's good. That's very good. So long as Dork's people keep their mouths
shut about dedling with us.”

"That was part of the agreement,” Mick said. "In fact, they indsted on it.”
"Why?" asked Robie. "I mean, why should they keep quiet about it?"

"Because they're under exclusive contract to the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, that'swhy," Harlan said.
"They're not supposed to be supplying anybody else. So long as we're getting the bauxite and achemite
directly from them, it saves us having to mineit for ourselves. What wasit Doc called the dchemite?”

"Cryalite" sad Mick. "That'swhat they cdl it in the Land of Ing, where he hailsfrom."
"Widl, from now on, | think we should cdl it cryolite, aswell,” said Harlan.
"Why?" asked Robie, yet again.

"Because nobody knowswhat the hdll cryaliteis, you putz,” Harlan said. (Narrator's Note: He didn't
actudly say "putz," because no one spoke "Yiddish in thisuniverse. There were no Jewsin the
twenty-seven kingdoms, but there was atribe known asthe Hazerai, which roughly trandates as "People
Who Survivethe Guilt," and the Hazera expression Harlan used was arough equivaent of "putz.") "If



we start talking about using a chemite, word will get around that we've got asource. Y ou want the
Sorcerers and Adepts Guild finding out we're buying dchemite out from under them?”

"Uh ... no," said Robie.

"Sowhat dowecdl it?'

"Crydlite"

"Good boy. You see, yourelearning.”

"Oh, and theré€'s one more thing,” Mick said. "Doc and | had adrink with the dwarvesto conclude the
dedl, and they just went wild for the Mickey Finn. They want to arrange Steady shipments.”

"Gredt. You didn't tel them what it was, did you?' Harlan asked.

"No, naturdly not,"” Mick replied.

"Why shouldn't he have told them what it was?"' asked Robie, with a puzzled frown.

Harlan sighed. "Okay, kid, let's try this by the numbers. Mickey Finnisour trade name for what?'
"Peregrinewine," said Robie.

"And peregrine wine is made from what?' said Harlan.

"Peregrine bushes," Robie replied.

"And where can you find peregrine bushes?'

"Wadl . . . just about anywhere. Especidly when they migrate. They'redl over the damn place.”
"Right. And if the dwarves know what Mickey Finn is made from, then they can do what?' asked Harlan.
Robie concentrated. "Try to duplicate the recipe for themselves?’

"Brilliant,” Harlan said. "1 think he'sreally coming along, don't you?'

Mick nodded and McMurphy looked very pleased with himsalf. He had become an unabashed admirer
of Harlan and paid very close attention to everything he did. Harlan had a gift, and Robie was anxiousto
learn as much from him as possible.

"Of course, the dwarves don't have a till," said Harlan. "But we can't expect to keep the knowledge of
how to make a il to ourselves. The more the demand for Mickey Finn increases, the more workerswe
have to hirefor the brewery, and sooner or later, one of the brighter oneswill figure out how to make a
plan for the still and sdll it to the highest bidder. We can't control that. What we can control isthe recipe,
by making sure only the trusted brewmasters have it. Always remember that half the secret of successis
staying ahead of the competition. And if you can't stay ahead of them, buy them out.”

"Right," said Robie.
"Okay, next item on the agenda,” Harlan said. "What are the current distribution figures on the teas?"

Pikestaff Pat went over to the chart he had made up and placed on the easdl. Hiswife Janewasin charge
of dl the manufacturing, which meant gathering the raw materids and cregting the different blends of
Celedtid Steepingstess, but he kept track of the business end of things. A year ago, he couldn't read or



write, but now he had learned how to keep accounts and make flow chartsthat alowed him to keep
track of the inventory and the distribution. He picked up a pointer and stood by the easel proudly.

"Weve got three more stores handling our product in Franktown,” he said. "'Last month they took a
shipment of Dragon's Breath Brew and Fairy Mist, and they did so well for them that now they've placed
an order for our entireline.”

"Excdlent," said Harlan. "Go on."

"So far, aout hdf the marketing force has returned for resupply,” said Pat. "Weve made inroads with
our productsin eight of the twenty-seven kingdoms, and as soon as the wagons get back from the more
distant ones, we should have added &t least five or sx more. And the earlier complaints from the
peddlers about being under exclusive contract to us and handling only our trade goods have dl
disappeared once they've seen how well our products move. They'real anxiousto get out on the road
agan."

"Just as| predicted,” said Harlan, nodding with satisfaction. " And word of mouth from them will makeit
that much easier for usto expand the marketing force. WEl have to see about stepping up production.”

"Theré's no problem in doing that with the teas, or with Doc's Magic Dirt Remover," Pat said. "The spam
ranch is producing plenty of the ugly beasts, so the rendering plant is operating at capacity, but it'sgoing
to be tough expanding production on the knives and the Mickey Finn."

"That'strue," said Mick. "The dwarveswill be buying up most of our supply, and that will ensure a steady
source of raw materiasfrom their mine. We can expand the brewery, but if we wait for the migration
season every year, well run short on peregrine bushes. Well just have to start raising our own.”

"Make anote of that, Pat," said Harlan. "We need to start anursery. What about the knives, Mick?'

"We're not redlly in aposition to speed up production of the knives without affecting qudity,” the burly
leprechaun replied.

"Okay, let'snot rush it, then," said Harlan. "We want to maintain qudity, at dl costs. The Many-Bladed
Knifeisour most important product. It hasto befirst rate. Well expand production only when it
becomes practica. Until then, welll raise the price. The demand isthere; the market can bear it. Now, I'd
like to bring up some new business. Brigand's Roost is growing rapidly, and we need to think about the
future. Up 'til now, no one's paid very much attention to us here, but al that is going to change soon. A
little mud hole of avillage that supports amotley bunch of brigandsis one thing, but aboom town with a
thriving economy is something else again. Sooner or later, someone's going to want apiece of it. And if
we want to protect our interests, we've got to make preparations now."

"What sort o' preparations?’ asked Mick.

"Well, weredl subjects of the King of Darn,” said Harlan, "and at the rate were growing, it won't be
long before His Mg esty, King Durwin, decides he's entitled to ashare in our good fortune. | don't know
about you, but I'm not too thrilled about that ideamysalf. Durwin's never lifted afinger to help us, why
should we haveto cut him in for a percentage of the profitsin the form of taxes?'

"But we've never been asked to pay any taxes before," said Robie.

"That's because there's never been any money in Brigand's Roost before,” said Harlan. "1t wastoo much
trouble to send tax collectorsto amuddy little holelike this. But now we're no longer amuddy little hole
and it's suddenly become worthwhile for His Mg esty to take an interest in us.”



"So what do you think we should do?" asked Pat.
"| propose we formally secede from Darn and form our own little kingdom," Harlan said.

Silencefdl upon the room. For severa moments no one spoke asthe full import of Harlan's audacious
proposa sank in.

"Our own kingdom?" Robie said with disbelief.
Mick gave alow whistle. "That would sure enough get us noticed.”

"If we form our own kingdom, we get to make our own rules,” said Harlan. " And nobody getsto put
their handsin our pockets. Nobody."

"King Durwin would never gt dill for that," said Pat, shaking hishead. "He's dways | eft us pretty much
aonebefore, but if we start our own kingdom within hislands, he'sliable to take exception.”

"Let him," Harlan said. "We've got our own sorcerer, and at the rate people are arriving, well soon be
ableto have our own army, aswell. And it will be avery well-paid army, which should attract the finest
mercenaries. With Doc's knowledge and our skills, Durwin won't be able to do anything to stop us.”

"l don't know," said Mick, dubioudly. " 'Tisan awfully big step. And adangerous one. Who would be
our king?'

"Why not aqueen?' asked Harlan.
Their eyesgot very wide. "Shannon!" Peat said.

"Why not?' said Harlan. "The famous leader of the Black Brigands would make aformidable queen, and
her consort would be the former top-ranked assassin of the Footpads and Assassins Guild. What better
man to train an army? He's dready got the schoal for it. And with Doc asroya wizard, we would be
invincible. No other kingdom would dare to interfere with us. We'd aso have our economy to back us
up. If anyone decided not to recognize our right to rule ourselves, weld smply cut them off from our
exports. And people are going to want our exports. What we've done so far isonly the beginning, my
friends. Beforelong, Brigand's Roost is going to be athriving city, with small towns and villages springing
up around it. Thereésdready asmall village around Doc's keep, and it's growing every day. There are
only afew miles separating it from Brigand's Roost, and soon, it will al be one town. Doc's keep would
make a perfect roya palace-once we expanded it, of course. Doc would still have histower, which we
could designate as the official wizard's residence, but we could extend the old walls and build the paace
on the grounds where the rendering is being done now. I'm sure Doc wouldn't mind the new construction
if it resulted in arenovation of histower and the rendering operation being moved. He's never
complained, mind you, but the smdll isenough to sun aunicorn.”

"It has gotten pretty bad,” Mick agreed. "We could easily clear someland and moveit.”

"My point is, beforelong, thisis going to be therichest city in al the twenty-seven kingdoms," Harlan
continued. "And if we want to determine our own destiny, we're going to have to become number

twenty-eight.”
"Queen Shannon," Mick said thoughfully. "Have you spoken to her about thisyet?”

"I wanted to be certain we were dl in agreement first,” Harlan replied. "I think we should present the idea
to her together.”



"Queen Shannon,” Pat said, trying out the sound of it. "But queen of what? What shall we name our
kingdom?'

"How about... Brigantium?' asked Robie,

"Brigantium," said Harlan, raising his eyebrows and nodding. "Now that hasaringtoit. | likeit."

"Queen Shannon of Brigantium," said Mick. "It does sound rather impressve, doesn't it? But I'm not sure
how Mac will fed about being acommon consort to a queen.”

"Leave Mac to me," said Harlan. "Hell be no common consort. Hell be Commanding Generd of the
Royd Army of Brigantium and First Minister of Defense.”

"Impressive," Mick said, glancing at Harlan with respect. "1 find it hard to believe that only a short while
ago you were amere peddler.”

"l was never amere peddler,” Harlan replied. "1 wasavisionary. All | needed was the right opportunity.
Andthis, my friends, isit. All we need isthe courageto takeit. All infavor?'

"Aye" said Robie, immediatdly.
"Aye" sad Pikestaff Pet after amoment,
Mick nodded. "Aye," he said softly. " "Tisabold and risky step, but | can seethereasonsfor it."

"That makesit unanimous,” said Harlan, pouring them al drinks of Mickey Finn. "I think thiscdlsfor a
toast. Gentlemen, | giveyou. . . the Kingdom of Brigantium! Long live the queen!”

"Long live the queen!" they echoed, and tipped their goblets back.
Harlan gasped and turned purple as the potent brew went down.
"Count of three," said Mick.

"Two," said Robie.

Harlan stood swaying for severa seconds, then his eyesrolled up and he collgpsed senseless on the
table.

"Four,” said Pat, impressed. "H€e's getting better.”

"Since the chairman isunconscious, | declare this meeting adjourned,” said Mick. He wrapped Harlan's
fingersaround the gavel, raised it, and let it drop onto the table. "WEIl go see Shannon firgt thing in the
morning, after he deepsit off."

"What?" said Shannon, staring at them with astonishment. "Have you dl logt your minds?”

"Think about it," Harlan said. He till looked alittle green around the gills. "Weve got a pretty good thing
going here. Y ou're making far more money now than you ever did when the brigands were plying their
outlaw trade, and for alot less effort, too. But a the rate things are going, it won't be long before King
Durwin or one of the rulers of the other kingdoms decides to move in on us. When there's fresh meat on
the road, the carrion begin to gather. If we want to hold on to what we've got, we have to take stepsto
protect oursaves. We mugt seizetheinitiative.”

"He'sgot apoint, my love," said Mac, nodding in agreement. "Warrick is aready searching for Doc. And



that mercenary who tried to take you in for the bounty on your head has doubtless reported to him long
since. | am surprised nothing has come of it yet. Warrick the Whiteis not oneto sit idle for long. He may
be gathering forces against us even as we peak.”

Shannon nodded. "Aye," she agreed, "but making preparationsto defend oursalvesis one thing, forming
our own kingdom is quite another. It would be an open invitation to King Durwin to send troops againgt
l'sll

"All the more reason for usto have astanding army,” Harlan said. "And Mac isjust themanto lead it. A
general needs troops, but he aso needs aking. Or, in this case, aqueen. After all, who is better suited to
the task than you? No one would question your leadership.”

"But how could | possibly be aqueen?' asked Shannon. "I am acommoner, not someone of royad birth.”

"Roya birthismerely an accident of fate," said Harlan. "It has never rendered anyonefit to be aking or

queen; it has merely alowed them to be born into the position. Keep in mind, however, that before any

roya lineage was ever established, someone had to befirst to assume thetitle, and more often than naot,
they assumed that title by virtue of overpowering al the other aspirants. | don't happen to see any other

aspirants about at the moment, but even if there were, | have little doubt that you could overpower them
quiteeedly.”

"True enough,” said Mac with asmile. "Wewould have ourselves awarrior queen.”

"After dl," continued Harlan, pressing the point, "you have dways ruled Brigand's Roost in dl but name.
Wewould merely be making it officid. We are athriving town now. Tisonly right that we should do
thingsin amanner that was proper and respectable.”

"Respectable," said Shannon, mulling it over. "'l had always wondered what it would be liketo be
respectable. A proper lady.”

"A proper queen,” said Mick. "Firdt lady o' theream.”
"And you al want this?" Shannon asked.
" Twas unanimous,” said Robie.

"All that'sleft isan officid proclamation,” Harlan said. "And the small matter of appointing ministersand
recruiting apaace guard and an army. Mac iseminently suited to that task. After al, he has dready
founded aschool to train assassins. It could easily be expanded to train an army, aswell. With Mac's
training and Doc's knowledge, we could have an army that would be unsurpassed in might.”

"Would I not need aking?' asked Shannon with asidelong glance at Mac.

"Well, that would be your roya perogative, if and when you should ever chooseto marry,” Harlan said
quickly. "However, the Commanding Generd of the Army of Brigantium and the First Minister of
Defense would certainly make afitting roya consort.”

"General MacGregor," said Mac. "It does sound rather more impressive than 'Mac the Knife,' doesiit
not?'

"Have you spoken with Doc about this?* Shannon asked.

"Not yet," said Harlan, "but | fedl certain Doc will go dong with whatever we decide. He doesn't seem to
careagreet deal about such things, oneway or the other. Y ou've al known him longer than | have, of



course, but from what I've seen, it appearsthat Doc's concern is solely for hiscraft. Heis not what |
would cdl aterribly ambitious man.”

"Unlike some people | could mention,”" Shannon said wryly. "What'sin thisfor you, Harlan?'

"A far question, to be sure," Harlan replied. "What'sin it for meisaconsderable measure of security,
the ability to conduct my business-our business, | should say-without having to concern mysalf about
anyonetrying to musclein and take things over. Or cut themsdavesin for asubstantial percentage of the
profits.

"And if they did, then you could dways clam you had no choice except to go dong with the new
regime," said Shannon. "No, | think not, peddler. If we secede from Darn, then my head, aswell as
Mac's, and anyone else'swho becomes part of our new regimeison the block. | think I'd feed much
better if you wereto sharein therisk, aswell asin the profits.”

"There has been talk of running him for mayor,” said Robie.

"Not nearly risk enough,” Shannon replied. "If you want me to be queen, then you, peddler, are going to
be my prime miniger."

"Well now, I'm not so surethat's such awise decison,” Harlan said uneasily. "After al, | ana
businessman, not apalitician. | lack the talent for statemanship.”

"Oh, | think we have yet to plumb the depths of your talents," Shannon said. "'If we are to form our own
kingdom, then you, my friend, are going to play one of the key roles. If you share equdly inthe
responsbility, then you shdl dso share equdly in the blameif we should fail.”

Harlan looked decidedly uncomfortable. "I fed ‘tisonly fair to remind you that | aready bear
condderable responshility. | an amember of the Town Council, and chairman of the board of The
Rooster Corporation. | am aso the chief executive officer of the First Bank of Brigand's Roost and
Rooster Equity and Assurance. And | am aso president of the Townlot Company and asilent partner in
The Brigand's Roost Hotel and Bloody Mary's Gaming and Pleasure Emporium. Surely, that ismore than
enough respongbility for any man. After dl, | am only human, and thereisonly so much | cando.”

"Then learn how to delegate respongihility,” said Shannon. "I your new duties as prime minister of
Brigantium start to interfere with your ability to operate your various enterprises, which you would never
have developed had | not permitted it, then | suggest you find someone else to run them. | know nothing
about being aqueen. If you expect me to accept thetitle, then you shall have to advise me on the proper
way torule”

"But | know nothing of such matters!" Harlan protested.

"| am certain you know agresat dedl morethan I," said Shannon. And with alightning motion, she drew
her sword and placed the point against the peddler'sthroat. ™Y ou will be my primeminigter. | am afraid |
must ings."

Harlan swallowed hard. "Well... snceyou put it that way ... | accept your gracious offer of the post.”

"A wisedecison," Shannon said, sheathing her blade. "And your first duty as prime minister will beto
inform Doc of our plans, and ask for his support. | suspect that we are truly going to need it.”

"Asyou command... Your Mgesty," Harlan said with a courtly bow.

"Your Mgesty," Shannon said. And then she smiled. "'l must admit, | like the sound of that."



FOUR

It was awarm night, and the full moon bathed the grounds of the keep in asilvery glow. It would have
been nice to say there was a perfume of heather on the evening breeze, or something equally poetic, but
unfortunately, your faithful narrator must report that the only "scent” on the air was the sench rising from
the rendering pots in the courtyard. It would be difficult to convey the precise senseimpression, but if
you've ever driven through Elizabeth, New Jersey, on awarm and muggy summer day, you'll get the
generd idea.

No matter how hetried, Brewster just could not get used to it. He had no one but himsdlf to blame. He
had wanted to have something to wash with, and at the same time do something about the personal
hygiene of the brigands, most of whom had smdlled like bearsin hest, so he had taught them how to
render spam fat into soap. The wild spam was a rather |oathsome scavenger, ahairless, pink speckled
cregture that looked like a particularly ugly cross between awild boar and arat. They were so inedible
that even starving hunters would pass them by. Rendering them into sogp was the only practica use
anyone had ever found for them. Now, the brigands washed enthusiastically, the better to be waking
advertisements for the soap they marketed under the name "Doc’'s Magic Dirt Remover," and the two or
three rendering potsin the courtyard had multipled into averitable sea of huge black cauldrons, bubbling
away throughout the day and night, producing huge quantities of spam soap and astench that made the
eyeswater.

The soap had become such a profitable commodity that to keep up with the demand, the former brigands
had become spam ranchers and the pens of domestically raised spams just beyond the walls of the keep
meant that Brewster had to live not only with the stench” of the rendering operation, but the ongtant
grunting and squealing throughout the day and night. It wasn't exactly what he had in mind when he had
set about bringing some progress to the muddy little town of Brigand's Roost. On the other hand, it did
keep mogt of the villagers at bay, asthey thought the " sulphurous fumes' coming from within the
crumbling walswere part of hiswizardly arts.

Since he had moved into the keep and started renovating it, adding plumbing and dectricity, thelittle
settlement that had sprung up outside the walls had grown from afew tents and shacksinto asmall village
of identical two-bedroom frame cottages, al painted in bright and cheery colors. And though Bloody
Bob's construction company kept putting up new homes according to asmple plan Brewster had drawn
up for them, they till could not keep up with the demand. Every day, more land was being cleared and
more homes were going up and soon thelittle village spreading out beyond the keep would meet the
town of Brigand's Roost, about four miles away. The roads between the houses were dl dirt, which

made things rather messy when it rained, and the sanitation was gppalling, especialy with the spam pens
50 close to the homes.

Brewster made amental note to see what he could come up with for paving the streets. Cobblestones
would work, but asphalt or something like it would be more efficient. They would need some sort of
seamraller. Perhgpstheinternal combustion engine he was working on, powered by the explosive
peregrine wine, could be adapted to the purpose. And something smply had to be done about the
sanitation, before disease began to spread. Not knowing any better, the people simply threw their refuse
out into the streets. It was how the plague had started in medieval times on Earth, and Brewster had no
wish to seeit happen here. He would have to spesk to Harlan about putting together some sort of
sanitation department.



"The aromain the courtyard tonight is rather piquant,” Rory said as he perched on the parapet of the
tower. Asusud, fairies buzzed around the huge dragon like flies around asweaty mare, their bright glow
reflecting off hisiridescent scales.

"It isgetting pretty bad," said Rachd Drum as she sat cross-legged on the flagstones, absently tapping her
bongos with her fingertips. "It wouldn't be abad ideato consider moving the rendering operation.”

"Like, to another kingdom," added Brian, the Werepot Prince. Since the moon wasfull, he had reverted
to his human form, which had remained magicaly youthful despite the fact that he waswell over sixty
yearsold. Hedidn't look aday over eighteen, and he was avery handsome prince, indeed. Unfortunately
for him, he only looked thisway on nights when the moon wasfull. Therest of thetime, hewas ataking
chamberpot. It wasthe result of an enchantment placed upon him by awizard whose daughter the
irrepressible Prince Brian had knocked up, dong with haf the other young girlsin hiskingdom. What
became of al the other children he had fathered was anybody's guess, but the wizard's daughter had
produced a son who had now grown into aman and become awizard in his own right-none other than
Warrick Morgannan.

"I'd fed awkward asking them to move the rendering operation,” Brewster said. " The whole thing was
my ideain thefirst place. And it seemsthe sogp isredlly salling well. It's given them agreat sense of
accomplishment. I'd hate to put a damper on their enthusiasm.”

"So why can't they be enthusiastic somewhere else?' asked Brian sourly. "Each day, the stench grows
worse."

"I don't know, | rather likeit," said the dragon.
"Y ou would, you great worm,”" said Brian wryly.

"L ook, we did not come hereto argue,” Brewster pointedly reminded them. "I'll seeif | can convince
them to move the rendering operation somewhere e se, but meanwhile, we have much more important
things to discuss. We have to do something about Warrick."

"Thetimeisnot yet propitious,” said Rory.

Brewster sighed with exasperation. "Y ou aways say that Meanwhile, Warrick continuesto teleport
peopleto my world, usng my machine. | fed respongble. What's going to become of them al? They'll
never be able to copein amodern technologica world. What's happening to them isal my fault. | can't
just St by and do nothing!™

"But you are doing something,” the dragon replied. "Each day, you are weakening Warrick's base of
power. Heisthe Grand Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, royal wizard to the richest of the
twenty-seven kingdoms, yet each day, that kingdom grows weaker and more unstable. And al because
of you."

"He'sright, you know," said Brian. "People are leaving Fitt by the score and coming here to make better
livesfor themselves. Warrick's abuse of power has brought about civil unrest in Pittsburgh, and a
revolution is coming. Asthe economy of Brigand's Roost grows stronger, that of Pitt grows weaker. All
this serves to undermine Warrick and make him appear ineffective not only to the people of Fitt, but to
hisfellow sorcerersin the guild. And if heis perceived to be ineffective, he shall so be perceived as
vulnerable.”

"What | can't understand iswhy he hasn't moved against meyet,” said Brewster. "By now, he certainly
knowswho | am, and where| am. So what's he waiting for?*



"Don't ask me" said Rachd. "He's Brian's son."

"Thanksfor reminding me," said Brian with asour grimace. "He may be my son, but I've never even laid
eyes on nun, so how should I know what he's thinking?*

"Widll, the gpple never fdlsfar from thetree," said Rachd. "What would you do if you werein his place?’

"Y ou know, that's an interesting question,” Brewster said, gazing at Brian thoughtfully. "Fathers and sons
often have smilar character traits. And you do know agreat deal more about the workings of the guild
and the politics of thisworld than any of us. Serioudy, Brian, if you were Warrick, what do you think you
would do?'

Brian raised hiseyebrows. "Well... | don't know. Let methink amoment.” He frowned, trying to picture
himsdf in Warrick's place. "If | were the Grand Director of SAG, and | stumbled upon amagica device
that was beyond my comprehension, such as your machine, then | think that | might easily conclude it had
been made by a sorcerer who could be more powerful than I." He nodded to himself. "And if that were
the case, then | would have to wonder why | didn't know about him. The obvious answer would be that
he wasn't amember of the guild. But why wasn't he amember of the guild? It isagainst the law for
anyoneto practice sorcery unless heisacertified member of the guild. So... whoever this sorcerer might
be, he's gpparently not afraid of the law."

"But Doc didn't know about the law," said Rachd. "Heisn't from thisworld."

"Yes, but if I'mWarrick, | don't know that, do I?" Brian said. "And asorcerer who's not afraid of the law
probably has enough power to set himsdlf aboveit. If | were Warrick, 1'd find that very disturbing, |
should think. So whatever | decide to do, I'm certainly not going to be hasty."

"Good point," said Rachel. "But you'd have to do something.”

"True, and so far, we know that Warrick has placed abounty on Doc," said Brian, "and sent Mac and
otherslike him out to find him. That mercenary, Black Jack, was one such. Well, Mac has not returned,
but if I were Warrick, | would not know why. Asawizard of consderable power and repute, | would
certainly be adept at the art of scrying with acrysta ball, but the questionis, would | risk it in this case? It
could mean opening an astra channd through which amore powerful adept could strike back at me. Doc
would not be able to do that, of course, but if I'm Warrick, | have no way of knowing that. | think |
would err on the Side of caution, at least until 1 knew more. | would probably assume that Mac had found
Doc and that Doc had defeated him, or € se suborned him to hiswill."

"What about Black Jack?"' asked Rachel.

"Good question. If we assume he made hisway back to Warrick, then that means Warrick certainly
knowswho Doc is, and where heis. So, if | were Warrick, what would | do with that information?”
Brian paused to think amoment. "I'd know that Doc wasin Brigand's Roost, and by now I'd know that
Brigand's Roost isatown in the Kingdom of Darn that is growing by legps and bounds, and producing
marvel ous products said to be the result of sorcerous handiwork. So clearly, my rival is not making any
attempt to hide. Quite the opposite. It would seem dmost as though he were taunting me, daring me and
the rest of the guild to do something about him."

"It would?' said Brewster, unesdly.

"Oh, aye, | think it would, indeed," said Brian as he paced back and forth acrossthe parapet. "That
would make me very angry. Furious, in fact. But I'm not the Grand Director of the Guild for nothing. | am
not afool. | have worked long and hard to gain my present position. | did not succeed by acting rashly.



Someone who so openly defiesthe guild ... defiesme ... must be avery powerful adept, indeed. | would
need to learn more about him before | attempted to take him on. | would need to be very cautious and
discover if he has any weak points, and if so, what are they? 1 would need to plan my course of action
very carefully, becausethisisaconflict | could not afford to lose. Every day, | seethat time machinein
my sanctorum, and | know that | cannot divine how it was made, nor even how to operateit properly.
Perhaps| am even alittle afraid of it. And it daily servesto remind methat | am facing the most powerful
adept | have ever encountered. So ... how would | proceed?”

Brian stopped his pacing.

"I would send spiesto Brigand's Root," he said, nodding to himsdf. "And at the sametime, | would
prepare for war."

"War?' said Brewser, with darm.

. "It would seem the perfect solution. | would go to King Billy and tel him that Brigand's Roost is stedling
our citizensand our trade. | would tell him that they prosper a our expense. There have beenriotsin the
city and revolution isin the air. Our treasury isbeing depleted. Our tax base is being undermined.
Something must be done. And what better way to unite akingdom in acommon cause than war? Teke
al the anger and frudtration our subjects are feding and redirect them at the outlaw sorcerer in Brigand's
Roost Heisto blame for everything. Aye, if | were Warrick, | think that is exactly what I'd do. Why risk
taking on a powerful sorcerer dl by mysdf when | can do it with an army?”

"You know, | hateto admit it," Rachd said, "but that makes sense.”
"You redly think that'swhat helll do?" asked Brewster with concern.

"It would certainly explain why he has not moved againgt usyet,” said Brian. "He has probably been
making preparations, and waiting 'til thetimeisright. For al we know, he has aready planted spies
among us. They would blend easily with dl the new arrivals coming in. Doubtless, he has dso been
seeking support from the other wizardsin the guild, and that would take sometime. They al tend to look
after their own interestsfirgt. A threat to Warrick would not concern them overmuch, but if therewasa
threat to al of them, then that would be another matter."

"But I'm not threstening anyone," Brewster protested.

"| fear 'tisnot how they would seeit,” Brian replied. "A powerful sorcerer who practices his craft in open
defiance of the guild?1 think | would certainly consder that athreat. To say nothing of the fact that you
are producing nickdlirium.”

"l an?' sad Brewser with afrown. "What's nickalirium?'

"The subgtance that you cal duminum,” said Brian. "The secret of its manufactureisjedoudy guarded by
the guild, because 'tis the most precious meta in the twenty-seven kingdoms. All the world's coinageis
minted from it"

"Good Lord!" said Brewster, aghast. "Why didn't anybody tell me?
"We thought you knew," said Rachd.

"I never even had acluel" said Brewdter. Y ou mean to tell methat dl thistime we've been producing
auminum, or nickalirum, and devauing the currency?"

"I don't understand,” said Rachd with afrown. "What do you mean, devaluing the currency?'



" Tissmple" Brian said. "Doc taught Mick to make nickalirium for usein the manufacture of the
Many-Bladed Knives. Each knife goes out to market with handles made of nickallirium. Harlan and his
sdesforcewill only accept coins of nickallirium for the purchase of the knives. No barter. Since we can
manufacture nickalirium, the knives can be priced very atractively, and the purchasers are getting not
only auseful tool, but a vauable commodity, aswell. Craftsmen in the other kingdoms, such asjeweers
and armorers who make precious ornaments of nickallirium, are unable to compete. The knivesare
worth more than the goods that they produce, yet they are priced more cheaply. And asthe demand for
the knives increases, more coinage flows into Brigand's Roost. Since we do not import any goods from
any of the other kingdoms, that coinage remains here, which meansthere is an imbalance of trade. People
follow the money. Our population increases, more craftsmen come to Brigand's Roogt, jewelers and the
like, and they can purchase nickalirium from us more chegply than they could back in their own
kingdoms, where the available supply was limited and the price reflected that accordingly. So, sncethey
can buy it from us more cheaply, they produce more ornaments of nickalirium here than they ever could
back where they came from. All these goods are exported, and since they bought the raw material more
cheagply, they can aso price their goods more cheagply, thereby undercutting the craftsmen in al the other
kingdoms. This means the demand for our products increases even more, while the demand for loca
productsin the other kingdoms continues to decrease, because they cannot compete. And still more
coinage flowsinto Brigand's Roos."

Rachel frowned. "But will this not eventudly create a shortage of coins?!

"Indeed, it will," said Brian. "And the treasurers of the guild will have no choice but to mint more.
However, that will not change the fact that the other kingdoms cannot compete with us on the price of
goods made from nickalirium. To keep theworth of nickalirium high, they must control the available
quantity. But so long as we keep on making more, they cannot control it. The more we make, the less
theirsisworth. And they cannot smply keep on minting more coinss, because the more coinsthey mint,
the more they devaue their worth. Meanwhile, the flow of coinage into Brigand's Roost continues. We
et richer; they get poorer. And if it goes on long enough, their economieswill smply collapse. So |
would say the guild would certainly regard Doc as asignificant threet. They will regard al of usasa
threat. Aye, war ssemsavery likdy possibility.”

Brewster swallowed nervoudy. "Thisisterrible. | never even consdered anything likethis." He shook his
head. "1 only wanted to help people, but instead I'm destroying the balance of trade and bringing about a
recesson in dl the kingdoms we do businesswith. Why didn't anybody tell me about this?"

"Y ou never asked," said Brian with ashrug. "Y ou mean to say you've never even seenacoin?'

Brewster frowned. "Now that | think of it, | guess| haven'. I've never redlly paid too much attention to
such things. No one has ever asked meto pay for anything." He Sighed and ran hisfingers through his
har."l had noidea Well, well amply haveto stop making duminum, that'sal.”

"At thispoint, | don't know if you can," said Brian. "Things have changed too much. Brigand's Roost is
well onitsway to becoming athriving city. The brigands are actudly working for aliving and enjoyingiit.
They'redl becoming wedthy and even starting to dresslike gentlemen. And what about dl the people
who have come hereto make new lives for themsealves? No one here will give up what they have, what
you have given them. Thereis probably more wedlth in Brigand's Roost now than in al the other towns
and cities of this kingdom combined. And one way or another, sooner or later, someone's going to try
and tekeit."

"But if Warrick convinced King Billy to send an army againgt us, then wouldn't that be an act of war
againg the entire kingdom?' Rachd said.



"Oh, | doubt that would concern Warrick very much,” said Brian. "King Durwin could never match his
resources againgt those of Fitt. Of course, if we had our own army, then Durwin might grant us his
support, but I wouldn't count on that too much.”

"Why not?" asked Brewdter.

"Darnisapoor little kingdom," Brian replied. "And if Warrick gainsthe complete support of hisguild,
then hewould effectively have the support of al the other kingdoms. ~ Of course, he may not get their
complete support, but even if he only musters partid backing, those are till odds King Durwin would be
foolish to confront. The smart thing for him to do would be to wait it out and see what happens, then
throw in with whichever Sde seems strongest.”

"What can we do?' asked Brewster with chagrin.
"Make ready to defend ourselves,” said Brian. " "Twould seem the prudent course.”

Brewster sat down on abench and put hishead in his hands. "What have | done?' he said miserably.
"Thiswasnt what | intended &t al. | only wanted to help people.”

"But you have," said Rachd. "They owe you agreat dedl. Y ou've given them knowledge, but they're the
oneswho have put it to work and they owe it to themselvesto fight for what they have achieved, if it
should cometo that."

"It should not prove difficult to raise an army for defense,” said Brian. "Thereis no shortage of
mercenaries seeking employment, and it would provide an occupation for many of the people coming in.”

"And you aready havean air force," the dragon said, thumping his chest with amassive claw.
"Y ou mean you'd help?' said Brewder.

"Of course,” said Rory. "What are friends for? Besides, life has been singularly uneventful lately. | haven't
burned down avillagein years. Terrorizing an army would be ever so much more entertaining.”

Brewster swalowed nervoudy. "1 don't think 'entertaining’ isaword I'd usein that context." He bit his
lower lip. "Surdly, there hasto be away to avoid violence.”

"Peace through superior strength iswhat my father lways used to say,” said Brian.

Brewster shook hishead. "I need to think," he said. "I'm the one who got usinto this mess. It'll be my
responghility to think of away to get usout.”

"It'stoo bad you're not ared sorcerer,” said Brian. "Of course, we're the only ones who know that. That
could be amarked advantage.”

"Only until someone calsmy bluff,” said Brewster glumly.

"Y ou were going to have to face Warrick sooner or later,” Brian said. "1 must admit, it will be interesting
to see what happens when science goes up against magic. But don't worry Doc, we'll be with you every
step of the way!" Brian's remark was punctuated with a clang as the moon went down and he turned
back into a chamberpat, clattering down onto the flagstones of the parapet. "'Oh, bollocks!"

"A phony wizard, avampire df, an existential dragon, and ataking chamberpot,” said Brewster wryly.
"How can we lose?'

Meanwhile, somewherein Pennsylvania



"Hightower! Y ou crazy son of abitch! What in God's name are you up to?”'

Colin winced and held the receiver away from hisear, waiting until his editor stopped screaming. " Jack,
cam down, for Christ's sake," he said, when the torrent of invective ceased.

"Cam down? Areyou kidding me? | just got through talking with the Pittsburgh police, for crying out
loud. The phone's been ringing off the hook ever since we ran your story. They tell me you broke that girl
out of the sanitarium a gunpoint!”

"Jack, will you listen to me? 'Y ou know perfectly wel | wouldn't have the faintest idea how to useagun.
Gunsfrighten me. I've been terrified of them ever since that maniac, Thompson, amost blew my head of f
with that cannon of his. | didn't break anybody out of anywhere."

"Hightower, goddamn it, you'd better start telling me the truth and you'd better talk fast!"

"Okay, okay, just cam down, will you? Look, thisis exactly how it happened. | bribed an orderly to get
me acopy of the girl'sfile and snesk mein thereto interview her. When he wasletting me back out of
her room, she bolted out the door and went down in the elevator. He thought she went down to the
lobby, but she went to the parking level, where she jumped into my car, stark naked, and made me drive
her out of there.”

"Madeyou? How?'
"Jack... she was naked. Think about it."
"Oh. | see. Whereareyou cdling from?"

"I'm calling from a public phone booth. | won't say where. Now |'ve got another story to file. I'm going to
fax it to you in about an hour, from another location, but meanwhile, | need you to back the police off for
m"

"How the hell am | supposed to do that?"

"Get onto the lawyers. Look, the girl hasn't broken any laws so far as| know. And she's not crazy. She
was never formally committed. She doesn't want to be there. Y ou can't just stick someonein asanitarium
againg their will. They haveto go be committed by their doctor or afamily member. It's acomplicated
process. They were just holding her there for observation until they could find out who shewas. Only
they're not going to find out who sheis”

"What are you talking about?"

"Jack, just listento me, dl right? I'll be faxing you dl the details. That bastard little orderly just lied to save
his own skin. How else could | have gotten acopy of her fileif hedidn't get it for me?1'll fax you a copy
of thefile, too."

"All right, Colin, what's going on? What are you on to?"

"I'm going to need your help, Jack. Thisistoo big for meto handle dl by mysdf. But it's my bloody
story. And if you screw me out of the credit for this one, so help me, I'll break your bloody neck.”

"Okay, okay! Jesus, | never heard you tak likethis. I'll call the lawyers. But | need something moreto go
on."

"I'll befaxing you alist of people, Jack. People that have been cropping up in odd corners of the world,



al telling the same fantagtic story. Megan knows many of them. They'redl from her hometown. None of
these people have a paper trail, Jack. Officidly, they smply don't exig. It'sasif they suddenly appeared
from out of nowhere."

"Jack, you're not serioudy telling me you believe this nonsense about-"

"Somebody's discovered time travel, Jack," Colin interrupted him. "1 know it soundsincredible, but it's
the only explanation that makes any kind of sense. Therésamachine ... I'm going to get an artist's
rendering of it based on Megan's description, and I'll be faxing that to you as well. Get some of our
people to follow up on some of these other cases. Y ou'll find they're dl telling the same story. None of
them know anything about modern technology. They won't know about anything that's happened within
the last severd hundred years, at least. They'redl from amedieva time, Jack. Someone named Warrick
has transported them here for some reason.”

"Calin, have you absolutely logt your fucking mind?"

"Don't take my word for it, Jack. Check it out. I'm telling you, thisisthe biggest story of the century.
Possibly of dl time, no pun intended. Somebody's built themsalves a tune machine and gone back into the
past, and now they're sending people here, God only knowswhy. | just need to find out who's behind it.
If you print what | send you, it might shake things up a bit and someone might come crawling out of the
woodwork."

"Thisisthe nuttiest thing I've ever heard.”
"Jack... have you read your own paper lately?"
"Yeah, dl right, but you're telling me this stuff is actualy on thelevd, fahchrissake™

"Just runwithit, Jack. Y ou won't regret it, | promise you. I'll bring you abloody Pulitzer for this, | swear
to God."

"I ought to have my head examined. Or maybe you ought to have your head examined. But what the hell,
it's boogting circulation.”

"Therésmy boy," said Calinwith agrin. "I'll bein touch.”
He hung up the phone.
"So what happens now?" asked Megan, sitting on the bed across from him in the motel room.

"We keep moving,” Colin said. "Somebody's got to know something about al this. If we make enough
noise, maybethey'll try to get in touch.”

"It'sever so nice of you to help me, Calin.”

"I'mtrying to help both of us, my dear. | just hope somebody crops up to give us another lead. At the
moment, I'm fresh out."”

"You look tired, luv. Why don't you take your shirt off and let me rub your back?'
Colin raised hiseyebrows.
Megan got up off the bed. She smiled and amoment later her dress dipped to the floor.

"God, | lovethisjob," said Colin, stretching out on the bed.



FIVE

All right, I've avoided it long enough, | suppose. I've dedlt with Harlan and dl his machinationsin
Brigand's Roogt; I've covered what's happening with Brewster, and I've done some work on the subpl ot
with Hightower, but even though | was going to open this chapter with Pamela, Brewster's brilliant
bride-to-be (assuming he ever survivesthis story), thefact is1'm never going to get through this book if |
keep ignoring Warrick.

" waswondering if you would ever work up the courage to confront me once again,” Warrick said,
gtting back in his chair and glancing up toward the celling with asmug little smile.

Look, don't tell me about courage, al right? You try making a decent living as awriter. | wrote abook
connected to a popular television series about a starship and its crew, and it's been monthssince |
delivered it, but | still haven't been paid. Meanwhile, the bills keep piling up. Y ou think magic istough?
Try deding with publishers.

"So, it would appear asif the omnipotent narrator is not as powerful as he seems," said Warrick.

Powerful ? Don't make me laugh. | can't even control the charactersin my own novel. Well, one
character, at least. Still, | created you, so | suppose I'm going to have to deal with you, oneway or
another.

"You created me?' sad Warrick, raising his eyebrows. "What monumenta arrogance! Y ou dare ascribe
to yoursdlf the powers and virtues of adeity?’

Hey, not me. I'm just asmple storyteller. Whereas you, my friend, are nothing but aroya fictiond painin
the ass.

"Wadll, deity or not, | could easily say the same of you. | have many important matters to occupy my
attention, yet since you have chosen to descend from your ethereal plane to plague my existence, | have
been ableto think of little else. Y ou have caused meto banish my familiar, and while Teddy left much to
be desired, | was il rather attached to him. | had him since | wasachild.”

| know, numbnuts. | wrote that.

"And asfor this... time machine," Warrick continued, getting up and walking over to the device, "I have
deduced that you were the guiding force behind its creation, and do not bother to deny it. Y ou may not
have constructed it, but you provided the inspiration. Y ou see, | know agreat deal more than you may
think."

Y ou do, huh? All right, just what exactly do you think you know?

"The sorcerer who had congtructed this device," said Warrick, walking around it dowly, "the one through
whom you work... thanks to a freebooter by the name of Black Jack, | know his name now. 'Tis
Brewster Doc. | know heisan dchemist who residesin the Kingdom of Dam, in atown caled Brigand's
Roost. | aso know he has acquired his knowledge of the sorcerous arts without sanction from the guild,
and that he has the secret of the philosopher's stone. He has been making nickalirium, in violation of the
law, and he has taught the secret to mere peasants, an even grosser violation. He gpparently seeksto
dominate the trade of dl the twenty-seven kingdoms. Shdl | go on?"



By al means. | could use some interesting dialogue at this stage of the story.

"I have not been idle, asyou can see. | have my spies.”

Of course, you have your spies. You think thisis newsto me? | covered that in Chapter Four.
"Do you wish meto continue, or not?"

All right, go ahead. But let's not get into along and detailed summary, okay? The reader already knows
al thisstuff.

"Very well, then, | shal be brief and comeright to the point. | want the secret of thistime machine. And |
want this outlaw sorcerer.”

| aready know that. So?

"S0o, Snce we seem to be working at cross purposes, perhaps there is some way to settle this conflict
between us. After dl, | am not an unreasonable man. There must be something that you want.”

How about casting aparticularly nasty spell at a certain editor who's been holding up my check?
"That might be arranged,” Warrick said. "Anything € se?'
Y ou could stop interrupting the flow of my narrative, or would that be asking too much?

"Aye, if you expect meto bend to your will," Warrick replied. "Rest assured that in thelong run, | shall
prevail, despite your narrative arts. For if you weretruly as powerful asyou pretend, then you would not
hesitate to smite me down. And yet, you cannot, else you would have aready done so."

Don't tempt me. About the only thing that's stopping me is the fact that it would be very awkward to
bring in anew villain & this point in the story. But if you push me hard enough, | just might do it anyway.
After al, readerswho have stayed with me thislong know by now that anything could happen. And it
might be an interesting chalenge, cometo think of it.

"Y ou are merdy bluffing."
Really? Are you so sure about that?

"Therearelimitsto your powers. Y ou can but influence eventsin thisworld in smal degrees. Y ou cannot
ater them. For al your boasts, you have not the ability to do away with me and replace me with
someonedse”

Oh, yeah? Watch this, wiseguy ...

Suddenly there was aloud popping noise and three figures materialized out of thin air in the center of
Warrick's sanctorum. They were two men and awoman, dressed identicaly in black fatigueswith
military inggnia On their collarswerelittle golden pins, stylized symbolsfor infinity bisected with the
number one.

"Wheat the hdl?' said Finn Dlaney, glancing around. "Where are we? Thisian't Pendleton Base!”

Andre Cross tossed her blond hair out of her eyes and unholstered her sidearm with a quick, smooth,
practiced motion.

"Takeit easy," Lucas Priest said, holding his hand out. " Something's gone wrong. | think we've clocked



into thewrong series”

"Hey, Delaney, take alook at this," said Andre, pointing to Brewster's machine.

"What isit?" the burly time commando asked. " Some kind of helicopter?’

"No, | think it'sacrude tempord trandocation device," said Andre, approaching it with curiogity.
"That?' Delaney said. "It lookslike something H. G. Wells cobbled together from spit and baling wire."

Andre sensed amovement behind her and spun around, leveling her wegpon. "What was that? Come out
of there, you!"

Sowly, Warrick peeked out from behind his desk.

"Careful, Andre," Lucas cautioned her. "Helooks like alocal. We don't want to cause any temporal
contamination in this period.”

"Seemsto me like somebody's dready donethat,” Delaney said, glancing at the time machine.
"Who are you people?' Warrick demanded.

"Colond Lucas Priett, First Divison, United States Army Temporal Corps,” said Lucas, stepping
forward. "And who might you be?'

"I am Warrick the White, of the House of Morgannan, Grand Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts
Guild and Royd Wizard to the Kingdom of Fitt. What isthe meaning of thisintruson?’

"Get him," Delaney said, looking him up and down. "For aguy who dressesin a bedsheset, he's got more
names than aMexican softball team."”

"Careful, Lucas" Andresaid. "'l don't like the looks of this character." Sheraised her plasmablagter.
"Keep your distance, mister.” Shefired awarning shot that struck Warrick's desk and vaporized itina
blinding flash of light.

"All right!" cried Warrick with darm. "All right, Narrator, you have made your point!"
Therewas aloud popping noise and the Time Commandos disappeared.
Now ... you were saying?

Warrick looked shaken. He swallowed hard. " "Twould seem that | have underestimated you. Y our
powers are more extensive than | had believed possible. Who were those ... those beings? Demons from
the ethered planes?’

Hardly. They were characters from another series| wrote afew years back. Though demons might be
interegting, actudly ...

"No, no, never mind," said Warrick quickly. "There shdl be no need for any other demongtrations. What
isit youwish?'

Y our promise ... no, your solemn oath to stop interfering with the narrative.
Warrick scowled. "Very well. Y ou have my solemn oath that | shall not interfere with your narrative arts.”

Just go on about your business and let me get on with mine.



"Asyouwigh," ssid Warrick inasurly tone.

Good. Now that we've got that settled, you can see about getting yoursef anew desk while | get onto
the next scene.

Pamela Fairburn wastired. More than tired, she was bone weary. Every muscle in her body seemed to
hurt and there was apain in her lower back that wouldn't go away.

"Good Lord, Pamea, what are you doing to yoursaf?* her chiropractor asked on her third vigt. "You're
storing up an amazing amount of tension. Y ou must be under enormous stress.”

"I've had an awful lot of work to do, Lynn," she said, grimacing as the chiropractor manipulated her.

"Y ou'd better take some time off, and soon. I've never seen you like this before. Y ou need avacation,
ginl."

"I can't affordit," Pamelareplied. "I'm working on avery important project.”

"What's more important than your heath?'

"Somethingsare," said Pamela, getting off the table. "Thanks, Lynn. That fedds much better. | gppreciate
it"

"I'm going to give you a prescription for some muscle relaxants,” the chiropractor said. "But teke it easy
with them. They're very strong."

"Thanks, Lynn. Yourealifesaver."

"Pamela... Look, it'srealy none of my business, but maybe you should just get on with things, you
know? Stop driving yourself so hard. Go out on a date or something.”

"A date?' said Pamea. "What do you mean, adate? | happen to be engaged, or have you forgotten?”

"How could | forget? Y ou invited meto three of your weddings. Unfortunately, the groom failed to show
up eechtime.”

"Whet are you saying?'

"Pamela... he's been gonefor over ayear now. Don't you think it's about time you accepted reality?
Marvin ran off onyou. And heisn't coming back.”

"Y ou don't understand, Lynn. It isn't like that."

"lsn'tit?'Y ou can't go on carrying atorch for the guy, Pamela. Look a what you're doing to yourself. He
isntworthit."

"Yes, heis" said Pamda "And don't ask meto explain, Lynn. | can't get into it. Thanksfor the scrip.”

"Y ou're welcome. But at least think about what |'ve said. And stop pushing yourself so hard. Burying
yoursdlf inwork isnot the answer. Y ou'll only give yoursdf anervous breakdown. Get somerest, for
God's sake."

"l will. And thanks again, Lynn."
On her way home, Pamela stopped off to get her prescription filled. As she came up to the cash register



to pay for the pills, her glance fell on the racks of tabloids and she froze with astonishment. She grabbed
the paper from the rack and stared at the photo and the headline.

"TIME MACHINE INVENTED"  the headline proclaimed. The photograph on the front page was an artist's
rendering of adevicethat looked dmost exactly like Brewster's sketchesin his notes. Pameapaid for the
paper and hurried outside. She found a bench under a streetlamp and sat down to read the article. And
as sheread, shefdt her somach tightening into knots.

The author of the article was areporter named Colin Hightower. The name meant nothing to her. She
couldn't wait to get back to her gpartment. She ran to the nearest pay phone, pulled her eectronic
organizer out of her purse, and punched up the home number for an editor she knew on The London
Times.

"Howard? Thisis Pamela”
"Pamelal Thisisa pleasant surprise. Not setting another wedding date, are you?"
"Howard, | need your help. Does the name Colin Hightower mean anything to you? He's areporter for -"

"Hightower!" The reaction wasimmediate. "Good Lord! What on earth can you possibly have to do with
acharacter like him?'

"I need to get in touch with him. It's very important. But it has to be handled discreetly. Can you help?!
"Well, yes, | imagine| can, but for heaven's sake, why? Are you aware of the man's reputation?”’
"No, | don't know anything about him."

"Well, perhaps I'd best enlighten you before you decide to pursue thisany further. The manisawalking
blot on the profession of journalism. Heisthe worst sort of Fleet Street muckraker, and there's nothing
he won't stoop to for the sake of a story, the more lurid and sensational, the better. He's an unethical and
utterly unprincipled scoundrel who's been run out of every newspaper job in London. Even the tabloids
won't have anything to do with him. Last | heard, he was working for some deazy little rag based in the
States, which sounds like the perfect place for him. What could you possibly want with alowlifelike
him?'

"| redlly can't get into it right now," said Pamela, "but it's extremely important. | must spesk with him as
soon aspossible.”

"And you can't tl mewhy?"

Pamelatook a deep breath and bit her lower lip. "Howard, I..." She hesitated. "I really shouldn't say
anything, but | know that if | don't, you'll only start digging and | can't have you doing tht. It'san
extremely sengitive matter. I'll need your word that if | do tell you what thisisal about, you won't breathe
aword of it to anyone, under any circumstances.”

"Wdl, now I'm dying of curiosity,” said Howard. "All right, you have my word."
"I can't speak about this over the phone," she said. "Is there someplace we can meet?'

"How about down by the Thames, across from Parliament near the Archbishop of Canterbury's
resdence?’

"Perfect. I'll meet you by the souvenir standsin one hour.”



"I'll be there"

She hung up the phone and started walking quickly back toward her gpartment. It was growing chilly and
it looked like rain. She wanted to get her raincoat and umbrella, aswell astake sometimeto read the
article again and figure out just what she was going to say to Howard St. John. She had no intention of
telling him the truth. He'd probably think sheld dipped acog or two. And if he believed her, it would be
even worse. She couldn't risk exposing Marvin's discovery. Not only for his sake, but because she knew
exactly what would happen to her if shedid.

Technically, even though she didn't redly work for them, she had become an employee of EnGulfCo
Internationa ever since she started trying to piece together the details of what Marvin had been working
on from his notes. Sheld had to sign araft of legd forms-"purely asaformality”-which made her liable for
prosecution if she revealed any details of Marvin'swork. Even if she managed to survive the crushing
lawsuit that would follow if shetold St. John the truth, her career asascientist would be finished.

However, she didn't see how St. John could possibly believe her. The truth was smply too incredible.
She had ahard time believing it hersdlf, even with accessto Marvin's files. No, she would have to come
up with aconvincing story to tell Howard, something he could accept that would il fit the Stuation. As
shewalked briskly back to her gpartment, she turned the matter over and over in her mind, trying to
work up aplausible scenario.

Hightower's story wasimmateria. He had stumbled onto the truth somehow, but it made no difference.
Judging from what Howard had told her about Hightower, held have no difficulty believing it wasjust
some outrageous story the reporter had concocted. So she would have to find some eement of it that she
could connect to the story sheéd give Howard. The artist's rendering. She could show Howard some
sketches she had made at home from memory based on Marvin's notes, which of course she had not
been alowed to remove from the [aboratory. That would show that Marvin's machine and the artist's
rendering in the paper were Smilar enough to cause her great concern, though coincidence was not out of
the question. She nodded to hersdlf. Y es, that would add some plausibility to the story. It could just be a
coincidence, and she wanted to contact Hightower to satisfy hersaf on that point. But she till had to tell
Howard something about what the machine was supposed to be.

What could shetell him? The time machine looked vaguely like ahdicopter. In fact, the bubble and part
of the body, aswell asthe skids, had been taken from amilitary helicopter, though she could not recdll
which onein particular. It didn't matter. If Howard researched it, he could easily find that out himself and
that would add further plausibility. So, something smilar to amilitary helicopter. But what? There were
no rotors, no guns were mounted, and part of the body was missing. Plus there was that unusual looking
torus that surrounded it, the accelerator for the Buckmingterfullerine that created the time warp. So the
machine looked somewhat smilar to ahelicopter, only it clearly wasn't one. What could it be?

A smulator. Yes, that wasit. A sophigticated military helicopter smulator designed for ... what? Some
top-secret, super-advanced modd of military helicopter, obvioudy. Her firm had done some work on the
origind Visudly Coupled Aircraft Systems Simulators, fully enclosed, computerized hemets that were the
basis of the Virtud Redity smulatorsthat were currently all the rage. She knew enough about that to
throw around some convincing technical details that would hold up under scrutiny in case Howard
decided to investigate. But if she made the story convincing enough, there was no reason why he should.
She knew Howard St. John was aman of hisword. He had promised to keep thisto himsdlf, and if he
believed that national security was at issue, held act responsibly. He was ajourndist, but not of the
Hightower sort.

All right, she thought, what was specid about this particular smulator thet it should be so highly
classified? VCASS technology was nothing terribly new, after al. It had to be the next generation. What



could that be? Something sufficiently advanced-and perhapsjust alittle outrageous-to convince Howard
of the need for absolute secrecy.

Brain/computer interface. She stopped as the thought popped into her head. Y es, that was perfect. It
wasdl dill inthe ream of theory in redlity, more the province of sciencefiction than science fact, but it
was just outrageous enough to sound believable, though nowhere near as outrageous astimetravel. The
smulator was something Marvin had designed as a complement to an implantable microprocessor
designed to decrease pilot reaction time and alow him to operate the new helicopter with the speed of
thought. Hightower had obvioudy made something even more outrageous out of the story, but the
question was, had he seen a copy of the top secret plans? Had the security of the EnGulfCo lab been
compromised somehow? Was there the possibility that Hightower was part of an espionage network and
thisridiculous story held concocted was nothing more than an excuse to run the drawing in the paper and
inthat way transmit it to some foreign power? Y es, that was a nice touch. Howard already had avery
low opinion of Hightower, and that would fit right in. She started walking again, then stopped, wondering
if perhapsthat last touch was a bit much.

And that was when she heard the footsteps.

The street was practically deserted at this hour, except for the occasiona passing car, and the sound of
footsteps might not have struck her at al had they not stopped as soon as she stopped. She amost
turned around, but caught hersdlf just in time. She continued walking, suddenly on the dert, the hairs
prickling on the back of her neck. She was being followed. She was certain of it.

She continued walking toward her apartment without looking back, but listening intently. When she
paused, the footsteps paused. When she sped up, the footsteps sped up. She ducked inside the lobby of
her building and ran to the el evator. She pushed the button and the doors opened immediately. Shewas
thankful for that. She quickly went insde the elevator and pressed the button for her floor, then ducked
back out again before the doors could close. Then she hid behind some of the lush, potted plantsin the

lobby.

No sooner had she concedled herself than aman wearing atrench coat and an Irish tweed walking hat
came into the lobby. He approached the elevator and watched the indicator lights until the €levator
stopped at her floor. He did not press the button to summon it. Instead, he merely nodded to himsdlf,
turned around, and went back outside.

That clinched it. She waited until he'd l€ft, then took the stairs, running al the way up to her floor. She
went into her gpartment, closed the door behind her, and leaned back againgt it, breathing hard. She
checked her watch. Still about forty minutes left before her meeting with St. John.

Who could be following her? Who knew what she was working on? Only three people, herself included.
The other two were the CEO and the vice president of R and D for EnGulfCo. She exhaed heavily. Of
course. They didn't trust her. They were having her watched. It occurred to her that the man following
her could have been agtalker, but she dismissed the ideaimmediately. No, that would have been too
much of a coincidence. Given the nature of Marvin's project, it made perfect sense that they would have
her followed. They probably even had her phone tapped. She cursed hersdlf for not thinking of that
before. Stupid.

Fortunately, she had called St. John from a pay phone. Of course, that was no guarantee the call had not
been monitored. She knew only too well what kind of sophisticated ectronic surveillance deviceswere
available to people with resources like EnGulfCo had. But she hardly ever used pay phones. And if they
had her apartment wired, which was likely, then there would be no reason for some sophisticated
bolometric mike. There was agood chance the call had not been overheard. If it had been, then they



aready knew about the meeting and it wastoo late to do anything abot it.

Sheld have to proceed on the assumption that they hadn't overheard. She grabbed her raincoat and
umbrellaand took the stairs back down, going past the lobby to the basement level. She took the
maintenance corridor to the back entrance and carefully dipped outside, then walked severa blocksin
the wrong direction, taking side streets and checking to see if she was being followed. When she was
satisfied that there was no one on her tail, she hailed a cab and drove to her meeting with &. John.

She got there alittle late. St. John was aready waiting for her. She gave him the story she'd concocted,
including the bit about Hightower possibly being aforeign agent, which she said with just enough paranoia
to convince St. John that she was serioudy alarmed and even dightly hysterical.

"Takeit easy, Pamela" he said, patting her lightly on the back. "I suspect you're overreacting just abit.
Hightower may be alowlife, but he's not that much of alowlife. And | can't imagine any foreign power
employing someone as unreliable and unpredictable as him. Still, | must admit the drawings ook
remarkably smilar. Perhapsit's only acoincidence, but | can certainly understand your concern. Still,
don't you think this sort of thing isamatter for SIS? | mean, if military secretsareinvolved ..."

She hadn't thought of that. Sheimprovised quickly. "We can't risk involving SIS a thispoint,” she said. "l
mean, they have been compromised before, you know. The Philby case and dl that. The security on this
project isso tight that only a handful of people are even aware of its existence. Y ou can appreciate why |
had to swear you to absolute secrecy. They don't even trust the intelligence service. If anyone knew I'd
spoken to you about this, weld both go to prison for violation of the Officid Secrets Act.”

St. John nodded gravely. "Yes, | can seethat. All of which makesit sound that much more incredible that
someone like Hightower could have gotten hold of the drawings. Especidly in America. | mean, it just
sounds so bloody improbable. It hasto be a crazy coincidence, that'sal.”

"Howard, that paper'sjust come out,” she said. "If the intelligence service wasin on this, they would
aready be investigating. But the handful of people who know about the project aren't redly the sort to
read the tabloids, if you know what | mean. They probably don't know about this yet. What worriesme
is... well, itsMarvin. Y ou know how heis. Hes brilliant, but when it comesto thingslike this, he can be
hopelesdy naive. And you know how absent minded heis. They dways search him before he leavesthe
lab, not because they don't trust him, but because it'sjust like him to dip something into his pocket and
forget about it. And he doodles constantly. He might have made adrawing and lost it, or perhaps left it
somewhere. . ." Shesghed heavily. "Thethiing is, he's disappeared. He's done this sort of thing before,
asyou well know, but thistime he's been gone for along time, and we're concerned that something may
have happened to him. Weve got people looking for him, but the company istrying to keep the whole
thing very low profile, because theré'sagreat ded of money a stake, and, well, you know how itis"

"Yes, quite" said St. John, nodding severd times. "They don't want the government boys to know
they'velost track of their pet genius. It does sound like arather sticky situation. Y ou poor dear, no
wonder you're so frantic.”

"It's possible Marvin may have gone back to the States for some reason,” she said, quickly following up.
"It would be just like him to take off to consult with one of hisold colleagues back home and become so
caught up in work that he's utterly lost track of time. That'swhy I've got to speak with this Hightower
person and try to find out if he knows anything about this."

"But how do you intend to do that without tipping him off?* St. John asked. "He's a cagey bastard.”

"l don't know," said Pamela. "I'll think of something. | think | can throw enough technica jargon around
to utterly confuse him. Can you put mein touch with him? Discreetly?*



St. John nodded again. "Yes, of course, I'll get onit right away. It shouldn't take more than atelephone
cal or two. How do you want to handle this? Y ou want him to call you, or do you want to cal him?"

"We need to be very careful about this," shesaid. "I think it would be best if we arranged atimefor him
to call me, but not at home or at the office. That would be too risky."

"You could use my place,” . John offered.

"You'realifesaver, Howard. Thank you. But don't call me. I'll call you and check in periodicdly, to seeif
it's been arranged.”

"Right. But thiswhole thing sounds so farfetched ... it's probably only abizarre coincidence.”

"If itis, thenit will beagreet relief to me" shesaid. "But | have to know for sure. Andit'sal got to be
kept gtrictly onthe Q.T."

"Mum'stheword,” said St. John. He checked hiswatch. "1t should be about noon in New Y ork. I've got
afriend a& The New Yorker. I'll give her acal assoon as| get home. She should be able to track down
Hightower without too much trouble. I won't tell her why, of course. She owes me afew favors.”

"I don't know what 1'd do without you, Howard. | owe you one."

"Nonsensg, old girl. Glad to help. Now go on home and try to get some rest. No need to worry yourself
into adate. Just leave everything to me. Give me acal tomorrow."

"I will. And thanks again, Howard."

He stayed with her until she flagged down a cab, then waved good-bye asit pulled away. She settled
back in the seat and exhaled heavily. HEd bought it. Now, al she had to do was figure out how to handle
Hightower.

SIX

While PameaFairburn was e uding the detectives on her tail and Colin Hightower was €luding the police,
not to mention half adozen collection agencies and his ex-wife, Marvin Brewster wasn't e uding anything.
He had started this entire mess and now the weight of it rested squarely on his dender shoulders.

They dl sat together in the grest hall of the keep, around along wooden table, while Caamity Jane
served breskfast and dodged Thorny, who kept trying to help, but only wound up getting in the way. The
peregrine bush that Brewster had adopted when it was just alittle shrub had grown aarmingly in the last
year and now stood over seven feet tall, which meant it could no longer follow Brewster al around the
keep, theway it used to do. It would no longer fit through the narrow stairwells or the doorways of the
gmaller rooms, so it had been relegated to the lower floor and the great hall, whereit resded like an
ambulatory Christmas tree and visitors had to keep careful track of its movementsfor fear of getting
impaed onitslarge and spiky thorns.

Thorny didn't seem to understand that it was capable of hurting people. It wasjust abush, after al.
Actudly, a thispoint, it more closaly resembled a mesquite tree on steroids, but the point isthat
shrubbery doesn't think. It smply reacts-to sunlight, to moisture, and in Thorny's case, to Brewster's
kindness. Mick had intended to brew wine from its roots, but Brewster had intervened and made a sort
of pet of the plant. On some primitive level, the bush had sensed that and had bonded to him. During the



last migration season, it had disappeared, and Brewster thought he wouldn't be seeing it again, but when
the peregrine migration season was over, Thorny had returned to the kegp-only it had grown another
three feet. Now, with its much larger thorns, the plant was dangerous, but Brewster couldn't bring himself
to bar it from the keep. Like a cat, it went out each night to burrow itsrootsinto the soil and came back
again each morning.

"Watch it, you overgrown weed!" said the chamberpot as Thorny brushed against the table and
accidentally swept Brian off. Brewster just managed to catch the chamberpot before it struck the floor.

"Thorny!" he shouted.
The plant responded to histone and backed away, its branches drooping.

"l just hopeyou al know what you're doing," Brewster said, glancing around at the others sitting around
the table as he set Brian down. "Raising some troops for defenseis one thing, but actually breaking off
and garting up your own kingdom isinviting trouble.”

"Our kingdom, Doc," said Mick. "You'rejust asmuch apart o' it aswe are.”

"Mick'sright," said Harlan, nodding emphatically. "After dl, you Sarted dl this. We owe everything we
have accomplished to you."

Brewster looked uncertain. "Well, maybe | provided some ideas and technical help, but | never
consdered the political implications. When it comesto thingslike thet, I'm out of my depth.”

"I'll handle the palitics, don't worry," Harlan said. "We just wanted your support on this. And we wanted
to ask if you would accept thetitle of Roya Wizard."

"But I'vetold you, I'm not awizard!" Brewster protested. "I've tried and tried to learn how to do magic,
but it'ssmply hopeless. Ask Mick.”

" Tistrue," admitted Mick with ashrug. "But then | am not avery good teacher. | have some ability with
magic, but only because | am aleprechaun and it comesto me naturdly. | am not atrained sorcerer. 'Tis
not that you havefailed, Doc, 'tisthat | lack the knowledge to instruct you properly.”

"It makes no difference,” Harlan said, dismissing the whole debate with awave. "People believe you are
asorcerer, Doc, and your science isasort of magic. Tismerdly adifferent form of knowledge. In any
case, thetitleiswhat counts. Every kingdom has aroya wizard. The office would be merely aformdity.”

Brewster turned to Shannon. "Are you sure thisiswhat you want?' he asked her.

"Doc, you and | have had our differences" shereplied. "Inthe beginning, | had littlefaith in your abilities,
but you have proved mewrong. | have learned to trust your judgment. And if | am to be queen-strange
asthat may sound- | would like the benefit of your advice. | would be honored if you would accept the
title”

"Wadll, if that'swhat you al want, then I'll accept, of course,”" said Brewster, "but I'm not sureyou redlly
understand the implications of what you are proposing to do. | had no idea that when | taught Mick and
the others how to make auminum, | was actudly showing them how to make nick-alirium. | didn't redize
what that meant. In my world, gold iswhat the currency is based on and auminum haslittle value by
comparison. Here, gold isworthless becauseit is so plentiful.” He shook hishead. "Everything is different
here. Y ou'd think | would have learned more by now. Producing products for the market is one thing, but
manufacuring nickalirium issomething ese entirely. By manufacturing nickalirium, we are threstening the
economies of the twenty-seven kingdoms, and if we continue, they will have no choice but to go to war



agang us”
"All the more reason for usto be prepared,” said Shannon.

" Shannon, you're talking about taking on the whole world!" said Brewster. "Don't you see that our
producing nickalirium isthe one thing that will unite the other kingdoms against us? And by forming our
own kingdom, we would be announcing to the world that we are a power unto ourselves.”

"What'swrong with that?" asked Robie. "Why shouldn't we have the right to determine our own
destiny?'

"Excuseme," said the chamberpot in Brian's usudly sarcastic tone, "I'll admit it's been afew years snce
I've formally fulfilled any of my functions asaprince, so perhaps I've missed something, but Snce when
have peasants had any rights?'

"They shdl haverightsin our kingdom," Shannon said.

"l see," said the chamberpot. "And how do you suppose the other monarchswill respond to that? They'll
seeit asachallenge, athresat to their power and their way of life. Twould be yet another compelling
reason for them to go to war against us.”

"What if we entered into forma negotiations with the other kingdoms," Brewster suggested, "and
promised to stop making nickalirium if they recognized our right to rule oursalves?’

"I do not think that would help, Doc,” said Mac, entering the hall. He was carrying a bulging sack over
his shoulder. "Forgive me for being late, but | was unavoidably detained.” He siwvung the sack off of his
shoulder. "Look what | found," he said. He untied the sack and dumped it out onto the table. With a
frightened cry, Teddy came tumbling out.

"Eeeuuw, atroll!" said Rachdl.
"Ah, but not just any trall," said Mac. "Observe hiscollar.”

Teddy tried to scramble back out of the way, but Mick grabbed him and pinned him to the table. Teddy
struggled to bresk free, but though trolls are not much smaler than leprechauns and surprisingly strong for
their size, Mick was no ordinary leprechaun. The years held spent at hisforge had given him a powerful
physique, and he clamped a muscular arm across Teddy's throat while he read the little metal tag on his
collar. "Property of Warrick Morgannan, Alabaster Tower, Roya Mile, Pittsburgh.”

"A gy!" said Harlan.

"Warrick'sown familiar, noless" said Mac. "'l caught him outside in the bushes, scouting out the
grounds.”

"Well, we know how to dedl with spies,” said Shannon, drawing her sword.

Teddy cried out in fear and kicked Mick in the ssomach, breaking free and leaping up to run down the
length of the table with surprising speed. Shannon swung her sword, but missed, and Teddy jumped
down to the floor and bolted toward the door. However, Thorny happened to be in the way. As Teddy
tried to dodge around the bush, Thorny scuttled to one side to get out of hisway, inadvertently blocking
his path. Teddy darted in the other direction, but Thorny moved that way aswell, blocking him once
again, and before Teddy could dart around the bush, Mick brought him down with aflying tackle. They
thrashed on the floor until Robie and Pikestaff Pat came running up and grabbed Teddy by hisarms,
holding him between them.



"Don't kill me, pleasa!” thelittletroll wailed. "1 am not aspy, | sweer it! | truly meant no harm!™
"Youlying little hairbdl!" Mick said. "Y ou deny that you are Warrick the Whites familiar?"
"Aye, tistrue| was, but no longer! He has banished me!™

"A likdy story," Harlan said. "Do you take us dl for fools?*

" 'Tisthetruth, | swear it on my lifel" said Teddy. "Have your wizard place me under aspell of
compulsion if you do not believe me and you shdl seethat | speak truly!”

"Warrick could have warded you against such spells” said Mick.

"Then surely your wizard would detect the wards, if heisas powerful asthey say," said Teddy. "Please,
you must believe me! | serve Warrick no longer!™

"Then why are you here?" asked Shannon.

"| cameto offer my servicesto the mighty Brewster Doc,” said Teddy. "I have been a sorcerer'sfamiliar
al my life. Tisal | know. And no other sorcerer in the guild would accept afamiliar who's been banished
by the Grand Director. | had nowhere lseto go." He sniffled miserably.

"That's the most ridiculous story | have ever heard,” said Harlan. ™Y ou expect usto believe that?"
" Tisthetruth!" ingsted thetroll. "l swear it! And | can proveit to you, if you will but alow me."
Shannon narrowed her eyes suspicioudy. "How?"' she asked.

"Beforel |€eft, | stole someitems from my former madter,” Teddy said. "Magical items he never would
have parted with willingly."

"What items?' Shannon asked.
"In the satchel," said Teddy. He glanced & Mac. "Hetook it from me."

"Y ou mean this?' said Mac with aderisive snort. He removed asmall leather bag from his shoulder. It
did not look big enough to contain much of anything. He tossed it to Shannon.

She caught it and looked inside. "1t contains nothing but afew scraps of food." Shetossed it aside.

"Only because you do not know the secret of the satchel,” Teddy said. "The satchd, itself, isone of the
magica itemsthat | took."

Brewster picked up the bag and examined it. "What secret?' he asked.

"Takemeto Brewster Doc and | shdl revedl it to him," said thetroll.

"Y ou're speaking to him,” Shannon said.

Thetroll'seyesgrew wide. "Him?" he said with disbdlief. "He isthe mighty wizard of Brigand's Roost?"
"Well, | don't know about the mighty part,” said Brewster, "but | guessthat ismy formd title."

Teddy looked skeptical. "Y ou do not look much likeawizard."

"Say theword, Doc, and I'll dit thelittle warthog'sthroat,” said Shannon.



"No, don't,” said Brewster. He crouched in front of Teddy, setting the bag down on the floor. "Look," he
sad, "I don't want to see you hurt, but you'rein arather difficult position. If there's some way you can
prove you'retelling usthe truth, | advise you to do so now."

Teddy glanced at the two men holding him, then looked uneasily a Shannon, standing there with her
sword drawn. He swallowed hard. "Very wel," hesaid. " 'TisaBag of Holding. Place your hand upon
the satchel and say, 'Open wide and open deep, reved the secrets that you keep.' And then open it.”

"Be careful, Doc," said Harlan. "It could be some sort of trick.”
"Allow me," said Mac, picking up the satchel and carrying it over to the table.

"Hear me, troll," said Shannon. "If he opensit and anything happensto him, | will make sureyou diea
very dow and lingering death.”

Teddy merdly swalowed hard and nodded that he understood.

Keeping an eye on Teddy, Mac placed his hand on the satchel and repested the words, " Open wide and
open deep, reved the secretsthat you keep." And then, cautioudly, bending back away fromit, he
opened the satchd. Nothing happened. He glanced back at the troll, then carefully looked inside the
satchel. "Well, I'll be damned,” he said.

"What isit, Mac?' asked Brewster.

Mac reached into the pouch and pulled out a sword. The blade was much too long to have been
contained insde the small satchel, and yet, it nevertheess came out of the bag. It had ahilt wrapped with
slver wire and around, flat pommel with the symbol of the sun carved into it. The curved cross-guards
were artfully twisted and the well-oiled leather scabbard was hand-tooled with intricate designs. Mac
unsheathed the blade and it gleamed as it caught ashaft of sunlight shining through one of the windows of
the great hall. The entire length of the blade was etched with cursive runes.

"An elven blade!" said Mac. "1 recognize the style of the runes, but | cannot read them.”
"Let mesee,” said Rachdl.
Mac handed her the sword.

The ef held the blade across her hands, so that she could read the runes. Her eyes grew wide and she
inhaled sharply.

"What isit, Rachel?" Shannon asked.

"Dwarfkabob!"

"Gesundheit,” Brewster said.

"No, Dwarfkabob!" said Rachel. "'Tis the enchanted Sword of the Shaman!"

"HOLD IT! CEASE! STOP EVERYTHING!"

Warrick! Damn it, what are you doing interrupting this scene? | thought you and | had made abargain!
"Dwarfkabob?' said Warrick. "Y ou named an enchanted sword Dwar flcabob?"

It dates back to the days when elves and dwarves were deadly enemies. Actualy, they still don't like



each other very much and... why am | explaining thisto you, anyway? Who's writing thisthing, you or
me? Besides, it was your sword. Teddy stoleit from you.

"Nonsense. Teddy would never have had the gumption to stedl anything from me. What ismore, he
knowsthat al of my valuable personal possessions are spell-warded againgt theft.”

No, he doesn't. | mean, hedidn't.

"Yes, he did. You think he would have been my familiar for most of hislife and not known something like
that? 'Y ou think | would leave magica tdismans lying around unprotected? Not even a sorcerer's
apprentice would be so stupid. | certainly would not be. That would be completely out of character. You
cannot have things happen smply for the convenience of your narrative. That sort of thing lacks
bdievahility."

Look who'staking. | don't believethis. | am just totally losing control. Look, | thought we had an
understanding. Y ou promised not to interfere and now you've broken your word.

"Of course, I've broken my word! I'm the villain of thistale, remember? | am wiseto your design now,
Narrator. | findly understand that this narrative art of yoursis merely aform of sympathetic magic. You
are observing events here from your ethereal plane and setting down a chronicle of what you see, and by
doing 0, you seek to influence the outcome.”

What?

"Aye, you are very clever in your gpplication of thisart, but the principles are rudimentary. | should have
realized this before, but you worked your tale in such away that you prevented me from seeing it before.
However, by trusting me, you have alowed your guard to dip, and now | know what you intend. Well, |
am afraid that | shal have to disappoint you."

All right, that'sit. Y ou've messed with this story for thelast time. | don't careif it screwsup the plot, I've
had it! Y ou're history, my friend. Y ou'retoast. You are out of here.

"Unfortunately, what the Narrator failed to realize was that while he was busy chronicling the eventsin
Brigand's Roost, Warrick had prepared a powerful warding spell to protect himself against being written
out of the story."

Oh, isthat right? Wdl, welll just see about that. How would you like to go? A heart attack? No, not
suitably dramatic. And not nearly satisfying enough. For dl the grief you've given me, | think I'll giveyou a
particularly nasty, gruesome deeth. Let's see...

"l amwaiting.” -

Keep your shirt on, I'm thinking.

"Do let me know when you have hit upon an interesting idea.”
Oh, you'l be the very firgt to know, trust me.

"Aye, | know. Alwaystrust your narrator."

Shut up! You'redistracting me.

"By al means. Takeyour time."

| could ... no. That's been done. Or dse ... nah, that wouldn't work. Hmmm, let's see, now...



"You know, | believe | will take anap,” said Warrick. "Be sure to wake me whenever you are ready. |
would hate to deep through my own death. That would hardly be very dramatic, would it?"

I'm gonnakill him. | swear, I'm gonnakill him...

| giveup. | guessit'sjust one of those dayswhen | should have stayed in bed. Yes, | know I've been
telling you to trust your narrator, but narrators are human, too, you know. We have bad days, just like
the rest of you. And this has been areally bad day. It's now about three in the morning as | write these
words, twelve hours since | wrote that |ast paragraph, and | haven't been able to come up with any way
to write Warrick out of this damn story without having the whole thing fal gpart. Let metell you, it'sbeen
pure hel.

Bdieveme, for awriter, thereis absolutdy nothing worse than hitting the wall. Y ou fed like a spent
marathoner. No matter what you do, nothing seemsto work. The brain smply refusesto function. No
matter how hard you try, the words just won't come. So you get up and take awalk, or else go out and
work in theyard, or try to read a book, only that doesn't work because you're too worried about your
own writing to get into someone e se's story. So you wash the dishes that have been piling up in the Sink
all week, then you clean the house, change your sheets and do the laundry, maybe shop for groceries,
graighten dl the pictures on the walls and rearrange your bookshelves, and when you're done with al of
that and can't think of anything elseto do, you try caling your friends.

If it happensto be aweekday afternoon, dl your friends are working, because they have real jobs, so
then you cal your writer friends, on the principle that misery loves company. Except the onesthat are
having trouble writing, just like you, aren't home. They're out taking awalk, or working in the yard, or
doing the laundry, or shopping for groceries... and the ones who are home have their answering machines
on because they are busy writing, damn it. So you succumb to the ultimate degradation and sit down to
watch TV with abag of Doritos and a six-pack of beer.

Y ou tell yoursdlf that you've just been trying too hard and you simply need abreak. Y ou just need to
take your mind off writing for awhile. Maybe there's agood movie on HBO. Of course, with my luck; it
turns out to be Throw Momma From the Train, where Billy Crystd plays awriter who spendsthe
entire movie trying to come up with an opening sentence for hisnove. So you switch the channd in
frustration and you get The Owl and the Pussycat, where Barbara Streisand spends the entire movie
making George Segd fed inadequate because he'safailure asanovelist. In disgust, you switch the
channel yet again and it'san episode of Murder, She Wrote. Five minutesinto the show, you'vefigured
out who the murderer is and you spend the rest of the show wondering how J. B. Fletcher got to be such
afamous mystery novelist when she never actually seemsto do any writing. She'stoo busy solving
murdersin Cabot Cove or vigting relatives, who immediately start dropping like flieswhenever she
shows up. Y ou'd think when people saw her coming, they'd start locking their doors and putting on
bulletproof vests. And there's another thing, publishers are dwayswining and dining her. The closest I've
ever come to being wined and dined by a publisher was when an editor took me to a Brewburger about
ten years ago. Screw it, change the channel.

Oh, grest. It's Barbara Wadtersinterviewing Judith Krantz e home in her luxurious, multimillion-dollar
mangon in Beverly Hills, complete with three swvimming pools. Y ech. Back to channd surfing. Okay,
here's something. Entertainment Tonight. That's probably safe. Nope. They're doing afeature on
Michad Crichton, who's become so damn successful he could probably sell his shopping ligt. 1t would, of
course, become abestsdller, get made into amovie, and held get to direct. Jesus, there's no getting away
fromit! Okay, the hell withit. I'll go cook dinner and then settle down to watch L etterman.

"On the show tonight, ladies and gentlemen, the master of horror, Mr. Stephen King -"



Gyahhhh! Quick, switchto Leno.

"Our first guest tonight isagenuine movie legend, an honest-to-God superdtar, ladies and gentlemen. You
know him as Spartacus, but now he's embarked on anew career as a bestsdlling author. Please join me
inwelcoming Mr. Kirk Douglas"

| shut off the TV and it there in the dark with my empty, jumbo size bag of Doritos and the crushed
remains of asixpack scattered on the floor around me, thinking, "God hates me."

Around oneam., | dink back to my office, where Archimedes, my Apple Mac computer, Sits
malevolently on my desk, and | just stand there in the doorway, glaring at it. It glares back. Ther€'s
nothing much to do a one am. in the Sonoran desert. The nearest town is Tucson, aforty-five-minute
drive away, and by thetime | get there, the barswill dl be closed. And, of course, | can't go to deep,
because I've got insomnia. It's either face that damn computer or watch the Home Shopping Network or
those late night commercidswith bimbosin lingerie moaning and pouting into the camera, exhorting you
to call their 976 numbers. | actualy consider it for amoment. What the hell, | haven't even had adatein
months. | imagine how the conversation might go...

"Hi, isthis Stormy? Ligten, if you had to knock off an evil wizard, how would you go about it?"
"Huh? What kind of fantasy is that?"

"It'snot afantasy ... Well, yeah, actudly it is, but not like you think. See, I'm awriter and I'm working on
thisbook and -"

"You'reawriter? Redlly? Hey, you know, | do alittle writing. I mean, this phone sex thing isonly
temporary, something to tide me over, you know? Actudly, I'm working on this romance nove and it's
pretty hot. My friends dl think it's grest, you know; they say it'sgot real commercia potential. Asa
matter of fact, | just happen to have it here with me and since you're area writer and al, maybe | could
read you afew chapters and you could tell mewhat you think...."

God, even my fantasies are depressing.
"How utterly pathetic.”
Leave me alone, Warrick. Just... go away.

"| could have told you thiswould happen,” Warrick said, "only you refused to listen. Y ou think you can
turn my own familiar againgt me with impunity?Y ou think you can conjure up spiritsto thresten mein my
own sanctorum and | will submit meekly to your will? 1, Warrick the White, of the House of Morgannan,
Grand Director of the-"

Y eah, yeah, yeah, | know aready. Spare me the resume. | wrote it, remember?
"Asyou wish. Perhaps now you are prepared to discuss matters reasonably.”

I'mtootired to argue. And | can't just go back to the last scene in the keep. Y ou've completely screwed
up the continuity of the story now. Okay, screw it, | give up. What do you want?

"l havetold you what | want." He walked over to Brewster's time machine and stood staring at it. "' want
the secret of thisinferna magica device. None of the subjects | have transported with it have returned,
despite the spell of compulsion | had placed upon them. | want to know why. | want to know where they
have gone. | want to know the purpose of this damnable machine and the secret of its operation. | want
to know everything about it."



Okay, youwin. It'sadevice for traveling through time, as you have aready surmised. Except that it does
not merely travel through time, but through adimensiona porta, aswell.

"A dimensiond portd?' Warrick frowned. "What isthat?'

A warp in thefabric of time and space. Sort of a passageway to another world, another plane of
exisence.

"A gateway to the ethered planes?

Something like that, yeah.

"To the world where you reside?"

Widll... yes, | suppose so. In amanner of speaking.

"Then this sorcerer, this Brewster Doc, is not of thisworld? Heis, like you, acreature of the ethered
planes?'

Well, he'setheredl, dl right, but hes not like me. At least, | didn't think he was like me, but so far al my
friendswho've read pieces of thisthing have said he's just like me, so maybe you'reright, | don't know.
I'm just not up to explainingit.

"l see," said Warrick, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. " So then Brewster Doc is a projection of you, an
avatar, and this device isa gateway to the ethered planes? Fascinating. So thet iswhy none of my
subjects have been able to return. Thereis no gateway for them on the other sde.”

Right.

"And this outlaw sorcerer, Brewster Doc, cannot return to his own world unless he possesses this
meachine?"

Correct.

"Excellent. Now we are getting somewhere. So then, for this machine to work properly, it must not only
trangport whoever isingde it through the gateway it creates, it must aso pass through that gateway
itsdf?'

Now you've got it.

"Of course, it dl makes perfect sense,” said Warrick. "1 smply did not know the secret of its proper
operation. S0 ... what is the secret?"

I'm too tired to argue. First, you've got to get into the machine.

Warrick frowned suspicioudy. "And then?'

Wéll, nothing can happen unless you get into the machine. Y ou have to be inside to work the contrals.
"l see" said Warrick. Carefully, he got into the machine and sat in the pilot's seet. "Now what?"

Y ou haveto strap yourself in.

Warrick examined the safety restraints carefully, then strapped in. "Very well. What next?'

Y ou seethat box in front of you, the one with what looks like asmal dark window in it?



"Aye?
That'sthe trip computer. Y ou haveto set it for time and destination.
"How?"

Therésalittle red button on the box, seeit?

"Aye, | seeit.”

Pressit.

"What will happen when | do?'

The computer will be activated and the window will light up, dong with al the instruments. When that
happens, you have to set the temporal trand ocation chronometer for the month, the day, the year, and
thetime of day.

"And how do | perform thistask?"
Y ou use the keyboard.
"Whét is akeyboard?"

Oh, jeez. This could take forever. Look, let'sjust do it the easy way. Step by step, the Narrator patiently
explained to Warrick how to use the computer keyboard to enter the temporal chronometer settings, as
well asthelocation coordinates. There. That ought to save sometune.

"Very well, now what?' asked Warrick when he was done.

Look to theright of the box. Y ou see aswitch with adid aboveit?

"Aye"

Push it down.

Warrick clicked the toggle switch down. A high-pitched whine came from the machine.
"What isthat noise?' asked Warrick, aarmed.

Just the engine wanning up. Don't worry. It's norma. Now throw the switch right next toit.

AsWarrick did so, the Buckmingterfullerine in the torus surrounding the machine began to accelerate.
The sound of the whine increased, and over it arhythmic, whooping, pulsing sound ensued. All the
indicators on the instrument panel started registering. Warrick'sface lit up with excitement.

" Tisworking!" he shouted over the noise. "It lives! The machinelives!”

Okay, now you seethat lever beside your right knee?

"Aye"

Watch theindicators on the dids. When the needles start pointing into the red, pull it back.

The noise became deafening. Warrick watched the dids carefully, then pulled the lever back. The
whooping whine built to a screaming pitch, then the air around the time machine began to shimmer. Bright



blue electrica arcsplayed dl over the surface of the machine as the warp began to open up, then asonic
boom crashed through Warrick's sanctorum and the time machine disappeared.

Heh, heh, heh. Sucker. Mess around with me, will he? Okay, now let's seeif we can't get this story back
on track. When last we |eft Brewster and hisfriends, Mac had captured Teddy, Wamck's little troll
familiar, who had made his way to Brewster's keep with an aim to offering his services to the mighty
sorcerer of Brigand's Roost. Since Teddy didn't have a proper resume, he did the next best thing. To
demondtrate his good intentions, before leaving the Alabaster Tower, he stole some of Warrick's prized
magical possessions, which, as Warrick pointed out before when we were so ruddly interrupted, were
spell warded againgt theft. (Picky, picky, picky.) However, having been Wamck's familiar for so many
years, Teddy had learned the wards, and so before he stole the items, he spoke the spell to take the
wards off. So there.

Thelittle satche Teddy brought with him was called the Bag of Holding, and most of thetimeit looked
and functioned just like an ordinary leather shoulder pouch. However, when one placed his hand upon
the bag and recited the proper spell, the bag could release its treasure trove. It was capable of holding a
limitless number of items, the only limitation being that whatever was placed into the bag had to fit through

itsopening.

Now, how could this possibly work, you ask? Well, it was magic. Whatever was placed into the bag
temporarily went into another dimension, where it remained until the spell was spoken once again and the
item could be retrieved from the bag. Y ou know how sometimes you put your keys down and then you
can't find them anywhere, no matter how hard you look, and then they turn up inexplicably in the most

obvious place? Well, it's sort of the same principle. Thiswas how the Bag of Holding was capable of
containing an elven sword with athirty-threeinch blade.

Now, as Rachel has aready reveded, thiswas no ordinary elven blade. Its pommel was engraved with
the figure of the sun, and the entire length of its blade was etched with magica even runesthat identified
the sword as Dwarfkabob, the legendary Sword of the Shaman.

"What isthe Sword of the Shaman?' Brewster asked. (There, you see? We're, back on track again. |
told you, dwaystrust your narrator.)

"Long ago, in the days of the great wars between the. elves and the dwarves, there lived amighty elven
wizard known asthe Shaman,”" Rachel said, beating out an accompanying tattoo on her bongos as she
spoke. "Hewas of no tribe, and helived al by himsdf deep in the Redwood Forest, inasmall clearing
by abrook. The leaders of dl the elven tribeswent to him for counsd, for in those days, there were many
rivaries among the different tribes, and they were hindering the struggle againgt the dwarves. One day,
the Shaman called dl thetribal |eaders together and he brought out a wondrous sword-this sword-and he
cdled it Dwarfkabob. With this sword, he said, no opponent could prevail againgt itswielder, for it was
enchanted, and the nature of the enchantment was such that it took the skill of the opponent and
transferred it to whoever wielded the sword. Each of the elven tribal |eaders advanced their claim for it,
but the Shaman said the sword would only go to him who could compose the finest poem, because
whoever carried Dwarfkabob would be the warlord of the elves, and such an elf needed to display
cleverness and wisdom.

"So each of the elven |eaders were sent back to their own tribes, to work on composing their poems. In
amonth'stime, they were to return and perform their compositions before the Shaman, to decide who
would win the right to own the blade. Each tribe wanted their leader to win the sword, so they dl
participated in the compaosition of the poems. One df would contribute a phrase, another would ater it
and make it better, ill another would follow it with arhyme, and so forth, until over the course of the
month, these poems had been written and rewritten and rewritten, until each tribe was certain they had



attained the finest composition possible. And at the end of the month, when the moon wasfull, they al
gathered together to meet with the Shaman and perform their poems to see who would win the sword.

"It was the largest convocation of elvesthe world had ever seen. All the tribes were present to support
their leaders, from the oldest members of each tribe down to the youngest child. And the Shaman listened
gravely and attentively as each tribal leader stepped forth in turn and performed his composition, which
was in fact the composition of the entire tribe. From this convocation came the tradition of €ven poetry,
which has continued to this day, and each year, at the time of the Summer Solstice, the elven tribes gather
once again to perform their compositions and choose which isthe best. So it has been, ever since that

.

Rache finished with aflourish on the bongos, and the others waited, expecting her to go on. The silence
stretched. Shannon glanced at Mac and frowned. Mac raised his eyebrows. Mick scratched his head.
And findly, Brewster asked, "So ... who won the sword?”

"Oh," said Rachd. Then she shrugged. "No onewoniit."
"What do you mean, no onewpn it?" Shannon said.
"How could that be?" asked Mac. "Was that not the point of the entire convocation?"

"Aye, twas," said Rachdl. "But while everyone was gathered around the greet bonfire, listening to the
compositions, someone stole the sword. And it has never Since been seen, until today."

"Y ou mean, it'sbeen log Al thistime?' asked Brawster.
"Aye'" sad Rachdl.

"But how did Warrick come into possession of it?" Shannon asked, picking up the sword and turning
toward Teddy.

"He purchased it from anotorious deder in stolen talismansin Fitt," said Teddy. "The dedler told him he
was sure 'twas enchanted, but as he could not read the elven runes, he was unable to discern the nature
of itsmagic. So Warrick bought the sword from him and set about looking for someoneto trandate the
inscription. Only when he found someoneto trandateit, it turned out that the inscription was ariddle
which Warrick was never ableto solve."

Rachel chuckled.
"What's o funny?" Shannon asked.

"There never was any riddle to solve," Rachel replied. "Theinscription tells nothing at dl about the nature
of the blade's enchantment. The Shaman was avery spiritua df, who loved poetry and found it
everywherein the world around him. Theinscription on the blade is merely atestament to that.”

"What doesit say?" asked Brewster.
"Thewords of theinscription are, 'l think that | shall never see apoem lovely asatree™ said Rachdl.
Brewster shut hiseyes. "'l had to ask," he said.

"The point isthat even if Warrick knew the secret of the blade's enchantment, it would have done him no
good,” said Rachdl.

"Why not?" asked Shannon.



Rachd shrugged. "It only worksfor eves.”

"Well, inthat case,” Shannon said, handing the sword to Rachdl, "let'stry it out.”

"Oh, no," said Rachdl, shaking her head. "I couldnt.”

"Mac," said Shannon. "Draw your sword."

"Agand her 7' said Mac, with astonishment.

"l want to seeif the story of this enchantment istrue," said Shannon.

"But... | am no fighter,” Rachel protested. "I cannot even use asword!"

"All the better," Shannon said. "That will make it afitting test. Mac... engage her.”

Mac sghed. "Asyou wish, my love." He drew hisblade and smiled. "Fear not, | shal not hurt you.”

Swallowing heavily, Rache drew the sword. With a condescending little smile, Mac took afighting
stance. Rachel nervoudy did her best to copy him. But as soon as their blades touched, Rachel suddenly
underwent atransformation. She drew hersaf up, standing more erect, and shifted her fighting stance,
holding the blade with confidence. And asthey engaged, her blade whipped around so quickly that no
onewas able to see exactly how she did it, but in the next instant, Mac's sword was flying across the
room.

Both their jaws dropped smultaneoudy.
" 'Strewth!" said Mac, with amazement.
"| did that?' Rachel asked, wide-eyed.

" "Twas my father's own technique for disarming an opponent!” Mac said. "He taught it to me when | was
but alad!"

"Interesting,” said Shannon. "And you say the magic only worksfor eves?'
Pikestaff Pat ran to pick up the sword and return it to Mac.

" Tiswhat the story says," Rachel replied.

"Pity," Shannon said. "Mac, let Pat try."

Pikestaff Pat took the blade and hefted it experimentally, nodding with satisfaction at its balance. He took
afighting stance facing Mac. They engaged, and though Pat was a competent swordsman, he was not
even remotely in Mac's class and it only took moments for Mac to disarm him and have his swordpoint at
Pet's throat.

"Well, the legend appearsto betrue," said Shannon. "I suppose that means the sword should go to
Rachd, since sheisthe only df among us.”

"Tome?" said Rachd, with disbelief.
"l guessthat makes you the warlord of the ves," said Brewster with asmile. "Good thing were friends.”

Shannon pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Hmmm. | wonder. How do you suppose the even tribes will react
when they learn that Dwarfkabob has been found once again?'



"Y ou mean, would they follow Rachel and support Brigantium?* said Mac. He grinned. "Well, if they do,
then ‘twould make usthe firgt kingdom with elves among our army.”

"But we don't even have an army yet," said Brewdter.

Shannon took the elven sword and handed it to Rachel, who stared at it with awe. "Not yet," she said
with asmile. "But this could make agood beginning." Sheturned to Teddy. "What eseisin the Bag of
Halding?'

"Warrick's Cloak of Darkness," Teddy said.

"Y ou mean this?' said Mac, pulling out along, black hooded cloak. "It looks like a perfectly ordinary
cloak. What's so specia about it?"

"Putiton," said Teddy.

Mac shrugged and dipped into the cloak. And promptly vanished from everybody's sSight.
"Well, now what happens?' he said.

"Good Lord!" said Brewster.

"What?' said Mac. "What areyou dl saring at?'

"Mac," said Shannon, "you have becomeinvisble!"

Mac raised hishand in front of hisface, though of course, the others couldn't see that. "But | can see
mysdf perfectly well.”

"Aye, but we can't seeyou!" said Mick.

"Redly?' Mac said. A moment later, Shannon cried out and jumped, spinning around as Mac came up
behind her and gave her apinch. Shelooked al around, but couldn't see any sign of him. "Mac! Stop
that! Where are you?"'

"Right in front of you, my love," he said, and there was a smacking noise as he kissed her on thelips.

Shannon reached out quickly and snatched the black cloak seemingly out of thin air, pulling it off Mac
and reveding him.

"Well, now that'swhat | call auseful item of gppard,” Mac said. "But whoever wearsit will haveto be
quick on hisfeet, to make sureit is not snatched away from him like that."

"You see?' sad Teddy. "Y ou think Warrick would have parted with such itemswillingly, merely to make
you bdlieve | was sincerein wishing to join you?'

" "Tispossible" said Shannon, with afrown, "but | rather doubt it. Does the bag contain anything else?"

Teddy shrugged. "I do not know, Mistress. | only placed the sword and the cloak insdeit. But thereis
no telling what se might be hidden within. The Bag of Holding can contain many, many things."

"We should explore the contents of thisbag,” said Shannon. "Pat, Mick, seewhat elseit holds.
Meanwhile, trall, | am not yet completely satisfied that you are earnest in your intentions.”

"But what more could | do, Mistress, to convince you?' Teddy asked anxioudly.



"You could tel us of Warrick's plans, for agtart,” she said.
"How much does he know about us, and what does heintend?'

And as Mick and Pat explored the contents of the Bag of Holding, Teddy told Shannon and the others
everything he knew. He told them about Brewster's time machine, and how Warrick was obsessed with
learning the secret of its proper operation. He told them of Warrick's concern about the "outlaw
sorcerer” of Brigand's Roogt, and of how Warrick had convinced the royd sheriff to draw up a
comprehengve list of new repressive edicts, the better to keep the dungeons stocked with "volunteers'
for hisexperiments.

Hetold them of Black Jack's arriva in Pittsburgh, and of how the villainous mercenary had reported
everything held learned to Warrick. Black Jack had apparently recovered from being shot by Brewdster,
and he had told Warrick how the sorcerer known as Brewster Doc commanded a dragon and threw
thunderbolts, which was apparently how he had interpreted his gunshot wound. He dso told Warrick that
Brewster Doc was now dlied with the infamous Black Shannon and her brigands, and that Mac had
betrayed him and gone over to the opposition. The only thing Teddy failed to mention was the "voicein
the ether,” the demonic spirit from the ethered planesthat Warrick caled "the Narrator," for while Teddy
had never actualy seen or heard this disembodied spirit, he had felt his power and was afraid to tempt
fate by mentioning him. And finaly, he gave them the most darming news of dl, though it was not entirely
unexpected.

"Warrick has also told King Billy that 'tis Brewster Doc who is responsible for the recent unrestin
Pittsburgh,” Teddy said. "Between him and Sheriff Waylon, they have the king convinced that the outlaw
sorcerer of Brigand's Roost has sent secret agitatorsinto Pittsburgh, so that while he undermines Fitt's
trade on one hand, he seeksto foster revolution on the other. Now King Billy isadecent sort, but heisn't
very bright, while his brother, the sheriff, is crafty and ambitious, afitting minion for Warrick. Between
them, they have convinced King Billy that the only way to prevent arevolution isto muster an army to
defend the kingdom and attack the outlaw sorcerer before he grows too powerful. To that end, Lord
Kevin, Grand Marsha of the Army of Fitt, has begun recruiting more soldiers and mercenaries to bolster
the strength of King Billy'stroops. And Warrick has petitioned the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, in his
post as Grand Director, to lend aid and sanction to this enterprise.”

Shannon glanced at Brewster, Mac, and Harlan. "Brian wasright,” she said. "There shall bewar."

"Only they will be expecting amotley bunch of brigands and some peasants armed with pitchforks, not an
amy," Mac said. "That meansthereisno timeto lose. We must declare ourselves a sovereign state and
set about raising troops at once. | will seeto it that announcements are made throughout Brigand's Roos,
Keep Village, and the Tent City that every able-bodied man who wishes employment isurged to join the
Army of Brigantium."

"And | will make certain handbills go out with every member of our sesforce, advertisng for soldiers
and mercenaries,” Harlan added.

"What about King Durwin?' Brewster asked.

"Leave King Durwinto me," said Harlan. "'l have been thinking about this problem and | believe | may
have asolution. | will send adelegation to Durwin's court, informing him of our decison to form the
sovereign state of Brigantium and thanking him for his support.”

"But... he has not given us any support,” said Shannon.

"Of course not, but that's beside the point,” said Harlan. "My message to King Durwin will be printed up



indl the handbillswe shdl distribute throughout the other kingdoms. By officidly thanking him for his
support, we will be giving the impression that he has, in fact, supported us from the beginning. And asa
gesture of goodwill, and to commemorate our dliance, Darn will be given favored nation trading status,
which meansthat they will be ableto purchase dl of our export goods a a significant discount, and that
any goodsimported from Darn will be admitted free of tariffs"

"But they are not exporting any goodsto us," said Mac with afrown. "And since when have we had
import tariffs?"

"Since about aminute ago, when | thought of it," said Harlan. ™Y ou see, by publicly thanking Durwin for
his support, aswell as giving him adiscount on our trade goods and exemption from import tariffs, we
will be making it appear asif Durwin has been giving ushisofficid backing dl dong. And it might not be
abad ideato open abrewery in Franktown, Darn's capital city. We shall need to expand our production
facilities anyway, to compensate for our contract with the dwarves, and we've been talking about moving
the rendering plant, aswell, which we shall need to do in order to expand the keep and build afortified
palace. We shdl let Durwin have abrewery and arendering operation, which our people shall establish
and run, but which will employ the poor citizens of Franktown. In this manner, we shall be helping
Durwin's economy and cutting him in for fifty percent of the profits. It will expand our operations, and at
the sametime, give Durwin an incentive not to interfere with us.”

"And, coincidentally, establish an dliancein the eyes of dl the other kingdoms," Brewster said. "That's
very clever, Harlan. Y ou have the makings of abrilliant politician.”

"Palitician!" Harlan blanched. "Sir, | am arespected busnessman! Thereisno need to beinsulting.”
"Sorry," Brewster said. "But you are the prime minister, after al.”

Harlan looked crestfdlen. "I know. | have reached anew low. | knew | should have been abard.”
"Wadl, if you had been, I'm sure you would have been avery successful one," said Brewdter.

Harlan brightened. "Y ou redly think so?"

"l know so0," Brewster said.

"Well, perhapsin another life," said Harlan with asigh. Then hisgaze fdll on the table where Mick and
Pat were exploring the contents of the Bag of Holding. " Yipes!"

The table was piled high with ancient, rolled-up scrolls and leather-bound vellum tomes and glittering
amulets and slver chains and gem-encrusted bracelets, severd crystal balls on ornate pedestals, rings
with hidden compartments, golden goblets inscribed with edritch runes, daggers etched with mystica
designs, carved wooden staves, human skulls turned into candleholders, glass vids containing potions of
all sorts, ceramic pots storing magica powders and incense, and severd dozen sets of keys.

"All that came out of there?' asked Brewster, in astonishment.
"There seemsto beno end toit,” Mick replied.
"Y ou il think Warrick would have surrendered dl that voluntarily?' asked Teddy smugly.

"What'sthis?" asked Pet, reaching inside the bag and grunting. " 'Tis heavy enough." He pulled out alarge
book that barely made it through the opening of the bag. It was at least four inches thick and handsomely
bound in old black leather with Slver fastenings.



"Let me seethat,” Brewster said, impressed by its appearance. He read doud the ornate script stamped
into the cover in slver letters. " The Grimoire of Honorious."

"That'sit!" cried the chamberpot excitedly in amuffled voice. "That'sit, by the gods, that'sit! Get me
out of here!”

"Brian?' Brewster said, looking around. "Where are you?'

"I'm undernegth al this bloody trash!™ Brian's voice came from beneeth the pile on the table. "'l took a
nap and these stupid fools have buried me!™

They started rummaging through the treasure trove on the table until they found the chamberpot and
pulled it out.

"Honorious!" said Brian. "That's the wizard who enchanted me, curse his black, unlamented soul!”
"Then ... if thisishisgrimoire," said Shannon, "that could mean-"

"The spdl! The spdll heused on meisinthere! It has to be!™

"Then maybe the spdll to reverseit isin there, too," said Mick.

"Openit! Open it and see, quickly!" the chamberpot cried.

Brewster unfastened the silver clasps and opened the grimoire to itstable of contents. "Let'ssee. ..
Spells of Compulsion, Love Spells, Spells of Repulsion, Spellsto Raise Demons, Spdllsto Cure
Headaches, Spellsto Cause Headaches, Spellsto Ensure Regularity, Spellsto Cause Constipation,
Spellsto Make Noses Run... what kinds of spells are these?'

"Go on, keep reading!” the chamberpot urged him.

"... Spellsto Cause Night Terrors, Spellsto Attract Wealth, Spells to Enhance Sexua Performance ...
hmmmm, page 362." Brewster started leafing through the pages.

"Later! Later!" the chamberpot shouted. " Go back to the listing!™

"Oh, okay," said Brewster, turning back to the table of contents. "L et's see now, where was 1? Oh, right.
Spellsto Bring About Unbelievable Orgasms .. . wait aminute, | want to seethisone....”

"Will you forget about that?' cried Brian. "Y ou've got al day to browse! 1've been achamberpot for sixty
some odd years, for crying out loud!"

"Okay, okay," said Brewster. "Ah, herewe are. Spells of Transformation, page 593."
"Aye, that'sthe one!" cried the chamberpot excitedly. "Turn to that one, quickly!"

"Hold on, I'm getting there," said Brewster. "Okay, here we are. Now let's see ... Spell to Transform
People into Newts, Spell to Transform Peopleinto Toadstools, Spell to Transform Peopleinto
Footstools... footstool s?'

"Hononous had dozens of them,” Brian said. "He liked having his enemies under hisfoot.”
"Right," said Brewster, wryly. "Okay, here we go. Spell to Transform People into Chamberpots.”

Shannon grinned. "l suppose he dso liked his enemiesto catch-"



"Never mind," said Brewster, interrupting hadtily. "We get the point.”
"Doesit say how to reverse the spell?" asked the chamberpot, anxioudy.

"Hold on, I'm skimming it," said Brewster. "The writing'sabit hard to read. It's rather florid. Honorious
seemed to go infor lots of purple prose and his script isreally elaborate-"

"Will you forget about his penmanship and get on withit?' cried Brian.

"Ah, hereitis" said Brewster. Heread doud. "To reverse the spell, repeat the words, 'Abracadabra,
change back." "

About onethird of the items on the table clattered to the floor as the chamberpot suddenly disappeared
with apopping sound and Brian materidized inits place, sitting on the tablein hisnorma human form.

"Abracadabra, change back?' he said with disbelief. "' Sixty miserable years of being alousy chamberpot
and that wasal it took to bresk the spell?"

"l guessit looksthat way," said Brewster, raising his eyebrows.

"Aaaaarrrrrrgggggh!” Brian screamed, kicking out hislegs and sweeping most of thetable clean as
itemswent crashing to thefloor.

While Prince Brian, finaly freed of hisenchantment, tears his hair and hammers hisfists againg the table
in frugtration, we will diplomaticaly take our leave and pay avist to the Kingdom of Fitt, to check inon
Bonnie King Billy and hisluscious queen, the lovely and ever-so-sultry Sandy. Thought your faithful
narrator forgot al about them, huh? Well, just because they're only minor supporting characters and we
haven't seen them since the last book in the series (The Inadequate Adept, Warner Books) doesn't
mesan they've been entirely neglected. They smply haven't had their lines come up yet. But were about to
get to their scene, don't worry. Remember, dways trust your narrator. Now, where were we? Oh, right.
CueKing Billy.

| said, cueKingBilly.

Billy, you nitwit!

"Huh? What? Sandy, my dove, did you just say something?' Sandy turned from her vanity, where she sat
holding a mirror and brushing her lovely, long blond hair. "No, | said nothing.”

"| thought | heard someone cal my name," said Billy with afrown. "And rather disrespectfully, too."

"And you naturdly thought it was me?' said Sandy, raising her ddlicate eyebrows. "Redly, William, you
are devel oping a persecution complex. Y ou are starting to see conspirators everywhere.”

" 'Tis because there are conspirators everywhere,” said Billy inasurly tone. "First ‘twas petitions, then
‘twas demands, now | am faced with public denunciations, with riots and demongtrations... they have
even defaced my statues!”

"Well, the satues didn't look anything like you, anyway," Queen Sandy said, resuming her brushing.
" 'Tisnot the point! The point isthat the people are losing respect for me!”



"That impliesthey had respect for you in thefirst place" Queen Sandy said laconically.

"There, you see?' said Billy, pointing an accusatory finger at her. "Not even my own queen respects mel
How can you say such athing to me? | have dways been agood king! | have dways been good to my
people! Do | not feed the poor?”

"Aye, but you feed them with spam,” replied Queen Sandy.
"So what's wrong with that?"

"Haveyou ever esten spam?"

"No."

"l didn't think so0."

"Well, what should | feed them then?'

"William, we have had this conversation countless times before," Queen Sandy said, putting down her
hairbrush and turning toward him. "1 tell you that the people need bread, and vegetables, and mest, and
you aways say that it would be too expensive. | tell you the people need jobs, and you aways say there
are not enough to go around.”

"Well, therearent,” King Billy saidin asulky tone. "Especidly sincethat outlaw sorcerer in Brigand's
Roost has gtarted stedling al our trade. Warrick warned me about him, and Warrick wasright, ashe
usudly is"

"Warrick has you twisted around hislittle finger," said Queen Sandy with disdain.

"He has not! Waylon says the same thing. Something must be done about that man! Heisruining my
kingdom!™

"Y our brother Waylon'sfirgt dlegianceisto Warrick, not to you," said Sandy. "He resents you because
you were born first and you got to be the king while he only getsto be the royd sheriff."

"Nonsense! Waylonisloyal and true! Has he not been constantly engaged in putting down the riots and
raising an a'my to defend my kingdom againgt this upstart sorcerer?”

"Give an army to an unscrupul ous man whose ambition knows no bounds and what do you suppose he
will dowithit?" asked Sandy. "Waylon has dways wanted your throne, and now you are giving him the
meansto seizeit.”

"I do not want to listen to that kind of talk! Y ou are only trying to upset me! Y ou are dways tregting me
asif | wereachild! Well, | am not achild!" King Billy said, samping hisfoot. "I'm not! Now leave me
aone! | have important strategy to plan.”

He went over to alarge table on which ardief map of the Kingdom of Darn had been constructed with
sand and dirt. Rows of little lead soldiers and cavary squadrons were set up on the borders, and Billy
gtarted moving them about, making galloping sounds and bugle noiseswith his mouth.

Queen Sandy sighed and rolled her eyes, then got up and left the royal bedchamber. She knew there was
no reasoning with Billy when he got like this. She was married to amoron, and achildish one at that. And
the worst thing about it was, she had no onein the palace in whom she could confide. She had ladiesin
waiting, of course, but she could not trust any of them. Warrick dways knew everything that went onin



the palace. She had married Billy when shewasjust fifteen, an arranged marriage to cement an dliance
between her kingdom and PFitt, and though she was well loved by her subjects, she often felt likea
Stranger in her own house,

Billy had never misireated her in any way, quite the opposite; he doted on her, and that madeit al the
worse. If he had been acrud and unfeeling husband, it would have been easy to resent him, but he was
rather lovable in his own goofy way. What she resented was his relentless stupidity. Sheredlized he
couldn't help it, and that was the most frustrating thing about it. He would aways be a pawn for men such
as Warrick and Waylon. Billy was smply aborn follower. Unfortunately, he had aso been born king.

She went down the hall to her own private apartments and told the guards on duty that she was retiring
early because she did not fed well, and was not to be disturbed. Thisdid not surprise the guards at dl.
They knew the queen often retired early when she did not fed well, which realy meant that she and the
king had argued once again and Billy would be spending the night alone. The guards smply nodded and
looked at one another knowingly.

"And stop looking at one another knowingly,” Queen Sandy said irritably. "I hate that.”

The guards looked properly contrite, but she knew they would be smirking as soon asthey closed the
doors behind her. She smiled. They wouldn't smirk if they knew what was about to happen.

She quickly changed out of her dressing gown and dipped into apair of brown leather breeches, high
boots, awhite runic, and abrown doublet. Then shetied her long blond hair back in a ponytail and
tucked along dagger into her belt. She knew there was no chance that Billy would fedl bad about their
argument and come to her gpartments to apologize. Billy never admitted he was wrong. He was the king,
and the king could not possibly be wrong about anything. What Billy preferred to do waswait until the
next day and then smply pretend the argument had never happened. And since only the king could
countermand her order to the guards that she was not to be disturbed, she knew that she could count on
complete privacy until morning.

She dipped on along black hooded cloak and went into her bedroom. She pressed a hidden button
behind the headboard and apane inthewall did open, reveding a secret passageway. Billy had no
knowledge of this passageway. She had discovered it quite by accident the third year of her marriage.
When shefirgt found the secret panel and opened it, she discovered anoteinside. It said, "Don't tell
anyone about this. It'sjust alittle secret between us girls.”

Thinking about the interesting dynamics of past royal marriages, Sandy lit acandle and ducked insdethe
passageway, then the pand did shut behind her.

SEVEN

The private Lear jet landed a Heathrow Airport as Colin Hightower polished off the last of the Jack
Danid'sin the well-stocked bar. The stewardess was amazed at his capacity, but being a professiond,
she kept her opinionsto herself. Her passengers were adecidedly odd pair. She had flown private flights
with everyone from corporate VIPsto rock stars and she thought she had seen it dl, but this couple was
definitely unique.

The man looked like a seedy racetrack tout and the young woman with him, well, the sewardess had no



ideawhat to make of her. Shewasalot like the groupies rock stars often brought along on their travels,
but thisonewas areal case of arrested development. She seemed to have the mind of a child. She acted
asif she had never even been on an airplane before. During takeoff, she had acted frightened-which was
not unusua, lots of people were afraid of flying-but once they were airborne and the captain had turned
off the seet belt Sign, she had flitted from window to window, marveling a the view and exclaming with
wonder that they were flying like birds. Undoubtedly, she had to be on drugs. It was probably the only
way aguy like that could get a pretty young girl like her. Maybe he was a dedler, but he sure as hdll
didn't look like one. He certainly didn't look like anyone who could afford flying on aprivate jet. His
clothes were cheap and tasteless. But then again, rich people had their eccentricities. It was not for her to
judge. Shewas glad she'd soon berid of them now that they were landing.

"Oooh, look, Colin, werre coming down!™ Megan exclaimed excitedly.

"Just stay in the seet, luv, and keep your belt fastened until the plane has stopped moving," Hightower
replied. It felt strange being back in London once again. It had been along time. He wasn't sure what to
expect, but hisinginctstold him he was redlly on to something. He had afeding he was shortly going to
find out what thiswhole thing was dl about.

He had checked in with his editor and was told that there had been acal for him, from someone on the
gaff of The New Yorker magazine, no less. The caler said it was urgent that he get in touch with her and
left anumber. Severa cautious phone calslater, Colin was on the line with somebody named Pamela
Fairburn, and she had given him areal earful. He had afeding there was someone e se present on her
end, and that she could not speak fregly, because she had been somewhat evasive with her answers, but
she had told him enough to redlly pique his curiosity. She arranged to send a private jet for him, to meet
him at whatever location he chose, and told him shewould put him up a company expense, carte
blanche, a the Mayfair Hotdl. It was extremely urgent, she had said, and concerned national security,
high-level defense contractsand all that, and it was extremely important that she meet with himin person.
And by al meansto bring Megan.

Hightower was naturdly suspicious, but he couldn't resist such acome-on. It certainly wasn't the police.
They wouldn't spend that land of money. This had al the eermarks of large-scale private enterprise. The
jet had been chartered by EnGulfCo International, one of the largest multinationals on the face of the
earth. Y es, he had rocked somebody's boat, al right. Whatever was behind this curious story, he was
definitely on theright track.

Thejet had met him a asmdl private airfield outside Scranton, Pennsylvania, and the landing was
practicaly atouch and go. They had stayed on the ground only long enough to take him and Megan on.
Now, asthey landed, they taxied not to the terminal, but to a private hangar, where a stretch limousine
was waiting for them. The driver held the doors open for them and they drove off as soon asthey had
entered. No going through customs or anything. And the bar in the limo was wel stocked with Jack
Danid's. Hightower decided he could definitely get used to this sort of treatment.

They arrived a the Mayfair Hotel ashort whilelater and found a suite reserved for them on the top floor.
Ordinarily, Hightower would not even be able to get through the front doors of a place like the Mayfair,
but the trestment they received wasred carpet al theway. "Y es, Mr. Hightower, your suiteis ready, of
course. And if there is anything that we can do to make your stay more comfortable, please do not
hesitateto let usknow."

The belman took them up to their room and Colin started rummaging around in his pockets for atip, but
the man only smiled and shook his head. "Thank you, sir, but that will be quite unnecessary. Everything's
aready been taken care of. Have anice stay, sir."



"Right,” said Calin, shutting the door behind him.
"Oooh, what alovely room!" said Megan. "It lookslike aroom in the roya paace!™

Colin frowned, then redlized she wasn't talking about another hotel. And then the bedroom door opened
and awoman came out dressed in an eegant, dark blue suit and navy pumps. And shewas carrying a

gun.
"Bloody hell," said Hightower. "I knew thiswas all too good to betrue.”

"Please sit down, Mr. Hightower," said Pamela. "And you, too, miss. And don't make any sudden
moves, please. I've been shooting competitively since | wasalittlegirl, and I'm redly very good with
this"

"Dr. Fairburn, | takeit?' Colin said.

"Pleased to meet you. Do sit down. We have agreat ded to discuss. | hope you had a pleasant flight.
Would you carefor some refreshments?’

"We had some on the plane," said Hightower. "But | sure could do with another drink.”

"The bar's over there," said Pamela, gesturing with the gun. Colin didn't know very much about guns, but
he knew enough to recognize a semiautomatic with a silencer when he saw one.

"Isthe gun redly necessary?' he asked, dowly heading over to the bar and taking care to make no
abrupt moves. "Or did you bring usdl thisway only to shoot us?"

"If | wanted you deed, Mr. Hightower, | could have accomplished that with agreat dedl lesstrouble,”
Pameareplied. "EnGulfCo has enormous resources. | could have hired a professiona for alot less
money than it would have taken to charter that private jet. No, the gun isfor my own protection. You
see, | don't know you, and you do not exactly come highly recommended.”

"Ah, | see," said Hightower, rdlaxing somewhat. What she said made perfect sense, of course. "Yes, |
amwell awvare of my consderably less than sterling reputation. However, | have prided mysdf on dways
getting the story, regardless of what it took. | may not be upper crugt, like you, but | am a competent
professond.”

"Very wel," said Paméda. "In that ease, why don't you proveit to me? And forget al the fanciful
gpeculation in your story. Tell me exactly what it isyou think you know."

"Well, that's rather difficult to do without speculating,” Colin said, "because | have no proof, you see, but
here goes. | think someone-probably EnGulfCo, given your rather intense interest-has invented time
travel. | think you've got yourself atop secret working prototype of some sort of time machine, only
something has gonewrong.”

"Goon."

"What | think must have happened,” Colin continued, "isthat whoever took this machineinto the past has
elther deviated from the plan or else has suffered some sort of mishap and lost control of the machine,
because somebody named Warrick now hasit and is sending people from histime into ours, for reasons
| can't fathom. Perhaps heis experimenting with the machine, trying to figure out how it works. Perhaps
he thinksit's some sort of device for execution, because apparently he's using prisoners ashis subjects. In
either case, Megan hereinsststhat helivesin an Alabaster Tower closeto aroya paace of some sort,
and that heisasorcerer. I'm not quite sure what to make of that, but she obvioudy bdievesthat heis



literdly cagpable of casting spellsand such.”
"Interesting,” said Pamela. "Keep going.”

"He seemsto have arather highly placed position in the government of his nation, which Megan tellsme
iscaled the Kingdom of Fitt,” Colin said, pouring himsdf adrink. "Sheisfromitscapitd city, whichis
known, coincidentaly, as Pittsburgh. From what shetells me, the period sounds definitely medieval. Now
I've done alittle research, but | can't find any reference to any Kingdom of Pitt, nor aland of
twenty-saven kingdoms or acity known as Pittsburgh. Except for the one in Pennsylvania, of course, and
itshistory hardly goes back to medieva times. Thisinitidly led meto suspect that Megan comesfrom a
time period about which very littleisknown, possibly the England of Cdltic times. However, therésone
thing that doesn't quite fit. She speaks avery modern sort of English, with only afew out of place
expressions and congtructions.”

"And what conclusion do you draw from this?' asked Pamela.

"That she wasn't genuine, but after spending some time with her, | am convinced sheis exactly what she
claims. Either that, or she's one of the best actresses I've ever seen. If it'sa performance, it has absolutely
no inconsstencies. What's more, I've interviewed severd other people who claim to have come from this
same kingdom, and their storiesare al the same, down to the last detail, with only one variant. Some of
them claim that before they were transported here, thisWarrick placed a'spell of compulsion’ on them,
which sounds rather like a posthypnotic suggestion. This suggestion, or compulsion, drivesthem to seek a
way to return to himin the Alabaster Tower and tell him where they've been and what they've seen.
However, I've also spoken to at least one person who claims that no such compulsion was placed upon
him"

"Andisthet dl you have?'

"Not quite. After thefirst story ran,” Colin went on, "my paper received arather interesting cdl froma
young musicianin New York. When | cdled back and spoke to him, he told me afascinating story, after
first informing methat if | used hisname, he would say that it was only a publicity stunt to get hisband's
namein the paper. He said he was from this same time period, only unlike the others, he was not from
the Kingdom of Pitt. He claimed to have come from akingdom known as Darn, where he worked as an
apprentice to asorcerer. | asked him some questions pertaining to certain details | had left out of the
story, and except for the spell of compulsion, his answers matched what | knew. Or at least what 1'd
been told by Megan and the others.

"One day, he said, some brigands brought a curious apparatus to the sorcerer to whom hewas
gpprenticed. They claimed to have found it Stting abandoned in the middle of aroad. This sorcerer
proceeded to use every spell he could think of to divine the purpose of this machine and figure out how it
worked. One of them was gpparently successful, because while he was Sitting in it and casting his spell,
he suddenly disappeared, but the machine remained. This so-called gpprentice then realized that it was a
dangerous device, S0 hetook it to Pittsburgh and delivered it to Warrick the White, whose title is-get
this-the Grand Director of the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild and Royd Wizard to the King of Fitt.

"Warrick questioned him about the spells hismaster had used, then forced him to get into the machine
while he spoke the same spell. The next thing this young man knew, hewasin New Y ork City. He
managed to survive by living on the streetsfor ashort time, until he met agirl who took himin. Soon
afterward, he got ajob asavocalist with arock and roll band. He seemed quite happy with hislot and
had no desire whatsoever to return to his own time. Like Megan and the others, he inssted that where he
came from, magic really works. However, it apparently doesn't work here, because dthough hewasa
sorcerer's gpprentice and knew some magic, none of his spellswould function since he had arrived. This



didn't seem to bother him, though. He was enjoying a considerably upgraded lifestyle as an
up-and-coming young musician and said held take dectric guitarsand MTV over magic anyday. Hetold
me he was confident no one would ever believe this story, except perhaps whoever had made the
machinein thefirg place, and if | knew what was good for me, I'd drop the whole investigation, because
the government was probably behind it dl."

Pamelaraised her eyebrows, but said nothing, waiting for him to go on.

"All indl, it was quite an interesting conversation,” Colin said. "Under ordinary circumstances, | would
have dismissed him as a drug-addled young neuractic, but then these aren't exactly ordinary
circumstances, arethey? S0," said Colin, as he finished off hiswhiskey and poured himself another, "what
| think isthat either thiswhole thing isthe nuttiest and most complicated hoax I've ever heard of, or else
thistime machine or whatever it is has enabled you to discover the existence of apardle universe. How
am| doing?'

Pamela had lowered her gun. "A pardld universe!" she said. "Jesus, | hadn't even thought of that." She
took a deep breath and exhaed heavily. "Why don't you pour me one of those? 1 think | could useit.”

"My pleasure," Colin said, reaching for another glass. "Now, turnabout isfair play, Dr. Fairburn, if that is
redly your name. | realize you're the one with the gun, but don't you think I'm entitled to some answers
after dl the work 1've done? How close was 1 ?

Pamelatook the drink from him and tossed it back in one gulp. "Entirely too close,” she said, and told
him everything.

"Marvin Brewster, en?' said Colin when shed finished. "I've heard of him. We used to call him 'the nutty
professor.’ Little did we know."

"He happensto be my fiance," Pamelasaid.
"Sorry. No offense. So, where do we go from here?!

"I wish | knew," said Paméa. "1've been working on duplicating Marvin's machine, and it'salmost
complete, but without afresh supply of Buckmingterfullerine, there's no way to makeit work."

"And you can't get your hands on any more of this Buckminster-whatever-it-is?* asked Hightower.

"It'snot exactly something you can buy over the counter,” Pamelasaid, wryly. "Marvin got this supply
from ameteor that fell to Earth on some Pacific idand. We have the capability to manufacture it now, but
not nearly in the same density. EnGulfCo'sworking on it, but in the meantime, unlessthey can locate
some more from another meteor fragment somewhere, there's nothing more that 1 can do.”

"Which means that Brewster's stuck... wherever heis," said Colin.
"l don't even know if he's dtill dive," said Pamdadisconsolately.

"Wadl, it's someterrific story, that's for sure,” said Colin. Hetook a small tape recorder out of his pocket.
"Thisthingsgonnawin me aPulitzer."

There was a chuffing sound and the tape recorder flew out of Colin's hand, smashed by a.38 caliber
hollowpoint bullet. Hightower glanced at Pamelawith shock as she lowered the semiautométic.

"Areyou crazy?" he shouted. "Look what you just did! You could have killed me!"



"She'sasorceress!” said Megan.
"She'sabloody nutcase, iswhat sheisl" said Hightower.

"Relax, Mr. Hightower. I've been shooting clay pigeons and grouse hunting with my father most of my
life. If | had wanted to kill you, rest assured, | would have. And believeit or not, | just did you afavor.”

"A favor!”

"That'sright. If the chairman of EnGulfCo even suspected 1'd spoken to you about this ... well, to be
quite honest, I'm not redlly sure how far hed be willing to go, but at the very least, hed make absolutely
certain you never published your story anywhere.”

"If you people think you can suppressastory likethis-" Colin began, but Pameainterrupted him.

"Look, I'm taking atremendous risk telling you dl this. Y ou have no idea. I've had my phone tapped and
I've been followed ever since | started on this project. I'm reasonably sure | wasn't followed here, but it's
only amatter of time before your part in this becomes exposed. | chartered that jet on an EnGulfCo
account, and that same account is paying for your room."

"Well, that wasn't very smart, wasit?' Colin said.

"It makes no difference, Mr. Hightower," Pamdareplied. The chairman of EnGulfCo isnot in the habit of
reading the tabloids, but it's only a matter of time before your story comes to his attention one way or
another. And if you think he can't suppressit, think again. He could easily buy your newspaper and have
you fired. Or, for alot less money, he could smply have you disappear.”

"Areyou serious?' said Calin.

"I'm not surel'd put it past him," Pamelareplied. "Think about it. A discovery likethiswould mean a
fortune to whoever controlled it. Think of the power it would place into their hands." She shook her
head. "I'm afraid Marvin'sredly doneit thistime. He's gotten himslf, and dll of us, into one hdll of a
mess.”

"So what were you intending to do?" asked Calin.

Pamela shrugged. "I don't know. | hadn't redly thought it al through. Right now, dl | can think about is
Marvin. He'sin trouble, and there doesn't seem to be anything | can do to help.”

"Wadl, perhaps there's something | can do," said Colin. "Look, so long asthis discovery remains a secret,
EnGulfCoisholding all the cards. Granted, | want to write the story, so | have avested interest.
However, getting this whole thing out into the open is your best chanceto help Brewster. Solong as
EnGulfCo remainsin control, they can cdl the tune. But if you werein control, then it would be a different
gory, wouldn't it?'

"What do you mean?" asked Pamela.

"Right now," said Hightower, "al that's happened is a couple of pieces have gppeared in an American
tabloid that has printed stories about Elvis being spotted in convenience stores. In other words, no one's
likely to take any of this very serioudy. Especidly given my rather lessthan savory reputation. However,
while | might be easly dismissed, that wouldn't be the case with you. Especidly if you had some sort of
proof, such as detailed notes and diagrams of the machine. If we were to approach, say, The London
Times, and you could convince them thiswhole thing was on the level, then EnGulfCo could no longer
control the situation. Now, what'sin it for me, you may well ask? Wel, | get to write the story. And I'm



on record as the guy who broke it, and my career is made. What do you say?"

Pamelamoistened her lips. "1 have agood friend on the editoria board of The Times. Thedifficulty
would bein getting the proof from Marvin'slaboratory. I'd never get it past security.”

"Y ou have accessto thelab, right?”

"Yes, of course. But I'd never get out with Marvin's notes.”

"Wl then, well smply haveto think of something,” said Colin. "Areyou alowed in after hours?'
"Wes"

"Good. That means fewer people will be about. Do you have apencil and a piece of paper?”
"There should be some paper in the desk there. And I've got a pen.”

"WEelIl need arough layout of the place. The route to and from the lab. How many guards, how many
cameras, eevators, flights of sairs, and so forth. | need to know as much as you can tell me about what
sort of security they've got. Can you do that?'

"Yes, | think s0."

"All right, let'sget toiit.”

"Y ou sound asif you've donethis sort of thing before," said Pamea

"Dr. Fairburn, you wouldn't believe some of the places I've gotten into.”

"Wall, if were going to be partnersin crime, you might aswell call me Pamela.”

Calingrinned. "All right, Pamela." He glanced over his shoulder at Megan. "Why don't you watch the
magic box awhile, dear? Pameaand | have got some work to do.”

Queen Sandy made her way through the dark and winding streetsto a part of town where even astrong
and well armed man out walking aone after sunset would be taking hislifein his own hands. However, if
shefdt afraid, she showed no sign of it. She headed purposefully toward the corner of Cutthroat Avenue
and Garotte Street, and a raucous aehouse known as The Stealers Tavern. As she walked with her
cloak billowing out behind her, she watched the shadows and steered clear of the mouths of aleyways,
staying in the middle of the deserted street. But in this part of town, caution was not necessarily a
guarantee of sfety.

As she approached the corner where the tavern stood, three figures detached themselves from the
shadows and moved out into the street to block her way.

"Wdl, well," one of them said, "what have we here?'

"Isthat the best you can do?' Sandy replied.

What?"

" 'Well, well, what have we here? What a cliche. Wasthat the most original line you could think of ?*

"What'sacliche?' asked one of the other dleymen, for that iswhat they were, the term "mugger” not
having been invented yet.



"Shut up!" thefirg dleyman said.

Sandy glanced over her shoulder. The street behind her was clear. ™Y ou mean you didn't even think of
blocking my escape?’ she said. "Have you three ever done this before?"

"Don't try running away," thefirg dleyman said. "Well chase ye down."

"Aye, were very swift, ye know," the third alleyman added.

"Heet of foot," said the second aleyman, nodding emphéticdly. "Very, very fag.”
"Shut up!" said the leader. He pulled out a dagger. "Right, now, lady, hand it over.”
"Hand what over?' Sandy asked.

"Your purse, of course! Don't be atwit!"

"l haven't got apurse.”

"What do ye mean ye haven't got a purse? Every woman's got a purse!”

"Wel, | dont."

"Come on, do ye think were stupid?”’

"Incredibly,” said Sandy.

"Ey, did you hear what shejust said?" the third aleyman said, turning to their leader.

"Of course, | heard, yeidiot! I'm standing right here, ain't 7" He turned back toward Sandy. "Now don't
go making thisany harder on yoursdf, lady. Let's have the money."

"l don't have any money,” Sandy said. "And if | did, I certainly wouldn't giveit to the likes of you. Now
stand aside and let me pass.”

"L ook, lady, weve got knives," said the leader of the dlleymen. He held his up so she could seeit clearly,
then nudged the other two and they held theirs up, aswdll.

"How nicefor you," said Sandy. "It so happens | have one, aswell. See?' She pulled her dagger out.
"Aye, but therésthree of us" thefirst aleyman said.

"I'm astonished you can count that high,” Sandy replied wryly.

"L ook, lady, what the bloody hedll's the matter with ye? Y e don't want to get hurt, do ye?'

"No. Do you?'

The three dleymen glanced a one another, perplexed. "Ain't ye even alittle bit afraid?’ their leader said.

"Not redly," Sandy said. "'l am getting abit impatient, though. If you're going to do something, | wish you
would just get on with it. | have other thingsto do.”

"l don't get it," the second aleyman said uncertainly, looking to the leader of thetrio. "Sheain't afraid.
Why aint she afrad?'



"I think shesbluffing."

"Maybe she's an assassin?' said the third aleyman.

"Don't be supid,” said the leader. "There ain't any female assassinsin the Guild.”

"Well, maybe she'samercenary?' said the second aley-man.

"She don't look like no mercenary. Mercenaries carry swords. And sheain't got asword.”
"Wdl then, maybe she's"

Sandy rolled her eyesin exasperation and gestured at the three men, mumbling aspell under her bresth.
Thethree dleymen froze asif rooted to the spot and she simply walked past them.

"...asorceress,” the third aleyman finished. " She's abloody sorceress!™
"Shut up!" the leader said as Sandy walked away.

""She could've turned usinto toadstools, ye damn fool!"

"Who'reye cdling adamn fool 7'

"I'm calling you adamn fool!"

"Shut up, or d<el'll bust yer facein!™

"Canyemove?'

"No, | can't bloody well move! Doesit look like | can move?

"Fooal, fool, fool!"

"Shut up!™

Sandy |eft them arguing, frozen into immobility inthe middie of the street behind her. They would remain
frozen until morning, a which point they would recover their mobility with noiill effects, except possibly
sorejoints, assuming no one would do anything to them if they were found that way during the night.
However, that wasn't Sandy's respong bility. They had brought it on themselves, and dl things
considered, they had gotten off easy. If Sandy were a sorceress, they might easily have been turned into
toadstools, or something worse, but she wasn't asorceress. If she were, then she would have been a
member of the guild and both Warrick and her hushand would have known she had ability with magic.
They didn't, and she preferred to keep it that way, because she was awitch.

Now, there were two kinds of witches in the twenty-seven kingdoms, licensed wi.tches and unlicensed
witches. Licensed witches were registered with the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild, but they weren't redly
full members because they had not formally apprenticed with asorcerer, only paid half dues, and had no
voting privileges. They werefound primarily in the larger towns and cities, where they operated small
businesses out of garish sorefronts with Sgns advertising such things as psychic readings, pamistry,
phrenology, astrologica forecasts, tarot fortune telling, crystal thergpy and past life regressions. They
usudly adopted fanciful names, such asLady Starfire, Dame g, or if it was amae witch, something like
Lord Woodchuck Dragonlance. They often formed groups with ranking systems, sold mail order courses
inwitchcraft, and taught classes at the local extended university.

Unlicensed witches, like Sandy, could be found amost anywhere, but it was difficult to tell who they



were, because they looked and acted pretty much like anybody else. Most of them practiced witchcraft
quietly asardigion, some practiced it asasystem of ethica philosophy. Some met in small groups,
othersfollowed a solitary practice, but none of them made acommercia activity of what they caled "the
Craft." They shared their beliefs only with those who were honest and sincerein their desireto learn,
refused to perform spdlsthat would cause harm to any living being, and never charged money for
anything they did. Asaresult, al the licensed witches claimed that they weren't real witchesat dl, and
denounced them in their newd etters when they weren't busy denouncing one another. And since
unlicensed witches were not registered with the guild, they were technicdly in violation of thelaw each
time they practiced magic.

As queen, Sandy had tried to use her influence to change things, not only for other witcheslike hersdlf,
but for al the downtrodden citizens of Pitt. However, it would have been unethicd for her to cast aspell
to make her husband change the laws. She had tried subtle persuasion, but soon found that subtlety was
completely lost on Billy. And with Warrick asthe roya wizard and Billy's crafty and ambitious brother,
Waylon, asthe Royd Sheriff, any direct action on her part would have been dangerous and quickly
neutraized. So she had done the only other thing that she could do. She played her part asthe doof and
pampered queen, while secretly being amember of the Underground.

Now, unlike the various underground, politicaly subversive groupsin Earth's history, the members of this
particular band were not guerrillafighters. They were drictly nonviolent in their actions, and did what they
could to embarrass King Billy's regime, thwart the activities of the Roya Sheriff, and support the
downtrodden lower classes of the city, which included practicaly everybody. They published
inflammatory manifestos, scrawled politica graffiti on thewalls, and tried to interpose themselves
between the sheriff's deputies and anyone they attempted to arrest unjustly. In other words, they werea
sort of medieval Greenpeace.

In the course of her clandestine activities with the Underground, Sandy had made anumber of interesting
and unusua acquaintances, not the least of which was Lady Donna, known smply as"LaDonna" to the
members of The Stealers Guild and as"The Lady" to the members of her locd, the Suts And Strumpets
Sisterhood, or SASS for short. As Sandy came into The Stealers Tavern, she pulled her hood up around
her face and quickly made her way toward the back, where La Donnawas a her usua tablein a
secluded, candldlit booth. She was sitting with severa of "her girls," as shereferred to her sstersin the
local that she headed, and with atall and dapper-looking, dark-haired dandy who wore arather
threadbare doubl et of faded green brocade and abrown velvet coat with worn-through elbows. He
looked like an aristocrat who had fallen on hard times, but in fact, he was alow-born peasant named
Gentlemanly Johnny, head of the Swindlersloca of The Steders Guild.

Now one might think that thieves, ns, cutthroats, alleymen, pickpockets, and the other assorted
criminaswho made up the membership of The Stedlers Guild would have more sense than to hang out in
abar known as The Stedlers Tavern. It did seem alittle bit obvious. However, the laws of Fitt were such
that whileit wasillegal to commit acrime, it was not acrimeto belong to aguild for criminas. (Don't ask
meto explainit, | don't relly understand it ether. It has something to do with the complexities of labor
negotiations and PAC funding.) Anyway, since the sheriff and hisdeputies dl knew where The Steders
Guild hung out, they were ways on the lookout for any crimes committed in The Stedlers Tavern. Asa
result, The Steders Tavern was at the same time the biggest hangout for criminasin Pitt and the safest
bar in Pittsburgh.

"I need to speak with you," said Sandy as she gpproached La Donnas table.

Rumor had it that when she was young, La Donnawas a svelte and sultry beauty who turned heads
everywhere she went. But that was just arumor, and as rumors often go, it happened to befdse. La



Donnadarted it hersaf. However, snce LaDonnawas fairly advanced in age, to put it diplomaticaly (or
to put it undiplomaticaly, she was a pretty old broad), no one recalled what she had looked like when
she was young, S0 her secret was safe. Asagirl, La Donna had been rather plain and very pudgy. Now,
shewas dill plain, only she had grown from pudgy to immense. Despite her size, however, and her age,
LaDonnawas extremely sexy. What made her sexy was the fact that she believed that she was sexy,
and one's self-image has a great dedl to do with how oneis perceived. Shelooked up at Sandy and
languidly raised one eyebrow, then made a dismissive motion with her heavily beringed hand and her girls
got up from the table and went off to mingle. Gentlemanly Johnny stayed, however.

"l need to speak with you," said Sandly.
"Sit down, then," said La Donna. "Have adrink."

"No, thank you," said Sandy, joining them at their table. They bent low over the table and put their heads
together, speaking in low voices S0 as not to be overheard, which may have drawn attention to them
because it made them look asif they were plotting something. However, in The Stealers Tavern, dmost
everybody sat that way. There was more complex plotting going onin The Steders Tavernthanina
dozen Agatha Chrigtie novels.

"So, what can | do for the Underground?’ asked La Donna. She did not recognize Sandy, of course, and
did not even know her name. One would hardly expect to find the queen visiting The Stedlers Tavern,
much less being amember of the Underground, and commoners never got close enough to the queen to
recognize her. Granted, her face was stamped on al the coins, dong with King Billy's, but it was avery
poor likeness. It looked agreat dedl like King Billy, in fact, which was not surprising because the mint
used the same stamping for them both as a cost-cutting measure.

"| cautioned you that your people were going too far, inciting riots,”" Sandy said. "I told you that violence
isnot theway. Now the army ismobilizing. The call has gone out for mercenaries to augment the troops
and they have dready sarted arriving in the city."

"With dl due respect, my dear,” sad Gentlemanly Johnny, without suspecting whom he was addressing,
"your concerns are groundless. The troops are not being recruited to put down the revolution, but to
march againg the outlaw sorcerer in Brigantium.”

"Brigantium?" asked Sandy, frowning. "What is Brigantium? My information was that the outlaw sorcerer
wasin Darn, in atown known as Brigand's Roost."

"Then your information is somewhat out of date,” said La Donna. She pulled out one of Harlan'sflyers.
"They have broken off from Darn and created the Kingdom of Brigantium, forming an dliance with King
Durwin. It isagaing them that King Billy sendshisarmy.”

"And asfor the mercenaries;" added Johnny, "only the dregs have been answering King Billy's summons.
All the best ones are going to Brigantium, because they are offering much better pay.”

"Bethat asit may," said Sandy, "once the troops defeat the outlaw wizard of Brigantium, they will be
returning home, rich with plunder and seasoned from battle. And then they shal make short work of your
revolution.”

"Oh, | think not," said Gentlemanly Johnny with asmile. "For onething, you are assuming the Army of

Aitt will be victorious, and that isby no meansacertain thing. For another, thiswar could not comeat a
better time. While King Billy sends histroops against Brigantium, there will be only the sheriff's deputies
and the palace guard remaining behind, with perhaps a squad or two of archers. It will be the perfect time
to stage an assault upon the pdace.”



"And assuming you succeed, what then?" asked Sandy. "Y ou will have captured the paace, and perhaps
the king and queen, though they will doubtless have ample time to escape while the deputies and the
palace guard repel your assault, and then you will only bein possesson of the palace. The army will
return and displace you easily. Meanwhile, the revolution's leaders will have been reveded, and they shall
hunt you down."

"Oh, not us," said Gentlemanly Johnny. "Y ou think we are the leaders of the revolution?"
Sandy frowned. "The Stedlers Guild has been behind dl of the riots that have taken place.”

"Tobesure" LaDonnasaid. "But we are not fools. We have merdly provided the spark to light the
powder trail. We have not taken credit for any of our actions. By now, the revolution has gathered its
own momentum among the people of the city, and they have chosen their own leaders. We are privy to
their plans, of course, because our members do attend the secret meetings, but none of us are among the
actual leaders. We merely work behind the scenes, so to speak. It ismuch safer that way."

"l see" said Sandy dryly. "So if the revolution falls, al of you are safe, because they will arrest the
leaders. And if it succeeds, then you shall benefit."

"We benefit either way," said Gentlemanly Johnny. "Think of al the opportunitiesthat will arisswhenthe
revolution starts. We are expecting record profits.”

"So then you don't care about the people a dl," said Sandy. "Y ou don't care about ridding the kingdom
of corruption. All you care about is money.”

"That's not true,” LaDonnasaid. "King Billy might not be abad ruler if he had good peopleto advise
him, but he has Warrick the White and Sheriff Waylon and their cronies. If wearerid of them, thenlifein
the kingdom will improve for everyone. We would like to see the revolution succeed, for everybody's
ske"

"But if it should fail," Johnny added, “then isthat any reason why we cannot make some money on the
venture?'

"l seel have wasted my time," said Sandy, getting up. "The Underground has been struggling to improve
lifefor the people of the kingdom. But you are only going to doom them.”

"A word of caution, my dear,” said Gentlemanly Johnny. "We would wel come the support of the
Underground. However, if you are not with us, then we must assume you are againgt us.”

"Isthat athreat?" asked Sandy.

"Condder it aword of sage advice," said Johnny, giving her alevd gtare. "If you will not support us, then
stay out of our way. Interference is something that will not be tolerated.”

"I will pass on the message," Sandy said. Sheturned on her hed and |eft.

Gentlemanly Johnny made asmall hand Sgnd to alarge man ditting at the bar. He glanced up as Ferret
Phil, the leader of the Burglarslocal, came over to thetable. "Follow her," said Johnny. "Find out who
sheisand where shelives, and who her friends are. And be discreet.”

"l dwaysam," said Ferret Phil with an ugly grin. "Congder it done." And he hurried off on Sandy'strall.



EIGHT

If Brewster had thought his courtyard was a place of frenetic activity before, then it wasin asolute
pandemonium now. Bloody Bob had pulled al the workers off their other construction jobs to work
full-time on the palace of Brigantium, and since none of the |aborers were unionized, Brewster was
amazed at how quickly things got done. Harlan had offered Bloody Bob abonus for each day they came
in under the construction deadline, and as aresult, the huge work force labored literaly around the clock,
toiling through the night by torchlight to get the job done.

It was the home improvement project to end all home improvement projects. The spam rendering
operation had been moved out of the courtyard to aforest clearing several milesaway, until it could be
moved to Franktown, and now what used to be the courtyard was rapidly shaping up asthe new paace
of Brigantium. Having worked as atop-rank mercenary for much of hislife, Bloody Bob had seen his
share of royal palaces, and with Brewster's help, he had drawn up a complete set of plansto ensure that
the palace of Brigantium would outshine every other he had seen. The sprawling courtyard in front of the
keep was going to be the new great hall of the palace, and the ruins of the outer walls had been knocked
down to make room for the new walls of the palace, which would be surrounded by an inner and an
outer bailey. Therewould be awell fortified barbican and drawbridge, crendlated towers with cruciform
loopholes, saly ports, hoardings, and machicolations and dl sorts of neat medievd stuff. It was going to
beredly cool.

Thewalls of the outer and the inner bailey were going up rapidly, because fortifications were the most
important part of any castle. After sudying some of Bloody Bob's designs, Brewster had made some
modifications, so that the outer and the inner bailey were not smply square or circular, but star-shaped.
Initialy, Bob thought there could be some magica sgnificanceto this, but Brewster had explained how
the points of the star, with fortified towers and walkways at the top, enabled the wallsto be better
defended by affording amuch wider field of fire. Any assault force attacking the wallswould be
vulnerable not only from the front, but on their flanks, as well. Bloody Bob was deeply impressed. He
was puzzled by the large embrasures Brewster added for the cannon, because he did not know what a
cannon was. Brewster tried explaining the concept to him, then finally gave up and redlized that nothing
ghort of ascale modd demonstration would suffice.

With Mick's help, he had forged a small cannon that he christened the "water gun.” Actudly, the name
was something of a misnomer, because the gun did not use water. The design was meant to use the highly
explosive peregrine wine as apropellant. When Brewster set it off for thefirgt time, the explosion, even
for asmal mode, was deafening, and the range of the tiny cannon balls hed made wastruly impressive.

"Now, imagine the samething,” held said, "only about ten tunes this size, with one emplaced at each
embrasure on the walls, facing every possible avenue of approach.”

" 'Strewth!" said Bob. "The castle would be impregnable! No army would even dare approach the
wdld"

"Oh, they might get close," said Brewster, "but it would cost them. Still, in case we should be attacked by
alarge enough force where the commanders wouldn't mind significant casudties, 1've come up with
another ideathat should help, if we can get them built in time."

Hetook Bloody Bob, Pikestaff Pat, Harlan, Mac, and Shannon down to Mick's shop, where Mick and
his apprentices had been hard a work producing acrude interna combustion engine from sand castings



Brewster had designed.

"I had initidly envisioned this engine driving asort of seamroller,” Brewster explained, "so that we could
pavethe streets, but then it occurred to me that it could just aseasily drive atank.”

The tank itself was not yet finished, but the frame was ready with the engine mounted. Brewster fired it
up, using the peregrine wine as fud. The noise done would have been enough to rout an army, but when
he shifted into drive and the tank rolled out across the meadow on crude but effective iron caterpillar
treads, their reaction was one of pure astonishment.

"Of course, thisjust givesyou an idea of how it moves," said Brewdter, after held put it through some
smple paces and shut off the engine. "We can mount an armored turret on it, with asmaller version of
our water gun, and it would make a practica assault vehicle to use againgt foot soldiers or cavalry. Each
tank would require acrew of two. Oneto driveit and one to be the gunner. Of course, they would be
most effective supported by a squad of foot soldiers.”

"Doc," said Mac, " 'tisyou who should be the genera and not |. With thistank of yours, we shal be
invincible! Thirty or forty of these would make cavary charges obsoletel”

"Waell, well be lucky if we can get just thisonebuilt intime" said Brewster. "And it still may have some
flaws. | don't know how much timewell haveto test it. And I'm il not entirely happy with the way the
enginesrunning. It'samost astemperamental as Pamelas antique Jaguar.”

"A jaguar?' Shannon said. "What sort of cregtureisthat?’

"Uh... avery finnicky one" said Brewster. "If you don't grind the shimsjust right... oh, well, never mind.
Thepoint is, I'm gtill working out the bugs.”

"Bugs?' sad Mac.
"Nagging little problems” Brewster explained. "It'sjust an expresson.”
"Sometimes, Doc, | don't think we spesk quite the same language,” Shannon said with afrown.

"Mmmm. | know what you mean. 'Strewth, and dl that. Anyway, I've thought of another application for
thisengine design, on arather smaller scae. If we can get it working right, | might be able to come up
with something eseyou might find useful. 1t al depends on how much timewell have."

"Word hasit that the troops are massing in Aitt," said Mac. "King Billy has recruited more soldiersfrom
among his populace and sent out acall for mercenaries. However, we have the jump on him there, as our
cal went out first, thanks to Harlan's distribution network. We're offering amuch higher sdary, and weve
been attracting some of the best fighters. 1've been housing them at the Assassins School. A few of them
have even guest lectured some of the classes. | think were in good shape there.”

"When do you suppose Pitt's army will march againgt us?' Brewster asked.

" Tisdifficult to say,” Mac replied with ashrug. "The new troops must be organized and drilled, and
outfitted aswell. They have been busy making preparations for the past few months, however, so'tis
possible that they may move againgt us anytime. How long do you think it will take to get the palace and
the fortifications completed?"

"At therate they're going, if they keep up this pace, the outer walls and the exterior of the castle should
be complete by the end of the next month,” said Brewster. "Bloody Bob'sgot al his crewsworking
around the clock, in shifts, and they're making amazing progress. The castle won't be ready to moveinto



for another severad months, but it'll be a place where we can make astand.”
"That'sthe important thing," said Mac.
"How are we doing with arming the troops?* asked Shannon.

"Wdll, Mick's been busy with Doc's projects, but we have al the smiths and armorersin town producing
wespons. And many of the troops we have recruited aready have their own. Our biggest problem iswith
training them, gppointing officers and so forth. It isthere that King Billy isahead of us. He has had more
time. What ismore, his spies have doubtless been reporting to him and he knows by now that we are
preparing for war, and that the longer he delays, the better it isfor us. I do not think he will wait much
longer, and | cannot see how our army will be aswell prepared ashis."

"About those spies,” said Brewster. "Y ou think there's any chance they might have learned about what
we're doing here at the keep?'

" "Tispossble, but | strongly doubt it," Mac replied. "Only our most trusted friends have been admitted
through the inner walls, and no one has seen anything you are preparing here save us and Mick's
apprentices. And they have been camped out here on the grounds as a condition of their service, the
better to ensure the secrecy of the work in which they have been engaged. We may not have succeeded
in unmasking Warrick's spies, but neither have they succeeded in discovering what goes on here at the

keep."

"Good," said Brewdter. "If their army is going to be better trained than ours, then well need the eement
of surprise. And | think | can guarantee afew surprises. But I'm still worried about Warrick. I'm not sure
what, if anything, | can do againgt hismagic.”

"Have you not been studying the Grimoire of Honoriouswith Brian?' Shannon asked.

"l have," said Brewdter, "but this magic stuff is not exactly something you can pick up overnight. And
apparently, if you try to rush it and overreach yoursdlf, it can be very dangerous. The other night | tried a
amplefire spell before | wasredlly ready and | burned one of the big tapestriesin the great hall by
accident. Brian gave me quite astern lecture.”

"Do the best you can, Doc,” Shannon said. " 'Tisal any man can do. Y ou have already done more than
enough. Tis past timefor the rest of usto do our part.”

"What do you think Warrick's been doing al thistime?' asked Brewster.

"Well, Warrick is not the only one with spies,” said Harlan. "Weve sent the Awful Urchin Gang as spies
to Pittsburgh. However, they report that no one has seen Warrick recently. He has not Ieft his Alabaster
Tower, and thereisno way of telling what he may be up to in there."

"Up to no good, that much isfor certain,” Mac said with a grimace. " Still, thereisno point in worrying
about things we cannot control. He may be preparing spellsto aid hisarmy, but we shall have afew
tricks up our deeves, aswdll."

"I hope s0," Brewster said as he watched Mick and his apprentices working on the armor plating for the
tank. "l surely hope s0."

By now, you're probably wondering what became of Warrick since he vanished in Brewster'stime
machine. Has he been transported to some limbo, doomed to remain forever trapped between
dimensions and thereby written out of the story? Well, in aword, no. Much as| would have liked to have
done something like that, I'm afraid it would have been anticlimactic. That wouldn't have satisfied you,



would it? No, some of you would have thrown the book across the room and sworn never to buy
anything | wrote again, others would have written me angry letters, calling meto task for being doppy
and taking the easy way out; and afew of you, I'm sure, would have come up to me a one of the
conventions | attend and read me the riot act, telling me how you would have handled the Situation better
if you'd beenin my place.

Wi, never fear, your faithful narrator has not fallen down on the job. | may "not have started this book
off assmoothly as1'd have liked and | may have lost control afew times here and there, and | may have
whined and bitched a bit about how frustrating life can be when you're awriter, but hey, that's just the
sort of thing that brings us closer together, right?

No, huh? Well, okay, maybe not. But haven't | dwaystold you to trust your narrator? Haven't | gotten
usal thisfar without any mgor mishaps? All right, the occasona expository lump and authorid intrusion
notwithstanding, we've made it to this point, haven't we? | mean, we're about three quarters of the way
through the story, the big war is coming up, the subplots with Colin and Pamela have come together,
we've found out that Queen Sandy is more than just another pretty face ... well, that countsfor
something, doesntt it?

Okay, okay, so you want to know what happened to Warrick. Thefact is, he really had me by the short
and curlies. | can't tell you how many hours | spent sitting at my trusty Apple Mac, staring at the screen
and trying to come up with some way to do himin that wouldn't completely screw up the story. I'd go to
bed at night and lie awake for hours, wishing to God that | could get some deep, but al | could think
about was Warrick. Believe me, lying there a four-thirty in the morning, tossing and turning and staring at
the ceiling, wondering why | ever decided to do thisfor aliving, | knew exactly how Dr. Victor
Frankenstein must havefdt. | had created amonster and | couldn't figure out away to get rid of him.

The worgt thing about it wasthat | had laid the ground rules for my own dilemma. | had made Warrick a
mighty wizard with no effective limitationsto his powers-or hisambition-and | had given him the ability to
symied| my effortsto control him. Now, this might sound alittle silly to some of you, but thefact is, a
writer hasto believe in his characters. It says so in dl those books on writing you seein the stores. |
believed in Warrick, and so his magic worked on me. And when he came up with aspell to prevent me
from writing him out of the story, there was smply nothing | could do about it. | knew it wasonly a
meatter of time before he devised a spell that would alow him to take over the book completely. And
what's more, he knew it, too. But there was one thing he didn't know.

Having cast agpell to prevent himself from being written out of the story, he thought he had me beaten.
Heknew | couldnt kill him off and he thought that by wearing me down and forcing me to show him the
secret of the time machine, he could cross the boundaries between the dimensions of reality and
nonredlity and confront mewhere | lived. Well, no thanks. I've got enough problems with redity asitis.
So guess where he wound up?

Pamelainserted her EnGulfCo Security ID into the machine to open the stedl doors, then pulled her
Jaguar E-type into the parking garage. It was|ate and everyone had long since gone home. She parked
the car in her reserved space by the elevators and they got out. She gave Hightower a quick once over.

"Button up your raincoat,”" shetold him. "No sdf-respecting scientist would wear anything like that frantic
sport jacket of yours.”

"Well, wecan't dl shopin Savile Row," said Colin, wryly.
"Inyour case, Skid Row ismorelikeit," Pameareplied.
"Cute" said Calin.



"Now remember, if we're challenged, let me do dl thetalking," Pamedasaid.
"What if someone asks me something?' asked Megan.
"Dont answer," Colinsaid. "Just roll your eyes and look impatient. Let Pamelahandle everything.”

They got into the elevator and Pamela pressed the button for the top floor, just beneath the penthouse.
Asthedoors did shut and the elevator started to ascend, a voice came over a concealed speaker.

"Good evening, Dr. Fairburn. Working late again tonight?*

"No rest for the weary," Pamdareplied with asmile. "Isthat you, Jerry? How's everything tonight?
Keeping it dl safefor queen and country?!

The guard on duty at the station chuckled. "All locked up tight. Who is that with you, Doc?!
"Dr. Smmonds and Dr. Radinski."

"They're not on staff here, are they?'

"No, but they're consulting with me on aspecia research project up at thelab.”

"l see" Therewasadight pause. "I'm sorry, Dr. Fairburn, but | don't seem to have a clearance
registered for them."

"Redly? Areyou sure?'
"I'm afraid 0. I've double-checked.”

"Well, that can't beright,” said Pamela "Dr. Daviestold me earlier this afternoon that he'd taken care of it
persondly.”

"I'm sorry, Dr. Fairburn, but there's no record of that on the computer.”

"Oh, bloody hdll," said Pamdain an irate tone. "He told me he was going to take care of it himsdf. He
must have given it to that new secretary of his, Miss Legs and Busoms." Pamela grimaced. "That woman
isabloody disaster. Thisisthethird time she's dropped the ball on something relating to this project. It's
amply insufferable”

"Wadl, I'm sorry, but I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to check in at the station,” the security guard said.
"We can give Dr. Daviesacall at home and sort thisthing out.”

"Yes, | suppose-oh, Chrigt," said Pamela. "We can't reach Dr. Davies a home tonight. He told me he
was leaving early for aweekend of fishing in the country.” Sheturned to Colin and Megan. "I'm redlly
sorry, thisisdl terribly embarrassng.”

Colin merely nodded for the benefit of the hidden video camera while Megan shook her head and tapped
her foot impetiently.

"Look, Jerry, we're on avery tight schedule here. Dr. Smmonds and Dr. Radinski have alateflight to
catch at Heathrow in about”- she glanced at her waich,-"three and ahaf hours. That's barely enough time
for usto go over... wdll, | can't redly discussit, you understand. | was fortunate to catch them at the
Defense Minigiry this afternoon and they've both got to be in Washington by tomorrow morning. If we
miss this opportunity, it could set the project back by months and Dr. Davies will have an embolism.”



"WEell... | shouldn't redly be doing this, you understand,” said Jerry, "but seeing asit'syou, Dr. Fairburn, |
guessitll bedl right thistime."

"You'realifesaver, Jerry, thank you. But | want you to be sure to mention in your log that we had a
problem with this"

"Uhm... if it'sdl the samewith you, Dr. Fairburn, I'd really rather not, because then my supervisorswill
want to know why | skipped procedure. That, uh, could make things rather sticky."

"Right, of course," said Pamela. "Well, | certainly wouldn't want to cause you any problems, particularly
since you're being such adear about this. I'll just speek to Dr. Davies privately. That new secretary of his
has smply got to go, but there's no reason to involve you. Well just keep this between ourselves!’

"| gppreciatethat, Dr. Fairburn," said Jerry. "Well, have agood night then. I'll see you on the way out.”
"Thank you, Jerry." Sheturned to Colin and Megan. "l gpologize for this."

Colin smply shrugged. They rode the rest of the way up in silence, then stepped out on the top floor.
Hightower noted the security cameras outside the el evator and in the hallway, and the security station,
now unmanned, by the devator leading to the penthouse.

"That wasvery well done," hesaid inalow voice.

"Relax, the corridors aren't wired for sound. But were not out of the woods yet," said Pamela. " Getting
inisonly haf the problem. Smuggling Marvin's notes out isgoing to be thetrick.”

"Y ou think your friend Jerry's going to ingst on searching us?* asked Colin.

"It's standard procedure for everyone working in arestricted area,” said Pamela, indicating the unmanned
security station with anod. "During the day, there's dways a guard stationed there, and there are
checkpoints at every floor with restricted access. Not much goes on here at night, so they just usea
skeleton crew. With dl the surveillance equipment they have ingtalled, they can monitor the whole
building from the centra station just off the lobby. Jerry's agood man, but he's aready bent the rules by
alowing you up without aregistered clearance, merely on my say o. If | tried to get us out without
checking in with him, I'd be pushing my luck."

"What if we'rein abig rush to make our so-caled flight to Washington?" asked Calin.

"It could beworth atry," said Pamela as she pressed her pam against the scanner pandl of the elevator
to the penthouse, "but Jerry's not afool. EnGulfCo doesn't hire run-of-the-mill security personnd.
They'redl either former police officers or executive protection specidists. And some are former military.
They'redl very well paid. | told Jerry we have alimited amount of time, but helll become suspiciousif |
presstheissue. | know what the procedures are. And going through security on the way out wouldn't
take more than afew minutes, anyway, so helll want to know why I'm avoiding it."

"Okay," said Calin, "just how complete is the security check on the way out?’

"All persona baggage such as purses and briefcases are examined, and thereés abody search,” said
Pamda

"Arethere any femae security personnel on duty at thistime?"' asked Colin.
"No, | don't think so," Pamédareplied. "Why?'



"I've got aminiature spy camerain my coat pocket,” Colin said. "We could smply photograph what we
need, and then conceal the camera. | can think of agood placeto hideit. On awoman, that is."

Pamdadgared at him. "Surely, you don't mean..."

"Widl, I'm trying to be somewhat ddlicate about this," Hightower replied. "We could have Megan do it,
but | think you'd be a safer bet. | doubt your friend Jerry would get that persona with you.”

The elevator arrived and they stepped insde. Pamelasimply stared at him, and her look conveyed
exactly what she thought of his suggestion. Colin merely shrugged.

They got out at the penthouse and Pamela placed her pam againgt the scanner, then punched in the
gpecial entrance code. The laboratory doors opened automaticaly and they went insde. Almost
immediately, Pameahdted in her tracks and caught her bregath.

"Wheat isit?' Colin asked.

Sitting in the center of the lab was the duplicate time machine she had constructed from Brewster's plans,
an exact copy in every detail savethat it was nonfunctiona without the Buckmingerfullerineinsde the
torusthat encircled it. And beside it was an absolutely identical machine.

"It'sasecond time machine!" shesaid. "It'sMarvin'd It hasto be!™ Sherushed into the lab, glancing dll
around her. "Marvin? Marvin, darling, where are you?"

She cameto an abrupt halt as aman stepped out from behind the machine. He looked perhapsin hislate
thirties or early forties, but his shoulder-length hair was snow-white. He wore white robes, aloose-fitting
white tunic, white breeches, and white velvet boots.

"And who might you be?' he asked in ademanding tone.
Pameastared at him, shocked speechlessfor amoment.
Megan gasped. "Warrick the Whitel" she said, cowering behind Hightower.

Warrick glanced a her and smiled. "I remember you," he said. "Y ou were one of my experimental
subjects, were you not?"

"What are you doing here?' demanded Pamela. "Where's Marvin? What have you done with him?”

Warrick turned toward her and raised his eyebrows. "1 do not know who this Marvin may be, but who
aeyou?'

"My nameis Dr. PamdaFairburn,” shereplied tensely, "and you are in aredtricted area. If you dont tell
me where Marvin isand what you've done with him, I'm going to call security and have you taken into

custody!"

"That sounds rather threatening,” said Warrick, unperturbed.

"Oh, | can do alot more than threaten,” Pamelareplied, heading for the phone.
"Watch out!" cried Megan. "Heisafearsome sorcerer!”

"I don't care what the hell heis," said Paméa. She put her hand on the phone. " Are you going to answer
my question or do we do thisthe hard way?"



"Pamela, wait," said Calin. "Thelast thing we want right now is security guards up here. Let'stry to sort
this out on our own first." He approached Warrick. "So, you're Warrick, en?"

"Aye" said Warrick, looking Hightower up and down with acritica gaze. "And who are you?'

"The name's Hightower. Colin Hightower. I'm areporter. And I've heard agreat deal about you, Sir.”" He
held out his hand. Warrick glanced down, but refused to teke it.

"Have you? And just what have you heard, and from whom?”

"I've spoken with some of the people you've been sending here, from wherever it isyou came from,"
Hightower said. "The Alabaster Tower, isit? In Pittsburgh? In aland of twenty-seven kingdoms?Y ou
mind tdling mewhy?'

"Perhaps not," said Warrick. "Buit firgt, | have afew questions of my own that | want answered. | have
only just arrived hereand | would like to know exactly where | am. What isthis place?!

"Fair enough. I1t's Dr. Marvin Brewster's research laboratory in the headquarters building of EnGulfCo
Internationd, in London, England,” Hightower replied, and then added, "in the twentieth century.”

"Brewster?' Warrick said, hiseyes narrowing. "Brewster Doc?"
"Dr. Brewster, that'sright,” said Colin.
"Whereishe?' Pamedademanded. "Isheal right? Have you seen him?"

"Oh, | would like very much to see him," Warrick replied, "but | have some other mattersto attend to
first. Whereisthe Narrator?'

"Who?' asked Pamdawith afrown.

"The Narrator," repeated Warrick. "The voice in the ether. The demigod who governsthis ethereal
plane

"l have no ideawhat youretaking about,” said Pamela "But you areillegdly in possession of highly
classified equipment, and you have gained unauthorized entry into arestricted area. That's enough right
thereto put you in prison for avery long time, so | strongly suggest that you cooperate or else suffer the
consequences.”

Megan made a soft whimpering sound behind Colin and shut her eyes.

"For awench, you are exceedingly arrogant,” said Warrick. "1 take it you are in some position of
authority here. Well, thusfar, | have been tolerant, but thereisalimit to my patience. | wish to seethe
Narrator at once. Y ou will send word to him that Warrick Morgannan has arrived and demands an
immediate audience.”

"Now just hold on aminute, friend,” said Colin, stepping between them. 1 don't think you fully
understand your Situation. Y ou're way out of line here. Now why don't we just-"

Warrick raised his hand in asorcerous gesture and quickly mumbled aspell under hisbreath. Absolutely
nothing happened.

"l beg your pardon?’ Colinsaid. "I didn't catch that.”
Warrick frowned, raised his hand once more, and gestured toward Colin dramatically, repeating the spell



with no more result than thefirst time. (God, | lovethis...)

"Now see here, old chap,” said Calinirritably, "I don't like people waving their handsin my face, and |
didn't particularly care for the tone of that remark, whatever it was."

Warrick raised both hands high above his head, shouted out the spell at the top of hislungs, and swept
hisarms down at Calin, fingers splayed, inchesfrom hisface.

"Right, that doesit," Colin said, and he cracked Warrick acrossthe jaw with aright hook. Thewizard
crumpled to the floor, unconscious.

"That was condructive," said Pamela, wryly. "Now what?'

"Y ou struck him down!" said Megan with astonishment. "Y ou struck down Warrick the White, the
mightiest sorcerer in dl the twenty-seven kingdomd!™

"I don't care who the bloody hell heis," said Colin, gazing down a Warrick's prostrate form. "No one
takesthat kind of tone with me."

Pamédaheaded for the time machine in which Warrick had arrived.
"What are you doing?' Colin asked.

"Checking the temporal chronometer settings,” Pameareplied asshegot in. 'l should be ableto reset
and return to his departure point.”

"Now wait amoment,” Colin said uncertainly. "Surely, you're not thinking of taking off in that thing!"

"Marvinisill back there" Pamdasaid as she sarted up the engines. "And hell be trapped permanently
unless| go back for him."

"I'm going, too!" said Megan, rushing toward the machine. "I want to go home!”

"All right, getin," said Pamela. "'l won't know my way around and I'm going to need some help infinding
Mavin."

"Holdit!" Colin shouted over the noise of the engines. "Y ou can't just leavel What about him? And what
am | supposed to do?"

"He's not going anywhere," Pamela shouted back, over the rgpidly rising whine of the engines. " Security
will take care of him. Tell them what's happened.”

"Tel them what?" Colin shouted. "That you've gone back in timeto get your boyfriend? They'll throw
mein theloony bin and leave me there to keep my mouth shut! Besides, if you think I'm missing out on
this, you're crazy! It'll be the story of the century! Move over! I'm coming with you!"

"Thereésno room!"
"Megan can gt onmy lap!"
"All right, I'm not going to argue. I'll need dll the help | can get. Getin!"

Hightower got into the machine and readjusted the safety straps so that he could dip them over both
himsdf and Megan as she sat on hislap, leaning back againg him. "Thisisn't going.to hurt or anything, is
it?" he asked.



"I haven't thefaintest idea,” Pameareplied. "I've never donethis before.”

"Oh, Lord. Are you sure you know what you're doing?*

"All'l need to do isthrow this switch here when that indicator movesinto thered.”
"And then?'

"And then hold on to your hat!"

"Oh, Jesus..."

Shethrew the switch.

NINE

Well, your faithful narrator feels morein control now. Warrick hasfinally been neutrdized. Asweadl
know, magic doesn't work in modern London, for if it did, England would till have an empire and the
royal family would probably be having alot less trouble. Fortunatdly, Warrick did not suspect his powers
would be uselessin our world, otherwise your faithful narrator would bein aconsiderable pickle. Asitis,
Warrick is now trapped in London, at EnGulfCo headquarters, with no way of getting back home. And
that means he can't interfere with this story anymore, to my immenserelief.

In ashort while, Jerry the security guard will redize that more than four hours have gone by since Pameda
told him her consulting colleagues had to catch aflight from Heathrow Airport and hell cdl upstairsto
seeif everything'sal right. Warrick will not pick up the phone, because athough hell certainly have
regained consciousness by then, he has no ideawnhat atelephoneis and hell be baffled by the mysterious
ringing noise. When Jerry gets no answer, hélll cal in the alarm and discover that Dr. Davies, the head of
EnGulfCo R and D, hadn' |ft for afishing weekend in the country after dl. Dr. Davieswill immediately
rush to the lab, where the reprogrammed palm scanner will admit him and a detachment of security and
they'll find Warrick, take him into custody, and subject him to along and strenuous interrogation.

Now, | redizethat by teling you dl this, I'm violating one of the cardind rules of writing. Ask any of my
students, and they'll say | aways teach them that agood writer should show, not tell. However, | dso
teach them that good writers should avoid authoria intrusion, and I've dready blown that dl to hell and
gone. But you see, thisisthe sort of thing that happens when you decide to push the limits of the
envelope, asthey say in The Right Suff. The author of that book, Tom Wolfe, did it when heinvented
the New Journdism in The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine Flake Streamline Baby and Hunter Thompson
did it when heinvented Gonzo Journdism in The Kentucky Derby Is Decadent and Depraved.
(Actudly, hedidnt redly "invent" Gonzo Journaism, it was more like afreak accident, but that's another
story and we've aready gotten ridiculoudy sidetracked.)

Thepoint is, | wanted to experiment with " Fantastic Metafiction,” because | learned in grad school that
thisiswhat you do when you want college professors to take you serioudy. Y ou write something regly
weird and come up with amultisyllabic labd for it-like "Literary Deconstructionism”-and then you
become the acknowledged expert in that field, because nobody but you can understand what the hell
you'redoing. So, to explainit, you write articlesfor The English Journal and you givetaks at academic
conferences and then you write grant proposals to get money to conduct intensive research in this new
fidddyouvejudt invented. Thisiscaled "getting tenure.”



Anyway, I'm getting Sdetracked yet again. The point I'm trying to makeis ... what the hell was the point |
wastrying to make? Oh, yeah, right. | wastrying to invent this new literary form and it just sort of got
away from me. But... that's okay. That's part of it. That's the very nature of "Fantastic Metafiction.” It's
what was supposed to happen. Yeah ... that'sit, that's the ticket...

| could have chosen to write the scene where Warrick gets captured and interrogated, and actualy show
it happening, because I'd dearly love to see old Warrick squirm after al the trouble he has caused me,
but the fact isit wouldn't redly advance the main plot of the story and we'd only wind up getting bogged
down in nonessentia details (which iswhat I'm doing right now, cometo think of it, but hey, that's how
"Fantastic Metafiction” works. It'satechnique known as ... uh ... "Narrative Transcendentalism.” Y eah,
right, that'sit. I'll explain it morefully inthe essay I'm planning to writefor The English Journal).
However, if we have a chance, we will drop in on Warrick once again, because it's not good storytelling
to leave subplots unresolved.

Speaking of which, some of you may be wondering whatever became of al the people Warrick had
teleported to our world with Brewster'stime machine. Well, we don't redly have thetimeto get into all
the individual case histories, otherwise this book would be a Robert Jordan novel, so well smply look at
arepresentative sampling.

Those of you who have been with us from the beginning will recall the dotty old wizard known as
Blackrune 4, to whom the brigands sold the time machine after they discovered it in the Redwood
Forest. Why does he have the number 4 after his name, you ask? Well, if you'd read the first installment
of thismetefictiond adventure (The Reluctant Sorcerer, Warner Books), you'd already know that, but
for those of you who havent, it was because the Sorcerers and Adepts Guild registers all mage names,
and there were aready three other wizards named Blackrune, 1 through 3, respectively, registered with
the guild. It was Blackrune 4 who had first sumbled on amagic spdl to activate the time machine by
tapping into itstempord field. He was teleported to Los Angeles, where his magic wouldn't work and he
wound up becoming part of the homeless population. He met alot of other homeless people who found
him absolutely fascinating and made him into a sort of street guru, which resulted in hisbeing featured ina
PBS documentary about the homeless. A Hollywood producer saw the program and it gave him anidea
for astcom caled Street Smarts. Blackrune was found and hired as a consultant for the show, which
garred George Carlin in his second seriestelevision venture, and it became an ingtant ratings hit.
Blackrune 4 changed his name to George R.R. Blackrune, renegotiated his contract, and is now one of
the show's executive producers, with a house in Sherman Oaks, aregular table at Spago's, and a
Mercedes Benz convertiblein his garage.

Blackrune's young apprentice, who delivered the time machine to Warrick and became hisfirst test
subject, wound up in New Y ork, where he lived on the streets for awhile until he took up with a
nineteen-year-old performance artist who introduced him to al her friendsin the East Village arts
community. He adopted the name Johnny Snot, got agig asalead singer with aheavy metd band called
STD, and their last CD, Another Time, Another Place, just went triple platinum.

Remember the Pittsburgh hooker who was teleported on stage in the middle of an Allman Brothers
concert in Georgia? Well, after becoming hysterical on stage behind amike, tearing her hair and wailing
about going back home, she was given afive-minute standing ovation and hailed as agreat white blues
artist. She got arecording contract with Atlantic Records, got agreat write-up in Rolling Sone after the
debut of her first dbum, Shriek, then disappeared after giving birth to a beautiful blond baby boy. Rumor
had it the father was Gregg Allman. Well, she and her son are now living in Arkansas, where she's
happily married to a prosperous redl estate broker who is currently under federal indictment for tax fraud.

One of Warrick'stest subjects was teleported to Japan, where the urban density of Tokyo coupled with



the sight of people unlike any race he'd ever seen and speaking alanguage he couldn't understand put his
nervous system into overload. He ran hystericdly through the streets, convinced hel'd been transported to
aworld of demons, until he wasfinally apprehended by the Tokyo police. When questioned by an officer
who spoke English, hefearfully told his story, which resulted in hisbeing sent to a hospita for psychiatric
observation, where he remained for about ten months. Once convinced no one would harm him, he
stopped being violent and was alowed to mix with the other patients and watch televison. This proved to
be an immensely educationa experience for him. He learned Japanese, discovered agreat deal about our
world, and was eventud|ly released. However, having been acrimina in his own world, he naturdly
gravitated to what he knew best, and is now working as an enforcer for the Y akuza.

A great many of Warrick's test subjects wound up in various ingtitutions, where some of them remain,
perfectly content. However, most were eventualy released. Teevison had made an immense difference
intheir lives and they have dl more or less acclimated to their new environment. Many of them took
correspondence courses and got their GEDs, and are now working in productive jobsin their
communities. Some turned to crime, asthey had in Pittsburgh, but most took advantage of the
opportunitiesin their new world and started to build productive lives for themsalves, working at such
diverse occupations as short order cooks, highway construction workers, sanitation engineers, topless
dancers, and postal service employees. Oneis now adeputy sheriff in Pima County, Arizona. Another is
apopular vegay on MTV. Severa became used-car salesmen and one, aformer member of The
Swindlers Guild, became atelevangdist and isnow running for Congress from the state of Louisiana.
However, most of them, with the exception of Warrick'sfirst few test subjects, had at least onethingin
common-they were still under the spell of compulsion Warrick placed on them, directing them to return
to himin his Alabaster Tower and tell of what they'd seen.

In many cases, drugs helped dull the uncontrollable compulsion. Given enough thorazine, even Godzilla
would mellow out. Therest of them, however, were ill driven by areentless urge to reach the Alabaster
Tower and tel Warrick what they'd seen. Unfortunately, there was redlly nothing they could do about it,
savetossand turn dl night and redirect the compulsion into such activities as overeating, gambling,
acoholism, sex addiction, and watching soap operas. Many of them wound up buying sets of Lego
blocks and congtructing large plagtic white towersin their gpartment living rooms, rather like Richard
Dreyfus building amountain out of mudin Close Encounters of the Third Kind. They wereimmensdy
frustrated, knowing there was no way they could get back home until one day something very strange
happened to dl of them smultaneoudy.

For no apparent reason they suddenly al felt compelled to go to London. (Oh, by the way, did I mention
that the EnGulfCo Corporate headquarters building was faced with white ferroconcrete dabs and known
as"TheWhite Tower?")

It was amost sunrise when Queen Sandy started heading back toward the castle. It had been along and
busy night. After leaving The Stedlers Tavern, she had hurried to another end of town, not far from the
market district, and asmall stone coffeehouse and bakery known as The Smorgasbard. It was a place
where one could partake of coffee and herbal infusions and awide assortment of fresh baked bread and
padtrieswhile ligening to bards rega e the patrons dl night long with their songsin exchange for gratuities
dropped into their hats or instrument cases. The Smorgasbard was open until the wee hours of the
morning, and was a popular gathering place for artists, bards, and craftsmen, aswell asthe occasond
arigtocrat. They even adlowed filkersto perform. Their dogan was, "All the bards that you can stand.”

On entering, Sandy pulled her hood closer around her face and headed straight for the door to the back
room. She knocked three times, paused, then twice, then paused again, then once. A small pandl set into
the door at about eye level was did aside and someone asked, "Who knocks?"



"Onewho seeks," Sandy replied, giving the password.

"Enter," said the voice, and the window did shut. A moment later, the bolt was drawn and the door
opened.

Sandy walked into the dimly it back room, illuminated only by afew candles placed on along table.
There were no windows, and the walls were thick, ensuring privacy. The men and women seated around
the table immediately got to their feet as she entered and pulled back her hood.

"Y our Highness," said one of them, bowing politely and sweeping his hat from his head. Hewas
middle-aged, with long, wavy brown hair, aluxuriant beard, and awide, ruddy face. Benesth his dark
cloak he wore abrown leather doublet, alace-trimmed shirt, brown breeches, and high black boots. He
also wore an extremely well-crafted sword.

"Good evening, Lord Aubrey," Sandy said, nodding to the other members of the Underground. "Please,
let us digpense with formdities. Be seated, my friends. What news?'

"Nonethat isgood, | fear," Lord Aubrey replied, resuming his seat as Sandy took her place beside him.
"The army ismarching for Brigantium tomorrow. They have formed their own kingdom, separate from
Darn, and apparently with King Durwin's support. His Mg esty has received assurances of solidarity from
al the other rulers-save King Durwin, who has sent no reply-but only three, King Vidor, King Alan, and
King Rodney, have chosen to support hiswar with troops. Our forces have been augmented by six
regiments of foot and three regiments of horse. It makesfor aformidable army, the largest ever
assembled in the twenty-seven kingdoms. Brigantium will never sand achance.”

Sandy sighed heavily. "1 am the queen, and yet you know more about my husband's plansthan | do,” she
sad. "He never confidesin me anymore.”

"Y our hushand, madame, isafool," one of the other men seated at the table said.

"Whatever he may be, Lord Edward, heisstill your king, and | will demand you speak of him with
respect,” Sandy replied firmly.

Lord Edward merely inclined his head in response. Clearly, while Sandy commanded respect within the
room, her husband, the king, did not.

"L et us be honest with one another, Y our Highness,” said Lukethe Luthier, director of The Craftsman's
Guild. "Weadl have our own reasonsfor being here. The aristocrats among us have lent their effortsto
our cause because they see Warrick as athreat and they realize, with no disrespect intended to His
Magjesty, that the king smply lacks the capabilty to stand up to him. We commoners are here because
with each passing day, our freedoms are eroded further and the people suffer more.”

"You think I do not care about the people, Luke?" asked Sandy.

"No, Y our Highness, clearly you do, and if you were on the throne in place of your husband, | have no
doubt the welfare of the people would be your first concern. But the fact remains that while your husband
stsupon the throne of Fitt, Warrick and Sheriff Waylon rulein al but name. We had al hoped to avoid a
violent revolution, but it may be the only answer.”

"Y ou speak treason, Luke,” Sandy said.

"My lady, may | remind you that you are committing treason yourself by the merefact of your presence
here," the soft-spoken luthier replied.



Sandy compressed her lipsinto atight grimace. "Wdll, | will have you know that | have just comefrom a
meeting with two of the prime movers behind this revolution, and what | have learned may change your
mind."

"Y ou met with them yourself?" Lord Aubrey said with astonishment.

"I have met with them on severa occasons,” Sandy replied. "But you may relax, Lord Aubrey. They do
not suspect who | redly am.”

"Still, the danger to you-"

"Isnot as great asyou may think," Sandy said, cutting him off. "However, 'tisnot the point. The pointis
that The Stedlers Guild foments this revol ution merely to advance their own crimina purposes. If it
succeeds, then they shall benefit from the remova of Sheriff Waylon and the period of disorder that is
bound to follow until proper rule can berestored. And if it fails, then they shal take advantage of the
fighting to line their pockets unmolested, for they have taken care to see that otherswill take the blame
whenitisended. They havelit thefire, and now it has gathered its own momentum. Those who are voca
astheleaders of thisrevolution are but the unknowing pawns of The Stedlers Guild. The support they
now receive from them will quickly fade the moment anything goeswrong. And you may rest assured it

will gowrong."

"With the army marching for Brigantium, what isto stop it?" one of the others asked. "They leave behind
only the paace guard, augmented by some soldiers.”

"And what do you suppose will happen when the army returns?’ Lord Aubrey said. "The king may be
deposed, and Sheriff Waylon and his deputies lynched by the mob, but Warrick will take care to keep
himsalf protected, even if the mob does gather up the nerve to storm histower, which | strongly doubt.
Warrick will merdly sit back and let it al happen, and when the army returns from Brigantium, they will
seize power effortlesdy and place Warrick on the throne. The crafty wizard has played hishand
extremey well. He has convinced the king to send the army to put down this outlaw mage, whom
Warrick fearsasarivd to his power, and at the same time, the absence of the army tempts those who
would plot against the king to action. With one move, Warrick seizes power and consolidatesit.”

There was silence in the room asthey dl saw thelogic of Lord Aubrey's remarks.

"What are we to do, then?" someone asked.

"I can think of but only one solution, for the present,” Sandy said. "We must abduct the king."
"What?" said Lukewith disbelief.

"My husband does not wish to see the truth,” said Sandy. "He must be made to seeit. The revolution will
doubtless come soon after the army marches on Brigantium. The palace will be their first objective. If
they seizetheking, hislifeissurdy forfeit. But what if they cannot find the king? When the army returns
and puts down the rebels, Warrick will not be able to assume the throne so long asthe king lives. Then
he will be seen as ausurper, and as such, will never gain support from any of the other kingdoms.”

"True," Lord Aubrey said, nodding in agreement. "The other rulerswould be foolsto sanction such a
blatant seizure of power. They would be forced to unite againgt him, if only to safeguard their own
positions.”

"A clever plan to save your husband, Highness," Luke said softly. "And once he is back upon the throne,
what will have changed?'



Sandy gave him ahard look. "If you think | propose this plan merely to save my husband'slife, then you
have learned nothing about me since | joined you. Heis my husband and my king, and | will do my duty
by him. But | am aso queen, and | have aduty to my people. My presence hereis evidence of that. If |
cannot prevent the revolution, then | shall do my utmost to prevent the people suffering from itsresults. If
you can think of abetter plan, then | am surewe are al eager to listen.”

Luke looked down and remained silent.
"Finethen," Sandy said. "Thereislittle timeto waste. Now hereiswhat | propose...."
"] think I'm going to be sick,” said Hightower with amoan.

"Then let me up fird," Megan said quickly, fumbling with the safety strgps and jumping out of the
machine.

"Where are we?' Pamedaasked, looking around at the room in which they had materidized.
"Warrick's sanctorum, in the Alabaster Tower," Megan said. "We're home, in Rittsburgh!™

"Wdll, you're home, maybe," Pamela said as she got out of the machine and looked around. "But asa
little girl named Dorothy once said, 'l have afeding we're not in Kansas anymore.™

Thewadlsaround them in the circular chamber were dl constructed of large blocks of heavy, mortared,
pale white stone. The floor was made of thick wood planks. The furnishings were well made, but crude
by modern standards, fastened together with wooden pegsinstead of nails. The windows in the thick
walls were arched and shuttered. Everywhere Pamealooked, there were piles of ancient, leather-bound
vellum books and rolled-up scrolls, just stacked wherever there was room. The tables and shelveswere
covered with ceramic jars and glass beakers containing dried herbs and powders and other unidentifiable
objects, some of which looked like specimens from a pathology lab. There was alarge carved desk that
held ahuman skull, turned brown with age, with aholein the top to hold acandle. Pamela examined
someitems spread out on what appeared to be an dtar. There were candles of severa colors, alarge
slver chdlice, severd cauldrons of varying sizes, amulets holding precious stones, ceramic bowils, ritua
knives and crystals, oils and unguents and jars of powdered incense dong with amortar and a pestle.

"Thislookslike aset for abloody horror film," said Pamela
"If you think it looks strange in here, take alook outside," said Hightower, standing by awindow.

Pamela came up beside him. What she saw made her gasp. The tower was built upon ahill, and
Spreading out below them was amedieva city, with several main avenues paved with cobblestones and
twigting, narrow side streets and back aleys. The buildings were dl constructed of wood and mortared
stone, and the people moving through the streets were dressed in tunics and loose breeches, with thick
leather belts and woolen cloaks. Severa horse-drawn wagons rolled through the Streets, containing
wooden barrels and hay and produce from outlying farms. Nearby and to their l€ft, rising high above the
surrounding buildings, was a stone castle, complete with moat and drawbridge, walls and battlements and
crendllated towers. It was shortly after sunrise. The city was dowly coming avake.

"If I wasn't seeing thiswith my own eyes, I'd never believeit,” said Hightower. "It works, Pamelal Weve
actudly gone back through time! Werein London in the Middle Ages™

Pamela scanned the horizon. She frowned and shook her head. "No, | don't think s0," she said. "The
Thames should be over there," she said, pointing. "Whereisit? And look at those mountainsin the
distance. Were not in London. Were somewhere else entirely.”



"You'reright," said Hightower. "But where?"
Pamelashook her head. "I don't know," she said. "But Marvin's here, somewhere. He's got to be.”
"Areyou sure thisis the same place he went back to?' Colin asked.

"That man, Warrick, came from here," Pamdareplied. "Thisishishome, apparently. And he had
Marvin'stime machine. The question is, how did he get hishandson it?"

"Look," said Colin hesitantly, "I don't want to rain on your parade, but | think you should consider the
possibility that something may have happened to him.”

"I know," said Paméa. "I've dready thought of that, believe me. It'sbeen over ayear snce Marvin
disappeared. But | can't give up until | know for sure.”

"l understand,” said Colin. "But now that we're here- wherever 'her€' is-we need to make aplan.” He
glanced back at the time machine. "That thing's our only way back home. How do we know it's safe to
leaveit here while we go out looking for Brewster?'

"No one ever comesto Warrick's sanctorum,” Megan said. "The people are afraid of this place. No one
who's ever entered thistower has ever been seen again.”

"Y es, and now we know why," said Pamela. She leaned out the window and |ooked to the left and right.
"Thistower doesn't appear connected to any other structure. But at the same time, except for the castle
over there, it'sthetallest building in the area. It seems hard to believe that just one person would be living
here. Megan, what are we liableto find if we go out that door?"

"Warrick has hisminions" Megan said. "They reside herein the tower, on the lower floors. Warrick's
private living quarters are on the upper levels, but | have never seen them. | think no one has."

"Minions?' Colin said. "What do you mean?"'

"Men-at-arms and servants," said Megan. "They dressin Warrick's colors, awhite surplicewith alight
blue band acrossit."

"Y ou mean soldiers?' Pamdasaid. She glanced a Colin uneasily. "That could present aproblem. How
do we get past them?”

"Ever play poker?' asked Hightower.
"Y ou mean bluff?" said Pamela, uncertainly. "We don't even know what were doing.”

"Leaveittome" said Calin. "I'm an old hand at this sort of thing. Look, Warrick's stuck back in our own
time, right? Without that machine, theré's no way he can get back here. So, instead of trying to snesk
around, which always makes people suspicious, we put on abold front instead and confront things head
on. Warrick is some sort of royd sorcerer, right, Megan?"

"Aye, heisroya wizard to the King of Fitt,"” said Megan.

"That means he undoubtedly has some pull around here," Colin said. "So, since he'snot hereto
contradict us, well smply claim he sent us here to take care of things while he's off in-what did he call
it?-The ethered plane?’

"Yes, | think that'swhat he said,” Pamelareplied. "But are you sure thisisthe smart thing to do?’



"It's our best chance," said Colin. "Were completely on our own here, and what we need more than
anything right now isinformation. And these are primitive people, aren't they? It shouldn't be too difficult
to pull thewool over their eyes.

Pamelatook adeep bresth and exhaed heavily. "I hope you'reright. But it's going to be very risky."

"Risky?' Colin said, raising his eyebrows. "Are you joking? Weve just traveled back in time, for God's
sake, and we don't even know for certain where we are. Just how much more risky can things get?"

"| think from hereonin, therisk isonly going to escdate,” said Pamelawryly. "But your suggestion's
worth atry. Werre smply going to have to make things up aswe go aong.”

"Right," said Colin. "Okay, Megan, | want you to go out there and find whoever'sin charge around here
andtell him ... hmm, let's see ... just tell him Warrick wants him to report here at once. Well just
improvise from there. Go on, now. And befirm. Act asif you're carrying out Warrick's persona
ingructions.”

"Very well," she said, and turned to go.

"Megan, wait," said Pamda.

Sheturned around.

Pamelamoistened her lips nervoudy. "You ... you will come back, won't you?"

Megan looked startled, and then shelooked alittle hurt. " Colin helped me get out of that awful placethey
kept mein," she said, "and you helped me get back home. Did you really think 1 would be so sdfish and
ungrateful asto leaveyouinthelurch?'

"l ...I'm sorry, Megan,” Pamdareplied. "It'sjust that. . . well, | must confess, I'm more than alittle bit
afrad.”

"Warrick isno longer here," said Megan, "so thereisfar lessreason to be afraid. And now that | have
seen him and returned to histower, the compulsion he had placed upon meisgone. | will returnto help
you. | promise.”

She turned and went out the door.
"Don't worry, shell be back,” said Colin. " She may seem abit erratic, but she'sagood girl."

"Wdll, in that case, | hope you're agood poker player,” Pameareplied. She took out a pack of
cigarettes and her lighter, and stared at them ruefully for amoment. "I'd quit smoking, you know. | started
again when Marvin disappeared. | supposeI'll begiving it up again. | don't imagine I'll be able to buy any
cigarettes here.”

"Hold onamoment,” said Colin. "Don't light up yet."

"What? Why not?'

"I've got anidea. Give meyour lighter.”

Puzzled, she handed it over.

"L et me have one of those cigarettes.”



She shook one out and handed it to him.

"Take one and hold it between your thumb and middlefinger, likethis" he said, demongrating, holding it
so that his pam was cupped around it. She followed his example. "When Megan comes back, just follow
my lead. | may not know my history al that well, but tobacco was a New World crop, wasn't it? It was
never seenin Europe until old Sir Walter Raleigh started shipping it back home. So chances are these
people have never seen cigarettes.”

Pamela smiled as understanding dawned. "Very clever,” shesad.

"Y ou just need to start thinking like acon man,” Colin replied. "Anything we can do to play on these
people's superdtitionsis only going to strengthen our position. Y ou il have that pistol, don't you?

"Yes it'sinmy purse”
"Good. How many bullets do you have?'

"A full magazine, lessoneround,” shereplied. "And | dways carry aspare, so that makes atota of
thirteen.”

"Well, well have to be very sparing of them,” Colin said. "We don't know how long we're liableto be
here. What €lse have you got in that purse?’

"My compact, alipstick, keys, wallet, checkbook and change purse, some ... some femininethings, a
packet of facid tissues, an eectronic organizer, apenlight, two ballpoints, a pocket tape recorder, asmal
canister of Mace, arapewhigtle ... can't be too careful, you know. Oh, and asmall pocket knife, one of
those Swiss Army things. Marvin gaveit to mefor apresent.”

"Regular Girl Scout, aren't you?' Colin said with agrin. "Let me seethat tape recorder.”
Shetook it out and handed it to him.

"Right," said Colin. "Now let's see if we can't prepare asmall demondtration of our 'supernatural powers;
ghdl we?'

A short while later, there was aknock at the door.

Colin quickly lit their cigarettes. "Enter," he said imperioudy.

The door opened and Megan came in with the captain of Warrick's persona guard.
"I have brought the minion you summoned, my lord,” said Megan with adeep curtsy.

The captain of the guard stared a them uncertainly, taking in their strange clothes, and then hiseyes grew
wide as he saw both of them exha e smoke through their nogtrils.

"Kned, mortal, and show proper respect for the astral familiars of your master,” said Colin, "or | shall
burn you with my touch!™ And with that, he sngpped the cigarette lighter.

At the Sght of the flame gpparently emanating from Hightower's fingers, the captain dropped immediatdy
to hisknees and lowered his head. "Forgive me, my lord!" he said. "Do not burn me, | begyou! I... | did
not know! Thewench did not explain-"

"Slencel" Colinsad;



The captain bit off hiswords and remained on his knees, his head |owered.
"Look a me," Colin commanded.
The captain swallowed hard and looked up, fearfully.

Colin put his hand into his jacket pocket and pushed the play button on the recorder. " Shall | kill him
now, Master? Shall | tear him [imb from limb and feast upon hisflesh ? "

The playback was his own voice doing arather poor Peter Lorre impression, but it served its purpose
admirably. The captain gasped and his eyes bulged. He turned white as a ghost and started shaking.

"Nay, Unseen One," Colin said theatricdly. "There will yet betime for you to feast on human flesh. We
have need of thisone."

"l... 1 begyou ... do not harm me, Lord!" the captain ssammered, gazing wildly around him for the source
of the disembodied voice.

Calin hit the playback once again. " This one seems a poor servant for our purpose. Perhaps we
should feast on him and find another."

"Please, Unseen One! Stay your hand!" the captain cried. "I shall do whatever you ask! Give me but a
chanceto prove mysdf!"

Colin raised his hand to his chin, asif in thought, and took a degp drag on the cigarette he had cupped in
his pam. He exhaled along stream of smoke through his nogtrils. "What is your name, worthless one?!

"l am lvor, captain of the roya wizard's guard, my lord.”

"Wdll, Captain Ivor, | bring amessage from your master, Warrick,” Colin said. "He has departed for the
ethered plane and sent us here to see to matters until hisreturn. Y ou and all here are to give us your
unqguestioning obedience, or suffer the fangs of the Unseen One. Do you understand?!

"Aye, my Lord, | shal do whatever you command!”
"Good," said Colin. Heturned to Pamda "Perhaps he will do.”
"That remainsto be seen,” said Pamela, exhding smoke.

"I have dways served Lord Warrick faithfully! | shal prove mysdf worthy, Mistress” Ivor said. "'l
swear!"

"Weghall see" said Colin. "Rise, Captain Ivor."
Ivor rose trembling to hisfeet, but kept his head lowered.
"What do you know of onecalled ... Brewster?' Colin asked.

"The outlaw mage?' said Ivor. "I only know what people say, my lord. That heisamighty wizard who
works wonders and sets himself above dl others. And | know heismy master's enemy. Thisvery day,
the army marches for Brigantium, to wage war upon hisforces."

Pamela suppressed a gasp.
"Brigantium, you say?" said Colin quickly, before Pamelas darm could be noticed by the soldier. "And



where might that be? Remember, we are strangersto thisworld.”

"Aye, of course, my lord. Brigantium liesto the west, near the foot of the Purple Mountains, about a
week's journey hence by horse," the captain replied.

Pamelafrowned, but Colin shook his heed, forestalling any comment from her.
"And they march today, you say?' asked Colin.

"Doubtless, they have dready departed, my lord,” Ivor replied. "It isamighty army King Billy has
assembled, and victory isassured.”

"l see" sad Calin. "And theking isleading them?"

"Oh, no, My Lord," said Ivor. "King Billy lead an expedition into war? It isdl he can do to find hisway
around the palace. The commander of the roya army, Lord Kelvin, leads the force, together -with
commanders sent with regiments from other kingdoms, and the mercenaries, who are led by one of their
own number, afreebooter known as Black Jack."

"It soundslike quite an army,” Colin said.

"Itis, indeed, my lord. The largest ever assembled in the twenty-seven kingdoms. But Brigantium
presents athreat that must be eiminated. The outlaw mage, Brewster Doc, is said to be a very mighty
wizard, and adangerous one."

"Ligentome, Ivor," Colin said. "Warrick hasleft grict ingtructions with usthat this sorcerer, Brewder, is
not to be harmed. Hewantshim dive."

"But. . ." Ivor looked worried. "But Lord Kelvin has sworn that he would return with the outlaw mage's
head upon a pike!"

"That would make Warrick very angry,” Colin replied as Pameapaed. "The wizard Brewster must not
be harmed, under any circumstances.”

"| fear that isnot in my power to change, my lord,” said Ivor, with anervous swdlow. "Only the king can
issue such commands.”

"l see," said Calin, trying to decide what to say next.
"Shal | summon the king to you, my lord?" asked Ivor.
Colin raised hiseyebrows. " Summon the king? Is Warrick in the habit of doing that?'

"Lord Warrick sends word that he requests an audience,” Ivor replied. "It isaways made as a request,
for the sake of appearances, but the king aways comes whenever Lord Warrick sendsfor him."

"Well, then by dl meanssend for him," said Calin. "But do not tell himwho it isthat summonshim. Let
him think it comesfrom Warrick. We would not wish to frighten him unduly.”

"l understand, my lord. But... your pardon, my lord, | would not know who it isthat summons His
Magesty, in any case. How should | address your honored presences?"

"Qur true names would sear your tongue should they ever passyour lips," said Colin, improvising.
"However, you may address us as Lord Charles and Lady Diana. Those nameswill do aswell asany
others”



"Aye, my lord Charles" said Ivor. "I shdl do asyou command: Do | have your leave to send word to the

"You do," said Colin. Then, as Ivor rose and started to back out of the room, he said, "Oh, and, Ivor ...
onemorething."

"Aye, my lord?'
"We could do with something to est.”

Ivor's eyes grew very wide and he swallowed hard. “"Who ... whom shdl | fetch for your dinner, my
lord?'

"Well, we shdl try to refrain from consuming human flesh for the present,” Colin replied. "Initsplace,
some roasted animal flesh from your kitchenswill suffice. Along with some vegetables, some bread, and

some wine, perhaps?’

"It shall be done, my lord,” said Ivor.

"Good. Y ou may go."

Ivor backed, bowing, out of the room and Megan closed the door behind him, with agiggle.
"Charles and Diana?" Pameasaid, raising her eyebrows.

"Firg thing that cameto mind," said Calin, with ashrug. "Anyway, what difference does it make? That
was a pretty good performance, if | do say so mysdlf. | think we're off to agood start.”

"A good gart?' said Paméa. "Are you kidding? Theres an army on theway to kill Marvin! What in the
world has he gotten himsdlf into? And what's al this about him being a sorcerer?’

"Makes sense, redlly, if you think about it," Colin said. "We just convinced old Ivor we were a couple of
demons. Brewster probably did much the same sort of thing. And seeing as how he'salot smarter than |
am, I'm sure he did amuch better job of it, dl told. But it seems he'srun afoul of the local power
Sructure.”

"That's putting it mildly," Pameareplied. "What are we going to do?"

"Widl, the most important thing isnot to panic. Act like you're completely in control. Attitudeis
everything when you're trying to con people. Were making pretty good progress. We've got Ivor
terrified of us, weve got arough ideaof where Brewster is, weve snapped our fingersand theking is
about to come running, and dinner's on the way. Not too shabby, redly, considering we've barely been
here haf an hour.”

"Youreactudly enjoying dl this, aren't you?' Pamelasaid.
Hightower grinned. "It isabit of akick, isntit?’

"Thisisn't agame, Colin. One mistake and we could easily wind up dead. | don't rdlish the idea of being
burned at the stake.”

"Oh, they don't burn people anymore,” said Megan.
"Well, that'sardief,” said Pamela



"They draw and quarter them, hang them, or chop their heads off."

"I'm s0 glad you shared that," Pameareplied wryly. She glanced at Colin. "What are you going to tell the
"I'm not quite sure yet," hereplied. "It al depends on what sort of chap heis. Warrick apparently hasthe

king under histhumb. lIvor's opinion of him certainly did not seem very high. If it proves accurate, then
thiswholething may be alot easer than we thought.”

"Just don't get overconfident,” said Pamea. "We're on alucky streak so far. But lucky streaks run out.”

"Believeme, I'mwell aware of that,” said Colin. "I've been on astreak of bad luck that's lasted damn
near ten years, but | have afeding al that's about to change. When | get back with thisstory, I'll be
sitting on top of theworld. I'll wind up editor of the bloody New York Times. Or maybe even USA
Today."

"Let'sworry about getting back in one piecefirst,” said Pamela "With Marvin. Somehow, we've got to
get to this place Brigantium and find him before the army getsthere.”

"Well, now that we know where heis, we could smply take the time machine," said Calin. "If he's
become some sort of famous wizard or whatever in Brigantium, he shouldn't be too difficult to find once
we get there."

"Theresjust one problem,” Pamelasaid. "I don't know how to get usthere.”
"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what | said. How do | program the destination? | can't just typein, ‘Brigantium, at the foot of the
mountainsto the west." | need specific coordinates. Aside from which, I'm not exactly certain how it
works."

"What are you talking about?' said Colin. "Y ou got us here."

"The machine got us here. | smply used the auto-return function of the program. If | alter the settings
now, I'm not convinced | can reprogram the exact coordinates to get us back. | didn't design this system.
Mavindid."

"But you're acyberneticsengineer,” said Colin, with afrown.

"Yes, but Marvin'sgot hisown way of doing thingswhen it comesto computers. Hismind worksin a
very sirange way. The basic commands are essy, but the programming functions are like nothing I've ever

"But you've read hisnotes. Y ou've duplicated hismachine.”

"I've duplicated the hardware, but it's not functiond,” Pamelareplied. "I know Marvin better than
anybody ese, and I've ill got migraines trying to decipher his notes. He's totaly nonlinear. Part of it was
on the paper, and part of it wasin hishead. And | have no idea how to duplicate the software. Given
enough time, | might be ableto figureit al out, but even then there's no guarantee I'd get it right.”

"Well, now wait aminute," Colin said. "What isit you're saying? Y ou mean ... you don't know how to get
us back!"

"Oh, | can get usback, al right,” she said, "so long aswe don't ater the programmed settings.”



"But.. . you can check them, can't you? | mean, can't you just bring them up on the screen and copy them
down or something?'

"It'snot that smple. If | changed them and then didn't reenter them exactly theright way, therésno telling
what could happen. At best, it smply wouldn't work. At worst, we could wind up in outer space or
something.”

"Well, that'sjust bloody marvelous, isn't it?" said Colin. "Why didn't you tell methis before?"
"Look, I didn't twist your arm to come aong, you know."

"Right. And where would you be now if | hadn't?’

"I must admit you've got apoint there."

Colin exhded heavily. "Wel, well smply have to make sure no one mucks about with that thing and
pinsthe dids on the combination. | don't imagine that will be too difficult. If nobody comesin here but
Warrick's servants, then it's not too likely anyone would mess about with histhings, hisbeing the royd
wizard and dl. | suppose we could put the fear of God into old Ivor and have him and some of his
soldiersguard it with their lives while were gone, but the smart thing to do would befor usto stay right
here"

"And what about Marvin?"

Colin shrugged. "L et the army bring him to us. Well smply tell the king that Warrick wants him to send a
message to his genera that Brewster isto be taken dive and unharmed, and brought back here."

"And what if something happensto him during the fighting?" asked Pamela. "What if the message doean't
get through? We can't just Sit here and do nothing. I'm not going to take that chance.”

Colin 9ghed. "l was afraid you'd say that. Well, then | guess theré's nothing else to do but set off for
Brigantium and try to get there before the army does. We should be able to manage that. An army on the
march doesn't move very quickly. | suppose well have to use horses, won't we?'

"I doubt they've got any helicopters,” Pameareplied. "Can you ride?’

"l was on apony once, when | wasten yearsold,” said Colin. "Since then, my only relationship with
horses has been betting on them.”

"Then welll haveto seeif we can get some sort of carriage,” Pamelasaid.

"And an armed escort," Colin added. "I don't think traveling unprotected would be wise. We're not going
for aride through Hyde Park. We only have thirteen bullets, acan of Mace, and arape whistle. That's
not exactly aformidable arsena.”

Pamelanodded. "No, it's not. | wish we'd had time to prepare for thistrip.”

"Bit late now. But leave it up to old Colin. I'll just record a couple of messagesfor His Mgesty from our
friend, the Unseen One. And you might get that rape whistle of yoursout. A blast or two onit at the
appropriate time could make for anice effect.”

Pameashook her head. "The Unseen One, adtrd familiars, feasting on human flesh ... where do you
come up with this stuff?"

"Have you forgotten whom I work for?"



"Oh. Right."
"Relax. I'll get usthrough this. I've been in tight spots before. Trust me.”
Pamea grimaced. "Whenever aman says, Trust me,' | grab afirm hold of my purse and cross my legs.”

"Well, inthis case, | don't happen to have an interest in either of those two commodities,” said Colin.
"Although | would keep afirm grip on that purseif | wereyou. It'sabout al we've got, aside from our
wits"

"Perhaps we'd better [ook around and seeif there's anything else here we can use,” said Pamela.
"Take care," said Megan. "Warrick may have his possessions spell-warded. Wizards often do that."
"Spell-warded?' Pamelaasked with afrown. "What's that?"

"Protected by magic,” Megan replied. "If you touch any of histhings, something terrible could happen.”
"Dont beridiculous, my dear," said Colin. "There's no such thing asmagic.”

"W, then how do you suppose Warrick learned to use your chariot?'

"Y ou mean the time machine?"' said Colin. "He probably saw Brewster using it and copied what he did.
Or dse he smply experimented and threw a switch and-"

"Hedid no such thing," inasted Megan. "He never even touched it. He stood ten feet away or more and
spoke aspell and gestured.”

"That'simpossible,” said Pamela

"l swear ‘tistrue. Heisamighty sorcerer, | tell you, and all thesg'-she indicated the books and scrolls
stacked everywhere-"are his arcane spells and enchantments.”

"Nonsense," Colin said. He put down the tape recorder he was holding and reached out to one of the
stacks, picking up alesther-bound tome. "It'smerely alot of primitive supergtition. See? I've touched this
and absolutely nothing's happened.” He glanced at the cover of the book. "The Grimoire of Honorious,
eh? Sounds like something you'd buy in one of those New Age shops." He openediit.

There was aloud pop and a puff of smoke, followed by ametallic clang as Colin disappeared and a
chamberpot fell to the floor where he stood.

"Ow! Jesus bloody Christ! the chamberpot cried out in Colin's voice.
Pamedagtared, wide-eyed with disbdlief. " Oh, my God!"

"I told you," Megan said. "Now look what you've gone and done."
There was a pounding at the door.

Pamelalooked toward the door, fearfully.

"My lord! Tislvor!"

"Now what do we do?' asked Megan.

Pamelatook severd deep breaths, trying to compose herself. "Y ou'd better openit.”



Megan opened the door and Ivor came rushing in, bending low as he dropped to one knee. "My lord, |
rushed here as soon as|-" He looked around. "Whereis my lord Charles?!

"Right here" said the chamberpot.

Ivor stared.

"Lord Charles has decided to change form," said Pamela quickly. "What news do you bring?'
"Terrible news, My Lady," Ivor said. "Theking has been abducted!"

"What?"

"It occurred shortly before dawn, my lady,” Ivor said. "Rebels had gained admission through a secret
passageway unknown to the palace guard. It led to the queen's chamber. They overpowered the guards
in the corridor and made off with the king and queen! The darm has been given, and the palace guard is
combing the city, searching for them. Sheriff Waylon has taken command in the king's abbsence and he
requests an audience with my lord Warrick."

"Did you tel him Warrick wasn't here?"

"Nay, my lady, | did but do your bidding not to announce your presence. But what should | do? What
should | tell the sheriff?"

Pamelathought fast. "Tell him nothing. The king and queen are none of our concern. We must make
certain that the wizard Brewster istaken divefor Warrick, for those were his commands. Assemble an
armed escort at once with provisonsto take usto Brigantium. We will need swift horses.” She glanced
down at the chamberpot and swallowed hard, still unable to believe what had just happened. "Lord
Charleswill travel with mein his present form. But we must move quickly. Go!™

"Aye, my lady, asyou command,” said Ivor.

The moment he left the room, Pamelaleaned againgt atable for support.

"That was quick thinking," said the chamberpot. "But what in the bloody hell happened to me?
"I don't think you redlly want to know," said Pamela.

"Give meahand," said the chamberpot. "I can't seemto get up.”

"A hand?' said Pamela, shaking her head in dismay.

"Yes, give meyour hand."

"All right, if you say s0," Pamelareplied. She reached down and picked him up.

"What... 7' said Colin. "How didyou ... 7'

"Prepare yoursdf for ashock,” said Pamela. She carried him over to asmall, ornate mirror mounted on
thewdl. " This iswhat happened te you," she said, holding him up to the mirror.

"Holy shit! It can't be! It'simpossible! It's... it'ssomekind of trick!"
" Tisagpd|l of transformation,” said the mirror. "Y ou opened the Grimoire of Honorious, didn't you?'

Pamela stepped back from the mirror, startled.



"I'm having abad dream,” said the chamberpot.
Pamela dowly approached the mirror.
" Tisdl right, | won' bite," the mirror said. "I am the Enchanted Mirror of Truth. How may | serveyou?’

"l don't believeit," Pamdasaid. And then, involuntarily, she giggled. "Mirror, mirror on thewal, who's
thefarest of them dl?'

"Well, tisal reative, isntit?' the mirror said. "Beauty isin the eye of the beholder. And theré's much
more to being beautiful than just agreat body and a pretty face. There's a person'sinner beauty to
congder. Like, isshe nice? Does she have agood persondity? A sense of humor? A kind and
understanding nature? | must admit, you score pretty well on those points. About an eight and half, I'd

"This can't be happening,” said Pamela. "It'satwo-way mirror. Who's there? Who's on the other Sde?”

"No one. Unless, of course, you mean the question in ametaphyscid sense, in which case, the answer
would be rather lengthy and complex. The answer depends on which truth you seek, for as| told you,
milady, | am the Enchanted Mirror of Truth."

Pamela shook her head. "Enchanted? But. . . that isn't possible. There's no such thing as magic!”
"Excuse me," said the chamberpot wryly, "you want to run that by me again?'

"Thishasto be somekind of hdlucination," Pamelasaid. "Magic doesn't exist!"

"It does not exist in your world," said the mirror, "but it doesin thisone."

"In ... thisone?' Pamela said weskly. "What do you mean?'

"I think perhaps you'd better sit down,” the mirror replied. "This could take awhile."

TEN

Wi, it looks asif things are coming to a head. Pamela has crossed the dimensiona boundariesand is
now in the sameworld as Brewster; Warrick is safely stuck in modern-day London, where he can no
longer cause any trouble; Megan has found her way back home; and after years of sticking hisnoseinto
other peoplée's business, Hightower hasfindly discovered that curiosity sometimeskillsthecat... or inthis
case, turnsit into atalking potty. It only goesto show that just when you think you've got things under
control, life hasaway of pulling the rug out from under you. The important thing isthat I'vefindly got this
story back ontrack. You see, | told you, waystrust your narrator.

What? How did Colin happen to pick up acopy of the Grimoire of Honorious when Teddy stoleit from
Warrick and brought it to Brewster in the Bag of Holding? He had a spare copy, al right? Well, hehad a
spare crysta ball, didn't he? Y ou mean to tell me you don't have duplicates among your favorite books?

(Picky, picky, picky ...)

The point is, Warrick had, indeed, spell-warded dl his vauable possessions, and unlike Teddy, who
knew the wards and canceled them before he stole the Bag of Holding, Hightower set off the magical



ward the moment he opened the book. Now the same fate that had befallen Prince Brian has befalen
him, and since opening the grimoire would only set off the Spdll again, Pamedacan't help him by looking
up the spell to change him back. Brewster could, of course, but neither Colin nor Pamelaknow that, yet.
And Pamelas having enough problems just trying to ded with what the magic mirror told her.

Fortunately, the magic mirror wasn't spellwarded, because Warrick had not considered it a particularly
useful possession. (Hah, thought you caught me on that one, didn't you?) He had grown impatient with its
equivocating, politicaly correct repliesto al his queries, and so he had smply hung it on thewall and left
it there, using it only on occasion to comb his hair or apply some magical disappearing saveto an
outbreak of pimples. Asaresult, the mirror had grown terminally bored, and was only too happy to have
someone finaly ask it questions once again.

After ahearty, room-service dinner of roast venison and veggies provided by Warrick's saff, Pamela
had Captain Ivor prepare some horses and saddlebags loaded with provisions. Then, together with an
escort of half adozen men-at-armsin Warrick's colors, she had set out for Brigantium, with Colin the
Champerpot dung across her saddle and the magic mirror wrapped and safely packed away inside her
bedrall. It was at least aweek'sride to Brigand's Roost, and since she no longer had to worry about
Colin being unable to ride, there was no need of a coach. Speed was of the essence if they were to beat
theroya army, so they set off on horseback first thing after breakfast.

Meanwhile, King Billy was having arather rude awakening. Over the recent months, Queen Sandy had
taken to spending agreat ded of time by hersdlf, and they rarely dept together in the roya bedroom
anymore. It seemed that everything he did made the queen angry and irritable. She was dways
complaining that he deferred too much to Warrick, and that his brother, Sheriff Waylon, was exceeding
his authority and making himsdalf more and more unpopular with the citizens of Pittsourgh. She
complained that he was making the people pay too much taxes, that he didn't care about their welfare,
and that, in general, he was a pretty piss-poor king.

All this only made Billy more stubborn and truculent, and he had taken to spending more and moretime
making grandiose plansfor troop movements and strategies for the upcoming war. He would spend
hours maneuvering histoy soldiers around on the sand table, updating his plans daily, and forwarding
them to Lord Kelvin, the commander of the roya army, who-being a man who knew his business-
promptly crumpled them up and threw them al away.

Now, with the royad army on the march againgt the upstart new Kingdom of Brigantium, and Lord Kelvin
promising that with such amighty force, a gpeedy victory was assured, Billy was looking forward to
basking in the glory of their return. He wouldn't have anything to do with their victory, of course, but it
was his army and the credit would reflect on him. He would have Lord Kelvin decorated, and there
would be a great parade-Billy smply loved parades-and the people would be happy. The army would
come back with their spoils of war, Lord Kelvin would present Warrick with the head of the outlaw
wizard on apike, and al thistalk of revolution would disappear. There was nothing like awar to bring
about nationa unity and lift people's pirits.

All indl, thought Billy, thingswere going very wel. Maybe Warrick would even be grateful enough to
devise aspdl that would make the queen respectful and compliant. She was a beautiful, seductive
woman, with abody that made his mouth water, but lately, she had been denying it to him because she
was upset with him and that made him fed extremdly frustrated. He was the king, after dl. What wasthe
usein being king if you couldn't even command your own wife? He would smply have to make sure that
Warrick did something about that. After dl, hadn't he dways done everything that Warrick asked?
Would it be too much to expect him to return just this one small favor?

Thinking of Warrick made Billy realize that it had been awhile since held seen or heard from him. Word



had it that Warrick was cloistered in his Alabaster Tower, doubtless conjuring spellsto ensure the army's
victory over the outlaw mage. Well, now was not the time to interrupt him. Billy had learned the hard way
that sending for Warrick was counterproductive. Warrick would aways send the courier back with the
message, "What does the king want?* And then Billy would have to explain to the courier what he
wanted and send him back to Warrick, and Warrick would invariably reply that he wastoo busy to
come right then, but hewould be happy to see to whatever His Mgesty wished at the earliest
opportunity. After awhile of this, even the couriers had started smirking. Billy finaly resolved that if he
wanted anything of Warrick, it was best to Smply go and see him himself. Well, there would be plenty of
timefor that after the war was over. In the meantime, Billy kept revising his battle plans, just to make
aure, and sending updatesto Lord Kelvin right up until the last minute.

The night before the army was due to depart, Billy had stayed up very late, maneuvering histoy soldiers
and making detailed notes. He wanted to make absolutedly certain that Lord Kelvin had the benefit of
the finest battle plan he could devise, because then he could take the credit for it when the army returned
victorious. He was S0 intent upon histask that he never heard the scuffling in the hall when Sandy came
back through her secret passageway with Lord Aubrey and some members of the Underground and
overpowered the roya guards sationed in the corridor. Thefirst inkling Billy had that anything was
wrong was when the doors to his bedchamber burst open and a bunch of cloaked and hooded figures
descended upon him. Before he could even cry out, agag was stuffed into his mouth and hisarms were
tied behind him. Then a sack was placed over his head and he was frog-marched out into the corridor.

They spun him around severd times and he quickly lost dl sense of direction, so he had no ideathat he
was marched straight back to the queen's chambers and through her secret passageway. Eventualy, he
knew he was outside because he felt the breeze and the cobblestones benegath his feet, but dmost a once
he was hustled into a coach and forced down on the floor. He had no idea how long the jarring ride was,
but before long he was rudely lifted up and carried out. He was marched a short distance down a street
and then indde somewhere, and after afew more minutes he was pushed down into achair and tied to it.
The sack was not removed from his head, so he had no idea where he was, or who his captors were.
And hewas very much afraid. Terrified, in fact.

"Who... who are you?' he demanded. "How dare you? What is the meaning of this? What do you want
of me?'

"Please accept our humblest apologies, Your Mgesty,” avoice said, "and rest assured that we intend no
harm to you. We truly regret the necessity for this, and we apologize for theinconvenience, but ‘tisall for
your own good.”

"For my own good?" said King Billy with disbelief.

"Aye, Sire," the unknown voicereplied.” "Twas necessary to spirit you out of the palace and someplace
safe, where your enemies could not reach you."

"My enemies?’ said Billy. "Areyou serioudy trying to suggest that you are my friends? When | am bound
and gagged and abducted from my own bedchamber, then held this way, with my handstied and a sack
over my head, like some common crimina ?"

"The sack will shortly be removed, sire, and the bonds aswell. | regret the temporary inconvenience, but
| fear that ‘twas necessary to preserve our anonymity. We are the Underground, you see, people
dedi cated to the cause of freedom and improving conditions within the kingdom.”

"You aretherebes,” Billy said, as his ssomach contracted with fear.

"No, Sire, we are not. A number of us might even be known to you as members of the aristocracy, or



perhaps even your own palace guard. Our members come from every walk of life, and we have one thing
in common-to work againgt injustice and help those who have been oppressed. But we are not the
revolution. Our methods are nonviolent, yet we are till branded as criminals under your regime. And
ironic asit may seem, we have abducted you to save your life. We have learned that once the army had
departed for Brigantium, the revolution would begin, and the first target of the rebelswould surely be the
royal palace. Y our paace guard would never be sufficient to repel theforce. Y ou would have been
seized and executed. "'Twas our intention to prevent that."

"And the queen?' asked Billy. "What of her?'

Lord Aubrey glanced at the queen, who stood beside him as he spoke to her husband. King Billy, of
course, was obliviousto her presence.

"Thequeenisnot far from here" Lord Aubrey replied truthfully. He disguised hisvoice, to keep theking
from recognizing it. Y ou may rest assured that we will keep her safe.”

"I demand to see her," said King Billy.

"Induetime, sire," Lord Aubrey replied. "For the present, you shall not be kept together. 'Tispurely a
safety precaution, you understand.”

"l do not understand. Why?"

"Therevolution will certainly succeed,” Lord Aubrey said, "at least in the short term. They shdl seize
control of the government, and one of their first priorities, on finding you and the queen gone, will beto
search for you. Should anything go wrong, we cannot afford losing you both, so you will be kept

Separate.”

"I see" King Billy replied. "If | should be found and executed, then the queen succeeds me. And if she
should die, then | will still beleft dive. Y our reasoning makes sense. And when theroya army returns,
they shdl put down the revolution and proper rule shal be restored.”

"Precisdly,” said Lord Aubrey. "But thereismoreto it than that, Y our Mgesty. Y ou have enemieswithin
your regime, aswell. If anything were to happen to you and the queen, the blame would doubtlessfall
upon the leaders of the revolution, but the advantage would fall to your roya wizard, because then, since
you are childless, there would be nothing to prevent him from claiming the throne."

"Warrick? Assume the throne? Don't be absurd!" said King Billy. "Warrick isa sorcerer. He cares only
for hisbooks and potions. Of what use would earthly power beto him?”

"Warrick isthe Grand Director of the Sorcerers Guild, Your Mgesty," Lord Aubrey said. "Assuch, he
has already proven himsdlf adept at politics. The recent edicts, which have so incensed the populace and
were indtituted in your name, were al written by the sheriff, at Warrick's behedt. It isalso awell known
fact throughout the kingdom that whatever favor Warrick asks of you, you grant. And is not our army at
this very moment marching off to war against Brigantium for no other reason than because Warrick sees
this so-called 'outlaw mage' as athresat to his own power?”’

" Tisnot true," King Billy protested. "Brigantium is athregat to the entire economy of our kingdom. They
stedl our trade through unfair competition, they cause our currency to be devalued, and they steal our
citizens by luring them away with the promise of riches gained at our expense.”

"And who wasit that told you this?' Lord Aubrey asked.

"Why, ‘twas..."



"Warrick, wasit not? The people who have left our kingdom for Brigantium fled from our repressive
laws, which you empowered the royd sheriff to enact. And your brother, the sheriff, does whatever
Warrick tellshim. Asfor these economic grievances you cite againgt Brigantium, was there ever even an
attempt to send a delegation there to negotiate our differences peacefully?

"Well... no, but..."
"Isthat not normally the first step when kingdoms have differences between them?”
"Wadl, perhaps, but in this case, Warrick fdt thet..."

"Warrick felt?| thought you said that Warrick did not concern himsdlf with such earthly things, that he
cared only for hisbooks and potions. Y et here we see that he advises you on foreign policy. Or perhaps
he dictates that policy?'

"Now you are sounding like the queen,” said Billy. "She never liked him."
"Perhaps, sire, because Her Highnessredlized, asyou did not, that Warrick was never your friend.”
King Billy remained Slent.

"Doubtless, sire, you do not reply because of your physical discomfort,” said Lord Aubrey. "In amoment
we shdl seeto that. A room has been prepared for you. The accommodations are paltry compared with
those of your paace, but we have endeavored to make them as comfortable as possible. Thereisno
window, | am sorry to say, and the wals are thick, but we shal provide you with an adequate supply of
candles and as good a bed aswe could find. Y ou will be well fed, with the best we haveto offer, and if
there is anything we can provide to make your stay more comfortable, we shal endeavor to do so.
Meanwhile, perhaps you can use the time to contemplate these things we have discussed, and consider
thelivesthat will belost in the coming revolution and the war againgt Brigantium, and the deaths that will
occur when the army returns and finds it must put down acoup, al of which could easily have been
avoided if you had listened less to Warrick and more to the people of your kingdom. And now, Y our
Maesty, | must say good night. My companionswill conduct you to your room, where your bonds will
be removed. | have other pressing mattersto which | must attend.”

The king was led away and Lord Aubrey turned to the queen. "Well," he said, "now we are guilty of an
offense that could put our heads upon the block."

"Y ou spoke well," said the queen. " Strangely enough, he seemed to listen to you, whereas he never
listened tome."

"Had he done that, Y our Highness, none of uswould be here now."

"My lord," said one of the men, entering the room, "it seemsthat we have caught a spy."

"A spy!" Lord Aubrey said.

"Hewasfollowing the queen,” the man said.

"Then ... he must know everything," said Aubrey. He Sighed and shook his head. "Bring himin."
A moment later two men entered, holding afrightened Ferret Phil between them.

"l have seen this man before," said Sandy. "Hewas a The Steders Tavern. Gentlemanly Johnny and La
Donnamust have had mefaollowed from my meeting with them there.”



"And you came directly to our meeting,” said Lord Aubrey, "from which we left for the palace. If he has
been following you dl thistime, then he could not have had a chance to report what he haslearned.”

Thelook of darm that briefly registered in Ferret Phil's eyestold Aubrey he wasright.

"Wdl, we can spare neither the time nor the effort to hold him," Aubrey said. "And thereisawaysa
chance he may escape. Besides, he knows too much and he has seen us.”

"We agreed to use no violence," said Queen Sandy.
"Aye" Aubrey replied, "but given what's at stake, what other choice do we have?'
"Thereisone," said Sandy. She glanced at the men holding Phil and said, "Leave us."

They released Phil and | eft the room, shutting the door behind them and leaving Sandy and Aubrey done
with him. Sandy approached Ferret Phil, gazing deep into his eyes, and made alanguid pass with her
hand before hisface. His eyelids closed and his body relaxed. In adow, chanting voice, Sandy spoke a

pell.

"Of what you've seen and what you've heard,

you shd| utter not oneword.

From the moment we first met, everything you shdl forget.
All events of this past night,

now will vanish from your Sght.

Tomorrow morning, when you wake,

thisnight's memoriesyou'l forsake.

All of these commandsyou'l keep,

now descend to dreamless deep.”

The moment she stopped speaking, Ferret Phil collapsed to the floor and immediately started snoring.
"Well, smiteme," said Aubrey, staring at the queen with astonishment. ™Y ou're awitch!”
She turned to him and nodded. "Now there are no secrets | eft between us, Lord Aubrey.”

He gave her adight bow. "And unless you wish to cast alike spell upon me, Y our Highness, | shdl take
thisoneto my grave.”

She smiled and said, "I know your word to be more binding than any spell | could devise, Lord Aubrey.”
"Y ou honor me, my queen.”

"And you me, Aubrey, with your friendship. Now, let us have this man taken to another part of town and
find him aroom where he may deep in comfort. Thereisyet much for usto do.”

"l am at your command,” Lord Aubrey said.

"Then fetch ustwo fast horses and some provisions,” said Sandy. "You and | must leave at once and try
to best the army to Brigantium.”

"Brigantium!" said Aubrey. "But, Y our Highness, do you redlize what you're proposing? Quite aside from
therisks of such ajourney, if they redize who you are-"

"l intend to tell themwho | am," said Sandy.



"And the moment that you do, they shal seize us both and take us prisoner.”

"That is precisaly what | intend for them to do,” Sandy replied. "And then when Lord Kevin arrives with
hisarmy, they can hold me hostage againgt his attack.”

Aubrey shook his head with admiration. "With no disrespect intended to His Maesty, he does not
deserve such aqueen.” He clapped hishand to his sword and bowed deeply. "It shal be my privilegeto
escort you to Brigantium, Y our Highness."

Ah, adventure! Ah, romance! Ah, the courtly graces and the noble gestures! Don't you wish you knew
peoplelike that? Don't you wish we could still walk around in cloaks and boots and breeches, with
leather doublets and flowing white dueling shirts and swords strapped around our waists? Of coursg, if
we did, given theway things are today, there would be people out there lobbying for sword control, and
we'd need aNationa Sword Association and bumper stickers that would reed, " Swords don't kill
people, knightskill people,” and there would be a five-day waiting period and background check before
you could buy arapier. Wed have drive-by lungings and people would be afraid of children carrying
broadswordsto school. "Milady™ would be regarded as a sexist term and feminists would go absol utely
berserk if any woman called aman "Milord." Raph Nader would probably get quarter horses banned
because they are too small and unsafe in a collision and someone would figure out away to put seet belts
and air bags on our saddles. That's why people join the SCA and read fantasy novels, because the real
world sucks.

Anyway, where were we? Oh, right, we were in the process of pulling together the various elements of
what we laughingly refer to as"the plot” of this story. Don't worry, well get there, | promise. Remember,
awaystrust your narrator.

And speaking of promises, | know | said we'd check back in with Warrick and see how he was getting
on in modem London. Heh, heh, heh. Not too well, it seems. When last we |eft the roya wizard, hewas
making the unpleasant discovery that magic didn't work in our world and getting pasted in the jaw by
Colin Hightower. Well, since then, as predicted, he regained consciousness and was discovered in
Brewster'slab by Dr. Davies, the EnGulfCo executive vice-president of R and D, and a detachment of
security. They handcuffed him and took him into custody and subjected him to arigorous interrogation,
which resulted in Dr. Davies placing acal to the EnGulfCo CEO.

Of course, it wasillegd for them to detain him like that without calling the police, but snce Warrick didn't
know enough to demand to see alawyer-or barrister, asthey cal them in England-they just went ahead
and did it anyway. Even if he had demanded to see an attorney, they probably would have disregarded
himin any case, because they were not about to go public with any of this stuff. There wasjust too much
a stake. And we dl know what happens when an individuad triesto take on ahuge multinationa
corporation. Can you say, "Bambi meets Godzilla'?

For twenty-four hours, Warrick was kept in aholding room in the security wing at EnGulfCo corporate
headquarters. He was questioned by Dr. Davies, then hooked up to a polygraph machine and questioned
once again, and finaly he was brought to the opulent private office of the EnGulfCo CEO.

"Leaveus," he said to the security guards asthey sat Warrick in acomfortable leather and brass-studded
chair opposite the massve mahogany desk. The security guards |eft, leaving Warrick done with the CEO
and Dr. Davies.

"Wdl, Mr. Warrick, isit?Y ou've posed us quite a pretty problem.” The CEO glanced down at the
report lying on his desk. "No doubt, you are wondering just what it is that's happened to you, and where
you are. At the moment, you are in the office of the chairman of the board of EnGulfCo Internationd.



That'sme. | am avery busy man. A very wedthy and powerful man, as| imagine you were where you
came from, wherever that may be. I've read the report of your questioning, you see, and you have the
look of someone accustomed to authority. Well, | am in authority here. | have only to say theword
"Jump," and heads of state ask, 'How high? Would you care for some wine?’

"Thank you, | would," said Warrick.

The CEO merely nodded to Dr. Davies, who went over to the sideboard and poured them both some
sherry.

"Y ou had come into possession of something that belonged to us," said the CEO.
"Thetime machine," said Warrick.

"Precisdy. Y ou understand whet it is?'

"A devicefor traveling through the etheredl planes,” said Warrick.

The CEO amiled. "I suppose that could be oneway of putting it," he said. "The man who built it, Dr.
Marvin Brewster, whom you apparently know as'Brewster Doc, worksfor me."

"l see," said Warrick. "Heisyour court wizard."

The CEO smiled again and took asip of sherry. "In amanner of speaking. The woman you saw up inthe
lab was Dr. Pamela Fairburn. Sheis engaged to Dr. Brewster and is, uh, something of awizard in her
own right. At my direction, she had attempted to duplicate the machine that Dr. Brewster built, but
unfortunately, it does not work. We lack some of the key components, and it seemsthe notes Dr.
Brewdter |eft behind were not entirely complete. What that meansisthe only working modd of Dr.
Brewster'stime machine is the onein which you had arrived here, and which Dr. Fairburn gpparently
took back to wherever it isyou came from, aong with those two other individuals, one of whom it seems
you know. The other one, the man who struck you, has since been identified. Heisarather unscrupulous
reporter with adistinctly unsavory reputation.”

"l am not surprised,” said Warrick wryly.
"Y ou appear to be agood judge of character,” said the CEO. "We may be able to help each other.”
"I was about to suggest the samething," Warrick replied with asmile.

"Excdlent," said the CEO. "It isobviousthat Dr. Fairburn went back to get Dr. Brewster. If shefailsto
return, then there is probably nothing we can do but keep working on the machine she duplicated and try
to find away to makeit function. The odds of that, however, ssem dim and none. If she succeeds,
however, then aworld of possibilitieswill open up to us. She has proven to be an extremely resourceful
woman, and | have great confidence in her. Let us hope that she succeeds.”

"And if shedoes?' asked Warrick.

"Then you and | will have agreat ded to discuss,” replied the CEQ. "The Situation could be of great
profit to us both, if we were to work together.”

"Perhaps,”" said Warrick, "but firs, thereis something that | want.”
The CEO raised hiseyebrows. "Redly? And what would that be?"

"l am seeking someone who cdls himself ‘the Narrator.' It was for that purpose that | came.”



Oh-oh. No, you don't.
At that moment, the door to the CEO's office opened and the head of security came rushingin.
"| thought | said that we were not to be disturbed,” the CEO said, frowning.

"Yes, gr, but | think you'd better have alook at this," the head of security said, moving to the window
and opening the blinds. The CEO got up and looked. Outside, there was a crowd of people jamming the
sdewak and spilling out into the street, blocking traffic. Police were trying to break them up, apparently
without success. More police cars were arriving as they watched, dong with several vans.

"Wheat's going on down there?" the CEO asked. "Who are those people?’

"They started arriving about half an hour ago," the security man said. "It seemslike some sort of protest

demondtration. Their numbers .have swelled dramaticaly in the last ten or fifteen minutes and a bunch of
them have broken through into the lobby. We can't contain the situation and we've been forced to call in
the police. And now we've reporters down there, too, aong with severa TV crews.”

"What do they want?" asked the CEO.

The head of security glanced at Warrick. "They want him."

The CEO turned to Warrick with afrown. "What do you know about this?'
"They must be my test subjects,” Warrick said.

"Test subjects?’ The CEO suddenly remembered the report and what Warrick had revealed during his
questioning. "But how could they have known you were here?'

"Before trangporting them in the time machine, | had placed each of them under aspell of compulsion to
find away back to me and report where they had been and what they had seen,” Warrick explained. He
shrugged. "My spdlls are not effective here, but it seems the effects of the spells| cast in my own world
linger oninthisone. They must have been drawn to me by my arrivd here.”

"Wonderful. And weve got the mediadown there," the CEO said. "Can you imagine what will happen if
any of those peopletak to them?"

"Never fear, they will not spesk with anyone about this before they have spoken with mefirst and fulfilled
the conditions of the spdll,” said Warrick.

"And then what?'

"Then they will no longer fed the effects of the compulsion.”

"l see" The CEO turned to the head of security. "Let themin," he said.
G

"Y ou heard me. Let those peoplein. But the media stays out. And if they want to know what's going on,
just tell them 'No comment.™ He turned back to Warrick. "Well, sncethisisyour doing, | guessyou'd
better speak with them."

"All of them?' said Warrick.

"All of them," said the CEO.



"But it could take days for them to tell me al that's happened to them since they have arrived here,”
Warrick protested.

"I imagineit will probably take severd weeks, at least," the CEO replied. "It makes no differenceto me. |
want this situation brought under control. Besides, it isn't asif you have anything better to do for the
present. Afterward, I'm sure | can come up with something useful for aman of your peculiar talents, but
meanwhile, | want you to take care of this. Y ou can use one of the offices downstairs." He turned back
to the security man. "I want the names of al those people, and their addresses and tel ephone and socia
security numbers. | want usto be ableto find each and every one of them again if we haveto. Find
accommodations for them and put them al on the payroll until Warrick's finished with them. Make sure
they sign the standard contract and that they read and understand the security clause. Got it?"

"YS, S r.n

"It would appear asif | have unintentionally caused you agreet ded of inconvenience," said Warrick.
"Such was not my intention. | apologize.”

"Oh, you'll make it worth my while, Warrick, one way or another,” said the CEO. "As of now, you work
forme”

Weéll, the plot thickens. Brewster and the others, whom we shadl join in the next chapter, are frantically
working to prepare for the upcoming invasion. Harlan's spies have reported that King Billy'sarmy ison
the move, and things are indeed hectic right now at the keep. The fortifications are dmost complete, and
the assembly linesare running at full tilt. Mac isbusly trying to whip the newly recruited Army of
Brigantium into shape with the assistance of the mercenaries he has hired; Rachel Drum, bearing
Dwarfkabob, the enchanted Sword of the Shaman, has flown with Rory to the convocation of the elves
to seek their help; and Harlan, having freshly returned from his misson to King Durwin, who has decided
to st thiswhole thing out and see what happens, has departed for ameeting with the dwarvesto seeif he
can negotiate an dliance with them againgt Lord Kelvin'sarmy. All in al, things have been pretty busy in
the newly formed Kingdom of Brigantium.

Meanwhile, Pamela and Megan are on their way to Brigand's Roost, escorted by six of Warrick's
men-at-arms, while the rest of Warrick's guard remain behind with Captain Ivor, who is convinced that
Warrick has sent the two demonsto aid in the invasion. It has not occurred to him to wonder why two
powerful demons from the ethereal plane would need an armed escort to travel to Brigantium, or why
they would travel on horseback rather than fly or tel eport themselves, or even why one of them would
choose to assume the rather unusual form of a chamberpot. Ivor had long since learned not to question

meagica goings-on.

Time after time, he and his men had dragged prisoners from the roya dungeonsinto Warrick's sanctorum
and none of them ever came out again. So far as Ivor was concerned, what Warrick or any of his
conjured demons chose to do was their business. He smply followed ingtructions, taking up watch on the
time machine, which he was careful not to approach too closely. There were, to be sure, easier gigsto be
had in Pittsburgh for skilled men-at-arms, but Warrick's minions were paid very well, even better than the
palace guard, and they had generous benefits, such as free hedth care, auniform and weapons
alowance, free room and board and even aretirement plan. If that meant putting up with the occasiond
supernaturd manifestation, Ivor figured it wasworth it.

And finaly, Queen Sandy and Lord Aubrey are dso galoping at full speed toward the town of Brigand's
Roost in a desperate effort to stop the war before it gets started. Sandy did her best to reason with The
Steders Guild, but clearly they would have been unable to stop the revolution even if they wanted to, and
the most Sandy could hope for wasaminimd loss of life among her subjects. To be sure, the palace



guard would be overrun, but she doubted they would put up much of ares stance once they redized how
greatly the odds would be againsgt them. Unlike Warrick's minions, they were poorly paid and had no
benefits. Chances were they would smply cut and run, or even throw in with the forces of the revolution,
and the palace would fal without much of astruggle.

Sheriff Waylon and his deputies would be the ones who would be most hard-pressed. The people had

no reason to despise the paace guard, but they had plenty of reasons to hate Sheriff Waylon and his
men, who had comported themselveslike thugs. Waylon would be thefirst to fed the mob'swrath,
especidly once they discovered that the king had gone into hiding. Unless Waylon was able to escape, he
was probably going to have his neck stretched, and Sandy couldn't think of a more deserving candidate
for such afate. What worried her was Warrick.

She had no ideawhat the Grand Director of the Sorcerers Guild wasliable to do when the revolution
garted. She had no way of knowing that he would be sitting in a London office, drinking pots and pots of
coffee while he conducted interminable interviews with histest subjects, who would regae him with long
tales of what they had experienced and learned since he had transported them to our world.

Okay, have we left anybody out? No, | don't think so. | think that just about coversit asthis story
approachesits dramatic climax. It'stime we checked back in with Brewster, who isfedling very
ambivaent about thiswhole thing. He had never thought, when hefirst arrived in Brigand's Roogt, that his
effortsto improve the lives of the town's residents would lead to such acriss. Hefelt responsible, and he
was determined to do everything he could to help them. To that end, he has been driving himsdlf
mercilesdy, working around the clock to prepare for the coming battle. And if you think this story's been
pretty weird so far, just wait 'til you see what happens next.

ELEVEN

Brewster was exhausted. For the past several weeks, he had averaged at best three or four hours deep
each night, and the last few days he had gone dmost completely without deep, just grabbing aquick nap
here and there whenever he could. Mick had the weapons crews working in shifts around the clock and
last minute construction was being completed on the fortifications. The keep had taken on the
appearance of afactory. All work on the paace had been abandoned, and it stood unfinished as they
concentrated on the walls and gun emplacements. The grounds of the keep had become a crowded tent
city as people from Brigand's Roost and the settlement just outside the walls moved in for protection
from Lord Kelvin'sarmy, which was fast approaching. Advance scouts had aready been sighted.

Theland beyond the settlement had already been cleared in preparation for new construction. Now, it
would become an open field of fire. Bloody Bob'swork crews had cut down small treesto make large
stakes, sharpening them at the ends, crisscrossing and bracing them and setting them into the ground at
anglesin staggered lines, to impede the advance of troopsin large formations across the open ground.
Frenetic activity was taking place everywhere. Whenever Brewster wasn't checking on thework in
progress, hewas huddled in the great hall of the keep with Mac and Shannon, going over crudely drawn
maps of the surrounding arealin an effort to come up with defensive strategies.

"It looks asif they will avoid the town on their gpproach,” said Mac, asthey stood around the table,
looking down at the map held drawn. He pointed to it with adagger. "The watch reportsthe army here at
present. Their advance scouts have crossed the river and are now swinging around to the west, thisway.



That indicates they will be taking a circuitous gpproach.”
"Why not smply continue down the road and through the town?" asked Brewster.

"Because the road to Brigand's Roost is narrow,” Mac replied, "with thick woods all around. The troops
would be stretched out along it for agood distance, which would afford too many possibilities for
ambush from cover. Lord Kevinistoo good agenerd for that. He will circle round the forest, through
the meadows here, and approach us from the west, down the road from Franktown. 'Tis awider road,
and it skirtsthe forest, following the river before bending around past the keep here, and going on toward
Brigand's Roost." He outlined the course with thetip of his dagger as he spoke.

"That will till take them through part of the forest,” Shannon said.

"True," Mac replied, "but for amuch shorter distance. Tisthelogica approach. Lord Kelvin knows that
if we come out to meet him in force, we'd have to meet him on ground of his own choosing, hereinthis
rolling meadow"-he pointed with the dagger-"where he will doubtless dispose his troops upon therise.
Otherwise, he will expect usto attack when he moves his troops down the road and through the forest,
toward the keep. If | were him, | would send one column down the road, and wide flanking columns of
skirmishersthrough the forest on either side. That way, if the main column was attacked, he could bring
his skirmishersin and trap the attacking force, then advance upon the keep, saving the town for last.
"Twould make agood incentive for histroops to have the town to plunder once the keep had falen.”

"Thekegpisnt going tofdl," said Shannon firmly.

"If it does," Mac replied, "then there will be nothing standing between Lord Kelvin'sforces and the
town."

"What do you propose to do?' asked Brewster.

"Well, we are vastly outnumbered, and our forceis poorly trained,” said Mac. "Lord Kelvin would have
the decided advantage if we met in open combat on afield where he could maneuver. There has been no
word from Rachel?"

Brewster shook his head. "No, and we have heard nothing from the dwarves, either. So, unless
something happens very soon, we cannot count on any help from ether the eves or the dwarves. We
may haveto do thison our own."

"Then our best bet isto make our stand right here,” said Mac. "I will position the main body of our force
herein the woods, to the east of us, between the keep and Brigand's Roost, so that they may strike
Kevin on hisflank as he comes at the keep and then fight a defensive action and retreat back toward the
town as necessary. Theremainder of our force will man the walls. What progress are you making with

your specid wegpons?’

"They'rejust about ready,” Brewster said. "Weve only got two of the big gunsfinished, but there hasn't
been much timefor fied testing. Well, just have to hope they work, that'sal.”

"You look tired, Doc," said Shannon. "Y ou have done al you could. Y ou need to get somerest.”

"Yes, I'm about dead on my feet," Brewster replied, running his hand through hishair. "1 fed asif | could
deep for aweek. | just wish there was some way we could avoid al this. | fed asif it'sal my fault.”

"Thereisno sensein blaming yoursdf, Doc," Mac said. " 'Tis not you who isresponsible for this. We are
the ones being attacked.”



"Yes, butit'sal because of me" Brewster replied sadly. "If | hadn't come herein the first place, none of
thiswould have happened.”

"But think of dl the wonderful things that have happened because you did come,”" Shannon said. Y ou
have changed many livesfor the better, Doc, oursincluded. If you wereto leave, thereis no one who
would not be deeply sorry to see you go. And no one holds you to blamefor thiswar."

"Aye, tisWarrick whoisbehind it dl," said Mac. "And he remains the unknown factor in this conflict.
We know what Kelvinwill do. Asto Warrick's plans, we can only guess. Get some deep, Doc. Thereis
nothing morethat you can do for the present. Fear not, ‘twill al turn out for the best.”

"l sincerely hope s0," Brewster said. "1 don't know how I'm going to get any deep, thinking about al the
people who are going to die soon, but | suppose I'll haveto try."

They watched him go off toward the stairs, moving dowly and dump-shouldered, like aman bearing the
weight of the entire world. Shannon turned to Mac and said, "What do you redly think of our chances?

"WEell, it depends on how well Doc's wegponswork," said Mac. "Lord Kelvin will not expect anything
like Doc'sguns. They just may turn the tide. But without them ..." He shook his head. "Have you noticed
that Thorny has disappeared?’

Shannon frowned. "Doc's pet bush? No, | had not.”

Mac nodded. " 'Tis been over aweek now. Thereisan old saying among sailors about rats leaving aship
before it departs upon its voyage. They say it meansthe ship is doomed, and the creatures know
somehow.”

Shannon gave him asharp glance. " Say nothing like that around Doc," she cautioned him. "He has enough
worries. | have never seen him like this. He looks drawn and haggard. Despite dl we say, he ill blames
himsdf for this™

"Aye, | know," said Mac grimly. "He only wanted to change things for the better, but change never
comesessly.”

"Mac," said Shannon, "however thingsturn out, | just wanted you to know thet if | should-"

He placed afinger lightly up againgt her lips. "Hush now," he said. "L et us not speak of such things.
Remember the lessons of my father. Admit neither the possibility of victory nor defeat. Address the task
at hand. Livein the moment. Now come, let us seeif those mercenaries I've gppointed to instruct our

troops have killed anybody yet."
Shannon grinned. "They have been driving them hard,” she said.

"Asthey should be," Mac replied, rolling up the map.

"Do you think we can redly count on them?" asked Shannon. "1 mean, they are mercenaries, after dl.
And they know the odds againgt us."

"They know," said Mac. "Asthey know the benefits that they can regp after thisisover. We have hired
the best, my love. And their worth shall go up considerably when they can claim they've turned back the
mightiest army ever assembled in the twenty-seven kingdoms."

"You redly think that we can do it?" she asked.



"Trust in your sword,” said Mac. "And trust in Doc. He has never let us down before.”
"And what of Warrick?'

"We shdll ded with Warrick when the time comes,” Mac replied. "We cannot anticipate what he will do,
S0 thereis no point to worrying about it."

"Maec ... | must confess, | am alittle afraid.”

"Only alittle?" He grinned. " Shannon, my love, I'm scared out of my wits."
"You?"

"Aye, isthat so surprisng?’

"I never thought you could be afraid of anything,” she said.

"Well, fortunately, it does not happen very often,” he replied. "But when it does, | Smply accept it. Asmy
father used to say, why wagte timefighting fear when there are other thingsto fight?'

"Y our father was awonderful teacher,” Shannon said wistfully, recalling the man who had taught her all
sheknew.

"Aye, as| intend to be. But firg, there isthe minor matter of an army to dispose of." He offered her his
am. "Shdl we, Y our Highness?'

Shetook hisarm and smiled. "We shdl, my generd.”

Queen Sandy and Lord Aubrey reached theriver with Lord Kelvin'sarmy perhaps several hours behind
them. They logt valuable timein circling through the forest, around the troops, and when they reached the
crossing, the ferry was on the opposite shore. Aubrey rang the bell to summon the ferryman, and after a
few moments, they could see the ferry raft moving out dowly from the far bank, aong the guide ropes
that kept it from drifting away with the current.

Seeing the ferry's dow progress toward them, Sandy shook her head with impatience. "Why must it take
0 long?'
"Patience, my queen,” said Aubrey. "The delay will work for us, in thelong run. Wewill gain significant

time here. Thereisbut the one ferry, and even if Lord Kelvin constructs additiond rafts, which he will
undoubtedly do, ‘twill take daysfor the entire army to cross.”

" "Twill take even longer if we cut |oose the raft once we reach the other shore," said Sandy.

Aubrey grinned. "Funny you should mention that,” he said. "'l wasjust thinking that very samething.” And
then the grin dipped from hisface as he glanced back sharply toward theroad. "Horses," he said,
"coming fag."

"Could it bethe army dready?'

Aubrey shook his head. "No, they are ill severa hours behind us. But it could be an advance party of
scouts. We had best get out of sight, and quickly."”

They rode their horsesto a stand of trees, behind some shrubbery, dismounted, and covered the mouths
of their mountswith their handsto prevent them from whickering and giving their hiding place away.
Moments later, agroup of riders cameinto view.



"Warrick'smen!" said Aubrey, softly as he recognized their colors.

"Arethey after us?' asked Sandy.

Aubrey shook hishead. "I do not know. ‘Tis possible. Warrick may have divined our plan somehow."
"Whet shdl we do?'

"Keep il and wait," said Aubrey. "I do not think they saw us."

"But what of the ferryman?" asked Sandy.

"Perhaps helll think 'twas they who summoned him," said Aubrey.

They watched astheridersreined in at the riverbank, by the crossing. Theferry was not quite halfway
acrosstheriver.

"There are two women with them," Sandy whispered. "Do you recognize them?'
Aubrey frowned and shook his head.

"Theferry comes, milady," said one of themen a arms.

"Good," sad Pamela. "How much farther?"

"Once acrosstheriver, 'tisbut afew hoursride to Brigand's Roost," the man replied.
"So we should be there by nightfall,” Pameasaid. "How far behind usisthe army?'

"Perhaps three, four hours march, at most, milady. We could have made much better time had we not
gone around them. | confess, my lady, | ill fail to see the necessity for that. Would it not have been
more prudent for usto join Lord Kelvin and-"

"Itisnot for you to question my decisions,” Pamelareplied curtly.

"Aye, your pardon, milady. Y et, once we crossthe river, we shal bein enemy territory, and we are
wearing Warrick's colors, which are well known throughout the land. If we were to ride into an ambush-'

"Y ou say the road on the opposite shore leads straight to Brigand's Roost?" asked Pamela, interrupting
him.

"Aye milady."
"Then you need not crosswith us. We shdl proceed done from here.”

"If that iswhat you wish, milady," said the man-at-arms, with obviousrdief. "Have we your leaveto go
then?'

"We need some coin with which to pay the ferryman,” said Megan.
The man removed his purse from hisbelt and tossed it to her. "With my compliments, milady,” he said.
"Thank you. Y ou may go," said Pamela.

"Good fortune to you, milady," said the man-at-arms. He signaed to the others and they wheeled their
horses round and rode away.



"Most strange,” said Aubrey, watching from their hiding place. "1 have never known Warrick's minionsto
take orders from anyone but Warrick, much lessawoman. | wonder who they are."

"Wadll, thereisoneway to find out,” said Sandy, mounting up.

"Y our Highness, wait!" said Aubrey, but she was aready riding out toward the two women. He hurriedly
mounted and rode after her.

Pamelaturned quickly at the sound of their approach, her hand going into her pursefor her pistal. " Stop
right there!" she said. "What do you want?'

"I might well ask you the same thing," Sandy replied, unaccustomed to being challenged in such atone,
but reining in a short distance away as Aubrey rode up beside her. "Y ou ride with Warrick's
men-at-arms, and you give them orders, yet you are unknown to me. And you are dressed most
srangely. Who areyou?'

"Who wantsto know?" asked Pamela, her hands grasping the buitt of the pistol in her purse.
Sandy pulled back the hood of her cloak. ™Y ou do not know me?”

"No," said Pamelacautioudy. "Why should 7"

" 'Strewth!" said Megan." ‘Tisthe queen!”

Lord Aubrey unsheathed his sword. Pamela quickly drew her pistol, aimed, and fired. The bullet struck
the guard of Aubrey's sword and he dropped it with ayell.

It would have been very dramatic as athreatening gestureif it had smply ended there, but as anyone
familiar with both firearms and horses can attet, if you plan on firing agun from the back of an unfamiliar
horse, you'd best bring dong a parachute. Horses and loud, sudden noises don't really mix too well,
unless the horse is used to such things and trained not to react. These horses had never heard the sound
of gunfire before, and while a Walther .38 semiautomeatic does not sound anywhere near asloud asa .44
Magnum going off, it does have avery sharp report, enough to make al four horsesin this case start
plunging around in congternation.

Lord Aubrey's horse reared up and almost threw him, but he managed to hang on, struggling to keep the
animd from bolting. Megan's horse whinnied in darm and plunged into the trees, where an overhanging
branch swept her out of the saddle and the horse took off, galloping back down the road the way they
came. Pamelas horse started bucking like arodeo bronc, and though Pamelawas an expert rider, Larry
Mahon she wasn't. Shetried to rideit out, but was unable to remain in the saddle for more than afew
seconds. She went over the side and rolled down the bank into the river as the horse took off. Sandy
managed to stay in the saddle, but only because the moment her horse reacted to the shot by neighing
and veering off sdeways, she clamped tight with her knees and reached out to grab the anima's mane,
gpeaking aspdl to cam it down. All inall, it was arather ludicrous scene, fully worthy of F Troop.

Aubrey findly got his horse back under control, twisted the reins around hisfist, dismounted, and
snatched up his sword. Megan was still groggy from being struck by the tree branch. Shelay on her back
in the underbrush, moaning and clutching her head. Pamelamanaged to grab on to some reeds growing
by the riverbank and dowly pulled hersalf out of the water, streaming wet and gasping for breath. Sandy
dismounted and walked over to where Pamela had dropped her purse and her gun. She bent to pick up
the pistal, examining it curioudy. Sheturned it and looked down into the bore.

"Dont!" Pamdasaid quickly. She held out her hand in awarning gesture. "Don't move! Don't even



breathe!"
Sandy glanced at her with a puzzled frown.

Pamela approached her, cautioudy, water streaming from her hair and clothes. "Be careful!" she said.
"Please, point that thing away from you, and to the ground.”

Sandy did as shewastold.
"The safety was off and around was chambered,” Pameasaid. "Y ou could have been killed.”

"Safety? Round?' said Sandy. She glanced at the pistol and shook her head in confusion. "I do not
understand.”

"No, you wouldn't, would you?' Pamelasaid. Sheretrieved her purse. "It'saweagpon. It, uh ... shoots
very small projectileswith agreat ded of force and speed. Andit'svery lethd.”

"If you try to harm her, then you shdl haveto kill mefirgt," said Aubrey, stepping between them with his
sword. Pamela backed away.

"Takeit easy, Miger," shesad. "l wasn't trying to hurt anyone.”

"Wait, Aubrey," Sandy said, placing ahand on his shoulder. "Stand aside.”

"But, Your Highness..."

"Y ou drew your blade. She was merdly trying to defend herself. Go see to her companion.”

"Asyou wish, my queen,” Aubrey said, glancing at Pamela uncertainly before leading his horse over to
where Megan lay, groaning.

"I have never seen nor heard of such aweapon,” Sandy said, carefully holding it out to Pameain her
open pam. "It seems so smdll to be so fearsome. | have never seen such magic.”

"It'snot exactly magic,” Pamedareplied, taking the gun back and clicking on the safety.
"Areyou not a sorceress?’

"No, not redly. Just astranger in astrange land." She grimaced. "A redlly strangeland.”
"Who are you, then? And why do you ride with Warrick's men at arms?"

"It'salong gory," Pamelasaid, "and | redly don't have thetimeto get into it right now." She glanced
toward the ferry, which had amost reached the bank. "I've got to get to Brigand's Roost before the army
does™

"Asdol," said Sandy.
"Oh, my God!" said Pameasuddenly, glancing around with darm. " Colin!"
"And who is Colin?" Sandy asked with afrown.

"Somebody who redly should have stayed home," said Pamdawith asigh of resignation. "He's probably
halfway back to Pittsburgh by now. And | can't spare thetimeto go after him.”

"Halo!" shouted the ferryman, having heard the noise and seen dl the commotion. "What goes on?"



" Tisdl right!" Sandy shouted. "All iswell! We need to get across!"
"We?" sad Pamda

"We have the only horses," Sandy replied. "Without us, you will have along walk ahead of you to
Brigand'sRoos."

"Wait aminute," Pamdasad. "If you're the queen, and your army's marching to war againgt Brigantium,
then what are you doing trying to get there first?"

" am trying to prevent the very war of which you speak,” said Sandy. " "'Twas al Warrick's doing, and
not mine. And 'twas the poor judgment of the king, my husband, to lend his sanction to thisventure. If
you arein Warrick's service, then you shall haveto try and stop me. Y et you are not with Wanick, are
you?"

"No, I'm not. It looks asif we both want the same thing," Pamedareplied. "Asfor Warrick, you don't
have to worry about him. Where he is now, there's nothing he can do. But how did you intend to stop the
war dl by yoursdf?'

"By offering mysdf as hostage to the wizard Brewster Doc,” said Sandy. "Lord Kevin will not attack if
he knows they hold me prisoner. He will be forced to negotiate, and thus many lives may be spared.”

"Girl, we need to talk," said Pamela. She glanced toward the ferry pulling up to the bank, then looked to
see Aubrey approaching, leading his horse with Megan stting astride it groggily. "Y ou'd better brace
yoursdlf," said Paméda. "Y ou're going to find thisred hard to beieve."

Sandy glanced at the pistol as Pamelaput it back into her purse. " Somehow, | doubt that,” she replied.
"Come, let usgo. | am most curiousto hear your tale.”

Okay, now were cooking. The big climax is gpproaching, Warrick'sfindly out of my hair, al the different
plot dements are coming together, and the stage is set for the grand finde. Lord Kevin'sarmy iscoming
up hard on Pamela and Sandy's hedls, but they till have to crossthe river, which will give them plenty of
timeto reach Brigand's Roost and find out that Brewster's at the keep. There will be atouching reunion
between Pamela and Brewster, Sandy will find out that Brewster wasn't at al what she had thought, and
when Lord Kdvin finaly gets hisarmy into position, helll discover that the queenisbeing held hostagein
the keep and he won't dare to attack.

Hags of truce will be sent out and they will commence negotiations, with Harlan arriving in the nick of
timeto handle the talks on Brewster'send. Hell inform Lord Kelvin that an aliance has been agreed to
with the dwarves and they are on their way in force with their deadly little crossbows and their nasty little
warhammers-boy, let metell you, nothing hurts as much as being kneecapped by a dwarf-and at the last
minute, Rachel will arrive on Rory's back to bring the news that the eves are on their way, aswell. Lord
Kevin, redizing that the odds have shifted, will be compelled to agree to atruce whileriders are sent
back to King Billy with the terms, and... wait aminute. What the hell is so drameatic about that?

Brewster won't get to use any of his neat new weapons, and the dwarves won't have anything to do but
stand around and rap, and we haven't even seen the dves yet, except for Rachd, and she till hasn't had
achance to use the magic sword which we made such abig deal about, and Rory won't get to breathe
fire on anybody, and Mac and Shannon and the brigands won't get a chance to show what they can do,
and Mick will have goneto dl that trouble with hiswork crewsto make al those wegpons which never
get used and that wouldn't be much of aclimax at al, would it?

Of course, on the other hand, using Queen Sandy and her hostage ploy to force negotiations with Lord



Kelvin would avoid aviolent ending, and then we could have a nice romantic scene with Pamelaand
Brewster, where the focus would be on how she braved the dangers of the unknown, al for love, and
went back through time and across dimensionsto get her man and rescue him.

Queen Sandy would have saved the day, and once her subjects learned about the treaty she had
negotiated with Brigantium, which included economic benefits and trade agreements that would lower
taxes and provide thousands of new jobs, the revolution would fizzle out and sheld be hailed asan
enlightened ruler. Sheriff Waylon and his corrupt deputieswould al be thrown into prison; King Billy
would finaly cometo his senses and redize the error of hisways and rule with Sandy in acomonarchy,
or else abdicatein her favor and smply be her consort (that would please the feminists among the
readership) and we could even have Teddy appointed Roya Mascot and Thorny made the state tree or
something. (The environmentaistswould likethat.) Actualy, that would be the perfect, politicaly correct
ending to the story.

Nah... that sucks.

I know why you people buy these books. Y ou want action. Y ou want adventure. Y ou want ferocious
dragons and vaiant elves and courageous dwarves and swashbuckling heroes and heroines and dl that
hack-and-dash, role gaming, Tolkien kind of stuff. Whoever heard of palitically correct fantasy? Hell,
you can't even teach Snow White and the Seven Dwarves anymore, because it showsawomanina
subservient roleto little men. They're saying that the Brothers Grimm are much too violent and could
traumatize small children; Hansdl and Gretd depicts cannibalism and crudlty to senior citizens; Little Red
Riding Hood and The Three Little Pigs shows cruelty to animals; Slegping Beauty promotes sexud

mol estation, because the prince kisses her while she's suffering from diminished capacity; Peter Pan has
Native Americans functioning in racidly stereotyped roles and promotes a negative image of the
physicaly chalenged in Captain Hook; and Cinderdladepicts class envy and has disturbing overtones of
foot fetishism. | tell you, enough's enough. Somebody's got to draw the line and take a stand.

Never fear. Remember, dwaystrust your narrator. And your faithful narrator still has an ace up his
deeve. Inthis case, it happensto be acharacter we've met before, in the second nove of thistrilogy
(The Inadequate Adept, Warner Books). Remember Black Jack, the freebooter who captured Shannon
and would have taken her in for bounty if riot for Brewster's dramatic rescue a the end of the last book?
Y ou may recall we mentioned that he's now leading the mercenaries with Lord Kelvin'sarmy. (Yes, |
know he's been offstage for the length of this entire book, but that's what reslly minor supporting
charactersarefor. Y ou introduce them briefly in the beginning or somewhere near the middie and in the
end, it turns out they have akey roleto play in the resolution of the plot. Well, they doit dl thetimeon
Murder, She Wrote.)

Anyway, it so happensthat Black Jack was riding out ahead of the main body of the army with the
mercenaries under his command when what should come galloping down the road toward them at
breakneck speed but Pamelas horse, with Colin the Chamberpot tied to the saddle and screaming at the
top of hislungs.

Now, the Sght of ariderless horse coming straight at you and agpparently screaming "Help!™ isenough to
give most anybody pause, unless your name happens to be Wilbur Post and you're used to talking
horses. Some of the mercenaries freaked and started shouting, " Sorcery!" and "Witchcraft!" However,
Black Jack was made of sterner stuff and he rode out and stopped the runaway horse, a which point he
discovered it wasn't the horse that was screaming after al, but the chamberpot tied to its saddle. Well
takeit from there...

"What in blazes are you supposed to be?' Black Jack said, cutting the chamberpot loose and holding it
up before him.



"Ohhh, thank God!" said Colin with agroan of pain. "I never want to see another bloody horse aslong as
I livel"

Black Jack took out his dagger and smacked the chamberpot with its hilt. "1 asked you a question, pot!"
"Ow! Jesud Takeit easy, for Christ's sakel”
"I will ask you one moretime, before | crush you beneath my horse's hooves. Who and what are you?”

"All right, al right! Just hold your bloody horses! No pun intended. My nameis Colin Hightower, and I'm
areporter.”

"A reporter of what?"

"Of news, what do you think?"

"You aeapad informant?’

"No, I'mnot a... oh, never mind. Y ou wouldn't understand.”
"What are you? Are you human?'

"Of course, I'm bloody human! I'm under aspell or something!"
"How cameyou to this sate?'

"l was standing in Warrick's place and | picked up abook and opened it, and the next thing | knew,
poof. | was abloody bedpan.”

"l see," said Black Jack. "And how came you here? Whose horse isthis?"
"It's... excuse me, but do you mind telling me exactly who you are?"
"Ohhhhh, someone get me out of here!l” came avoice from the bedroll tied to the back of the saddle.

"What'sthis?" asked Black Jack with afrown. "M ore enchantment? Here, hold this." He tossed Colinto
one of hismen, who hobbled the chamberpot amoment before getting afirm grip onit.

"Watch it!" Colinsaid.

The man stared &t the chamberpot wide-eyed, holding it well away from him while Black Jack cut loose
the bedroll with his dagger and unwrapped it, reveding the magic mirror.

"Many thanks, kind stranger,” said the mirror. "I thought | was about to be jarred loose from my frame!”

"And what are you supposed to be?" asked Black Jack, holding up the mirror and staring into it at his
own reflection.

"I am the Enchanted Mirror of Truth. Ask me any question, and the truth shall bereveded.”

"Indeed?" said Black Jack. He frowned, thinking of away to test thisclaim. "All right, then. What was
my father's name?"

"Ah, well, it depends, you see," the mirror replied. "Thetruth isawaysreative. Thereisthetruth you
know, or think you know, and then thereisthe truth as ‘twastold to you, which isthe truth the teller
knew, or thought she knew, and then there is the objective truth, which often has subtle shades of



meaning-"
"What in thunder are you babbling about?' demanded Black Jack. "I asked you asmple question!”

"No question isever truly smple,” the mirror said. "Y ou believe your father was called Jack the Red, a
legendary fregbooter with whom your mother fell inlove while he was passing through your town on the
way to the War of the Three Kingdoms. But in fact, while there really was a Jack the Red, and hewasa
legendary freebooter, your mother never even met him. She smply told you that story so you would have
astrong male role modd to think of asyour father. Y our mother always believed your red father wasa
man named Wt the Tinker, an itinerant peddler who sold pots and pans, dry goods, and herbal
suppositories. He dso did odd jobs and small repairs. Y our mother was almost certain that he was your
father, for it could have been any one of about a dozen men or more and he seemed the mogt likely
candidate. But in truth, ‘twas your Uncle Fred."

"My Uncle Fred!" said Black Jack with astonishment. "Bt... you mean my mother's brother ?"

"Wdl, hdf brother,” said the mirror. "They had different fathers, dthough your grandfather never knew
that. Y ou see, your grandmother-"

"Enough!” said Black Jack, scowling. "Wasthe pot tdling the truth?

"Colin? Well, reporters are supposed to tell the truth, though of course, accuracy in reporting isaways
subject to acertain amount of inherent bias on the part of the reporter. In Colin's casg, telling the truth
was never redlly one of hisstrong suits, but in this particular instance, his reporting of the facts can be
consdered essentidly reliable.”

"| am getting aheadache just listening to al of thisl" Black Jack replied. "Whose horseisthis?!
"Yours" said the mirror.
"Not the one I'm Sitting on, you benighted piece of glass! The runaway one bearing you and the pot!"

"Ah, well, you didn't redly specify which horse you meant. The one you're asking about belongsto
Warrick the White. 'Tis part of the stable used for hismen at arms.”

"I meant who was riding it?'

"Well, you did not ask me who wasriding it, did you? Y ou asked to whom it belonged. If you wish a
correct reply, you need to ask the correct question. The horse under discussion was being ridden by Dr.
Pamela Fairburn, who was on her way to Brigand's Roost in search of her intended, Dr. Marvin
Brewser."

"Y ou mean the sorcerer, Brewster Doc?"
"Heisaso known by that appellation, dthough in truth hisred nameis-"
"Was shetraveing done?'

"She was traveling in company with awench named Megan and asquad of Warrick's men-at-arms, but
Warrick's men had |eft her at the river crossing, where she met two others.”

"Aye, those men passed us but a short while ago. They seemed in agreat hurry. Who are the two others
that she met?'

"Lord Aubrey of Ravenhurst and Her Highness, Queen Sandy of Ritt."



"The queen!” said Black Jack. "Impossiblel What would the queen be doing on thisroad?!

"Sheisen route to Brigantium, to offer herself as hostage to the wizard Brewster, so that Lord Kelvin will
be unable to attack and will be forced to negotiate, instead, thereby averting the war."

"Blabberglasd" sad Calin.

"Quiet, you!" said Black Jack. He scowled. "If thereisto be no war, then there will be no spoils. We
shall not be ableto pillage the town.”

"Indeed, ‘twould be bad form to despoil atown after atruce had been agreed upon,” the mirror reflected.

"Shut up. I'm thinking." Black Jack frowned, considering the Situetion. "All right, | haveit. We shdl tell
Lord Kelvin that thistale of the queen held hostage is merely aploy of the sorcerer, Brewster Doc,
meant to prevent our attack. Tis not redlly the queen, but only an apparition. Therea queenissafein her
palace, back in Fittsburgh. And you, mirror, will confirm this"

"Excuse me, but | am the Enchanted Mirror of Truth. And that is not the truth, you see. | cannot tell alie.”
"Then | will smash you into athousand pieces.”

"Well, actualy, now that | think of it, the queen's heart iswith her people back in Fitt, and Ssnce homeis
wherethe heart is, then | suppose an argument could be made that sheredlly isat home, in a sort of
metgphysicd sense”

"| rather thought you'd see it my way," said Black Jack, with an evil grin.

"Captain, what should | do with this?" asked the burly mercenary to whom Jack had thrown the pot.
"I have no use for that baggage,” Black Jack replied. "Keepit, if you wish, or elsethrow it away.”
"Now wait aminute...." Colin said.

"I never had achamberpot that talked before,” the mercenary said. "And ‘twould be more convenient
than squatting in the bushes™

"No!" Colinsad. ™Y ouwouldn't!"
"Aye, | think I'll keep it," said the mercenary, tying Colin to hissaddle. "I could aways sl it later.”

"Let'smoveon,” said Black Jack. " Send word back to Lord Kelvin about the wizard's ruse with the
queen, and tel him | have Warrick's enchanted mirror to confirmit. | want to be across the river within
the hour. | want to see what sort of preparations these Brigantians have made.”

Astheriders galloped off, Colin jounced hel plesdy againgt the saddle of the mercenary, clanking painfully
againg his scabbard.

"Oh, no, not again!" hewailed. "If | ever get out of this, | swear to God I'll quit this bloody job and
become a CPA!"

And as Colin Hightower contemplated the unpleasant prospect of being used asafield latrine, the
mercenaries moved on toward theriver, with the main body of Lord Kelvin'sarmy just behind them.



TWELVE

Sandy and Aubrey's horses had traveled along way, and for the last few miles, they had carried two
people each, so they needed rest. The group dismounted severa miles past the river crossing, so the
horses could be walked a bit to cool them down. Asthey walked, Pamelatold Sandy and Aubrey the
story of how she had arrived in their world and where she had come from. Aubrey and Sandy listened
with fascination, and when she was done, they peppered her with questions, which Pameatried to
answer as best she could.

"So your intended, Marvin Brewster, isnot redlly asorcerer, after dl?" asked Aubrey.

"| suppose it depends on what you mean when you say sorcery,” Pamelareplied. Shetook out her pistal.
"Inmy world, thisis not considered an example of sorcery. It'san example of technology. Given the
proper knowledge and skills, and the proper tools and materia's, anyone could make one of these."

"But one could say the same of sorcery,” said Sandy. "Given the proper knowledge and skills, and the
proper tools and materids, anyone could cast spells. Thetrick isin acquiring those things.”

"Exactly,” Pamdareplied. "No reputable scientist in my world takes magic serioudy, and yet, alot of
what science has produced would have been regarded as sorcery in days gone by. Who knows, maybe
the laws of physicsare different somehow in this dimension. Warrick was unable to work hismagicin my
world. So perhaps, here, given the proper knowledge and skills, even Marvin or | could learnto do it.”

" Tispossble" said Sandy. "1 had been taught the Craft from thetime | wasachild. Had Aubrey been
given the benefit of the same ingtruction, he too could have been awitch.”

"It just dl seems so amazing,” Pamelasaid, in an awed tone. "For years, there have been theories of
pardld universes exigting in other dimensions, and now we have proof. When | think of what this could
mean for our respective worlds..."

"Indeed," said Sandy. "We have much to learn about one another. | would be most curious to see your
world. Carriages that move without benefit of horsesto pull them, flying machines, boxesthat transmit
sounds and images through the ether, devicesthat alow oneto speak with people many milesaway ... It
sounds like atruly wondrous place. We must seem so smple to you by comparison.”

"Inaway," said Pamela, "but at the sametime, | can think of countless peoplein my world who would
give anything to live asyou do here, in pristine, natural surroundings, without dl the stress and noise of
our modern society. There are many people in my world who long for the smpler times of the past. |
think I could easily make my home here. And I'm not al that sure there are many things about my world
that | would miss. Toilet paper, maybe. And hot showers.”

"Toilet paper?' Aubrey said with afrown.
"Hot showers?' asked Sandy. "Y ou mean therain ishot in your world?"

Pamedashook her head. "I'll explain dl that some other time," she said. "Right now, I'm more concerned
about-"

"Horses!" Aubrey said, turning suddenly and looking back the way they had come. ' And they're coming
up behind us"



"It couldn't bethe army,” Pameareplied. "They couldn't have crossed so soon, could they?

"l do not see how," said Aubrey, "but whoever they are, we will never outrace them mounted two up, on
tired horses. We had best take shelter and let them pass.”

They led their horsesinto the trees and underbrush by the side of the road. Moments later alarge party
of about forty mounted men galloped into view.

"Mercenaried" Aubrey said in alow voice. "They must have crossed right behind us. | recognize the one
in front, amurderous rogue named Black Jack."

Theridersreined in dmost paralel to them as Black Jack raised his hand to indicate a halt. He glanced
down at the road, looking for tracks, then scanned thetrail ahead of them. Then helooked off to the side
of theroad and smiled.

"Y ou may aswell come out, Y our Highness!" he shouted. "1 know you're there. Y ou cannot escape.
Come out, or must | send my men to beet the bushesfor you? If they find you, they will be nonetoo
gentle, | assureyou.”

Sandy sighed with resignation. "To have come so close and failed!" she said miserably.

"We haven't faled yet," said Pamela. She reached into her purse and pamed her rape whistle, then took
out her Wdther. "Comeon,” shesaid. "When al dsefals, take the bull by the hornsand spitin hiseyel™

They stepped out of hiding.

"Ah, thereyou are, Y our Highness" said Black Jack with agrin. "And Lord Aubrey, the great friend to
the common people. A bit far afield, are you not? Have you lost your way?"

"If you lay one hand on the queen, you rogue, you shdl answer to me!" Lord Aubrey said, placing ahand
on hissword.

"| tremble," Black Jack replied. His gaze fdll on Pamelaand his eyes widened appreciatively. "And you
must be the Lady Pamela, the outlaw wizard'swoman. | must say, he has exquiste taste. But you waste
your beauty on asorcerer, my lady. They are not known for indulging in the pleasures of the flesh.
Whereas | would indulge with you at every opportunity.” He grinned.

"Inyour dreams, you arrogant ass," said Pamela. "1 am more than merely asorcerer'slady. | ana
sorceress myself. And if you do not turn around and ride back the way you came, you will find out just
what sort of pleasures| indulgein.”

"Indeed? Pity your manners do not match your looks. | will have to teach you how to address a man with
more respect.”

"I would do as she says, Jack," said Aubrey. "Y ou have aready overstepped your bounds. | am
surprised she has not aready struck you down.”

Black Jack smiled. "Y ou expect meto fdl for such an obvious bluff?'Y ou disgppoint me, my Lord
Aubrey. | thought you gave me credit for having more intelligence than that." He turned to Pamdla. "Very
well, then ... sorceress, if that istruly what you are. Go ahead and strike me down.”

"If 1 cal upon the power of the thunder,” Pamdasaid, "you and dl your men shal die."
Black Jack made an airy gesture. "Call away.”



Pamelaraised her rape whistle, took adeep breath and blew a shrill and piercing blast. The horses of the
mercenaries dl started plunging about and rearing. Severa of them bucked their riders off. Black Jack's
horse shied, but he got it back under control after amoment and shouted out an order to hismen. "Hold
your ground, you foold Areyou frightened of achild's penny whistle?!

"Well, so much for that idea," Pamela muttered.
Black Jack brought his horse around to face her. "Isthat feeble trick the best that you can do?"

"I have only caled upon the power of the thunder," Pameareplied. "And now it growswithin me. If you
force meto unleashiit, you will dl be doomed.”

"Enough of thisnonsense!l" Black Jack replied irritably. He drew his dagger and flipped it around
expertly, holding it by the point. "Now then, Sorceress, | shal call your bluff. Y ou have until the count of
three to strike me down with this so-called power of thunder. For when | say three, | shall lodge this
dagger in your heart. Onel... Twol..."

Pamelaflipped off the safety on her pistol, brought it up quickly, aimed and fired.
"Threg" shesaid.

Theknifefel from hishand as Black Jack tumbled from the saddle, abullet right between hiseyes. The
horses of the mercenaries, dready skittish, reacted violently to the gunshot and started neighing and
rearing about wildly, plunging off the Side of the road as the men shouted out in fear and confusion. And
then there came anew sound ... the sound of frenzied, bloodcurdling screams from some of the
mercenaries whose horses had bolted into the trees.

"Whet the hdl?" said Paméla, staring in the direction of the sounds.
"Hee!" one of the mercenaries shouted. "Flee, or sheshal kill usal!”

But in that moment, ahall of arrows erupted from the forest al around them, every shaft finding atarget
as the mercenaries tumbled from their saddles one &fter the other.

"Get down!" Aubrey cried, pulling both the queen and Pamelato the ground with him.

Within seconds, dl the mercenarieslay dead and their horses elther took off, bolting into the trees or
back down theroad, or else reared and pawed the ground where they stood, neighing and eyesralling in
confuson.

Pamelalooked up. She saw bodies sprawled al over the road. And amoment later several dim figures,
all dressed in black, stepped out of the woods. They had long, spiky black hair, sharp features, pointed
ears, and piercing eyes. They wore studded black armbands and chokers and they carried longbows,
with quivers on their backs and swords buckled round their waists. More joined them, and still more,
until they were completely surrounded.

"Elved" said Aubrey. "Weaelog."
"Elves?" sad Pamda

And then alarge shadow passed over them and afearsome roar reverberated through the sky. Pamela
looked up and her jaw dropped. "Oh, my God!" she said.

"A dragon!" Sandy said.



Rory banked and came gliding in for alanding in the middle of the road. Rachel jumped off hisback and
came toward them, the Sword of the Shaman buckled round her waist. " 'Tisdl right!" she said. "Have
no fear! We shdl not harm you!"

"Who areyou?' Sandy asked.

"l am Rachel Drum, the warlord of the even tribes. And thisismy friend, Rory.”
"How do you do?" said the dragon.

"Oh, my God! It talkd" said Pamela

"Actualy, it would be more correct to say, ‘It speaks, " said Rory. He glanced down at Black Jack's
body. "I've seen thisone before," he said. "A most unsavory individud. He looks much better with a
bullet hole between hiseyes. What did you usg, if you don't mind my asking?'

Numbly, Pameaheld up the pistol, her hand trembling dightly as she showed it to the dragon.

"Ah, aWalther PPK," said Rory. "The gun made famous by Agent 007, James Bond, of Her Mgesty's
Secret Service"

Pamela swallowed hard, blinked, and shook her head. "'l don't believethis," she said weskly.
"Brewster Doc hasagun, too," said Rachdl.

"Brewster?' Pameasad. "Y ou know Marvin?'

"Marvin?' Rachd's eyes grew wide. "Isyour name ... Pamda?'

"Yesl How did you know?"

In response, Rachel came rushing up to her and gave her abig hug. "Oh, but thisiswonderful!" she said.
"Rory, do you know who thisis?’

"l heard,” said Rory. "But who are these other two?"

"l am Lord Aubrey of Ravenhurst,” Aubrey said with adight, nervous bow. "And thisisHer Mgesty,
Queen Sandy of Fitt. And we are indebted to you all.”

"The Queen of Ritt?" said Rachd, glancing a Sandy with astonishment.

"l camein search of the wizard, Brewster Doc,” said Sandy, "to offer mysdlf ashostagein an effort to
forestdl the war so that a negotiated peace might be achieved, instead.”

"Will somebody get me off thisbloody beast?"

They turned to see an ef holding one of the mercenaries horses. Tied to the saddle was a chamberpot
that rocked back and forth asit yelled.

"Get methehdl off thisthing!"
"Colin!" Pamdasaid, rushing forward with relief.
" Another one?' said Rachd with afrown.

"What do you mean, another one?" asked Pamela, as she untied the chamberpot from the saddle.



"Prince Brian was afflicted with the selfsame spdll, until Doc spoke the magic wordsto free him.”
"What magic words?" asked Pame aturning around with the chamberpot in her hands.
"Abracadabra, change back," said Rachdl.

With aloud pop, Calin reverted to his normal form and both he and Pamelatumbled to the ground.

"Jesus bloody Chrigt!" said Colin. He picked himself up unsteedily, hisclothing and hair disheveled. He
reached out and helped Pamelato her feet. He stared at Rachel. ™Y ou mean that was all it took?”

Rachd shrugged.
"WhereisMarvin?' Pamelaasked. "I've got to seehim!”
"Hop on," said Rory. "l will takeyouto him."

"Oh, no," said Calin. "Being a chamberpot strapped to a horse was bad enough, but if you think I'm
going riding on abloody dragon, you're out of your bloomin' mind!"

Pamelagrinned. "1 wouldn't missthisfor theworld,” she said.
"Pamela You'renot... | mean, you can't serioudy-"

"Just watch me," Pamelasaid, climbing up onto Rory's back. Rachel got up behind her and held her hand
out. "Comeon, Your Mgesty," shesaid. "Don't worry, 'tis quite safe, | assure you."

"Come, Aubrey," Sandy said. "Y ou shdl have amarveloustaeto tell your grandchildren!™
"If tisal the sameto you, Y our Highness," Aubrey said, "I think | would prefer to ride on horseback.”

"I'd rather take acab,” said Colinwryly. "But if it's a choice between Rodan there and ahorse, | think I'll
take the horse."

There was aknock at Brewster's door up in the tower of the keep and he groaned as he sat up in bed.
"Yes, I'mup, what isit?’

The door opened and Shannon camein. "Y ou have avisitor," she said with asmile, and stood asideto let
Pamdacomein.

Brewster was out of bed like ashot. "Pamea? Good God! Isit redly you?"

They rushed into each other's arms as Shannon closed the door behind her to give them some privacy.
They kissed and held each other, squeezing tight, asif to reassure themselves of the other'sredlity.

"| can't believeyou're here!" said Brewdter.

"I can hardly believeit, either,” shereplied with asmile. "God, | could just strangle you! You've
disappeared on me before, but thistime, you've redlly surpassed yourself!"

"How on earth did you get here?"

"It'salong story. | tried to duplicate your machine, but | couldn't get it to work. Asusudl, your notes
were incomplete, and we didn't have any more Buckmingerfullerine.”

"So then, how ... 7"



"Warick."

Brewster's eyes grew wide. "Warrick? Do you mean to tell me he brought you back here?!
"No, he'sdill there," said Pamdla

"Where?'

"Inyour lab, a EnGulfCo. Colin knocked him out and we took the machine back, usng the auto-return
function.”

"Colin? Who's Colin?"

"A reporter.” She shook her head. "Darling, weve got about a year's worth of catching up to do, and we
don't havethetimeto do it. There's an army on the way here even as we speak, and you're the one
they're after.”

"Yes, | know."

"Ligten, I've got some of Warrick's guards keeping an eye on the time machine back at histower," she
sad. "They think I'm ademon Warrick sent back from the ethered plane to take care of thingsfor him
while he'sgone. If we leave now, before the army gets here-"

"l can't,”" said Brewster.

She stood back away from him. "What do you mean, you can't?’
"Just that. | can't leave. I've got to stay here and help these people.”
"Areyou crazy?'

"Pamela, | got them into thiswar. Thiswhole thing ismy fault. | can't just leave. Besdes, these people are
my friends. They helped me. | don't know what | would've done without them.”

Pamelagave him alevel stare. "Yes, | saw one of those friends just now. She looked like something out
of Penthouse.”

"Oh, you mean Shannon."

"Y es, | mean Shannon. She seemed very comfortable waking into your bedroom.”
" Shannon would be comfortable around King Kong," said Brewster.

"Exactly who isshe?'

"Oh, she'sthe queen.”

"Another queen?'

Brewster frowned. "What do you mean, another queen?”

"W, I've got one, too. Queen Sandy of Pitt. She's downdtairs.”

"What?"

"Asl sad, it'salong story. I'll try to give you the abbreviated version, but first, snceit looks asif we're



going to be staying, do you think you could find me a change of clothes?’
"I'm sure some of Shannon's stuff will fit you.”

Pameagrimaced. "I think you need your eyes examined. But I'm flattered that you think so. Ask her if
she can lend me something not too tight to wear. Meanwhile, I'll bring you up to date while we go down
to the stream, so | can wash some of thisroad dust off me."

"Wouldn't you rather take a shower?"
Shedared at him. "Y ou're kidding.”
"Oh, no, welve got hot and cold running water, flush toilets, eectricity, theworks," said Brewdter.

Pamela shook her head. "Y ou know, somehow, I'm not surprised. No wonder they think you'rea
sorcerer.”

"They think you're one, too."

Pamela grimaced wryly. "Well, right now, | wish | could make both of us disappear. Well, dl right,
where's the bathroom? We can try to catch each other up while | wash.”

They stood up on the battlement of the tower, watching as Lord Kelvin's army approached from the west
of the keep. "Jesus, look a them dl," said Colin, who had recently arrived with Aubrey.

"| cannot understand how they could have crossed the river so quickly,” Sandy said.

"Warrick gave Lord Kelvin aspell to freeze theriver," said the magic mirror, which was being held by
Aubrey. "They smply marched across."

"Nicetrick," said Brewster. "I hope they haven't got too many others.”

"I will show mysdlf upon the battlement when they gpproach,” said Sandy, "and you can send out arider
with aflag of truceto tell them I'm being held hostage here.”

"Uh ... | fear that shal not work," the mirror said.
Aubrey frowned. "What do you mean? Why not?"

"Black Jack made metell him what your plan was, and he sent riders back to Lord Kelvin with a
message that Doc had conjured an illusion of the queen, a sorcerous gpparition, and that the real queen
was safely back in Pittsburgh. So | don't think hell go for it.”

"I ought to tossyou right over theside," said Aubrey to the mirror with a scowl.
"You'l get seven yearsbad luck ..."

Brewster tensed as he watched the army forming up on the open ground beyond the settlement outside
the walls of the keep. "Arethe guns ready?'

Mick used signd flagsto communicate with Pikestaff Pat, who wasin charge of the gun crews on the
walls. Hewaited for the return signal, then turned to Brewster and said, "Ready.”

"l wishwedidn't haveto do this" Brewster said with asigh. "Well, maybe we can scare them off.
They've never seen cannon fire before. Y ou're sure Pat knows to aim short for the first volley, right in



front of them? And over thevillage?'
"Aye, | told him," Mick replied.
"All right. Givehimthesgnd tofire"

Mick gave the sgnd and the two big guns mounted on the wall emplacements roared. There was ahuge
flash from each of the guns and smoke from the explosive wine propellant as pieces of iron and stone
were hurled up into the air. Severd of the brigands on the walls screamed.

"What the hell happened?' Pamdasaid.
"The barrelsblew up!" said Mick. "That idiot, Pat, used too much propel lant!"
"Do you think anyone's hurt?' asked Brewster.

"Wadl, 'twill be some burns and cuts and bruises, to be sure, but if there are any injuries more serious,
they bloody well deserveit!” Mick replied. "Now we have no gund”

"I don't know, it might've donethetrick,” said Pamela, watching the soldiers. "They surged back in darm
when the guns went off and now they're milling around and looking very disorganized.”

"They will not remain that way for long," said Aubrey. "Kelvinisagood generd, and afraid of nothing.
Hewill rdly them.”

"Then we'd better press the advantage before he does,” Brewster said. " Send out the tank.”
"Thetank!" said Pamea, garing a him with disblief. Y ou're joking."

But Mick had dready given the Sgnd. Asthe gatesin thewalls dowly swung open, aferocious roar and
clatter erupted from the courtyard below. The doors to Mick's shop opened and the tank camerolling
out, belching peregrine wine steam and sounding like alocomotive,

"Youve got to bekidding!" Pamelasaid as she stared at the contraption that rolled and lurched toward
the gates. It looked like a dilapidated, mobile Quonset hut with a stubby gun barrel protruding from the
turret, and asit rolled forward, severa squads of armored men carrying swords and shields fell in behind
it astank support troops.

"I don't believeit!" Colin said as he stared down at the tank rolling out through the gates. "Chrigt, | wish |
hed acameral”

Some of the troops were ralying, but when they heard the tank lurching toward them, through the
settlement beyond the walls, they froze with shock and turned with apprehension in the direction of the
sound. When they saw the tank come clattering down the road and toward the open ground, they smply
stared, dack-jawed.

"Okay, prepare the Wild Bunch,” said Brewdter.
Pameaglanced at him, puzzled. "The Wild Bunch?"

Mick gave the sgnal, and in response, aroaring, thunderous noise exploded from below in the courtyard.
And from behind the work sheds by Mick's shop, adozen incredibly crude-looking motorcycles
powered by peregrine wineinternal combustion engines whedled out into the central courtyard. Bloody
Bob wasin thelead, atired in his"magic visor" helm and chain mail, and the other brigandsfell in behind
him, blipping their throttles. Long Bill and Froggy Bruce, Fifer Bob and Mdicious Mike, Fuzzy Tom and



Silent Fred, Winsome Wil and Lonesome John, and Mac's three gpprentices, Hugh, Dugh and Lugh, al
sat agtride the bikes, looking like abunch of Hells Angels at a Renaissance fair. Bloody Bob looked up
toward the tower battlement, waiting for thesignd.

"Who's driving the tank?" asked Rachd!.

"Brian," Brewster said. He grinned, despite histension. "He said after being trapped as a chamberpot for
years, what's afew hoursinsde astove? And Robie's manning the gun.”

Thetank was ralling across the open ground and toward Lord Kelvin'stroops, belching smoke and
sounding like alaundry dryer inching itsway acrossatilefloor. Lord Kelvin wasforming up hiscavary
for acharge. About a hundred yards away from the troops, Brian opened fire.

"All right," said Brewdter. "Mick, tell them to drop the hammer!™

Mick swept hissignal flag down and the Wild Bunch roared out through the open gates, spreading out as
they hurtled through the village toward the troops. The first shot from the tank struck the ground just in
front of the cavary and the aready skittish horses went berserk, rearing up and throwing their riders,
plunging and bucking al over the place asthe men desperatdly tried to control them. And then the Wild
Bunch came roaring up, pulling whedlies and sweeping diagondly acrossthe front ranks of the
disorganized troops and tossing grenades into their midst. The ranks were completely broken up as men
scattered in dl directions, yelling with panic.

"All right, Rachdl, it'syour turn,” said Brewster.

Rachel stuck two fingersin her mouth and whistled loudly. From behind the tower, Rory rose up to the
battlement, flapping his gresat, leathery wings. Rachel leaped astride his back as he took off from the
parapet. As Rory swept down over the walls and toward the opposing army, Rachel drew her sword,
holding it high above her head, and ydlled out, " Dwarfkabob!"

Already panic-stricken by the tank and the grenades |obbed by the Wild Bunch, Lord Kelvin'stroops
just flat soiled their breeches when they got aload of the fire-breathing dragon. And then the elves came
streaming out of the forest behind them, screaming out their war cry, "Dwarfkabob!™

"Doc!" ydled Mick. "Look there!™

Brewster looked in the direction Mick was pointing, and for amoment he wasn't sure he was seeing
right. From the west, the same direction that Lord Kevin'sarmy came from, aforest was moving down
theroad.

"Do | seewhat | think I'm seeing?' Pamelaasked with disbelief.

No, it wasn't a scene from Macbeth, it was, indeed, amoving forest, or more precisely a herd of
peregrine bushes. (Actudly, "herd" isn't quite the right word. Y ou can have a herd of cattle, but | guessa
bunch of busheswould be called a"hedge.")

"It's Thorny!" Brewster shouted. "He didn't desert me, after al!”
"They're cutting off Kelvin'sretreat,” said Aubrey.

Indeed, they were. Several platoons of soldiers had taken off en masse down the road to the west,
running back the way they had come, but when they saw the gigantic hedge of adult peregrine bushes
moving toward them, with thorns large enough to impae Dracula himself, they turned and ran the other
way. And then, over the noise of the battle, anew sound came from the east, the sound of hundreds of



deep voices rapping in unison:

"Heeyyy, hogooo! Heeyyy, Hoooo!
We're marching to Brigantium,

So stand aside and let us pass!

We're marching to Brigantium,

We're gonna kick some Pittsburgh ass!"

"It'sthe dwarves" said Mick.

And asthe dwarves came marching down the road, carrying their nasty little crossbows and their mean
little warhammers, the Army of Brigantium appeared, with Mac leading the foot soldiers and Shannon
leading the cavdry. Lord Kdvin'sarmy suddenly found itself completely boxed in.

Okay, now | know what some of you are thinking. These guys are going to get cut to ribbons and
Brewster's forces are going to win the day, because it would be ared letdown if they logt, but at the
sametime, it'sdownright cruel to make Queen Sandy watch her people being daughtered. After al, she
did everything in her power to avert this battle and at considerablerisk to her own safety, sherode dl the
way to Brigantium to offer hersdf up as hostage in an effort to save lives. Now, it looks asif al her
effortswerein vain and the Army of Fitt isdoomed.

But then again, some of you are thinking, "Hey, thisisthe good part. Thisiswhere we get to see dl the
hacking and dashing that we read high fantasy for. We've not only got brave dwarves and vaiant elves
and afire-breathing dragon, but we've got medieva bikers with grenades and a handsome prince driving
atank! Thisisgoing to beredly good!"

Will, now, your faithful narrator has a problem. If | try to please the group that wants to spare Queen
Sandy and have the entire Army of Pitt Smply surrender en masse, thereby achieving anice, nonviolent
ending to the story, the hack-and-dash freaks will be disappointed. And if | try to plesse the
hack-and-dash freaks by having al sorts of mayhem break out on the field of battle, then thefirst group
will be upset. And it redlly doesn't ssem asif | can please everybody, doesit?

Wi, never fear. Remember, dwaystrust your narrator. So far, dl I've had isacouple of big guns blow
up, causing superficid injuriesto the gun crews, and the tank hasfired at the feet of the cavary, causing
all sorts of congternation. True, the Wild Bunch has thrown abunch of grenades, but | didn't say what
kind of grenadesthey were, did I”? 1 mean, they could be fragmentation grenades, or they could bejust
smoke grenades, designed to frighten the troops. So far, we haven't redly had any serious violence, have
we?

Well, dl right, Black Jack did get shot between the eyes, but he was ared bastard and he was sexudly
harassing Pamda, aswell asthreatening her life, so no onewill argue that he had it coming. And the elves
did kill abunch of mercenaries, but hey, they were mercenaries, and nobody redly likes mercenaries very
much. Well, except maybe those guys who read Soldier of Fortune, but you can't have awar without
offending somebody. So, in the best traditions of interactive fantasy, heréswhat well do. You get to
pick your own ending. All you hack-and-dash freaksjust skip the next paragraph.

Now, for al you people who don't want to see Queen Sandy's noble gesture be in vain, imagine the
Army of Ritt going into an absolute panic &t al the fireworks and being struck dumb with terror by the
fire-breething dragon, the tank, the Wild Bunch, the coffee-drinking beatnik vampire evesand the
rapping Rastafarian grunge dwarves, Shannon charging in with the cavary, Mac coming up behind her
with the foot soldiers, and Thorny attacking with his hedge, whereupon Lord Kelvin redizesit's an utterly
hope ess situation, and in an effort to forestall wholesale daughter, he has his troops throw down their



arms and surrender. After that, Lord Kelvin and his officers meet with Brewster and Harlan and Shannon
to negotiate atreaty that will benefit both kingdoms and it dl ends more or less peacefully, with a
minimum of bloodshed. Okay, now skip the next paragraph.

Now, for al you hack-and-dash fresks, imagine this Lord Kelvin managesto raly his panic-stricken
troops and launches a desperate counterattack. The cavalry regroups to face Shannon's charge from
down theroad to Brigand's Roost and awild melee breaks out asthe two units collide at full gallop, with
ged ringing againg sted and men shouting and horses neighing and al that stuff. The rapping Rastafarian
grunge dwarves join up with Mac'sinfantry and they wade into Kelvin'sleft flank, swords flashing and
Spears thrusting and dwarven warhammers shattering human kneecaps. The Wild Bunch wreck havoc
with their fragmentation grenades and then Rory swoops down over the panicked troops with Rachel on
his back and roasts entire battalionsto acrisp. A number of Lord Kelvin's soldiers, mostly the low-paid
mercenaries, break and run for it, only to get impaled on the deadly thorns of the peregrine hedge. The
coffee-drinking beatnik vampire elves let loose with volley after volley of arrowsfrom their longbows,
then charge in and start munching on the surviving troops, just likein Night of the Living Dead. Now,
when the body count rises high enough to satisfy your bloodthirsty appetites, imagine the remains of Lord
Kevin'sarmy-assuming there are any- throwing down their arms and surrendering.

Okay, so much for the big, climactic battle scene. At the end, there was a bad moment when the
dwarves and elves amost went for one another, because they never did like each other very much, but
fortunately, in the nick of time, Thorny maneuvered his peregrine hedge between them and a nasty brawl
was narrowly avoided. Arrangements were made to send Queen Sandy back to Pittsburgh with the
survivors, with Harlan going aong as arepresentative of Brigantium to arrange afina peace settlement
and begin trade negotiations.

The revolution had taken place in Fittsburgh, meanwhile, and Sheriff Waylon and his deputieswere dl
tarred and festhered and then thrown into prison awaiting execution, but Sandy would grant them
clemency when she returned and sentence them to twenty years of community service, dong with
Gentlemanly Johnny and La Donnaand the rest of The Stealers Guild. King Billy, upon being released by
the Underground, would realize what afool he'd been and what an incredible asset he had in hiswife and
from that moment on, they would rule together in a comonarchy, which basicaly meant that Sandy called
the shots, and dl the repressive edicts would be repealed and the citizens of Fitt would all rgjoice.

All that remains now isthefind, closing scene, where Brewster and Pamela, reunited once again, decide
to remain in Brigantium and settle down. Harlan will make sure the time machineis dismantled, and since
EnGulfCo doesn't have aworking model, and only Pamelawas capable of deciphering Brewster's notes,
no one from our universe will ever again be ableto journey to the land of the twenty-saven kingdoms,
which meansthat old Warrick will-

Excuse meaminute, my phoneisringing.

"Hdlo?'

"Simon? Thisis Wayne Chang, from Warner Books."

"Oh, hi, Wayne. | wasjust finishing up the book. | was about to write the closing scenes and-"

"Good, that'swhat | was calling about. Look, Betsy wantsto talk to you. Can you hold on a second?
She's on another line."

"Sure. I'll hold."
"Smon? Betsy Mitchdl."



"Hi, Betsy, what'sup?"
"Look, | was just speaking with management and they want some changesin the book."

"Changes? What do mean, changes? | haven't even submitted it yet. | was just about to write the closing
scenesand...”

"Never mind that. Just stop it where you are and send it in. Well completeit in house."

"Huh? What are you talking about? Y ou mean you just want meto cut it off right whereit is, when it's
amogt done, and you're going to finish it?*

"Yes, that'sright.”

"Wait aminute, are you kidding me? That'sthe most ridiculousthing | ever heard! Therésnot asngle
writer | know who's ever gotten arequest like this”

"Thereisnt asinglewriter | know who's ever written abook likethis, either. Besides, it's not arequest.
This comes straight from upstairs, from the new management at the parent company.”

"What parent company?'

"EnGulfCo Internationd. They've just concluded aleveraged buy-out of Warner Communications and
they're taking direct control of the publishing branch. | just got off the phone with their vice-president of
acquigtions"

"No! Don'ttdl me"

"-aMr. Warrick Morgannan, and he specificaly instructed me to have you stop work immediately and
submit the manuscript asis”

"Oh, no! Forget it! There'sno way! We've got a contract!™

"And in case you've forgotten, there's an acceptability clausein that contract that gives ustheright to edit
the book, which means we can make any changes deemed necessary in order to make it publishable.
Look, Simon, | know how you must fed and I'm redlly sorry about this, but there's nothing | can do. My
hands aretied. And | havetotell you that if you rock the boat on this, it's probably going to jeopardize
our next contract.”

"No, no, Noooo ... this can't be happening!”

"Ligten, | know thisstinks, but I'll try to make it up to you. I'm not really supposed to tell you this, but
Mr. Morgannan told me were going to get the contract to do a series of novelizations based on anew
British TV program about an intergaactic starship that's abar. It's one of those high concept things,
Cheers in outer space. And they want you to writeit.”

"Aaaaarrrrrrrrgghhhh!™

EPILOGUE



A Note from the Publisher

Literary satire has often been considered one of the most challenging of art forms, with along and
honorable tradition behind it. Some of the finest writers of our time have published satirica works, among
them such diversely talented and influentia authors as Robert Heinlein, Paddy Chayevsky, Gore Vidd,
John Irving, and Hunter S. Thompson. Simon Hawke, while not even remotely in their league, has
nevertheless been a popular and prolific author for close to twenty years, and Warner/Aspect has been
proud to publish some of hismost successful novels. It is, therefore, with deep regret that we must
announce that Mr. Hawke, the author of this novel, has recently suffered a nervous breakdown and has
been admitted to a private psychiatric facility for treatment.

Closefriends and associates of Mr. Hawke have informed us that they have seen this coming for along
time now, as evidenced by his recent move to a secluded location in the Arizona desert and his erratic
behavior on the rdlatively few occasionsthat he has recently been seenin public. For legd reasons, we
will refrain from commenting on those occurrences, other than to say we understand the extreme stress
that creetive individuas are often subject to and that, as publishers, wetry to sympathize and follow a
policy of reasonable tolerance wherever and whenever possible. As such, we fully sympathize with Mr.
Hawke, and with hisfriends and family, and hope for his eventua recovery. Warner/Aspect sands by its
authors and we shdl continue to consider Mr. Hawke a vauable talent, and hope to continue publishing
hisworks, when and if heisableto start writing once again.

In the meantime, due to contractual obligations and production deadlines, we are publishing Mr. Hawke's
current, unpolished manuscript as written, without any changes or revisions, in part to show the erratic
and often fascinating inner workings of an undisciplined creative mind at work, with dl its hebephrenic
narrative asides and the uncontrolled flow of the novel's satirical devices, and in part to help defray the
author's medica expenses.

In the process of experimenting with the new literary form he was creeting, " Fantastic Metafiction,” Mr.
Hawke unfortunately laid the groundwork for his own menta breakdown, and while we commend his
effortsto stretch the boundaries of literary convention, wefed that asregardstheissue of ligbility inthis
matter, we must stress that Warner/Aspect does not in any way endorse, sanction, or recommend the
practice of "Fantastic Metafiction,” and we earnestly caution al our readers not to try thisat home.

In closing, wewould like to add that Mr. Hawke's family and friends have requested that we do not
disclose the name of the private facility a which heis currently being treated, and they ask that in lieu of
sympathy cards, letters, and donations, fanslend their support to struggling new authors by purchasing
their books. Mr. Hawke's family and friends have aso requested that we do not disclose their names,
ether. Asthe parent company of Warner Communications, we at EnGulfCo Internationd joinin
extending all wishes of a speedy recovery to Mr. Hawke, so that the time may .someday come when we
may, once again, "trust the Narrator.”

Warrick Morgannan
Executive Vice-Presdent
EnGulfCo Internationd
London, England

The executive secretary finished reading back the dictation and looked up at her boss. "Wasthat correct,
ar?'

Warrick leaned back in his chair and lit up an expensive cigar. "Yes, | think that will do quite nicely. Go
ahead and send it off."



IIS'IJ.JI
"Yes Emily, what isit?"

"Sir, I've read the manuscript, and | wasjust wondering ... well, you know he's named the villain of the
gory, the evil wizard, after you?'

"Yes, | beieve Ms. Mitchell mentioned something about that.”

"Well, sr, don't you think we should have that changed? Or at |east make some sort of comment about it
in the epilogue?*

Warrick smiled. "No, | don't realy think that will be necessary. | think the readers will understand that
Mr. Hawke was merdly venting his spleen in frustration, a pointlesslittle gesture of defiance againgt the
new corporate management of his publishing company. Let it and. Persondly, | think it'srather amusing.
After dl, inamanner of speaking, the evil wizard doeswin in the end, doesn't he?' Hewinked at her.

Emily smiled. "Well, it's certainly the strangest book I've ever seen. And it was rather amusing, in places.
It really istoo bad about poor Mr. Hawke."

"Aye, tisntit?' said Warrick with asmile.

"l beg your pardon, sir?’
Warrick shook his head. "Never mind, Emily. It was nothing. Nothing at dl.”
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