What can you say about afriend who leaves town without telling
you?
I mean, | left Matt Stting there in the coffee shop trying to
trand ate that gobbledygook parchment of his, and when | came back
after class, hewasgone. | asked if anybody'd seen him go, but nobody
had-just that, when they'd looked up, he'd been gone.

That was no big deal, of courser didn't own Maitt, and hewas abig
boy. If he wanted to go take ahike, that was his business. But he'd
|eft that damn parchment behind, and ever since heéld found it, he'd
handled it asif it were the crown jewels-so he sure as hell wouldn't
havejust left it on the table in abusy coffee shop. Somebody could
have thrown it in the wastebasket without looking. Hewasjust lucky
it was gtill therewhen | got back. So| picked it up and put it in my
notebook. "Tell him I've got his parchment,” | told Alice.

She nodded without looking up from the coffee she was pouring.

"Surething, Saul. If you see himfirgt, tell him heforgot to
pay hishill thismorning.”

"Saul" isme. Matt claimed I'd been enlightened, so he called me
"Paul." 1 went along-it was okay as an in-joke, and it was funny the
first time. After that, | suffered through it-from Matt. Not from
anyonedse. "Saul"isme. | just keep awary eyefor teenagerswith
dingshots who aso play harp.

"Will do," | said, and went out the door-but it nagged at me

especially since | had never known Matt to forget to pay Alice
before.

Forget to put on his socks, maybe, but not to pay his tab.

When | got back to my apartment, | took out his mystical
manuscript and looked at it. Matt thought it was parchment, but |
didn't think he was any judge of shegpskins. He certainly hadn't
gotten his,

Will, okay, he had two of them, but they hadn't given him the
third degree yet-and wouldn't, the way he was hung up on that
untrandatable bit of doggerdl. Oh, sure, maybe he wasright, maybe it
was along-lost document that would establish hisreputation asa
scholar and shoot him up to full professor overnight-but maybe the moon
ismade of cacified green cheese, too.

Me, | wasworking on my second M.A .-anything to justify staying
around campus. Matt had gone on for his doctorate, but | couldn't stay
interested in any one subject that long. They all began to seem kind
of dlly, the way the professors were so fanatical about the smallest
detalls.

By that standard, Matt was aborn professor, dl right. He just
gpun hiswhedls, trying to trandate a parchment that he thought was
sx hundred years old but was written in alanguage nobody had ever
heard of. | looked it over, shook my head, and put it back in the
notebook. He'd show up looking for it sooner or later.

But hedidn't. Hedidn't show up at all.

After acouple of days, | developed a gnawing uncertainty about
his having left town-maybe he had just disappeared. | know, | know, |
was | etting my imagination run away with me, but | couldn't squelch the

thought.



So what do you do when afriend disappears?

Y ou have to find out whether or not to worry.

Thefirst day, | wasonly alittle concerned, especialy after |
went back to the coffee shop, and they said he hadn't been in looking
for hisdamn parchment. The second day, | started getting worried-it
was midnight and he hadn't shown up at the coffeehouse. Then | began
to think maybe he'd forgotten to eat again and blacked out-so | went
around to his apartment to tell him off.

Helived in one of those old one-family houses that had been
converted into five gpartments, if you want to cdl them that-a
nine-bytwelve living room with akitchenette wall, and a cubbyhole for
abedroom. | knocked, but he didn't answer. | knocked again, Then |
waited agood long time before | knocked athird time. Still no
answer. At three A.M when the neighbor came out and yelled at meto
stop knocking so hard, | redlly got worried-and the next day, when

nobody answered, | figured, Okay, third time'sthe charm-so | went
outside, glanced around to make sure nobody was looking, and quietly
crawled in the back window. Matt really ought to lock up at night;

I've dwaystold him so.

| had to crawl acrossthe table-Matt liked to eat and write by
natura light-and stepped into a mess.

Look, I've got a pretty strong stomach, and Matt was never big on
housekeeping. A high stack of disheswith mold on them, | could have
understood-but wall-to-wall spiderwebs? Noway. How could helive
likethat? | mean, it wasn't just spiderwebs in the corners-it was
gpiderwebs choking the furniture! | couldn't have sat down without
getting caught in dusty silk! And the proprietors were till there,
too-little brown ones, medium-sized gray ones, and ahuge malecater
with abody the size of aquarter and red markingslike abig wide grin
on the underside of its abdomen, sitting in the middle of aweb six
feet wide that was stretched across the archway to the bed nook.

Then the sun came out from behind a, loud, itslight struck
through the window for about haf aminute-and | stood spellbound.

Lit from the back and side like that, the huge web seemed to glow,
every tendril bright. It was beautiful.

Then the sun went in, the light went away, and it was just adusty
piece of vermin-laden debris.

Speaking of vermin, what had attracted al these eight-legged
wonders? It must have been abumper year for flies. Or maybe, just
maybe, they'd decided to declare war on the army of cockroaches that
infested the place. If so, more power to them. | decided not to go
gpider hunting, after al. Besides, | didn't havetime-l had to find
Maitt.

The strange thing was, 1'd been in that apartment just three days
before, and there hadn't been asingle strand of spider silk in sight.

Okay, so0 they're hard to see-but three days just isn't time enough
for that much decoration.

| stepped up to the archway, nerving mysalf to sweep that web
asde and swat its builder-but the sun came out again, and the golden
cartwhed was so damned beautiful | just couldn't bring mysdlf to do



it. Besides, | didn't redly need to-1 could look through it, and the
bedroom sure didn't have any place that was out of sight.

Room enough for abed, adresser, atin wardrobe, and scarcely an
inch more. The bed was rumpled, but Matt wasntinit.

I turned around, frowning, and scanned the place again. |
wouldn't
say therewas no sign of Matt-as| told you, he wasn't big
on house

keeping, and there were stacks of books everywhere, nicely webbed
at the moment-but the pile of dirty disheswas no higher than it had
been, and he himsalf sure wasn't there.

| stepped out into the hall and closed the door behind me, chewing
it over. No matter how | diced it, it came out the same-Mait had |eft
town.

Why so suddenly?

Degth inthefamily. Or closetoit. What else could it be?

So | went back to my apartment and started research. One of the
handy things about having sometraining in scholarship, isthat you
know how to find information. | knew what town Matt came fromSepar
City, New Jersey-and | knew how to call long-distance information.

"Mantrell,” | told the operator.

"Therearethree, Sir. Which one did you want?'

| racked my brains. Had Matt ever said anything about his
parents names? Then | remembered, once, that there had been a
"junior" attached to him. "Matthew."

"We have aMateo."

"Yeah, that'sit." It wasagood guess, anyway.

"One moment, please.”

The vocodered voice gave me the number. | wrote it down, hung UP,
picked up, and punched in. Six rings, and | found mysalf hoping nobody
would answer.

"Alio? 11

| hadn't known his parents wereimmigrants. His mother sounded
nice.

"I'm cdling for Matthew Mantrdl,” | said. "Junior.”

Mateo? Eesnot ‘ere.”

"Just went out for aminute?’ | was surprised at the surge of
relief | fdt.

"No, no! Eesaway-collegel"

My spiritstook the express elevator down. "Okay. I'll try him
there. Thanks, Mrs. Mantrell."

"Eesokay. Youtdl him cdl home, 97"

"Si," | agreed. "Good-bye." | hung up, hoping | would see him
indeed.

So. Hehadn't gone home.

Then where?

| know | should have forgotten about it, shoved it to the back
of

my mind, and just contented mysdf with being redlly mad at him.
What was the big dedl, anyway?



The big dedl wasthat Matt wasthe only real friend | had, at the
moment-maybe the only one I'd ever had, redly. | mean, | hadn't known
Mait al that long; but four years seemslikealong time, tome. Four
years, going on five-but who's counting?

It'snot asif I'd ever had dl that many friends. Let me see,
therewasjory infirst grade, and Luke, and Ray-and al the rest of
the boysinthe class, | suppose. Then it wasdown to Luke and Ray in
second grade, ‘cause jory moved away-but the rest of the kids began to
cool off. My wild stories, | guess. Then Ray moved, too, so it was
just Luke and mein third grade-and L uke eased up, ‘cause he wanted to
play with the other kids. Me, | didn't want to play, | was clumsy-I
just wanted to tell stories, but the other kids didn't want to hear
about brave knightsrescuing fair damsels. So from fourth grade on, |
was on decent terms with the rest of the kids, but nothing more. Then,
along about junior high, nobody wanted to be caught talking to me,
becausethe"in" crowd decided | was weird.

What can | say? | was. | mean, athirteen-year-old boy who
doesn't like basebad | and loves reading poetry-what can you say? By
local stlandards, anyway. And in junior high, local sandards are
everything.

Made me miserable, but what could | do?

Find out what they thought made a good man, of course. | watched
and found out real quick that the popular guys weren't afraid to fight,
and they won more fights than they lost. That seemed to go with being
good at sports. So | figured that if | could learn how to fight, |
could be good at sports, too. A karate school had just opened up in
town, so | heckled Mom until she finaly took me, just to shut me up.
| had to get a paper route to pay for it, though.

It only took six months before | stopped losing fights. When
school started again in thefall, and the boys started working out
their ranking system by the usua round of bouts, | started winning a
few-and dl of asudden, the other guys got chummy. | warmedtoit for
alittlewnhile, but it revolted me, too. | knew them for what they
were now, and | stopped caring about them.

It felt good. Besides, I'd connected with karate-and fromiit, |
got interested in the Far East.

One of the teacherstold me | should try not to sound so hostile
and sarcadtic dl thetime.

Sarcagtic? Who, me?

So | learned to paste on the smile and sound cheerful.

Didn't work. Theother kidscouldtdl. All | succeeded in doing
was acting phony.

Why bother?

Of course, things picked up alittlein high school, because there
was aliterary magazine, and adramaclub, so | got back onto civil
terms with some of the other kids. Not the "in" crowd, of course, but
they bored me, so | didn't care. Much.

Sodl indl, | wasn't redly prepared for college.

Academically, sure-but socidly? | mean, | hadn't had ared friendin
ten yearsand al of asudden, | had adozen. Not close friends, of



course, but people who smiled and sat down in my booth at the coffee
shop.

Who can blame meif | didn't do any homework?

My profs, that'swho. And the registrar, who sent methelittle
pink dip with the word probation worked in there. And my academic
counsdlor, who pointed out that | was earning aquick exit visafrom
the Land of Friendship. So | declared an English mgjor, where at least
half of the homework was reading the books I'd already read for
recreation-Twain, and Dickens, and Méelville. | discovered Fidding,
and Chaucer, and Joyce, and had morefun. Of course' | had to takea
grammar course and write term papers, o | learned how to snesk ina
few hoursat thelibrary. | didn't take any honors, but | stayed in.

Then | discovered philosophy, and found out that | actudly wanted
togotothelibrary. | started studying without redizing it-it was
so much fun, such acolossd, idiotic, senseless puzzle. Nobody had
any good answersto the big questions, but at least they were asking.

My answers? | waslooking for them. That was enough.

So | studied for fun, and dmost learned how to party. Never got
very good at it, but | tried-and by my senior year, | even had acouple
of friends who trusted me enough to tell me their troubles.

Not that | ever told them mine, of course. | tried once or twice,
but stopped when | saw the eyes glaze. | figured out that most people
want to talk, but they don't want to listen. It followed from that,
logically, that what they liked about me wasthat | listened, but
didn'ttalk. Sol didn'. I got areputation for being the strong and
slent type, just by keeping my mouth shut. | aso found out, by
overhearing at a party, that they thought | wasthe Angry Y oung Man.

| thought that one over and decided they wereright. | wasangry
about people. Eventheonesl liked, mostly. They wanted to take, but
they didn't want to give. They cared about fighting, but they didn't

care about brains. They spent their time trying to get from one
another, and they didn't care about why they were here.

Oh, don't get me wrong-they were good people. But they didn't
care about me, redly. | wasaconvenience.

Except for Matt.

Matt was dready working on hisM.A. when | met him, and by the
time | graduated, he was making good progress on his PhD.

So what was | going to do when | got my degree? Leavetown, and
the one good friend | had? Not to mention the only three girlswho'd
ever thought | was human.

No way.

So | started work on my master's. Physics, of course.

How come? From literature and philosophy?

Because | took "Intro to Asd’ for afreshman distribution
requirement, and found out about zen-and learned about Shredinger's Cat
in"History of Science." Put the two together, and it made alot of
sense.

Don't ask. You had to be there.

Then Mait ran into asnag on hisdoctoral dissertation. Do you



know what it'slike to see ared friend deteriorating in front of your
eyes? Hefound that scrap of parchment, the-i got hung up trying to
trandateit. Wasn'tin any known language, so it had to be a prank.

| mean, that's obvious, right? Not even logic-just common sense.

Matt didn't have any.

Now, don't get mewrong. Matt'smy friend, and | think the world
of the guy, but I'm redlitic about him, too. He was something of a
compulsive, and something of an idedist, aswell-to the point of ...

Wi, you know the difference between fantasy and redlity? Mait
didn't. Not aways, anyway.

No, he was convinced that parchment was ared, authentic,
historical document, and he wasted half hislast year trying to
decipher it.

| was getting red worried about him-losing weight, bags under his
eyes, drawn and pale ... Matt, not me. | didn't have any spare weight
tolose. Him, he wasthe credulous type-one of the kind that's born
every minute. I'm one of the other kind, two born for every one of
him. | mean, | wouldn't believe it was April if | didn't seethe
caendar. Forget about that robin pecking at the window, and the buds
onthetrees. If | don't seeitin black and white, it's Nature
pulling afast one. Maybe athaw.

So he had disappeared.

| thought about calling the police, but | remembered they
couldn't

do anything-Matt was a grown man, and there hadn't been any
bloodstainsin his apartment. Besides, | hadn't been on terribly good
termswith the local constables ever sincethat year | was
experimenting with recreationd chemicas.

Stll, | gaveit atry. | actually went into the police
gation-me, with my long hair and beard. Nobody gave me morethan a
casua glance, but my back still prickled-probably from an early
memory, avery early memory, of my father saying something about "the
pigs' loving to beat on anybody who didn't have acrew cut. Of course,
that waslong ago, in 1968, and | was o little that al | remember of
himwasabig, tal pair of blue jeanswith atie-dyed T-shirt and a
lot of hair at thetop. | hated that memory for ten years, because it
wasdl | knew of him until Mom decided to get in touch with him again,
and | found out he wasn't redly the ogre | figured he must have been,
to have left Mom and me that way. Found out it wasn't dl hisidea,
either. And | had abassfor understanding him-by that time, | had
begun to know what it was like to have dl the other kids put you down.

"I'm sorry, kid," hetold me once. "I didn't know dienation was
hereditary. " Of course, it wasn't-just the persondity traits that
ledtoit. | wouldn't say | ever loved him, but at least | warmed to
him some. He had shaved and gotten a haircut, even athree-piece suit,
by then, but it didn't fool anybody for very long. Especidly me.
Maybe that'swhy | wear chambray and bluejeans. Andlong hair, and a
beard-like my early memoriesof him.

And early memories stay with you longest and deepest, so | redly
fdt asif | werewalking into thelion's den.



The cop at the desk looked up as| approached. "Can | help you?"

About then, he could have helped me out of there, and | might have
needed it-but | said, "I hope so. A friend of mine. He's disappeared.

Right away, helooked grave. "Did he leave any message?'

| thought of the parchment, but what good iswriting you can't
read? Besides, he wasn't the one who wroteit. "Not aword.”

Hefrowned. "But he was over twenty-one™ "Yeah,” | admitted.

"Any reason to think there might have been foul play?’

Now, that question sent the icicle skittering down my spine. Not
that the idea hadn't been there, lurking at the back of my dread, mind
you-but | had worked real hard not to put wordsto it. Now that the

sergeant had, | couldn't ignoreit any more. "Not redlly,” |
admitted.

"It'sjust not like him to pick up and pack out like that."

"It happens,” the sergeant sighed. "People just get fed up with
lifeand take off. Well post his name and watch for him, and let you
know if we find out anything-but that's al we can do.”

I'd been pretty sure of that. "Thanks," | said. "He's Mait
Mantrell.

Matthew. And I'm-" "Saul Bremener." Hekept hiseyeson theform
hewasfillingin.

"Three-ten North Thirteenth Street. Well let you know if we hear
anything. " My stomach went hollow, and my skin crawled. It doesn't
aways help your morae, finding out that the cops know you by name.
"Uh ... thanks," | croaked.

"Don't mention it." Helooked up. "Have agood day, Mr.

Bremener-and don't take any wooden cigarettes, okay?"

"Wooden," | agreed, and turned numbly about and drifted out of
that den of doom. So they remembered my little experiments. 1t makes
onewonder.

The sunlight and morning air braced me, in spite of the lack of
deep. | decided they were nice guys, after al-they'd left me done
until they could seeif it was apassing fad, or something permanent.

Passing, in my case. So it was smart-they'd saved taxpayers
money and my reputation. | wondered if there was anything written
about me anywhere.

Probably. Somewhere. | mean, they had to have something to do
during the dow season. | began to sympathi ze with Matt-maybe blowing
town suddenly wouldn't be such abad idea.

Get redl, | told mysdf sernly. Whereesewould | find such
sympathetic cops?

Back to the search. Maybe they couldn't do anything officidly,
but | wasnt officid.

So | searched high and low, cdled the last girl Matt had been
seen with-back when | was ajunior-and started getting baggy eyes
myself. Findly, | took afew dugs of Pepto-Bismol asa preventative,
screwed my disgust to the nausea point, and went back into his

gpartment.



| scolded myself for not having moved that table; just lucky Matt
hadn't [eft anything on it. | laid my notebook down on the desk next
to the phone and gave aquick look at the table, the kitchenette
counter, and the miniature sofa. Nothing there but dust and spider
slk.

Then | went through that apartment inch by inch, clearing webs and
squashing spiders. Or trying to, anyway-1 must have been dealing with
anew and mutant breed. Those little bug-eaters were fast!

Especidly the big fat one-1 took my eyes off it for asecond to
glance at the arachnid next door, and when | glanced back, it wasn't
there any more.

it wasn't the only thing that wasn't there-neither was any sign of
where Mait might be. | mean, nothing-until | turned and looked at the
kitchenette table and saw the parchment.

| stared. Then | closed my eyes, shook my head, and stared again.

it was dtill there. | could have sworn I'd put it back in my
notebook-so | picked up the notebook and checked. Y ep, the piece of
shegpskinwas il init, dl right.

That gave me pause. Practicaly afreeze, redly, whilel thought
unprintable thoughts. Finaly, dowly, | looked up and checked again.

it wason thetable.

| looked down at the notebook, red fast, but not fast enough-it
was back between thelined sheets. | held my head till and flicked a
glance over to thetable, but it must have read my mind, ‘causeit was
there by thetime | looked. Then | laid down the notebook, real
carefully, and stepped back, so | could see both the notebook and the
table at the sametime.

They each had a parchment.

Wéll, that settled that. 1 gave up and brought the notebook over
tothetable. | setit down beside the parchment. Y ep, they were both
gtill there-Matt's parchment in my notebook, and a brand-new one where
none had ever been before. At least, afew minutes before-1 had
checked thetable as| crawled acrossit. | frowned, taking a closer
look at the new parchment.

It was written in runes, and the "paper” was genuine sheepskin,
al right.

How come runes?

Because runes are magicd.

| tried to ignore the prickling at the base of my skull and told
myself sernly that runeswerejust ordinary, everyday lettersin
somebody ese'slanguage. Okay, so it was an old language, and alot
of theitemswritten in it had been ceremonia, which waswhy they had
been preserved-but that didn't mean they were magical. | mean, the
people who wrote them may have thought they could work magichut that
wasjust superdtition.

But it was also something that made the scholar in me sit up
brightly and smack hislips. | mean, literature had been one of my
undergraduate mgors-justified an extrayear on campus, right thereand
dthough it wasn't my main field any more, | was il interested.



I'd learned at least alittle bit about those old symbols-and |
knew Matt had abook around here that explained therest. | hunted
around until 1 found it, blew the dust and webbing off, and sat down to
study. | looked up each rune and wrote its Roman-letter equivalent
just aboveit. | tried pencil firg, but it just skittered off that
dick surface, so | had to use afelt pen. After dl, thiscouldn't
redlly be anything old, could it?

After threeletters, | leaned back to seeif it made aword.

H-ey.

| recoiled and glared down at it. How dareit sound like English!

just acoincidence. | went to work on the next word.

P-a-u-l.

| sat very ill, my glanceriveted to those runes. "Hey, Paul"?
Who in the ninth century knew my name?

Then athought skipped through, and | took a closer look at the
parchment. | mean, the materid itsdlf. It was new, brand-new, fresh
off the sheep, compared to Matt's parchment, which was brittle and
ydlow-severd yearsold, a least. Something inside me whispered
centuries, but | resolutely ignored it and went on to the next word.

| wrote the Roman |etters above the runes, refusing to be
Sdetracked, resisting the temptation to pronounce the words they
formed, until 1 had dl the symbols converted-though something insde
me was adding them up as| went aong, and whispering avery nasty
suspicion to me. But aslong as| had another runeto look up, | could
ignore it-even after 1'd dready learned dl the runes again and was
looking each one up very deliberatdy, teling mysdf it wasjust to
make sure | hadn't made amistake.

Findly, though, | had written down dl the letter equivaents and
| couldn't put it off any longer. | stayed hunched over the parchment,
my hands spread flat on the table, trying to grip into the plywood as |
read the trandated words.

H-e-y P-a-ul g-e-t i-n t-o-u-c-h I-v-e I-0-s-t y-0-u-r address.

Or, to give it the proper emphatic ddivery: "Hey, Paul! Getin
touch! I'velost your address!"

| could amost hear Matt's voice saying those words, and | swear
my nails bit into the plywood. What kin o aousy joewast is?

Friend? You cal that afriend? First heleavestown without a
word, and then he sends me this?

| wasjust redlizing that he couldn't have sent it, when | felt
the pain in the back of my hand.

"Damn!" | snatched it back, saw the little red dot in the center,
then the big fat spider standing there with that big wide grin painted
on its abdomen, and so help me, it was laughing at me. Anger churned
up, but the room was dready getting fuzzy. Still, I tried to hang on
to that anger, tried to lift ahand to swat-the blasted thing had no
rightto ...

But before | could even finish the thought, the haze thickened,
wrapped itself around me like acool blanket, rolled itsdf up, and
bore me away to someplace dim and distant, and | dmost managed to stay
CONSCIOUS.



Chapter Two

When | cameto, the mist was gone, and | felt amazingly well. |
mean, | had never fdt that whole, that healthy, since | was akid-and
| hadn't been aware of it then, of course. it waslike waking up on an
April day, with theair fresh and warming from the night's chill, and
the sun painting the day in primaries as you watch, and knowing it's
your birthday.

But it wasn't April, it was November, and | wasinsde Matt's
gpartment. Only | wasnt, | was out in the open-and it wasn't November
any more, it really was April. Either that, or it was Florida.

Forida, with mountains stabbing up from the horizon? And not
gently rounded mountains, like the Appaachians, but jagged granite
obdisks, with snow on top?

Of course, they were off in the distance. Close by, dl | could
seewas afield of wheat, with two or three little hedges cutting it
into odd shapes. Whoever lived here, they could use somelessonsin
geometry.

| was just beginning to wonder how 1'd come here, when | saw the
knight.

Well, | knew about the Society for Crestive Anachronism, of
course, but | dso knew they didn't goin for tilting, and this guy was
carrying one of the most authentic lances | could haveimagined. Plus,
he was riding a Percheron-and | don't know any SCA typeswho could
afford the upkeep on a pony, let done abeerwagon bronc. And, of
course, there were the half-dozen men on

foot behind him, dl wearing more or |less the same combination of
brown and gray, with sted bands glinting on their hats and long spears
intheir hands. They raised awhoop and pointed at me. The knight
turned to look.

He saw me and perked up right away-dropped the point of the lance
to horizontal, amed the warhorse at me, and kicked it into agalop.

Must have been thelong hair and the beard. Mine, | mean. Either
that, or he had something againgt blue jeans and chambray.

His men raised another whoop and came pdting after him like
children hearing the bellson anice cream truck. | just stood there,
garing at al that scrap iron and horse meat thundering down at me,
trying very, very hard not to believe any of it.

Then | redlized thetip of the lance had come close enough so that
| could seeit was sharp and made of sted, and | had to believe that
much. | jumped aside. Therider tried to swerve, bellowing some nasty
things, but his Percheron didn't have that tight aturning radius, and
he went crashing into the underbrush.

Underbrush?

| whirled around and, sure enough, thereit was, just stunted
trees and bushes, alittle thicket in the middle of al thosefields,
presumably where the ground was too poor to grow anything. Or maybe
around a creek-I braced mysdlf, hoping to hear a splash.

Instead, | heard acrack that filled my whole head, along with a



piercing pain. The scene went dark for an instant, then came back full
of bright little shiny lights. 1 would have falen down, but abig
rough hand was holding me up by the arm while avoice guffawed, "Heis
nothing, only ascrap of skin and bone! Here, Heinrich, you try him!
" And | was spinning and staggering across the grass, dazed and amazed
to redlize| could understand the words, though | knew damned well they
werent English.
Then | dammed into something € se meaty and with foul bresth.
Hedammed afist into my gut. | doubled over, my somach trying
to climb up my throat, and ahuge bellow of laughter filled my ears.
Then something hard dammed into my bottom, and | heard another
nasty laugh. | moved my legsfag, just barely managing to catch up
with my top haf in timeto keep from falling-but behind me, | heard an
outraged shout. "It was not your turn, Rudolf! Remember your place!”
Then | dammed into another wall of leather and sweet that

made an evil laugh and pushed me back far enough so that | could
seethefigt swinging at me. Reflex finally took over, and | squirmed
adde so that thefist hit my shoulder, not my head. It spun me around
enough o that | could see Heinrich belting Rudolf one. Rudy went down
to his knees and stayed there, rubbing his chin-and behind them, the
knight was Stting his horse with his visor up, nodding and laughing.

Then another tough snarled, "My turn!™ and grabbed me.

But another clunk grabbed my other arm and yanked back. | yowled,
but I could still hear him bellowing, "Take alower place, Gustang! |
will not beforbornel™ And he swung aquick left hook into Gustang's
out.
| couldn't believeit. Not only were they beating up atotal
stranger, just for fun-they were fighting over me, too, about the
pecking order.

But the wrangling had taken just long enough for meto collect a
little bit of my wits, and it was the part that held the memory of my
karate training. What would | have told my teacher, if he'd been here?

"Sorry, Sensdl, | was watching the scenery?' Sure.

Timeto remember | wasatrained killer. I'd never killed
anything larger than amouse, of course, and that was only with a
trap-but that didn't change the training.

| spun around, damming into the guy who had my arm and snaking my
leg around hisin the process, shoving and kicking back.

Down hewent, and | spun to the next one, who was so surprised he
was dow getting hisguard up-only it wasn't aguard, he wasjust
swinging at me, not even trying to block. | ducked and kicked, and he
went down.

The other four finaly woke up to what | was doing and fell on me
with an outraged roar. | sidestepped, ducked, punched, whirled, and
kicked, recovered and chopped. The adrenalinewassinging, and if |
was bruised and groggy, | didn't redizeit. Two of them were down,
and the other two hesitated, uncertain-at aguess, | decided they
weren't used to having their toys play back.

Then the knight shouted and dammed down his visor-obvioudy time
to restore alittle order here. His men relaxed, stepping back and



leaving it to Papa.

All the outrage | felt boiled up as| saw the Percheron plodding
forward and beginning to pick up speed. Thiswasno way to treat a
stranger, at least one who hadn't even offered an insult! Asthe huge
beast lumbered into atrot, | shouted, "What are you doing,

jumping astranger just going hisway? Areyou out of your
brains, have you nothing but hay? Do you have any sanity? Any common
humanity? Y ou should fed what it'sliketo be crashed up this

way! " Thehuge horsetripped. It tumbled. It hit the ground
hard and rolled. The knight bellowed in darm, and just managed to
kick free at thelast instant.

| stared.

So did hismen.

Then somebody hissed, "Zabreur!" and the knight began to kick his
arms and legs-he was on his back, trying to turn over.

But he was out of action long enough for me to make some headway
againg hismen. | turned to them, advancing-if | tried to run, it
would restore their self-confidence.

But that was very thoroughly shot. They moaned and backed off
fast, then turned, stumbling, and started to run.

| stared, thunderstruck. They couldn't be that scared, just
because the horse had hit agopher hole and tripped! Okay, so it wasa
lucky coincidencethat | had just finished yelling something-but that
shouldn't have scared them that much.

Theknight didn't think so, ether. "Hang! Klaus You
worthless, good-for-nothing blobs of dog meat! Come back here and aid
me, or I'll ..." Then he caught sght of melimping toward him,
frowning, curious, and | guess | must have looked pretty bad, being
mussed up with my shirt torn and al, because he moaned and made some
sort of Sgn. "You cannot prevail! My master isan Earl

of Evil!

Some force staggered me, making my head ring. He must have thrown
something | hadn't seen. Anger surged, and my ingtinct sent meto kick
his head in-but prudence took over at the last second, pointing out
that | should get asfar away from him as possible, and not add
homicideto any other chargestheloca authorities might dream up
againg me. Thiswas especidly true because he obvioudy was one of
thelocal authorities. | had laid off smoking grassfor smilar
reasons, and it had apparently paid off, since | hadn't been arrested.
| dowed and nodded. "Right. | loveyou, too, sweetheart.

Remind meto return the hospitaity someday.” Then | turned and
went away, walking fast-or asfast as| could; | seemed to have
developed alimp.

I glanced back a couple of times, but no one was showing any great
interest in following me. That made me curious after awhile,

s0 | shinnied up atree until | had aline of sight back to the
little forest we'd been near. | was on the other side of that woods



now, but | could see the knight and his boys trudging off toward the
castleway up high acrossthe valey. That was both good and badgood,
because it meant | had sometimeto find a hiding place, or get farther
away; bad, because it meant they'd apparently decided | was too much to
handle and were going back for reinforcements.

Of course they could just be cutting their losses. Maybe they
were planning not to mention me to anybody again-but somehow, | doubted
that. Might have had something to do with that word somebody'd hissed
when the knight went down-"Zabreur." My German was alittle rusty, and
that probably wasn't red German, anywaybut didn't the word mean "male
witch"?

Possible.

| shinnied back down, turning thoughtful. Chambray and blue jeans
probably looked like luxury fabrics, to them-now that | thought about
it, their cloth had looked pretty much homemade. And my styleswere
certainly odd, by their standards. The belt and boots aone would be
enough to mark me as above peasant rank, and weird-tooled leather with
ahuge meta buckle, and high hedls. No, from their point of view, |
was familiar enough to bered, odd enough

to be special.

| set off uphill again, deciding I'd better stay dert. The
"magician” pose was agood idea-it could help protect me, and | sure
didn't have anything else to do thejob. Well, no, | had alarge clasp
knifein my pocket-I like 'em big enough o that "jacknife” ssemslike
an understatement. | decided I'd better useit to help me make
something better in the way of aweapon. | stopped off at the next
woodlot, hunted around, and found afalen branch that was il pretty
solid. | whittled away twigs as | walked and, pretty soon, | had a
servicegble Saff.

I'd hung around with some SCA guys and learned alittle about
quarterstaves from them-but I'd learned a bit more from my sensal. |
wasn't an expert, mind you, but | was capable, and it was better than

nothing.

| looked around me then, findly letting the scenery sink in,
instead of just taking aquick glance to know which way to go. There
were rugged mountains in the distance, big hills nearby, with sheep
grazing on the dopes and every more-or-less horizontal spot taken up
by grain. | couldn't havetold you one cereal from another unlessit
camein abox, but this stuff looked too hairy to be whest.

Findly, it hit-l wasn't in the Midwest any more. Infact, |
doubted

| was even in America-and judging from what 1'd seen of the
locals, | wasn't even it the twentieth century.

Timetravel? Space zapping? Impossible! | had to be dreaming.

But those punches had sure hurt. A dream, thiswasntt.

Hallucination?

Possible-but if it were, it would've had to have been the most



detailed trip I'd ever heard of, and the most enduring. Besides, | had
sworn off al chemica experiencesyears before.

Flashback?

Again, possible-though | didn't think I'd taken anywhere near
enough drugs, ever, to have caused a spontaneous trip to happen, and
certainly not onethat lasted thislong. Still, it was apossibility.
| closed my eyes and willed mysdlf back to my apartment.

But there were no psycheddlic patternsinsde my eydlids, only
darkness-well, redness; | was standing in sunlight. |1 groped for my
identity symbol, but my hands were empty, except for the staff. In
desperation, | put my left hand on my belt buckle and started tracing
the patterns of the Native American symbols| could fed there.

Nothing happened.

| Sghed and gave up, opening my eyes. | was stuck here, wherever
"here" was-and | was going to haveto live by theloca rules, whatever
they were. Denia wouldn't help, and it might be aquick road to
disaster. Whether that disaster was psychologica or physica waskind
of amoot point-it would be very unpleasant, either way.

Unlessthere was some evidence to the contrary-and | couldn't see
any-l had to assume that the knight and his bullyboys were genuine not
modern people putting on some incomprehensble show.

Those guys couldn't have been SCA members-they weren't polite,
they weren't friendly, and their weapons weren't padded. So, somehow,
I'd landed in the middle of some sort of medieva culture, fromwhat |
could see of it-and if they thought | was amagician, that could
explanafew things.

| wondered where | was. | couldn't offhand think of any place on
Earth that was dill living in the Northern European Middle Ages.

Okay, there were someisolated idands where the living was il
pretty limited-no TV, even-but so far as| knew, they didn't run to
knights

A medieva fair, being held to attract the tourists? No; you
don't beat up on tourists.

| Sghed, deciding that | just didn't have enough information to
fig

ure out where | was, how 1'd been brought there, or why. |
shelved it until | could learn more. There were moreimmediate
problems that needed tending to, such as survival.

| set off up-dope. A few hundred yards|ater, | passed aberry
bush-and | was amazed to redlize | was hungry. | stopped and stepped
closer, ingpecting the berries carefully, and decided that | couldn't
be dl that badly off, if | could till want food. I'dtied inwitha
loca back-to-the-basics group for ayear or two, going out on field
tripsinto the countryside to learn how to survivein thewild, or at
least without grocery stores; | hadn't quit until they started talking
about setting up acommune. So | knew which plants were edible and
which weren't, and the dl-important rule: if you're not sureit'sgood
to eat, don't touch it. But theselooked to be perfectly ordinary
raspberries, so | took achance, and ahandful. They tasted good, so |
took another handful.



As| was munching, | noticed avery big spiderweb, glowing with
the sunlight behind it-in fact, severd of them; the neighborhood must
have been saturated with flies. The biggest web, though, had an
eight-legger the size of aquarter, an exact double for the one that
had stung me. Anger rose, and my hand tightened on my staff-but | told
myself that it couldn't be the same bug, and | turned away.

Bad year for spiders, folks.

Theland was still doping upward. | decided | must beinthe
foothills of the mountains1'd seen in the distance. After alittle
while, | came to awoodlot that went on and on. | stayed onthe
fringe, just thisside of the underbrush, and kept awary eye on it-for
al | knew, adragon might have come charging out any second. Onthe
other hand, | wanted to be able to duck into it quickly, if Sir
Overbearing and his boys decided to come hunting, after all.

Then, suddenly, the shock hit. | stopped dead still, leaned on my
gaff, and waited for the fedling of desolation to pass.

it didn't.

| lifted my head, looking out over that strange, strange view, and
Kullervo'slinesfrom The Kdevdasprang into my mind. | chanted them
aoud, hoping the sound would make me fed better:

"And the friendless one reflected, 'Wherefore have | been created?
Who has made me and has doomed me, Thus without a sun to wander
Through the starry wastes forever?

It worked. just the sound of a human voice helped, evenif it was
my own-and the feeling of kinship, the knoN,ledge that somebody ese
had felt thisway before, somewhere, somewhen, and that alot of other
people had to have felt the same way, 0o, to keep that verse dive
down the centuries. | wasn't atotd oddball, and | wasn't completely
alone. Culture can be agreat consolation.

Consolation enough to put some spirit back into me. |
straightened up, squaring my shoulders, and set off again.

Light blossomed-an actinic, piercing light that seemed to lance
though my eyes.

| fell back, raising aforearm to protect them. Panic surged
through me-the only thing I'd ever heard of that made sudden light like
that wasafrom .

But there was no explosion. Instead, | seemed to hear, very
faintly, the sound of achiming gong-but it could have been
imagination.

Infact, it had to be-and so did the strange, vague,
anthropomorphic shape at the center of that light burst, where the
glarewas strongest. As| watched, it coaesced, becoming clearer and
more humanlike.

Then | caught my breath. It had turned into the shape of ayoung
man, svalowing up dl thelight so that it till shonefaintly, even
though | could seethrough him. just barely.

Hewore a glowing robe, and there was a shimmering behind him, a
suggestion of huge folded wings-and hisface was very severe.



No. It couldn't be. Anange?
" am even s0," the being responded, "and the one who hath known
thee even since the day of thy birth, Saul.”

Well. That brought me back to my senses, alittle. "If you've
known methat long," | said, "how come I've never seen you before?”’
"Inthat dull world to which thou wert born, naught of the spirit

can be seen, save to those few souls that do glow with goodness.
Here, though, the world of the spirit is open to men, if they do

but seek. " "World?' | frowned. "You meanI'min atotdly different

world fromtheonel'velived indl my life?' Somehow, that didn't

seem like news.

"Even s0," the angel agreed, but he was till frowning.

Then the other part of his messageregistered. "But,” | said,
"I'm not particularly interested in the world of the spirit.”

"How little thou dost know thyself, Saul! And how greetly dost
thou seek to hide thine own nature from thyself. Thou hast ever

been preoccupied with the things of the spirit, and 'tis even thy
aching search for truth that hath led thee away from the churches of

| just stood there for a second whilethat sank in. Then | said,

"| thought you boys were supposed to think the churches had amonopoly
ontruth.

"Therdigionsthey serve have truth within them, and therefore do
the churches, adso-yet the folk who congtitute each church are but
human, and asfalible as any among thee. How intolerant art thou, to
excuse thine own falings and condemn them for theird”

I lifted my head inindignation. "I haven't condemned anybody!"

"Hast thou not turned from them because thou hast judged them to
be hypocrites? Y et surely thou must needs seethat their faitisa
griving after perfection.”

| nodded, not following.

"Therefore, if they do strive for perfection, they cannot aready
have atained it."

"Now, wait aminute!" | held up ahand, seeing where he was
gang.

"Thou hast learned it,” he said, nodding. "If they are thou cangt
not blame them for their imperfections.” not perfect,

"But | haven't judged anybody!"

"Hast thou not but now judged even thy Creator? Hast thou not
blamed Him for creeting thee doomed to londliness?’

"Oh," | said. "That'swhat brought you here."

"Even s0," theangel confirmed. "In thisworld-nay, this
universe-prayers are answered more obvioudy than in thine own, and
verses are prayers, or petitionsto the Adversary.”

Suddenly, | wasvery glad | hadn't sung " Sympathy for the Devil."

Then therest of what hed said sank in. | frowned. "What do you



mean, ‘thisuniverss?'

"Hast thou not perceived it with thy vaunted reason?'  he taunted.

"Thou art no longer in the universe of thy birth. Thou hast been
trangported to another, in which magic rules, and physicsis
Uperdtition.”

| stared.

"Y et the God of All isthe One God here, aswell asin thy home,"
the angdl said inexorably, "and of dl the universesthat be; for 'tis
He who made them, and doth maintain them by the force of Hiswill. It
isthis mighty and mgestic God whom thou dost blame for thine own

failingd "

"But | wasn't talking about the judaeo-Chrigtian Crestor," |
objected. "l was reciting a quotation from the Finnish nationd epic!

If you want to look for the ‘creator’ | was talking about, go look
among the gods of the Finns! Besides, | didn't even make a statement!
| just asked aquestion!™

The angel waved the objection away with an impatient gesture.

"Tisimmaterid. Thou artin auniversein which the only true
Creator is Jehovah, and thou must needs dign thysdlf either with God,
or with the Devil."

"Areyou trying to say God didn't make meto belondy?’

"Nay, nor to wander. If thou dost lack friends and home, that is
the consequence of thine own deeds and choices. If thou dost not wish
it 0, thou cangt choose otherwise.”

| frowned. "Chooseto go back to my own world?"

"Even that, though thou shalt have to seek the means, and |abor
long and hard to earn or learn theway. Y et | spoke more of thy
grieving for friendsand place.

"I've been looking for friendsdl my lifel"

"They have been there," the angel said inexorably. "Thou hadst
but to live asthey did, to learn their ways and follow them.”

"Wait aminute! You're saying that if | wanted to be part of a
group, | had to do as everybody in that group did? " "Thou hadst need
to abide by their rules" theangel said. "There are many such that |
have rejoiced to see thee turn away from-yet

there were otherswho
were good folk, whose customs thou didst dis
dam. "t

| remembered the kids in grade school, who thought fighting and
gportswere everything. "Damn right!”

The angdl'sfaceflared in wrath. | shrank back. "Uh, sorry,
there.

Darnright.”

He diminished to asow burn.

| collected the pieces of my wits and said, " They were so phony!

And their standards were, too! Thinking that how well you could
hit abal redly mattered!”

"It did," theangdl sad, "to them."

"Not tome! Reading books counted! Knowledge counted!”



"Thus thy books meant more to thee than friendship. Thou hadst
made thy choice; thou hadst smdl room to rail ‘gainst God."

"Oh, yes| did! | should've been ableto have friendsand
booksother kidswho liked to reed, liked to learn!’ Then | would have
been

part of agroup! We might even have learned how to play baseball
together! " "Dost thou not wish to berare?’

"No!" | exploded, and was shocked to hear myself say it-but I'd
worked up too much momentum to be able to stop. "I'd loveto be
norma! To havefriendsl Tobeasocia animd! And | tried! | did
learn their ways, at least alittle bit-but it wastoo late! |
couldn't acquiretheingtinct! And they knew | wasfaking!"

"Y et nonethelesswould have given thee toleration, if thou hadst
continued to gtrive.”

"To try to be something | wasn't? To be aphony? | thought you
guyswere supposed to vaue truth!™

"Asindeed we do," the angd returned, "and | rgjoice that thou
hast chosen the more truthful way. Y et ‘twasthy choice, not God's

doing."

"Sure, but look what He gave me to choose from!" | drew adeep
breath and reined mysdlf in. Harmony, balance; center yourself . ..
"| thought having more brains was supposed to give you a big boost
toward Heaven."

"Nay," theange returned. "Heavenisopentodl, tothelameas
well asthe nimble-and to the moron aswell asthe genius. Tisthe
soul that is of concern to God, not the mind.”

| stared, shocked.

Then | said, "But | thought people with better minds had a better
chance of coming closer to thetruth! And that's God, isn't it?"

0e sad, "or adescription of it.

"That isan agpect of God," the an 'Tis no more the whole of Him
than is Hisomnipotence. Oh, aman of greater intellect can cometo a
fuller and more complete knowledge of God, if he doth strive
lifdong-yet hisway is more torturous, for hismind can see more
obstaclesto faith in God than can the man of less nimble wits."

"But the smarter man can do more holy works!"

" Not 'more " the angel corrected me, "only onesthat others
cannot see. Y et histemptationsto error are greater, for if he does
not gpprehend the truth in an ingtant, heisliketo say it doth not
exis, and turn away."

"So," | said dowly, "that's why the student went to the rabbi and
sad, Teach methe whole of thelaw while | stand on onefoot.' "
"That isandlegory,” theangd agreed. "Yetif thy mindisthe

means of coming closer to God in the end, it hath also its own
formsof obligation.”

| turned wary. When someone says obligation, they're trying to
get you to do something you don't want to do. "Such as?

"To usethy mind to |abor for the good of thy brethren,” the angel



said. "To never rest till thou hast come to see the Truth of God-and,
till thou hast attained that clarity of visonto hold fast inthe
faith that tisthere”

| turned very cold. "Y ou're asking meto believe in something |

don't know isthere."
III

f thou didst know it," the angdl returned, "there would be no need
for fath.”

"Nicetwigt tothelogic." | dismissed the argument with awave.

"Butif | can't proveit, | won't accept it."

"Y et thou must!" The angel stepped closer, face creased with
anxiety. "For thisworld to which thou hast comeisadomain in which
spirit rules, and if thou art not dedicated to God and His goodness,
thou wilt dip toward Satan and evil."

"Ridiculous!” | scoffed. "I've heard that before, too-'you've
got to commit yoursdf. Therésnomiddleground.'” . i "Thereis
not, here. With each deed thou dost to any other human being, thou
dost commit thysdlf to good, or to evil! Thou canst hot remain poised
between! Thy smdlest action will doom theg, if thou dost not choose
God asthy goa. Thou canst not stand done! " "Well, | blasted well
intend to!" | sngpped. "I'm not about to commit mysdlf to anything!
Or anybody! All my life, people have been telling me, 'Y ou've got to
sgnup! You havetojoin! You can't just stland by yourself! But |
didn't believe them-I learned early that being part of agroup aways
resultsin having to do things you don't believe areright. | refused
to do those things before, and I'll refuse again! " " And therefore
wilt chooseto be done," the angd warned.

"Yeah, I've been odtracized! Sometimes directly and openly,
sometimes subtly and covertly-but always cut off, snubbed. if that's
the price | haveto pay for being my own honest sdif, I'll pay it-and |
have! I've been doing just that for twenty-four years now, thank you,
and doing judt fing"

"Thou hast not," the angel contradicted. "Thou dost endurein
londinessand ingability.”

"Well, if that'sthe price of freedom, I'll pay it! Andif you
think

you're going to do anything to punish mefor it, you'd better just
stop talking and get to the thunder and lightning!" | braced mysdif,
ready for annihilation, and found myself hoping that I'd been right
about God, and that He was on my side after all.

The angel looked unutterably sad as he studied me, then seemed to
raly alittle. "Nay. My power may not be spent 'gaingt theliving,
and most especidly not 'gaingt the mortal who was placed in my care.
| shdl repel devilswho seek to torment thee with al of my power, as
| have in the past-but thy choices are thine own to make, by God's
decree. And thou hast made them.”

| stood ill, waiting for the adrendine rush to wear off.

The angd turned stern again. "Y et henceforth do not rail ‘gaingt



Heaven for thy londlinessfor 'tis thou who hast choseniit.”

Suddenly the light exploded outward, enveloping him. It dwindled,
rising and soaring upward, but faded out before it had gone very far.

| just stood staring after it, feding the stiffness ebb from my
limbs, feding the weakness begin, and letting myself redize that |
had just seen my guardian angdl.

But | intended to go on griping al | wanted. | might haveto
accept loneliness as the price of freedom and integrity, but | didn't
have to be happy about it.

On the other hand, | wasn't accepting it, either. ™Y ou can have
friendsand still be yoursdlf,” | muttered to mysdlf. "It'sjust that
friends who like you the way you are, are few and far between."

Which reminded me of Mait.

| turned and started trudging uphill again. If I'd been
trangported into a different universe, maybe he had, too.

Same different universe?

| hauled up my sinking ssomach. There was agood chance of it,
wasn't there? After dl, 1'd been looking for him when that damned
gpider had bitten me and sent me into thisworld.

How could a spider bite transport you between worlds?

Death?

Or hdlucination. Which reminded me of theangdl. Hadtobea
halucination. Couldn't possibly have been anything dse. The
berries, | redlized-they may have looked like ordinary raspberries, but
they had probably contained ahallucinogen of some sort. They'd just
opened up achannd for my subconscious to spesk to me, in the form of
my guardian angd.

Which meant my subconscious was rdligious.

| definitely didn't like that notion.

| could amost hear it speaking. Sub to conscious. Comein,
CONSCIOUS.

No. | refuse. I'll stay outside.

And | would, too. Chapter Three

As| walked, | tried to reason it out-after all, forty credits
worth of philosophy ought to be good for something, and if it wasn't
any good in thisgtuation, it never would be, anywhere. | resisted
the persond, supernaturd view of theloca phonemena-angels weren't
redl, and neither was magic. Well, okay, something that sure looked a
lot like magic was going on here-but magic wasn't a person, with
emotions and a persondity; magic could much more believably bejust a
force, akind of energy, impersona and ...

My train of thought derailed as aflicker at the corner of my eye
caught my attention. | glanced that way, but it had disappeared, of
course. No, thereit wasagain, likeaglitchin my field of view. A
wild stab of panic hit; thiswould be avery, very bad timeto lose my
vison! But it passed, with alittle shove from my common senseand
justintime, too, because the glitch widened, and | felt the impulse
to reach out and adjust tracking. Silly, of course-because it not only
widened, but swelled, turning into a zigzag tearing that reached



downward to the ground and churned up acloud of dust.

Then the membranesin my nose stood on end, and wrung themselves
dry asthe stlench hit them with arotten egg. "Guardian angdl,” |
muttered, "if you're anything more than an hallucination, now would be
agreat time to show yoursdlf!"

It didn', of course-hdlucinations don't usualy come on demand.

But | did fed asurprising surge of confidence, dmost
reassurance.

Shouldn't have surprised me, | suppose-the mind plays funny
tricks

onitsef, and thiswas just my subconscious way of getting
itsdlf to believeit could cope with whatever was coming. | suppose.

But | happened to notice atickling in my thumbs.

The dust cloud died down, and there sat an ancient cronein agown
of charcod gray.

That, | could live with, given the milieu-1 had seen her before,
inmy extremeyouth, in dozens of illugtrationsin books of fairy
taes.

What threw me, though, was that she was Sitting at adesk, with
papersstrewn al over it, and aquill peninaninkwell.

"Y ou have cast two unauthorized spellsin the space of half an
hour."

Two?

Spells?
The crone wheezed on. " 'Sobaka,' said | to mesdlf, 'there's

nothing for it but to come hither and gaze-and aye, there he be!
Y onder he stands, flaming with zed to oust the palsed old witch-woman
from her bailiwick and take her peasantsfor hisown! If there's aught
| cannot abide, 'tis a bursting new magus!”

"Hey now, wait aminute!" | was beginning to get angry again. "I
don't want anybody's 'bailiwick'-and you can't own people!

"Blasphemy!" shecried. "Not only amagus, but dso aliar! As
if 'tweren't aplentitude of folk in the art one must struggle with as
tid

Aye, abody's no sooner believing she's secure in her place, to
lord it over her own trembling churlsin easy breath, when, whoosh!
Another young'un crops up, with cheek and with chalenge, to be put in
hisplace. It'snowonder the land's going to the pigs, with haf the
peasants turning to bandits, and a good number of them trying to
out-evil their own township witch! And dl from letting delinquents
get out of hand! Abe, for theauld daysl When younglings knew their
places, or we had leave to fry them!™

"Leave?' | glanced at the desk again. "Who givesyou leaveto
blast people or not?"

"Why, my master, fool, Queen Suettay!"

"Sweaty?' | stared; it struck me as an odd name for royalty.

"Nay, fool-Suettay! And be sure you do not take her namein vain,
or shewill surely appear to blast you!"

That gave me back some composure. | smiled, not too nicely; I'd



heard that before, though usualy about a persondity abit higher than
an earthly monarch-that you haveto tak nicely about Him, or

Hell
grike you with alightning bolt. But I've seen and heard an awful lot
of people saying nasty things about God, and I've never no

ticed any of them running afoul of large doses of
electricity-except for the one who wasworking on alivewire at the
time, and he didn't start cursing until after he got zapped. "Okay, so
she's Queen Suet-ty." | had amental image of avery, very fat lady
looking like an awning pavilion with acrown on top.

"Suettay!" the old witch snapped. "Speak her name properly,
crack-pate, or shewill wishyouill indeed!"

Now | had it-the French word for wishes, intentions, asin, "l
wish you agood day." The pronunciation had thrown me off, that was
al. "Whatever. And this Queen Suettay will zap you, if you zap me?
" "Without showing you the error of your ways, aye. | am the bailiff
of thisbailiwick, given authority to seeto itstaxes and enforce the
queen'slaws o'erit! "Tisfor meto see you are noted in its book,
and dedl you work to do that will give the queen crops-or, if | haveno
need of you, to another.”

| bridled ingtantly. | mean, had | left my own civilized
universe, with running water and modern medicine, just to cometo a
godforsaken medieva backwater that till made me cope with a
bureaucracy? "Okay," | snapped, "so you've got the authority to issue
me atravel pass, or whatever, because you're the witch in charge of
thelocal parish ...

"Bailiwick!" she screamed. "Speak not in the words of the
Fock!"

| frowned. Flock? Then | remembered the parable of the Good
Shepherd, and that "ecclesd’ literdly means"flock,” and |
understood. So anything having to do with Chrigtianity was anathemato
her, huh? Maybe | could use that-but | kept it in reserve. After dl,
cdling on the saints, or making the Sign of the Cross, or anything
likethat, kind of rankled; | hadn't been about to cop out to religion
back home, and | didn't intend to here. Besideswhich, it might
require conviction, which | definitely did not have.

Shemust have seen that in my eyes, because shegave mea
gaptoothed grin. "Ah, then! 'Y ou shy from those words yoursdlf, eh?

Will, then, come! Prick your finger, write your namein my book,
and swear to serve the queen and her master, or I'll call upon his
power, and you'l writhein flamed"

Outrage kindled. "Noway!" | snapped. "I've heard about that
book-and I'd end up writhing in flames either way, until this
hallucination wears off! | won't beadave, and | won't accept any
master! " She answered with an evil grin. "Excelent,” she crooned,
"mogt

excdlent! For if you'll serve no master, then you cannot be
protected by any-and the Other Side will not ward you!™

| felt the hair rise on the back of my neck.

"| felt your first use of aspell and said to myself, 'Sobaka,



what bother isthis? and began to tidy up my work to sparetimefor a
vigt-but ere| departed, | felt the nerve-grating shimmer that could
only have come from an agent of the Other Side, and withheld my visit
till that grinding had ceased . . ."

Trandation: sheld sensed the visit from my guardian angel and had
been so scared that she'd burrowed under the bedclothes. | felt a
little more confident.

"Yet ceaseit did,” she crowed, "and totally-there was no shred of
it left! Thereforedid | come here, and sure enough, | see no particle
of the auraof the Other Side about you! Y ou have not aligned yoursdlf
with them, and have not their protection!™

The temperature of my precious bodily fluids began to fdl again.

" "Tisanidiot, surely,’ | said to mysdlf, 'an idiot who doth
think to gather magic asif he were awindmill, gathering power from
the gale and widlding it to grind what hewill! Ay, suchafool | can
twist right easily!" So come, addle-pate, and sign in my master's book,
or dieinagony!"

Somehow, for asecond, | didn't doubt that she could do as she'd
said, and my heart sank down to join the caterpillars that were trying
to turn into butterfliesin my belly-but mogtly, | felt the hot anger
of indignation. How darethisold witch try to push mearound! "No
way will I get on your hook!" | snapped. "Keep thefirefor your
blasted book!"

She let out an outraged squawk, just about three-quarters of a
second before her book burst into flames. She screamed, jumping back.

All'l could do was stand there and stare.

That was too bad; it gave her a chance to recover from her
urprise.

"Vilerecreant!" she screamed. "Therecords of al who owe my
master are destroyed!” Then she hooked her fingersinto claws,
chanting, "By the most vile of obscene names, Follow that book into the
flamed"

And she threw awhammy at me.

Only thiswhammy took form very fast, some unseen energy gathering
itself together until it materialized about hafway between usasa
roaring globe of fire. | shouted and legpt out of the way, but it

swerved to follow me. | jJumped again, in aforward somersaullt,
but came up to seeit till following.

| ran.

Behind me, the hag's cackling dmost drowned out the roar of the
fireball-and it was gaining. Inarush of adrendine, | suddenly
redized | should be trying verba acrobatics, not physical-she had
brought this phenomenon into being by versfying; | sure hadn't seen
her pulling the pin on agrenade. | ducked behind aboulder; it
followed me, and it wasroaring, but so was |, tapping mysdf on the
chest and chanting,

"Put out the light, and then put out the light.



If I quench thee, thou flaming minigter, | can again thy former
light restore, Should | repent me; but onceput out ty igt, Should I,
consdering, find it Snister | can leave it dark and quenched
forevermore.”

| had to do alittle rewriting there, since rhyme seemed to be
important here-but under the circumstances, | didn't think Shakespeare
would mind.

The fireball dimmed, darkened, and took a nosedive for the ground.

By thetimeit hit, it was only asmoking cinder.

Sobaka stared at it.

Then she snapped her glare up to me, and | have never seen so much
madiceinapar of humaneyes. "Villan! Arointthee If youwilt
not bend to my will, you shall break!" She began to move her handsin
some sort of jagged pattern, chanting in alanguage | didn't know,
though it sounded like Latin.

| gave her agrim smile. She must have thought thet if | didn't
know the words, | wouldn't redlize she was versifying-but | could
recognize rhymeswhen | heard them, and the meter was strong enough to
dice up for seasoning. Well, if she wanted to have a contest dinging
verses, that was okay with me.

Or maybe it wasn't. There was ahuge rumble, and the ground
heaved beneath my feet. | fdl, ingtinctively turning to land on my
sdeand roll as Sensal had taught me-and saw ajagged crack opening
the earth where I'd been standing. The hair on the back of my neck
prickled. How had she known an earth tremor was coming?

But it was my turn, and the minor chasm made me remember an old
hard-times song. | made afew modifications:

"Well, if | had it, why, you could haveit, But | ain't got it-I'm
down and out.

And now I've had it-with you, I've had it, So now I'll send it,
and end this bout.

She gave me trouble On asca e that's Richter, So from the rubble
Now | have picked her.

And | will drop her Into adeep hole That will stop her From
hurting people.

And thisold clown Will be unfound As she sinks down, down, down.

The earth rumbled again, and a hole opened right under the old
woman's feet. She dropped like a stone.

| stared.

Sobaka screamed.

| was s0 flabbergasted, | couldn't think of anything to do until
she had disappeared. Then | cameto and legpt over to the holeto tell
her not to panic, I'd dig her out-never mind that she'd been
threatening to kill me-but shewaswailing, "Air! Nay, givemeair!"

| looked down the hole and saw two very wide and frightened eyes



peering up out of the darkness about ten feet below me. "The earth,
the earth pressesin dl about me! Spare me, Wizard! | shdl trouble
you no more! Only releaseme! Do not let the earth fall inonme, |
pray! " "Holy cow!" | gulped. | had just put aclaustrophobicina
hole.

"Enough, right now!"

| heard amoo.

| froze. | didn't want to look up.

But the wailing down below roused my guilt; | had to do something.
| looked up dowly, straight into the big brown eyes of aleanlooking
bovinefemae. It had ahump on its back-a Brahma cow.

Coincidence. Pure coincidence. Obvioudy, | was closer to India
than | had thought.

| turned back to the hole, assured that the cow wouldn't bother
me. "Just keep cadm! Well get you out of therel™

"Bequick," shewailed, "before my master seizesthe chanceto
take my soul!"

| froze again.

Then | said "No taking of soulsalowed. Not whilethe person's
dill living."

"Aye, but death might happen thusl The master needs but adight
chance, acrumbling of the earthen wall, to bring about anatural
death! Then he can take me, and | am doomed forevermore!*

"He?' | frowned. "Y ou're talking about the Devil ?

"Do not say hisname!" shewailed. "Or you will hear therustle
of leathery wingd

| was about to object, saying that was only a supergtition. Then
| remembered the cow, and decided | didn't want any more coincidences.
"Look, aslong asyou've lived agood life by your own bdiefs, you've
got nothing to be afraid of "

"But | havenot!" shewalled. "I have been asevil as| might!
| have sold my soul for power over my fellows!™

"Sold your soul?" | stared. "Why the hell-uh, heck?would you do
adumbthing like that?'

"l was ugly, and small, and shrewish, and al shunned me.

‘Sobaka," they said, 'you are so ugly, even the swine will spurn
youl

You are stupid, Sobaka-step aside." ' 'Tis done badly, Sobaka-you
can never do anything right!" ‘Not even | could love you, Sobaka, and |
am your mother!" 'Do not sing, Sobaka, you have the voice of acrow!’
Until, at last, hate waked like aburning cod in my breast, and |
swore | would someday have power to make them al suffer, to ruethe
day they had mocked me! But | could see no way to it, till the master
appeared to mein adream!”

| couldn't believeit. Not only a paranoid with afive-star
inferiority complex-it had blossomed into raving delusions. She had
actually convinced hersdf that she had sold her soul! All of a
sudden, | could understand how come she had dug hersalf under when
shed heard my verse-it had fitted into her delusiona system and had
convinced her subconscious that sheld been overwhelmed by aspdll. And
snce | wouldn't Sgn up with the Devil, presumably | had the force of



good behind me, which isaways stronger than evil in the end-at |esst,

inthe sort of medieva culture this seemed to be-so sheld been

convinced my spell had taken over anything she could dream up.
Sdling her soul was ametaphor for having dedicated hersdf to

evil, of course. She had probably managed to become aminor bureaucrat
just by toadying to the people in power-but she had convinced hersdlf
she was damned.

| couldn't let her diein that kind of agony, no matter what shed
beentryingtodoto me. "Look," | said, "evenif you sold your soul,
you can till get it back. All you haveto doisrepent, tell God
you're sorry and won't do it again!”

"But what if | should live?' she cried, in an agony of
indecison. "If | should repent and live, | would be the lowest of the
low! All whom | have wronged would rise to smite medown! The master
would send agents to deprive me of what life I'd have |eft-though
‘twould be preciouslittle; | an more than an hundred yearsold
dready! " Delusion again-she couldn't have been aday over sixty,
judging by looks. Thisbeing amedieva culture, she was probably only
forty-life aged them fast, back then.

"Look," | said, "just because you were smdl and plain didn't mean
everybody hated you."

"Yetthey did' All need to know thereis one lower than they!
How could they fail to despise me?"

"By your being good, way down deep,” | reasoned. "Sure, they're
crud-but if they saw you wereredly good inside, trying hard to make
up for everything mean you did, they'd start liking you."

There was silence down at the bottom of that hole. Then, most
shyly, "Doyou truly think so?"'

Weéll, no, | didn't, actualy-just from the clues, | had anction
she had been maximally mean to everybody sheld ever known, and people
aren't that quick to forgive. So | changed the subject. "It doesn't
get donein aday, of course-you have to earn trust, earn forgiveness
by proving you've reformed-and proving it again and again for yearsand
years. They'll punish you at first, sure, but you deserveit by now,
don't you?'

"l did not when | wasamaiden!" shesaid hotly. "Where was
their good will then?'

"That wasthen,” | reminded. "How much punishment do you deserve

It was quiet, down therein the dark. Then she beganto cry.

| hate the sound of awoman crying. "Please” | said. "Please
dont cry. I'll get you out of there somehow."

"l have been so evil!" shewaliled. "I deserve death, dow and
agonizing death! Nay, what if they wereto do to me as|'ve doneto
them? "

"Maybeit would be quick," | suggested. inside me, my blood ran



cold. just how wicked had this woman been, anyway? "Maybe they'd
be so angry, they'd just kill you out of hand.”

"Then | would be damned!” she howled.

"Not if you'd repented.” Then | remembered my Dante. "Sure,
you'd spend along timein Purgatory-but at least it wouldn't be Hell.
Besides, the more they hurt you before they killed you, the lesstime
you'd spend in Purgatory.” | hated that kind of logic-I had anotion
it had resulted in alot of people torturing themsalves, and certainly
refusing painkillerswhen their last hours could have been alot less
agonizing-but it would help in this case.

"| cannot faceit," shewept. "I cannot face the tortures | have
meted out.”

Therewasarustling noise, just in front of me.

| froze. Then, very dowly and much against my better judgment, |
looked up.

Hewas very toothy inthe grin, very red in the skin, very black
inthewings, and very sharp inthe horns.

Sobaka saw him and wailed so hard she dmost jarred the earth
loose.

| found my voice. "Isthisyour master?'

"Nay!" shehowled. "Tishisminion!"

Or some peasant, | realized, come to get revenge by scaring the
lifeout of her.

"Get back, dave," hesneered. "Thissoul isforfat!" And he
jabbed a my face with his pitchfork.

| recoiled, but reflex took over; | grabbed the pitchfork and
yanked, hard. | took him by surprise; he ssumbled into the hole and
fdl flat on hisface,

Dirt cascaded down inside.

Sobaka screamed in terror.

| realized | had to work on her delusiond system-nothing else was
going to work fast enough. "Get out of here," | snapped. "Y ou can't
take her soul till she'sdead!”

"| shall seeto that, too." The devil bared histeeth in asnarl,
rolling up to hisknees, crouching to spring. "'l shal caveinthe
hole.

Fear not-she'saready buried." And he sprang at me.

| leapt to the Side, ralling. Oh, well, what the hell-1 had a
delusond system, too. "Guardianangd! Thisiswhereviolenceis
authorized! " "Itisindeed!" asedy voicesang. "Avaunt thee,
hell spawn! Or | shal rend your ectoplasm asunder!™

There hewas, my guardian angel, twisting the pitchfork into a
pretzel and throwing it at the devil. The horny one howled in terror
and disappeared.
| wondered just what had been in those berries.
"Only juice" theangd assured me. "l amred, Saul. Remember.”
| wasthinking at afrantic pace. "Uh, before you go, could you
step ver to that hole, for asecond?”
"Wherefore?' The angd frowned down at the hole-and then, bless
him, he stepped up to the brim and called down. "Sobakal Call on God,



and He shall yet send your angel to ward you! | have banished your
demon, but hewill not stay gonewhen | go!”

| couldn't take a chance on any more hesitating. | began to
chant, "Aid me now, indghtful Freud,

To help thiswoman to avoid Paranoia ssemming from Insecurities
that come From toxic parents, spiteful peers, And al anxietiesand
fears They bred, that are akey That locked inferiority Into her soul,
therein to fire Hot into acomplex dire.

Vengeful fantasies, begone!

Grandeur-delusions, al be done!

| swear to thisday, | don't know where that verse came from. |
mean, if I'm redlly up for it, | can improvise-but not like that.
Then | remembered the tried and true.

"Day by day, in every way,
I'm getting better and better.”

"l repent me!" Sobakawailed, degp down inthe hole. "Alas, my
soul! All theseyears, | have sought revenge for naught! For insults
that need not have hurt me!' Ah, what amonster | have been!

Wadl. Resultsaready. What had been major wounds suddenly
seemed like minor irritations. It didn't matter what people said to
her, because she knew she was good.

Now.

But why was my guardian angel looking a me that way-l1 mean,
surprised?

| shoved the question aside. The memories of her crueltieswould
swamp her newfound self-esteem, if | didn't give her an out.

"What's done cannot be undone, But what's broken can be mended.
Remorseful snners can atone For dl the hurt intended.”

"Yet thereishopel” thevoice cried fromthehole. "I can make
amends-some, a least! Thosewhom I'vedain, | can give aid to their
aurvivors And if ‘twill restore some faith in goodnessto them, to
see me suffer asjustice dictates, why then, let them hurt me!”

| wasn't sure liked the sound of that-but it would probably give
her the strength she needed, to endure the transition back to goodness.

Seeing hersdlf asamartyr was better than the fire of her own
self-damnation-I meant, condemnation-and if | ever came back
this

way, | could seeto it that she moved on from suffering to ser

vice.

"l repent me!" shecried again. "Dear Lord, save my soul!
inflict what trials Thou wilt, what sufferings Thou dost deem just!
Only let me comeinto Thy presence!”

Therewas ahowl of rage and frustration somewhere, distant, but



ringing. | looked up, surprised, but | didn't see anybody except my
angel.

Hewas smiling avery smug smile, though. "That, Saul, was her
persond tempter. Y ou cured her mind, and she saved her own soul.”

| stared.

Then | gave my head ashake. Whatever sort of dream thiswas,
working within itsruleswasworking very well. "Okay," | said, "but
we'd better hurry up and save her life, shouldn't we?"

"Should we? For thelonger shelives, the greater the chance that
shell dipback intosin.”

| looked up at him, scanddlized-but he wasn't even looking at me,
he was talking to empty air on the other sde of the hole. | felt the
goosefleshrise.

"Indeed, you areright,” he said with regret. "If the Lord doth
wish her home, naught we can do will save her."

"Soif wecan save her," | said, "that meansit's not her time.”

Helooked down at mein surprise. "Indeed, Saul. You seeit
most

clearly. " Well. | wasn'timpressed. 1'd figured that one out,
long ago. Hadn't he been watching? "So how do we get her out?!

"Try averse" he suggested.
"Ridiculous!" 1 snapped. "Y ou can't make things happen just by

talking!
Is

peak of that to Madison Avenue," heretorted. ""Twasyou put her
down there, did you not?'

| just glared a him. | dways hated it when the other guy was
right.

But hewasright-so | sighed and called down into the hole,

"The day doth daw, the cock doth craw, The channering worm doth
chide!

'Gin you must be out of this place, Though in sore pain you may
bidel"

And she was standing beside the hole, looking about her in
surprise that very quickly became mgjor fear. "How-how did you achieve
thet?'

"By poetry,” | said impatiently, "or at least avery, very old
folk song. What's the matter-don't you even know the rules of your own
universe? " She shook her head, faster and faster, stepping away from
me, hands coming up to fend me off. "1 know only the rules of good and
evil! " That gonkered me. "Then how did you work magic?'

"Why, by reciting the spells my mas ... doomer gave me."

Rote memorization. Parrotlike repetition. Coincidence and
association.  She hadn't understood anything about what she was doing.
No wonder shewasaminor functionary. "There are other rules” |



sad.

Then | remembered. "But you don't need to know them any more.”

"Tistrue" Her handscamedown. "All | need now isthejustice
of God, and the need for faithin Him."

Suddenly, she was on her knees, clutching a my jeans. "And'tis
you who have rekindled that faith! "Tisyou who have cured my soul of
the curdled anger cdled hatred, that did drag it down! 'Tisyou who
have freed me to suffer for the right and seek to aid my fellow
creatures! Oh, athousand thanks, young Wizard, and athousand
blessngd” Then she remembered hersdf and dropped her hands. "If
the blessings of a corrupted soul may be of benefit to you.”

| washugdly rdieved. | just don't like having things clutching
a me-unlessthey're young, female, and shapdly; and even then I'm
wary. Thisone may have been female, but she was anything but
beautiful, and | could have sworn she was growing older by the second.

"Y our soul shineslike newly minted silver,” my angd said.

| looked up at him, startled. Compliments were one thing, but
this...

Then | redlized he was prompting me. "Say it yourself," |
snapped.

"Noway am | going to ddiver alinelike that!"

"Towhom do you talk? " Sobaka quavered.

I looked down at her, then looked up quickly at theangel. No, he
wasdill there. "Him," | said, pointing. "Can't you see?’

She looked where | was pointing, and fear creased her wrinkled
face, not that it made much difference. "Nay," shesaid. "Thereis
nonethere."

"Well, thereis" | Sghed, "evenif hesinvisbleto you.”

"A familiar!" Her tones quaked.

"No, anangd," | said quickly, and started improvising; anything
to give her the gutsto keep going. ™Y ou've got one, too, and he-"
"She" my angd prompted.

"She," | corrected. Maybe the Quakers had beenright. "Sheis
watching you every second.”

Sobaka glanced around her, fear turning into wonder on her face.

"Can you see her?'

"No," | sad, "but she'sthere.”

"Sheisvery happy just now," my angel informed me.

"She's very happy just now," | told Sobaka. "Don't make her sad
agan, okay?'

"Oh, I shdl not!" Sheturned away, heading off downdope. "Oh,
bless you, unseen angel, for never having despaired of me!' Oh, stand
by me and lend me strength, for | now must undergo the strongest trids
of my life" Sheturned back to call to me. "Ever shdl | praiseyou
inmy prayers, heder of my soul!"

| shuddered, but managed to fake asmile. "Pay it back to other
people,” | caled. ™Y ou don't have much timeleft. Better get busy.
""l'shdl! Oh, | shdl!" And she headed off down the hill, caroling
her joy.



| winced; asinger, shewasn't. "At therate she'saging,” |
muttered, "1 don't think shelll even make it to the bottom of the
hill."

"Evenif shedies, shewill be on the road to Heaven," my angel
assured me. "Her angel thanksyou, too."

"Tdl her shéswelcome." | turned to him, frowning. "So angels
come in sexes, too?"

"Well, no," he admitted, "but it makes you humansthink of us

more easly if weseemto. Youtermit identification' and
'sHfimage.’ Call it 'gender.’ " "Identification!" | looked up,
understanding something I'd been wondering about. "So that'swhy
you've dropped the 'thee’ and 'thou’ form.

"That you might better understand me, aye."

"Understand, my foot! 'Y ou want meto identify with you, to e
mulate you! Hey, I'm not even supposed to be able to seeyou!™
"Youdid cal upon me" he reminded.

"And Sobaka didn't, so she couldn't see her angdl? Isthat who
you were talking to, about whether or not to get her out of the hole or
let her dig,

"Her guardian angdl, yes." He nodded. "Y ou have made three most
happy today."

"Three?" | looked around, frowning. "1 only count two-Sobaka,
and her guardian angdl. if you say s0."

"Three," he said proudly. "Count me, also. You have struck a
blow for the angelstoday, Saul. You are on our Sde, after al.”

Why did that send such athrill of panic through my veins? Why
did I snap out, "Noway! If | did something that worked for your side,
it'sjust because it wastheright thing to do under the circumstances!

Don'tbet I'll doit again! If something else comes up that |
think isright, I'll doiit, eveniif it'sfor the other sde-by your
rules"

A look of apprehension crossed hisface. "Nay, nay! Do notsin
for no reason other than my having said you are on the side of the

angeld "

"Very funny,” | sad bitterly, "consdering who'stalking. If it
seemsright, I'll doiit, evenif it'sagainst your side-but don't
worry, | won't murder, loot, or rape, just to keep from signing up with
your team, either. | won't go out of my way to commit what you think
iswrong." | turned on my hed and stalked away .

"You havelied," he caled after me, "with that speech.”

"See?' | said over my shoulder. "I've started dready.”

Chapter Four



The nice thing about being past Sobaka's checkpoint wasthat | was
able to keep on trudging up-dope. | didn't know where | was going,
except that it felt right-especially sinceit was out of her domain.

Maybe, if | waslucky, | could get out of this massive
hdlucination.

Or dsefind Matt ...

Another nice thing about getting up in the world, wasthat | kept
stretching out the sunset. Finally, | cameto apass at the top of the
mountain. Down below me, the valey wasin shadow-twilight, to them.
| could even see afew lights gppearing-fires of some sort.

Maybe smoke-holesin huts? Had these people invented the chimney
yet?

Then | looked up and saw one of the most glorious sunsets of my
life. Theonly onesto best it had been out in the Great Plains, where
the landscapeis mostly sky. Here, | was high enough up to have alot
of sky again, though not quite as much. Everything looked golden and
rose, every mountaintop-and there were alot of mountaintops.

| wondered where | was-the Pyrenees? The Alps? Was| evenin
Europe?

Or evenon Terra?

| shelved that thought, but it shook me enough so that | stopped
contemplating the sunset, | turned back to the pass, saw its huge
granite walls towering to either side, and decided | wanted to be
through it before the light completely failed. | hurried, with a
way

eye above me, glancing from sde to side-1'd heard that mountain

eers, historically, tended to be rather territorial. 1'd dso
heard that they had reasons. But if they were watching, | guessthey
figured | was no threat, or wastoo small afly to swat, because
nothing happened. infact, the only living cresture | saw wasakind
of mountain goat, who watched me for awhile, then jumped into a shadow
and disappeared. He was beautiful, but the experiences of the day made
it seem rather spooky.

S0, as| cameto the other end of the pass, | was wondering what |
was going to do about being alone in a strange country, in what was
promising to be an extremely dark night.

| was very glad to see the camp fires below me.

Not very far below, and | could tell they were camp fires, because
of thetents. But the hallucination was till on-the men between the
tents and the fires were wearing armor covered by long white tabards,
and leading Percherons.

| sghed, squared my weary shoulders, and started the downhill
hike.

One of the younger oneslooked up, saw me, and called out,
"Stranger!" Helugged out asword the Size of the Eiffd Tower and
brandished it as he came toward me, demanding, "Friend or foe?"

"Either one," | snapped-that sword got my back up. "Take your
choice

Hefrowned at me-it wasn't one of the expected answers. But his
buddies dropped what they were doing and came clustering around; |
hadn't seen that much stedl in one place since I'd crossed the Golden



Gate Bridge. "Declare yoursdlf," one of the older ones demanded.

That was exactly what | had been trying not to do. "Saul
Delacroix Bremener," | told them, and nothing more.

"Saul Delacroix?' Hefrowned at his companions. "Named for the
king or the apostle, and one of the cross.”

"But Paul was not of the cross,” one of the others objected. "He
never knew the Savior, inlife

"Still, tisagoodly name," another said, then moved aside
quickly asatal, broad-bodied man with grizzled hair stepped through.
He had aface like tanned leather and ajaw likeavise. The
commander, at aguess.

He looked me up and down and pronounced, "His attireis odd, but
he has no horse or arms. He cannot be a gentleman; he must be a
pessant.” Then he turned away, dismissing mewith agesiure. "Let

him stay; but he must draw water and fetch wood for thefire” He
glanced back a me. "Seetoit, fellow.”

The command did it. ""Peasant” got to me, and the bit about menia
labor made it worse-but the command made my anger turn cold and active.
"Fetchit yoursdf,” | snapped. "1 may be acommoner, but I'm no
serf-and | am agentleman.” Which wastrue, on atechnicaity-l1 wasa
scholar, after dl. By their standards.

"Oho!" A glint cameinto the commander'seye. "If you area
gentleman, then you are a gentleman-at-arms-for thereis no other sort!
" Great. To beagentle man, you had to be capable of violence.

oddly, the idea gppealed to me; it fit into my configurationa
pattern of contradictory concepts. Hypocrite? Who, me? | just calls
‘emas| sees'em.

"Yet heisclearly not aknight, or he would wear asword. Ho,
Gilbert! Y ou aspireto knighthood-prove yourself! Test this stranger
for Me! 11

A kid with only asmall sword grinned and stepped up to me,
dropping into awrestler's crouch and beckoning.

| was gppalled. Hewas at least six years younger than me,
certainly still ateenager, and the top of hishead wasbad. "You've
got atonsure!” | said.

"All monksdo," he agreed.

"But you're aknight!"

"Only asquire" Hislip curled at my ignorance. "'l am not yet
worthy of my fina vows. Will you fight, or talk?

Widl. Monkswere obvioudy different here than they were at home.

| dropped into karate stance, circling my hands and coming up ready to

catch or chop. "Ready."

He stared at my actions, then frowned and lunged.

He telegraphed the move-l saw the half step forward on the leftbut
| resisted the urge to dodge, staying in to test the waters, so to
Speak.

Hehit, and he hit hard. it waslike damming into an opening
door.

He grabbed me in abear hug and hoisted-it had to be the crudest



move I'd run into since grade schoal.

But effective-he was very strong. | found mysdlf rising high,
then damming down at the ground, while al around me, those
monkscum-knights were cheering.

| twisted, landing on my side, and rolling back up to my feet to
See

the kid grinning as he came back in for more. But thistime, |
Sdestepped at the last second. "That was your freebie,” | told him.

"Now | get my turn.”

He didn't like that; he turned with a bellow and charged. |
grabbed hisarm and turned, put ahip againg his, and flipped him. He
swung up and down like a Ferriswhed. | figured he wouldn't know how
tofal, sol held onto hisarm and pulled up, to make sure he landed
on hisside, without too much force. The knights rumbled at that-they
didn't likethelook of it. | let go, and the kid scrambled to his
feet again, face red, boiling mad.

Good. Angry, hed make mistakes.

But he didn't charge again; he was smart enough not to make the
same error twice. He shuffled in, hands circling, hunched over,
watching for an opening.

| decided to give him one. | dropped my guard and put my hands on
my hips, looking exasperated.

Sure enough, he bit. Hewent for my knees. | shoved against his
shoulders, pushing mysdf back, That made him madder; he charged
forward, trying to catch my kneelike a donkey going after the carrot
that's hanging from the pole. But he only took a couple of steps
before he went for my crotch and arm, trying to hoist me. That meant
he was coming up; | stepped back just long enough for his momentum to
take him up far enough so that | could grab histunic, lifting him a
little bit as | hooked aleg behind his, and pushed as | kicked back.
Hefdl-harder thistime, since | wasn't trying to bresk hisfall for
him. He scrambled up, eyesblazing, and sent afist shooting toward my
face.

Oh, so hewanted to box. | blocked, and the blow went wide as|
counterpunched. He hit my shoulder, and pain jolted the joint, but
nothing big. On my other hand, his head rocked back, and | brought the
left down, fingers stiffened, and jabbed him in the solar plexus.

That took the fight out of him, aong with the breath and the
legs.

Hefolded around a center of agony, fighting for breath. 1
relaxed with asigh of distaste-| redly didn't like doing thisto
anybody, but especidly not to aguy who redlly hadn't had achanceto
fight back. Then | stepped around behind him, massaging his back and
sdesright opposite where I'd hit. Thering of men let out a shout of
outrage, but the biggest guy held up ahand. "Nay. He but seeksto
giveadtoafdlenfoe"" Heturnedtome. "Yet giveover, good
man-let ustend to him."

"No," | said, "I don't think you know the technique. | brokeit,
I'll fix it." 1 heard ahiss of breath below me and looked down at



Gilbert.

"Y ou okay now?"'

"l will mend,” he gasped. "Y ou are adoughty fighter."

"Just had alittletraining,” | assured him. ™Y ou're very strong,

did you know that?"

"Strength is not enough,” he groaned.

"True." | grasped hisarm and pulled. He followed and cameto
hisfeet. From the heft of that biceps, | knew 1'd doneright to try
to stay away from him. It was agood thing he had used that bear hug
to throw me; if held just kept squeezing, I'd have been out like a
light.

"Y ou have fought bravely,” the commander assured him, and beckoned
acouple of other squires. "Seeto him."

They took him away, one on ether sde, and the ring of men began
to break up asthey turned back to their tasks, eagerly discussing the
bout-what there had been of it. | noticed several guarded glancesin
my direction, but none of them seemed contemptuous.

| 9ghed. It wasthe sameold story all over again. justwina
few fights, and they'll accept you. Wasn't there anything moreto a
mean then hisfigs?

"Y ou are welcome among us now," the commander assured me.

Of course.

But he was till watching mewarily.

"Thanksfor your hospitality,” | said wryly. "1 assureyou, |
won't art attacking without an invitation.”

He shrugged the comment away. "We have swords enough. Asto this
wrestling, 'tis a peasant's sport-yet you do it well."

"Maybetoowel?' | hazarded, from the look on hisface.

"Mayhap." Heturned, glowering. " Tisamost strange manner of
wrestling. Wheredid you learnit?'

"Inthe Eagt," | said. Okay, so Americawaswest of here,
assuming | wasin Europe; but Japan was west of America, wasn't it?
AnditwastheEast. So| had learned it in America, but it was
Japanese, and Americawas east of Japan, so | had learned it in the
East.

"All." Hisface cleared; he nodded grimly. "Theland of the
paynim. Any rarities might come thence."

He meant the Near East, | was pretty sure-but Mudim culture was
just different enough from histhat, for al he knew, anything, but
anything, might bethere. It struck mewith sudden inspiration-an
excellent means of explaining any way inwhich | didn't fitin. "

lived in the distant land for many years," | said. "I'ma
scholar, and not terribly interested in the things of thisworld-but
their wise men taught me that training of the body hasto come before
any redly advanced training of the mind.”

"Thereistruthiinthat," he dlowed. "With what weapons were you
trained?’

"Only the g&ff," | said. "They drew their scholarship from holy
men, who taught that it was wrong to use edged wegpons.”

"Asdo ours." The commander nodded. "Savefor wefew who are



sworn to defend the True Faith by force of arms.”

"| was wondering about that," | said. "You havetonsures. Are
you monks, or knights?'

Hefrowned more closely at me. "How long have you been away from
Chridian lands?"

"Sincel wasvery young,” | admitted. After dl, the American
public schoolsfit that description, these days.

Hisface cleared. "Smdl wonder, then. Know that we are knights
of the Order of Saint Moncaire-yet monks, also."

Wél, now, that rocked me. | mean, I'd learned about the Knights
Templarsin school and read about them in Ivanhoe, and been thoroughly
scandaized by the mere notion that a man who is purportedly dedicated
to God could a so be dedicating himsdlf to smashing up hisfelow human
beingswith aClydesdde and amace. But | tried to betactful. "Uh
... ign't that kind of acontradiction in terms?"

Instantly, the frown was back. "Why, how mean you?'

"Why," | said, "amonk isdedicated to love of hisfellow human
beings, and to upholding the Commandments-including Thou shat not
kill," and 'Love one another.' But aknight is dedicated to hurting
those same people.”

"Asauredly, you cannot mean it!" He paed, and | could have sworn
he was genuinely shocked. "Do you truly know so little of your own
fath?'

"Of my own civilization, you mean." | frowned up a him. "You
forget I've spent most of my lifein aforeign land.”

"Aye, | had forgot." He gathered composure around him, but till
seemed rather shaken. "Know, then, young man, that we, asknights, are
dedicated to the protecting of God's people from those who worship
evil. And they who are dedicated to evil, scruple not to kill and maim
intheir lust to capture dl that they can. It istherefore necessary
to take arms againgt the minions of Satan; only mgjor force can stay
them.”

| braced mysdlf and tried to smile. | was hearing the
rationdization that had alowed medieval Christiansto mount acrusade
againg their own countrymen, for no better reason than that they had
come up with adifferent verson of Chridianity.

The commander turned away and began to stroll through the camp,
glancing around him to see dl wasin order-but he was dtill talking,
s0 | tagged dong. "Know, too," he said, "that in these lands of
Christendom, many folk have fallen under the sway of Setan and his
minions. Allustria, where we are now, issunk in the bog of
corruption; itisruled by a sorcerer-queen. lbileisonly lately
freed from asimilar fate, and Merovence isfree only because amost
powerful wizard cameto the aid of the heir, Queen Alisande, and fought
off the evil pells of the usurper's sorcerer, so that her armies might
cleansetheland of thefase king Agtaulf and histwisted knights."

Wi, usurpation | could understand, even if it was saturated with
superdtition. "I takeit you come from this, uh, Merovence?'

"In truth, we have."

"Ibile"-that had afamiliar ring. The Iberian peninsula? if so,
the "reign of evil" would probably have been nothing more than the



Moorish Empire-to medieva Spaniards, the Mudim Moors seemed like
pagans, therefore worshipping false gods. So | took therest of it
withagrain of sdt. "Alludrid’ sounded like"Audtrid’ with acouple
f Isthrown in-maybe "Allemagne,” which was Germany, combined with
Austria? | knew of a pretty demonic figure in recent history who had
tried to do just that-but he wasn't medieval. So | decided to reserve
judgment on the evilness of Allustrias queen. But Merovence-would
that be France, or Italy? Or maybe Poland or Russia? At aguessit
was the land of the Merovingians, which would have been France.
Why not ask? "I'm kind of turned around,” | said. "Which way
iS

Merovence? " "Why, ahead of you," said the commander, surprised.
"You are near itsborder. Did you not know you had come out of
Allugrig?"

Suddenly, the business about Allustria being under thereign of an
evil queen gained credence-at least, judging by the reception I'd had
there, and the things Sobaka had said. "I hadn't known," | said.

"Wherever it was, though, | wastrying to get out of it."

"In that, you succeeded. Know that you have comeinto the
mountains, and even though the queen of Allustriaclamsthem, her
writ

does not truly run-though she hasfolk stationed in pretense of
ooy

ernance. if these hillsare held by anyone, they are held by the
mountaineerswho cal themselves Switzers."

Suddenly the geography clicked into place, and | frowned. "But
aren't you kind of going the long way around? To go through
Switzerland to get into Allugtria?!

The commander nodded. " 'Tiseven so. Y et thereis no other way
to come upon the minions of Queen Suettay unawares. Even coming down
from the mountains, we may be espied.”

"l think not," | said dowly. "If you go down through the pass|
came from, you may find that the functionary who's supposed to watch
that crossing point may not have been replaced yet.”

He glanced a me keenly. "Haveyou dain him, then?'

"Her," | corrected, "and no, | didn't do any killing. Persuaded
her to see the error of her ways, you might say.” | didn't likethe
way he looked a methen, and | added quickly, "Don't get any ideas.
I'm not amissonary.”

"Y ou must have a silvered tongue, then, to have so swayed one of
Queen Suettay'sliege men!™

| noticed my correction about gender hadn't taken, and | wasn't
surprised. People tend to see what they want to see, and the Middle
Ageskind of locked people into certain expectations, blinding them to
anything they hadn't been taught. | recognized thiswhole business
about needing to take arms againgt evil asjust another excusefor
doing what Chrigtianity forbade, which amounted to hypocrisy.

| wasn't about to say that out loud, though. Standing for truth
isonething, but saying it when you haven't been asked isanother. |
had no desire to get pummeled, or to become the subject of an impromptu



beheading.

But | was il kind of dazed by the notion of an order of
military monks. | wondered what their monastery looked like. Did it
have agate, or aportcullis?

"Strange that you know <0 little of your own land," the commander
sghed, "from sojourning so long among the paynim. Yetyou area
scholar, and therefore al so a gentleman-though you know not the weapons
of honor."

Again, | nodded. | knew something of late medieval society. A
gentleman was bel ow the aristocracy, but above the peasantry-upper
middle class, in my own day'sterms. Knights qudified, but by the
elghteenth century, so did squires, even if they never became knights.

They owned enough land to have several tenant farmers, and
generdly had more education than most. At thispointin
historyassuming it to be about 1350; | didn't dare ask, for fear of
betraying ignorance that might make me suspect-that meant being able to
read and write, and knowing table manners and dtrict rules of protocol.

Not that these boys seemed dl that big on class distinctions,
though-1 saw knightsin their gambesons, fetching buckets of water and
lighting campfires, right dong with their squires. "Uh," | said.

And, "I notice that your men are fetching and carrying, right
adong with thelr squires.”

"Aye" hesad. " Tisalessonin humility.”

"But," | said, "when | came up, you said al | was good for was
fetching and carrying.”

"Aye, and | regret the haste of my words-yet by your appearance,
who was to know your qudity? Still, friend, though peasants may be
fit only for hewing wood and drawing water, aknight isfit for any
task, short of those fit only for roya blood, or appropriateto a
monk.”

"But knights can draw water and gather wood, too, en?" | nodded;
it made sense, within their worldview. Y ou can dwaysdo lessthan
you're able-and to them, it was a gesture of humility-but you can't do
more. Theidearaised my hackles, especidly sncel knew damnwell
that any man could learn to ride or swing abroadsword-though | would
have been thefirst to admit that some can learn it better than others.

It wasjust that my enlightened age believesthat every task isas
honorable as any other-or triesto, anyway. "But you're monks, too."

"Aye, and like other monks, we labor a menia tasksaswell as
great, to make us mindful that we, too, are only mortal, and must
grivelifdlong if we would become saintsin Heaven.”

Something about that struck afaint resonance of rightnesswithin
me. | triedtoignoreit. "Meaning that al people are equd in God's
eyes? " Hedtared at measif | had spoken treason. “Nay, nay! Only
that al may become saints, after deeth!”

But some saints were greater than others, no doubt. | had a
vison of Heaven with everyone waking around with different sizes of
halos, and smaller houses for the peasant-saints but bigger houses for
the gentry-saints, and of course pdacesfor the aristocratsaints. My
mouth quirked, and | had to bite my lip to keep from
laughing, then speak quickly to cover up. "Inthat case, do you



mindif | help? " The commander smiled dowly. "Why, how isthis?
Will you now fredly offer to do what you refused, when commanded?”

| looked up a him, amused. "Kind of answered your own question,
haven't you? "

The commander laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. "Aye, you
areindeed agentleman! Wewill be glad of your aid.', "And I'm glad
of your hospitdity,” | rgoined, "for which, my thanks. Even with the
opening wrestling match, you're alot more friendly than the last bunch
| raninto.”

The tensgon was back, suddenly; hewas dert dl over again. "Who
werethey, and where?'

"A knight and hismen-at-arms,” | answered dowly. "Don't know
their names, but his shield had atorch turned upside down and mashed
flat. "Sir Hohle of the Tarn," he said, hisface grim. "1 know him
by repute, and dll of itisevil. Wheredid you meet him?"

"On the other sde of the pass, and along way down, before the
climbing becameredly steep.”

" Tiswdl; hishorses could not follow. What manner of welcome
did they giveyou?'

"None at dl; they used mefor apunching bag, until I got mad and
garted hitting back."

"Mad? You are aberserker, then?'

"No, no!" | closed my eyes, then looked up at him with aforced
smile. "I meant "angry." | knocked down a couple of them, and the
knight decided to flatten me-but his horse crumpled underneath him, and
thefal knocked him out' " Sheer happenstance?’ The commander
frowned. "l trust it not.

What spirit wards you?"

That brought achill trickle of familiarity through my vitds, but
| shrugged and said, "Just the usual guardian angdl, asfar as| know.

" "Then it must have been something you said,” the commander mused.
"Areyou awizard?'

Again, that cold trickle-I couldn't think why. "Not asfar as|
know." | didn't bother mentioning what had happened to Sobaka; surely
that must have been my guardian angd a work. Or my hdlucination ...

Hallucinations that happen to somebody €l se?

"It may bethat you have an inborn talent for magic,” the
commander said, brooding. "If so, walk very carefully! The merest
misstep might cast you into the power of the Evil One-for folk who have
such gifts draw either on the power of Satan, or the power of God,
though they know it not. Beware, lest you evoke a power you wish not
toworship.”

That got my back up. | wasn't about to worship any source of
power, no matter where it camefrom. After al, who'd worship Niagara
Fdls, just becauseit produced dectricity? "Thanksfor the advice,"
| said, though. I've dwaystried to be palite, but at the moment, |
had extrareasons.



" 'Tisscarcely amatter for astonishment, that you had soill a
gresting," he said, "since you were coming out of Allugtria. Intruth,
| am amazed you could walk through that benighted land with no i-nore
unpleasantness than such asthey gave." He stopped by a stack of
leather buckets and handed me a couple. | braced for another scene,
but he picked up two himsalf and started walking toward the stream that
was gurgling nearby.

Mollified, | followed. "I wasn'tin Alludtriavery long." That
much, at least, wastrue.

He nodded. "Y ou came through the Bakans, then?”’

| didn't want totell aredl lie, so | said, "'l wasn't about to
ask for hospitality there." 1 looked up sharply at a sudden thought.
"Wait aminute! That'swhy you indgsted on that wrestling match,
wasn't it?

To seeif I'd pull any trickd"

"Wedid test you," he admitted. "Think not harshly of us, |
prithee. 'Y ou were coming from Allustriaswe marked you as soon as you
came forth from the pass-and you wear outlandish garments.

Who knew but you might be asorcerer come amongst us?”

| stopped, frowning. "How do you know I'm not?"

"Why, a sorcerer would have used foul magicsto best his opponent,
before ever the man had struck him-or, at least, would have used foul
blows and no dightest mercy. Y ou accorded your opponent first strike
and did what you could to lessen theimpact of his

fal."

So he had noticed why 1'd held on to the kid'sarm. | nodded
dowly; for thefirst timein my life, garting with afight made
sense.

Almost.

Suddenly, | felt bad about decaiving him, especidly if | was
going to accept his hospitality. What had happened to my obsession
withtruth? "Actudly,” | said, "l didn't gointo Allugtriaby my
own

choice. | wasin my homeland, thousands of miles away, and avery
large spider bit me. | blacked out, and when | cameto, | wason the
other side of that mountain.” | gestured behind us.

The commander stopped in histracks, staring at me. "Wereyou
truly? Then you have been transported hither by some great magical

power! "
"One that works through spider bites?

He glanced to either side and lowered hisvoice. "I have heard of
such-of a Spider King, whom no one knows to be either good or evil. "
Ingtinctively, | liked thisarachnid autocrat. "Where can | find him?
Maybe he can send me home!" Could | dispel the halucination by
working through its own terms?

"None knows, nor do | think he would send you hence, for he must



have brought you herefor apurpose of hisown.” Hefrowned down at me
for afew seconds, then forced asmile. "Still, be of good cheer! It
may be you were trangported here by asaint!”

| shuddered, deciding that, saint or Spider King, | was deding
with superdtition.

That was what this whole scene was, of course. Wasthat what was
redlly underneath my rationalist mind-a supergtitious subconscious?

The commander turned away and started walking again. "Still, if
you waked in Allustria, whatsoever it was that brought you must have
work for you there. Mayhap you should not be fleeing that benighted
land."

"Or maybe | should,” | gritted. "After dl, | didn't apply for
thejob.

| wasn't even consulted.”

We do not always choose our paths." He kndt by the river and
filled each leather bucket with asingle swing of hisarm, then stood

again.

/, Haveyou?' | asked. "Chosen your path, | mean."

He nodded dowly. "We have chosen to go into Allustria, no matter
therisk. Theredo be yet afew good folk there, who strive to
maintain their virtue in asink of absolute corruption. The sponsor of
our order, Saint Moncaire, came to our abbot in adream afortnight
agone, to reved the plight of one such poor family, who hold by God
and goodness, though they dare not do so openly ... 11

| felt the anger of outrage ring through me. Supertition or not,
people have aright to worship asthey please, without having to hide
it. "But they've been careful, so they haven't been bothered?'

"oh, nay! They were gentry, but over the span of generations,
they suffered again and again, because their rulers sought to rob them
of their faith by driving them into despair-first by taxes, then by
Sdls”

"But how'd these rulers know about them?”

"Because the good souls of this household never |eft off doing
good for their neighbors and aiding those who were poor or beset.

Thereby did the witches and warl ocks who were given jurisdiction
over their parish know them for what they were and seek ways to bedevil
them.”

"Sounds like some petty bureaucrats | know." | nodded, with abad
tagte in my mouth.

"Now," theknight said, "they live without land and are tenantson
the acres their ancestors owned-for they were squires, and their
holdings held awhole parish within their boundaries. All its people,
following the example of thisfamily's goodness, forsook their
dog-eat-dog ways and persevered in the face of al the harassments and
abuse their masters did hegp on them. Those harassments have grown
more and more frantic as the decades have passed, for such fortitude
and perseverance in virtue is bound to attract the attention of the
queen, who will no doubt punish her henchmen for faling to drive these



virtuousfolk into Sn. Thereforethey will harry thisfamily out,
root and branch-for they perseverein their faith and charity, even
though they are poor and must ask aid of others, which none dare grant.
One child isdead of poor food and chill; another isalling. They are
a wits end and near to despair. Therefore hath our abbot sent us
forth, to win glory by bringing these poor folk out of the land of
spiritua misery, and into thelight of Merovence."

"That could be dangerous,” | suggested, "if thereredlly are so
many evil sorcerers around-and even more, o many evil knights.”

"Most dangerous indeed, and 'tis quite possible we shal lose our
livesintheattempt." Hisjaw firmed and hiseyesflashed. "Yet 'tis
for usto seek to ward the godly, unheeding of the peril-and if we die,
wedie. Spending our livesin so worthy acause, we shall surely not
linger long in Purgatory, and it may be that we shall even be accorded
the crown of martyrdom.”

| winced; | wondered how many people had been lured into
unnecessary suffering and early death by that promise.

"Tis not death we should fear," the commander said, "but that

we might fail in the attempt-for we must bring that family out
right quickly, erethey despair and are subverted and dishonored, or
dan."

"Should fear," | said softly. "But what you redly do fear isthe
evil that you have heardisin that land. Right?"

"We should befoolsif wedid not." Hiswhole body tightened so
much that | knew it was closer to terror than fear. Privately, | gave
him credit for being either ahero, asaint, or afool. | didn't think
he could redly qudify asasaint, Ssnce hewas using asword-so, al
things considered, | strongly favored the last option: afool. Not
that | was about to say so, of course.

So | accepted their hospitdity for the night, hel ped with the
camp chores, and joined in the sing-along on the less-religious songs-|
awaysdid like"Amazing Grace," but | wasn't too good on the Gregorian
stuff. | wasadevoutly agnostic Protestant, and the God | didn't
believeinwas Calvin's, so | didn't do too well on the Latin-only one
year in high school, and it didn't sound much liketheirs. Different
dialect, no doubt.

Then | bedded down at their fire, helped with the morning chores,
hauled a bucket of water to help douse the fire-and held up an open
hand insalute. "Well, it'sbeen fun. Thanksalot for your
hospitdity, Sir Monk-but | gotta be going now."

"Assuredly you will not ridedonel” He seemed to be genuindy
dismayed. "You are not yet past the reach of Queen Suettay. Wizard or
not alone man isamarked man; you will be easy prey for whatever evil
forces she may send againg you!"

"I've managed okay so far," | objected.

Hesghed. "Y ou have indeed-yet you dept among armed monks last
night. How many other nights have you spent in Allustria?’

| swallowed thickly, remembering what supertition claimed about
nighttime. "None," | admitted. "Only one day."

"Even 0." Hescowled. "Andin that day, you did work magic?'



"Well, | wouldn't have said so, but . . ."
He chopped off my comment with a sideways sweep of his hand.
"What you would say matterslittle; what you did, isdl. Be
assured that Suettay knows of your presence-or that her underlings do.”
That, | could believe, whether or not magic redly did work here.
Sobaka's boss was bound to notice she was missing, sooner or
later-and if shewere at dl efficient, it would be sooner. First
thing | knew, I might have bloodhounds on my track, and | had anotion
that in thisworld, the emphasiswas on the blood. "I'll be okay," |
protested.

"Y ou mean, ‘well enough,' " heinterpreted, "and in Allustria,
thereisno such state. Y ou are either holy enough to withstand the
assaults of the satanic, or you will succumb to their temptations and
become yoursdf an dly of evil."

"Noway!" | glared up a him. "I don't buy it, Captain! You
don't have to be either asaint or adevil-you can just be yourself,
humen
and humane. A man can stand done, and | intend to! | refuse
to commit mysdf!"

"Mayhap that istrue in the land from which you came, but it is
not, in Allustria™ He clapped and beckoned. The knights and squires
looked up in surprise, and he pointed at Gilbert, the guy I'd wrestled
yesterday, then beckoned. The kid dropped his horse's reins and came
over.

"Thisfoolish wizard seeksto ride done, still within Queen
Suettay'sreach,” the commander explained.

The kid went wide-eyed, staring at me asif | had just volunteered
to be the main course at astate dinner.

"It'snot redlly that bad,” | protested.

"Nay, itid" hesaid. "You will be corrupted or dain ere you
see another dawn! " My stomach sank, but | stood up alittle
straighter and said, "L ook, I'm not the superdtitious kind, but I'm no
fool, ether. if | seetrouble coming, I'll hide, and if it won't pass
by, I'll fight."

" Tispraiseworthy to diefighting,” Gilbert admitted, "yet
foolish

to spend your life needlesdy.”

The commander nodded. "Buy some advancein grace, at least, if
you must give up your life. Nay, | cannot let you ridefully
unguarded. Gilbert, do you ridewith him, ashisshield and buckler.”

Thekid stared a him asif held been wounded. "But, my general!

Tolosemy chancefor glory in our quest-" "iswhat | require of
you." The commander'stonewasiron.

Gilbert flushed, then dowly bowed his head, but his back was

ramrod-<tiff.

" 'Tisnot so vileasit may seem.” The commander'stone
softened. "I have had adream that has shown methat thismanisa
hinge-upon him will turn great events, and if he can be held to the



path of goodness, | doubt not he will aid greatly in the overthrow of
the evil queen, and the establishment of the reign of goodnessin
Allugtria™

Gilbert looked startled, then glanced at me.

"Don't look over here" | said. "It's newsto me, too."

"A stalwart man with arugged face did speak to me as| lay
deeping,” the commander said. "He wore kingly robes, and a cap with
leaden images of saintsal about itsrim. He told me that this man
Saul will bethelever that topplesthe throne of Allustria, even as
the disciple Paul was transformed from the sword that dew the early
Chrigtians, to the share that plowed the field of Gentiles." He turned
tome. "You arefortunately named.”

| wasn't about to disagree with him, but | did think his metaphors
werealittle odd. "Who wasthis saint you saw in your dream?"

But the commander shook his head. "Some holy man of Allugtrias
age of virtue, belike, who lived in humble obscurity and died unknown;
not al the saints were famed, or even known. He was none of whom |
have ever heard. Y et hisface did not shine, so he may be ablessed
one, not asaint.”

| frowned. "How do you know heisn't adevil masqueradingin
disguise? " Everybody in hearing range looked up with agasp, and the
commander stared, offended. "Why, for that | am in agtate of grace!”

"Uh, sorry." | swalowed and forced asmile. "But evenina
state of grace, you could be tempted.”

"Mayhap," he said dowly, "but adevil would not wear saints
medalson hishat."”

| gaveit up. Hewas so certain about it that he couldn't even
congder being wrong. "But look-I redly don't need an escort. This
young man hasimportant work to do.”

"My work iswhat my captain commands,” the kid assured me, and if
he says that accompanying you is of greater import than our quest, he
mugt beright.”

That grated. Faithisall well and good, but so is skepticism.

But the commander was nodding. "Import thereis, and the danger
will be no lessmayhap greater. Nay, therewill be great chance of
gaining glory in thismisson-and, win or lose, you will gain your
spurs.

Thekid's eyesfired.

"Dead or dive," | muttered.

"How do you say?" the young man asked me courteoudly.

"That thisredly isn't necessary,” | sngpped. | had to admit
that | liked theidea of an armed escort, but | have this thing about
close and continued contact with people | don't know well. "L ook, |
redlly appreciate the offer, but | travel done.” |1 grabbed his hand
and pumped it. "Nicewrestling with you. Haveagood trip." |
dropped

his hand, gave the commander acurt bow. "Thanksfor your
hospitality, Sir. | wish you well on your quest-and good-bye." Then |
turned on my heel and strode away.



Behind me, | heard him call, "God be with you, too, Wizard," and
to somebody ese, presumably the squire, "Why do you wait, Gilbert?

Take sword, buckler, and horse, and go with him!"

| walked faster. If the kid had to pack, | had afew minutesto
get log, at least. Therewasaline of evergreens aheed; if | could
makeit to thetrees, | could hide well enough so that he might miss
me.

| was about ten yards away from thefirst fir when | heard the
hoof bests behind me.



Chapter Five

Look, | hate jocks-or, well, not jocks as people, just jocksas a
class; and you couldn't have any better example of the jock-ocracy than
medieva knighthood.

"Ho, Wizard!"

| sprinted.

The evergreen boughs closed around me. | heard ablundering
behind me, and acry, "Wilt thou not wait?"

No. | wouldn't. Atleast, notif | had any choice. | dodged to
the left, snce held probably be expecting the right, and plastered
myself behind the largest trunk | could find.

"Wizard? Wizard!

| tracked his voice and, as he moved forward, | sdled around
backward, trying to keep the tree trunk between us. | must have
succeeded, because he blundered around for an awfully long while,
coming up with al sorts of swear words that had to be so clean they
were amogt antiseptic-thingslike, "By blue!" and "Boned" and
"Blood and iron!" | resolved to remember themif | ever had to curean
infection. When hewasfar enough away, | sorinted to alittle thicket
| had seen and crawled in. He kept crashing around, coming up with an
amazing variety of expletivesthat had absolutely no need to be
deleted, while| tried to stifle my laughter, Finaly he gave up,
blundering back out the way he had come, lamenting hisfailure loudly
and at great length. | felt sorry for him, alittle, then reminded
mysdlf sernly that he was probably better off

with hisbuddies-and in any case, thiswas my chancefor a
getaway.

| crawled out and started walking fast, heading downhill. Twicel
struck atrail wide enough for ahorse, but | sheered away from
them-that was exactly the kind of road heldd belikdly to take, if he
hadn't given up looking for meyet. They angled across my peth,
instead of going straight down, which | figured wasaplus.

Findly, | came out onto aclear road, wide enough for two horses
Sdeby sde. 1t was4till trending downhill, but at an angle opposite
to thetrailsI'd seen, and | decided to chanceit. Thekid had either
given up by now, or passed me by. But | kept awary ear tuned as|
went down the dirt track, walking fast, adert for the dightest sign of
him. Sothefirg time, Gilbert saved my bacon without even being
therebecause | waslistening for him, | heard the sudden rustlein the
leaves just behind me, and had aready leapt forward before | heard the
thud on the ground. | whirled, chopping at the point where auy's neck
would beif hewere crouching. | wasalittle high; I caught himon
the sde of the head, and he yedlled as he went sprawling.

| whirled back to the front, having a hunch he wouldn't have dared
jump an able-bodied man if he were dlone. Sure enough, another
gpecimen was just coming out of his crouch from having dropped from the
branch ahead of me, asfour of his buddies stepped in from the Sides,
two with battle-axes, two with arrows drawn.



Let metell you, these were not the nice, clean boys from Sherwood
Forest-or, rather, if there really was a Robin Hood, thisis probably
what most of hismerry menredlly did look like. Their clotheswere
patched and filthy-1 could actudly see the dirt-and the only one of
them who shaved had been neglecting that art for severd days. The
otherslooked asif their beards got trimmed once ayear, and that had
been January first. Their grins showed rotten teeth, and they smelled
to high Heaven.

The onein front uncoiled from his crouch and sprang & mewith a
shout. | didn't try to get out of the way, just gave ground fast, so
that hedidn't dam into meterribly hard. | nearly kicked him away
from sheer disgust; the stench of him was more likely to knock me out
than hisfighting. But the archerswouldn't try ashot, if hewasred
close, so | ignored the stench and grappled him. Unfortunately, he
grappled back, throwing his arms around me and squeezing. | whirled
him around with the pain in my ribs getting worse and worse-al he knew
was abear hug, but hewas strong! 1'd caught him with one of my arms
up, though, so | watzed him over toward his

buddies at the Side of the path, hoping my wind would last until |
was next to one of the hatchet men.

Max the Axe saw me coming and backed off, keeping just far enough
away for aswing, worse luck, and | was starting to see spots, so |
stamped on my hugger'sinstep. He howled and loosened up; | broke his
hug and hit him with three quick punchesto theface. Helet go with
an oath that would have blistered paint, if they'd had any, and |
staggered away, just accidentaly stumbling into the axeman.

He saw me coming and shouted, swinging his blade up, but | dammed
into him in abody block, and we both went down. | grabbed the axe
handle and twisted as | rolled. Heyelped, and | came up holding an
axein both hands.

A stick cracked down on my right-hand fingers. | yelled asthe
fingerswent numb, and somebody twisted the axe. My hurt hand fell
loose, but | yanked hard on the other one and kicked. | got himin the
gut-he wasthefirst one I'd chopped, getting back into the fight. He
gavealoud grunt and fell away, and | started whirling the axe, asif
it wereapropeller blade. Thefour who were till on their feet
backed away-they didn't like thelook of that, and the archers didn't
look too sure about trying a shot.

| was just realizing that one was missing when the blow caught me
on the back of the head, and for aminute, | couldn't see. Somebody
grabbed the axe out of my hand; somebody € se kicked mein the gut, and
| went down with that awful dreed that thefinal blow iscoming, that |
was just about to gain empiric evidence asto whether thereisan
aterlife.

But therewas alot of yelling going on ill, and some very odd
ringing noises. | heard heavy, dull, staccato sounds with some howling
thrown in, and managed to pull mysalf up, my eyesclearing, to see
three of the bandits trying to scramble back into the brush, three of
them lying crumpled on the ground in front of the horse's hooves, and
my old buddy Gilbert, with alittle round shield on hisleft amand a



large sword in hisright, hefting and glaring after them asif trying
to decide whether to go chasing.

"Don'ttry it," | croaked. "Onceyou're off the road, they've got
the advantage. They can just Sit up in the trees and throw rocks at
you, even. " "Friend Saul!" he cried, whirling toward me. "You are
hurt!"

"Just amild concussion.” | hoped | wasaswell as| wastrying
tosound. "Y" know, | think I'm glad you decided to tag along, after
al”

Then things got kind of dim, and my knees folded.

Hewasthere before | hit the ground, leaning down from hishorse,
holding me up.

"I'll ... bedl right,” | managed. "Just ... need to get my
bearings. " "You should rest.”

"Just alittlewhile" | looked up into his broad, open face, saw
the frown of concern, and decided maybe there was something to be said
for jocks, after al-if they wereon my side.

Wéll, what could | do? Tell him to go home to Papa, after hed
saved my life? Right.

So we went dong together. Gilbert inssted that | ride the
horse, and | ingsted that | didn't-if it doesn't have brakesand a
gear shift, I'm not interested.

"You shdl haveto learntoride, if you stay long in our land!™
he remonstrated.

"I'm not planning to,” | assured him. "What'sanicekid like you
doing in the military, anyway?"

"Why, for that good folk need protecting!” Hewasmildly
scandalized that | even asked.

Wéll, that made sense. "But why asamonk?”

"l fetthecdl," hesad smply. "I have avoceation.”

I'd always wondered about that. "What'sit fed like-the call?

Did you have adream? A sudden moment of enlightenment?’

"l have heard of such," he said dowly, "yet in my case, ‘twas
samply that therewas afaminewhen | wasso smdl that al | can
remember isthe great gnawing in my belly, and the kindly face of the
monk who came at last to give my family aloaf of bread. Intherush
of gratitude that came then, | wished to be like him-and that wish
never |left me”"

"Just agood example.” | frowned. "Didn't it bother you, when
you were old enough to know what was going on, to find out that some
monks were greedy and lustful ?*

Hisface hardened. "I did hear of such, aye, though we only knew
of one, ourselves-but we did learn of awhole abbey full of them, miles
away, and heard that other abbeys did visit grinding rents upon their
tenants, the whilestheir monksdid livein luxury. 'Y et the monkswho
dwelt nearby uslived in acloister they had built with their own hands
and which they themsdlves had enlarged and repaired. They farmed, even
aswe did, and would not accept gifts of any more land than they
themsdves could till."



"Sounds like the Franciscans,” | said.

Hefrowned. "I know none of that name. Their example has shone
down the years of my life, though. | cannot condemn al clergy for the
mistakes of afew, aye, or even of many, when those | have met myself
are good and godly men."

| nodded. "Then why didn't you join their order?

"Alasl Asl grew older, | found that | wasfond of fighting. The
good monks did rebuke me, and | strove hard to contain my anger at
others taunts; but when they struck at me, | felt outrage at their
injustice and smote them down. Then did | come near to despair,
thinking mysdf fit only for the plow and never for the cloister-but
the monk who cameto say Massfor us, every Sunday, did learn of this
and told me of the order of Saint Moncaire. 'If you must needs strike
ablow," quoth he, 'let it be the minions of Satan that you smite, so
that you may protect the poor and weak.' Thereupon my heart did thrill,
and | gave my poor parents no rest till they agreed to let me try my
vocation, and | went to the monastery asa squire.”

I nodded. "So you like fighting, but you wanted to be amonk, and
the Moncaireanslet you combinethetwo. Very neat. And you wanted to
be aknight?'

"What lad doesnot? Yet | knew | could not, for | was baseborn; |
wished only to be a squire, and never thought | could be more.”

"Oh." | frowned. "So that'show it goes here, isit' Y ou haveto
be born aknight in order to become one?"

"'Tis possible that alowborn squire may be knighted for grest
courage and prowess," he pointed out, "yet ‘tisrare.”

"A battlefield commission, huh? And of course, hell never redly
be accepted by the other officers.”

"Y our terms are strange-yet 'tisso. His children, though, will
be ranked with any, for they will have grown with other knights.
Natheless, 'tis otherwise, in my order-any lad may become aknight of
Saint Moncaire, if he proveshisvocation. Yet it will take great
deedstowin my spurs.” Heflashed meagrin. "Therefore, lead me
into danger, Wizard Saul! For | would prove my worth!™

"I'll try not to arrangeit,” | assured him, but | had this
secret, nagging dread that he was going to get hiswish.

Maybe right now. We cameto thetop of arise and saw ahuge
crack in the ground right in front of us. It wasagorge, and it
stretched away out of sight to theright and l€ft.

But therewas abridge over it. Very narrow, but it was abridge.

"Well, at least theresaway over." Aswe came up to it, though,
| devel oped doubts-it looked kind of flimsy.

"Lookslikesinglefile" | told Gilbert. "Think it'll take your
horsgsweight?"

He scanned it with a practiced eye-1 guessed held been trained in
military engineering. "Aye, if | dismount.”

"Good enough.” | started out across.

"Nay, Wizard Saul!" heyeped. "First we must test for-" "Hol!
Ho!" something tumbled.



| stopped and glanced at the sky. "Thunder?”

"Worse!" Gilbert cried. "FHee, Wizard!"

Hands as wide as bread boxes dapped onto therailing. Something
huge and smelly swung itself up in an arc and landed with a shock that
made the bridge sway. | hed tight to the railing and stared, totaly
dumfounded.

It was about eight feet tall and shaped like aturnip, with legs
asthick askegs coming out of the narrow end. The wide end tapered
down into two tentacles with the huge hands on the ends, and two eyes
the sze of dinner plates stared down at me from its chest. Benegth
them, aknob of nose twitched over avast dice of mouth, which opened
inagrin set with shark'steeth.

"What the hell isthat?' | yelped.

"Tisatroll! Gilbert howled. "Not from Hell, but vile enough!

Stand aside, Wizard Saul, and let me have a him!"

"How?" | looked franticaly to left and right, but there was no
placeto jumpto. Then| remembered that | knew how to swim. | turned
to diveover therail, but Gilbert caled, "Nay! Hell lesp in after
you and catchyouinatrice! " | wondered crazily if atricewas
anything like anet, as| turned back to watch the troll dobbering
toward me. | backed away, blurting, "But you can't bered-you're a
fugitivefromafairy tael Sol can't be your med!

The mongter jerked to ahalt and glanced about him, and | could
have sworn he was |ooking nervous. So help me, one huge finger came up
over hismouth, looking for dl the world asif he weretrying to shush
mel

"1 will not beslenced!" | cried. "Theword ismy wegpon!”

Thetroll shrank back, hands coming up to fend me off, and Gilbert
cried, "A deft sroke! oh, bravely done!' Smite him again, Wizard!"

"How?' | cried.

Thetroll relaxed, straightening up with adobbering grin, and
came davering toward me again.

| backed away fast, wondering what had spooked it. "What'sa
matter, big guy? Y ou worried about fairies?'

Thetroll jerked to astop again, making frantic shushing motions
and glancing about him.

il Youarel" | criedintriumph. "You'reafraid of the word
itsdlf!

Okay, Gruesome, try thisone on for size!

'Rushing down the mountain And trooping through the glen, We dare
not go a-hunting For fear of little men!"

Thetroll gave amoan of fear and jumped.

Helanded on top of me, and | dammed a punch in sheer reflexand
howled; it had fdlt like hitting rock. The howl was amistake, because



then | had to inhae, just asthat huge midriff dammed me back against
the wood, Something cracked under me; | saw stars,and mywoe
universe wasfilled with the incredible stench of that monger.

| couldn't believe it-that close to water, and he didn't bathe?

Dimly, | beard Gilbert yelling, and beard something that sounded
likeringing.

Then, suddenly, there was light, and the hideous smell was gone.

| gasped, pushing mysalf up as quickly as| could-and there, so
help me, were adozen little guys scarcely astdl asmy knee, inred
caps and brown outfits, kicking at that troll and pinching him, How
their pinches could make any progress againgt that granite skin, |
didn't know-but | wasn't about to object.

"Y ou have summoned them!" Gilbert shouted. "Oh, bravely done,
Magter Wizard!"

Master? | wasn't even ajourneyman!

The yeping troll was caught between two packs of little men now.

He couldn't even jump off the bridge, because there was a batch of
them on each side, pinching and kicking if he came near them. He
huddled down into amiserable, wailing bundle, tentacle-arms curled to
protect hisface. Somehow, | dmost felt sorry for him, ™Y our charity
doesyou credit, but is sadly misplaced.”

"Hub?"' | looked up to see abigger-than-average elf standing on
therailing by my shoulder. instead of ared cap, thisoneworea
coronetyour basic, minimal crown.

"Y et 'tisfoolishness, d<o," thelittle guy went on, "for this
monster has no mercy within hisflinten skin, no heart, no compassion;
he would have devoured you as soon as looked at you.”

"I bedieveit." | glanced at the huddled, moaning granite turnip,
then back to the guy with the crown. "Lucky for me you werein the
neighborhood. Thanksfor the save, Your Mgesty.”

"Highness," he corrected. "1 am aprince of Wee Folk, not aking.

And 'tisahobnailed jest to speak of luck, when ‘twas your spell
that summoned us"

He glanced at his corps, while | stared. Spell?

Then he turned back with asevere frown. ""Twas unwise of you to
venture to cross a bridge without having taken precaution 'gainst that
which might dwell beneathit. Y ou know the signs of bridgesthat were
built by trollsto tempt mortalsto their doom.”

"Uh-no, to tdl you thetruth, I don't. I'm, uh, kindanew in
this country, you see.”

"New?' Hestared at me. "Have you no trolls whence you come?”

"Not likethis" | assured him. "I admit | know some people who
could qudify, but they're redly human underneath it dl.”

"Thisoneisnot!" Heturned on Gilbert, who had come onto the



bridge behind me. "You, squire!’ Assuredly you must know this land-you
wear the badge of the Moncaireans! Did you not warn him of his

danger?'

"l did not speak quickly enough,” Gilbert said contritely.
"Did you not know he was a stranger?*
"| confess| did not redlize the depth of his strangeness.”

I'd heard that before, from other jocks-but | decided not to take
offense, thistime.

The dfin prince turned back to me. "Do you henceforth survey
most closdly every bridge that you may cometo! If ‘tisrudely made,
and the ends of the logs show the marks of teeth, not axes, be sureto
recite aspdl for the banishing of trolls ere you cross.”

| looked and, sure enough, the ends of the logs did look asiif
they'd been chewed through. "1 didn't think to look,” | admitted.
"Evenif | had, though, | probably wouldn't have thought anything of
it

"Not thought!" the df prince and Gilbert cried together.

"Yeah," | admitted ruefully. "I probably would have just thought
somebody had used logs that beavers had cut down.”

The prince and the sguire exchanged a glance, then turned back to
me. "What are beavers?'

Then | remembered that the flat-tailed rodents with the buck teeth
were American faunaonly. "Uh, smdl animds, where | come from, who
liketo chew on things™"

"Mogt amazing," Gilbert muttered. The df prince said firmly, "I
would not offend you, squire, but you aone are not protection enough
for thisignorant man.”

"Hey," | objected.

"Not aword!" The prince held up ahand, then turned to snap his
fingersat hisretinue. "Stand back, and let him risel”

They looked up, startled. "But, Highness"Do as| bid!"

Reluctantly, they stepped back.

"Rise, troll," the df prince said, with atonethat hinted at
diretortotes.

Sowly, thetroll uncurled itsalf and stood up to a shaky eight
feet, whining at the back of itsthroat.

"What isthy name?"'

Thetroll shrank back, but a hail of kicks and pinches made it
graighten up with ahowl, ™Y our name," the prince intoned, in apitch
that wavered like the pattern on a Damascus blade.

Thetroll croaked some incomprehens ble pattern of gutturals and
rachetings-but it was unmistakably language, if one | couldnt
understand.

| stared, amazed that the monster could talk, but the ef prince
held up both hands and began to chant something dire. | could tdll it
rhymed and had meter, but | couldn't have made the first guess asto



what the words meant. | only know that it made the troll cower away,
hands up to fend off the words, and | caught the grinding and grating
of hisnamein thereacouple of times. Then| got ared shock,
because the verse ended in my name, " Saul!”

The ef prince clapped his hands, and the troll straightened up,
moaning, his huge mitts dropping to hissides.

The prince nodded, satisfied, and turned back to me, fistson his
hips. "Heistamed now. | havelaid ageas upon him, binding himto
go wherever you go and protect you from any thing, beast or man or
Spirit, that does seek to hurt you."

My mouth dropped open; | stared at thetroll, appalled. Then |
turned back to the prince to protest that | didn't really want such a
gruesome traveling companion, but the prince only held up'ahand, pam
out. "Nay, do not thank me, | know you wish to protest that |

amtoo kind, but it is our great amusement to protect good mortal
folk from such depraved crestures asthis."

| wanted to protest, dl right, but not about his kindness.

"Y our Highnessis exceedingly gracious,” Gilbert said gravely. |
turned to ask him if he was out of hismind, but he was bowing his head
to the prince, and | redized anything € se might get meinworse
troublethan | wasin already. No matter what, | didn't want these
little guysfor enemies. | swalowed my protest and turned around to
bow, too-after dl, we could awaysfind away to lose the monster when
the eveswere out of sight. Hedidn't look to havetoo highan Q.
Infact, hedidn't look to havean 1Q at dll.

The prince pointed off toward the cast. "The gorge will narrow a
league or so farther on, and you will find there has been arock dide
that will provide abridge for you."

Something rumbled in the distance, in the direction he was
pointing. | wondered how long that rock dide had been there. No, |
definitely didn't want theselittle guysto take adidike to me.

"Henceforth," he said, with avery severe sare at me, "if you
redize that you shall need our help, summon usat once. Thereisan
auraabout you that tells me that you shdl be vita to the casting out
of therule of evil which we so hate for the trouble and grief it has
caused my people; so summon if you so much asthink you may have need
of us; and be sure, we shdl come."

"I'm not redlly that important.” Why did everybody herethink |
wasthe solution to all their troubles? | admit | was used to that
attitude from the women | met, but supernatura beings were another
meatter.

"You are'" hesad, with astedly glare that allowed no argument.

"Cdll a the dightest need. Till then, farewell! Men of mine!
Allflit"

Sunlight got in my eyes; | blinked, and they were gone. Therewas
no one there but Gilbert, hishorse, me-and the troll.

| braced mysdlf, ready to run-I didn't think fighting would do
much good.

But avery dgected troll came mincing up to me, hanging his
head-or the whole top half of hisbody, &t least-and fell to his knees.



| backed away, horrified. "All right, al right! I'll haveto
put up with you-but no knedling! | hatethat!"
Thetroll scrabbled to hisfeet, staring down at me expectantly.
"Do you remember my saying anything about agreeing to tekethis
lunk dong?' | asked Squire Gilbert.

"Why-you have no choice in the matter, Wizard," hesaid in
aurprise. "Neither hasthetroll.”

"Oh, yeah?' | started out acrossthe bridge. "Just watch me.”

Therewas aloud groan from below.

| froze. | hadn't stopped to think that Huge-and-Gruesome might
have had company. | backed away in ahurry; whatever was under there
just might have brains enough to redlize that the easy way to get rid
of Gruesome's geaswasto get rid of me.

On the other hand, if it tried, Gruesome would have to fight itand
it might not be smart enough to redlize that. | decided | didn't want
to find out. | retreated back to Gilbert's side with alacrity and
turned away east. "On the other hand, maybe a one-mile detour wouldn't
be so bad after dl. Let'sgo, Gilbert-fast!”

"If you say s0, Wizard." He mounted and paced alongside meon his
horse, trying not to let his smile show.

| tried to ignore it-and tried harder to ignore the dap of huge
flat feet behind me. I'd had experience with that, too, but it wasn't
working any better thistime than it had before.

Gilbert didn't seem to mind it, but every now and then, | caught
him glancing back out of the corner of hiseye. All indl, itwasa
very nervous-making mile, though heand | tried to cover up with light
conversation.

"S0 you were born a peasant, but within the order you can become a
knight?'

"Aye. Even 5o, 'tisnot likely, mind you-but | may attain glory
enough to cover me with honor."

Interesting metaphor. | was tempted to try to figure out if it
was mixed, but ressted in favor of gaining information. "Any chance
you can change your mind then, leave the order, and get married?”’

"Oh, nay!" Heturned to me, shocked. "I would never wish to
leave the order!”

"Eighteenisyoung,” | said, from the airy height of twenty-five.

"Twelve years from now, you might be tempted to reconsider.”

"Heaven forfend! May the angdls protect me from such!”

"l hope so," | agreed. "But could you, if you wanted to? He
dtarted to object again, then closed his mouth, frowning, and thought
it over.

"Purely hypotheticaly, mind you,” | said.

"Nay, | could not," hesaid. "Inthe Order of Saint Moncaire, we
do not take our fina vows until we are accorded the accolade of
knighthood.

"S0." | nodded. "Once you become aknight, you can't quit.”
"Aye'" heagreed. "Beforethat time, whilst | am still asquire,
| could leave the order, if | wished-but | do not wish.”



| hoped he wouldn't get the quick exit that would no doubt be the
most honorable. 1I'm sure he would have wanted it, though. These
medieva Christianswere crazy for martyrdom.

Wéll, there went my notion of socid mobility. Inmy own feuda
Europe, the only two ways for ayoung man to rise in socioeconomic
dtatus were through the army, and through the Church. inthearmy,
there was an extremely long shot that a peasant might be knighted on
the battlefield for services above and beyond the cal of sanity. In
the Church, native ability alone might push him up to the rank of
bishop, or pope if he were Itdian-but he wouldn't have any heirsto
leaveit to. So, okay, the Order of Saint Moncaire was giving Gilbert
achanceto improve himsdf-but only just himsdlf. Well, that wasall
he asked, anyway.

Sofar.

The dapping of big flat feet was coming closer. | glanced back
over my shoulder and saw that thetroll was gaining, and he had abig
widegrin. Okay, it was an eager, puppy-dog, ingratiating grin-but it
didn't exactly fill mewith enthusasm. "Uh, Squire Gilbert-should we
do anything about our hungry friend back there?'

"Feed him, do you mean?" Gilbert looked back, then thought better
of theidea. "With meat of beadts, thet is."

"Assuming we're not beasts.” | gavethetroll ajaundiced
eyeglance, | mean. "I'm not sure he knows the digtinction-and he's
definitely getting closer.”

"But of course! How can he protect usif heisnot with us?"

"By being far away." | turned back to the front and hurried.
"Comeon. Let'sfind that rock dide."



Chapter
Six

it wasjust alittlefarther dong. A chunk of the hillsdewas
raw and ragged, and the gully wasfilled with weed-tufted dirt, heavily
interspersed with boulders. | eyed it with trepidation. "Were
supposed to cross on that?!

"it doeslook infirm," Gilbert agreed, "but the weeds show that it
has been here long enough for the rainsto settle it somewhat.”

"Y eah, too much-it's at least two feet lower in the center.” |
decided | must have heard another landdide happening.

"l shall essay it firs." Gilbert swung down from hishorse's
back.

"Y et let Thorn carry only hisown weight, that his hooves may not
ank lower than they must.”

| glanced over my shoulder at what was coming up behind and said,
"No, I'm the leader of this expedition-or at least, you're here because
of me. I'll gofirst." | stepped out onto the dirt bridge before he
could stop me.

"Nay, Wizard Saul! Tismy place!” he cried, but | waded on with
determination.

And | do mean "waded"-the dirt gave beneath my feet with every
sep. My stomach started fluttering, and | began to envison a
minilanddidewith meinthemiddle. It wasamost enough to make me
believe in the magic the people here kept talking about. | tried to
remember some stabilizing verses.

"We come," Gilbert caled behind me. | took hisword for it; my
eyeswere on the path ahead, if you could call it that. | tried

Stepping

on thelarger stones, and that was better; they sank in alittle
farther, but at least my feet didn't. 1 wasglad | wore boots.

Findly | reached the other side. | grabbed hold of the nearest
treeand let myself sag againgtit. Then | turned around so | could
watch Gilbert finishing the trek.

He was doing better than | had, possibly because he waswalking in
my footsteps-had to shorten hisstrideto do it, but it gavehim a
firmer surface. Hishorse followed on thereins, with alot of
snorting, head tossing, and rolling of the eyes-but whenever they
rolled back far enough, he saw thetroll wallowing along behind him and
decided the dirt was the lesser of two evils.

Gilbert guided him up onto firm land, then looked back &t the
Iaboring trall with afrown. "Mayhap we ought to help him."

"Areyou crazy?' | protested. "The monster that would have
glesfully had usfor lunch-even without ketchup? Besdes, weretrying
to get away from him, remember?"

"Tiss0," Gilbert conceded, but his open, honest face |ooked
unhappy about it. "I hateto leave even an adversary so beset.”

"Youll get thehang of it," | assured him. "Look, any chance
your horse could carry doublefor alittlewhile? | hateto ask it of



him, but I'd fed alot better if we could put afew miles between
Gruesome, there, and us."

"Asyou wish," Gilbert sghed, "though ‘twill do no good. Once
under agess, aliving creature will ever press after hisduty.” He
held the horse steady while | mounted. Fortunately, I'd learned a
little bit about riding in my one trip to summer camp, so | knew how to
get aboard, at least. | hiked myself back behind the saddle, though.

"Nay, Master Wizard! Do you take the saddle!”

"Y ou don't think I'm dumb enough to try to steer thisthing, do
you? No, you can have the front seat!"

Gilbert gave me afunny look, but he climbed aboard, bending his
knee s0 hisfoot missed my face-but not by much-then turning the
horse's head inland and shaking thereins. The beast started trotting,
and | held on for dear life. "Aren't there ... any ... shock absorbers
... onthisbus?'

"l do not follow your meaning, Master Wizard, but I'll essay a
faster gait." Heknocked his hedlsinto the horse'ssdes. | was
about to protest when the ride smoothed out amazingly. | remembered
that a canter islessjouncy than atrot-but only by comparison; it was
gtill pretty rough. On top of that, | was discovering why the army
adopted the McCldlan saddle. | held tight to Gilbert's midriff and

glanced back. Sure enough, Gruesome was till wallowing through
thedirt and was growing smdler behind us. | relaxed alittle, set my
teeth, and turned to the front, determined to last it out.

After about fifteen minutes of thisjust aguess, my watch seemed
to have stopped-1 said, "That ought to do it. Must have been a couple
of miles, a least.”

"Aye" Gilbert reinedin. "Will that suffice, Master Wizard?"

"Just fing," | said through clenched teeth. | made it through the
decderdtion trot, then gratefully did off the rump. "Maybe hell
loseusnow. "

"| fear not." Gilbert started to dismount.

"Hey, what're you doing? No reason you should walk!"

"But you are my leader "Not your superior, though, only your
senior! Youjust keep riding.

After dl, you're the one with the armor.”

"Tisonly amail coat." But he seemed relieved. "Even so,
Wizard Saul, 'tismy duty to advise you that distance will not stop a
troll, nay, evenif hedid not labor under ageas," That was doubly
lessthan reassuring. It didn't exactly guarantee that Gruesome was
under ageas. Compulsions| could understand, but greed was even more
comprehensible.

We gtrolled along, exchanging biographical notes, and | switched
the topic to future aspirations. Gilbert practically glowed ashe
recounted the glories of knighthood and the potential glories of
martyrdom. Y ou can't help liking aguy with that much zed, but |
couldn't help feding that somebody was playing him for ared sucker.
On the other hand, | think Jonah felt that way, too.



The sun was amost overhead, and | was just beginning to think of
cdling ahdt for lunch, when Gilbert looked back and said, ™Y onder he
comes.”

| spun about, staring. Sure enough, there he came, snowshoe feet
and turnip shape, grinning from ear to ear with pathetic eagerness. |
had to remind myself that | was the one who was likely to be pathetic,
not him.

"No helpforit,” | decided. "Timefor lunch, anyway. Let's
relax and rest awhile-and if he attacks, he attacks, and we'll deal
withit then." | was nowhere nearly asnonchaant as| pretended. The
presence of an actua, me-egting troll was incentive enough to get me
to working up some good verses, not that | redly thought they'd help

ay.

On the other hand, if my halucination included trolls and
elves

why not magic? Though atroll was hardly the kind of opponent you
would expect to start dinging rhymes.

"Hewill not attack,” Gilbert said with blithe unconcern ashe
dismounted. "He goesunder agess.”

Obsessve-compulsive disorders, | could understand-it was just the
object of the obsession that worried me. Nonetheless, | let Gilbert
lay thefirewnhilel waited, arms akimbo, looking alot more certain
than | felt-but as Huge-and-Ugly came closer, | felt the old, familiar
chill within me that seemsto come whenever danger looms.

| didn't fed fear, because | didn't fed anything. After the
crisswasover, I'd turn to jely-but there'd be time, then.

"Running behind schedule, | see" | commented, as he came up.

Thetroll looked surprised. "Ske-dool2!'

That'sright-|
remembered he'd demonsirated alimited vocabu

lary.

"Took you awhileto catch up with us" | braced mysdlf and said,
"I'd redly rather you didn't."

It stared down a me with blank incomprehension.

"Don't catch up with us" | explained. "1 don't want you near me.

Go. Away. Shoo!"

He stared, grin fading, mouth loosening. "Go?' And, so help me,
ahuge, fat tear welled up in one eye.

My inner chill dmost warmed into remorse for asecond, but |
focused on the shark teeth insde that woebegone lip and said, "Y ou
tried to eat me. | can't trust you. | don't want you along."

"Mecome!" he protested, in avoice like abasso chain saw.

"Fairiessee! Fariessay! Want only ward you!"

"He speaks truth, Master Wizard," Gilbert said, hisvoice low and
completely calm. "He cannot turn his heart against you now, not under
the ef princes gess.”

He sounded very confident, and it occurred to me to wonder how the
troll would react if | redlly did drive him away. if thiswas anything
like alove-hate relationship, | could find mysdlf with areal nemesis



onmy trail. "Wel ... if you're sure Thetroll's grin came back, and

he nodded eagerly. At least, | think it was nodding; it might have
been bowing. But Gilbert assured me, "Heisyour guard and servant
now, till the Wee Folk remove the

geas. " That wasthe other thing that bothered me. If some enemy
magician came aong and counteracted thisartificid compulsion, |
could find mysdlf ontheinsidered fagt, in small pieces. But |
didnt redly

seethat | had much choice. | sighed and said, "Okay, Gruesome,
you canjoin us."

Thetroll looked hugely delighted, then frowned, puzzled.

"Goosum?'

"Gruesome,” | amplified. "That's my namefor you." Then one of
my few mord principles kicked in-1 hated infringing on anybody's
identity; | knew what it felt like to have peopletry. "But I'll drop
itif you have aname of your own."

"Name?'

So much for that idea. "What do other trolls call you?”

"Odder trolls?’

"They are solitary beings, Master Wizard," Gilbert explained.

"They are never seen together.”

| frowned. "They haveto now and then, or there would never be
any littletralls™

Gilbert blushed. So help me, he blushed. | tried to remind
myself he was an adolescent, and a very sheltered one, in some
respects.

"All right,” | Sghed. "If they don't have asocia structure,
they don't have any need for names.”

"Well, thereisthe secret name," Gilbert said dowly. "Every
cresture takes the first sound of its own kind that it hears after
birth, asthe designation for itsdf. It isthisthedf prince used
to compd thetroll. " "But it's secret?'

Gilbert nodded.

I'd heard of it. Almost every primitive culture believed that
identity was so intimately linked with name that your enemy could use
it to work magic against you-so the true name was secret. Everybody
had a public name for communication, and a private name for identity.
| turned to the troll again. "What isthe sound that means you?

"No say!" Gruesome amost |ooked panicked-and | wasn't an elf
prince, with ahost of little accomplicesthat could pinch hard enough
to be felt through that igneous hide. So, "No se, indeed,” | muttered.

| fell back on primitive communication, pointing to thetroall's
granite chest. "You. Gruesome." Then| pointed a mysdlf. "MeSaul.”
Then | jabbed afinger at the squire. "Him-Gilbert." | frowned up at
the dinner-plate eyes. "Understand?’

"Unner ... ? " Hedidn't have the concept of understanding.
"Gruesome, go to Gilbert.”

Hisface cleared, and he turned to trot over to the squire.



Gilbert braced himsdlf, but he didn't need to-he was dtill knedling by
the camp fire, and the troll shied away at the sight of flame.

"Gruesome!" | called. "Cometo Saul!"

"Gruesome come," he said brightly, and shambled back to me.

| nodded, satisfied. "Good. Now, edt."

Thetroll stared, unbelieving.

| suddenly redlized what he thought | meant he should eat.
"Gilbert, food! Quickly!"

"Here, Wizard." A round, hard loaf came flying through the air.

| caught it and presented it to thetroll. "Gruesome edt.”

Thetroll frowned down at the loaf, then took it from me between
thumb and finger. Hislump of nose wrinkled.

"All right, let it goif youwant." | said. "Butit'sal weve
gotisnt it?"

"Thereisalittle dried beef." Gilbert held out something that
looked like a collection of buckskin thongs. | took them and held them
out to Gruesome, but he backed away, shaking histop.

"Wadl, sorry." | went to St down by Gilbert. "But we haveto

| took another loaf, brokeit, handed half to Gilbert, and Started
munching. He handed me awineskin; | took a sparing sip, then handed
it back.

Three bites later, | happened to notice Gruesome. Hewas Sitting
down now, with his hands on hisknees, eyeing us hungrily. | told
myself it was the food he was eyeing, but | didn't believe me.

"I migtrust hisgaze," Gilbert muttered.

"l mistrust thiswhole geasthing.” | frowned a Gruesome. "I'd
fed alittle safer if it had been my idea”

"An excdlent notion!"

"Say what?' | looked up blankly.

"Makeaspdl of your own! That will hold him doubly!"

He looked at me with such total trust that | figured | at least
had to go through the motions. "if you say s0," | Sghed, and turned
back toward Gruesome, trying to remember averse having to do with
loydty. | found it among my boyhood Kipling collection, and tapped my
own chest as| recited,

"Now hereisyour master-understand!

Now you must be my guide, To walk and stand at my left hand, As
shidds on shouldersride.

Till Death or | cut loosethetie, At camp and board and bed, Y our
lifeismine-your lifésdesign isto guard me with your head.

Thetroll sat bolt-upright, looking very surprised. Itseyes
glazed, then cleared, and it turned to me and said, " Saul master of
Gruesome. Gruesome guard Saul with life”

Hesaid it with such tota conviction that | just couldn't doubt
him. | decided that trollswere very suggestible.

Behind me, Gilbert let out ahiss of breath. | turned back,
surprised, and the kid was staring at me dmost with reverence, "You
have doneitindeed! All, fortunate am I, to see such spellsworked so



hard by mel"
"It's pretty hard by me, too," | grunted, "and speaking of hard,
let'sfinish thisjourney bread.”

But Gilbert was looking past me at thetroll. "Heisyour
creature now, and woe betide any who seek to hurt you-but he il
hungers. "

It occurred to methat Gilbert might be fedling less than Secure.
"Guard Gilbert, too," | ordered Gruesome.

"Gilbert safefrom hurt!" thetroll assured me, but he il
looked hungry.

"He mugt be fed, with something," Gilbert said, hisvoice low.

"I'd rather be alittle more definite about the 'something,’ " |
said, and raised my voice. "Gruesome!  Go gobble up abilly goat!"

Thetroll looked very surprised for aminute, then grinned,
gratified, and scrambled off.

Not believing my luck, | stared after him, then turned to start
stuffing the rations back into Gilbert's sack. "Quick! Now'sour
chance! "

"Chance for what?' Gilbert said blankly.
"To losethat monster! Comeon, let'sgo!”

"It will avail naught,” Gilbert protested, but he gathered his
gear and mounted up.

We were only ahundred yards down the road when | stopped dead in
my tracks. "What's the matter with me!™

"Naught, that | can see," Gilbert said, surprised.

"Nice of you-especidly considering what some other people | know
might have said for an answer.” | turned about and started hiking
back, double-quick. "I just realized what | told that fool troll to
do!

"Aye-to dine upon agoat.”

"Right! And where do you find goatsin acountry likethis?'

"Why, upon Suddenly, Gilbert's eyesfilled with foreboding.

"Uponafam!”

"Right! And | only told him to guard you-1 didn't say anything
about any other humans! Comeon, let'sgo!”

"Ride," Gilbert snapped.

Histoneriled me, but | had to admit there was no time to debate
theissue now. | scrambled up behind him and held onfor dl | was
worth. Hekicked the horseinto a galop and went pounding up the



hillsde

"Thereheid" | pointed.

Gilbert swerved, and the horse leaped the fence.

| wasn't expecting it-1 amost went flying. But | managed to hold
on tighter, and Gilbert grunted as | gave him an impromptu Heimlich
maneuver, Then we were pounding over the meadow grass and swung about
infront of adavering troll just asthe goatherd boy ydled in
fright.

"No, Gruesome!” | held up ahand. "Mustn't eat any people.”

"Not eat?' Gruesome protested, wounded.

"Not est people!” | said with conviction. "Only goatst And
wolves and bear and deer,” | modified, and turned to the goatherd.
"It's okay-he's only after your goats, not you."

"But-but | shall bewhipped!" Trembling, he faced usal, crook
held dantwise across his body, ready to strike.

| amost invited him to come aong right there, he was so brave.

I

would have, too, if I'd known where | wasgoing. Asitwas, |
just reached in my pocket and fished out aquarter. "I'll buy one goat
fromyou. 11

He caught the quarter, then held it up, staring at it. "'Tis
dlver!”

"Willit. .." 1 remembered the principles of bargaining and
changed thewording. "How big agoat will it buy?

"Thebiggest inmy herd! But 'tisamost strange coin,
gentleman!”

"I'maforeigner,” | explained. "Makeit abilly goat, all
right?' | glanced a thetroll and said, "A gruff one."

"My wors," he said eagerly. in thirty seconds, he had driven out
the most ornery billy goat I'd ever seen, who kept turning and trying
to butt him. | didn't blameit-if I'd been being driven toward a
troll, I would have tried to run, too.

But Gruesome solved theissue by pouncing. There was astartled
bleat that ended abruptly, White-faced, the goatherd backed away.

"Gruesome! Cometo Saul!" | said sternly, and to Gilbert, "Walk
away. " Weturned and started walking. | glanced back; Gruesome was
following, taking large bites. | winced and turned away. "Crisis
over. Do we have to go through this every medtime?’

"Youwill findaway," Gilbert said with totad confidence. |
wished I'd shared it.

| didn't make the same mistake when we set camp for the night-I
made a different one. Well, no, maybe not a mistake, realy-as soon as
| redlized Gruesome was eyeing us hungrily, | said, "Hungry enough to
eat abear?'

Gruesome nodded, a huge dab of tongue coming out to durp over
hislips, what there were of them.



"Then go caichone.” | said. "If you can catch it, you can eat
it"

He nodded brightly, surged up to hisfeet, and trotted off into
the trees.

Gilbert stared after him open-mouthed, then turned to me. "Will
hefind one?

| shrugged. "Whether he does or not, well get an hour or so of
worry-free deep.”

Gilbert smiled, adow grin. "Ingenious, Master Wizard! Nay, let
usdine quickly and seek deep faster! I'll takethe first watch.”

| relized | was dog-tired, so | didn't object. Right after we
finished, | rolled up in the cloak Gilbert's commander had sent with
the squire.

"Will you not pray first?" Gilbert asked, scandalized.

"No, | don't think so," | told him, then thought better fast. "I
meditate while'm going to deep.”

Hisface cleared; where he came from, "meditate” meant the same as
"pray." He nodded and turned away to watch the night.

He woke me some time around midnight and said, "Wake me for the
third watch." | bit back a gripe and nodded, rolling up to my knees,
watching the landscape, and wishing heartily that this universe had
discovered coffee. Much better for my hedlth, I'm sure, but no more
pleasant than hedthful thingsusudly are. Gilbert was snoring within
fiveminutes. 1'd heard that soldiers developed that ability.

Asmy head cleared, | looked around and realized what was
missing-thetroll. My spirits picked up-maybe the bear had won.

| was redlly getting to be hopeful when | woke Gilbert about Six
hours later-my watch had gone on the fritz, so | was going by the

Little Dipper. He came awake ingtantly, took one glance a the
dars, and said "Master Wizard! 'Y ou should have waked me sooner! Nay,
I've dept through two waiches ™

"Six hoursfor you, six hoursfor me," | told him. "Comes out
even." | didn't mention that mine had been two and two. | decided
that the next night, I'd take the first watch.

"Natheless, aknight should be able to keep avigil!"

"How about we talk about it tomorrow evening?' | suggested.

He brightened surprisingly. "Aye, assuredly. Good deep to you,
Wizard! " "Good night to you, squire,” | said, puzzled. | wasadmost
adeep before | realized why he'd been so pleased-saying we'd talk
about it tomorrow night implied that | was accepting his company. |
broke out in cold swest as| felt the clammy tendrils of commitment
gluing themsalves onto me. | was going to have to find someway to
send Gilbert back to his buddies.

it took me awhileto get to deep.

| wokein the false dawn, to hear asound like achain saw eating
itsway through astack of garbage cans. | sat bolt upright to see
Gilbert stlanding guard, hand on his sword, casting nervous glances a a



huge, gently heaving hulk. | redized it was my pet troll come home,
snoring like arallroad car full of scrap stedl, swaying on loose
tracks. Next to him lay acollection of bonesand hide, dl of them
Szable

| stared. So the bear hadn't won. | repressed a surge of
guilt-better it than me. Or Gilbert.

Then | relaxed-the fact that Gruesome had done as| told him was
very reassuring. So was the fact that he could handily defest a
fullgrown bear, Muscleslike that might comein useful for astranger
inamighty strangeland. | decided I'd keep him for awhile. All
things consdered, | might be safer with him than without him.

Unless some enemy sorcerer decided to remove the restraint spell,
ayway.

That thought, combined with the dawn's early light, pretty much
guaranteed that | wasn't going to get any more deep. | got up, waved
Gilbert to silence, and started rousting up breskfast. If therewas
onething I didn't need, it was an ornery, fresh-wakened troll.

| took a chance on nudging him with my boot an hour later and told
him we were taking off. Herolled up to hisfeet right away, eager as

apuppy dog.

So we st off south, heading into what | hoped was Switzerland,
with asquire looking for enough trouble to win him aknighthood, and a
haf-tametroll eager to find something to protect me from.

Understandably, | was nervous. Chapter Seven

Latethat day | looked around, frowning and footsore. "Notice
anyhing strange?’

"Aye" Gilbert said. "We have comeinto abarren waste."

"Y eah, but there used to be alot of trees here-at leag, little
ones." | pointed at the expanse of four-inch ssumps, lopped off so
cleanly that you could seetherings. "What wasit, alumber crigs?’

"l kennot." Gilbert looked around nervoudy. " Tisuncanny,
though. | would we did not have to stay the night here."

"Yeah," | said, "but it's getting dark. Think we ought to pitch
camp pretty soon?"

"It would seem likely," Gilbert said grudgingly.

A distant, bloodthirsty moan stopped usin our tracks.

"But not right here" | qudified.

"Mayhap not." Gilbert nudged his horse ahead and drew his sword.

"Hold on!" | protested. "Where do you think you're going™ "To
discover what made that sound,” he said, in atone that brooked no
argument. "If ‘tisour enemy, 'tis better that we come upon it, than
that it come upon us."

"Now, hold on!" | protested. "If it'sgoing to be that
dangerous, you can't go in there done!™

"l anasquire" he said smply, "aman of ams.”

"That'swhat | mean." | sumbled on ahead. "Whatever it is, it's
along waysoff yet."

"Wemust bedlent,” he protested. ™Y ou should stay here.”



"Of course” | said, "not."

"Yuh, not." Gruesome flexed his huge hands, grinning, and padded
forward. For dl hisbulk, he moved more quietly than | did-but then,
he wasn't wearing boots.

"See?' | sad. "Were coming dong, Gilbert. Gilbert?'

"Up here," avoice whispered ahead of me. "For Heaven's sake, be
dill "Still. Yuh." Gruesometurnedto hissat me. "Still!" Thenhe
turned back without waiting for an answer.

| followed aong, wondering what had happened to my usua common
sense.

But it was my party-these two were here because of me. | rushed
the pace alittle, passed Gruesome, and came up level with Gilbert as
his horse groped itsway aong astony path in the gathering darkness.

Gilbert started to protest, but just then the moan burst out
again, and | saw aglowing shape drifting toward us through the gloom,
itsmouth an impossibly wide circle of davering emptiness, eyes
staring and covetous, and itsfingers hooked like talons, poised to
grab.

Then some stranger jumped out of the dimness, dove past me, and
cowered behind aboulder, trembling.

That seemed to be okay with the ghost. it shifted its attentions
to me, zooming toward mewith agloating howl.

The fugitive legpt to hisfeet, turned, ran-and dammed right into
the only tree on an otherwise barren hillsde. He dumped down,
beneath a huge spiderweb with avery large spider init. The ghog,
shifting back toitsorigind quarry, fluttered after itsvictim, then
hesitated, apparently repelled by the spider. | could sympathize, but
| knew the specter wouldn't be halted long.

"Hold it right therel" | shouted. | jJumped infront of abig
boulder, yanking my belt out of the loops and swinging the buckle.
"Cold iron, remember?"

The ghost yelled something that sounded suspicioudy like™Yum! "
and threw itself on the buckle. 1 dropped the belt and yanked my hand
out of theway just in time, and the ghost bored on into the rock,
sgnking out of Sght. Of my belt, there was no trace. Therewasaso
alarge holein the boulder.

Then the ghost veered out of the rock face, swooped out in a
crcle,

and headed back toward me, smacking its lips and drooling.
Whatever kind of spook thiswas, it wasavirtud flying appetite. it
re

minded me of ashark-but it also reminded me of my Kipling. |
shouted,

"We cometo fight and triumph in The savage wars of peace, Tofill
full the mouth of Hunger, And bid the Famine ceasel™

The ghost jolted to ahalt with alook of startled shock asits
mouth snapped shut and seded itsdlf. its checks bulged, and its body
ballooned with a huge flapping sound.

"Wizard Saul!" Gilbert pounded up to me, panting. "Beware! Tis



ahunger ghogt!”

"Y uh," Gruesome grunted, scrabbling up behind the squire. "Get
‘way! Ghost eat dl!”

"It will indeed,” Gilbert corroborated. "it will eat anything it
encounters-and it isnever full!"

"Then | think I've created afirst,” | said, picking up astone,
"but get ready with some rocks anyway, will you? If it opensits
mouth, pitch for the breadbasket.”

Gilbert turned to the ghogt, then stared. "Opens? But a hunger
ghogt'smouth is never shut!”

“Thisonesis" | sad. "It'sfull.”

Full, and getting fuller-its belly was till tretching, turning
it into aperfect globe with stubby limbs sticking out and a bulge of
head on top.

"it doth depart,” awondering voice breasthed somewhere around my
kneecap. | looked down and saw a patched hat with a gaunt face beneath
it, al eyesand pointed nose and jawbone, with hollows for cheeks, and
more hollows at the back of which eyes glittered.

Well, at least whatever I'd saved was human.

| looked up again just in time to see the ghost drift high enough
to catch an updraft and shoot away to the west, shrinking until it was
logt inthetwilight.

"It must have sped most quickly indeed,” Gilbert said, "for 'twas
dill sivelling with thy spell, Wizard Saul.”

"Spel?' theman | had saved cried. Helooked up a mewith a
feverish hunger of hisown. "Areyou awizard, then?'

"Well, | wouldn't say that,” | demurred-but | saw the scandalized
look on Gilbert's face and said quickly, "but everybody € se here seems
to. Why do you ask?'

"If you are awizard, you can cure me."

Gruesome looked away, humming. That made me uneasy. | stalled.
"How do you know I'm agood guy? just because | worked, urn, a" |
swallowed heavily and forced it out "-a spell, doesn't say which side
I'mon. | could have been an evil sorcerer.”

Gilbert stared, appalled, but the famine case shook his head
firmly and said, "'If you had been a sorcerer, you would have let the
ghost have me, and welcome.”

"Good thinking," | approved, but | frowned up into the ky. "Do
you suppose that thing will burst when it's had too much?!

"Nay, surely,” Gilbert said, and the other added, "A hunger ghost
can never have had too much.”

| was again saized with the unhappy reminder that everybody else
in this country seemed to know more about what was going on than | did.
To cover it, | said to the man cowering at my feet, "Come on, bucko,
up with you!" | caught hisarm and helped him stand. "How'd you get
that ghost sicced on you, anyway?"

"I think his appearancetdlsusthat,” Gilbert said softly.

Yes, it was pretty obvious, now that | |ooked-the tattered coat,



the patched leggings, the holes in the shoes, and, above dl, the
generd emaciation. Thearm | wasclinging to felt like abone wrapped
by arag, and the man's whole face was pinched with hunger.

I remembered a college lecture on the Minnesota Starvation
Experiment. "Gilbert, could you get a piece of beef jerky out of your
saddlebag? And the water skin."

In asecond, Gilbert was holding out the tough, leathery strip,
and the water skin.

The vagabond snatched the pemmican from him and bit into itthen
forced hismolars down onto it, pulled his jaw open, and bit down
again, and again.

"That'sit," | soothed. "Don't bite, chew. That mest is so dried
that you cant gulpit.”

Theman gaveit avdiant try, | had to admit, but beef jerky
takes an awful lot of chewing just to get abite off the stick, let
aone soften it enough to swallow.

"Not much elseto eat, I'm afraid,” | apologized, and wasglad |
didn't havetolie. "One swallow of water when you get that bite down,
okay? just one swallow-then another bite of jerky. By thetimeyou
finish that strip, maybe well have some stew on." | turned to
Gilbert. "Now I'll take the first campsite you can find."

Fifty yardsfarther down, the path broadened out onto a
twenty-footwide terrace. Gilbert pronounced it fit, so | arranged a
ring of stones and looked around for firewood. "Seen any kindling,
Gilbert?'

"Aye" Thesquire held out an armload of sticks. "I gathered
what | found, as we did come down the dope.”

"Ah, to have Gilbert'sforethought!" | dumped the sticksinto my
firering. "Good thing this path wasn't aways above the timberline.”

"Aye" our mystery guest said. "This dope bore afew scrub
trees, till the Spirit of Famine began to chase me.”

| swallowed, hard, at the thought of the hunger ghost planing
every living thing off the Sde of the mountain, and put the thought
resolutdly behind me. "Gilbert, will you do the honors?"

The squire stepped up and struck flint againgt steel. A spark
fdll, and he bresthed it into asmall flame. Seconds|ater, fire
bloomed from the kindling.

| looked around for something to skewer the provisions Gilbert had
collected along the way.

"Will thisserve?' Gilbert held up athree-foot splinter of rock.

"Yeah, justfine." | poked the spear through the three pheasants,
rested the ends on the highest two rocks, and sat back to watch. |
thought of asking how Gilbert had come by the rock spit, but decided |
didn't want to know.

Our guest watched them hungrily, but he didn't legp on the raw
flesh. The pemmican had filled him up abit, especidly with the water
swdlingitin hisstomach-and it had taken him so long to chew and
swallow it that he/d begun to fed full before he could gobble enough
to hurt himsdif.



"A sword would comein handy for this sort of thing," | said.
"Remind meto make oneright after dinner.”

Gilbert looked scandalized at the idea, but our hungry guest said
obligingly, "Make asword right after dinner; are they done yet?"

"They've just bardly sarted cooking.” | rummaged in Gilbert's
saddlebag, pulled out another strip of jerky, and pressed it into the
man's hand. "Chew on that while you're waiting, Paviov. Say, whet is
your name, anyway? " "Frisson," the man mumbled through his pemmican.

| nodded. "How'd you get into thisfix, anyway? No, | don't mean
atracting the hunger ghost-I mean getting so closeto sarvationin
thefirs place?"

"Why," Frisson said, "'l am apoet.”

| just sat il for aminute.

Then | nodded. "Y eah, that explainsit, dl right. But, | mean,
you could have gone after ajob. Woodcutter, for instance.”

"Thevery thing," Frisson muttered, nodding as he chewed. "I have
been awoodcutter, a plowman, a cooper's prentice, and achandler's
prentice.

| frowned. "Then why wereyou starving?”

"| could not cease chanting poetry.”

Gilbert gasped, covering his mouth in larm, and Gruesome edged
franticaly away from our guest.

| frowned around at them. "All right, so maybe his verses weren't
the best, but they couldn't have been that bad. Does everybody have to
beacritic?'

‘Tisnot that, Wizard Saul," Gilbert said. "For al weknow, his
verses may have been most excdllent. True poetry, mayhap-yet heis not
awizard."

"Wheat difference doesthat ... ? Oh!

Frisson watched me, nodding as he chewed, and Gilbert said softly,
Aye, Wizard Saul. A poet's concern isfor the words themselves, for
the excellence of the verses and the manner in which they fit together
to form awhole-not for their effects.”

The poet turned to him in surprised, though masticating, approval.

| nodded. "And if he doesn't worry about their effects, the
images he createsin his verses may cometo life as he chants, and-"

"Do untold damage,” Gilbert finished for me. Heturned to Frisson.
"What hazards did you unfold, poet? A juggernaut of doom rushing down
upon the heads of the men in your master's shop? A corpse cometo life
in the coffin you were building? Wood nymphs dipping out to seduce

the passersby, in the wood you had gleaned?'

Frisson hung his head, but he didn't stop chewing.

"The man'sawaking catastrophe,” | muttered.

"Oh, poor fellow!" Gilbert burst out, showing an unexpectedly
sympathetic Sdeto his nature that got the better of his healthy
dread. "Y ou have been cast out to roam the wilds alone!”

The poet nodded; atear trembled in hiseye. "I have sought to
prevent it, good squire. | have broken the meter into odd phrases with
the accents reversed; | have used dant rhymes, broken rhymes, and no
rhymes-yet dl to no avail!"



"Of coursenot.” | groaned. "Y ou concocted new kinds of verse,
and just made the magic stronger!”

The poet looked up at me, frightened. "Aye, my lord. The mayor's
house did fly apart on the instant; my words did breach the baron's

wall. | foreswore my verses; | bit my tongue; | ground my teeth
againg the words-yet al tono avail! | could not help mysdlf; anon |
shouted words aloud! They chased me from the town, they chased me from
the parish, they chased me from the province-and anon they chased me
from my native land of Merovence, to live or diein thiswilderness of
Allugtria™

"But," | said. "But-but-" Gilbert looked up at me with afrown.
"We have only two pheasant and a partridge, Wizard Saul.”

"But!" | shouted in exasperation. "But you don't have to chant
your verses out loud!"

Frisson'sjaw gelled, and he stared up, appalled. "I'd aslief
stop eating, milord.” Then he set to work chewing again.

"Writethem!" | exploded. "Why don't you just write them down?

Your verses, | mean! Then read them over, and just don't recite
anything that looks dangeroud!”

Frisson stared up a me; hisjaw dropped.

"He has never thought of it," Gilbert murmured.

"Aye, never!" Frisson burst out. "So that iswhy men learned
to

writel " "Well, there were some other littlethings,” | said
uncomfortably, "such asgrain inventories, and bills of sae, and laws,
and higtory.

But it worksfor poetry, too, yes."

"Can ... can you teach me?" Frisson begged.

| just stared at him.

Then | said, "Y ou're a poet-and you don't know how to read and
write? " "I had never thought of aneed for it," Frisson confessed.

"Wdl! I've heard of the ord tradition-but I've also heard of
departures™ | wondered, unessly, if | waswitnessing the downfall of
poetry, or the beginning of itsglory. "Sure, I'll teach you to
write"

After dl, if | could handle two dozen freshmen, surely | could
manage one starving poet.

Well, it helped. He understood it ingtinctively, took to it like
agoose quill toink. Morelikely, like graphite to paper;
fortunately, | carried a pocket notepad and astub of pencil. | showed
him how to draw the letters, and the sound each one made. Hiseyes
went wide with wonder; he snatched the pencil and pad from me, and in
half an hour, he was sitting cross-legged by thefire, scribbling
franticadly in animpossibly small hand. From then on, aslong as|
knew him, he would be congtantly writing in that book-hefilleditina
day, but

fortunately, one of hisfirst poemswas awish for an endless
supply of parchment-he didn't know the word for paper-and my little



pocket notebook never ran out. On the other hand, after the first
fifty poems, it sarted producing amuch higher quaity of writing
materid.

Nonetheless, sometimes some of hismagic leaked out. Writing it
down seemed to channel it safely, since he didn't speak it aloud-but
when he didn't have time to write and suppressed too much poetry, he
thought about it so intensdly that the magic sarted working without
hishaving to say it dloud. Sometimeswe'd be hiking down the road,
and hiseyeswould start bulging, and abat would materidize by the
roadgdein bright daylight, or agushing fountain would spring up
right smack-dab in the middle of the path, or we would suddenly find
oursalves walking on gemstones, and let metell you, when the soles of
your boots get thin, that's no picnic.

Thefirst timeit happened, | reined in my temper and turned to
himwith asigh. "Frisson, you've got to stop and write it down."

"Eh?' Helooked up a me, startled, then saw the glitter on the
road. "Oh! My agpologies, Master Saul'!”

"No problem, no problem. Never can tell when we're going to need
alittle hard currency. Just So Frisson sat down by the while | knelt
down and started you never could tell.

After awhile, though, it got never knew when he was going ages.
He never did, fortunately, front of us, too quickly for meto keep from
smacking into it nosefirgt, was dmost as bad asthe wolf | saw when |
opened it. | dammedit fast. "Frisson! Writeit down!

Hedid, and | showed him how to write ashewalked. That
hel ped-but hey, nobody's perfect.

| developed a streak of prudence, though, and | took to going
through his day's output every evening, around the campfire; he was
patheticaly eager to have meread them and tell him how much | liked
them-I was careful never to criticize partly because | knew how hard
beginnerstakeit, and partly because | just flat out didn't
understand what he wastrying to do. But | knew from experience that
it worked, so | figured he had to be doing something right.

| lways enthused as | handed them back to him-but | kept the ones
that | thought might be particularly useful. With hispermission,

St down and write it out, okay?"
roadside and filled his parchment, filling my pockets. Asl'd
told him,

to be anuisance, especidly since | to start using dragons as
poetic imbut the door that appeared right in

of courser had anotion that infringing copyright could have bad
results, in this particular halucination. 1 even memorized the ones
that |ooked to have the most potentia. Asl'd told him, you never

know ...

But that first evening, | needed adistraction; the first dozen



verses heturned out, and proudly showed me, filled my head with such

a

clamor of acoustics and clashing of images, that | needed some men
tal soothing.

of course, aphilosophy student always has adistraction to
handreasoning out arguments. It'srisky, because sometimes you get so
caught up init that it keysyou up even more, but under the
circumstances, | figured it wasworth atry. So | spent ahaf hour or
S0 trying to rationdize my way out of having to believeintrollsor
fairies, or magica spdlsthat could have anything to do with ether.
It wasn't much use, of course-1 kept coming back to the conclusion that
elther the evidence of my senseswas unreliable, or what | had seen
and

heard wasreal.

Of course, it didn't take much to discredit sensory evidence, for
aman of my generation. | serioudy consdered the possihility that |
was smply stoned out of my mind, and al thiswas happeningina
fantastic halucinogenic trip-but | couldn't help remembering that |
had sworn off dl drugsfor fina exams-years ago.

Fortunately, there was an dternative. Bishop Berkeley had pretty
much discredited the sensesfor us al, way back in the 1700s, by
pointing out that if we don't actualy see something, we can't redly
know it exists-and that even if we do, we could be wrong, because even
if our minds percaiveit, dl they haveto go onisthe sensory
impulses from our eyes and ears and nose and tongue and hands, al of
which can be very easily deceived. Opticdl illusons are the most
obvious example, of course, which iswhy scienceinsstson
measurement-but how're you going to prove, logicaly and completely,
that theruler itsdf isnt anilluson? He managed dl thiswithout
knowing about L SD, too.

Of course, to Berkeley, the fact that we can't realy know
anything was just proof that we had to have faith-but to the rest of
us, theidea that things don't exist if they're not perceived, and the
corollary, which isthat we can't know what's real because of the
fdlibility of our senses, just meansthat we haveto livein theworld
aswe percelveit, while were trying to stretch the limits of our
perceptionsand raises the distinct possibility that hallucinations may
just be the perception of an alternate redlity, or two, or three.
"Heaven lies about

usinour infancy,” asthe poet says, and there may be alot more
to the universe than we see, as Haml et was kind enough to point out to
Horatio.

| was faced with the unfortunate conclusion that both ideas
gpplied to my current Situation. Theworld | was perceiving was
certainly red to al intents and purposes, and | had to dedl with it
asif it were, because it was certainly going to ded with me asif |
were.



Dr. Johnson claimed he disproved Berkeley by kicking a
cobblestone, presumably meaning that if the cobblestone flew away, he
did interact with it, and therefore he and the cobble were both in the
same frame of reference; what he failed to mention wasthat histoe
hurt.

So did mine-metaphoricaly, at least. Gruesomewould eat meif my
spell dipped, and there might be amonster around the next hill who
would snesk up on mein the night if Squire Gilbert nodded off while he
was on guard duty. it might beanillusion, but it would hurt just as
much asif it werered-s0 | was going to haveto treet it asif it
weretotaly authentic, or it might kill mejust the same.

But | wasn't going to believein magic. Okay, some unexplainable
things had happened, and they did seem to coincide with verses1'd
spoken & oud-but coincidence was no doubt what it was, and the events
were unexplainable only because | didn't know enough. | madeafirm
resolution to learn more abouit this strange-but-familiar world, and not
to delude mysdlf into thinking | was practicing magic.

But | decided to save Frisson's verses, just in case.
| remember thinking, just before | drifted off to deep, that |
had stubbed my own toe.

Chapter El(jht

Guardsmen were shoving me roughly, trying to push meinto acell,
and one of them was saying something about things being wrong. |
turned to him with sullen resentment, and was surprised to see that

he had atroll's head.

| stared at the troll, then looked quickly about me and saw the
campfirewith Gilbert lying on his side adeep, soles of hisfeet
toward the coals, Frisson across from him, curled around the warmth. |
realized I'd been dreaming. | looked up and, sure enough, thetroll's
head was il there-but now | recognized it. "Timefor my watch
agan?'

Gruesome shook his head, looking agitated. "Wrong! Wrong!" He
pointed out toward the darknessin severd different directions.

| frowned. "What's the problem, then?"
"Dunno." Thetroll twitched, raising hishead to look out into
the

night. "Fed wrong, wrong!"

"Just ahunch?"

Gruesome nodded and held up his huge mitts. | backed off in
darm, but he only wiggled hisinsdetadons. "Fed pinches
Trouble,

trouble! " 11 'By the pricking of my thumbs,' " | quoted, but
remembered, in the nick of time, not to finish the verse: lisomething



wicked thisway comes.” | rolled up to my feet. "I'm never oneto
scoff a intuition-at least, not in thisworld. Want to wake up the

broke off, staring.
With my usual paranoia, | had decided to set up abarrier

agang

supernatural attackers-there had been too many things that had
gone bump last night, though that could have just been Frisson dreaming
inverse. We hadn't gone very fast today, out of deferenceto his
weskened condition, and we were till in pretty open country, though
there were alot of scrub trees about.

So | had conjured up some talcum powder, sprinkled it around our
campsitein acircle, and chanted the tail end of Shakespeares dirge
from Cymbdine, with afew adjustments:

"No sorcerer shall harm thee!

Nor no witchcraft charm thee!

Evil ghosts forbear thee!

Nothing ill come near thee!

Safe shal we bewithin thissign, For nothing ill shall cross
thisling”

I'd figured if anything spooky had tried to get too close, that
verse ought to keep it outside our perimeter-and it seemed 1'd been
right.

Just outside the circle of white powder, ablob of formlessmist
was risng from the ground, thickening and codescing into a human
form-but amangled human form. Itsface was bruised and swollen, one
eye socket empty, thumbs dangling, one foot twisted almost backward,
and itstunic ripped open to show dark smudges againgt its chest and
abdomen.

"Itisaghogt,” Gilbert murmured from his place by thefire.
Apparently, Gruesome and | hadn't been as quiet aswe'd thought. The
squire sounded excited, fascinated. "It isthe shade of onewho died
by torture. " | was glad he could take such adetached interest init.

For mysdif, | felt rather queasy and thoroughly sickened in my heart.
The specter flitted from point to point about the circle, moaning.
Chains, attached to the fetters on itswridgts, clanked and

rattled.

"Bewarararel” it cried. "Oh, foolish mortals, bewa-a-a-re!

Hee! Hideyoursdvesaway! " | summoned my courage and called out,
"Having you hang around just outside the perimeter doesn't exactly
imbue me with agreat desireto go exploring!”

"Heart of stone, who would mock asoul intorment!" the ghost
cried. "O kindred of my fate, arise! Up, al yewho died by torture!

Spirits bound to thisworld in unquiet davery to asorcerer's
will, come now to school thisfoolish mortal!™

| had to turn to follow its progress, and | muttered out of the
corner of my mouth, "Keep an eye on the place it came from, Gruesome."



Thetroll moaned in answer-but | figured held fight al the harder
if hewere scared. Either that, or run.

| wished | could.

Moans began to fill the night in horrendous discord, faint, but
growing louder; and dim forms, drifting here and there, swvam out of the
darkness.

"Abandon your ill-advised escapel” the ghost cried. "Return
whence you came! For know that, if you do persist in opposing Queen
Suettay, you shall become as |-a shadow of a soul who died in agony
unspeskablel™

| felt the blood draining from my face. | remembered Gilbert's
commander warning me about the evil sorceress-queen of this country.
How the Hell had | attracted her attention?

How the Hell?

No. Couldn't be. just afigure of speech.

But | spoke up bravely. Unfortunately, it sounded morelikea
croak. "So I'mto be deterred by the thought of a horrible death, a
punishment for even thinking about leaving Allustria, or raising my
hand againgt the queen?' Not that | had ...

"Eventhat!" the spirit cried over the chorus of moans and wails
behindit. "I gavethe queen my fullest measure of obedience-yet she
had me rent gpart, while ill dive, for her mere pleasurel Chortled
with delight at all my screams! And as| died, despairing, she seized
my soul, to chain it in eterna davery to her will!"

Now | beganto trembleingde. | scolded mysdf harshly, if
glently, and reminded mysdlf thiswasdl impossble.

"Itistrue.” Gilbert cameto hisfet. "Suettay torturesfolk
for mere amusement, dally.”

A sdist. | was being pitted against a sadist of the worst
kind-and for what?

Toget home. Preferably, dive.

| steeled mysdlf to the piteous cries around me and called out,

"Go! Theafterworld is huge-you don't have to stay around here!

The queen loses power over you when you die!”

"Foolish mortd, how little you know!" Another specter swam up
besdethefirst, aghost like anillustration from an anatomy text,
muscles and ligaments naked to the night. " She whose power comesfrom
Satan can petition her master for dominion over others who have turned
their heartstoward the Evil Onel"

"But you only fdl into the Devil's power through your own fault!”

"And so wedid," the phantom sneered. "I myself sought
poweradways power. While yet aboy, | swore to do whatever deed the
Devil wished, if hewould give me power-and | gained dominion over
peasant folk, then over soldiers. Y et Suettay plucked me out for her
fel mirth, and | died in agony, crying to my master Satan for power
againg this corrupted sorceress-and as | cried out to evil, Suettay
wove her spell about meto capture my soul! At thelast instant, |
cried out in despairing repentance, but it wastoo late. Suettay had



claimed me, and | am bound to her!"

| suppressed nausea. | mean, | redlly felt sorry for them, even
if they had been total viperswhen they'd been dive. If ever I'd
heard a sound reason for being good, thiswasit. Unfortunately, | was
aware of my own enormous failings and knew | wasn't in the world's
greatest shape for combatting evil.

"Be of good heart, Wizard Saul," Gilbert counseled. "They cannot
touch you here, within your enchanted circle.”

| turned, welcoming the change of topic with zedl. "You'reright.

So why did Suettay sic them on us? just to make sure we don't
deep and are so weak tomorrow that well fal into her hands? | can't
redly believethat! " "I doubt it, ds0," Gilbert answered. "It may
be that they seek to frighten you into joining their foul cause.”

"That'scrazy." | turned back to the spooks, debating within
mysdlf. | could only wonder how Suettay had come to know | was here.

Crystal bals? Ink pools?

It didn't matter. "Go tell your mistressthat it will take worse
than you to scare me!”

The ghosts moans turned into roars, and they came swooping
againg theinvisble barrier like mothsto the chimney of ahurricane
lamp, anger and outrage in their faces.

| turned back to the squire. "Hasto be morethan just atry at
scaing me”

"It must," Gilbert agreed. "Otherwise, when they saw you were not
daunted, they would have fled."

"Yeah." | gestured to the barrier of specters. "You'd swear
they were trying to attack us, but it's obviousthey can't getin."

"Obviousindeed," the squire said, turning toward the perimeter,
but not looking dl that sure, himsdlf. "Y et theresthis, too--if
they cannot comein, it isequaly true that we cannot go out.”

| could fed my eyeswiden. "But that means somebody'strying to
keep us here, to make sure we haven't gone anywhere until A gout of
greenish flame ripped the night, lighting dl the hillsde with an
eerielight. The ghosts moaned interror asthelight dwindled. The
resdua chartreuse glow flickered on adozen hooded forms, and lighted
from below the face of the huge, grosdy fat woman who stood before
them, swathed in brocaded robes, rings glittering on her fingers, an
elaborate crown on her head.

"0, then." Shesmiled, and her eyes amost disappeared in folds
of fat. "You have the audacity to trespassin my Allugtria.”

"It isnot yours, gross mockery of awoman,” Gilbert cried, and |
hed to stifle an impulse to shush him. "The land belongs unto the
people! " "Then it cannot, of acertainty, belong to you, who come
from Merovence." Suettay laughed, asound like frying bacon. "You are
not yet aman-only abeardless youth.”

Gilbert flushed; blond beards don't show much.

The queen turned to the row of men behind her. "Counsdlors,
behold amarvel! A boy that speakslikeaman! Yet an hewere, he
would fed desrel”

The hooded forms dutifully laughed, but there wasllittle humor in



the sound.

Suettay turned back to me. "The more fool you, to be so cozened
into taking amere boy for to ward you! " "Oh, he'sman enough,” |
assured her. Bitches always make me mad, and she wasn't thefirst one
I'd run into who'd thought she was aqueen. Gilbert looked up at me
with surprised gratitude, but it was as much for mysdlf I'd said it as
for him-I felt anger growing, just enough to begin countering thefear.
"You twisted thefacts,”" | told Suettay. "But then, you twist
everything that's true within your domain, don't you? Or try to leach
thelifefromit, if it won't twist! " "Indeed, asmy dunce of a
country sorcerer will yet bleed your troll." Suettay'slip curled.

"What avilething is he, that's neither gnome nor rock! What a
catastrophe of nature, nay, aperversion of lifel 'Y et you should thank
me, corrupted mongter, for you owe your lifeto me.”

"Wozzat?' Gruesome's grunt had a dangerous edge.

"Y our father was agnome who strayed out of hishole!” the queen
chortled. "I saw, and cast aglamour over aboulder, to makeit seema
woman of hisown kind, wondroudy beautiful in hiseyesl For my

own amusement, | inflamed him with lust for it!’ Then, inmy
crysd, | watched what did ensue, and oh! what ddightful-"
Gruesome's roar drowned out the rest of her words, as he lunged.

"No, Gruesome!" | cried in panic. "If she can get you mad enough
to bresk the circle-"

The mongter stopped with ajolt, his head poking out above the
white line. | wondered what could have stopped him, then saw Gilbert
down below, ramrod straight, shoulder against Gruesome's chest,
sraining againgt Gruesome's bulk-but hisfeet were plowing up the
ground as Gruesome pushed steadily toward the witch, and Gruesome'stop
had made a hole in my defense screen.

Thetroll roared, dmost managing to make words-but anything he
was saying was drowned in amass shriek, as dl the ghosts dove at the
hole hed madein the magica wall.

| leapt up to shout at the monster. "It couldn't be true,

Gruesome!

Rocks can't have children! only amommy troll and adaddy troll
canmakelittletrolld™

Thetroll's eyes suddenly lost focus, and his brow creased with
effort ashetried to figure out the facts of life. Hewasn't long on
brain power-but the distraction was enough for the squire.

"Back, brave being!" Gilbert shoved harder, and the troll rocked
back just enough for its head to clear the whiteline.

The ghosts noiseroseto ahowl asthey al tried to jam into the
hole, but | shouted out,

"If these shadows have offended, Be but brave, and all is mended!"
The ghosts groaned in disappointment, then roared in rage and

began to dash themsalves againgt theinvigblecircle again.
| called out to Gruesome,



"Let your hide of flint Deflect dl hint Of insultsdire!
Cometo thefirel"

Helooked up, blinking his huge, glowing, saucer eyes, totaly
dumfounded, then turned dowly and came hulking back to the campfire.

Gilbert bresthed along and shaky sigh of relief.

But Suettay and her boys were laughing themsalvessilly. "Oh,
skillfully done! Skillfully donel™ the queen wheezed, between

gigges

"Why not march upon my kingdom, morta! Do! For you should be
mired in your own muddle ere the day isout!"

"Oh, yeah, surel" | strode up to the circle, anger getting the
better of common sense. "We're such totd klutzesthat you bring
yoursalf and your top twelve henchmen out to try to scare us?
Meanwhile, of course, you can't even breach thissmplelittle guarding
circlel've set up!"

The queen's laughter chopped off on the instant, and her eyes
narrowed to ditswith glowing cods behind them. "Enough! Show this
foolishimpostor whet awaitsim!”

A scream rent the air-but one that was very much alive, not like
the ghosts mourning wails. This one wasfilled with terror and was
definitdly feminine,

The hooded ones threw her sprawling onto the grass between Suettay
and the guarding circle. She was young, with long blonde hair and an
enchanting figure; | could seeit through theripsin her tunic.

She scrabbled in the dirt, turning toward Gilbert and Frisson and
Gruesome and me, her face filled with horror-aface bruised and
battered, with aswollen nose, marks of burns on her breasts and belly,
blood till dripping from triple gougesin her skin. "Help me!

Please, | beg of you, before I-" Then she broke off into ascream as
four hooded forms surrounded her, two of them falling on their hands
and knees side by side, the other two catching her thrashing limbsto
lift her and swing her up onto the backs of thefirst two.

| amost went right through the guarding circle. All that
restrained me was Gilbert'sarm-but it had about as much give as
granite.

"Y ou cannot help her now, Wizard Saul-you can but break your

warding circle!

"Besides, 'tislike enough that she did put hersdf into Suettay's
power, in hope of preferment,” Frisson quavered, staring at the scene
inloathing. "The most you can give her now isaquick desth and the
queen will do that hersdlf."

The woman cried, "1 did not-" but her sentence ended in aone of
the hooded forms twisted something.

scream, as My mind raced as | stared. The poor victim had been
trying to say she hadn't done anything wrong. How could | save her?



Without breaking the guarding circle, of course-that was what Suettay
wanted. She was lumbering forward, hitching at her robes and pulling
out along, twisted knife. She held it up in both hands, gloating gaze
fixed on the woman's body as she droned out along chant, overriding
the screams.

"Itisaninvocation,” Gilbert told me, "an invocation in the Old
Tongue! " It must have been very old indeed-it didn't sound abit like
Latin, or even Greek. | felt achill prickling outward from my
spine-how could | fight spellsin alanguage | couldn't understand?

"ShecalsontheDevil." Apparently, Gilbert didn't |abor under
that handicap. "If thewoman, in her terror, despairs of savation and
is damned, the queen dedi cates the woman's soul to Satan, but asks that
her ghost be the queen's dave aslong as Suettay endures.”

| felt my scalp prickle; the woman's screamsfilled my ears,
maddening me. | fought to control mysdlf, to keep from charging out to
try to save her, knowing that | couldn't win, that Suettay had chosen
the time and the conditions. The knife soared high in Suettay'sfidts,
beginning to glow with the chant as the hooded acolytesjoined in.

| fought back with the only thing | could think of-a chant of my
own. | sangit, of course-that's how I'd learned it.

"Tell her to make me acambric shirt, Pardey, sage, rosemary, and
thymel

Without aseam, or belt to be girl, Then shell be atruelove of
ming"

Thegirl stared up at me, and Suettay flushed with anger and
jerked anod at one of her acolytes. He reached down and twisted, and
the girl screamed.

| fought down the urge to legp out of the circle and start
kicking.

| couldn't win alone.

Alone?

"All right, angd!" | ydled. "Now'syour chance! Y ou want to
make me believe? Then give meahand-or anideal Nothing physicd,
mind you, just inspireme! Fill my mind with away to rescue this poor
victim!"

And, confound me, it was there-the knowledge that the woman didn't
deserve this fate and, moreover, was human and worth any help that |
could give, and my mouth was moving, avoice booming out of it that
didn't seem to have anything to do with my thoughts, but had a very
familiar ring. "Woman, pray! Even now, call upon the Lord your God,
and He will save your soul from Hell's power! Only repent and pray to
be forgiven, and He will snatch you from the jaws of evil, eveninthe
ingtant of your degth!™

But the knife was dashing down, and the woman was
screamingScreaming, "My God, forgive me my sinsand save-"

Then there was only agurgle, for her throat had been cut, and the
knife dashed downward through her heart. Her whole body convulsed
once and was till.



"Riseand obey!" Suettay thundered.

Shedidnt.

Wéll, sherose, dl right-at least a shred of her, awraith. It
was her ghogt, and it floated over toward the white chalk line of my
guarding circle asif abreeze were blowingit.

Suettay screamed like a spoiled brat seeing abox of candy being
snatched away. "Vileinterloper! Bal of dime, thatch of dung! She
should have despaired in that last instant and been bound for Hell,
whereupon my master would have given her soul into my power! But you
have interfered, curse you, and her soul islost tome! Shewas
innocent of al but the smalest ans, and her spirit will fleeto
Heaven! " Then, suddenly, shefell slent, eyes bulging, adepraved
grin spreading over her face. "Not yet! Notif | act quickly!" She
whirled to the corpse, hands spread wide and going through gestures
whose meanings | shuddered to consider while she chanted some racheting
versein alanguage | didn't understand. A glow sprang up around the
body, like the phosphoresence around decaying vegetable matter in a
swamp, then died away, and Suettay spun about to me with acrow of
triumph. "I have bound her to Earth! Aslong as her body lives, her
soul isbound here, for | have cast a spell that has preserved her
morta coil."

"Why, you filthy bitch!" | swore.

"How dareyou!" she shrieked, and her hands clutched something
unseen and threw it at me while she snapped out a quick,
incomprehensible rhyme. Energy lanced from her fingertipsin purple
streamers-and dashed itsdf to sparks on my shield.

Thistime, though, the queen didn't scream. Sheonly glared at
me, her eyes gleaming maevolently in the midst of her dab of pitted
face.

"Seeto the purifying of your own soul, Wizard, for if you do not,
you shal fal into my power-and you shdl meet the same fate asthe
girl. Maiden, come!" she snapped a the wavering spirit.

But the girl's ghost had drifted acrossthelineinto my circle,
and now she cowered away from the wicked queen, eyeswide and
frightened, shaking her head.

"Y ou have stolen her!" Suettay screamed. ™Y ou have taken from me
my rightful-" But her voice was drowned out by along, shuddering moan
thet

filled the air, rebounding from ghost to ghost, the specters eyes
widening and filling with hope.

"I did repent!” onecried.

"|, too, with my last breath!” another answered.

"God forgivemy sind" athird cried.

One by one, they remembered their final moment of repentance,
wailed their gppedlsfor salvation-and, one by one, they winked out,
like candles snuffed.

| stared. "Y ou mean dl that was holding them here was their own
belief in the queen's magic?'

"It would seem s0," Frisson said, huge-eyed. "They lost faith-but
you haverestored it."



That hadn't exactly been one of my primegodsinlife. Onthe
other hand, it hadn't exactly been me speaking, ether.

But anew moan filled the air, amoan of dread, as the hooded
acolytes shrank back from the bleeding corpse, huddling together,
terror-filled faces turned up to watch the ghosts depart.

And Suettay wasturning to me with agazefilled with more malice
and hatred than | had ever seen before, aglare of berserk fury. She
strode forward, arms uplifted, striding straight a my guarding circle,
intoning achant in the Old Tongue.

"Shesummonsadevil!" Gilbert cried.

"Angd!" | yelped. "She'sbresking therules! Y ou can protect
us " Blue sparkslegpt a the queen'sfingers with crackleslike
gunshots. She shrank back with one of the foulest curses | had ever
heard, then turned to me and my companions, eyesjust ditsin fat,
hands weaving asymbol | didn't know, bellowing, "Rot their flesh and
bail their blood!

Mesat dough off and turn to mud!"

Her hands snapped out, al fingers pointing at us.

A coruscation of sparksfilled the ar over thewhiteline. A
wave of nausea swept me, and my knees gave way, but Gilbert held me up,
and my legs strengthened again as my stomach settled.

"Cowards!" Suettay screamed. "Pusillanimous pestst Come out to
baitle!

"We ... webattled," | managed.

"You shdl, you must, soon or late! Then shall | be revenged upon
you! Thenshadl | seeyour flesh fry from your bones, your eyesdrop
from their socketd"

| wasfeding alittle bolder and said the only counterspdll |
could think of .

"I'm rubber, and you're glue.
Whatever you say Bounces off me And sticksto-"

With ashriek of frustration, Suettay disappeared. Green fire
thundered inward on itsdlf, seeming to consume the huddled, hooded
forms. It died away, and the night was quiet and dark again.

And clean. Even the corpse was gone.

For some reason, that bothered me.

But | didn't have long to think about it-my head suddenly swam,
and my knees gave way again.

"Now, now, buck up! You did marveloudy!" Frisson assured me.

"Heroes are made of sterner stuff, Wizard Saul!" Gilbert chided.
"Y ou must not collapse as soon as the battle's over!”
"It's better than ... melting while... it'still going on,” |

gasped.

"That istrue, and thereisno shamein it, so long as he does



wait until the battle's over,” Frisson dlowed. He propped me up

againg Gruesome's Sde and began chafing my hands. "Redly, you were
measterful-you came only moments from death, and ahorrible one at
that.”

"Huh?" | blinked, thethrill of dread pulling my mind back into
focus. "You mean | amost blew it when | started to charge out?"

"You didindeed. That whole affair with the poor peasant lass
served one purpose, and one only-to induce you to leave your magic
circlein an attempt to save her."

"Yeah." | swallowedthickly. "Yeah, | knew that'swhat | was
doing as soon as| heard her scream. | knew it, but it most worked
on me anyway-and on Gruesome. Thanks, Gilbert. Y ou saved hislife-and
al of us"

"Surely, Wizard Saul," the squire said, blushing with pleasure at
the compliment. "It waslittle enough | could do.”

"It wasenough dl right. Thanksagain, Gilbert."

"My pleasure,” he said, then frowned. "Y et there's another you
should thank, whose aid was greater than mine."

| frowned ' looking around me. "Who ... ? Oh. Yeah." |
remembered my guardian angd. "Wdl, I'll give him my warmest, next
time he showsup."

Thenight was awfully quiet.

Then Frisson cleared his throat, and Gilbert |ooked away, abashed.
| looked around, frowning. "What's the matter?"

Neither of them answered.

Then Gruesome growled, and my hair rose. "All right, al right!
Frisson, what did he mean?’

"l do not speak thetroll'slanguage,” the poet said with

hestation.
"Still, if I did, I would guess he had said ... that your behavior
wasrather . .." Hetralled off, looking away.

"Cheap," Gruesome rumbled.

Frisson looked up, artled. "I did not know he knew the word!"

| frowned. "What do you mean? Angelsdon't want bribes."

"Of course not,” Gilbert said dowly, "but it might be politeto
at least indicate awillingnessto return the favor.”

| frowned at him while his meaning percolated in. Then | went
hard ingde. "Now listen, and understand thiswell! | am not
committing myself to either Sde, or any sde!’ Anybody who doesmea
favor, I'll do afavor for him, if | can-but aside from that, I'm not
promising anything! " But it seemed to me that the sarswinked, and
the sounds of the night began again asthe land cameto life around me.

Chapter Nine

it gave me achill, so | turned away, brusque and growling-to see
the ghost hovering near thefire, haf-invisble because of itslight.
Her eyeswere glowing, though, so | couldnt missher. Infact, |
wasn't sure | was entirely happy about the way those eyes were glowing
at me-but | had saved her afterlife, so | supposed | had some



respongbility for her. | came over-and she drifted away with alook
of darm, but till with that morbid fascinationin her eyes. At
leadt, | thought it was morbid. | remembered the blanket rulesfor
making friendswith small animas and sat down, waiting. Sure enough,
she began to drift closer-then hesitated as Frisson came up behind me.
"Why's shelooking at methat way?" | asked him.

"Why, because sheisin lovewith you, Master Saul," he answered
softly. "Do you not know the Sgns?'

| fet the chill again. "Yeah, but | wastrying to pretend |
didn't.

Why should she bein love with me? just because| sort of saved
her?"

|1 'Tisreason enough,” he assured me, "coupled with your face and
form-but thereisagreater. Did you not know that the verse you sang
was abinding spell?*

My stomach sank. "Oh. Wasit redly," "Aye, and amost
venerable one.”

"What did it bind?"

Frisson stared at me asif | were crazy-or maybe he was seeing
through my attempt at self-deception. "It binds her to yoursdlf,
Master Saul-or at least, her affections.”

That waswhat 1'd been afraid of. "An old one, huh? | takeit
gpdlsgain power with age.”

"Likefinewines, aye."

So that's why each verse ended with, Then shell be atrue love of
mine. "But she didn't have time to make me acambric shirt.”

"It worked by intent,” Frisson assured me. "Sheisbound to you
now, Wizard, by the spdll that most surely binds woman to man.”

Which would have been grest, if it hadn't been synthetic. Her
ghost looked harrowed, but the marks of torture were fading even as|
watched, and shewasredly, rardly beautiful. Her dress had even
mended itself. 1'd heard that love was healing, but | thought it had
to be mutua to have that effect ...

Nonethdless, it was having that effect. | clamped down on the
implications. "How did you fal into the queen's hands, lady? You
don't look to have sinned enough.”

"l have striven not to, Sir Wizard."

"Saul." 1 heddupahand. "Just 'Saul.' I'm not aknight." |
didn't commit mysdlf about the "wizard" part.

"Master Saul," she amended.

| sighed, but told mysdlf it would help keep distance between us.

"Okay, that'smy name. What'syours?) "Angdique,” she replied.

| frowned. "Giventheloca rules, anamelike that should have
helped protect you./, "That was my mother'sintent.” A tear formed at
the corner of her eye. "Shedied when | wasvery small, though.”

Somehow, that made sense-and seemed ominous. "But if you tried
not to commit sins, how come the queen had ahold on you?"

"Because she wrested me from my father, Master Saul, and forced
him to yidd hisauthority over me."



My blood ran cold. "What kind of afather would do that to his
own daughter?'

"A father in Allustria," Frisson murmured.

The ghost hung her head. " Tisso. Heisamerchant who panders
to the queen, immersing himsdlf in every sort of viceto gain her royd
favor-and grants of monopolies.”

"Tothe point of giving her his daughter?”

"Not quite so bad asthat," she said stoutly. "Nay, he protected
and reared mein total innocence, until | had come of woman'syears,
whereupon. .." Shebroke off, with downcast eyes.

"l would not press her," Frisson murmured.

"Right." | dapped my knees. "I didn't mean to get persona-"
"Nay, | must have you know!" Shewas amost pleading. "No sooner had
| comeinto earliest womanhood than my father attempted to regp the
harvest of my innocence himsdlf."

| froze, feding mysdlf turn very, very cold. "Why, that
infernd

louse! " "Hedid not succeed,” she said quickly. "The queen
discerned hisintentions and stepped in to halt hisincestuous
advances. | hailed her asmy savior-until | discovered that she had
taken me only to save as sacrificeto Satan. Shetold methat fell
prince has a greet taste for virgin souls, 'tissaid, and they arerare
indeed, in Allugtria™

Theinner chill was till there, and getting colder. "I redly
don't think | likethese peopleat dl," | growled. "And | wasthe cue
for her

tokill you? " "There was some other cause," she said quickly.
"l i not grasp the whole of it-1 could spare small attention for her
conversation
with her henchmen, the pains of the torture devices
being sovery se

vere. .."

"That would hinder concentration.” The chill had hit absolute
zero and was beginning to bounce back up, as anger.

"There was sometalk of baronsrebellious," she said, "and of the
gueen of Merovence readying her troopsto invade.”

| looked up at Frisson sharply. "l caused al that?"

"1 would doubt it," he answered.

Gilbert said, "Nay, Wizard Saul. "Twasadl of apiece with the
mission of my order-the mill had been grinding before we came upon you.

It Which meant | was only one part of abigger plan-but whose? "So

she was saving you up for adoozy of aspell that would have given her
the power to blast her enemies-and when the time came, she decided to
get double mileage out of it, by using you to decoy me out where she
could annihilateme." | shook my head. "What ahorrible



lifeyou hed!™

"Oh, nay! It was pleasant, with many causes for joy-until these
last Sx years. | grew restive at never being able to roam the town or
frolic through thefidds, as| saw others doing from afar-but my home
was pacious and comdly, and | thrived in my father'slove.”

Her gaze strayed, then turned brooding. "Until it soured.”

Or until she discovered hisred intentions. | wondered if held
thought incest would score points with the queen. "What about the last
ax?

"l was aguest of the queen,” she said dowly, "though | could not
leave my chamber. It was pleasant enough, even luxurious-but it was
al theworld | saw.”

"Thenit'sacrimethat you should have had so little of life!
But at least you have Heaven waiting. Don't tarry here, whatever you
do-go on to your reward!"

"l cannot,” she said smply.

| stared. Then| said, "No! Not just my binding spell!”

‘Tis not that which holds meto Earth,” she said dowly, "though
it fends off sorrow and bringsregjoicing.”

| wanted a change of subject, quick. "What holds you here, then?'
"My body." Shemoved her handsin aimless seeking. "It has not
yet died; there remains some spark of lifewithinit. 1 canfed it, |
can senseit!”

"The queen has preserved her clay,” Frisson said softly.

"Of coursel” | remembered what Suettay had said when she cast
that fox-fire spell over Angelique's body-and it made perfect sense.

"She didn't succeed in sacrificing you thefirgt time, so she's
saving your body to try again!™

"But would not the soul need to be within the body, in order for
the queen to murder it?" Gilbert asked.

"Yeah, I'd say it would

-especidly if shewantsto make Angdique commit the sin of
degpair, so Hell can have someclamon her. Asitis, her soul's
gtill too pure for Satan to have any hold onit. Angdlique's goodness
doesn't protect her from physical force, of course, but it does make
her ghost immune. That was the wholeidea of thishorror show the
gueen just put on-the agony and terror were supposed to make her stop
believing in God and Heaven!"

"It would have done s0." Angedlique bowed her head. "I verged on
such despair; | had amost come to think that there was no God, or that
the queen wasright, and the Devil was stronger than the Creetor. It
was your words that restored my faith, if only for an ingtantbut in



thet ingtant, the knifefdl.”
"Glad | could do somegood,” | said lamely.

"But if she can cram your soul back into your body and torture you
again, it might work thistime."

"Nay." Shegazed directly into my eyes. "Y ou have restored my
faith; | shal never despair again.”

How about if | told her | didn't love her? That chilled me,
too-it meant | didn't dare be honest, which redlly rankled. But we
were

right. 1'd read enough medieva literature to know therules, if
not enough to make me sympathize with the spirit. "So she'sgoingto
be

trying to get your soul!"

The ghost paled-or, in her case, turned amost transparent. "Then
| must leaveyou! Or my presence will bring her down upon you!”

And she darted away. | jumped up to cal out to her to stay-but
she dammed into my unseen barrier and rebounded with acry.

"Sorry about that," | said quickly, "but we can't let you go
roamng off by yourself-sheld swalow you up in an instant, and you'd be
back in the torture chamber.”

"I must chanceit! | will not imperil you!™

| realized, with asinking heart, that | could redlly get to like
this

girl.

Fortunately, Gilbert spoke up, with quiet certainly. "Wewould
never forgive ourselves, lady/ if we abandoned amaiden in peril.
Indeed, it would weigh on our immorta souls.”

The ghost tilled in her frantic dashing.

"Y ou would not wish to send ustoward Hell, would you?" Frisson

asked.

The ghost seemed to droop. "Nay, | would not.”

"You see" | sad carefully, "you've becomeacrucid eementin
the future of this country. There seemsto be some sort of acampaign
kick out the queen and dl her ministers, and the evil going on, to
that they serve. Y ou were gpparently her trump card, her aceinthe
hole, her secret wesapon to give her more power to repel theinvaders
and the rebellious barons. Now that your sacrifice failed, the Devil
and the lordswill al drop her as having become too weak-too weak to
be of any useto the Devil, too week to defest her baronsif they
rebel. That meansthat al the nobleswill be jockeying for power,
each onetrying to proveto the Devil which of themismost evil and
most ruthless, so that the Prince of Bullieswill choose himto be
the



next king."

Angdique's ghost began to grow brighter, then dimmer, then
brighter again, throbbing with anxiety. "But | am only apoor, smple
maid of the common folk!"

"Maybe that'swhy you're so important,” | said softly. "Redlly
good people are hard to find, in any age.” | should know; I'd been
looking

for agood woman for years.

"But you must not endanger yourselvesfor my sakel” shewailed.

"We're dready nicely endangered, thank you," | told her. "Why
do

you think the queen brought you to us? No, I'd aready made
trouble for her before you came.”

Angdlique stared, wide-eyed. "Wherefore? Tisfolly of the worst
sort to antagonize her with no cause!™

"Shewantsmeto leave, if | won't serve her cause,” | grated,

"and to me, that's reason enough to go back in. I'm not about to
knuckle under to authority, unlessit has won my respect and
confidence. 1'm going to do what | think is right, no matter what the
rulessay! And something tells methat trying to get your body away
from the queen, and back to you, isright!"

Suddenly the chill within me stabbed al the way to my vitas,
accompanying asudden total sense of the rightness of what | had said.

With asinking heart, | wondered if | had played into the hands of
somebody else-the angels. Especialy mine.

"| shall accompany you, then," Angelique said dowly, "for there
ismeritin what you say, and | perceive tha you are agood man."

But the way she was|ooking at me said more, much more, and | went
into panic. "No, I'mnot! I'm asour old cynic who's bitter about
human naturein general and women in particular! | think religion was
invented by priestsfor their own sdlf-interest, and | scornitsrules!

I'm an agnostic and a secular humanist, and by the standards of this
universe, I'm thoroughly despicablel”

| ran out of gas and stood glaring around at them al, panting.
Angdique shrank back, but not much, and just hovered there, staring at
me out of those huge, worshipful eyes. Frisson and Gilbert exchanged
judiciouslooks, lips pursed, and findly nodded.

Gruesome, of course, just sat blandly by the fire, looking vaguely
interested. Why should he care?

Right.

"And what are you two snickering about?' | growled at Gilbert and
Frisson.

"That you lack faith may be true, Master Saul," Gilbert said
dowly, "but we have seen your works."

| frowned. "My works?'

"Y ou do not have it within you to turn away from asoul in need,”
Frisson explained.



| glared at him, but what could | say? It'smy biggest failing.
It gets me taken for achump, time and again. Emotiona leecheslatch
onto me like pigletsto asow, and | let them take and take and take
beforel finaly get mad enough to tell them to bug off. I'm asucker
for ahard-luck story and agloomy face.

Gilbert ddivered thefina verdict. "Y ou are agood man, and we
will follow you to the death.”

The chill hit again, and | snapped up apalm likeastop sSgn.

"Now, wait aminute. Who eected me leader?’

"Why," Frisson said, "who e se has the dightest ideaasto what
we should do, or where we should go?'

It was agood question. But | sure asheck didn't.

| was dtill trying to figureit out as | rolled up in my cloak, to
try to eke out alittle deep from what was | eft of the night. But
Angdiquewasright in my line of Sght-deliberately, | was sure, the
way shewas gazing fondly at my battered, hairy face-and just knowing
she was there played hob with my concentration. Every few minutes, |
found mysdlf opening my eyesjudt alittle, to drink in the sight of
al that lush feminine beatty, that lovely face, those wondrous curves
that showed as hints through her long, gauzy gown every time she moved
alittle, and even when shedidn't. | might not have beeninlovewith
her, but | sure got acharge out of looking.

Unfortunately, she seemed to have the same problem with me; every
time | peeked, she was till gazing adoringly a me.

Suddenly, it hit mewith ashock, and | went rigid, fighting to
keep my eyesshut. That blasted binding song had worked both ways!
I
wasjust as much subject to it asshewas! Likeit or not, redlity
oril

luson, | wasin lovel

My mind redled, trying to adjust to the facts, trying to
understand romantic love as a magicd spell-not just the product of a
spdll, but the spdll itself. My mind went over and over that ideg,
around and around it like asquirrdl in acage, until ingght struck
again, and | redlized what the literature had ways said love
was-magic.

| rdlaxed, just alittle. Of course, I'd been hearing that since
| was akid, from every adventure novel with aloveinterest, and half
the popular songs on the radio.

Nonetheless, the redlity was something of a shock.

On the other hand, I'd come to believe some time before that love
was nothing but anillusion. | remembered that and got back some peace
of mind.

But not much.

We were up with the morning star for acold breakfast. | longed
for acup of coffee and was tempted to believe in magic long enough to
conjure some up-but | turned mulish at the last second. Sunlight

and morning had put me back into skeptical mode, and | was



discounting all the spells | had worked as being part of the
halucination. Besides, nobody e se there needed caffeine.

So we were off asthe sun rose, following our shadows down the
road to the west, not that | really expected to get very far. After
about an hour, though, we climbed to the top of aridge and stopped
short, seeing thetelltale shingled roof of an officid toll sation.

"I don't mind paying for the use of the road,” | said to Gilbert
and Frisson. "Wherethereésverse, thereésgold. But I'm not exactly
up for asession of arguing.”

"Thereisno avoiding it," Frisson told me, "and | have wandered
far enough to know. Evenwereweto dip into the high grassor the
woods to bypass the hut, the witch within would know of our presence by
her spdlls”

"Magicd border darm system,” | grunted, thinking of electric
eyesand radar. "Wdll, if we haveto brazen it out, we might aswell
doitwith style" Sol strode up to the doorway and knocked.

My friends stared, then ran after me frantically, but they skidded
to astop as| knocked a second time, their faces sinking asthey
redlized there was no help for it now.

But by the third knock, they were beginning to look puzzled.

"Nobody home," Gruesome grunted, disappointed; | think he'd been
hoping for aquick snack.

"A border gation, unmatched?' Gilbert stared. "Surely not!
Tisunthinkable! " "Then how comeyou just thought of it?" | turned
to Angdlique. "I hate to take advantage of your specia nature, but do
you suppose.... 7'

"Surely, Master Saul." Shewas only an outlinein sunlight, a
gossamer strand or two-but she drifted through the cabin door asif it
hadn't been there.

Wewaited. | tried my best to look impatient and annoyed.
Gruesome just looked hungry, and Frisson looked apprehensive. Gilbert,
though, stood like stone with his hand on his sword hilt.

Angelique dipped back out, scarcely more substantial than
birdsong. "Thereisno onewithin."

| stared. "No one?"

"None," she confirmed.

"But that cannot be!" Gilbert protested, and Frisson seconded
him.

"No witch who was stationed to guard aroad would dare leave her
post while shelived, mademoisdle"

Wefdl slent a that, exchanging glances. | put it into words.
"But if she's dead, wher€'s the body?*

"Therearesgnsof haste,"” Angdique said helpfully.

"Let mesee" | pushed at the door, but it was locked.

"Lemme." Gruesome hipped me aside-his shoulders were too
high-took the door by the handle, and yanked. Wood cracked and
splintered; the door cameloose, leather hingesflapping. Gruesome
grunted and tossed it aside.



"Uh-yes" | eyed the dismembered door and cleared my throat.

"Direct, aren't we? Wdll, let'shavealook." | wentin.

it wasn't in the world's best condition, that wastrue, but it
wasn't al that bad, either-sort of like somebody had stopped doing the
housekeeping a month ago; that rotten smdll must have been the dirty
dishesinthekitchen. At least, | assumed that was what the curtained
doorway in the back wall led to; this part of the house just had a
central fire pit under aholein theroof, shielded by alouver, and a
desk with a huge book beside an inkwell with aquill init. | stepped
closer and peered in; therewas il liquid in the pot, but you could
see the thick line above that showed it had evaporated. Therewasa
fine coating of dust on the book, not all that obvious unlessyou
looked; | guessed it had been aweek or so since it had been used.

| looked up at that curtain hanging across the doorway. Something
inside me balked and protested, wanting to leave well enough aone, but
curiogty drew meon. Had to be curiosity, right? Couldn't have

been anything else.

| pushed the curtain asde and looked in. The smell got alot
worse, and | wrinkled my nose. | couldn't pretend it was just rotting
food any more-it was the stench that goes with sickness, bad sickness.

Angdique had been right, though-there was no one there, certainly
not in the bed. it wasn't made, though, and the dishes were piled up
onthetable. Thiswaswherethetoll-witch lived-but where was she

now-?
| went back out, shaking my head. "You cdled it, Angelique.
No

one home."

Frisson clapped his hands with asmile of delight. "Most
excelent!

Let usgo on past!"

"Yesh," | said dowly, "let's"

But it nagged a& me, aswe went by thetollhouse. | didn't like
unsolved puzzlesand | liked even lessthe ideathat somebody might be
lying around sick, with nobody to take care of him. However, there

was every chance that the duty-witch had been taken in for an
overhaul, and that her replacement just hadn't arrived yet, so | pushed
my misgivings aside and followed Gilbert into the woods.

Then | heard the moan from the other side of thetrail. Chapter
Ten

it was hard to say whether that moan was of pain or terror-maybe
both. But | couldntignoreit. | stopped. That meant Frisson and
Gruesome had to stop, too, or bump into me-but they had stopped aready
and were frowning into the shadows under the leaves.

"What moves, Master Saul?" Frisson asked.

"Probably nothing," | answered. "From the sound, I'd say whatever
madeit istoo sick to do morethan lie there.”



Gilbert heard and looked back. He stopped, frowning. " "Tisnot
our affair, Master Saul.”

"Anybody hurtismy affair," | snapped. " 'Nomanisanidand.
| thought you were a Chrigtian, Gilbert.”

"l amindeed!" he cried, offended.

"Then remember the parable of the Good Samaritan.”

"The Samaritan," Frisson said nervoudy, "wasin no peril."

"He speaks wisdly, Master Saul.” Angelique's voice seemed to come
fromthinar. "There may be danger.”

"Can't let alittlething like that stop us" | stepped into the
shadows, pushing the branches aside with my quarterstaff-and just
incidentally keeping it near the guard position. "Let's see what
well

find. " Leavesrustled aswe moved in-then Angdique recoiled.
"Bvill”

| could smdll it, too-or maybeit wasjust the aromaof illness.
| reminded mysdlf that this massive halucination included aguardian
angel, and kept going.

The underbrush opened out, and there, hovering near a sheer rock
face, were two of the ugliest creatures | had ever seen, with multiple
fangs and tusks sticking out of their snouts, under baleful yellow eyes
st inred, leathery skin that turned into black asit stretched out
into bat wings. Their fingernailswere claws, and their feet were
cloven hooves. | froze; the mere sight of them struck fear through my
vitas-or maybe it wastheir sulfurous smell, or the auraof evil that
hung about them.

They were chuckling and gibbering, jabbing long-nailed fingers at
the poor bundle of rags and quivering flesh that huddled against the
rock face. | took adeep breath, reminding myself that they were just
hdlucinations

The deep breath was abad ideg, though; | caught awhiff of her
stench and was amost glad the demons, sulfur smell drowned it out-but
it was definitely the same asthe trace lingering in the back room of
thetall cabin.

She saw me and stretched out ahand in supplication. "Aid! Good
traveer,a !"

The devilsturned in instant suspicion, saw me, and dove for me,
howling.

Terror damn near immobilized me, but trained reflexes made me legp
asde and dam akick at the nearest one. | yelped; he was hard!

And hot; pain seared through my toes. My boot was charred.

The devil snarled and turned, gloating-but Gilbert legpt in front
of it, holding his sword up likeacrossand crying, "Avaunt! Leave
off, inthe name of the Christ! " They actualy hesitated, and | knew
with asick certainty that the only thing that protected Gilbert right
then was histotad, idiotic purity and the massiveness of his
unquestioning faith. 1f | had tried it, they'd have torn melimb from
limb.



Even Gruesome was cowering back, and Frisson was hiding behind
him-but Angdique's ghost drifted to Gilbert, glowing with righteous
indignation and purity. "Get thee hence, in the holy name!

Avaunt, and begone!"

Now the devils did cower back-but they didn't go. | figured
they'd work up their nerve eventualy-thiswastheir prey, after dl.

Which reminded me about the sick one.

| stepped over to the whimpering bundle. "What's the matter?'

A claw pulled the hood open enough so that two rheumy eyes blinked
out at me. "Oh, the pain!" She pressed one hand to her belly.

"It tears me gpart from within! | have cast spellsagaingt i,
but it eats through even that power! | die!”

The devils surged forward, cackling with glee.

"Avaunt!" Gilbert shoved his cross-hilt in their faces, and |
swear he didn't show the dightest trace of fear. Angelique glowed
with wrath behind him, and the devils bellowed with anger, but
retreated.

"They will takeme," the old woman whimpered. "They will haul

meto Hdl!"

Sympathetic fear wracked me, but | hung on to my composure and
said, "No they'renot! Not according to therules! All you haveto do
isrepent! | remember that, because it always seemed like such a chest
to me, that aman could live hiswhole life making other people
miserable and till go to Heaven if he just repented at the last
secend! " "With eonsin Purgatory,” the witch moaned, "but even as
thou sayest ... The tortures would end, someday The devils howled with
rage and sprang, vaulting around Gilbert and Angdiquein two jumps.
One of them dammed me back into t e dirt, and pain tore through me
where his huge hand pressed. His mongtrous face was an inch from mine
as hisjaws gaped wide, and terror jellied my insdes-but | heard the
old witch scream in horror,

and the sound galvanized me.

"Ange!" | cried. "I'mtrying to do your work now! It'sinyour
own interest! Get rid of these monsters!™

Thunder cracked, and searing light filled the little clearing.
"Even 0!" the angd's voice snapped, echoing al about me. "l am
entreated by amortal who seeksto do God'swork! Begone, loathsome
fiendd"

Thelight shrank in on itsdlf just enough to be an anthropoid
form, and glowing hands reached out to yank thetwo devilsaside. "
‘Tisthe power of God that flows through meto brand you! Get hence,
in

His name!
The two demons howled; the angd hurled them away, and they

ghrank, diminishing, until they were just two black dotsthat disap
peared with a double pop.



| stared, awed, and muttered, "Dedler winsal draws.”
The shining form waved ahand a me. "Let thy pain be gone!
Now

ad thewoman!"

And he disappeared. just like that.

Gilbert looked up a me, awed. "What manner of man are you,
Wizard, that even angelswill come when you cal?’

"A do-gooder busybody," | snapped. | wastoo busy being amazed to
be polite; the burning painin my chest wasgone. | took aquick peek
down insde my shirt and didn't see the dightest scar, just abright
pinknessin the shape of ahuge clawed hand. It was enough to give me
abad case of the shakes, until the poor lump of rags moaned.

| turned toit, trying to remember that this " poor thing" had
probably burned peasants and gloated at their pain, in her time, and
practiced the rest of the catalog of medieva minor witcheraft, such as
making cows go dry and women barren. But | couldn't resist trying to
help when shelooked so pitiful. "Apologize" | advised. ™Y ou know
you're going to die-but if you repent, the devils can't have you.

Maybe along, long time in Purgatory, as you sad, but not Hell."

"I dare not," the old woman whispered. "Thepainisheld at bay
only by the spdlls I've cast-and even with their aid, 'tisliketo
drive mefrom my senses”

"And if you repent, you lose your magic powers, so the pain will
rip you apart? But remember | tried to recall therules, asl'd
learned them from Dante. "If you suffer the agony patiently hereon
Earth for the few daysyou have left, it will take centuries off your
torturesin Purgatory.”

"| fear the pain too much,” she gasped in despair. "l amntoo far
sunk in cowardice!"

| bit back the urge to tell her she deserved what she was getting,
then-I'm sure it wouldn't have seemed that way to me, if 1'd been the
onethat wasin agony. | frowned; what to do? If she couldn't repent
because she wasin pain, but the only thing that made her want to
repent wasthat same pain ...

No, it wasn't. It wasfear of eterna pain, in Hell.

"If I can make the pain go away," | asked her, "would you il
want to repent?"

"Aye, assuredly!” shegasped. "Anything to save mefrom an
eternity of agoniesas|'vefelt now!"

"Probably worse," | reminded her. "Wadll, let's see what we can
do.

What kind of pain?'

"A gnawing, ahideous gnawing!" She pointed to her belly.
"Herd"

"Not aburning pain, likeahot cod?, "Nay! Tisasif
something did et me from theinsde, with terribly sharp teeth!”

Not appendicitis, | guessed-but it did sound like abdominal
cancer, and she was sure old enough.



| sat back on my hedls, frowning. How do you use magic to cure

cancer?

Then | remembered that "cancer” isLatin for "crab,” and that the
disease was named that way because it felt asif acrab were digging
you out indgde with its pincers.

So how do you fight an inside crab?

obvioudy, bring it outside.

"Gilbert," | called, "come over here with your sword.”

"Nay!" thewitch shrieked.

"Oh, it'snot for you," | said impatiently. "No mercy killing-I'm
not about to end your morta agony by sending you to everlasting
torture. " Gilbert came up, sword ready, frowning. "What moves,
wizard?'

"A crab," | told him. "I'm expecting agiant crab, or something
ery much likeit. If it showsup, sabit. Frisson?

v "Aye, Magter Saul." The poet edged up, trembling.

"Seeif you can't cook up aversefor killing shellfish. Okay,
folks"

| took a deep bresath, tried to ignore the gnawing in my own
middle, and reached out for the scrap of parchment Frisson handed me.
| read it, chanting,

"Get you gone up-channd With the sea crust on your plates, And
get out of that body With the burden of your freights!™

Nothing happened.
Frisson's face stretched so long | thought it was rubber. "I
have

faled!"

"No, | don't think it wasyou." Therulesagain. "She'sinthe
power of evil now, and our spells are based on goodness, so they can't
touch her." Except for spellsinducing remorse-1'd found that out with
Sobaka.

| wondered if | would haveto usethem again. "Woman! | cannot
cure you unlessyou repent! 'Y ou have to open your soul to God's race,
or al the good will in theworld can't touch you!™

Shewas still amoment, rigid. Then she convulsed around the
agony in her middle again, screaming and crying out, "I repent me!

Aiieg evenif | dieinagony, | will not suffer thusfor
eternity! | forsake Satan and dl hislies!”

Then she screamed, asthe king of al painsracked her body

again-asouvenir from her boss, no doubt. But the woman had
amazing grit; she held on, and when the spasm passed, she went right on
where sheld |ft off, though in ahusky whisper. "May God forgive my
sand | forswear my pact with the Devil!"

Then she screamed again.

| started chanting on the instant, repeating the verse:



"Come forth from saty bloodstream With your pain that crampsand
grates!

Get you gone up-channel With the sea crust on your plates, And get
out of that body

With the burden of your freightsl”

Thewitch gave onelast shriek ' then fell slent, panting
hoarsdly as, between Gilbert, Gruesome, ysdlf, and the huddied witch,
the air seemed to thicken, growing darker and darker. Then, all of a
sudden, it snapped into sharp, clear detail-and a crab three feet wide,
with yard-long claws afoot thick, was scuttling straight toward me,
itspincersaming for my throat.

| yelled and jumped back, just as Gilbert shouted, "For Saint
Moncaire and for right!" and legpt in, stabbing down. His sword
skewered right through the whole crab, pinning it to the forest
floor-and he had the sense to jump back. A high-pitched keening
pierced my ears, and | fell away, hands pressed over them. Gilbert was
staggering, too, fingersin his ears, while the crab scuttled,
thrashing about-until it pulled the sword free from the earth and came
draight at the squire.

With abellow that shook the trees, Gruesome legpt.

He [anded on the monster with both feet; its shell gavewith a
sckening crunch. Pincerswaved wildly, snaking back to snip at
Gruesome's feet-but he reached down, catching the clawsin huge hands,
and straightened up, wrenching them loose. The monster screamed-|
heard it even through my hands-then went limp.

The clearing was very quiet.

| looked around and saw Frisson, over at the base of atree trunk,
hislipsmoving slently.

| sat up, dazed, taking my hands away from my ears, but keeping
them close, just in case.

The only sound | heard was the roar of triumph as Gruesome jumped
up and down on the shell, then tore open the claw and thrust it toward
hismouth ...

"Gruesome, no!" | shouted.

Hisfangs clashed together but held back, asif hed just bitten
down on aspare auto fender. Then he held off on the claw, looking
down a meresentfully. "Hungry!"

"And you certainly deserve aten-course banquet,” | said quickly,
stumbling over to him. "I'll conjure one up for you, as soon aswere
done helping this poor old lady! But not that meat, Gruesome! Bad for
you! Shellfish hasparasites! Very bad! Especidly sncethe pieces
of thisone might pull themselves together insde you and start trying
to eat their way out!”

Gruesome stared at the claw asif held never seen it before.

‘Tiswell spoken,” Angelique said. "The monster weakened outside
ahost's body, and quickly-but would it not regain strength,



oncewithin? " Gruesome hurled the claw away with ahowl of

frugtration-but even ashe did, it wasfading, fading ... and was gone.

So was the huge plastron he was standing on, and dl thelittle legs,

and the other big claw. Gruesome stared down, dismayed; the lower edge
of hishuge lipless mouth quivered.

"Shdlfish never did stay with melong,” | Sghed. "Always hungry
againinan hour. Don't worry about it, big fellawell get you a
whole steer, in just afew minutes.”

"Thewitch," Gilbert said softly.

Something in histone reminded me that without the lash of pain,
our witch might not be feding so remorseful. Infact, therewasno
guarantee that she wouldn't go back on her repentance.

She was sitting up, staring down at her midriff wide-eyed,
pressing experimentally hereand there. " 'Tis'tisgone! | am wdll!
Nomorehurt! " ,i,d ill takeit easy for awhile, if | wereyou," |
said. "Just because we've got it licked for the time being, doesn't
mean it won't come back."

"Nay, it will not, for | saw it torn apart by your huge troll!
Amazing, most amazing! Who would have thought there was a crab within?
Who would have thought to have conjured it out to fight it with
Sed?'

"It faded away,” | reminded her. "it could reappear inside you-or
another onejudt likeit."

"Evenif it doesnot, | may find mysdlf beset by another illness,
right quickly.” The old woman looked up with tearsin her eyes.

"Alasl How comesit, good stranger, that you would help me, who
have been so crue to so many and torn the life from no few?

"l can't resst acdl for hep,” | said, with some self-disgust.

"I know that makes me a chump, but-" "Then a'chump’ must be amost
excdlent thing! Oh, I will Sing your praiseswherever | go!”

"Mayhap," Gilbert put in, "it would become you moreto sing God's
praises”

"Aye, indeed!" The witch sank down on her knees, clasped hands
upraised. "I repent meof dl my sing! | would that | could atone for
each and every wrong | have done! Dear Father, forgive me!™

Nothing happened, no thunderclap ... but alook of peace swept
over her face, and her eyeswidened in surprise. "Why ... isit thus?’

she whispered.

"The peace of God." Gilbert nodded. "Y et you must seek out a
priest, poor woman, as quickly asyou may, that your sns may be
ghriven. " "Evenso! That | shdl!" The ex-witch pushed hersdlf to
her feet, gathering the rags of her robes about her. "And | must go
quickly, for if the queen should discover my betrayd, | shdl die
quite quickly!"

"Andinagony," Gilbert nodded. "Thereforetarry not."

The old woman shrugged. "The agony matters naught; | deserve far
worse than ever she could wresk upon me, for al the wrongs I've done.
Nay, dmost would | welcomeit now, that it might ease my burden of
guilt. Yet | would not haveit for eternity, and thereforewill | go
hotfoot." Shewhirled to me, hands upraised in gratitude. "Oh,



stranger, | cannot thank you enough for your pity and aid! Y ou have
behaved as atrue Chrigtian, nay, asasaint would have! May you be
blessed forever!”

"Glad | could help,” | said, uncomfortably aware of everyone's
eyesonme. "Now go your way and try to help othersas|'ve helped
you."

"I shadl! Oh, | shdl! And shdl praiseyour name every night,
inmy prayersl Farewel!" She turned and hobbled into the woods, and
was gone from sight.

"Y ou have wrought well for God this day, Magter Saul," Gilbert
sad softly.

| shrugged impatiently. "1 did something good for ahuman being,
out of entirely sdlfish maotives™

"Sdfish?' Gilbert frowned. "How s0?"

"Because it made mefed goodinsde.” | raised my voice. "Hear
that, angdl? I'm grateful for your help-but | had it coming, because
what | wanted to do was also what you wanted done! I'm not on your
gde! But I'm not ontheir Sde either! Got that?"

But | felt astrange, vagrant wave of amusement that amost seemed
to blow through me like a breeze, and | had to turn away fast to escape
Frisson'slong and thoughtful gaze. "Come on, troops.

Wevedtill got along day's hiking ahead of us."

But we couldn't have been hiking down that trail for more than ten
minutes before the roadway exploded in front of us.

The explosion kicked up ageyser of dust, and there stood the
wicked queen hersdlf, shrieking pure venom, her rolls of fat shaking
withrage. "Vileinvader! Y our meddling has cost mefive minutes
agony, hot irons searing dl through my body! My master has punished
me shrewdly for letting another soul escape damnation-and has commanded
meto obliterate you and your friendd Yet fird, | shall seeyou
suffer as| have suffered!”

But it wasn't me she threw the first whammy at, it was Frisson,
gtiff-arming a gesture that twisted asit stabbed while she bellowed
something | couldn't understand.

Frisson screamed and fell, writhing.

| shouted, "For the unquiet heart and brain,

A usein measured languagelies,
The sad mechanic exercise, Like dull narcotics, numbing pain.”

Frisson relaxed with agroan of relief.
"Meddler!" Suettay yelled. "Rogue! Villain!" Yes, | did detect
anote of panic there, anote of fear.

Of me?

No, Of her master.

"Mendacious mendicant!" she screeched, then added some syllables
inthe Latinlike language, winding up to throw me down.

| took a deep breath for a counterspell, hoping I'd think of one



inthing pressed into my pam.

time-but on the inhaation, | felt some Looking down, startled, |
saw some chicken-track lines scrawled on a scrap of foolscap. The
misspellings were horrendous, but they were being viewed by a volunteer
tutor who had fought hisway through many a Freshman English paper, and
| managed to catch the gist of it at aglance. | called out,

,wicked old queen, come losses or gains, Hereisthe verseto
bring you fear:

Go hand, go foat, till naught remainsGone with the snows of
yesteryear!"

Suettay began to disappear, from the feet up. Shehowled in
frudgration, then lifted her armsto throw another whammy-but they
disappeared, too. She screamed in full rage, face darkening and as
ugly asl've ever seen, as her hips and abdomen faded. Then,
unfortunately, she remembered hersdf and screamed something in the Old
Tongue that made her arms regppear; they wove a quick, unseen symbol as
she screamed another verse, and all of her reappeared just asit had
gone, but much more quickly. Even as her nether parts were returning,
shewas winding up another verse that she belted out, handsrolling
over and over each other, and a six-foot dragon legpt from them to
chargeroaring at us.

Gilbert gave ashout of joy and legpt in front of al of us,
stabbing in low and jumping back. Ichor spurted from the dragon's
chest, and it bellowed in Sartled pain, swerving to pounce at
Gilbert-but the squire leapt aside and chopped horizontally, shearing
off abat wing.

The dragon screamed, whirling and lashing out; sted talons cut
through Gilbert'smail, and blood dicked themetal. The squire
clenched hisjaw and chopped again, aroundhouse swing that clipped the
beadst's head off its Snewy neck.

Weadll cheered.

But Suettay was chanting again, gesturing wildly, her volume
building toward a crescendo.

| gulped. "It'sgonnabeabig one.”

"Can you not hinder her?' Angdique pleaded.

"Frisson!" | snapped. "Any moreverses,"' The poet shook his
head, huge-eyed. "Naught but an old song comesto mind, Master Saul-a
child'shbit of nonsense.”

"Try it! Anything, right now!"

"Asyouwill." Frisson shrugged and started singing.

"As| went down to Darby town, "Twas on asummer's day,

Therel beheld the biggest ram That ever was fed on hay!
That ever wasfed on hay!

That ever was fed on hay!

When this ram began to bleat, Sir, The thunder, it did break!

When this ram began to walk, sir, The earth began to shake!™



A deep, dull, thrumming sound boomed through the air, and the
earth beneath us heaved and settled. Then the sound and the earth
tremor came again, and Suettay shrieked in anger and fear. | risked a
peek.
A wall of wool blocked out the sun a hundred yards distant,
supported on legs that would've shamed asequoia. | craned my neck
back; up, way up there, ahundred fifty feet up, floated a huge head
with magnificent, curled hornsthe size of ahighway cloverleaf-and
sure enough, there were eagles circling around them. "Must be nesting
Season.”

But Suettay was till shrieking. "What magic isthis, that I've
heard naught of ?*

"Ethnomusicology,” | called back.

But her attention was on the ram, and with good reason-it was
ambling toward us, and with legsthat size, ambling was high-speed.

"What hell-begot monster art thou,” Suettay cried, "that comes
thundering down on this poor rotted world!"

"Nay, spesk not of Hell!" Theram'svoicewasarumbleinthe
Earth'scrust. "I am begot of the core of the world, a child of magmal

What art thou, tedious gnat, that would wake Darby'sdeep?' The
ram advanced, the earth trembling in snewaves with hisfootfdls.

"For hewho'd waketheram must die, ere | can deep again!”

Frisson turned pale as milk. it wasbornein on methat | had
roused an dementdl.

"Nay, it washe!" Suettay shrieked, finger spearing toward
Frisson.

"Pounce on him, jelly him! For he 'tiswho waked you!"

"Isitthee?' Theram swerved afraction of adegree, glowering
down at Frisson. "Aye, for | seein thy face that only now dost thou
see the danger thou hast waked!"

Damn good eyesight, | noted; there was maybe three inches of
Frisson's head showing, from theram'sangle. But, the hell with the
risk-1 couldn't do anything cowering, and it was my asking that had
nudged Frisson to sing the song. | stepped forward, trying to ignore
the hollow fedling in my belly and the way my knees wanted to webble,
and claimed the respongbility. "it was| who badehim do it, so it
was | who waked you!" | felt adramatic surge coming on. "Beware,
mountain mutton! For | can day you forever with the breath of a song!

Hey, it sounded good, right?

"Dogt thou thresten me?"' the ram thundered in enraged disbelief.

| bellowed back at him, "Aye, | do threaten! Therefore beware,
anddo as| bidthee! Say thisfoul witch! " "Eh, would you dare?"
Suettay shrieked. "Heed him not, mighty ram, but turn to day him!
For know that |, too, can day you!" And her hands began to weave an
invisible net, while she chanted, "Earth, give bellow; fire, blast!

Vomit molten rock and ash!"

| didn't wait to hear any more. Queen or nat, if that witch was



going to befool enough to open up avolcano under the ram, it could
kill al of us. | grabbed Gilbert and Frisson and threw them to the
ground, yelling a Gruesome, "Duck! And after the boom is over, run
for your lifel " | was only glad Angdique had no body to hurt.

A flue opened, and ajet of ash shot out-but the ram stepped on
it. The earth shook alittle, and he set another foot down; the earth
quieted.

Suettay just stared. Then shelet out a screech that had some
gyllablesinit, amswindmilling madly. A sudden whirlwind kicked up
alot of dust and stray ash, then dispersed and settled-and she had
disappeared.

"Canwerisenow?' Frisson asked around amouthful of grass
blades.

"Uh-yeah! Sure" | stood up dowly, staring at the spot of
meadow where Suettay had been.

"Why-sheisgone!" Gilbert said, amazed, as he sood up again.

"Yet| remain!" the ram thundered, still quaking toward us.
"Once |l amwaked, | cannot deep again till my waker lies buried!”

"Wait aminute!" | barked. "Remember that spell | told you
about! " "Wherefore ought | chanceit?' The ram wasfifty yards off
now, and coming fast. "I shdl crush thee erethy lips can form the
wordg"

"I wasn't kidding." But | backed up asfast as| could. "I know
just the versefor the occasion.” But my blood ran cold; | was
bluffing.

Frisson stared at me, amazed. "How so, Master Saul? | know the
samevers!"

"Thensngit!" | yeled.

"Aye, do s0," the ram thundered, only a dozen yards off.

"| hate peoplewho call my bluff." Actudly, the versewas
"Didn't He Rambl€": herambled till the butchers cut him down." But

when it camedown toit, | just couldn't stand to see something as
majestic asthat sheep converted into amountain of ram chops-not if
there was achoice, anyway. So | passed the buck and hoped like fury
that Frisson hadn't been bluffing, too. "Frisson! Singit! Quick!"

The poet started chanting,

"Y ou who were waked from a century's deep, in aplace dark and
timeless, unfathomably deep, Return to the dumber from which you were
waked!

Return, and go quickly! Y our blood-thirst isdaked!"

It wasworking. Theram towered closer, only twenty feet away,
and hefilled the world-but his outlines were wavering, and the curls
of hiswool were blurring together.

He covered ten feet with each stride, though.

Somehow, Frisson kept it soft and [ulling.



"Sleep, for your great eyes do close!

Seep, asthe years and the centuries go!

Lulled in the magma that rocks you so dow, Seep where only the
All-Father knows!"

The ram was amountain, aMcKinley, an Everest-but it faded off
into the sunlight at the edges, and its body was growing trand ucent.

And it yawned.

| added my two cents worth.

"Golden dumberskissyour eyes, Smile while desping, never rise.
Sleep, mighty ram, and make no cry.
Rock him, rock him, [ullaby!"

Frisson and Gilbert joined mefor achorus: "Rock him, rock him,

lullaby!
The great hoof swung up for the last ten feet, growing thinner as

it came. it lifted high over my head. | held fast with every threed
of determination | had, franticaly singing, petrified, rooted to the
spot, staring up at the great dark circle that seemed to fill the sky.
It oised, then dowly came lower-but | could see the clouds through p
it quite clearly, it faded to barely an outline asit dropped down,
an
outline that encircled our heads

Andwas gone.

And avag, distant thunder echoed, fading away, half angry
bellow,

half yawn. it reverberated over the land for what seemed a
thousand miles, and was gone.

| let out avery long and very shaky bregth, then turned to
Frisson.

"Fantagtic job, Frisson!"

Hewas still gazing at the place where the ram had been. "It was,
wasit not? Twastruly my versesthat effected thigl"

"It surewas." | turned to Gilbert. "How bad isit?'

"Naught but ascratch.” Helooked very happy, eyes glowing with
pride. "I have dain adragon, Master Saul! A smal one, but adragon
natheless! | have actualy dain adragon!”

"You suredid, and we're your witnesses," | affirmed. ™Y ou didn't
hesitate for asecond. If that doesn't prove your worth, what could?”

| turned back to Frisson. "But whered you ever learn that word,
magma?

"Why, the ram himsdlf did say it," the poet answered, "did say he
wasa'child of Magma.' Who is she, Wizard?'

Chapter Eleven

The day passed without any further incidents, thank Heaven, and we
set up camp in anice, wide open river meadow. The most menacing



wildlifein sight was a convention of spiders, and | was getting used
to them. They seemed to be more and more abundant the farther we went
back into Allustria-sort of acomment on Suettay's housekeeping, |
supposed. Infact, there was aweb on every bush around the campsite,
flickering with the reflections of our firdight. Therewerecircular
webs, triangular, strands of gossamer between branchesevery sort any
arachnid architect ever thought of trying. Their buildersran the
gamut, too, from humble little brown things, up through the
medium-sized spotted ones, to the huge, wide-as-a-quarter specimens
like the one that had gotten meinto thismessin thefirst place. |
glowered at them with transferred resentment, but | couldn't reglly
blame them for what one of their mates had done. On the other hand, |
didn't haveto let them insgde my guarding circle, ether.

| suddenly redlized that | was beginning to regard them as good
company and decided | had definitely been here too long.

Not that | could do much about it. If thiswasan LSD trip, it
wasn't wearing off-besides, | hadn't been dropping any lately-and if it
was adream, | couldn't figure out how to wake up. | had pretty much
decided to take the pragmatic gpproach to the whole problem of being in
aworld that couldn't exist. 1llusion, dream, hdlucination, or
atered gate of consciousness coming from my maybe being hit by acar
and lying in acomarit didn't matter; | was going to haveto

treet it asif it werereal. Magic might have been only another
part of thisdreamworld, but within the context of theilluson, it
worked, and it could hurt me just as badly asarevolver in my own
world. | wasgoingto havetotrest it asif it werered.

Not that | was going to have to work any magic myself, of course.

| didn't have to admit its existence that thoroughly-not aslong
as| had Frisson. Let him write up the spells, let him bethe
magician. Sowhat if | wasthe one who read them aoud? That was just
ord interpretation.

Hypocrite? Who, me? | was smply making an emotiond adjustment
necessary for psychologica survival.

| took first watch, snce didn't fed much like desping with
al that speculation going through my heed. 1t didn't keep buzzing
around very long, though, because Angdique was Sitting there,
undeeping, just outsde the range of thefirdight, her form glowing
inthe night, her eyesglowing a me. | smiled in return, then closed
my eyes, pretending to go to deep.

| couldn't, of course. My favorite fantasy had cometrue; a
beautiful young woman was head over hedsin love with me, and |
couldn't exactly be indifferent to that-couldn't just dismissit and
yawn, even if she wasn't anything more than a part of avery detailed
halucination-and even if shewasjust aghost. Of course, purelove
shouldn't care about bodies, but I'm afraid mine wasn't dl that pure.

It dso wasn't love. At least, | wasn'tin love with her-or o
wastrying to persuade mysdlf. Atleast, | knew it wasn't redl, just
the result of adip of the tongue, so to speak, arhyme snapped out
without due forethought, in a place where verse had afar more potent
effect than it had any right to. And | knew da- darn well that



Angelique wouldn't have been in love with meif | hadn't accidentally
come up with the wrong spell.

But what could | do? Tl her that to her face? | couldn't quite
summon that much cruelty-besides which, she probably knew aready, but
was il inlovewith me; knowing it wasjust the result of abinding
gpell didn't make any difference to theway shefdt. No, al | could
do wasto try to spare her the pain of a phony romance, by not letting
her know how | felt-but that was definitely becoming harder, with
Angdlique sitting there watching me adoringly, looking amost morta in
the darkness.

Then dl of asudden, she wasn't.

| mean, she was till watching me-but she was coming apart at the
seams. Then even the pieces were coming gpart, shredding into a

hundred tatters, and her eyes had glazed, no longer seeing, no
longer aware.

It didn't take much to figure out what was happening. | sat bolt
upright, cdling, "Angelique! Baby! Pull yoursdf together!" Thenl
snarled a mysdlf for losing my poise and forgetting to make it rhyme.
| racked my brainsfor anintegra verse, but dl | could come up with
wasavaiation on "Danny Boy": "But come ye back, dl bits of
ectoplasm!

Reintegrate, all shreds of lady fair!
Remain you here, in firdlight and shadow, one integrated whole,
with those who for you carel"

Okay, so it wasdoggerel. What do you expect, on the spur of the
moment? But it helped-alittle, at least. The tatters and shreds
stopped moving. They hung suspended in midair, so that it seemed asif
Angdique had just expanded to take in abit more volume. | racked my
brainsagain, trying to think of averse that stressed reintegration
and harmony of disparate e ements-but avoice behind me caled out,
"Oh, come back together, All bits of my bonny lass, Pull dl together,
rgoin and tether!

Bedl of one, in mind and in body!

Go not to pieces, go not so early!

Stay!
With those who carefor thee, Care for thee rarely!”

Wi, Frisson certainly had learned how to do odd thingsto rhymes
and meters-but it worked; the tatters that were Angelique began to pull
themselves back together.

Astonished, | whirled and saw Frisson Stting up in his blanket
roll, sorting frantically through the scraps of verse heldd been
scribbling since we pitched camp. | felt stunned-but | forced the
feeling down and turned back to the ropein my magica tug-of-war.

She waslooking alittle more solid than before-but even as|
watched, she was shredding again. Grasping at straws, | called,
"Tarry, rash |ady!



Am | not thy lord?"

No, | wasn't-and Angelique wasn't growing any firmer, either.
The bits and pieces of her ectoplasm were il drifting away
from

one another, their form only vagudly resembling awoman's now.
After dl, the couplet hadn't rhymed-but at least she held steady for a
minute

Long enough for Frisson to thrust another verseinto my hand, |
gaveit aquick glance, then read it doud:

"Thou art too long awaited, for Thy presence to be 'hated!
Tarry, lady-stay awhile, Till the sun returnsto smilel™

That bought us sometime, at least. Angelique's pieces began to
pull together remarkably quickly; shewas amost an integrated whole
again. Frissonredly didn't know hisown strength. She became so
wholethat | could see she had wakened from whatever longdistance
trance the enemy sorcerer had put her in; she was staring about her in
horror.

| preferred something without atime limit.

"Oh, mistress mine, Where are you roaming,’ Oh, stay and hearY our
truelove's coming, That can sing both high That can sng both high

| was stretching the truth a bit, but | was sure her true love was
coming sometime- just hoped sheld recognize him when he showed up.
But it had worked; her shape was almost complete again, as Frisson
found another scrap of parchment and held it out. | caught it up, gave
it aglance and frowned, but read it anyway:

"Oh, lady fair, never be so wroth Asto part the strong
friendships thou hast wrought, When the spoiler pulls, as now she doth,
Bear in mind the loydties thou wast taught, And stay to bind thyself
fasttoud!"

The verse worked with overdrive; Angelique's form pulled together
sofast | could have sworn I'd heard it click.

And wasjugt as quickly shredded again. The enemy sorcerer must
have been putting every ounce of his-or her-energy into that spdll.

| wasamazed. | actudly began to fed tensonintheair around
me, growing stronger and stronger, like strands of unseen force,

pulling
and low, and low."
tighter and tighter, and | wasthe fly caught intheweb. The

fleeting thought went through my mind, that this must have been what an
electromagnet felt like as you boosted the voltage-and | began to fedl



an intangible pushing, too, asif another field of force wasfighting
a my own. Wasthishow an dectron fdt, insgde atransstor?
Thewebs of magica forceintensfied around me; | felt the
unbearable tensgon of another magic fied repelling my own, trying to
pull Angdique apart. My mind reded; | fdt asif it were being
dretched thin between two enormous engines, each pulling away from the
other with enough force to bend an I-beam-and, in panic, | felt that
Angdlique's ghost must be annihilated even if its semblance stayed with
Gilbert and Frisson, destroyed by the sheer stress of being stretched
between two such huge forces.
In desperation, | bellowed the first verse that came into my
mind:

"What can atired heart say, Which the wise of the world have made
dumb?
Saveto thelonely dreams of achild, 'Return again, come!'

Angdiquestatters began to pull together one more time, becoming
more and moreintegral. Before | could even think about the
implications, Frisson thrust another scrap of verseinto my hand, and |
cdled it out without even stopping to think:

"Begone, dull tearing of thefair!

Away, false render of the purel

Abductor vile, By thine own bile, Be stunned, and fade, And loose
themad"

Something snapped all about us, something we couldn't heer,
something that dammed usal to the ground with itsrecoil. Dazed, |
scrambled to my feet, but the tension was gone, the two vast magical
fiddsdispdled, and Angelique was whipping up, arrowing straight
toward meto bury her facein my doublet-and into my chest-armswinding
about mein adesperate effort to cling, sobbing in terror and fear.

Automaticaly, | folded my arms about her, trying to hold them
just outside her form while | murmured soothing sounds, but | was

really too shaken to appreciate the contact; | felt some
interesting prickling, but thrust it out of my mind. | looked up over
her trand ucent head at Frisson and gasped, " Thanks."

Frisson only nodded, though with shining eyes. Thelook on his
face gave me achill, but Angeligue was beginning to gasp out
gyllables. | turned my attention back to her. "Y ou're safe now," |
assured her with more confidencethan | felt. "It'sgone.”

"Aye" she gasped, "yet it was o evil! | fed soiled by its
touch, what€'erit was-it was so vile!™

"ltwas" | muttered. "Themagicinthisland isof the most
depraved sort, dl right. Over Angdique's head, | saw Gilbert
gtanding in front of Gruesome, looking a me with outrage. Because he
hadn't been able to get in on the fighting, no doubt. | asked, "What
sorcerer was that we fought?

"It could have been none other than Queen Suettay hersalf,”



Frisson assured me. "Without doubt, she was humiliated by the lady's
escgpe, and again by your countering of her spdlls”

"Yes" | nodded. "Since she planned on adding Angediqueto her
routine of ectoplasmic daves-it doesreflect on her, having Angelique
saved at the last stab.”

"Andto lose dl therest of them to Heaven, too,” Gilbert assured
me. "It lowersthe esteem in which her barons hold her-lowersit
drastically; and several may dare to take arms againgt her, attempting
to saeize the throne for themsalves. We weaken her by protecting the
maiden, Wizard Saul.”

"And thereby make it vital for Suettay to recover her," |
inferred.

"She hasto save face, or risk arebellion. 11

"A nicelittle uprisng would rather help us" Frisson noted.

"So the queen must day you, to prevent that revalt,” Gilbert
summearized.

Angdlique looked up, horrified, then stepped away from me, hands
warding meoff. "Nay, | must leave you, then-for by protecting me, you
have made yoursdf a marked man!"

| felt my stomach sink, but managed to answer gamely, "Dontt let
it worry you-I've been amarked man for awhilenow.” To keep mysdlf
from wondering how much I'd meant by that, | turned back to Frisson and
sad, "l redly agppreciate your help."

"l did aid, then?" Frisson asked, eyesglowing. "I truly did
ad?"Oh, yes" | assured him. "You aided fantadticaly.” Buit |
sad it with afeding of awe verging on fear, and couldn't help
wondering if Frisson should be classfied as a secret weapon.

Apparently so, from the look on hisface. Hiseyeswerelit with
joy, and hiswhole emaciated countenance was suffused with the look of
aman yanked back from the grave. "I think," Frisson said, "that |
have found my metier."

| knew we weren't going to get off that lightly-Suettay may have
lost the skirmish, but she was bound to come back for the rest of the
battle. After al, we hadn't eradicated her, just sent her away from
us, presumably back to her castle-and once on her own territory, she'd
be able to start plotting again. She didn't strike me asthekind of
person who would give up. Considering that she had sold her soul and
promised her boss a sacrifice, she couldn't give up, or sheédend up in
Héllfire, permanently. Extremey permanently.

It made me uneasy, wondering what deviltry she was going to hit me
with next. After al, she knew my weak point-I glanced over at my weak
point, but she was only aheat shimmer in the sunlight.

That wouldn't keep Suettay from being able to find her, though. |
resolved to keep an eye on Angelique, evenif | couldn't see her.

About midafternoon, we cameto avillage that definitely looked as
if it had seen better days. The thatches on the cottages were ragged
and moldering; patches of daub were missng on thewals, letting the
wattle show through. There was garbage in the dtreets, asif the
people were too tired to take it asfar asthe garden patchesto dig



under for compost. The people themselves were ragged and gaunt,
walking with a shuffling gait, hunched over, asif theweight of the
world were on their shoulders. They darted us quick, suspicious looks
out of narrowed eyes, and as quickly looked away, speeding up to get
away fromus. Within five minutes, we were waking down a street that
showed not asingle sign of life; there wasn't even adog or apig to
go snuffling among the garbage.

Too bad; | would have bought it for roasting. Thepig, that is,
not thedog. | wasthat hungry, and | shuddered to think how Gruesome
must have been fedling. But | noticed alarger-than-average hut with a
pole sticking out above the door, and from the pole hung a bunch of
broom corn-dry enough to use for sweeping, but ill a™ uswhich meant
the place was atavern.

"Let'sseeif they have anythingto eat.” | angled toward the
house,

"If they do, | am not sure | would careto dine uponit.” Frisson
gavethe dried broom ajaundiced eye.

But Gruesome perked up and rumbled, "Food!" so Frisson decided it
would be agood idea, after al. At least, they followed mein, and

s0 did Gilbert. Angdique'sform brightened as she cameinto the
gloom of the hut, but she disappeared ingantly, leaving behind only a
murmured, "I must not dright the landlord.”

We sat down at atable. It wasquiet asatomb. | waited
restlessly, watching Gilbert fidget and Gruesome drooal, until my
impatience got the best of me. Findly, I cried out, "Ho! Landlord!"

A formerly portly individua-at least | assumed he must have been
fat once, because his apron was wrapped completely around him, and the
strings were cinched three times-came out, frowning. "What the devil
do ye Then he saw Gruesome, and blanched.

Thetroll rumbled, "Foooood!"

"But-but thereisno food!" the tavernkeeper sammered. "At the
leadt, thereislittle enough so that only my wife and hairns may dine,
and that poorly. All ese hasbeen taken by the queen's bailiff!"

| sat rigid for amoment, then forced myself to relax and said,

"That sounds like pretty high taxes."

"Tax' Thereisno question of tax-tisaquestion of what the
queen will let uskeep! Tissmply that the crown takes dl but the
smallest quantity that will keep usaliveto raise another crop! Every
year they have taken more, and it has been two years since | had hops
enough to brew my ae! Weliveby asmal patch of garden, my wife and
I, and poorly at that, for three-fifths of it goes to the queen, and on
two-fifths must we dinel”

| felt instantly sorry for the guy, but Gruesome had started
growling, and Gilbert was standing up, loosening hissword in his
scabbard and saying, "If that be so, 'tismy duty asasquireto-" just
then, the door crashed down.

Y es, down, not open-and half adozen men in steel caps and leather
jerkins burst in, waving halberds and shouting, "Out! Out, one and
al! into thesquarewithyou dl! 11



"What!" one shouted, seeing Gilbert's hand on hissword. "Would
you drike 'gaingt the men of the queen'sbailiff? Nay, Beiner, day
him!

Gruesome bellowed, surging to hisfeet.

The soldiers stared for about one second. Then they dammed back
against one another, scrambling for the door.

"They are trangersl They burst in without asking leavel" The
innkeeper ran over to the soldiers sdefast. "I told them | have no
food to sdll, and they-" Hisfawning restored some measure of poiseto
thelead bully. He

grabbed the man and threw him back to his mates, snarling, "Aye,
like enough! We have naught to do with travel ers-we have been bidden
only to bring thetownsfolk! Out with you, now!" And he made a
hurried exit, leading his men out with the tavernkeeper in their
midst-and Frisson and meright behind him.

in the middle of the press of bodies, Frisson hissed, "Master
Saul, why have we come with the soldiers?”

"Because I'm curious,” | hissed back. "But they might spot me for
aringer, because of my clothes. if they chase me out, you stick with
it and come back and tell me what's going on.

"If I can,” Frisson muttered, glancing about him fearfully.

That struck me asamusing. Frisson was probably the most
dangerous man there, but he was scared! Somehow, though, | managed to
restrain my boundless mirth.

The soldiers herded us out into the village square, dong with a
hundred other souls of both sexesand al ages. Another dozen soldiers
were drawn up there around aroaring fire, and in front of them
grutted alittle, stocky man in along black robe embroidered with
adtrological symbols. He grinned asthe villagers were herded up, as
if savoring thesight. When they were all there, he snapped, "Y ou have
not paid your taxes!"

A moan of dread swept through the crowd-but the tavernkeeper
stepped forward. "Nay, Bailiff Klout-we have paid, we have dl paid!

" "Y ou know that we have!l" an old woman wailed. "Why, you were young
among us, yoursdf-" "Aye, and the most despised and shamed of any!"
Klout snapped back, eyes glittering. "Fools! Y ou could not see my

inner greainess!

But the shire reeve did, and has given you al into my power!"

"And every year you have made our taxes higher!" awoman groaned.

"The queen isnever satisfied,” Klout retorted. "Y es, you have
paid your taxes for each person, each household-but you have not paid
the tax for your village!"

"A tax for thevillage!" A man with along white beard stepped
forward. "Never havel heard of such athing!"

"You hear of it now! The shire reeve has given meleaveto teke
asmuch fromyou as| will, the better to serve the queen.. . ."

"Hekegpsasharefor himsalf, right?" | hissed to Frisson.

"It isthe custom,” Frisson acknowledged.

and | have deemed it fit to levy atax for thevillageasa



whole, due to the shire reeve and the queen! Ten pieces of gold!
Pay!

Pay now what you owe!"

"But we have no more money!" awoman wailed. "All our coinsyou
took long ago!"

Then | will take cattle or pigs, grain or fruit! But you will
pay, you will pay, or | will burn thisvillage down!™

The people gasped with horror.

Klout surveyed them, gloating. ™Y ou laughed at mewhen | wasa
smdl, clumsy runt of achild! Thereisnot awoman of my own age who
did not mock mefor an ugly gnome when | wasayouth! Well, mock now!
Laugh now! For by the queen, | surdly shall!”

A low moan rose and swelled among the villagers.

| could sympathize with Klout, but only just so far. Revengel
could understand, but this was way too much.

"No coin?' Klout cried. "Why, then, burn!" And he gestured to
his men, who yanked torches from the bonfire and whirled them around
their heads, setting the flamesto roaring.

But another roar answered them-Gruesome, waddling out of the
tavern, and beside him strode Gilbert, bright sword drawn.

Klout recoiled. "What monster isthat!"

"Just afriend of mine." | stepped forward. "We'real from out
of town, you see."

Klout swung around, staring at mewildly. "You! Who areyou?’

"Just travelers. | worked at being way too casud abot it.

"Stopped at the tavern for lunch, but it seems they've gone out of
busness-nofoodto sal. Sol got interested in the Situation. Think
I'd like to check on the details.”

"The queen has sent you!" Klout cried.

"l never said any such thing!" But | wasn't about to stop him if
he wanted to believeit. "I would like to see your books."

"Books?' Klout turned ashen, and amurmur of gratification went
through the crowd.

"Y our ledgers, your accounts! So we can al see whether or not
the village has paid the tax due!’ Come on, trot them out!"

"Y ou have no authority to demand this" Klout said.

Gruesome stepped up beside me, grumbling with his mouth and
rumbling in his someach.

"Just an interested bystander,” | agreed. "Cdll meavisting
magician, asking for aprofessond courtesy.”

Klout took another glance at Gruesome and didn't seem disposed

to dispute my clam. Heonly turned alighter shade of ashen and
snapped to one of the soldiers, "The ledger!”



"Cook the books!" | whispered at Frisson.

He dared at me asif I'd gone crazy. "What, Master Saul ?*
"Give me averse to make his accounts show he'slying! Quick!™

Frisson formed an O with hislipsand turned away, pulling out his
charcoa pencil and ascrap of parchment.

The soldiers were collecting their nerves and themsdlves, pulling
together into aknot in front of Gruesome, who grinned and licked his
chops. The soldiersfaltered, and the ones standing guard at the back
and sdes of the crowd began to pull together into clumps. T at left
some unguarded peasants, who began to sneak away between the

huts.

The soldier brought the book from a saddiebag and set it in
Klout'shands. He opened it and held it out beforeme. "There! You
shdl see every penny that each of these villagers has paid, and shdl
see that each has rendered no more than the levy set for him!™

Beside me, Frisson was muttering.

| paged backward, frowning. "Where doesyour tenurein this
officebegin?

"On page thirty-one," he said.

| found it, and saw the change of handwriting-but | also saw the
handwriting change. Nothing obvious, just afew Roman numerds
transforming, two Is close together turning into V's, two Vs merging
into an X, and so on.

Now, I'm not exactly skilled at Roman numerals, so it took me
awhileto puzzleit out. It certainly turned out to be cumbersome-|
had never redlized what ablessing the Arabs had given uswhen they
invented the zero, and the decima system that went withiit.
Doubleentry bookkeeping would have helped, too-thiswas just alist of
figures, and | began to appreciate the layout of the checkbook | never
kept up.

| took my time turning the pages, checking out dl three of the
years Klout had been in office, and he began to get nervous-| could
tell by hisfidgeting, while the crowd eroded at the edges. Findly,
he snapped, "Will you study it al day?"

"No," | said. "I'muptodate. Each person inthevillage has
paid more than he owed, by anywhere from one penny to ten-and the extra
more than covers the town tax."

He stared, then whipped the book around and started doing his

sums. Hiseyes grew wider and wider as he paged backward through
the book, growing more and more frantic.

"Infact,” | said, "it looksasif you owethe village some

"Witcheraft!" he bawled, and hurled the book away from him, "Liar
and thief! | know what | wrote therel”

| was sure he did-aways less than the person had redly paid. |



looked up at Frisson. ™Y ou saw the figures?
"Wdl enough,” Frisson agreed nervoudly.

"Do those figures show anything more than any of the peasants
redly pad?'

"Not apenny," he assured me, and he sounded much more certain
about it.

"Twasthe foulest of magicd" Klout wasturning hystericd.
"Viletwigting of ink stainsand marks! 'Y ou cannot come from the
queen, or you would not seek to make taxes less!

Any peasants who hadn't taken to the tall timber were tiptoeing
away now. The soldierslet them go, gripping their weaponstightly and
edging around to surround Gruesome, with Gilbert, Frisson, and me
around him.

"Smitethem!" Klout pointed at us. "The queen shall not shield
them, but my magic shdl shield you!"

| pulled out my sheaf of Frisson's verses.

The soldiers roared with delight and pounced.

Gilbert knocked aside a sword and sheared through the leather
jerkin behind it in one blow. The soldier screamed and fell back, as
Gruesome reached over the squire's head and picked up another soldier
in each hand. They screamed and struck at him with their halberds, but
he only laughed asthe stedl glanced off hishide. Then he squeezed,
and the men screamed even louder. Gruesome threw them away and reached
for two more.

Klout shouted something in the Old Tongue, pointing at Gruesome
with both forefingers. Gruesomefroze. So did Gilbert, in
midswing-for asplit second.

just long enough for meto yell out, "The sun beat down upon us,

And we gasped for cooler air,
But the sunrays meted dl theice That held usfrozen there!™

The soldiersroared with vindictive rage and swung, but Gilbert
camedive again, parrying two cuts with one swing, then chopping

back to shear through two halberd handles. Gruesome came dive,
snatching up soldiers and hurling them, Their mates yelped and lespt
back.

Klout turned purple. He pointed at me and screamed,

"Asalying embezzler, | hearby indict you!

Let dl of these numbersrise up and bite you!"

They did. They redly did.

Likeafool, | was holding the book again, open-and | saw the
Roman numeras pry themselves off the page. That was enough; | threw
it away with ashout, but the Xsand Vs were arrowing through the air
to stab at me, and the Ls and Cswere growing diminutive jaws and
biting. Sharp little pains shot through my skin, none morethan dl



over my face, my arms, amild nuisance by itsef-but they were and my
hands! | had never been so glad that | wore denim and boots!

| flailed at them, trying to swat them, and shouted, " Frisson!
Takeover! Don't worry about me, just knock out the soldiers!”

Frisson stared, taken aback, then shook himself and yanked the
sheaf of poems out of my pocket.

Fortunately, Gruesome and Gilbert were keeping the troops too busy
for them to take advantage of my being out of the action. Thetroll
gathered up two more soldiersin each hand, knocked their heads
together, and threw them at the five who were charging him.

They went down in atangle of stedl and limbs, and Gruesome waded
in, stony talons stabbing.

Klout wasn't idle, though. He was making mystic passes and
chanting in the Old Tongue.

Frisson flipped frantically through the sheaf of poems, found the
one hewanted, and chanted.

"L etters and numbers are toys for the playing,

Ableto hurt only when saying The vituperative injuries formed by
aman'smind.

Freed now from that bondage, numbers assigned For forays of truth,
wound the men of deception!

Stab them and bite them, in justice's reception!™

The numbersfrozein midair, then turned and arrowed toward Klout
and hissoldiers.

"Hee!" thelead soldier bellowed, and suddenly the remaining
soldierswere scrambling to their feet and running in panic.

Gruesome yodeed with joy and ran after them.

They looked back, saw him, yelped, and ran faster. They pulled
away-they were much quicker than he was-but he kept it up for awhile,
having fun, shouting and blubbering and chortling like awhole chorus
of haunts.

Klout leapt on amule and dashed away down theroad. But at the
village limit, hereined in, turned back, and faced me, weaving
complicated symbolsin the ar while he chanted something
inarticulate.

Frisson took the next verse from the stack and called out, "Mule,
you have labored right, Therefore of deep you have great need, So
vanish ingantly from sight, And rest you from your worthy deed!"

The mule disappeared, and Klout dammed down, hard, on his
tailbone. Hisverse broke off into ayell of agony-and the numbers
caught up with him. Helegpt to hisfeet with ahowl, thenran
hobbling away, hand pressed over histailbone. The numeras shot after
him, buzzing like mosquitoes, catching up with him, and awvay he went,
surrounded by acloud of thefigures of hisown deception, blesting in
pain until his shouts faded away.

All of asudden, the village was awfully quiet.

Then yells of joy burst out al around us, and the peasants came



charging out to hoist Frisson, me, and Gilbert up on their shoulders.

They paraded us all around the square, Singing our praisesin
termsthat would have made Roland and Arthur blush.

"Did | dowel, then?" Frisson called anxioudy to mefrom his
Seet on the neighboring pair of shoulders.

"What do you think they're praisng you for?" | shouted. "You
did great! And thanks, Frisson-for saving my hide! What'sleft of it,
anyway'! " Hetook the hint and got busy crafting averse that would
get rid of my integer rash.

The peasants had just about gotten the celebrating out of their
systems by the time Gruesome came waddling back, grinning, whereupon
they put us down, backed away, and got down to the serious business of
trying to find something for thetroll to est.

They fed us, too, asit turned out-with their usua peasant
shrewdness, they had managed to sdt away afew staples that not even
Klout and his soldiers had found. Asdarknessfell, full and replete,
Frissonand | rolled up in our blankets with Gruesome aready a snoring
hill and Gilbert standing watch.

0&0

They fed us again in the morning, and we were hard put to refuse
any of it. We managed to set off without being totally foundered, but
the only one who had redlly avoided overstuffing was Angelique, and |
could have sworn that, if they'd been able to see her clearly, they

would have found away.

our breskfast was beginning to settle, and we were beginning to
pick up speed, when we cameto the circle. Theroad met another at
right angles, but instead of the two crossing at your average
plussign-shaped intersection, they al ended in aring-shaped track,
for al theworld like atraffic circle. | stopped, frowning.
"Awfully advanced traffic engineering, for aone-horsepower culture.
How comethey don't just let the two roads intersect?"

"Because," said Frisson, "that would make across, like to that on
which our Savior was hanged.”

| seemed to fed the air thicken at the mere mention of words that
were forbidden here, but | did my best to ignoreit.

"It was acrossroadsonce.” Gilbert pointed. "The newer grass,
growing where there once was besten earth, is some small part browner
thanthe old. Look closely, and you can ill seethe sacred

sgn.

The air seemed to thicken even more with foreboding. | looked
closdly, and sure enough, | could just barely make out where the old
intersection had been. "Getting alittle fanatica, aren't they™ "l
assure you, it would have inhibited the power of the queen and her
henchmen,” Angdique's voice murmured, though | could

scarcely see her.
"Well, we do need to get acrossit, if we're going to keep going,”



| said. "Let'sgo, folks." | stepped out onto the circle, turning to
ny

|eft.

just then, aman wearing black velvet with adull slver chain
rode out of thewoods and into thetraffic circle. Therewere adozen
armed men behind him, so | could just barely hear him shout,

"Hat!"

He shouldn't have bothered; I'd stopped dready and wasfeding in
my pocket for the sheaf of Frisson'slatest poems.

"Foal, turn!" the man in black barked. "Would you break the
queen'slaw by going withthesun,™ | sared a him. " 'With the
sun? What are you talking about?'

"He speaks of the direction in which you were walking, Master

Saul," Frisson said in alow voice.

The head honcho barked, "Go widdershind Against thesun! Thus
isit commanded of al who cometo aroad-circlel”

| stared a him for along moment, then shrugged and turned
around. "Okay, so I'll go from west to east-counterclockwise, if you
indg. Bigded!"

"Hold!" he shouted again. "I like not your manner of speech.”

"Well, you've got a pretty lousy accent yoursdf." | looked up,
frowning.

He narrowed his eyes and moved his horse closer, glaring down at
me. | sood my ground, beginning to fed mulish.

"Odd clothes, odd speech, insolent manner.” Helooked up a my
companions. "And accompanied by atroll." Back down at me. "You are
he who has been curing witches of their deadly ills, are you not?'

"Only two." | definitely did not like the way thiswas going,
especialy since his men were making alot of noiserattling their
sabers asthey drew them. "What'sthe big ded?"

"Know that | am the reeve of thisshire!"” the man snapped. "Word
has come to me that you bilked the queen of tax money yesterday, and
raised your hand againgt a bailiff into the bargain!”

"Self-defense,” | snapped, "and what's so bad about curing the
sSck? "

"Haveyou apermit for it?" hereturned.

| stared. "A permit saying | can cure people? What isthis, the
AMA? "

"The queen has ever banned the curing of awitch on her deathbed!



None who had her license to cure would ever dream of doing so!
Nay, and worse-you have encouraged them to repent, to break their bonds
with Satan!"

"Breaking bondage is definitely what | had in mind.”

His sword whipped out. ™Y ou had no right, nor license! 'Y ou shdll
cast aspdll thisinstant, revoking those cures you have worked-or you
shdl die”

Chapter Twelve

Gruesome rumbled, and the soldiers had to quiet their horses.
They started looking nervous.

| waved my group to be gtill and said to the reeve, "Can | see
your licensefor breathing?'

He dtared. "What license?

"For breathing,” | said, impatiently. "if you haveto havea
licenseto get well, you must have to have alicense to bresthe!
Hasn't the queen gotten around to informing you about it? Show me your
licensd!

"Thereisno such thing!" he snapped.

"Ah-ha, you don't haveit!" | waved an admonishing finger a him.

"Everybody who livesin this country lives at the queen's
pleasure, right? " "Wdll ... aye"Any heart that's besting, is besting
because the queen letsit bedt, right? " "Wdll ... aye, but "Then
anybody who's breathing is only breathing because the queen lets them!
Because the queen givesthem license! So wher€syour licenseto
bresthe?"

"l...I havenotany - - ."

"No licenseto breathe? And you trying to lay down the law!

Where do you get off telling me to stop curing people just because
| don't have alicense If you redly think that makes sense, then you
stop breathing-because you don't have alicense!”

That shut him up, and | thought he was just staring a me, until
hisfacegot red. Then| redlized, al of asudden, that his chest
wasn't moving.

"Master!" the soldiers cried, and started forward.

Gilbert drew his sword with an entirely unnecessary clatter, and
Gruesome growled loudly as he stepped up.

Thereevefdl off hishorse.

| legpt forward and caught him just asthe soldiers shouted. They
garted forward again, but hesitated, seeing him in my hands.

"Thisisridiculous!" | snapped. "Don't you know satire when you
hear it? Now stop thissillinessthisingtant, and start bresthing

agdn! "

He turned blue instead.



"Y ou don't have to obey the queen!” | shouted. "Besides, she
never said anybody had to have alicenseto breathe! | madeit up!™

Hisface grew darker, and | realized with a shock that it wasn't
just that he wouldn't breathe-he conldn't breathe. | had made the
argument sound too sensible, and he had something like a posthypnotic
command going that compelled him to obey the queen's will-or whatever
he even thought of as her will!

But that was impossible-hypnotism couldn't make people do
something they were dead set againgt, | knew that.

It followed that the reeve wasn't set against being dead.

It hit melike aton of bricks. She had linked a posthypnotic
command to hisdeath wish! "Frisson! Praiselifel”

The poet held up ascrap of paper in front of my eyes. | read it
aoud, and quickly.
"Y ou find yoursef in love with Degth,

Y et be assured, she

Isadamse most distressing, And confers no blessing.
Turn from her, and gain some longer breath!"

| remembered a Drayton couplet, and added it in:

"Now if thou wouldst, when al have given him over, From degth to
life,

thou might'st him yet recover.”

And, just so Tennyson wouldn't fedl left out-but | made afew
modifications

"Drink life To thelees, dl timesyou shal enjoy Grestly, as
you've suffered greetly, both with those Y oull find to love you, and
dong"

The reeve's body convulsed with ahuge, shuddering breath, and his
complexion lightened. | went amost aslimp ashedid.

"You ... you have saved me!" He looked up a me, staring, wide

eyed.

"Darnright | havel Another minute, and you would have been at
Hel'sdoor!" | suddenly redized animplication. "That'sright-being
acivil servant to a sorceress-queen, you must have sold your soul to

the Devil, too, didn't you?'

"Ayel Yet| have gazed at thefiery portal! 'Tisno children's
tale, but truth!" Helooked shaken, but even so, his eyes were
narrowing, and he was beginning to look a me asif estimating how much
torture | could take before dying. | decided the view of Hell hadn't



been enough for him. "Frisson, do you have aversefor
empathy-feding

what other people fed?

There was aquick riffle of papers behind me, and the reeve shook
himsdlf, glaring over my shoulder. "Isheyour scribe?!

"With his handwriting? Not achancel” | reached for the dip of
parchment Frisson was handing me-but the reeve started to chant in that
confounded ancient language, S0 | snapped out a Shakespeare verse that
had been tugging a& my memory:

"My conscience hath athousand severa tongues, And every tongue
bringsin aseverd tde, And every tde condemns mefor avillan.

All severd gns, al used in each degree, Throng to the bar,
crying dl, 'Guilty! Guilty! Ohno! | rather hate mysdf, For
hateful deeds committed by mysdf!”

Thereevefroze in midsyllable, astricken look on hisface.
Sofar, so good. | held up Frisson's verse and read it.

"Thereisno creature but | should love, And dl that | have
wronged, should fed my pity.

For hateful deedsthat | have done to others Should each and dll
be visited upon my heart, That | mysdlf should fed the pain That |
have doneto otherdl"

The gathering mdicein the reeve'sface suddenly disspated. His
eyeswidened, then turned into pools of misery. He bent over, asif
therewereapaninsgdehim. "Aiiee! What have you done! | remember
every cruelty I'vewrought; | fed the pain of those I'veinjured!

How have you done thisthing to me!”

"By poetry,” | answered. "That's one of the thingsit's supposed
to do-make you aware of what someone dseisfeding.”

"l ache, | burn! Oh, how could I have done such vile thingd!
Curseyou for having given me aconscience! Never againshdl | be
ableto smitedown aninnocent!" A singlelargetear formed at the
insde corner of hiseye. "How can | ever make amendsfor those|
have

wronged?'
I

'Wdll," | said gently, Y ou could start by repenting.”

"l do, I do! | repent meof my sinsl Alasthe day that ever |
swore dlegiance to the Devil, and banished my conscience! Ah, | ken
not who to hate the more-he for having taken it, or you for having
givenit back!" Thereevegroaned. "Oh, whereisthereapriest? For
| must confessmy sins, | must be shriven!™

| gared at him along minute; then | said, "'l have anotion you
know better than | do-if there are any priests hiding out in your



shire, you've got astrong suspicion wherethey are. You just haven't
gotten around to hanging them yet-too many other thingsto do, like
whipping peasantsinto paying ancther tax.”

" '"Tiseven s0." He managed to get hisfeet under him and stood,
bracing himsdlf againgt hissaddle. "I shdl find such aone, | shall
confess! | must know that G ... that Go ... that | am forgiven by the
Most High!" But hisbody convulsed like awhiplash ashe said it, as
if the mere attempt to speak of something sacred had resulted in
intense pain. He set histeeth and pressed on in spite of it. "I
forswear my pact with Satan! | shdl turnto G ...to Go ... 11

"Keeptrying,” | urged, "Youll get it out eventualy.”

One of the soldiers screamed and charged his mount at the reeve,
his sword swinging.

Gruesome took two steps and picked them up, both horse and rider,
gave them a hard shake, and threw them away. The man struck his head
agangt astone and lay ill. The horse scrambled to itsfeet and
bolted.

The other soldiers backed away with amoan.
"| take it that was your second-in-command?’ | asked.

The reeve nodded. "He would have become reevein my place, if he
had smitten me down for treachery to the Devil and the queen.

Another will do so soon enough, | doubt not, but | shall have made
some amends for the harm I've done.”

| looked at his glossy black hair and realized it was no longer
glossy. Infact, | was definitely seeing agray hair or two. "Uh ...
if you don't mind my asking, how old areyou™ "Ninety-seven,” he
answered. "I have preserved life and youth by black magic-and ahhh!™
He dmogst screamed, back arching in pain.

\What | did to bring about that spell, the number of those| bled!

Nay, ‘tisonly justiceif dl my years come upon me now!"

They were doing just that-he was aging even as| watched. The
black magic that had kept him dive and rdatively youthful was gone,
now that he had rgjected his bargain with Satan, and his debt of years
was pressing to be paid.

"Find that priest,” | suggested, "and quickly, while you il

"l shal!" He scrambled back onto his horse and clutched at the
pomme grimly. To hismen, he said, " Get thee back to my castle, with
word that | shal never return! Say aso that even my witcheraft
succumbed to that of thisstranger! | bid thee repent, for the
hegemony of evil ispassng!”

Frisson, pale-faced, pressed another dip of parchment into my
hand. Surprised, | gaveit aquick once-over, then nodded emphatic
approva and muttered,



"Heisasnner, | know full well, And yet his death is not God's
will.

But hisreturn to live and dwell Until a priest has seen him,
dill Bitten by sin and doingill.

Onethingiscertain, that life fliesY et can be dowed for he who
tries To seek the solace of hisfaith, And find the peace repentance

buyst™

That last one sounded like something out of The Rubalyat, but |
wasn't about to criticize.

The reeve looked up, Sartled. "What did you say™' "Nothing to
worry you," | answered. "Better get on your way. Who knows? Suettay
might gppoint anew reeve before the day's out.”

The erstwhile reeve shuddered at the thought and turned his horse
away. "Aye, tiseven asyou've said! Farewell, stranger! | withdraw
my curse on you; | blessyou instead, for the agony of conscience you

have wrought will save my soul. But beware the queen, for she
never had a conscience, ever, so no spell can give her onel”

"Thanksfor thewarning." | exchanged aworried glance with
Frisson. "Hopeyour trip issmooth.”

"If it were rough asrapids, | could not complain of injustice.
Farewdl!" Herode away into the woods-but | noticed that he went
clockwise around the circle.

His men groaned and turned back the way they had come, riding
fadt.

| turned back to my friends. "Let'sjust cut acrossthe
circlewhat do you say? And get under thetreesfast. | don't think
we want to linger.

The trees petered out in | ate afternoon, and we found ourselves on
an open tableland with occasiond straggling lines of undernourished
scrub to show where there was awatercourse. We camped by one of them
just asthe sun was sinking, ate ameal of journey rations that tasted
like cardboard and hot water, then turned in. At least, Gilbert and
Frisson did, and Gruesome curled himsdlf up into avery large ball.
But Angdique didn't deep, of course, and | took first watch; | was
too restlessto doze.

So were Angelique and Frisson, to judge by al the whispering that
went on for the next hour-but Gilbert corked right off like the
seasoned campaigner hewas, so | woke him up for the second watch,
sometimein the wee hours.

| couldn't deep, of course. Suettay's threats were too much on
my mind.

Gilbert looked up in surprise to see me wrapped in my cloak
againg the night's chill, but till sitting by the camp fire, staring
into the glowing coals. He came over to say, very softly so asnot to
wake Frisson, "Will you not deep, Master Saul? Y ou shall need your
rest onthemorrow. " "I don't doubt it-but I've got much on my mind.
I'm trying to meditate, Gilbert," He frowned. "Do you speak of



prayer?'

"It'slike praying,” | hedged. "infact, prayer canlead to
meditation, and vice versa. Either way, it'sagood way to relax and
get theworries of the day off your mind.”

"All." Henodded, satisfied, and stood. "Then | shdl leave you
to your holy thoughts, Master Saul. Good night.”

"Good night,” | answered, and went back to gazing at the coals,
reciting amantra.
At first | thought it was doing no good-the cods just reminded me
of Hell, which reminded me of Suettay, which reminded me of danger. So
| gazed down at my cupped pamsinstead, trying to imagine the sound of
one hand clapping, and it was just beginning to work when there wasthe
faintest of whispers beside me, and Angelique murmured almost in my
ear, "Why are you so sad, Master Saul? Can | aid? " Now, that was
exactly what she was not doing. Maybe she didn't have abody, but she
certainly gill looked asif she did, epecidly at night, when her
form glowed its brightest, complete with al her curves, which
certainly were not in the dightest conducive to atranquil state of
mind, and definitely not the holy one Gilbert was hoping I'd have.
"I'mnot sad." My voice was more gruff than | intended it to be,
and she drew back alittle, hurt-so | amended my statement and tried to
soften my tone. "'I'm troubled, yes-worried about the queen's being
after us. But I'm trying to cam down and put her out of my mind."
"Mayhap | canaid.” She reached up to touch my forehead with her
hand, and insubstantia though it was, abreath of coolness seemed to
touch my skin. | shivered, but not with the chill, and reached up to
push her hand away with what | hoped was gentleness. ™Y our touch would
ingoire anything but tranquility. Might distract me from thoughts of
the queen, maybe, but it sure wouldn't put meto deep.”

She frowned. "I do not understand.”
. just stared at her, then nodded. "Good. | think it's better
that way. 11

Then I unwound mysdlf tomy feet. ™Y ou'll haveto pardon me.

just sitting isn't doing any good, so | think I'm going to have to
takeawak."

"Oh, bewarel"” Concern replaced the hurt that had been briefly in
her face. "Theworld isnot safe for good folk, at night!"

"Then | shouldn't bein any trouble.” | turned and went away
quickly, before the sght of her made mefed any lessgood. | glanced
back briefly as| restored the guarding circle, behind me, and saw that
she was looking hurt, which made me fed wretched-but what could | do?
And don't give me any guff about spiritud union-under these
circumstances, it would have been highly unsatistying.

| strode out into the long grass, walking fast, trying to work out
the sudden spurt of energy her presence had given me. | kept telling
my hormones that ghosts can't emit pheromones, but my glands weren't
ligening.



There were too many longingsin my body to let me relax enough to
put the witch-queen out of my mind. Besides, Angelique's presence
reminded me that Suettay knew my weskness, and that weakness was
entirely too beautiful, even asawraith, for my peace of mind-and far
more appealing than she knew. | hoped.

But Suettay knew it, | wassure. | wondered if Angelique was safe
back there, with only Gilbert and Frisson to protect her if the queen
tried anything again-but | decided that, at the least, they'd manage to
cdl meif anything went wrong. | turned back to see just how far |
had come, then stared, shocked-the coals of the camp firewere only a
glow in the distance, and | couldn't even see any of the bodies around
it. 1 had come entirely too far. | started back.

A cloud of green smoke erupted ten yards ahead, aslent exploson
in moonlight.

| dropped into adefengive crouch, whipping out my clasp knife.

Adrendine dammed through my veins.

The green smoke thinned and drifted away in the night breeze. A
squat, bulging shadow stood black againgt the moonlight, afloorlength
robe blending its outlineinto amonoalith. A low, mocking laugh came
from the silhouette. "Come, novice! Do you truly think you can defend
yoursdf from me by force of ams?"

| recognized the voice: Suettay, gilded by moonlight.

| straightened dowly, folding the clagp knife and putting it
away.

"No ... but then, | don't really need weapons, do 17"

But my heart was hammering, and the adrendine of fear was
flowing. | had faced Suettay and won, yes-but that had been with
friends beside me, including a squire who was as skilled as any knight,
and a poet whose talent verged on genius. How could | stand againgt
her done?

Not that | was about to let her know it, of course.

"Ahhhhhh, insolence!” the sorceress breathed. "Y ou have gained
arrogance since our last meeting, Wizard Saul!"

"Oh, so now I'm awizard, am 1?7

Suettay laughed, anoise likeanut grinder. "Certes! 'Tiswhat
the common folk cal you. Did you not know? | assureyou, | did.
Naught could happen in my kingdom that | would knov@ not of-for

if anything trangpires, my ministersand their clerkstdl me of
it!

Though there was no need for such officesin thisingtance;
yoursdf wasenough. " "Enough?' | frowned. "Y ou mean just by

living, | givemysdf

away? " "Thereissomething to that." Suettay wheezed; | think
shemeant it for alaugh. "Y ou should not think so hard about magic-it
makes you quite conspicuous, to those with the Sight.”

"True-but you've been watching me dl aong anyway. How come you
didn't just send another of your minionstonight? Figure you're ready
to take me on persondly now?"

"The audecity of thedavel" Suettay breathed, amostin



admiration. "Indeed, | have your measure-and you'll belike achild's
toy to my power! | am sure of your strengths and weaknesses and know
best how to use them!
illogicdly, | fet aflow of confidence that soread agrin across
my face. "Sure of yoursdlf, en? Istha why you've bushwhacked me out
herein the middle of nowhere, away from Gilbert and Frisson?'
"Perhaps," Suettay sneered. "They are, indeed, part of your
strength-and you are shorn of them now. Y ou are quite & my mercy."
"Oh?" | raised an eyebrow in polite skepticism. "Mercy? Do you
have any? " "Noneto mention,”" Suettay snapped, and her arm swung down
likethearm of acatapult, afireball legping from her fingertips.
| dodged, but the fireball swerved to follow me and exploded
againgt my chest in asoft fountain of sparks. A huge, mushrooming
pain answered from inside my chest, an instant of unbearable agony,
then ...
Nothing. No sensation at all.
The night seemed to darken about me, and strength ebbed from my
legs. Asl fdl to my knees, | redized, with horror, that my heart
had stopped. Panic thundered in, but | threw it back with awrench.
Think fagt, or die!
And my mind chilled into totd clarity, with anicy lack of
emotion that amogt frightened meinitsdf. Therewas, after dl, no
time for panic-scarcely timefor asingle sentence. | rasped it out
with what breath wasleftin my lungs

"Lifeebbsnow in full retrest,
Till once again beginsthe best
Heavy, steady, short, and hard, Besats the never-ending heart!"

Pain wrenched my chest again, but blood roared in my earsand a
jackhammer yammered insde my ribs. | bresthed in against its beat
thankfully. Asthe haze cleared from my eyes, it cleared from my mind,
too: Thiswasn't going to be atria of strength, or any other limited
form of conflict-Suettay was playing for keeps. If she could kill me,
shewould.

Could | bring mysdlf to try to kill her?

The sorceress came into focus as my heart dowed and steadied.

Suettay's hands were weaving, her lipsmoving. Then the sorceress
froze, and | redized shed finished another spell whilel wastrying
to restart my pump.

Suddenly, the air wasfilled with darting, whirling stresks of
slver-athousand knives spinning toward me. | threw myself to the
sde, but the knivesfollowed me, swooping. | whipped out my pocket
knife, swinging itin afrantic figure eight asif it were arapier,
chanting, "I, the spirit magter,

Can fend off dl disaster.

Multiply my dight diletto



A thousandfold, by whirling ditto!"

There was one dant rhyme, and the meter wasn't exactly constant,
but it worked-the air was suddenly filled with athousand whirling
clasp knives. They buzzed out at Suettay's daggers, and | grinned as|
watched each of the poniards collide with one of the pocket knives and
fdl to the ground.

Thenthegrin dipped as| caught sight of Suettay; | realized |
shouldn't have taken time out to watch the show. The sorceress hands
wereweaving ar again, stringing a pattern of forces. My face
tightened grimly, as| redlized the nature of the fight. Working a
spdll took time-s0, while | was chanting my counterspell, Suettay was
working up her next attack. That meant that | was going to stay on the
defensive, unless| could figure out how to jump aspdll.

| had to, or | wasdead. Sooner or later, I'd tire-and if | was
late on just one counterspell, | was had.

Dust writhed, and a hundred serpentine heads lifted up around me,
gpreading cobra hoods.

It threw me back to my childhood, and Kipling's Stories.

"L et us have amongoose plural From an Indian village rurd,
illed at fighting snakes, and glad toA hundred mongeese, fighting
med, too!"

| carefully did not watch as the dust boiled dive about me; |
didn't havetime. Suettay's armswere weaving, and | took the
offensve

"Let adust slorm bail up from the plains of thethirties,
Filling the sky; and before the next word she's Trying to speek, let it
blow in and underA real Kansas dust storm, sudden as thunder!”

| didn't even get to the chorus before the tableland wasfilled
with ahowling wind, laden with dust. it swept between the sorceress
and me, blocking us from each other. Far off, | heard aroar that just
barely penetrated the thunder of the churning dust wind-Gruesome,
letting out an unbdlieving, horrified bellow.

Y es-my mascot was out in this, too. He must have waked, seen |
was gone, and redized | wasin danger. | felt an instant panic-had he
broken the guarding circle as he came waddling out to search for

me?

| whipped afold of my cloak over my nose and mouth, but Gruesome
wouldn't know he should do that. Besides, he didn't haveacloak. The
storm would kill him as quickly as Suettay's spells.

And maybe not just Gruesome; my chest heaved with ahuge, wracking
cough. Some of the dust was getting in through the cloth.

But | only needed afew secondsto rank the prioritiesin my
mind:



One: Get rid of whatever it was that Suettay was whipping up for
her next spell;

Two: Throw another spell of my own at her, and keep on throwing;
and

Three: Get rid of the dust.
Right. Get going on number one.

"Still morefool shal she gppear By thetime shelingers here.
With one fool's head she came to war, But shell go away with
morel”

Actudly, now that | thought about it, that took care of point
two, too; Suettay couldn't do much of aspell with an 1Q suddenly
lowered to dightly better than an onion's.

If she hadn't deflected my spell intime. The dust was
thinning,

and thewind was dying down. So Suettay had wasted time lessening
the loesS2

Then | heard arumble of thunder and redized | was wasting time,
mysdif.

Too late. With asound like aliresking Sieve, the rain drenched
down. Thedust settled, fast; and through the curtain of water, | saw
Suettay-or something that had been Suettay.

It still wore the queen's robes, but it had small eyes under a
very low forehead, and awide, gaping grin-on one of itsheads. The
other two were similar, and maybe worse. | stared, appalled-was this
what happened when you practiced magic without alicense?

Certainly without redlly knowing what you were doing. | was
disgusted

with myself. A clean death would have been infinitely better!

Until | reglized the loose grins were forming themselvesinto
words. Sure-two heads are better than one, and three idiots add up to
amodicum of sense. Whatever spdll it was going to be, it wouldn't be
too effective-committee work never is-but | didn't fed likewaiting
around to find out. | grabbed for another verse:

"Thismonarch will be hanged With aslver chainTisnot the chain

of many!
Stolethe lives of serf and peer, And must be hanged for any!

A slver chain lashed down out of therain, snaked around the
center head, and snapped taut. Suettay's body jerked upward a good



three feet and dangled, kicking and writhing, from achain that wasn't
attached to anything.

But the other two heads were till forming words, dowly and
panfully ...

Alarm sizzled through me. 1'd only solved one-third of the
problem! Quickly, | started muttering,

"Triad, by the rule of three, Multiply this spell for

Too late. The other two heads were fading, disappearing, and the
loose grin on the one in the noose wastightening asintelligence

came back into the eyes. The forehead moved up-and it was
Suettay'snormal face again! The lipswrithed in asnarl asshe
hoisted her hands up to grab the chain above her head. She pulled, got
her throat clear of the links, and took a deep breath.

| grabbed for another verse.

"They plucked the entrails of an offering forth, And could not
find aheart within her breagt!”

Suettay looked up, grinned, and started chanting.
| froze. It hadn't worked! Okay, it was only acouplet, and it
didn't rhyme-but it was Shakespeare! 1t should've shown some result!
Then | remembered an old medieval tae, transformed into amodern
fairy story, about sorcererswho, afraid of death, put their hearts
outsdether bodiesfor safekeeping-say, in an egg, which wasinsdea
duck. Or anamulet. How that could work, | couldn't see, unless...
yes... wait aminute ... Assume ahyperspatid link, so that
blood could flow from the sorceress to the heart in another dimension,
and

back ...

| cameto mysdlf with ajolt. Too muchthinking! Suettay was
Spitting out the last phrase, and | had lost theinitiative. Suddenly
my whole body went rigid. | couldnt move! And the pardysiswas
creeping over my chest to seize heart and lungs, then trickling up over
my shoulderstoward my neck. If | didn't get aquick spell out, I'd
have lockjaw! Plusdesth.

And Suettay was spell-weaving again!

IL



Chapter Thirteen
| took as deep abreath as| could and spat out:

"Can't freeze my bones or rot my spleen, 'Cause I've been shot
with Sak vaccing!

So I'll hang loose from stern to prowParalysis can't touch me
now!"

My knees suddenly flexed, and my hands relaxed at my sides. |
tried a step and managed it-but dowly and painfully. Well, you
couldn't expect a cheap spell like that to work wonders ...

But Suettay hadn't wasted the time. She was back on the ground,
the slver noose till hanging above her head, and wasfinishing up
another chant, her hands pantomiming yanking something up from the
earth.

And four lions legpt out of nowhere, Sraight at me, roars shaking
theplan.

But agreater roar drowned theirs out, blasting from behind meand
Gruesome thudded past me, straight at the liong!

They hit the brakes, plowing up sod with iron claws and terrified
howls-or three out of four did. Thefourth bellowed dl the louder an
eaqpt draight at thetrall. | couldn't help thinking that this was how
evolution put an upward limit on courage.

Gruesome was very direct; he dammed in an uppercut. Histiming
was just right; he caught the lion under the jaw. 1t went flipping up
over hishead and down in an arc, its head flopping at an unnatural

agle

The other three decided their initid instinct had been right, and
fled out across the plain with howling yips of fright.

Suettay's hands flew; crooked syllables clanked off her tongue.

Gruesome turned dowly toward me, ahungry glintin his

eye.

"What's the matter?' | backed away. "Look, | didn't mean to get
youinto thid"

"Juicy." Gruesome's dab of tongue came out and smacked around
his chops. "Taste good."

| yelped and whirled to run; Suettay had canceled thefairies
antihuman-eating spall.

Gruesome's feet pounded behind me, coming closer, and | knew that,
though hislegs were much shorter in relation to his body, they were
longer than mine, since he was so much bigger-and he could move them
faster, no matter what he looked like. | wasn't going to get out of
this by running-just by talking. Or rhyming, rather. | swerved around
behind the biggest boulder | could find in that barren land and started
chanting.



"Y ou cannot eat but little meatFor your stomach, I'm not good.
Obey df-prince and wizard friend, Not sorceress in hood!

Why then should you seek quarry more,
And still seek friends anew,
When changeitself can give no moretis easy to betrue! "

A hugefist came down and smashed the boulder to smithereens.
Gruesome loomed up, huge eyeslit with glee, mouth spread ina
horrible, drooling grin, upraised hands hooked to pounce, and | turned

to run. Huge nails clawed my back, and | howled with pain, tripping
andfaling. | rolled tomy feetAnd | wasjust intimeto seetheglee
dim from his eyes as his mouth puckered in confusion. "Wizard? What |
do?'

"Nothing." | went limp with relief. "Y ou chased away somelions
for me, Gruesome. Thanks."

But beyond hisbulk, | saw Suettay, hunkered down on her knees,
belt over diagrams shewas drawing in the dirt, and intoning along,

diconing chant.
My heart sank. Whatever she was whopping up, it was big-if

symbolic gesturesincreased magica power, symbolic drawing would
be even worsel!

Then full ingpiration hit me, and | redlized that asword can cut
both ways, no matter how clumsy. "Gruesome!” | cried. "Ther€'s
another one!"™ | pointed at Suettay.

‘Nother onewhat?" thetroll rumbled, turning to look. | chanted
quickly, "What you see amid the waste, See as something you would
taste!

Beit horse, or cat, or bear, Or asorc'ress, knedling there.

inyour eyeit shal appear Asamorsel sweet and rare!”
Slant rhyme again, but | hoped it would work.

Itdid. Gruesomelet out onegusty "Yum!" and started
runningstraight a Suettay.

The sorceress|ooked up, startled. Then she sprang aside with a
howl of fear, in the nick of time-Gruesome thundered by, plowing up her
diagramswith his greet taloned toes. Suettay howled in rage and
frugtration-and | seized the moment, my mind shifting into high gear.
| knew better than to waste a single second by thistime.

While shewas on therun, | chanted, "Be reversed from Galateg;

May your limbs and joints betray yal"



| ripped athread loose from my shirt, franticaly tying knotsin
itas| went on:

"Knot the stomach, bind the headL et your limbs go weak with
dread!”

The sorceress collgpsed, faling back on the ground with ahowl of
anger and fear.

Gruesome bellowed victory and stooped for thekill.

"Be asthou wast wont to be!" | shouted. "See as thou wast wont
to seel

Gruesomefroze.

Then hisface wrinkled, and he turned away in disgust. "Y ugh!
Sorceress! Tough! Sour!"

Suettay stared, not knowing whether to beinsulted or relieved.

Thefear spell was ill on her, but she started muttering

ayway,

r

Gruesome whipped about, looking from sideto sdein total
bewilderment. "Where goody,' Wherejuicy piglet?

So that was what he had seen, instead of Suettay. "it got away,"
| said quickly. "Why don't you go back to the camp fire and see if
Gilbert has any leftoversfrom dinner?!

"Deer haunch." Gruesome nodded sagely and turned away.

Yom!

| pulled out my clasp knife, snapped it open, and stepped up to
touch the point against Suettay'sthroat. "Cut it," | snapped, "or |

will!l " Thelast syllables of the chant died in the sorceress
throat as she read the conditiona sentencein my eyes.

But she saw something e se, too, and adow, mocking smile spread
over her face. "Y ou believe you have beaten me, then?”'

"l did sort of have that impression, yes." Privately, | wondered
how long | could hold the knife till.

"Slay me, then." Suettay smiled, showing teeth.

| stared.

| clamped my jaw, narrowed my eyes. Shewas mocking me, riding a
bluff. She should have known better; it only made sense for meto kil
her. | braced mysdlf for the thrust-and stayed braced.

Suettay's eyes danced, mocking me.

| ground my teeth and tried to summon up the resolution for the
fatd blow. "Start aspell.”

Suettay shook her head, grin widening.

"Damn™ | whirled avay, plunging the knifeinto the earth.

Suettay laughed, amocking bray. "I congratulate you on your ...

honor, Wizard."



| swung about, fuming.
"Aye, day the helpless old woman," the sorceress jeered.
"When you rendered me defenseless, Wizard, you bound your own

hands.

"Nothing," | ground out, "gripes me more than someone who takes
advantage of someone else's good nature.”

"l could not be more pleased with your ... virtue." Suettay made
theword an insult.

| soun away, burning, taking a deliberate step away from the woman
50 | wouldn't do something I'd fed sorry for in the morning.

Behind me, the sorceress sang out arhyme in that ancient language
| didn't know. | spunabout indarm. Shewas stretching luxurioudly.
"Thank you for affording me amoment to recite my

counterspell, Wizard. Beassured, I'll not return the favor.”

Her hands started weaving.

. snatched up the knife and turned back to her, shifting from
sideto side, cominginlow. Of course, she could have blocked that
with three words, so | chanted,

"Her freedom isgained, Her maice unfeigned!
The blow need not hold, For blood's no longer ...

Suettay stared, alarmed, then broke off her chant to cry, "Hist!"

She held up ahand, turning her head alittle to the sde and
frowning, asif listening to adistant sound.

Then she turned back to me, snarling, "How you have worked your
vile spdls, Wizard, | do not know-but | grant Y ou've been far more
formidable than | had thought you would be./ A truce? | wondered if
it waswrong of meto fed relieved.

"I would | could stay and finish what we've so lately begun,”
Suettay spat, "but sudden, urgent affairs have arisen, which require my
Persona attention-blast that monk and his obstinancy! We shal meet
again, be certain-yet | must own, I've gained some respect for you.
When next | seeyou, ‘twill bewith an army at my back.”

Yes, | decided, wanting atruce waswrong. | screwed down my
mercy and began reciting.

"Fear no morethe heat ol the sun, Nor the furiouswinter's
rages

Suettay looked up in amused surprise. | set my teeth and went
on:

"Thou thy worldly task hast done; Home art gone, and talen thy
wages."

Suettay cocked her head to the sSide suddenly, asif shewere again
ligening for something.
Trying to distract me, | thought. |1 focused tightly on her face,



chanting;
"Golden ladsand girlsal must

Suettay turned back to me with along, gloating laugh that ended
abruptly in ashouted, unintelligible phrase as she swung her amsin
opposing circles.

"Aschimney sweeperd” | shouted.
Suettay disappeared.
[1...cometodus,” | finished. "Damn.

too!

Then | started wondering what she had been laughing about.
Probably just trying to distract me, as1'd thought ... but ...

How about if she had seen some trouble coming for me and my

companions?

On awide-open plain? In the dead of night? Ridiculous! After an
act like that, what trouble could make any difference?

Then | heard the clank of arms, Gilbert's shouting, and Frisson's
howl, faint but clear acrossthe plain. Gruesome roared, and acrowd

of voices answered him. Metal clashed on metdl.

" She sent an ambush party while she had me out of theway!" |
cried. But| didn't answer; | was dready running, and trying to
figure

out how | could get there fagter.

Faster? | skidded to ahalt. | wasawizard, wasn't I? At
leadt, that's what they kept telling me. | could get to any placel
wanted, instantly-at least, within thishalucinaion. All it took was
the

right spell.
"The trouble's fast-moving, and so must movel,

Till I'm set by the fire'Neath this bright midnight sky.
Let me, in an ingtant, aleague or more gain, In the bat of an
eye, far out ‘crossthisplain!”

There was a sudden rush of giddiness-then my head stopped
swimming, and | looked up at mud-and-thatch walls, crude plank

furniture, and dirty, unkempt people in ragged, dun-colored home

spun.
The man of the house looked up, startled, from his place at the

table. He had along beard and alarge axe.

| stared. What had gone wrong?



Terminology. 1'd said "by thefire," but | hadn't specified which
one. And | had said "acrossthe plain"-so here| was, in a peasant

hut presumably on the far Sde of the plain.

| gave the denizens atoothy grin and tipped an imaginary hat.

"Sorry about theintrusion, folks. just semantics, that'sall.”

The man'slips writhed back in asnarl as he came up from the
table, hefting hisaxe.

Obvioudy agrammarian. | adlibbed,

I And | had agood excuse,

"The lure missed the fish, and wound up in ashack.
| return to theworld, ‘crossthe plain. 1 go back!"

The axe swung down-and | was suddenly in the midst of bright
moonlight again. | turned around, totally confused-and saw abright
spot on the horizon. Dimly, | heard clashing and yelling.

| Sghed. Overshot again! Well, | hadn't exactly had timeto get
spexcific.

But my friendswereinajam. | had to come up with aspdl while
| madeit to them.

"The starry welkin cover thou anon With gloomy fog as black as
Acheron And lead these treacherous soldiers so astray As each come
quickly in the other'sway!"

Suddenly, fog rose up from the ground, getting thicker and thicker
asit climbed. Intwo minutes, it had hidden the stars-and the distant
clash of armswasliberdly interspersed now with shouts of surprised
and angry pain, and cursing.

That would hold them for awhile. | dredged up an orientation
verse

"Take me back to my new friends At the campsite where they fend
And guard themsdves with might and care From the foes attacking
therel"

There was that moment of disorientation again-then things
steadied, and | found mysdlf staring at the coals of our camp fire. |
whirled about to see Gruesome tossing soldierslike Indian clubs.
Gilbert was laying them about him with his broadsword, and Frisson
crouched by the fire, reading scraps of paper doud. Angeliqueflitted
here and there, trying to scare enemy soldiers, and not terribly
worried by their weagpons.

But | was-because the fog suddenly lifted. Only ten feet or so,
but that was enough for the soldiers to see where we were and turn to
center on uswith some very nasty oaths.



If their field sorcerer could disperse my fog, he might be able to
trap Angelique! | had to find some way to bust up his party.

"Likethe leaves of the forest when summer isgreen, That host
with their banners at sunset were seen.

Likethe leaves of the forest when autumn hath blown That host in
the morning lay withered and strown.”

A huge unseen hand seemed to dgp back and forth in the middle of
theraiding party, and trooperswent flying. Theat left only amanina
gray robe and pointed cap, frantically dodging the unseen force. He
was going to be confused for afew minutes, and | decided to make it
worse.

“I'll chant to himin summertime, And in the winter, too!
But the only, only thing That I'll sing for hissong isto shroud
himin thefoggy, foggy dew!"

-and among The fog came down again, dl the way to the ground the
moans of the soldiers, | heard atenor cursing. | grinned; that should
keep thisjunior sorcerer confused for afew minutes.

kly. | needed something a But he'd pick up the pieces pretty quic
uld scare the symbols off his robe-and little more enduring, that wo

his soldiers, too.

And | knew just thething. | grinned with anticipation as| took
adeep bresth and recited, with my best attempt at the original
pronunciation, "The fierce spirit painfully endured hardship for a
time,

Hewho dwelt in darkness...

The grim spirit was called Grenddl, arover of the borders, One
who held the plains, fen and fastness ...

There came gliding in the black night the walker in darkness, From
the plain under the migt-hills Grendd came walking,

Wearing God's anger!"

Night thickened around them, and | took off, following the
crashing Gruesome was making. on my third step, | dammed into
something hard and furry. A roar resounded around me, and ahuge,
clawed hand reached down through the darkness toward me. Far above,
two littlered eyes gleamed. | howled, ducked around the giant

shin, and ran.

Grendel apparently wasn't about to change coursefor so smal an
irritation, because the crashing of boulders being ground into pebbles
behind me, and | didn't think that was just becauise was going away he
wasrunning sofast. A yell of horror confirmed it, followed by the
rattle and clash of suits of armor being jumbled together. | dowed
and looked back, but al | could see was a black cloud with ahorse



arcing above it and a sorcerer beyond, sawing the air frantically
with

hishands. The horselanded on its hooves, by some miracle, and
streaked off in a panic-but the sorcerer had to stand his ground and
keep trying. | didn't think he'd have much luck when he couldn't even
tell what the monster was-especidly since | didn't think the man knew
Middle English. Too bad the Dark Age bards hadn't |eft afew verses
with awider range of applications-but their interests had seemed to be
rather narrow.

Wide enough for current purposes, however. | noticed that the
crashing seemed to have stopped. So did the sorcerer-he was frozen
with hisarms haf-raised, looking uncommonly asif hewere
surrendering to aWild West sheriff. Then he whipped about and
disappeared back into the pass. The black cloud drifted after him,
leaving huge, clawed, vagudly anthropoid footprints.

| didn't really care about the sorcerer, but | couldn't leave a
scourge like that to prowl the countryside. | tried to remember how
the fight had gone, decided to be alittle more humane, and improvised
adifferent ending:

"Grenddl must flee from there, mortally sick, Seek hisjoyless
home in the fen-d opes.

He knew the more surdly that hislife's end had come, Thefull
number of hisdays."

The black cloud kept moving up toward the pass-but asit moved, it
thinned until, by the time it reached the top, it was dmost gone.

A vague outline hung in the air for asecond, huge and gross, like
amongtrous parody of the human form-or wasit reptilian?-then was
gone, so quickly that | wondered if I'd redlly seenit. | sighed and
turned away-there had been something heroic about the monster, after
al.

Gilbert was glancing warily up toward the hilltop, then back to
the place where his opponents had been. There was only adust cloud
there now.

| looked at it, surprised. "What did you do-knock them al the
way back to the mountains?'

"Nay. They saw that black fog you raised, and turned tail. They
fled, and | came near to fleaing after them.”

"Near! If I'd had aclear field, | would've been flying out of
here so fast, my backwash would have knocked you over!™

"Me, too!" Thetroll actually looked shaken. "Goosum go, fast!"

| looked up at Gruesome, frowning. "1 thought trolls weren't
scared of anything.”

"One." Gruesome nodded vigoroudy. "Found it."

"And you banished it, Wizard. Gilbert looked up a me, the
whites till showing dl around hiseyes. "Nay, you have certainly
cleared our pathway! Have you disbanded them so quickly, then?”

|1 'Dismembered’ may be morelikeit,” | answered. "You'll pardon



meif | don't go back to check."

"Aye, Certes." Angelique looked down from where she wafted around
Gruesome's shoulders, eyes huge. "And what monsirous apparition was
that which you did raise againgt them, Wizard Saul ?*

Being aghogt, she had aprofessond interest in the question.

"That'salong ory.” | Sghed. "And avery old one. I'll tell
it to you some time-but right now, | think we'd better reset the
guarding circle that Gruesome broke when he came out to help me-thanks,
old mongter .

"Helpyou?' Angdliquelooked up, ready tofibrillate.

"That's another story,” | said quickly. "I thought you wanted to
hear the one about the mongter while we wait for daylight.”

"Aye, but | pulled out my can of talcum powder "Then wed better
oet busy.

and stepped over to the bresk in the circle. Angelique drifted
after me anxioudy, but by the time she caught up, | wasdeepiin,
mumbling the spell. When | finished, | looked up brightly and said,
"Okay. Anybody want to hear?"

Angdique's protest was drowned out by noisy concurrence from
Frisson and Gilbert. | glanced around and saw that even thetroll was
looking mildly interested. | relaxed and took adeep bresath. "Okay.

Now, once, long ago and very far away, a hero named Hrothgar built
himahal, hight Heorot . . ."

And they sat up around the camp fire listening for what was | eft
of the night, eyes growing larger and larger asthey listened to the
wondrous tale of the hero Beowullf.

What with one thing and another, we weren't in the world's
greatest shape for traveling when we broke camp and buried our fire the
next morning. We madeit until noon, but when we saw the gleaming
cadtlein the distance, Sitting on top of its mound in the middle of
the plain with bright banners flying from its turrets and the midday
light glistening off the white sone of itscurtainwall, | couldn't
ressit.
"Just alittle farther,” | coaxed my friends. "Well ask for
hospitality there, and if they say yes, well be ableto rest in peace
and security.

"Aye" Angdique sad, "for surely no oneevil could livein so
fair afortress”

But Gilbert didn't ook convinced, and Frisson said, "'Can any who
arenot evil hold acastlein Allustria?”

But Gruesome grinned from one side of hisface to the other and
chortled, "Food!"

"Yeah, but just grain, okay?' | looked up at him nervoudy. "No
gobbling up the castle horses, now-we don't want to eat out our
welcome.”

"Goosum be good,” he promised, and we pressed on to our new
short-term goal with renewed vigor.

Aswe came up the dope, though, | frowned. "Odd. Drawbridge



down, bannersflying-but not asoul in sight.”

"Mayhap they are al gathered in the bailey for some purpose,”
Frisson ventured.

"Surely they would have left sentries at thewalld™ Gilbert
expostul ated.

"Well, well find out soon enough.” We had come up to the
drawbridgesedge. | caled out to thelittle dit windowsin the
gatehouse, "Is anybody home?'

A face with astedl cap showed at one of the windows. "What wish
you? " | let out abreath that | hadn't redlized 1'd been holding.
"Hospitaity. We are wayfarerswho seek anight'slodging-and we are
of gentle blood.”

Theface|looked up alittle above my head. "Heisnot."
| looked around. "Who, Gruesome? No, he'satroll, but he's
friendly. "

"I doubt the castellan would countenance his entrance,” the porter
caled back. "He must stay without until the lord of the castle has
spoken-but the rest of you may enter.”

| stood rigid for amoment, then hissed to my friends, "Maybe we'd
better ook for adifferent campground.”

"Mayhap,” Gilbert said. But Angdlique, unseen, said, ™Y ou could
do wdll with a soft bed and astrong wall about you for anight,
gentlemen, and thetroll will not fret,” "Goosum hunt!" thetroll
averred.

"Wel . ..

Frisson's eyeswerefeverish. "A red kitchen, with true food!

A

dinner of any other thing but journey rations!” Heturned to Grue
some. "Surely you would not fed neglected, would you, good mon
ser?'

Gruesome shook his head-or the whole top half of his body,

whichever way you wanted to look at it. "Goosum no trou

blel " Wl now, that could have meant that he wouldn't be any
trouble if wetook him into the castle, or it could have meant that it
wouldn't trouble him to be |eft outside, but | chose the latter
interpretation. "Okay, Gruesome, you wait out here. Go hunt aboar or
something. Well see you in the morning-sooner, if thelord of the
castle has achange of heart.”

Gruesome nodded affably and turned away toward the nearest

woods.

Somehow it bothered me, having him out of sight, but | reminded
myself that | was probably safer that way, anyway. "Okay, he'staking
ahike" | caled up to the soldier in thelittle window. "Canwe
come

in now?
"Ayel Thedrawbridgeisdown, and the keep awaitsyou!” he



called back, and disappeared.

| turned to my companions. "Shdl we, friends?'

We went through the gatehouse, Angelique glowing visibly inits
shadow-and the skin on the back of my neck prickled, expecting avolley
from thelittle windows al adong both sides of the passage. But
nothing happened, and we cameinto the bailey.

" Tisfar enough,” Frisson said.

It was. The courtyard was barein the center but with a broad
fringe of grass, where afew horses were grazing contentedly. They
wore only bridles, but they were big-knights mounts. Smoke came from
some of the buildings against the wall, with cooking odors from the
kitchen range and the steedy clang of metal from the smithy.

Both of them relaxed me alittle more, though it till seemed odd
not to see anybody around.

"No doubt they aredl insde." Frisson sniffed the delicious
aromas and smacked hislips. "Come, friends! To the keep! Must we
not present our complimentsto the lord and hislady?’

"Yeah, | guessthat'sthe correct protocol." But thistime, | let
Frisson take the lead.

We walked across the courtyard to the tall, round building that
was the kegp and went through the doors &t its base-into total gloom,
inwhich Angelique shone brightly again. Frisson stopped

with an exclamation, and Gilbert came through last, looked about
him, and growled.

"Tisaruin!" Frisson cried.

"Well, | wouldn't go that far." | prowled past him, looking
around.

"Structurdly, it'sin good shape.”

"But ‘tisfilthy, with the dust and dirt of acentury at least!”
Angdique protested.

Itwas. A littlelight camein from two smal windows high up on
the walls, enough illumination to show us a huge round room with fat
pillars holding up the ceiling-and huge cobwebs that stretched
everywheretherewasaright angle. A few of them were new, with
active spinners busily mending tears or rolling flies, but the others
werelank and ropy, thick with dust. The floor wasn't much better,
coated with humus that had once been moldering straw. Broken benches
and tables poked up here and there, and | could see the remains of a
few camp fires, where wanderers had spent the night.

"But how could it be?" Frisson protested, visons of agood
supper flegting away. "The outsdeis so fair, so wel kept and well
tended!"

"Wherefore would they neglect the keep?' Gilbert looked about
him, frowning. "Do not thelord and lady live here?"

The answer hit melike athunderbolt. "No, they don't, and they
haven't for fifty yearsor more! The placeisdeserted! Somebody just
tidied up the outsdeto lureusin!™

"But who would go to such great labor?" Gilbert cried.

"What greet labor? It just took alittlemagic! And I'll give
you three guesses who uses magic on that scale!’ Out of here, folks!™



| turned and headed for the door.
just asecond too late. A howling war cry cut loose dl around
us, waking echoesthat the old hall hadn't even known it had.

Chapter Fourteen

Soldiers came charging out from behind the pillars. Around the
edges of the room, knights stepped out from doorways, clanking down
on

our littlegroup. iced. Heswung it witha

Gilbert's sword was out before 1'd not bloodthirsty howl, as|
snapped my staff up to guard. The squire chopped into a helmet, used
the rebound to dash at abelly, and snapped the sword straight ahead
to fend off the oncoming soldier.

But ahuge net fell from the raftersto enshroud him. Gilbert
roared and flailed at the net with hissword. He managed to cut afew
strands, but more of them entangled the sword.

I howled in anger, yanked out my knife, and sawed at the mesh,
trying to free my friend-but soldiers crowded me from either sde, and
| had to turn to dodge ahalberd and lunge &t its owner. The soldier
ydled with pain and went down under the feet of his comrades, and a
pike head jabbed at me from the side. | managed to parry, then
remembered | was supposed to be awizard and franticaly tried to think
of averse. Difficult, because | was dso dancing around the
guardsmen, trying to legp in to cut at them and get out before a sword
or halberd hit me. Worse, | was distracted by the sight of Angelique,
amost awhirlwind of gauze, swishing across atrooper's eyeslong
enough for Frisson to thwack him with his saff.

Angeligue undulated in front of another trooper long enough to
make him stop in histracks. The man behind him jarred into him,

and
the two of them turned to fighting each other with shouts of an

ger. Angelique sped away, flitting through the attackers, causing
havoc.

Frisson fought gamely with ataff, though he was clearly getting
thewordt of it.

A below split theair, and the soldiers drew back in fright, for
abehemoth strode into the fight with teeth and claws. "Gruesome!" |
shouted with relief. The monster must have heard the sounds of the
fight and come running back to get in on the pounding.

Then some sixth sense warned me, and | spun around. Someone had
managed to get behind me, and aweighted club was swinging down toward
my sinuseswith afully armored knight behind it. | took a bregth to
rattle off averse, but the club swooped down to fill theworld, ahuge
pain exploded at the side of my head, and | didn't get to see how the
fight came out.

The murk cleared enough for me to see something gleaming. |
blinked, focused, and saw shining, pae-yelow teeth curving upward in



agrin. | squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head-and immediately
regretted it; pain wreathed my brainin fire. | groaned, clutching my
poor fevered pate and squeezing my eyes shut.

Something nudged my shoulder, none too gently. "L ook up, Wizard!
Erel cut your lidsfrom your eyes”

There was a certain gloating quality to the words, one that made
me think the speaker would just love an excuseto carry out her threst.
| gritted my teeth and forced my eyes open. The murk, mercilessly,
had fled, forcing me to see the smilein context-and the context was
pretty repulsive. Infact, it was Suettay's face.

| winced and turned away, hoping for a better alternative.

There was an dternative, dl right, but whether it was better or
not was decidedly moot. Wewerein adank stone chamber, filled with
wicked-looking instrumentsthat | vaguely recognized-an iron maiden;
thumbscrews; and, beside me, several racks. on one lay Frisson, bound
hand and foot-and beside him, Gilbert, who was awake but groggy, and
gtting up. Gruesomewas missng. Oddly, | felt aspurt of relief-at
least one of us had escaped the ambush. Then anxiety reawakened in the
wake of the thought, and | hoped the troll wouldn't be so fanaticaly
loya astotry to rescue us. After al, what could he do?

On the other hand, | was a bit more anxious about Angelique.

In fact, she was my prime worry, because she was here, too-in
the

flesh! Although now that | looked at it, the body's chest was
dtill, none of the gashes were bleeding, and it was deathly pae.

Degthly ...

Suettay had put her corpsein with us.

Outrage hit me. How dare Suettay save Angdlique's morta clay
likeatrophy?

Or wasit for some other purpose?

Suddenly, | remembered what the witch-queen had said about
preserving Angelique's body, and why. | found myself redlly hoping my
favorite ghost wasn't in that room with us-but | was very much @.fraid
shewas, and in some condition | couldn't detect.

No way around it-I decided I'd have to recognize that we werein
real, genuine, bonaride predicament, and no matter how ugly it was, |
was going to haveto faceit. | turned back to Suettay.

The queen saw my resignation and laughed, asound like atruck
trying to roll with abroken hearing. | sighted and reevauated
herwhen you got right down to it, the queen was avery ordinary-looking
fat woman, if you didn't count the crud glint in her eye or the
gloating, eager smileon her gligening lips.

A scream scoured theair. | turned frantically to my
companionsand was hugely relieved to see that none of them had made the
noise.

it did, however, jerk Frisson rudely back to consciousness,
garing about in instant panic. Suettay laughed again.

| turned to look at her and was amazed to see that the queen
wasn't looking back. Infact, shewaslooking off to my right with
rapt fascination, nodding dowly and grunting. "Good, good. Again,



again! " Sure enough, the scream split the air once more, and
Suettay's eyes glistened like a connoisseur regarding a Picasso-or, |
revisad it, like avoyeur watching a pornographic movie. | turned to
follow Suettay's gaze, puzzled.

| turned away again, asquickly as| could. | could tell from the
sounds that my companions had made the same mistake.

Suettay, apparently, watched torture for fun.

Fortunately, the victim wasn't anybody | knew. | wondered if the
poor man had done anything to deserve torture, or if Suettay's soldiers
had just grabbed the nearest passerby.

The queen turned toward me, grinning from ear to ear. "Do you not
find this pastime amusing, Wizard?' She said the last two words with
S0 much sarcasm that they might have cracked under the load.

But | wasin no condition to notice; | wasfighting arising
gorge.

"Uh, no thanks, Y our Mgesty-that's more like my idea of work."

The torturer giggled as he turned some minuscule device, and the
prisoner screamed again.

Suettay's face reddened on the instant, engorging with rage. "Do
you think yoursalf so much better than me, then? Torturer!" Shewaved
a theofficid. "Releasethe prisoner! Wewill savetherest of his
agony for atime of proper leisurel™ Then, to two apprentices standing
by inleather loincloths and black masks, "' Seize this churl and lay him
on thetable!"

In the middle of the gpprentices giggles and my friends cries of
outrage, dl | could think, asthey unstrapped me and hustled me over
to the table, wasthat at least 1'd spared the poor peasant some pain.

"Fight, Wizard Saul!" Gilbert shouted. "Do not let them doom you
without astruggle!”

But | didn't have any timeto fight-1 wastoo busy thinking up
VErses.

Thetorturers dapped me down on thetable. Very effective-it
knocked the breath out of me long enough for them to put the shackles
on. Thenthe main torturer advanced, grinning over aglowing branding
iron. | tried to forget it was for me and started to mutterbut the
torturer nodded at an apprentice, who stabbed the ball of my thumb with
afat pin. | yelped, the verse going completely out of my mind. But
it reminded me of another one:

"By the pricking of my thumbs Something wicked thisway comes!
Open locks, whoever knocks!™

The shackles sprang loose with a clatter, and | bounded up,
gtiffarming the torturer as| passed. "Sorry, but | don't redlly have
timetoday, | have an gppointment with-" Gilbert and trisson shouted
approval, but the queen stared, appalled; whatever sheld been expecting
from me, that hadn't been it.

Her face darkened then, and she barked, " Seize him!"

Two guards jumped me and dammed me back down on the table.

Suettay gave a curt nod toward the rest of the captives, and other



guards backhanded them both across the mouths. Frisson reeled back
down, and Gilbert recoiled.

Anger filled me, for which | wasthankful. | glared at the queen,
who laughed with vindictive pleasure as the torturer came back with

the heated iron, itsglow dulled to asullen red. He moved it
dowly toward my forehead, his gloating grin growing again.

| stared at the horrid, glowing pentacle, asfascinated as| was
horrified, trying for thelife of meto think of averse-and | did.

Tearsarefor the craven, Pleading for the clown, Hatersfor the
slly neck That cannot keep a crown.’ He was taken prisoner, Hewas
cag inthral, iron, cold iron, ismagter of them dl!"

Theiron star cooled amazingly, its glow dimming to blackness as
it neared. Thetorturer cried out-was that fear, or just
disappoi ntment?-but Suettay's hands moved in some odd pattern while she
snarled something with aheavy meter in atongue | didn't know, and the
star glowed into brightness again-not just red, but white-hot. The
torturer's grin grew back with it, and | just had timeto redlize that
Suettay had been expecting some sort of cooling spell, before the heat
of the iron seared my whole face, then passed beyond my sight, and
pain, bright liquid pain, worse than any | had ever known, shot outward
from the center of my forehead, drowning out al other sensations-my
friends shouts of horror, Suettay's victorious crowing, my own scream.

Gradudly, the pain diminished until thethings| saw could
regisll wrapped in agony, and my ter again, though my whole head was
St whole spirit quailed intotal, abject, gibbering fear. | could hear
Suettay soothing, " Softly, softly. Pain onpainwill yield no gain; he
will not fedl the pins, while he's curled in agony from theiron.”

Good advice, and | realized the smart thing would be to keep
screaming and pretending | was ddlirious-but | saw Angelique's bruised
corpse; Gilbert, a bruise darkening on his cheek; and Frisson, crumpled
againg hisrack, blood trickling from the hand cupped over his mouth.

There was no room for anger now; my whole being wasfilled with
fear, horrible fear that the torturer would do that again, and |
whimpered, "Please ... plesse.. . ."

"Yes, it doesplease me." Suettay chuckled. "And will please me
for dl of thisday, and part of thisnight, | doubt not." Suddenly,
her eyes blazed, and her whole countenance contorted. "Fool! To defy

my

will! Now will you learn the fate that befd s those who oppose
Suettay! Now will you learnwhat it is, to diein torment!”

She motioned, and pain lanced through my hands. | screamed; then,
asthe pain dimmed, the thought fleeted through my mind that &t least |
didn't have any mgjor sSins on my conscience at the moment, so I'd die
Heaven-bound ...

The redization blossomed like aflower, even through the pain,
and | had no doubts asto whereit had come from. By mysdlf, |
wouldn't even have thought of those terms, and if | had, | would have



thought that because | wasn't holier-than-thou, | couldn't have been
good. But theinspiration came, and | redlized that, yes, | wasina
state of grace at the moment-not perfect, but 1'd been doing more good
works than bad-enough so that Satan had no power over me.

That meant Suettay could only control me with physical force; as
far asmagic went, her spellswere by no means unbestable.

If I could only find theright one. Andif | could just get it
out of my mouth.

But Suettay saw the hoperising in my face, and screamed, "Lance
him!

Pain bit through my thumbsagain. Thistime, though, | knew it
was coming, and | could grit my teeth and rideit out. | held tight to
the thought of defense. My mind searched frantically through the
verses | knew, rgjecting anything the queen might expect, seizing the
leest likely:

"Y ou get agood spadesman To plant asmall tradesman (First take
off his bootswith aboot tree), And hisfeet will takeroot, And his
fingerswill shoot, And they'll blossom and bud like afruit treg!”

Thetorturer cried out in darm asinvisible hands wrenched off
hisboots. A block of stone flipped itself out of the floor, and the
unseen hands jammed the torturer into the dirt beneath. Then he howled
with pain and fright as hisarms siretched out like tree limbs. His
fingers dongated likelittle branches, the tips bulging into buds that
gprang open into flowers.

My friends shouted with delight, and the apprentices shrank back
with amoan.

"Mercy!" thetorturer cried. "Mercy!"

"Yourewelcome," | muttered. | wasn't thinking too clearly, what
with al thepain.

Suettay paled, faling back apace. | sarted to flounder up off
the torture table, though, and the queen snapped out of her shock.

"Guardd Sezehim!"

But al of asudden, the guards were reluctant, and it gave me
timeto climb to my feet, searching franticaly for another verse.

"Will you not seizehim?' the queenranted. "Mugt | turnyou all
into flaming brands?'

The soldiers paled and started forward.

| decided to stay with Gilbert and Sullivan.

"If you want a proud foe to make tracks, if you'd melt acruel
monarch inwax, You've but to cal in the old resdent jinn, From
Seventy Smmery Axel"

An explosion of expanding air rocked the chamber, and there it
was, afull-fledged Arabian jinn, complete with turban and beard.

"Y our command, master?’

The companions and guards both stared, and somebody made asick
moan-maybe it was Suettay.



"Morelikeacdient, actudly,” | clarified, remembering what one
tradition said happened to jinn's masters. "1'd like you to clear the
guards and torturers out of this chamber, banish them to some oasis
dded, rememberin the nearest desert. But not too lush an oasis,” | a

ing what the torturers had done to me.

"Y our wishismy command.” Thejinnraised hishands...

And Suettay got her mouth working. Her hands twitched through the
ar as sherecited someincomprehensible syllables-incomrehensible to
me, but apparently something understood them somep where, because when
thejinn cried aloud some ancient syllables of hisown and threw his
hands up, the whirlwind that sprang up just as quickly died down.

Thejinn stared, unbdlieving, then suddenly gasped and spat out a
string of words, making mydtic passesdl around himself. Hisform
wavered and thinned, then solidified again.

Suettay grinned, chanting again as her hands stirred the air.

"l cannot,” thejinn gasped. "The sorceress moves against me!

Tisdl | can do to fend off her magics! " But | had taken time
for athinking break, and chanted,

"And the might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword, Hath melted
like snow in the glance of the Lord!"

The guards cried out as a huge, invisble hand dammed them
againg thewall. They crumpled to thefloor, out cold.

"I cannot prevail," the jinn gasped. "I can at best withhold her
might! " "Youredoingjust fing," | assured him. "Whileyou're
holding her off, I'm free to work on her henchmen. Now, let'ssee...
averse about torturers. . ."

Suettay's face twisted, and she snarled, "Seize her!”

The apprentice torturers legpt to Angelique's body.

Frisson and Gilbert struggled againgt their bonds, but Suettay
snapped, "Hold! Move, and her spirit died!”

| whirled to her, staring. She was holding a corked bottle over
her head-and it looked to be made of very thin glass.

One of thetorturers, hearing, whisked out aknife and held it to
thethroat of Angdique's body.

"S0," | said. "When your men knocked me out, you managed to
compel her ghogt into a bottle.”

"W

by, how quickly you understand!" Suettay crooned.

NSO break it." | frowned. "All you'll do isfree her ghost
agan."

"Nay, for I'll scream the spell as| do-and as the lady comes out
from the flask, her ghost will lesp to her body. Look at it! The boot
ison"

| whirled to look. Sure enough, the iron boot was clamped around
one of Angdlique'sfeet, and there were thumbscrews on each hand. |



knew, with asick certainty, that they had been there ever since sheld
died. If her ghost went back in there, and the body came dive again,
it would bein instant agony.

But the explanation had taken time from Suettay's spells, and the
jinn shouted what sounded like an oath. A huge scimitar gppeared in
midair, dicing down at Suettay. The queen answered with acurse, and
the huge blade winked out just beforeit hit her. She broke out ina
sweat and snapped, "Banish him, Wizard, or the woman lives!"”

| was in no shape to appreciate theirony.

Neither wasthejinn; he was chanting again. Suettay'sface
reddened, and her hands sawed the air furiously; she managed to croak a
verse...

Thetorturer pricked, and adrop of blood welled up on Angelique's
palethroat. Frisson groaned, and Gilbert cried out in dismay.

| capitulated. "Thanks, O jinn-but I'm afraid we're outflanked.

Back to the place of your people, now."

Thejinn cried out in relief and delight, and disappeared.

Suettay wiped her forehead with a shaking hand, drew a deep
breath, and forced agrin. "Now, Wizard. | believe we understand
our

positions.”
"Not quite” My eyesnarrowed. "If that dab of beef harmsa
hair

on her head, I'll turn him into aturnip.”

The torturer looked up, appalled.

"| think not," Suettay purred, "while | can prevent it."

"True. Firg, I'll turnyou into apig. Not that it will take

Frisson crowed his approval, then caught himself, eyeing the
queen

fearfully.

Suettay reddened, and her eyes narrowed. "Attempt it, and she
will wake into agony while you chant."

"Not if the torturer knows you'll gobble him up the next minute-or
do you redly think you'd be able to resist the temptation?

Y ou're not too good at that, you know."

"l think | shall fill beas! am, and you shdl be atoad!"

| raised my hands, ready to gesture. "Ready totry it? Onthe
count

of three"Be dtill!" Suettay watched me with narrowed eyes.
Beyond her, | saw Frisson's abstracted gaze, and knew | could count on
magical help from an unexpected quarter. On the other hand, | wasn't
sure what the effects of that help would be-if inspiration struck, he
was gpt to forget practicalities.

"Y ou prevaricate," the sorceress guessed, "for you would not
chancethewoman'slife.



| said dowly, "Not if theré'saway to guarantee her safety, and
that of my friends, no. Troubleis, | don't see any suchway."

"Thereisone" Suettay said, with aleer. "Ally yoursdlf with
mysdf and with evil, and the maid shdl go free”

| lay rigid with shock-but beside me, Gilbert caled out, "Nay,
Master Saul! Shewould smite the lass nonetheless!”

"1 would not," Suettay retorted, "for if | did, the wizard might
turn againgt me/,

"That ... makessense" | said dowly.

"Surely you are not tempted!” Frisson cried.

"Tempted, sure." | shrugged. "Anybody can be tempted, right?

Can'tavoid that. Givinginto it isanother matter-but yes, | am
tempted.”

"Tempted most shrewdly." Suettay'sleer broadened. "Come,
Wizard! Swear dlegiance to me and to Satan, and the soul of the lass
shal gofree. Nay, further-I'll remove the spell that keeps her body
dive, so that her soul may fly to Heaven."

It wasagood dedl, and it was very tempting; | loved Angdlique
dearly, and sending her to eternd blisswould have made her very
happy. Unfortunately, it would have made me very sad-I finaly
admitted to myself just how thoroughly 1'd falen in love with her, and
how much | wanted her with me. With me, in body aswell as spirit, |
might add-1 might have been substantidly in a state of grace, but |
was no plaster saint. | wanted Angdique and | wanted her dive, well,
and corporedl.

But that was sdifish.

"No, Master Saul!" Gilbert cried. "You must not! Without you,
we should al be-" Suettay nodded at a guard, who dapped Gilbert hard
across the mouth, then stuffed agag in, But held said enough. Without
me, thiswhole complex of forces that was gathering to oust Suettay and
clean up Allustriamight fater and fail. 1 know that sounds
conceited, but | didn't really know what my part in the whole scheme
was-only that | was definitely apart of it, and if one part failed,
all therest probably would, too.

But more importantly, Suettay sill needed Angelique for that
virgin sacrifice-and once | committed mysdlf to the power of evil, |
would be under her authority, and powerlessto stop her.

"He hesitates," Suettay snapped. "Heisafool, and will do usno
good. " Thetorturers rumbled agreement-of course-and Suettay stepped
up to Angelique'sbody. She handed the flask to one of her henchmen.

"Pull the cork when | bid you, and the spirit shall be sucked back
intotheclay." Then she began to weave a pattern of strange, vaguely
obscene gestures over the corpse, chanting in that Strange, eerie
language.

| had asudden vision of that poor, gentle body coming alive,
convulsing in pain, screaming in agony. "No, wait!”

"Will you join me?"

My heart twisted within me, and my whole body twisted with it.

All thefearsand horrors of the evil 1'd seen flitted through my



memory, and an intuitive impulse such asi,d never had surged through
me, adding up to a panic of denia-but there lay Angelique's body, with
her ghost ready to hand "No."

"Curses!" Suettay spat. "How strong isyour love, then, if you
will not sall your soul to save the maiden from pain?'

That suddenly made everything clear, and | felt the peace of
certainty flow back through me-for | redlized that selling my soul
would bethe denid of love. Loveishedling, love pullsthe soul
toward Heaven ' becauseit'satiny taste of Heaven-soif | sold my
soul, dedicated it completely to evil, 1'd be locking myself away from
love. If | Sgned up with Suettay, | would no longer really be able
to

love Angdique.
But | would still desire her-and what might | do to her then,
with

no conscience and no empathy?

"No," | said. "if I sold my soul, then I'd be placing her
completely in your power-there would be no oneleft to shied her."

"A curse upon the spirit that hastold you that!" Suettay
snarled.

| suddenly redlized where dl these ingpirations had been coming
from. "Won't work. He's curse-proof.”

Suettay's eyes narrowed. "Then I'll proffer you another bargain.
Cease your hold on thisworld, and | shall let the girl's ghost go
free"

Panic again, at the thought of leaving Angelique-but thelogic of
it made me hesitate. Sure, if Suettay could augment her power by
converting awild card of awizard to her side, it would make her that
much stronger, and her enemies that much wesker-but if she couldn't
subvert me, she could at least get rid of me. That would give her one
lessthing to worry about.

A return to my own world was what | wanted anyway, right? Except
that | wastrying to find Matt-but 1'd sure found out where he had
gone, and there was no particular reason to think he wasn't alive and
well. If | redly wanted to find out, al | had to do was go back to
my own world, find the parchment he had used, and read whatever spell
it contained-it would take me to him. Nice double crossfor

Suettay, too.

But what would happen to my friendsin the meantime?

| summoned al my nerve and said, "No."

"That was my find kindness, fool!" Suettay screamed. "Why do

youdisdainit?"

"Because," | said, "as soon asI'm out of the way, you'll go ahead
and sacrifice Angdique, then start in on my friends.”

"But you would have no knowledge of that! 'Y ouwould not carel™

"Oh, I would care,”" | assured her, "very much.”



Her eyes narrowed to glitters of malice. "Then we shall remove
dl
the sources of that care-by smple murder! | am loath to waste
oh

jects of pleasurein quick killing-but if it will speed you hence,
| shal doit! Guardsl Say-" "No!" | shouted. ™Y ou kill them, and
I'll hang onin thisuniverse just to get revenge on you!"

She broke off, looking up a me with astrange, malicious smile.

‘Tistempting-for revengeissinful, and in letting yoursdf be
consumed with hatred and the desire for vengeance, you would succumb to
thelure of evil, and be subsumed init."

My heart sank.

"Sweet though that would be," she said regretfully, it would be
of no aid to me, mysdlf-and might hinder me, in your rebdlion.”

| saw my chance. "Yeah! And the snfulnessof my revenge might
even be balanced by the good | did in getting rid of you!"

"Tiseven s0." Her eyeswere back to the nasty glitters again.
"So it would seem that you must join me, or die.”

| felt my stomach drop down to the bottom of the shaft, but | set
my jaw and said, "Death. Definitely deeth." And | tried to sneak in
onemore spdl:

"He took the Wine and blessed it, He blessed and broke the Bread
"Enough!" Suettay screamed. "Silence him!™

A hard hand backhanded me across the mouth. | saw stars, and
wondered if 1'd need adentist or an orthodonti<t.

"To the dungeonswith them!" Suettay ranted. "The wench shall
remain imprisoned in thisflask, till | incorporate her to watch his
find agonied Let themrotin my most dreary cell, whilel begin
preparations for arevenge dedt in amanner that will most please my
master! " Then | was running to try to keep from faling asthe
gpprentice torturers hustled the three of us down the halway and into
acdl.

My skin crawled with gpprehension. Somehow, | didn't think the
"magter” Suettay had referred to was anyone human. | had anasty,
snesking suspicion that | knew how high up in the nonhuman hierarchy
that individual was-and what kind of revenge he would find most

pleasing.
Chapter Fifteen

Welanded sitting down-hard, and it hurt. The door boomed shut
behind us.

Oddly, my initid impression was one of peace. It was so nice and
cool after the heat of the torture chamber, and the darkness was
soothing, especidly sinceit wasrdieved by the dim glow through the
little barred window in the door.

My second impression was one of amazing satisfaction. | had put a
long-term crimp in Suettay's plans; there was no tdlling how long the



queen would betied up trying to figure out away to cance my
exisence. Apparently | was an odd enough customer that she would have
todoit carefully. For amoment, | was tempted to believeit wasthe
overwheming strength of my "spells” the legacy of my nearly completed
English mgor-but skepticism got the better of ego, and | redized that
it probably had more to do with who had brought meinto this cockamamy
universe, than with me, mysdif.

if | ever met that guy ...

| chopped off that line of thought as a new suspicion dawned. if
| was such adelicate article, no wonder Suettay had tried to dedl!

Which raised the possibility that she might try to bargain again;
| decided I'd better get busy figuring out anew set of counterspells.
if she had any brains, she'd gag Frisson at the outset.

orkill him ...

I mumbled aquick charm to clear my head; | knew | couldn't
concentrate through the pain. Then Gilbert swore, with loathing.

"What'sthe matter?' All other concerns were ingtantly forgotten.

"Something with warmth and fur did brush my thigh!"

"Dont try to hit it if you can't seeit!” | had asinking
certainty that | knew what it was.

Then | heard adry, high-pitched chuckle from the depths of the
lightlesshole.

| froze and hissed, "Everybody stay till!" Then, doud, "Whao's
there?

The chuckle came again, with anasty edgeto it.

It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. "l warn you,
I'm awizard-and the queen hersdf has just found out to her sorrow
that I'm not without power even here, within the realm of evil!
Answer! Who areyou?’

The chuckler was till. Then arasping voice came out of the
darkness. "Have you hurt the queen, then?"

"Not redly," | said, "but | do seem to have snafued her system.”

"I do not know that spell,” the voice said. "Tell me, doesit
cause her humiliation?

"Because she can't fix it? Yeah, I'd say so-and frustration. But
nothing compared to what I'm feding! Are you going to tell me who you
are, or do | haveto come over there and drag it out of you?' The
day's woes suddenly boiled over. | shoved mysdf to my feet and strode
toward the voice.

There was ascrabbling in the darkness ahead of me, and the voice
hissed, "Beware! Or my pets shdl have you!"

There was something sinister in theway he said "pets’ that made
me halt, in spite of theloss of prideit entailed. "Blast! We need
somelight in hergl"

"Nay!" thevoicecried, but | chanted,

"Oh, light was the world that he held in his hands, And light



shdl bloom here, to show usthisman!”

A torch flameflared in the darkness, and | saw afat, bald man
with awrinkled, chinlessface, deathly paefrom beingtoolongin
darkness. Hisclotheswerefilthy rags, but they had once been fine
robes. Heflinched back from thelight, baring long, yellow teeth.
Half adozen huge rats scrabbled back with him, lipswrithing in
snarls, long, stained incisors bared. A couple of them burrowed into
his robes.

| swallowed. 'l seeyour point." | cleared my throat and said,
"Odd choice of associates, don't you think?"

"Theréslittle enough e se by me here," the bald man snarled,
/land they are better company than most folk | have known."

That wasasignd, if | had ever heard one. | tilled inside, and
inquired, " People done you wrong?"

The bald man laughed, a hissing series of expelled breaths. "Who
among them hasnot? Yet | must own there was arightnessto it-for |
did them harm, asoft as| might. Isnot thistheway of the world?'
"Nay," Gilbert croaked.

"Aye," Frisson contradicted. "Y et that's not to say it should
be"

"Should bel" the bald man spit. "A pox upon your 'should be'! |
will abide with what is, not with what 'should be!"

"Asyou dwayshave?' | murmured.

"Ayel Theresat least somedight honesty toit! Y our 'should
be ishypocrisy! " "Not if we look for the better world," Frisson
sad softly.

"if dl could behave asthey should, ook you, the world would
become afar better place" Gilbert insisted.

"Yet your 'dl' will not do so, not even amoiety!” the bald man
declared. "Nay, | shdl abide by my ‘is!"

"After dl," | sad, "it'sdone so well for you."

The glare the bald man gave me was pure hate. "It did well indeed
for me, young man, for three dozen yearsl Ever did | rise higher
through the ranks of the queen's clerks, till | stood above them dl as
chancdlor, with adozen desks 'neath my sway, and twenty scriptoriums
to each! Directly below the queen's privy chamber | stood, and would
have risen to apost within it, had not misfortune intervened!"

"The queen's privy?" Frisson murmured. "I should think that an
unfortunate position.”

The bald man's eyes narrowed again. "Mock if you will! But those
who are the queen's most senior servants have power indeed, because
they are privy to her counsd!”

" S0 you were the top man in the second level of the bureaucracy,”
| interpreted.

The bald man frowned, peering keenly at me. " 'Bureacracy'? What
isthat? " "Literally, 'government by desks,' " | answered. "It'sthe
organization of clerkswho actudly run the country.”

The bald man held my gaze for amoment, then dowly nodded.



"Aye. Tisoddly said, but 'tishow Suettay doth govern.”
"And," | inferred, "you made alittle mistake in your climb to the
top?'

"Aye, asmdl mistake only," the bald man grated, "and onethat |
should have seen would be so-for | did bethink me of ameanstoward
greater power for the queen, bdieving she would create anew
chancdllery for it and for me, and raise meto the privy chamber. Yet
she saw, and clearly, that such power might give me some chance to move
agang her, and therefore sent me here”

| nodded. "You did your job just alittletoo well. Sheredlized
the true scope of your ability, so she made haste to Put you where you
couldn't do her any harm.”

"Would shehad dain meinstead!" the bald man hissed.

"That would have been nicer,” | agreed. "Troubleis, it might not
have made you enough of an example for ambitious young men who show too
much initiative and do more than they'retold. How many timeshas she
pulled you out to parade before her clerks?!

The bald man frowned. "Twice, O'er the years-and, asyou say,
'twas before her clerks assembled. Y et ‘twas to demand of me the scope
of my chancellery, matters which my successor had forgotten.”

| nodded. "And, conveniently, on the inauguration of the new
chancedllor, ech time-just asalittle warning to him. The bald man's
eyeswidened, burning. " 'Tiseven asyou say!

What afool was| not to have seenit! 11

"Understandable.” | shrugged. "Youfdl victimto the
bureaucrat's big weakness-you started caring about the job itself and
forgot it wasjust supposed to be ameans of personal advancement.”

The glittering gaze held for aminute, before the bald head nodded
dowly. "Aye. Fool that | was, | thought that excellence of work
would raise me up by itsdlf.”

‘Theraceis not dwaysto the swift 11 | quoted, "nor advancement to the most able-at hisjob, at least.
It isto the most able, at
currying favor and influence. Of coursg, if he can't do the job, he
getsfired.

Gilbert shuddered. "Woeto Allugtrial If itisto be governed by
such willful incompetence!™

No, itiscompetence,” | corrected, "but only competence.” |
turned to the bald man. "And you let the queen see that you could
actudly excd. " Thelong teeth bared inamirthlesssmile. "Aye,
fool that | was."

"Thenyou hit themidlifecriss” | lifted an eyebrow. "I take
it your chancellery had something to do with thefdl of AllustriaThe
bald man grinned. "Y ou may say thet if youwill. Certainitisthat
Queen Graftus, the queen unseated by Suettay's grandmother,

UL



became greedy and boosted the taxes-but then, at the recommends
tion of her chief adviser, began to try to be sure the taxeswere
collected. First she had acompletelist of all possessions made up,
then verified the taxes each person owed and, when they were paid,
checked them againgt the record-all under the direction of her chief
adviser, of course. In cases of underpayment, she dispatched a squad
or more of royal knightswith aclerk, to collect. When recacitrant
dukes managed to resist, her adviser recommended magic, and went
hersdf, with asmal army, to work sorcery against the reluctant
dukes"

"Let meguess,” | said softly. "The chief adviser was Suettay.”

The bald man frowned. "Nay, her grandmother, the Chancellor
Reiziv. We speak of events two hundred years gone, young man. How old
do you think the queento be? " | exchanged a quick glance with
Frisson, but only said, "Sorry. | guess|'m just overly impressed by
Her Mgesty. | take it Queen Graftus was happy with her
sorceress-agviser?'

"Aye; the stratagem was s0 successful that the queen alowed
Reiziv to recruit junior sorcerers, and no baron dared to resist again.

Queen Graftus thus became very wedthy and very powerful.”

"Very," | agreed. "How long did it take her to redlize her chief
adviser Raviz redly held thereins of power?”

"Never, till shewaked inthe middle of the night with aknifein
her throat, and the sorceress laugh of gleeringing in her ears, dl
the way down to Hell. Then did the sorceress become queen, and dl the
people did witness the power of sorcery.”

"Yes, of course-after dl, it had won, hadn't it? So you grew

up

"Aye" A shadow crossed the bald man'sface. "Yet | wasfound
wanting to become a sorcerer.”

wanting intalent. Thereforedid | turn with zeal to becoming a
clerk.

"Next most profitable career, | guess. What was your dazzling
improvement on the system?”

The bald man's gaze darkened with sdlf-contempt. "Oh, 'twasa
marvelous scheme, to be sure, and so smple!’ "Twas only the posting of
ajunior clerk to each town, to oversee dl transactions and judgments,
and to undertake whatever actions the queen would think good! " "With
ajunior sorcerer to guard him, of course,” | murmured.

"Aye. Being of theroya household, the clerk would pay no heed
to the wishes of the townsfolk, or their mayor and reeve. He would be
answerable only to the queen.”

"Which meant, of course, to hisbureau chief,”" | murmured, "which
would have been you."

Aye" the bald man spat. "Fool that | was, | did not redlize the
extent of the power thiswould have given me."



"But the queen did. "Oh, aye! Therefore did she set out the
clerksas| had suggestedbut kept their governance to hersdf.”
"And threw you into the dungeon.”

The bald man nodded, bitter as a L ondon pint.

"The reward of the capable man," | sympathized, "but of the man
who is more capable of doing the work than of currying favor. " "'l was
afool," thebald man spat. "A tdented fool, mayhap, but afool
nonetheless.

"Quitetaented,” | agreed, "though not at the sorcery you wished
for. " "Aye" The bad man's eyes brightened with bitter
satifaction.

"Y et here, at the end of my course, | have discovered that | did
have some modicum of atrue and most singular talent-much good may it
do meinthisplacel”

"Oh?" | asked softly. "What'sthat?"

"l have befriended therats," the bald man hissed, "so well that
they comewhen | call. Nay, | could raise up ahundred of them now and
tell them to overwhem you!"

Gilbert growled with menace, but Frisson asked, "Would they do
what you bade them?'

"They would." The bald man showed hislong yellow teeth.

"Aught that | told them, even to running headlong into degath, so
long asthey could do it in abody."

"Lord of therat pack,” | mused. "Frisson, do you 'remember’ that
verse about cats?'

"Nay, but | will bring it to mind most quickly."

"And | know one about terriers.” | gazed thoughtfully at the Rat
Raiser. "A very consderable power. With them at your command, why do
you languish here?"

"What should | gain by their use?' the Rat Raiser countered. "It
would appear that even you, at athought, can summon up creaturesto
opposethem! What, then, could my sovereign Suettay do?"

"Annihilate them," | answered, "probably by caling up ademon or
two."

"And would annihilate mysdlf with them,” the Rat Raiser an

swered. "Nay, I've no wish to die, or to see my petsfry. Anl
wished it, | could have bade them day melong ago.”

"And you've thought about it, eh?"

"Who would not?' the Rat Raiser returned. "Yet | abide. Why, |
know not-but | abide."

"No doubt just waiting for usto come help you out,” | said
breezily, and turned to Gilbert. "How long do you think those locks
can hold you?' Out of the corner of my eye, | noticed the Rat Raiser
St up sraight-but he dumped again, glowering. Of course, |
redized.

Who knows better than a bureaucrat, to distrust promises?

"I havetried them," Gilbert answered. "Thereisaspdl to hold
us here; the locks will not budge, nor the bars bend, and the wood is



likearmor. 'Tisyou who must take usforth from here, Wizard, or we
will rot with theratsand their friend! Nay, bend thy talent to its
utmost and bring usforth from here quickly! For with every moment
that passes, the lovely maiden comes closer to torment!”

The Rat Raiser laughed, ashrill, high stuttering of bregth.
"Foal!

Do you think you can prevail 'gaingt the vile, twisted power of
the queen?'

"It'spossible” | said dowly. "I seemto bein a state of
grace, a the moment." More thanksto my guardian angd than to
mysdlf, | had anction. "Let's start by trying to get out of this
cdlar." Not easy, for aguy who claimed not to believein magic-so |
relayed it to onewho did. "Frisson, if | sSing you a couple of songs,
can you craft them into aspell that will get us back to the torture
chamber?'

"Why would you wish to go there?' the Rat Raiser gasped.

"Because the queen is about to visit afriend of ourswith afate
worse than death-it must be worse, because she's going to bring her
back to life just for the occasion. How about it, Frisson?”

"If youwishit, Master Wizard, | shdl essay it," the vagabond
saddowly.

Before they could talk, | recited,

"Over his parchment the musing hard, Beginning doubtfully and far
away, Fird lets his quill wander afar, As he draws on hismusefor his
layThen as his point drinks up sableink, So his heart takesfervor,
feding histheme, Risng in flashes, in darknessto sink, To make
redizethat are asthey seem.”

| shuddered to think what 1'd done to Lowdl's verse, then
consoled mysdf with the thought that therewas o little of it |€ft,
he'd never have noticed.

A pen, aninkwell, and a sheet of fool scap appeared, hovering in
theair. | took them and handed them to Frisson. "Writeit down-I
taught you how! That way, | can check to make sureit'll work before
it getssaid doud.”

Frisson took the pen with a show of reluctance, which | didn't
believe for amoment. "If you say to, Lord Wizard. Natheless, | am
yet dow to form my letters.”

| had to admire how well hetook acue. "Try," | urged. "Do you
know an old song caled 'The Castle of Dramouye?"

"From the Ide of Doctors and Saints? Aye, | have heard it."

"Y ou might try avariation on that, to get usinto her dungeon.

Then well need oneto get us out of this castle; have you ever
heard asong that goeslikethis?' | hummed thefirst eight bars of
"Greendeaves."

The poet nodded. "I have heard them. Must | hold to their
limits, though??*

"Of coursenot! If the muse visits, wear her out! Write what
comesto you; I'm just giving you adarting point-call it muse bait."

But Frisson was dready sitting down cross-legged, gazing off into



space. After amoment, he dipped his quill and scratched afew words,
gazed off into space again, then dipped his quill once more and sarted
soribbling furioudy.

Sow toform hisletters. Right. Wdll, | had known the man wasa
genius-| wasn't surprised that he'd learned so quickly.

The Rat Raiser was, though. He was staring, though the rest of
hisface wasimmobile. Hedidn't say aword, of course-too experienced
abureaucrat to give anything away-but from the way he watched, | knew
he was reassessing our skill aswizards. Admittedly, Frisson wastoo
ragged to look like much, and my clothing wastoo outlandish-but if the
"gpells’ we used were so potent that we had to write them down and
check them before we read them aloud to cast them, we must be mighty
indeed.

| didn't argue.

Frisson looked up and held out the page, looking very anxious.

"Will it sail, Lord Wizard?"

| took the parchment and studied it. My eyeswidened. Could this
redly be as excellent an adaptation of afolk verseas| thought it
was?

it could. After dl, | had just finished reminding myself that
Frisson wasagenius. "Thisisvery good, Frisson,” | said dowly.
"Almost too good to be used asa spell.”

Disappointment shadowed the poet's face.

I11'Almogt,' | said! if | weaken it abit, it should work
stronger magic than anything I've ever made up. Brace yoursalves,
men-and join hands.”

Gilbert seized my right hand, and Frisson seized my |eft as|
closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and began to recite.

"Summer winds turn chill around The Roya Keep of Doom.
Cries of pain and fear resound Within its torture room.
There let us be transported dl, Its anguish to subsume!”

The cdll darkened, the light went out, and the Rat Raiser cried in
the darkness. A wave of nausea swept through me and was gone;then the
light came back, and | saw Angelique, still stretched out on the
torture bench, eyes wide and unseeing, chest till.

Beyond her, Suettay was just taking the cork out of the bottle,
intoning achant. The torturer, restored, was chuckling as he
tightened the thumbscrews on the corpse.

The ghost rose from the bottle, trembling with gpprehension. Then
Suettay saw us, and stared at usin amazement and darm.

The assistant torturer held the corpse'sleg, stroking it
lascivioudy, asthe chief torturer paused to make alast adjustment to
theiron boot. Helooked up, saw the expression on his queen'sface,
spun about, and smashed afist into my face.

| saw it coming just in timeto roll with the punch-but | saw
sars, and pain racked my head, tirring up anger. 1 wastoo dow,
though-the squire beat meto it Gilbert roared and legpt forward; the
torturer was just beginning to turn when the squirésfist caught him



under thejaw. | heard something snap, but adl | saw wasthe torturer
sailing over the table in aperfect parabola. He crashed into the wall
just abovethefloor, but by that time, hisfirst assstant wasin

midair heading for the south wall, and Gilbert'sfist was in the second
apprentices midriff. Then he picked up the man likeajavein and
sent him after thefirst; heamost had al threein midair at the same
time. | hadn't known the squire was a juggler-or such astrong one,
ether.

It only took him afew seconds, but that waslong enough. Suettay
whirled about, teeth bared in asnarl, and began to shout averse.

| rose up from the floor, trying to forget that my momma had
taught me never to hit alady, and dammed afist into her jawbone.

She dumped, out cold, and the bottle hit the floor, shattering.

The ghost drifted free with acry of relief.

Two guardsmen shook off their stupors and stepped forward. One
drew a sword; the other hefted his pike, then redlized it wasn't there.

| legpt forward, shouting, "“Go down!™

The guard looked up, startled, just long enough for Gilbert'sfist
to connect with his cheekbone. As he was crumpling, his mate was
looking around for his pike when hetripped over its butt, fell
sprawling, rolled over, and found himsdf staring at its blade.

Gilbert spared him confusion by clouting him neatly on the crown, and
he lgpsed into unconsciousness.

Then Frisson whirled and stabbed down with the pike he'd used to
trip the guard. He plunged it straight into the queen's chest.

It was agood move, and one Gilbert couldn't have forced himself
to do, sinceit wasin cold blood, and therefore without honor-but
Frisson wasn't aknight, or asquire. | just didn't have the heart to
tell the poor vagabond it wouldn't do any good.

Gilbert whirled to Angelique's body, unscrewing the boot. "Be
consoled, maiden! It shal not hurt you any longer, evenif you are
reincorporated! Nay, fear not-your tormentors shall harry you no more!

Hewasn't even panting.

| turned to Frisson. "Thought you were a poor, law-abiding
vicim.

"What-this?' The poet looked at the pike asif he'd never seen it
before. "Wéll, | have learned some knack of separating people from
objects, aye."

"Vduable objects, right? And without their ever noticing it.”

Frisson shrugged. "The mammon of wickedness can beturned to a
good purpose, Lord Wizard."

"Oh, | don't dispute your use of the techniques-just wondering
how'd you'd learned them.”

Then Angelique's ghost gave acry of horror.

Gilbert was at her Sdein aningant. "Be assured, fair maid,
tisonly us, who are your friends.”

"But whoishe?' Angdique gasped.



Frisson followed her glance and said quietly, "We came
accompanied, gentles™
"Aye" Angeliquesaid. "Who isyonder old coil?'

"Old coil!" avoice behind mecried. "I'll have you know, lady,
that | am scarcely into the middle of my years.”

| turned dowly. "That'sright. It'sjust that alot of those
years passed while you werein adark dungeon. That aged you abit.”
Then, to Angdique, "Milady, may | present to you aformer star of
Suettay's adminigtration, fallen upon evil daysthe Rat Raiser.”

"A henchman of Suettay's?" shecried. "How came he to accompany
you?”
"Why, by saizing hold of the wizard's hand, when he bethought him
‘twas that of one of his comrades,” the Rat Raiser cackled.

| turned to Frisson. "I thought it was you holding my left hand.”

"Nay," thevagabond said, "l did seize the squiresfist.”

| turned back to the Rat Raiser with afacelike aniceberg. "You
definitey were not invited.”

The bureaucrat glared up at me with vindictive malice. "Y ou would
have gone off and left me no better than you had found me, would you
not?'

| cocked my head to the Side, considering. "Maybe nat, if you had
asked. But of coursg, if you were going to continue working for
Suettay "Wherefore should | do that?' The Rat Raiser stared, appalled.

"Totry to get back into her good graces.”

"Wherefore? So that she might turn me out again? Faugh!" The
Rat Raiser glared at the unconscious queen, gloating. "Let her look to
her own!

" She cannot look to anything!™ Frisson stared, frightened at his
own accomplishment. "Sheisdead!"

"| fear so smal astroke as sted through the chest will not kill
S0 puissant awitch,” the Rat Raiser said bitterly. "We should have
some few minutes ere she wakes-but waken she shall.”

Frisson backed away from Suettay, trembling.

"Would she would not," the Rat Raiser said, lipstight. "Nay, if
| find any way to injure her at no risk to mysdlf, | shdl do it!"

"Evenif it means repenting your sins and adhering to God?"

The cell was very quiet asthe two of us stared at each other
acrossagulf of tenson.

"Aye" the Rat Raiser breathed. "Even that.”

"Evenif it means devoting yoursdlf to the good of your fellow
man? Becoming the servant of the poor and week?'

The silence was even longer thistime, but | saw the Rat Raiser's
countenance begin to lighten, eyeswidening at anew concept. "Aye,
eventhat," he breathed. " "Twould hurt the queen grievoudy, would it
not? So that isthe meaning of the ‘coas of fire upon hishead!”

"| can think of better motives for taking up alife of goodness,”
| said "but I'll takewhat | can get. Who knows? Maybeit'll grow on
you, after awhile”



"Y ou do not mean he shdl accompany usl” Gilbert protested.
Angdliguetouched hisarm and said, "Aye, he must. Ask me not why, but
| fed therightness of it."

Gilbert opened his mouth to protest further, but saw her face and
fdl dlent.

"Shall | swear?' the Rat Raiser demanded.

"What good would that do? If you're secretly holding fast to a
lifeof evil, youll bresk an oath without even thinking. No, | can
fed therightness Angeliqueis speaking of. I'll take achance on
you, Rat Raiser."

The bureaucrat cracked asmile. "I thank you, Wizard. Y ou shadl
not regret it."

"l hope not-because if | do, you will, too." | gazed into his
yellowed eyes a moment longer, then turned back to my friends. "Okay,
timeto leave, before the posse arrives.”

"But who can know?

"Suettay's second in command. I'll bet she had six kinds of magic
aarmsrigged to our cell. When they find us gone, they're bound to
try here. No, don't try to kill her by magic-you'll just trigger some
kind of ectoplasmic guardian that will beredly rough to handle.”

" 'Tiseven ashe says," Angdique quavered. "I ken not what they
may be, but | sense some dark and lingering presence that awaits any
threat to her body."

"But | dew her!" Frisson cried.

"Nothing fatd, I'm afraid,” | sghed, "which iswhy the guardian
didn't respond. She doesn't keep her heart within her chest. Don't
let it worry you, Frisson-you'll get another chance. Remember, the
idearight now isto escape-well figure out away to kill her some

other day. 11
The poet looked crestfallen, but he squared his shoulders-and his
chin.

"Okay," | said, "everybody hold hands, now." | took the Rat Raiser's paw mysdlf-after al, | already
had once, hadn't I?
Knowingly or not. Everybody e selinked up on my right hand. "Herewe
go, folkd!

Frisson, the parchment, please?’

The poet held up the sheet of foolscap, and | read it, chanting,

"Alas, foul witch, you do uswrong To chain us o unjustly, Where
folk have suffered oh, so long, Amusing your foul crudty.

Green grassismy ddight, Blue kiesaredl my joy!

| yearn for freedom with al my heart, in aplace of great
security!"

The door was opening, and soldiers were bursting into the torture
chamber, just asit faded and sank into the void.



Chapter Sixteen

Therewas no world and no time, and no sight but light. There
were colors swirling about me, but mostly what there was, was
Angdique.

| wasn't doneinthe mist thistime. | was aseparate identity,
but | was dso integrated with Angelique. Somehow, her soul was
interleaved with mine, touching me far more intimately than any embrace
of bodies could achieve, in contact with me at every point, and the
thrill of her touch was ecstasy. | couldn't see her, but | could
perceive her, perceive the memories of horror, the aftershocks of
agony, but dl of it was muted now, numbed and faded, far less
important than her joy a having found a man who loved her deeply.

Because | couldn't hide that from her, now-our souls were open to
each other. The only way | could have hidden my fedingswasto have
locked her out entirely, and to do that | would have had to become
catatonic, completely cutting off perception of everything but myself.

But I didn't want to hide my fedlings, somehow.

Maybe it was because she couldn't hide anything from me, either,
and | could perceive her lovefor me, ardent and deep. | realized that
the spdll had only made her see my good qualities before-but now she
saw al my faults, too-the temper, the mulishness, the hypocrisy, the
gprees, the sordid little affairs, the chip on my shoulder. But my
virtues were so important to her, so much of what she needed and
admired, so much like her own ideas of what was good and right, that my
harshness and abrasi veness seemed unimportant to her. She

knew them for the front, the shield, that they were, and knew also
that they didn't really matter-but that what they protected, did.

Asfor me, | wasatotal goner. 1'd been able to see beneath the
bruises and seein her glowing ghost that her face and body were
beautiful, the most beautiful | had ever seen-but | began to redize
now that her beauty was only partly physical, that what raised her
above every other woman I'd ever known was the sweetness and
steadfastness of her soul. Her spirit wasfar more beautiful than her
body could ever have been, than any woman's body could ever have been.

My own lack of purity saddened but did not repel her. | could
fed, through the beating of her energy field against mine, her urgeto
heal my soul of the rifts made by the women who had hurt me, the men
who had ground at me until | had learned to strike back.

Her touch, if the contact of spirit with spirit can be called
that, was cool and soothing, then heating, inflaming. 1t crossed my
mind that this beat sex dl hollow, until | redlized that thiswas sex,
in the ultimate-or rather, that thisintimacy was what we poor,
fumbling men of clay aretrying to achieve, through the use of our
physica extensons

That'swhen | redlly began to believe in the soul-and withiit, |
began to suspect that there might be an afterlife.

Then, suddenly, there was arude pain-or no, not apain, redly,



but ajolting shock that made Angelique cry out soundlessly and made me
grapple her to me moretightly, trying to surround her, to shield her,

anger kindling againgt the being who had disrupted our idyll, defaced

our Eden. But the anger did no good; astern voice was echoing dl

about us, commanding,

"Maiden, leave that body!

Depart, and leave him breath!
Separate, if you do lovel

Would you make him yearn for death?"

With asoundless cry, Angdlique disengaged herself from me,
breaking apart at the horror of the thought. Raging with anger, |
surged up, snapping to aertness, body in fighting stance, eyes open

| saw Frisson'sface, staring right into mine not Six inches away,
with agrimnessthat | hadn't even suspected he had in him.

Then theroom spun, and so did I, with adizzy spdl unlike
anything I'd ever had before. A hand caught me, ahard arm braced

me,

and asthe sarsfaded from my vision, | saw that Frisson and
Gilbert had propped me up between them.

"What ... what happened?' | croaked.

"Y ou did blend your soul with Angelique's ghost,” Frisson
explained. "Inour journey through that relm that isand is not, from
one place to another, your soul loosed itself from your body, asit
ever does, and clasped Angelique's soul, as your hand did hers-for that
wasthe only way in which you could carry her from one placeto
another.”

"Thank Heaven for smal duties,” | breathed, "and Heaven it was!

" "Only asmall taste of Heaven, if what | suspect of that state of
blisshasany truthinit.”

"You mean it gets better?' | shuddered in anticipation of
unguessable ecstasy. "1'd be glad to spend awhole lifetime being
good, if it got meinto that State again after | die! In fact, now
that | think of it, why bother waiting?'

"There, maiden, isthe peril in which you have placed his soul,”
Frisson said severdly.

Angelique lowered her gaze, abashed.

"For shame, maiden!" the poet went on. "Moments more, and you
would have made him yearn for degth before histime-and the fruit of
that yearning is suicide, which would have reft him from you for
eternity! 'Y ou have tempted him into ending hislife before hisworldly
tasks were done-and how many would have suffered because of the work he
did not do? How many would have perished because he was not there to
savethem?'

"Hey, that'slow and dirty!" | stood up straight, glaring at him.

"Emotiond extortion!"

"A new term, but perhaps an apt one," Frisson acknowledged. "Y et
thewords I've said aretrue. Bear thisin mind-if she did tempt you



to take your own life, that would be agreat sin upon her soul. How
then could you be joined after death?”

"Wl ... maybe not in Heaven, but-" "Thereisno joining in any
other realm.” Frisson chopped his hand sideways, in total denid.
"Each suffersaonein Hell; thereis no companionship of any kind.
The greatest torture there isthe total absence of God, and of eventhe
small reminders of his presence that are other souls. " Now, that kind
of stubbornness dways gets me angry. "How would you know?" |
demanded.

"Why, how think you | would?' For thefirst time, Frisson showed
aflash of anger. Only aflash; it was gonein melancholy amoment
later as he said, brooding, "I have sought early desth more than once,
Wizard Saul. A maiden whom | loved with ardent passion spurned me, and
inthe misery of love unrequited, | yearned for death so greatly that |
tied anoose about my neck and hanged mysdlf from atree. | liveto
speak only because awandering monk happened by and cut me down erel
had quite strangled. He spake with me long and earnestly, showing me
that lovers despair islike any other despair, and to give up hope of
loveisto ceaseto strive for the touching of souls-whichisto say,
to ceasein riving for Heaven." Heturned to medone. "I have
great cause to be thankful to you, Wizard Saul, even though death by
hunger would have satisfied my hunger for death-thankful because, in
gtaying dive, | have cometo know friendship and the caring of those
forwhom | care. Thoughitisnot love, itisenoughto livefor, and
to give me hope of greater worth."

"Why ... uh ... thanks, Frisson." | felt outraged and humbled all
at once. "I'mglad | did somegood. | mean, it would have been
ridiculousfor anice guy likeyou to let himsdlf die, just because he
didn't think anybody could ever like him!"

"Yet sowould | ill believe, had you not taught me how to shift
this curse of poetry, by the gift of writing."

"Thenyou'vejust paid meback.” | sighed. "Wadll, if it'stoo
soon for the red thing, let's get back to trying to make Heaven on
Earth, shall we? Or at least to get rid of Hell." | looked around me,
regretfully shouldering the burden of lifeagain.

Sunlight beamed down upon us from some high window, showing usa
pool of thick dust over rock. | looked around and saw alarge room, a
hundred feet across, ceiling just barely visble in the shadows. An
old, faded tapestry hung on onewall, showing amaiden in Norse garb
gathering golden applesfrom atree. Therewereonly afew trestle
tables and benches over by the huge, cold black fireplace-but there was
nonetheless afeding of peaceto the place, even of coziness. Over a
the bottom of the stair was adark archway, with more steps going
downward-but strangely, it didn't seem

threatening.
" "Tisacadtlelong vacant," Gilbert said. "Praise Heaven! We
are

freel " "Benot too quick with your thanks," the Rat Raiser said,



but even he was having trouble restraining asmile. "I know this
place; 'tis a castle taken from Lord Brace, who could not pay the
fullnessof his

taxes. The queen hath said she will someday set a court here, for
wearein her capital of Todenburg.”

"The queen take up residence?’ Frisson looked about him, wideeyed
and smiling. "Nay, how could she? For the peace of this house doth
fill my soul, and the traces of laughter and kindness that emanate from
itswalsdo exdt my soirit!"

"Even S0," the Rat Raiser said sourly. " "Twill be easy enough to
desecrate, look you-but until she does that, she cannot bring hersalf
to resde herefor any length of time. Therefore hasthis castle stood
thus abandoned these ten years. | came with atroop of clerksto list
al goods within, then remove them-and | was sorely tempted to cease my
gnning." Hisfacetwisted. "Asl annow." Heturned squarely to me.

"What you would do, | adviseyou, do quickly, for weare il in
Todenburg, not amile from the queen's stronghold, and she will surely
be working divination, even now, to detect our presence.

| looked up in surprise. "That'sright, she will, won't she?

Quick!

Everybody down to the dungeons!” | turned away toward the dark
doorway at the foot of the stairs.

The Rat Raiser started, astonished, and Angelique gasped.
"Wherefore the dungeons?!

"Do not ask, milady," Frisson answered. "He knowswhat heis
about-and thereissmall timeto explain." He set off after me.

"Belike we would not comprehend, evenif hedid lay it dl before
us"" Gilbert offered hisarm. "Come! Havefaithinthe Wizard Saul.”

Reluctantly, Angelique came with him, though it was an open
question whether her hand wason hisarm, or init. They werelagtin
lineg; the Rat Raiser was scurrying ahead of us.

Fortunately, there were torch buttsin the sconces, and Frisson
turned out to be carrying flint and sted!.

"Wherefore do you not make light with aspdll again?' the Rat
Raiser fairly howled. "Quickly! The queen will be upon ugl”

"That'swhy | don't want to use magic," | said evenly. "It'd be
like aflamein the night, showing her wherewe are. Besides, the
wood'sold and dry. See?' | held up alighted torch. "Thanks,
Frisson.”

"Oh, tismy ddight." The poet rose and stamped out his pile of
tinder. "May we go, Wizard?'

"Right thisway." | led down the curving steps. | stayed close
to thewall; there wasn't any guard rail.

Angedlique looked about, frowning, as we came out into the middle

of ahuge underground chamber. "Even here, thereis peace, and no
auraof misery."

"What would you expect?' The Rat Raiser spat. "Lord Brace kept
no prisoners, nor did any of hisforebears, and | doubt he even thought
of torture! That iswhy thereareno cellgl”



"But thereiswater." | frowned, listening.

My companions quieted, and heard the sound of dripping.

"Yon." Gilbert pointed toward an archway.

"Just fine" | headed for the portdl.

"Hold, Wizard!" the Rat Raiser rasped. "That way leadsto a
vault benesth the courtyard!”

"Even better for my purposes.” | looked back over my shoulder.

"Comeon! Beieveme, it'simportant!"

My friends exchanged baffled glances. Then Frisson shrugged and
turned away. "We have followed him thusfar; why not farther?"

"Isthere peril yon2" Gilbert asked the Rat Raiser.

"Noneto spesk of." The bureaucrat frowned. "Only rats, who will
do my bidding. Y et wherefore would he wish aparade ground over him,
not acastle?'

"Weshdl learn, | doubt not." The squire turned toward the
archway. "Milady, will you wak?'

"Willingly, good 5r."

The Rat Raiser shrugged and followed us.

Asthey came up to the torchlight, they found me standing by a
large puddle, fed by adrip near thewall. The drops had worn alittle
channd to the center of the vault and formed asmall pool. But |
wasn't looking at the water; | was frowning around. "Wood ... wood .
.." My eyelit on Frisson. "Y ou're wearing wooden shoes!"

Frisson looked down at hisfeet. "Sabots, we call them."

"Then let'stry alittle sabot-age! Lend me afoot, will you?'

The poet stared at me asif | were mad, but he passed over his
shoe.

"Okay, everybody grab hold." | knelt and poked the toe of the
shoein the pool underneath the drip from the calling.

Gilbert looked at Angelique, then at Frisson. The poet shrugged
and knelt, hooking afinger into the sabot. The ghost and the squire
sghed, kndlt, and took hold. Grumbling, the Rat Raiser kndlt at my
left and touched the shoe,

"And now?' Gilbert asked.

"Ground thetorch,” | grated.

"We must not bewithout light! * Angelique cried.

"Haveto. Bebrave, folks-it'svitd. No, don't drownit! Well
needit later. just grindit out.”

Gilbert looked up, startled, the torch poised over the pool. Then
he shrugged and jammed the flame againgt the stone.

It wastotally dark, except for the glow from Angdlique.
Persondly, | couldn't have found amorelovely light, but the darkness
bothered her-reminiscent of the grave, no doubt; but it had to be. She
was brave, though, and only gave ahaf sob, then was silent.

| reached out to push my hand into an overlap with hers. Her
touch was cold, very cold, but she seemed to gain reassurance from
mine

"What do we do now?" Gilbert asked.

"Now wewait," | answered. "Get comfortable, folks. Thiscould
takeawhile”



They waited. Time passed even more dowly than the drips from the
caling.

Claws clicked on stone, and something furry brushed my calf.
Angelique cried out.

The Rat Raiser's voice crooned, "Peace, little one. We shall not
disurb thy slencelong.”

The chamber was slent for amoment. Then the claws sounded
again, fading away.

"Be of good heart,” the bureaucrat's voice advised us. "They
shdl not trouble you."

"Thanks," | bresthed. "Kind of glad you came along for theride."

"We are ever pleased to be of service," the Rat Raiser said dryly.

A sudden chill touched my spine, and | felt a strange sort of
tingling long my scalp. Frisson's head snapped up, eyeswidening.

"Hig!" the Rat Raiser rasped. "She comes!”

Interesting that he could fed it, too.

"Just hang on,” | said, voicelow and calm. "Aslong asyou keep
touching the shoe, well bedl right.”

Angdlique was trembling, and white showed dl around Gilbert's
irses

Then thefeding of "presence" was gone, aruptly, totdly.

| relaxed with asigh. "Okay, folks. It's over-and she won't be
back." | stared straight ahead, murmuring,

"Sunsthat set may risein glareSo if welosethistorch's
light,

Wewon't bein perpetua night.
Our brand once more will flare!™

Thetorch burgt into flame again.

"How can you be certain?' the Rat Raiser demanded.

"Because | jammed her radar.” | straightened up, holding the shoe
out to Frisson. "She couldn't see us, because it was dark-so she had
to go by fed. She could tell we were here-but she was going by clues,
indirect evidence. She knew we were under earth, under stone, and
touching wood which was touching weter."

"A coffin!" Frisson cried.

"You're quick, mate. Yes, shefigured | had somehow transported
usal into our graves."

"Then she shdl not trouble us further!” Angeliquecried. "She
will think usdead!" Then she remembered her own state and blushed,
which isno mean feat for aghost.

Gdlantly, | affected not to notice-1 only nodded.

But the Rat Raiser cautioned us, "She will nonetheless seek us now
and again, in case she might have guessed wrongly. Yet, dl indl,
shewill ceaseto concern hersdf with us.”

"It givesus sometime, anyway," | said.

Slowly, the poet took the wooden shoe and put it back on. "I will
theler question you, Wizard, after the manner in which you freed us."



"Uh, thanks, | guess.” | didn't fed entiredly comfortable with
suchfaith.

"Praise Heaven sheisbeguiled!” Frisson sighed, leaning back to
look up at the celling. " Ought we not to fly, Wizard? Y ou have bought
ustime by your subterfuge, but it isnot by any meansthe eternity
which the queen thinksit to be. We cannot stay in any one place, or
Suettay will find usagain.”

"No, we don't want that,” | mused. "I want to find her,
insteadbut only after I've gathered enough force to restore Angelique
to her body, then free that body."

Gilbert glanced a me, troubled. "Beware covetousness!”

| shrugged. "Look at it thisway-if | can bring her back to life,
| can ask her to marry me."

"True," Gilbert alowed, and looked much more comfortable-but
Angdiquewas saring a me, huge-eyed.

"Just ask," | hastened to reassure her. "Nobody's going to force
you to say yes."

That brought her out of it. "Whereforewould | need force!" Her
insubgtantia hand brushed through mine.

"Beware the death wish!" Frisson scolded.

"Aye, and beware the queen,” the Rat Raiser said sarcasticdly.
"To free the maiden's body, you must first day Her Mgesty.”

| shrugged. "Okay by me."

"Nay, Saul!" Angdiquecried. "Must you dright me so? Towish
to murder another isto imperil your immorta soul!

"Not inthisinstance,” Frisson demurred.

| nodded. "Wishing to kill awoman who is corrupting awhole
kingdomisntasin. Infact, if | were ableto do it, the amount of
good I'd achieve would baance out the evil of the murder.”

Somehow, when | put it that way, it didn't sound hypocritical.

Maybe it was because it was me who was saying it.

Gilbert, of course, looked very happy about the wholething. The
Rat Raiser, though, just stared at me asif | wereinsane.

"However," | said, "on amore practica level, how could | find
enough force to go up againgt the queen?”

"A tdling point," Frisson said, rlieved. "Wewere best to use
thistime the wizard has bought usto find adeep holein which to
hide."

"Or avast enough spaceinwhich to run." The Rat Raiser looked
relieved, too.

"Aye," Gilbert agreed. "Where shal we go to escape her wrath,
Wizard? " "Nicequestion.” | pursed my lips. "Anybody have an idea?'

They weredl slent, looking at one another in darm. If the
wizard had no ideawhere to hide, how could any of them know?

Light glinted off athread of silk. Looking up, | saw a spider,
sretching afan between two layers of the barrel vaullt.

The Rat Raiser followed my gaze. He saw, and his eyes glinted.

"Thereisalegend, Wizard-onetold by prisoners, who know no
other life but ratsand spiders. . ."

"Aye," Frisson said, with the ring of one who knew the subject, "a



taletold of aKing of Spiders, who dwellsin aland no mortal can
discover. " | felt asudden prickling up the spine and acrossthe
scap, very much like the one Suettay's surveillance had just given me.
Angdique shuddered. "What aloathsomethought! To dwell witha
vasty spider!”
Frisson grinned. "Nay, milady. Heisnot himsaf aspider, but a
man, though onein awerd.”

"Asl| amnot arat,” the Rat Raiser grunted, and glared at me as
if to contradict him.

| didn't answer, because the fegling was stronger than ever, and
the spider was one of those big round-as-a-quarter jobs. Who was
watching me now?

"And are we, then, to seek him, this Spider King, and walk into
hisweird, never to return?' Angdlique demanded.

The dungeon was silent. Nobody answered her-but they al turned
to me, and thelook on my face must have been answer enough.

Angelique's eyes began to grow wide and frightened. ™Y ou cannot
truly think it!"

"Why not?' | shrugged. "We'rein the dungeon aready; we can't
go much lower."

"But you can! Areweto step into the underworld, then?"

"Nay," Gilbert said dowly, "for therein dwell Suettay's masters.

Yet I, too, have heard of this Spider King, and hiskingdomisa
realm apart, neither underworld nor afterworld.”

| recognized an alluson to an dternate universe. | frowned.

"Y ou're talking about going through another dimension to gain
accessthere. How do we do that?*

They were quiet again. Then Gilbert said, with deference, " 'Tis
you arethewizard. if you cannot say how to cometo this Spider King,
which oneof uscan? " "But I've never heard of him beforel”

"Y ou had not heard of Suettay, either,” Angdique reminded me,
"Y et you countered her."

| glanced a her in annoyance. "When did you switch to pushing
for thistravelogue? All right, | suppose | could work up a
longdistance projection spell using this Spider King asthe focus
Frisson took on afaraway look.

"Writeit down,” | said quickly.

The poet sighed, coming back down to earth. "If | must-yet 'tis
such labor, to carve words with a pen when they are so easily spoken
aloud. " "Yeah, but it takes us so long to clean up the mess
afterward!"

"Asyou say," Frisson said, with rue. "Y et we cannot smply spell
oursalves along way to this enchanted realm, Wizard."

"Aye" the Rat Raiser agreed. "The Spider King'sredmissaid to
be everywhere, but nowhere."

"Overlaid on ourslike an egg on aflapjack.” | nodded. "That's
adescription of an dternate universeif I've ever heard onel”

Gilbert frowned. "Then how can we comethere, Wizard, if ‘tisal
around us, yet beyond our ken?”'



"Through another dimension,” | explained. "No, don't ask me what
adimension isyou dready know. Length, breadth, and depth-those are
the three dimensions, and they're dl at right anglesto one another.”

The squire frowned. "But thereis no other!™

"Yesthereis, though we can't perceiveit-and not just one, but
many. How we go through the fifth dimension in order to come back to
the third, though, isaproblem | haven't tackled before.”

"Then do," the Rat Raiser urged.

| pursed my lips. "Other dimension or not, we won't get there by
ganding ill. We haveto start walking somewhere.”

Gilbert, Angelique, and Frisson glanced around us, perplexed, but
the Rat Raiser said dowly, "There do be sewers underlying dl this
town-huge old drains, small tunndls, left to us from the empire great
Reme spread throughout this middle earth.”

| nodded. "That'll do. Do you know your way around them?"

"No," the Rat Raiser said, "yet | havefriendswho do." Hemadea
peculiar kind of squeaking noise, and Angelique let out avery funny,
throaty noise, like the sound of a scream being stifled. We men
dtiffened, hacklesrising, asatroop of huge gray rats scampered into
the pool of torchlight, coatsfilthy, fangs gleaming.

The Rat Raiser kndlt, holding out a hand and crooning. Therats
came up to him, nuzzling hisfingers. "Nay, I've no food for you now,
littlefriends" he said with regret, "but there shdl be feadting, if
you can bring uswherewewish to go. Lead us down below ground, yet
through tunnels high enough for usto walk without stooping. Lead us
down, and bid al like you withdraw, to let us pass."

Angdique shuddered.

"Not the most salubrious notion in the world,” | agreed, "but it's
better than staying here and waiting for Suettay to catch us, isnt
it?'

Angelique swallowed and nodded. Gilbert murmured, "Be brave,
lass. However long it may be, we shdl pass through; it shal end.”

"All right, we're ready now," | said to the Rat Raiser, softly.

"Off, little ones!" the bureaucrat commanded with awave of his
hand. Herose astherats scampered away. "Follow," he said over his
shoulder, and stepped off after his pets.

"Ready?' | asked. "Wdll, were going, anyway." And | followed
the Rat Raiser.

L

off we went into the gloom, the poet and squire bunched
protectively around the lady's ghost, leading onward and downward,
following the wizard-me-who was mumbling some very strange verses
indeed as we descended into the lower depths.



Chapter Seventeen

| wasn't entirely sure where the cave in the dungeon wall had come
from-I could have sworn it hadn't been there when we had come down-but
| wasn't about to object. If the rats knew whereit was, it had to be
red-at least, assuming the rats themsalves were real; which made me
begin to wonder about the Rat Raiser.

While| was wondering, we were going downhill; I couldn't help but
think of Hellmouth in the old mystery plays, and wonder if thiswasits
throat. It was certainly dark enough-and growing warmer; and the
aromasrisng were anything but life-giving. Tricklesof water
glittered in the torchlight here and there, becoming broader aswe
descended deeper.

Timeto start the active part. | took a deep breath-and regretted
it-and began to recite:

"Where Alph, the sacred river ran Through caverns measurelessto
man Down to asunless sea.

Turn, to where there's naught but rest!

Turn, to find the spider's nest!

Through al the worlds hisweb he spins, Catching prey by hidden
and

Turn, to pierce his secret ring!

Turn, to find the Spider King!"

We moved down, our pooal of torchlight coming with us, until water
glistened below, black water, and the Rat Raiser whispered, "We have
comeinto the sewers. Carefully, now, children-the water is deep, and
the way isnarrow.”

He turned to the left, following hispets. | saw a spark off to
the side and frowned, glancing at it; then | glanced again. Therewere
two sparks, apair, and, as| watched, another pair appeared, and
another.

"We areregarded,” Gilbert said, indicating abank of little
jewdeyes glowing at the edge of our torchlight.

Angdique gave a strangled gasp, but the Rat Raiser crooned,
"Gently, children, gently. Tisonly the smal oneswho dwell hereand,
no matter what you think of them, they will not hurt you whilel am
here"

It was a gentle reminder of who held the power at the moment, and
| didn't trust it. | thought up a protecting verse and held it ready
on my tongue. | also glanced at Angelique, to make sure shewas
okay-then glanced again.

Shewas solid!

Apparently, her incorporedity wasright in phase with whatever
nonexistent realm of nonredlity wewerein.

My lord, that woman was beautiful! None of the bruises or wounds
showed on her ghost-only a hollowness of the cheek, a darkness around
the eye, that spoke of the harrowing experience she had been through.
Even that enhanced her beauty, rather than diminished it-or was| so
much the captive of my own binding spell, so much inlove with her,



that nothing could lessen her beauty in my eyes?

| shook off the notion with a shudder and turned away. Women were
for enjoying, nothing more-and since you couldn't just enjoy them
without hurting their hearts, | was determined not to notice them.
Never mind that Angdlique dready knew my true fedingsfor her-that
didn't mean | had to let them show. | resolutely turned my back and
followed the Rat Raiser into the unknown-and surely that couldn't have
been asmdl, very self-stisfied smile | had glimpsed on her lipsas|
had turned away, could it?

We paced the narrow path, scraping the stonewall on our |eft,
with ahost of bright beady eyeswatching us. To our right, torchlight
reflected off thickened, tainted water. The aroma had become almost
unbearable; we breathed through our mouths, but | could have sworn |
wastading theair.

The surface heaved, and a huge clawed hand broke through with a

long, scaly, tooth-filled snout behind it. The hand groped toward
us, and the Rat Raiser shrank back with asqued that had the ring of
command-but also of fright; and his pets answered him with asqueding
and skittering as they disappeared into the darkness.

But | was dready chanting.

"Room for our shadows on the pathL et us pass!
Totheleft and right, stay clear!

Or we shall call the Buyer of the BladeBe afraid!
Call upon the great god Tyr!"

The questing talons paused, wavered, then withdrew, dowly sinking
out of Sght.

"| thank you, Wizard." The Rat Raiser sghed. "I had not known
such amonstrous being might rise from this stew.”

"Always paysto beready." | didn't tell him what I'd been ready
for. "Frisson, do you think you could hold that verse ready to chant?

And no improvements, mind you! | have another spell to recite.”

"Aye, Master Saul," the poet said grudgingly. "But be mindful, |
amnowizard."

"Dontworry, | am." Okay, soit wasalittle white lie-but they
needed the reassurance, just then. "I'll join in and chant with you,
assoon as| can drop the other verse. But my reaction time will be
dow, and | think yourswill befast.”

"Besureof it," Gilbert muttered.

"l shdl." The poet sighed.

"Well enough.” The Rat Raiser pulled himsdlf together and stepped
forth, making little squeaking noisesinterspersed with words. "Where
have you gone, sweetings? Nay, come back, little friends-the monster
has fled, and we have need of your guidance.

Slowly, acouple of huge, ragged rats appeared at the edge of the
torchlight.

The Rat Raiser nodded with satsifaction. "Lead on, then-we shall
follow.



We did-not that we had much choice.

| watched the Rat Raiser's back, gauging him. The man hadn't been
quite the abject coward | had expected him to be-but then, he couldn't
have been short on nerve, to have dared the climb within Suettay's
organization. Sense, maybe, but not nerve.

| started reciting my navigation spdll again, with atouch of the
frantic. Attheend, | repeated, "Turn, turn, turn!” with perhaps
excessveforce.

Excessve, because the Rat Raiser wasjust warning us, "Sowly,
now, and warily-for this ledge was made only for guardsmen from the
castle, who knew itsways. Strongholds have been taken by parties
raiding through the sawers, look you, and-" He broke off with a
gasp-because the water was dwindling, showing blank stone to either
gde

"Keepwaking," | grated, and went back to mumbling my verse.

The Rat Raiser stumbled as the walkway disappeared, and he cried
out. Hisrats echoed him, squealing with horror and fleeing away; but
the dudge had dwindled to ameretrickle, and | demanded, "Go on!™

"Nay, | am no longer master here,” the Rat Raiser panted, white
showing dl around hiseyes. " 'Tisyou must lead now."

| shoved past him with amutter of impatience. The Rat Raiser
fdl in behind me, staring increduloudy at the stone underfoot. it
was completely dry now, but curved, in the middle as much as at the
ddes. "Weareno longer in the sewerd!™

"Prase Heaven!" Angdiquesighed. "I may breathe again!”

"Y et where arewe, then?' Gilbert demanded.

"Inthewizard'sredm,” Frisson answered. "Be patient, my
friends, and trust our guide; surely he knowswhere he goes”

"Then he must know wherewe are” The squire had to shift his
gait asthetunnd curved to our right. "Ho, Wizard! What placeis

"A torus." My voice sounded remote even to me, unconcerned with
this mundane redlity; but the roof rolled over us, and the tunnd's
curve had become permanent. We were waking insde a granite doughnuit.

Y et not granite either, for it was seamless, and dightly
resilient underfoot. What it was, | couldn't have said. My friends
muttered behind me, afraid of the unknown-but they followed.

| wasn't redlly percaiving my surroundings al that well-1 A as
busy muttering, concentrating on what the next devel opment should be,
S0 intent on where | was going that | wasn't redly aware of wherel
was.

Shadows loomed about us, just outside the circle of torchlight.

Then the shadows parted ahead, and | saw two tubes, branchingin a
fork. | boreto the left with complete assurance, not even thinking
about it-almogt asif | hadn't even noticed the split-and my companions
followed me, mute with astonishment.

After afew minutes, the way branched again, then again.



"Areyou sure of your course?' the Rat Raiser husked, but | only
nodded once briefly and paced ahead, mumbling.

Then, suddenly, the tunnel ended. We halted, facing ablank,
curvingwall. My companions muttered with overtones of fear, but |
just frowned at the wall, shaking my head, irritated, and turned back,
retracing my steps. My companions made way for me, then hurried to
fal in behind again-but Gilbert demanded, "Wizard, where are we?"

"Inamaze," | answered.

They fell slent again, and | could dmost fed their dread. |
didn't want to-1 had enough of my own. My skin wastrying to raise
hair where there wasn't any.

"Do you know theway?' the Rat Raiser whispered.

| cameto ahalt, head cocked at athought. Slowly, | turned back
to the Rat Raiser. "Maybe you should take the lead again, cometo
think of it. Ratsare very good at running mazes.”

"l amnot arat!" the ex-bureaucrat sammered. "And none of my
littlefriends are herdl™

| just gazed at him with an abstracted frown, then sighed and
turned away. "Guessit'supto me, dl right. Comeon, folks."

They did.

The tunnel branched, and | choseaway. It branched again, and |
took the arm that curved back the way we'd come. Another fork, and |
turned to my right, but muttered to the Rat Raiser, "Try and call your
pets, will you?'

The Rat Raiser sighed and let out a series of squesks.

Wewaited.

Findly, the Rat Raiser shook hishead. "There are none near us,
Wizard. Whatever place this may be that you have taken usto, it has
no rats."

Gilbert frowned. "What manner of human placeisthis, that it has
none? 11

My attention caught on the word "human"; it sent prickles down my
spine. "Good question. Should we maybe ask, instead-what doeslive
here?'

My friends exchanged quick, apprehensive glances.

"Saul," Angdique said, "if you can lead usthrough thismaze, |
pray you, do so quickly!"

"You can, can you not?' Gilbert asked with aworried frown.

"Given enoughtime, yes" | said dowly. "I wasdways pretty
good

at solving mazeswhen | wasakid, sick in bed. But | think we
may need fagter action than that, right now."

"Indeed!" Gilbert agreed. "Bring usout, Wizard!"

"Patience, friend," Frisson counseled. "Heisonly human, after



dl, aslost asany among us."
"We could wander heretill wedie of thirst!" the Rat Raiser
cried,

gppalled.
"oh, comeon!" | protested. "l can aways conjure up agood

mesdl, you know."

The tunnd was sllent.

Then Frisson said, delicately, "That is not entirely reassuring,
Wiz

ard Saul."

"What, because you think it'sredly going to teke that long?" |
ghrugged. "Look-you knew thiswasn't amorning's jaunt. Even without
the maze, this could be along journey.”

They looked at one another, and | could fedl the apprehension
growing. Finaly | capitulated. "All right, dl right! I'll seeif |
can't summon a guide who can take us out of this mess!”

"What manner of spirit would that be?' Gilbert ftill looked wary.

"One good at figuring out mazes, of course.” | frowned. "Which
means one who could understand how a straight, direct path could become
twisted and convoluted.”

"Why, | am ableto ken that,” the Rat Raiser said.

"Y es, you would be, wouldn't you? Any good bureaucrat would.

But | had in mind the one who's good at coping with bureaucratsone
who knows how to weave in and out of the red tape, how to go around the
runaround, how to keep from losing hisway in apaper sorm.” |
frowned, rubbing my chin. "Let'ssee...

"We need aone who can discover Thetortured track that turns and
runs Through forest dark and hidden bower, Past concrete towers and
Stone Age duns, A spirit who can comprehend The twists and turns it
findsinsde, And so can lead us past blind ends TO where the monarch
hides"

Therewas aflash of light, so bright asto dazzle usall with
afterimages-but agravelly voice was calling, "What? Where? How came
| here?'

Inapanic, | blinked and rubbed, trying to clear my eyes before
the creature | had summoned could turn on us.

Too late-it was howling, "What benighted son of asorcerer and a
witch has brought me into so blesk a place asthis?"

"Guilty! | shouted. "It'smy fault, not theirs! But havethe
couragetowait until | can seeyou, you . .." "Then clear your
eyes" the newcomer snorted; and suddenly, | could see again.

| blinked, asking, "What kind of creature can ... Oh.

My friends gasped with shock. The "creature" looked up from the
neighborhood of my belt buckle, arms akimbo and his other two arms
folded under his shoulder blades, tapping the forward-facing foot while
he baanced on the backward-facing one and took am at my shin with the
third. Hisnoselessface glowered up a mein indignation, huge saucer



eyes glowing an angry yelow while he twiddled the tentacles on top of
hishead. Overdl, helooked like a mauve cucumber whose vines had
decided to turn into legs and arms and prehensile hair. Hewore
pointed shoes with curling toes and awide belt |loaded with every sort
of tool imaginable, plusafew that | couldn't.

And he wasn't happy.

| swallowed. "Hi! I'm Saul, urn, awizard. And who are you?'

"Who did you expect?' thegravely voicegrowled. Yes, itslips
moved.

"Just somebody who understands theillogica well enough to get us
out of here. Uh-who areyou? " "l," said the little mongter, "am the
Gremlin."

| stared.

"Saul," Angdique quavered, "what isa Gremlin?'

TAnimaginary creature whose god in lifeismaking thingsgo
wrong," | told her. "If anybody can understand the kind of relm were
in, hecan.”

"But will heaid us?' Frisson bresthed.

"Unlikdly," thelittle mongter grated. "I ddight infoiling and
frugtrating, not aiding-especidly to folk who yank me unceremonioudy
from my home!"

"My gpologies,” | said, "but there redly wasn't any way | could
ask you ahead of time. The Gremlin unlimbered an arcanetool from his
belt. "I'm minded to send you back in that time you spesk of, to give
you space to learn your manners.”

"No, please! Wereally do need your help. We're stuck in this

maze, see, and we need to get through it fast. Therésawhole
kingdom that needs our help.”

"What's your kingdom to me, or | to it?"

"You could beitsrescuer,” | said, "and it'sagoodly land that's
being laid waste by black sorcery. Forests are being blighted-trees
and animas are being twisted out of their natura forms. . ."

"How foul!" the Gremlin cried, outraged. "That is my workthough
| would rather work it through machinery, and the more complicated, the
better. What bastard of spirits usurps my prerogative in such
fashion?"

"Her nameis Suettay,” | explained, "and her grandmother seized
the throne three generations ago. They've been ruining theland ever
ance”

The Gremlin shook hisfists, hopping mad-literdly. "So many
years? Have my tasks been usurped for so long asthat? Why hasno one
told me of it before?’

| sensed an opening. "Because they didn't know how. | mean, even
with me, it was as much accident asintention.”

"But you did at least bring word!" The Gremlin stilled, scowling.

"Surdly | shdl help you, if it will bring meachanceto



annihilatethisusurper! What do you wish of me?”

"Wdl, were trying to get to the Spider King, see-we're hoping
that maybe he-" "The Good BourgeoisKing?' The Gremlin stared. "Aye,
most surely he could aid you! But how think you to cometo him?"

"That'swhy we're trying to get through this maze, see. | recited
aspdll that should take usto the Spider King."

"A spdl?' The Gremlin rounded on me, looking me up and down.

"Art asorcerer, or awarlock?'

"Neither, redly-I think I'm awizard. But | don't believein
magic, see, and the spdll didn't take usright to him, so " A wizard who
works magic that he doesnot believein!™ the Gremlin crowed. "Why,
thisistoo ddightful! How shdl | ballix work for you, morta? By
making your spellsal work aright? Oh, thisispricdess"

| exhaled ashaky breath. "Surely you wouldn't do anything so
perverse.”

The Gremlin eyed me shrewdly. "I think you know me by repute, and
too wdll to think there is anything too perverse for me. Soyouwish
to cometo the Spider King, eh? " "Y eah, but my spdlls haven't been
working, and-"

"Nay, | should think not! Hisream istoo closely guarded, to
comeat him unawared"

"Unawares?' | looked at the tunnel about me. "Y ou mean this
wholething ishisearly warning sysem?'

"Hewill know of you when you arive, aye" The Gremlintilted
his head to the sSide, looking me up and down. "Thismuch | will do for
you-l will lead you back through this maze, whence you've come. if
"Nay!" Angeliquecried. "Wemust go on!"

The Gremlin looked up, surprised.

" 'Tisthe savation |11 of the land we spesk of," Gilbert
explaned.

"Bedgdes" | sad, there. " you don't know what's waiting for us
back

"Tdl me" the Gremlin coaxed.

"Oh, dl right." | dghed. "An evil queen and atorture chamber,
not to mention adungeon.”

"Y ou have reason to wish to go on," the Gremlin admitted. "Yet
'tisnot so Smply done asthat. There are greater dangers than this
maze, ook you."

"If you think they're bad, you should see what we | &ft behind us.”
"I have." The monster leered. "Or ones much likethem. Soyou

think, then, that you are on the road to his palace, this Spider King?"'
"Well, to hiskingdom, maybe."

The Gremlin shook what passed for his head, with certainty.



"His kingdom runs throughout the heart of the continent between
the Northern and the Middle sess; it overlies your own, like a saucer
onaplate. You seek hispaace, not hiskingdom aone. | will take
you there, for I'll need hisaid against this woman who usurps my
prerogatives.” Hegrinned. "And, too, I'm minded of the mischief you
will wreak in Alludtria, if the Spider King lends his strength to your
cause.

| didn't remember mentioning acause-and | certainly didn't
remember mentioning Allusiria. The prickling feding moved over my
shoulders and the back of my head again, as| began to fed the
tendrils of a conspiracy waft around me. Theworst of it wasthat |
suspected that | might be part of the conspiracy, not just its
object-but | wasn't exactly in aposition to be picky. "Then you will
hdp us?'

"And gain a chance to help confound the self -important and
harshruling ones? Aye, and gladly!" The Gremlin legpt to thefore.
"Follow me!" He strode off into the darkness. "Do Y ou follow closel”

| hurried after him, and the gang followed, but | don't think any
of uswas convinced that it was entirely agood idea.

Lead usthe Gremlin did. How, | couldn't have said-but every time
my sense of direction told me | should zig, the Gremlin zagged, and
every time| thought we should turn | eft, the Gremlin turned right.

Archways and corners swooped past usin dizzying array, for the
little monster never fatered. How he could tell whereto go, |
couldn't guess, but | wasn't about to argue.

Then, findly, the tunnel opened out. | looked up, with anotion
of what | might see-and | was hafway right, at least. | saw aconvex
wall curving up and away from me, continuing onward in agrest circle.
It was asif we stood in the center of a doughnut.

But what was above that doughnut was a surprise.

"Wizard,” Angelique said softly, "what isthat darkness dl
about?"

It was dead black, flat, total darkness, without the dightest
hint of light. It seemed to dim everything neer it.

"Thevoid," | answered. "That'swhat lies outside of space and

time"

"Thenwhat," Frisson said, "isthat great curve that rises above
us', it waslike ahuge corkscrew, risng up over therim of the
doughnut, danting upward into the void and out of sight.

"Yonder liesyour path,” the Gremlininformed him.

Angdlique frowned. "Y et how are we to cometo there,"" "Through
yonder gate” The Gremlin pointed. On thefar sde of
thecircle,
thewadl curved inward, forming the mouth of another tun

nel.



"If we must, we must,” Gilbert growled. "Lead on."

"Even s0," the monster murmured; but he had taken scarcely one
step when a huge roar sounded, aroar that shook the very walls, aroar
that pained our ears and hit uswith dmost physica force.

" There areimpediments,” the Gremlin murmured.

Forth it came from the darkness of the tunnel mouth-a monster who
stood upright on hooves and switched an oxtail, whose body swelled into
the deep, muscular chest of abull, merging into huge, human arms and
shoulders. The mouth opened and loosed another closely, | redlized
there was no muzzle, but only agreat russet beard roar; | thought, at
firg, that it wasalion'shead. Then, looking more

and mustache, and that the face was human, though with a huge mane
of tawny hair.

But those were fangsinsde that human mouth-fantasticaly
elongated canines.

Angeliqgue moaned and shrank back against me; | reached out a
protective arm.

"Wizard," Gilbert said, "what manner of creatureisthat?"

"HeistheBull," the Gremlin answered, "and heis set to day any
who come herein.”

Chapter Eighteen

The Bull charged, arms reaching out for easy medt.

"Scatter!" | shouted, legping away to my left, Angelique darting
with me. Gilbert dashed off to the right, and Frisson leapt out ahead,
then veered around in acircle.

The Bull turned to follow him.

But the Rat Raiser popped up in front of the mongter, crying,

"Hold! Show meyour permit!”

The Bull screeched to a hdt, forgetting Frisson in its amazement
at the sheer arrogance of this overweening human. Thenit lowered its
head, shouldersrising, and let out abellow of tripled rage, lunging
toward the bureaucrat.

The Rat Raiser turned and fled, crying, " Summon the men-atarmg!

"Why, then, heream I!" Gilbert cried, and threw himsdlf at the
Bull'shocksin aperfect flying tackle. The monster dammed down like
atida wave hitting shore, letting out aroar like an earthquake.

| winced, and hoped there'd be enough of Gilbert Ieft to hold a
ceremony over.

One way or another, the squire had bought us some time, enough for
meto search my memory.

But Frisson got in there before me:

"Gazing down from Olympian heights, Zeus beheld the Phoenician
mad,

Whose face and form with beauty bright Awoke desirein the Jovian



blade.

He changtd himsdlf into a Bull; He mingled with her father's herd
With gentle mien, and hide dl white, His breast with ardent passon
dtirred As he watched the maid; his heart wasfull.

Europasaw, and in delight,

Paited agarland of blossomswhile Each graceful movement made
him sigh Her beauteous face, her glowing smile, Sweet curves of breast
and cheek and thigh, And thresh of limbs as she came nigh!”

Something glimmered in the center of the circle, glimmered and
took form, that of atal, voluptuous woman in achiton, blond hair
piled high, with aface of pureinnocence. Shewhirled and ran,
reveding smoothivory thighs.

Of course, if you looked closdly, she was alittle trand ucent.

Maybe transparent-the Bull saw right through her, anyway. He
stampeded gtraight past theillusion, shaking the whole chamber with
his bellow, and the Gremlin gibed, ™Y ou have mistaken quite, if You
wish afemdefor histagte."

And, suddenly, theilluson-woman wasn't there any more; inits
place was ayoung and shapely heifer, dender-for a cow-and, even to my
eyes, somehow dluring. She sauntered out between the humans and the
Bull, who dug in hishooves and jolted to ahdlt, itseyesfairly
bulging. The heifer turned, switching her tall in hisface, ambling
away from me and my companions.

Bewitched, the Bull followed.

Gathering my wits, | dashed over to Gilbert, but the squire had
pulled himsalf together and was Sitting up, sheking hishead. |
stopped by him with asigh of relief. ™Y ou okay?"

Gilbert looked up with afrown. "What is 'okay'?"

"Uh-sound, inthisingtance,” "Aye." Gilbert caught my arm and
pulled himsdf up. "Sound, and ready for another round. Whereisour
foe?"

Another wall-shaking roar answered us. We whirled and saw that
the Bull had findly caught the heifer-but she had turned into a

Spanish fighting Bull, head lowered and pawing the earth. The
hafhuman Bull bellowed his bafflement and rage, and charged.

Somehow, he missed.

And, somehow, the Spanish Bull was a heifer again, scampering away
with aplayful moo. But the Bull, fully aroused, roared hiswrath and
pounded hot-hoof after her.

| saw our chance. "Now! While he'stoo mad to think at all!”

"Evenasyou say." Gilbert hurled himsdlf forward again.

"Hey, no!" | cried, appalled; but the squire did even better than
before. Helanded inacrouch right in front of the Bull and, with its
next step, surged upward, arms wrapped around the monster's knees,
pitching upward with hisfull strength, dinging the Bull high and



hard. The monster's bellow took on anote of bafflement; it flailed
about asit flew, and Gilbert turned with it, hands ill onits
hooves, then dammed it down with al hismight. The Bull hit the
ground with an impact that shook the whole cavern, and Frisson yanked
off hiswooden shoe, legpt in, and swung hard. Thecrack! of wood on
bone was almost asloud astheroar, and | winced, hoping the Bull
wasn't dead even as | wondered if 1'd have to conjure up anew shoe for
Frisson.

But the Bull only sagged, pushing itself halfway up, then tilted
over and fdl heavily again. Helifted his head, looking about, then
rolled over to his belly and got hislegs under him.

"He hasahard head," Frisson noted, pulling his shoe on again.

"Y et hewill recover, and soon." The Gremlin wasthere by me.

"Quickly, Wizard! Conjureteal”

"Tea?" | stared, totally taken aback.

"Aye, teaand scones, with asilver service and alinen cloth!

Quickly! Losenotime!”

"But what good will teaand "Do you not hear me? | tell you, |
know thisBull! High tea, and promptly, for even now heregains his
senses”

| gave up trying to make sense out of it, and recited:

"Oh | some arefor the red wine, and some are for the white, And
some for guzzling moonshine by the pae moonlight; But I'm for teaand
crumpets, for high teajust sstsmeright!™

Theair thickened; then light glittered off shiny surfaces, and a
linen picnic cloth was there, with cups and saucers next to abonechina
tegpot. Hot scones nestled in alinen napkin lining asilver basket;
another held crumpets, with butter dish and jam pot close by.

"Maiden, pour!" the Gremlin urged.

Angdique stared, startled to be told to do something for which
sheld had no training; but she turned, gamely stepping in with her
upbringing as a proper hostess, and sat gracefully by the pot.

"One hand keepsthelid on,” | whispered.

Angdique took the cue asif she hadn't even noticed it, pouring
teainto acup and burbling, "How pleasant the weather isl Quite cool
for August, do you not think? Lemon, Sir, or milk?"

The Bull looked up, Sghting anidand. staring at the service
like ashipwrecked sailor

"Sweetening, perchance?' Angelique prompted. or two? "One
lump,

"She picked up on that awfully fast," | muttered at the Gremlin
with ahint of accusation.

Thelittle monster looked up a me with amischievous twinklein



hiseye. "There are more ways than one to put a notion into abody's
head, Wizard."

"Two lumps"
legged. the Bull rumbled, pulling himsdf up to
gtcross

Frisson and Gilbert exchanged alook of amazement, but Angdlique
didn't even bat an eye. She dropped two lumps of sugar into the cup
with Slver tongs. "Will you take milk, or lemon?’

"Milk, if you please, the Bull answered, with agood
public-school accent. "And perhaps ascone?’

"Surely.

" Angelique presented him with a cup and saucer, then turned to
take abit of scone from the basket. "Butter?"

"Of course.”

"So | had thought." Angelique spread butter, set the cakeon a
plate, and handed it to him, then looked up a me. "Saul ?"

"Milk and sugar.” | folded mysdlf into atailor's seat, surprised
tofind I washungry. "And ascone, if You please/i "Mogt certainly.

" Angelique poured, chattering, "I think we will have an early
fal, do you not? Andyou, Sir Bull, what fine chance brings you our

wey?

TheBull frowned. "I might have asked the same.”
"Then do, | prithee! And might you have aname?'
"John," the Bull said.

Of course.

Then, obligingly,

"And what chance brings Y ou my way?"'
Sowly, Frisson and Gilbert came up and sat down. Angdlique
poured teawith milk and sugar for them as she answered, "Weflee

awicked tyrant, who would imprison us, abuse each of usinways
asfoul as she canimagine, then day usby dow torture. And
yoursdf?'

"l have been here aslong as| may remember,” the Bull answered
dowly, land that islong, maiden, very long."

"Centuries,”" the Gremlin breathed.

"Even 0." The Bull bowed his head to the mongter in
acknowledgment. "1 know not who sent me here-only that hisvoice did
echo dl around me as| woke, saying, 'Here you stand, and here you
must remain, daying all who seek to pass until fair Chance may send
you

they who seek to risefor good." Angelique exchanged a glance with
me. "Mayhap we are they."
"Mayhap," the Bull said dowly, trying to throttle hope. "Where



do

you seek to go, and why?

"To the castle of the Spider King," Angelique answered. "We seek
hisad in defeating afoul sorceresswho haslaid awholeland 'neath
agrid of rulesand clerks. indeed, her people scarcely dareto stir
out

of doorswithout her say-so.”

The Bull frowned. "Why should the Spider King aid you?"

"Why," Angdique said, "we have heard that he isagood man, who
aids those who seek to help the poor, and yearn for justice.”

"He doesthat, aye, does both. Y et what advantage is there for
himinthusading youto givead?'

| do not know," Angelique admitted.

"Maybewe could tell, if we knew what hewants," | said dowly.

"Do you know?"'

"Helacks nothing,” the Bull said.

| shook my head. "If that were the case, he'd either help people
just for the fun of it, or he'd be getting something out of it. A
sense of purpose, maybe?!

"How oldishe?" Frisson said.

"Centuries,”" the Bull said firmly. "Aslong as| have been here,
a

theleast.”

"Mayhap, then," the poet offered, "he has need to justify hiscon
tinned existence?"

| looked up, startled. Where had this country bumpkin taken his

philosophy course?
But the Bull wasnodding. "I could think that, aye. Why else
does he congtantly seek out human misery and invent waysto assuage

it? 11
"Doeshe s0?" Frisson fastened on the words, his eyes keen.

| wondered at it, but the poet didn't seem inclined to expand
upon

the point, so | said, "If that's his motivation, why does he have
you here to keep people out?"

"| cannot say with any surety that 'twas he who set me here," the
Bull saiddowly. "Asto the ‘why' of it, | cannot so much as
conjecture.

"Not without knowing the'who,' no,” | said dryly. "Well, let's
assume for the moment that we're the ones you're supposed to let

through.
"Let usnot!" the Bull said sternly. "And let usrecdl that,



when thistegtime is ended, we shall war again, youand ."

Inside, | went cold, but my mouth kept going. "But what if we are
the ones you're supposed to help?”

"If you are, why, you shal defeat me, and | shal go ontothe
Spider King's padace with you." The Bull sounded angry, and | could
imagine the anguish he wasfeding at the moment of decison. "If you
are not, then you shdl diein the attempt.”

But Frisson had fastened to the first sentence. "If you areto go
with us, can you guide us? Have you been to the palace before?!

"No," the Bull said dowly, "yet | have amemory of the route.
Tisasif | weremadewithitin me.' "DNA can do such wonderful
things," | murmured. Then, louder, "Trust the inborn hunch-and take a
gambleonus. After dl, how many other groups have ever comethis
way?'

"Only threg," the Bull admitted.

| felt another chill, trying to imagine what the last questers
Must have been.

"Y et they were dl men,” the Bull continued, "and wore the black
robes of sorcery. Therewas areek of evil about them, which thereis
not about you."

"Weareaforce of right,” Gilbert said with total conviction.

The Bull gave him thejaundiced eye, but | said, "At least we're
fightingevil . .."

"And each of us has suffered from it," Gilbert stated.

"Wdl, yes" | sad, shifting uncomfortably as| remembered afew
of my less glorious deeds, then shifting back with apprehension asl
remembered my encounter with my guardian angd. "I haveto admit I'm
out for my own ends, though.”

The Bull's head snapped about to stare at me. "How s0?"

"I'mtrying to find afriend,” | explained, "and after that, I'm
out
to get back home." But | glanced at Angeliqueas| said it, and
sud
denly found the issue much less pressing than it had been. "It
just seemsthat I'm going to have to defeat the evil queen beforel can
do

ether. " "Hisgain will bethe peoples savation,” Gilbert said
quickly.

TheBull ignored him, eyes siill on me. "That isnot the most no

ble motive for aquest.”

"It's better than alot of 'em," | answered, reddening, "and its
sde effects would benefit the people of Allustria. Couldn't very well
be worse than what they've got.”

"Thereisthat,” the Bull admitted. "And, mayhap, it would be



less of aboreto assst you, than to guard this gate interminably. It
would, at the least, be adventure.”

My hopes soared. "Oh, | guarantee it wouldn't be boring!"

"Indeed it will not,” the Bull admitted, "for we must passmine
enemy. Will youadmeinfighting him?"

| felt sudden interior brakes damming on. If thismongter felt
the need of help confronting the next one, how horrible did it have to
be?

"Just what kind of beagtieisthis?’

"HisnameisUssrus Mgor," the Bull answered, "and heisthe
Bear.

Thetonein which he said it was enough to chill the blood, but
Frisson murmured, "Saul, you are agreat wizard, surdly.”

"Y eah, with your verses" | remembered a poem, took a deep
breath, and said, "Okay. Count usin."

"l may indeed,” the Bull answered, "for the Bear blocks the way to
the Spider King."

Suddenly, he straightened, dapping hisknees. " Tisdone; | an
withyou. If | amwrong, and mayhem strikes, why, then, let it comel
" "You arenoble," Angdligue murmured.

"I wish escape from my prison.”

"You are brave," Frisson qudified.

The Bull stared at him for amoment, then nodded. "Y et every man
fears something, and thisismine, thisjourney. Still, I long for
it, too-s0 let us be about it."

Hetole, lithe, twisting movement and set off toward sein one
sng hiscave. We others sprang to our feet and followed. | glanced
back; saw the remains of our picnic; and, with aquick, muttered verse,
banished the mess. It twinkled and was gone.

The Bull wrenched open the gate, and we followed him into the

cave beyond it-with some trepidation, if truth be known. Me, |
was remembering the story of Chicken Little-but the cave extended,
goingonand on. | redlized it was another tunndl.

"What spell you used to seek out the Spider King, use now," the
Bull rumbled. The Gremlin nudged me; | took a breath and Sarted
chanting, low, amost subvocaly.

| had scarcely finished thefirg recitation when the tunne
started changing. itsroof developed a split; then, as we walked
along, the split became wider and wider until the roof wasgone. |
began to eye the dark space beyond it nervoudy, especialy asthe
walls of the tunnd began to taper down, lower and lower, until they
were scarcely knee-high, and we were walking on a concave pathway.

"Now," the Gremlin said, "one might fed dangeroudy exposed.”

"Onemight,” | agreed, with anervous glance a the darkness
around us-then looked again. "Hey! It'sgetting lighter!”

"We gpproach hisregion-mineenemy." The Bull cameto ahalt,
pointing. "Y onder liesthe pit of greatest danger for me-the pit of
the Bear! Mark it!"

There he came, shambling through the mist, ahuge dark shapeina
phosphorescent cavern, and my heart sank down to my boots. But the



trall led through that huge cave, afloating pathway with no visible
means of support, angling through the ghostly cavern, perhaps six feet
off thefloor.

"Onward,” the Gremlin said, face grim. "We gain naught, if we
stand to be prey."

"Why, then, pray we must,” Frisson countered, and immediately
chanted, loudly, 'God of pity, God of wrath!

Save usfrom the ursine path!"

| looked around in a panic, but there was no visible damage, and |
let out asigh of relief. "Please, Frisson! Writeit down!™

"Evenaprayer?' the poet cried, amazed.

"Anything," | snapped, "aslong asit'sorigind.”

But the Bear had heard and reared up on his hind feet, forelegs
upraised asif imploring. "Comrades, please! | wish only detentel™

"Keepwaking," | said grimly, and we did, though our steps had
dowed with dread.

"Surely we are too heavy for so fragile apath,” Angdique
demurred.

"Forward,” | commanded, "or hell take the hindmost.”

"Can you not make our weight less?'
,oh, dl right,” | grumped.

"Afoot and hearted | take to the climbing road, Hea Ithy, free,
Theworld before me,
dismayed

Rising up un Forward the Light Brigade!"

"Volga, mother dear!" the Bear cried, "you have never had such a
gift asthid" With that, he swung ahuge paw with double eagle's
talons at the maiden, to snag her dress. She screamed and shrank back,
but the Bull roared in anger and legpt from the pathway, hooves
damming draight toward the Bear.

Ussrus stepped back just in time, and the Bull landed right in
front of him, damming ahaymaker into the Bear'sjaw. its head rolled
back, and itsarms came up. "Comrade, please! | comein peace! A
truce, | beseech you!"

"Don't trust him!" | caled. "Cry no peace with the Bear who
wakslikeaman!"

The Bull only kept hisguard up, glowering.

"Bring him up, quickly!" the Gremlin hissed. "We cannot go on

without him™ The way ahead was luminescent, glowing with distant
fires. | cdled,

"Up, up and away!
For he who fights and runs away, Will live to fight another day!"

he Bull admitted, "yet should | therefore" Thereissensein
that," t



not give him histruce?'
"No!" | bleated.

"Horrible, hairy, human, with pawslike handsin prayer, Making
his supplicationsrose Adam-Zad the Bear ...

When he stands up as pleading, in wavering, man-brute guise, When
he vallsthe hate and cunning of hislittle swinish eyes, When he shows
as seeking quarter with paws like handsin prayer, That isthe time of
peril-Thetime of the Truce of the Bear!

over and over the tory, ending asit began:

Thereis no truce with Adam-zad, the Bear that walks like aman!

"Betraya!" theBear cried. "Our planisdiscovered!” Hishuge
paw scythed toward the Bull's face, but the clawstangled in the Bull's
long hair, just long enough for John to beat away the attack and
counterpunch. The Bear recoiled, then came back roaring, with
scytheclawsflaling. "Transform theimperidist war into civil war!™

Frisson pressed a piece of paper into my hand. | read it without
thinking.

"Raise up our tiring friend!

That we might rise away with him, Up toward our chosen end,

Clambering dire to meet the arachnid sire Spirdling higher ina
widening gyre!”

TheBull shot up into the air asif ahuge hand had grabbed him,
then dropped back onto the pathway-but very lightly, asif that same
invisble hand was setting him down with the greatest of care.

| began to wonder about Frisson's verse of prayer.

The Bear recovered, its shoulders hunkering down, an ugly gleam
coming intoitseyes. "Do not set yourself aboveus! For surdly, dl
history isthat of class conflict!"

"The conflict part, | can believe," | said to the Gremlin, "but he
totaly lacks class.”

"Kegp walking, Wizard," the monster answered nervoudly.
"l sensean uprising,” Gilbert muttered.

The pathway shuddered under our feet, then pulled itself loose
from the ground and drifted upward, curving into awidening spira that
wound up out of sight.

The Bear rose up, both forepaws hammering at the pathway, claws
flashing likeicicles. "Let usrestructure the economy!" He hooked
huge talonsinto the spird and pulled downward.

The path jolted, and my companions cried out, fighting for
balance. Frissonand | fl, but Angdique and Gilbert managed to keep
their feet. The Bear dragged the pathway down, roaring, " Scorch the



earth and burn the city! Let not ascrap remain to strength the enemy!
It

"Too much anachronism istoo much,” | growled.

"Oh, hear you not the singing of the bugle, wild and free?
And soon you'll know the ringing of therifle, from the tree!

oh, therifle, yestherifle, in our handswill prove notrifle!

Light gleamed dong alength of blue stedl, and | found mysdlf
holding a Kentucky flintlock.

WEéll, one shot was better than none. | tucked it into my shoulder
and sghted.

The Bear dropped the pathway and backed away, arms up high again.
"Brothers, do not shoot!"

The pathway whipped back up, then sank down, then back up, and
even Angdlique and Gilbert howled aswe tumbled. | squeezed the
trigger, and the hammer snapped down-but there wasn't even aflashin
the pan. | threw therifle at the Bear with an oath of disgust.

The butt caught Ussrusright across the chops, and he reeled, head
spinning.

"Enough of thig" the Gremlin cried, exasperated, and jumped down
into the cave of the Bear.

"No!" | cried in darm, but the Gremlin was muttering something
ashedashed inacirclearound Ussrus Mgor.

The Bear suddenly let out ahowl. "What are these leaves? What
are these-gooseberries?!

"What ails the beast?" Frisson asked, wide-eyed.

"He supposes heisabush,” the Gremlin answered, hopping back up
onto the pathway. "But the spell will not endure forever, Wizard.

The Bull must find some way to bring this path up high, wherethe
Bear cannot reach, or he will surely drag us down.”

"Right." | pulled mysdlf together, racking my witsfor someverse
about arising path. Thefirg thing that cameto mind was,

"Up and away, Chingachgook' The hunter who follows shdl now be
shook!"

"I'm out of rhymes!" | shouted. "Takeit, Frisson!"
The poet adlibbed as easily as astream flows:

"Aswe go faster, we dow our pursuer!
The pilgrimsrise up, and disdain the lure!”

"Walk!" the Gremlin commanded us, and we scrambled to our feet,
swayed amoment in the motion of therising path, then managed a sort
of bowlegged gait, leaning into ahike that had suddenly become a
climb, asthe path rose up a an angle and kept rising. Below us, the
Bear roared in impotent fury, clawinginvain at acurve



that had risen so high that it exceeded hisgrasp. He stood below
us, flailling away at those whom he would drag down, until hisvoice was
lost in the mists that rose up to obscure him, miststhat rose even
higher until they were al about us, then hardened-and we found
oursalveswaking in an enclosed tunnel once again.

"Y ou have succeeded, Wizard," Frisson whispered.

"Yes, but only because | had alot of help. Thetunnel has
changed alot, though. Arewetill on theright path?"

"Aye" the Bull said, "for we have but discovered the way to the
Spider King, in spite of al the deceptions with which the Bear sought
to enshroud us."

"Yetit seemsto differ s0," Angelique objected. Andit did, for
the curve was much sharper, and rosein anincline. Wetoiled upward
through atorus that became a hollow expanding hdlix, ascending and
ascending until it suddenly opened out into a grest room, so vast that
its celling glowed in an opaescent mist, afabric of gossamer threads.

it had no walls, but columns as numerous as the trunks of afores,
with vigas of hills and meadows and groves visible between them,
bathed in sunlight and vividly green. We walked out in wonder, across
afloor that was amasaic of marble so huge that our eyes couldn't even
begin to discern the picture it formed.

Directly before us, in an archway, stood astocky figure with a
flowing cloak, silhouetted againgt the sun.

"Gentlemen and lady," the Bull said, in ahushed, dmost reverent
tone, "we have attained our goa. We stand in the palace of the Spider

King.
Chapter Nineteen

The dark form cameforward. As heleft the sun-dazzle, hisface
becamevisble. Atfirst glance, hewasn't aterribly prepossessing
figure-only aman of middle height, wearing tunic and hose of dark gray
broadcloth, a hip-length coat with wide deeves, and acap encircled by
aband of leaden medadllions.

Then | saw theface, asrough asif it had been hewn from stone,
withfireintheeyesand agrim set to thelips, and | quailed for a
moment.

Only amoment, not even long enough for my natural mulishnessto
arise-because | looked at his eyes again and decided that if thisman
told meto follow him into a battle we couldn't win, | probably would.

"Bewelcomein my paace" the Spider King said. "If you have
found the means to come to me here, the stoutness of heart to win
through, you must be good folk."

| glanced around, but nobody el se seemed inclined to answer, so
cleared my throat.

But Gilbert spoke up firgt. ,you must be sureindeed of your
power, Mgesty, to greet so unseemly acrew aswe, with no guardsmen or
knights about you. The Spider King'slips quirked into asmile,
gpparently ignoring the eement of threat in Gilbert'swords-wasthe
squire out of hismind?



He started to answer, but before he could get out asingleword, a
horrifying gpparition came dashing from behind apillar. Hewasonly
a

man, but incredibly ugly. Hiseyes and nose were surrounded by a
huge tangle of red hair and beard. Histunic and leggings were of good
cloth, but irretrievably rumpled. He ran hunched over, astanding cup
of dull white metd in hishands. "The cup, Mgesty! The antimony
cup! Youmust drink!"

Theking glanced a him, irritated. "Away, Oliver. | have
affarsintran.

But, "You must drink!" the shaggy man maintained, and he set
himsalf beside the king like atree that had suddenly taken root.

Theking gave him alook of exasperation, but took the cup and
drank off the draught. Then he pushed the cup back and said, "Now
begone! | shal summon you at need!"

"Asyour Mgesty pleases.” The vagabond bowed and scurried off.

"Asyou see, | am atended,” the Spider King said to Gilbert. The
squire had not moved, but somehow gave the impression of having shrunk
away inloathing as Angelique had very definitely done, and the rest of
us had backed away a pace or two.

"He could repulse a squadron by the merelook of him," Frisson
murmured.

"Not that he would have need to." For some odd reason, Gilbert
seemed to relax. "We have comein peace, Mg esty, to beseech your aid.

"None would come for aught reason else," the king said, with a
sardonic smile. "Y ou seek aid againgt the queen of Allustria, do you
nott"" Something clickedinmy mind. "Yes, wedo," | said dowly, "and
| think you know dl about it-starting with my being transported to
thisuniverse™”

"To the universe of Allugtriaand Merovence," the Spider King
corrected me. "We stand between al universes, here. Yet | cannot be
certainthat | know al your grievances. Therefore, tel methem.”

For amoment, Gilbert looked logt. "Thereissomuch. . ."

" am a poet whose verseswresk evil, Mgesty," Frisson said,
"eventhough | intend it not. Yetthiswizard. .." Henodded
toward me. ". . . hastaught meto write, o that my verses no longer
need to be spoken, and no longer wresk havoc.”

Gilbert took hiscue. "The people of Allustria have suffered at
the hands of Queen Suettay, Mg esty, and | was of the band of the Order
of Saint Moncaire sent to free one good yeoman and hisfamily from her
oppression. Yet my generd did command meto accompany this

Wizard Saul, for he had avision that showed Saul to bethe
sdvation of Allugtria™

i il didn't like the sound of that.

"He wrested me from my prison cell,”" the Rat Raiser said, "wherel
had languished for years, since Queen Suettay consigned metherefor no
crime but fulfilling my function too well."

"And seeking to rise higher?" The Spider King fixed himwith a
gmlet dare.



The Rat Raiser boreit aslong as he could; then he lowered his
gaze and muttered, "I was ambitious, aye. Yet | did not seek her
throne"

"That would have come," the Spider King assured him. Heturned to
Angdique. "And yoursdf, lady? Haveyou, too, suffered at the hands
of this Queen Suettay?'

Angelique straightened, lifting her chin. "Shedid sacrifice me
to evil, mgesty, and did attempt to ensnare my ghost to be her
davebut the Wizard Saul did remind methat | had but to repent my
sins, and | would be Heaven-bound. He thus freed me from her power-but
she kept my body between life and death, so that | must yet linger on
thisEarth."

The Spider King nodded dowly, eyesill onher. "And 'tisonly
thetrickle of lifeinyour body that holdsyou here?’

Angdique blushed and lowered her eyes, and | fet athrill shoot
through every limb and extremity. it surpassed anything that was ever
brewed in atest tube.

Then the Spider King turned to me with askepticd lift of the
eyebrow. "What say you, 0 Hope of the Oppressed?”

"Uh. .." | swalowed through a suddenly dry throat. "I just
want to find my friend Matthew Mantrell, your Mgesty." | was about to
add the bit about getting back to my own universe, but | glanced at
Angdique, looking so vibrant, alive, and curvaceous, and decided to
leave that part out. Honesty, however, compelled meto admit, "l also
want to get Angelique's ghost back into her body."

"How shdl you do that, with the queen in your way?

| shrugged. "Take the queen out of theway."

"So you are set upon the daying of amonarch?"

"I hadn't thought of it that way," | admitted, "though | wouldn't
mind, now that you mention it-nobody could deserve it more. Besides,
her grandmother usurped the throne-she isn't arightful monarch.

"If shewasborntoit, itishersby right," he stated with an
ar of full authority.

| looked at him narrowly; I've developed thisingtinct for knowing
when aperson'strying to snow me. "Y ou don't believe that for a
second,” | accused. Then pieces pulled themselves together in my
mind-the picture of that great fat spider Sitting back and laughing at
me, after she had just bitten mein Matt's apartment, and al the
little arachnids that had been watching me ever snce. "Y ou werethe
one who brought me herein thefirst placel Maybe you can tell me how
I'm going to unseat Suettay! That'swhat you want, isn't it?"

He stood still for amoment, then smiled. Y ou are astute, Wizard
Saul-and, yes, you are awizard; your denids arefutile. Asto
deposing the usurper, you are the lodestone to which the forces of
opposition will gather, and may have the strongest chance of
success-but it isnot by any means certain.”

| frowned. "Just aminute, there. Inthefirst place, | thought
you said Suettay wasn't ausurper.”

"Her own actions betray that sheis, at least, no rightful
monarch,” theking said. "Since taking the throne, she has sought for



the rightful king; for twenty years she has sought the descendant of
the queen her grandmother dew.”

| nodded. "So she knows she'strying to impose herself on aland
that isn't hers, one that rgjects her naturdly.” | had heard of such
athing, in the comparativelit mgor that | dmost finished. "Soiif |
kick her out, I'm just punishing awould-beregicide. And since she's
asorceress, it will bein theland's best interestsfor meto
overthrow her."

"Even 0." Theking'sface darkened; right or wrong, the killing
of amonarch went againg hisgrain. "None but amonarch born may
clam acrown-and one who knows her claim to be unrightful must bring
chaos upon the land shewould rule. To do soisto offend againgt
nature and goodness! To do soisto turn her power to evil!/ His
glarewas so damned intimidating! | stood againd it, though, and said
stoutly, "So whether she was evil or not, she certainly would be, once
she had decided to keep the crown and kill therightful claimant-if she
could." Privately, | was remembering the long history of European
dynasties being established by usurpation, and the Chinese convention
of the Mandate of Heaven passing to the successful usurper-but the
rules seemed to be different here. Or, no, not different, but lying on
adeeper foundation; there was some sort of affinity between the
rightful ruler and the land itself. Now that | thought about it,

European usurpers usually had been related to

the previous dynasty in some way, no matter how tenuous-at lesst, the
usurpers whose families had managed to hold the throne for severa
generations. | took adeep breath and said, "Mgesty, aid usin
overthrowing thisvile sorceress, and we will seek the legitimate

har!"

Gilbert and Angelique both stared at me, eyes very wide. | didn't
blame them; | felt the sameway. | had been so determined not to get
myself committed! But thiswas, at least, only a short-term
commitment-and it seemed to be the price of the king's help. | guessed
that was what he had brought me herefor.

Seemed I'd guessed right, too. The Spider King stood in thought,
chin sunk on hisbresst. Findly, helifted hishead and said, "Will
you swear? " | ground my teeth in resentment, even though it meant I'd
guessed rightly. But he didn't leave me much choice, now. "Yes. But
| want to hear the wording first."

"You shdl haveit." Theking plucked one of the leaden
medallionsfrom hishat and held it out in hispam. "Upon Saint
Louid

Swear that you will hold the throne only to search for its
rightful occupant, and that you will make no attempt to take the crown
permanently for yoursdf or for your ling!"

| didn't move, just stood there and looked him eyeto eye. "I
wasn't planning to tekeit at al.”

"And who will rule the land when the usurper is dead, while you
seek out therightful heir?' theking said impatiently. "Come, svear!

""I'mtempted. But, actudly, | had in mind aruling council, maybe
with representatives from dl the different classes-uh, estates.”

His mouth twisted in sarcasm. "And who will leed it?"



| just glared back at himwhilemy mind raced likeara ina
maze, searching for away out. Therewasn't one, so | went for the
most limited terms | could think up on the spot. "Okay, so I'll call
myself prime minigter, or president . . ."

He frowned, not understanding.

"The onewho presides,” | explained, my exasperation beginning to
show. "But | won't cal mysdf king."

He glared at me, but the glare was softening alittle. Findly,
he ave one short, curt nod. "Good enough. Swear!™

| stared for a second longer, then sighed and gavein. | clasped
my hand over theking's. "All right. | swear.”
" Speak the words!"

| took adeep breath, as much for patience as for along sentence.

"| swear by Saint Louisthat, if | cometo lead the government of
Alludgtria, | will hold it only for the purposeof . .." | broke off,
saring at our joined hands.

Beneath my palm, the medallion had grown warm.

"Swear!" the Spider King commanded.

All around me, | felt tension, asif theair itself were
thickeningbut | couldn't see anything. | looked up, and the king's
glare seemed to bore into my eyes. "Swear!" he demanded. "Or are you
fdse?'

| reddened and tried to ignore the heat. ". . . for the purpose
of governing its people aswell as| can, but only while seeking its
rightful heir . .."

But thetenson in the air was growing physicaly tangible, and
the medallion had become hot. 1t was beginning to be painful. |
gritted my teeth and went on. "I swear that | shall never leave off
searching for the heir and will resign as soon as | have found him-or
her! And that-" The medallion was a searing pain beneath my hand, but
| forced mysdlf to ignore the agony and go on. "-under no
circumstanceswill 1 seek to take the throne for mysdlf, or for my
heirsdd By Saint Louis! " Then| tried to pull my hand away, but the
king still held it, gaze probing mine, as the heat died away and was
gone. Then, findly, the Spider King rdleased my hand. | snatched it
away with agroan of relief and looked a my palm to make sure | wasn't
burned.

There, tan againgt the skin, was theimage of Saint Louis.

| screamed. "No! I'm nobody's man! I'm not property!"

My friends stared a me, Angdique frightened, Gilbert appalled,
and Frisson very interested.

"It will fade when the terms of your vow are completed,” the
Spider King advised me. "But for now, you are committed. Never
forget. 11

"How can |, when I've got this brand to remind me?" | shouted.
He nodded dowly, unfazed by my anger. "That isits purpose.”

"And to make sure everybody can tell whosesideI'mon,” | yelled,



"including my enemiesl What chancedo | have now to surviveif I'm
captured?’

"What chance did you have before?' hereturned.

| just stared a him while the blood drained from my face. Hewas
right-Suettay knew who | was, sure enough, and so did al her henchmen.
A disguise might have worked, but | doubted it.

| was a marked man-in more ways than one.

The king still held my gaze, then nodded dowly. "Peradventure
you will not forget. Yetif ever you are tempted to, you have but to
look inyour palm.”

| stared at theimagein my hand.

"Asisyour body, so be your soul,” the Spider King said softly.

"May your duty to Saint Louis and the people of Allustriabeasa
brand upon your spirit."

| lifted my head, staring in surprise and shock. Thenfindly |
remembered how | had comeinto thismessin thefirst place and said,
"Itis. It dready was."

But | hadn't redlized it before.

So did it matter that | was now locked into it?

Not really. No. But it sure made mefed eerie. | hated being
committed, in any way.

I looked up and noticed Angelique eyeing me with avery leery
look. | think shewas noticing my attitude, too.

Heat ...

| hed felt the force of magic enveloping me, binding me, through
the leaden icon of the saint. | was branded, indeed, and | wondered
what form the results of that branding would take.

"Now," theking said, "I will hearken to your tale of woe. What
movesin this Allustriaof yoursthat is so ruinousto her people?’

"Sorcery!" Gilbert declared.

"Saughter and rapine!” Angelique cried, appdled.

But | just stared into the eyes of the Spider King and said
dowly, "You dready know dl that, don't you? Y ou have spies
everywhere."

"Everywhere" he said, "and too much-for | must winnow amongst my
knowledge to find that whereof you speak. Whereisyour Allustria?'
Gilbert frowned, puzzled. "By Merovence, and north of the Middle
Sen”

"In which universe?'

The others stared, floored. | felt achill, even though | had
guessed this, and said, "In that universe in which magic works by
poetry, Mgesty, and in which Hardishane's empire drove out the minions
of evil, withthe aid of Saint Moncaire."

"Ah! Saint Moncaire." The Spider King nodded. "I know the
hundred of which you speak. Tell memoreof it."

"Why," Gilbert said, "Alisande has become que