Serpent's Silver
Piers Anthony and Robert E. M ar gr of f

Kédvin of Rud, book 2

CONTENTS

Prologue

Chapter 1. Sacrifice

Chapter 2. In-Law

Chapter 3. Outlaw

Chapter 4. Relative Pan
Chapter 5. New Familiar Faces

Chapter 6. Going, Going...
Chapter 7. Flopear Magic
Chapter 8. Gone

Chapter 9. Lonny

Chapter 10. Teken

Chapter 11. Reolute
Chapter 12. Hight

Chapter 13. Prisoners
Chapter 14. TheCliffs
Chapter 15. Ambush
Chapter 16. Serpent'sHole
Chapter 17. Exits

Chapter 18. Lae Arrivd
Chapter 19. Dead

Chapter 20. Pact

Chapter 21. Stranger Coming
Chapter 22. Border Crossing

Chapter 23. Recovery
Chapter 24. Dungeon Daze

Chapter 25. Royd Pain
Chapter 26. Hero's Progress

Chapter 27. Earth

Chapter 28. Batle

Chapter 29. Victory

Chapter 20. Victory Home Front

Epilogue



E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Prologue

HELN KNIGHT HACKLEBERRY LAY back against the pillows. Her brown eyes were closed,
and her bosom heaved shdlowly. Her shiny black hair framed her lovely oval face. Shewasas
beautiful as she had been on their wedding day, seven months ago, Kelvin thought.

Helay beside her, squeezing her caloused yet very feminine hand. They were on their new bed
in their new home, but they were not done, and this was no pleasant interlude.

He glanced up at hissister, Jon, who was unusudly silent. Then his gaze passed Jon's normaly
smiling husband, L ester, who was quite serious now. He wished again that he hadn't let them talk him
intothis.

She hasto! It's your father and your brother! Jon had inssted. They've been missing four
months! When had Kelvin Knight Hackleberry ever been able to argue hismanly little sister out of
anything? She was correct, of course, but that did not make him fed any more comfortable at the
momernt.

Heln's hand was growing cold now, asif she were dying. Oh, it was S0 like death, this asiral
traveling—desth from poisoning. Indeed, dragonberries did kill pointears; only roundearslike Heln
could survive them, suffering just the partial desth of soul-separation. They were never sure of the safe
limit, and he hated the risk. If she died, he would go with her into desth, he thought, if that wasthe
only way to bewith her dways.

His hand tightened on hers, but she did not gtir. It was fortunate that he could experience some
of her thoughts and share her experiences, he thought, while shewasin this state. He could even
communicate with her while her spirit traveled, freed by the magic that had once been the secret of the
golden dragons. So he knew she wasn't really dead—not as long as her mind touched his.

Now he garted receiving her thoughts. "I'm back at the underground river now," Kelvin said for
her. He had become like athing his father had once told him about: aradio receiver. Hetuned in on
the words and repested them without conscious valition. In this manner she shared her experience
with those standing by her body.

Kelvin became aware of her sensations: the cold cave walls drifting by, the passages twisting,
gplitting, merging. The dim glow of lichen on thewals, somehow distinguishable from the lamplight in
the room the four of them occupied. Imagesin her mind and his, overlapping yet distinct. He
remembered another device hisfather had talked about: the receiver of words and pictures known as
television. Perhaps he was becoming like that, too. But he could not show the picturesto the others.

"The FHaw! The Haw! | seeit now!" He was speaking for her, but he saw it, too: the water
fdling, faling into adarknessfilled with gars.

Hewilled her away from that dread void, thrilling to its menace. "The other room! The other
room!" he cried.

Then she was taking him, through her awareness and his, through the round, solid door.
Perfectly round: rounder than round ears! They floated into the metallic chamber that only roundears
such asthetwo of them could enter without causing its destruction. That was what the parchment



there claimed; they had read it only partidly during her prior vist here, but he believed it.

They hovered together above an open book on atable, and abox the size of acloset. Thewalls
of the box were lined with dias and what appeared to be clocks. Kevin recognized the sort of
ingruments his father had talked about: they were gauges and controls that somehow ordered things
to be done.

"Heleft here" Kelvin/Heln said. "Into the other frame. He stepped in here to follow the path of
your father. It will till work for us. We can crossthe astrd bridge through Mouvar's magic. To where
Kian and your father are.”

For Kian was Kelvin's haf brother. They had been on opposite sides, and had fought. Though
they were friends now, Kian's guilt had led him to go on the risky tour through the dread FHaw,
searching for hislost parents. He had not returned.

Heln and Kelvin entered the box. The vision became a blackness so deep it shimmered. There
was something like a crash of soundless thunder, then astreak of fire that split their existence. Stars
gppeared, shining dl around and through and into them. Existence whirled, collgpsed, and expanded.
Time and place ceased to have meaning. Then they were. ..

Moved. Into ahazy chamber closet like the one they had entered. The closet wall with its clocks
regppeared, forming out of the confusion. Theimage needed tuning; it seemed to be far away. But
even as Kelvin thought of that, the Sights and sounds and smells of the new location cameinto clear
focus. They had arrived—where?

Two sets of footprints crossed from the closet to arock wall, where alarge round metal door
stood gjar. It might have been the same door they had just entered—abut that one was closed. The
footprints might have been their own—but they were going in the opposite direction, and in any event,
Kelvin and Heln were not here physicaly. So these could be John Knight's and Kian's prints.

They began moving, bodiless but with direction. Kelvin smelled grass, and heard the songs for
birds and thetinkling of what might be metdlic chimes. Thiswas an intelligible world, then.

They paused, Heln sensing the way. There was ameta rope ladder anchored to asolid ringin
the cliffsde. The ladder descended into alarge tree that seemed similar to the beenut tree where
Kevin had found his magic gauntlet. That was agood sign! They swooped down to the roots of the
tree and aong the ground.

Helnin her astral state seemed to be drawn to alocation or person of her choice. In this she was
like the magnetic compass his father had described—or the magic needle that pointed dwaysto The
Haw.

AsHeln followed the pull of the brother Kelvin had first met on abattlefield and tried to kill nine
months before, he looked around to the extent this form allowed. He saw or sensed displayed in atall
ogple tree the source of the chiming. Three silver spirals hung from a branch and produced the sound
when the breeze twirled them. They looked like snakeskins, he thought uneasily: silver serpent hides
that were siff and dry yet aso shiny and bright.

Now they weretraveling across awide valey, mountains, and rolling farmland smilar to that of



Rud. On and on interminably—but then swooping abruptly, hawk-fashion, to a palace on ariver bluff.
They entered the palace and drifted through spectacular hdlsfilled with art objects, some of which
seemed familiar. On down carpeted halways, polished corridors, and banistered stairs. To—

A dank, dark, foul-smelling place that seemed made for fear. Kelvin jerked with shock.
"What isit, Kel?' hissster asked, hovering over hisbody. He had stopped talking, darming her.

"Dungeon,” he said. Indeed it was, exactly such adungeon as Kian's mother, the evil Queen
Zoanna, had used to confine Kelvin and hisfather and Rufurt, the good king of Rud.

Now he could seein the dim light that came through the high barred windows. There was his
father, John Knight, haggard and dirty. There was his brother, Kian, in no better shape. And athird
man, battered, blood-spattered, lying on the floor, propping his head with hisarm, evidently too weak
from loss of blood to do more.

Standing between them and a barred door was awide man wearing asilver crown. Kelvin
focused on the man'sface,

"Rufurt!" Kelvin whispered.

But no, this Rufurt had round ears, as did the prisoners, while their Rud counterparts had ears as
pointed as Jon's and Lester's. The Rud king's face, even after years of imprisonment, had ajovia
gppearance around the jowls that nothing could quite erase. This nearly identica face wastaut and
grim by comparison.

Y et apart of hismind shrieked: 1t's Rufurt!

At theking's gesture aman in uniform unlocked the cdll, entered, and bent over the wounded
man. John Knight grabbed the bars, seeming about to speak. Undeterred, the torturer pushed the
unfortunate man's head down on the floor and twisted it Sdeways. Then he brought out asilver tube,
held it above the prisoner's ear, unstoppered it, and tilted it carefully. Something silvery oozed out and
flowed, undulating, into the man's ear.

The guard paused only long enough to make sure the vial was empty. Then helet go of the
prisoner and stepped quickly away. He got out of the cell asif afraid of something.

The prisoner pulled hisface from the grime of the floor. His hand came up to touch hisear, asif
ititched. It seemed that he was not sure why the guard had departed without beating him again. Or
that he was afraid to think about it.

Then hislook of perplexity darkened into something else. He clawed a hisear asif trying to
wrench it out of his head. His eyeballsrolled back until only the whites showed. He screamed. 1t was
ahorrible sound, sgnifying something infinitely worse than pain.

Theking made aghastly smilethat was al the more horrible for being on King Rufurt'sface.
"Silver's not so nice, now, isit, Smith? Now that the little beagti€'s chewing in you?"

Little beastie? Kevin hoped he misunderstood.



The man shook dl over, from head to foot. His eyes stared wildly, seeming ready to pop out of
hisface. Hisarms and legs spasmed. He screamed again, asif trying to vomit out histongue, whilethe
other prisonerslooked on with drawn faces. The screaming continued, diminished, because the man
could not take enough of abreath to makeit loud.

"We must go back. We are going back," Heln said with Kelvin's mouth. With that the dungeon
faded and dipped sideways. They were pulled, asthough by eastic, back to the chamber, into the
closet, through darkness and stars. It happened so swiftly asto be instant; their minds seemed to
shatter.

Then they were home. They were on their bed in their room, with their closest friendslooking
down at them. Where their bodies had been &l along.

Kelvin sat up, turning to hiswife. That horror—
Heln'seydidsflickered. Her big, soft brown eyes opened to stare into his blue ones.
"Oh, Kelvin, we mugt help them! We must!"

"But—" He thought desperately, an enormous fear threatening to swallow what passed for his
courage. "'l have thingsto do here. There'sthe prophecy.”

"And you will fulfill it, dear, you will. But you are ahero and aroundear. Only aroundear can
journey to the chamber as Kian did. Only aroundear can makethetrip wejust did.”

"You can't go," hesaid, being firm. Immediately he knew in hismost cowardly secret sdf that he
had misspoken. He should have said "we," including himsdlf aswell as her.

"Oh, Kelvin, you're so brave! | knew you'd want to go to that other world and rescue your
father and your brother! | knew you just couldn't do anything else!™

Y es, he thought glumly. Y es—but what had he done to deserve this hero mantle? He had never
wanted to be a hero. Jon had wanted to and he had not. Now, because he had lucked out on one
step of aprophecy, they thought he couldn't fail at anything.

"Don't worry, welll take good care of her," Lester said, his boyish smile broadening.

Kevin knew that Lester and his sister would do that. He had no decent excuse to get out of
another mission of foolish attempted heroism. He wished that he had never agreed to let Heln take
that astrdl trip.

Y et that prisoner, with the appalling silver beagtie in his eer—was that the fate awaiting John

Knight and Kian, if someone didn't get them out of the dungeon? Kelvin was sickly certain that it was,
and that he was the only one who could do anything about it. He was a coward, but he had to act.

CHAPTER 1



Sacrifice

KIAN REACHED THE BOTTOM rung of the metalic rope ladder and looked down. From the
chamber entrance the ladder had appeared to disappear into the top of avery large beenut tree. It till
did. Theropewas of amaterid different from any he had seen before, and it seemed to grow out of
the trunk where the spreading branches formed the crown.

Wél, he had been atree climber as aboy. He was twenty-one now, and it had been sometime
since he had practiced, but he remembered. What fun it had been, peering in the windows of the
palace from his secret perch and watching the comings and goings of the sycophants and courtiers!

Thiswas adifferent world—but perhaps not too different, he thought as he clambered easily
down the close-set branches of the beenut tree. The vegetation of thisframe seemed exactly like that
of hisown. Hishaf brother had climbed asimilar treein the park in Franklin and discovered a
gauntlet with remarkable properties. Kian now wore an identicd pair.

The armored gloves made climbing easier, but he could hardly say how. Well, yes, he could: he
found that he could easily hang on to abranch by just a couple of fingertips, feding no strain. It was as
though there were musclesin the gauntlets aiding every move his hands made. Because hewasa
roundear, he knew, they worked just aswell for him asfor Kelvin.

Helet go of abranch and dropped the remaining distance to the base of the tree. Catching his
breath, he looked up but could not see the ladder or the cliff face with its open metal door. The secret
waswel hidden; he redlized that he should mark the spot well in hismind, in case he ever wished to
return to hisown world.

The birds sang just asthey did at home. There was no difference, so far, in anything. Hefound
himsalf surprised, even though he knew thiswas the nature of the frame worlds. His grandfather
Zatanas had tried instructing him on the nature of redlity and what he called the magic art: worlds
might differ, but not the fundamental's of nature and magic.

More recently Kian had read the parchment book he had found in the chamber before taking the
gauntlets and the aien wegpon, and launching his own adventure. Each overlapping world, he had
learned, was dmogt like the ones touching it, but with smal, subtle differences. Y ou may even meet
yourself, or someone like yoursdf,” Lester Crumb had said.

Kian shook his head. That didn't seem unreasonable for others, but he knew that his father
would not be duplicated here. John Knight, after dl, had come from a distant frame where they called
theworld "Earth." He had never figured out quite how hisfather had crossed over; it seemed to have
involved war magic of asort not understood in Rud. But John Knight was unique—and therefore so
were his sons.

Kian had gone only a short distance adong the stream, admiring its blue water and legping fish,
when another sound reached him: atinkling, musica note.

He paused, trying to locate the source. It seemed to come from alarge oaple. He walked that
way, staring hard into the branches where three long silver belts or spirals hung and twisted in theriver
breeze. Twirling, they touched each other to produce the sounds.



When he reached the tree he discovered that the belts were indeed spirals. Each had the
gpparent fragility of snakeskin, but was metallic except for an underlay of lesther. They weresilver,
too: red slver, in apattern like that of overlapping scaes. He removed agauntlet, fitted athumbnail
under ascale, and tried to pull the scaleloose. It remained fast: the organic and inorganic were
Sseemingly one.

Kian considered. Could he till find the large beenut tree and the ladder? Y es, he had marked
thefact of the river making a sharp bend, and certainly such alarge tree—one big enough to laugh a
floods, if trees could laugh—was readily found. The chimes, whatever they were, might be to mark
the upcoming bend.

Hetested the scale of one of the skinswith the point of hisknife. It came away Slver. Siver like
that had to be very pure!

Could snakes here have scales of silver, in the same way that dragons back home had scales of
gold? No, that hardly made sense. Dragons were virtualy immortal beasts with powerful gizzards.
The gizzards ground up weighty stones that the dragons swallowed in the course of centuriesto
pulverize their food internaly. The food was rough, because dragons hardly chewed anything that no
longer struggled, and even those big stones got worn away. They contained gold, and that gold
migrated in due course to the brightly shining scales. Thusthe gizzard was the key to the dragon's
gold. But snakes—who could imagine them with gizzards? They swallowed their prey whole and let
their digestive juices handleit. No sonesin them!

He went on. When he judged it was noonday, he stopped to rest and eat the lunch Jon had
packed for him. "Don't tdll Les," she had whispered. "He complainsthat I'm not feeding him well. |
don't want him to grow a paunch like hisfather'st He just might be jealous.” Kian had smiled and
teased her in the manner Kelvin was aways doing. She was easy to tease and to be with—this
boyish, pretty girl whose ears were pointed, though shewas Kelvin'sster.

Thought of hisears caused him to pull down the lightweight stockelcap. Heworeit for
concea ment. Only afool would choose to wear such athing on such awarm day! Y et he might meet
someone, and if thisframe was not totally unlike home, hisround ears would set him gpart. Pointed
ears had aways been considered natura, and round years unnatural. Best that he wear the cap
despite the discomfort.

He checked himsdlf with thelittle mirror Heln had dipped into histravelsack, firgt adjusting the
stockel cap, then smoothing hislight blond mustache. It was essentid to pay attention to appearances
regardless of what frame he wasin! He knew, and had known since near infancy, that he had a
griking figure and areasonably handsome face. There had been atime when that was important to
him, and perhaps someday such atimewould come again.

He resumed hisjourney dong the road. At home this path would have taken him through the
mountainous region near Franklin. Not far from dragon country. He smiled. Well, he wasn't about to
venture into dragon country, if that existed herel Unless, of course, hisfather and mother existed in
thisworld, in such aregion.

Soon he would have to swalow one of the dragonberriesin his pack and seeif they worked.
Not even Heln knew about these. If the berry made him sick, asit did most people, he would take no
more. But roundears could eat them and not be poisoned, not fatally, anyway. The berries enabled



Helnto take flight astrally, her spirit homing in on some distant person or place while her body dept.
Because she was aroundear—and Kian was aroundear, too. He, his half brother, Kelvin, their
father, and Heln were the only folk he had ever encountered with ears of this unnatural shape. What
an advantage, if the berriesworked for him!

Theroad forked. Impulsively he followed the side branch into the mountains. He felt more
comfortable thisway, though he could not have said why; &fter al, a homeit would have taken him
into the domain of the dangerous wild things. Maybe he was just trying to be an adventurer, ashis
father was: someone who would choose the wild way.

A deoose crossed his path soon after lunch, and a bit later a fleet-footed meer bounced out of
the bushes and then across the path in sprightly legps. Red mosswas on every tree; it wasredly ill
much like home. Possibly there were dangers smilar to those in hisown frame. At this tage he
preferred familiar dangerd

Asif inresponse to histhought, a bearver reared up from some appleberry bushes and greeted
him with aloud woof. Then, perceiving that he stood his ground, it came out on the road and began a
staking advance.

Kian started to draw his sword, which was a properly polished blade his mother had chosen.
But bearvers were large and unreasoning beasts, dangerous at all times. He knew he might be able to
kill it, but he also knew that the chance of that was dight. One swipe from that huge paw could disarm
him, gauntlets or no, and then—why hadn't he fled the moment he saw the predator?

Even as hefoolishly drew the blade, another thought occurred. What about the alien weapon he
carried? That might scare the beast so that it would think better of charging him. No known
opposition could cow abearver, but the unknown might.

Kian drew the weapon from its soft, curved dien scabbard. He pointed it, letting the gauntlet on
his hand control hisaction. Then hetried to tell the glove to aim ahead of the beast, rather than trying
to destroy it. Thiswas partly because if the weapon were only partialy effective, the effort would
enrage the beast, making things worse, and partly because he preferred merely to scareit away if he
could, and partly to see whether he had thiskind of control over the gauntlets. He wasin trouble,
granted, but if he got out of this he might learn something that would help him the next time.

He—or the gauntlet—aimed the weapon. His—or its—finger squeezed. From the bell-shaped
muzzle there came a series of sparks and alow hissing. The bearver gave abark and charged.

Kian didn't have time to consider. The gauntlet straightened the weapon, thistime taking dead
am, and pressed the trigger. And again the result was afew sparks and hissing. There was no evident
damage to the bearver.

What wasthis, atoy?

Disgusted and now thoroughly scared, Kian dropped the weapon and leveled the sword. But
the bearver, unpredictable as dways, now swerved in its charge. Kicking itsbig hedsback ina
frolicsome manner, it made an ungainly leap over to the Sde of the road and plowed into the fringing
bushes. It paused to look back, seeming amost to grin; then it woofed comically and disappeared.



"Bearverswill be bearvers," Kian remarked, weak with relief. It was a common saying a home.
A bearver might decideto eat aperson, or it might Smply amuse itself by scaring avictiminto
loosening his bowels. He was thankful that his bowels had only twitched as the monster charged, and
that his pantaloons were not in need of washing. He had escaped both death and shame, thistime.

Now the road was descending into avalley, alush region that should have hed farms. There
was nothing of the sort. In another oaple tree hung another of the spira chimes. Parchment-thin yet
curled into stiffness.

He stared at the sllver and listened to itstinkle while he ate afew appleberries. A chill ran up and
down hisback; he had afeding that something was wrong. Through the mistsfar below inthevalley,
among rocks that had rolled down over the centuries, he could see amovement. People—maybe a
crowd. From this distance they seemed short and broad, reminding him of Queeto, his grandfather's
dwarf apprentice. In the midst of the crowd, alittle to the front and grasped by either hand, wasa
taller, dimmer person. It was hard for Kian to see, but this could be awoman or agirl of normal
Sature.

He strained his eyes, wishing that he could make things out better. The dwarfs gathered with the
prisoner—for so she seemed—at a spot between two upright rocks the size of horses. Two of the
dwarfs did something that produced aflash of slver. Then dl the smal people withdrew, leaving the
woman or girl apparently shackled between the two stones. The smal ones disappeared the way they
had come.

What was this—a human sacrifice? It had that agpect! Was the woman acrimind? The dwarfs
magical creatures? Just what had he come upon? It was probably abad ideato interfere—but for all
he knew, the woman could be his mother. Surely not—yet how could he be certain?

Half running, wishing he had a horse, he descended the dope in asfast afashion as he could
manage. He did not know how long the woman would be there, or what sort of danger he might face.
Hejust had to know, lest he forever regret it.

When he broke through the bushes and faced her at close range, he was startled by her beauty.
Her dim arms were stretched on either Side, tethered by chains of silver. She had long blond hair, and
deep blue eyes, and afigure that—

"Leavel Oh, leave!" she begged. He had no difficulty understanding her, because she used the
language of home. Her head bobbed in the direction of a perfectly round holein the sde of the cliff.
"Before it comes! Beforeit dithers out and devoursus! Please!™

"Y ou need help," he said, drawing his sword. Her lipswere lying to him, he thought, while her
eyes were speaking truth. She did not want him leaving her to someterrible fate.

"No! No! It will come soon! The appointed one! The one that ways comes!”
"Y ou'reintended as a sacrifice?' He went closer, sword in hand.
Shetossed her heed, her hair flipping from her left ear and exposing it for thefirst time. Now he

understood: she was round-eared! Round, not pointed! Asit was back home, so it must be here!
Roundears either hated for being different or at best barely tolerated.



"It'scoming!" shecried. "l hear it!"

Indeed, there was a strange dithery sound coming from that hole. The whisper of it sent the hairs
on the back of hisneck tingling.

"I'm not afraid of it, whatever itis," helied. Thiswas surely worse than what he had faced
before! And what wasit, anyway? A burrower the size of abearver? A tunneler through solid rock?
Whatever it was, the size of that hole made him shudder. He fixed his eyes on the dread aperture and
waited, knowing that whatever appeared was not going to run or tease.

So suddenly asto be gartling, alarge slvery snout thrust from the hole, just intimeto catch a
ray of sunshinethat lighted the cliff'sface. Then afiat Slvery head emerged, followed by along, long,
undulating silver body. It was a serpent aslarge around as awar-horse!

A serpent covered dl over with slver scales—surdly red slver! Just asat home adragon's
scadeswerered gold. This serpent must be the overgrown version of the snakes from which the silver
skins had come. It was aslarge as the legendary anaconda John Knight had told about. Kian had
thought that to be a mere story. Some story! Thisthing could swalow aman and hiswar-horse
together!

Kian doubted it could help, but he reached for the alien weapon he carried. His hand dapped
only the holster, the wegpon itself was gone! He had neglected to pick it up after his encounter with
the bearver. The wegpon, worthless though it might be, was back there on the road.

"Run! Run!" The girl was shaking with terror, and whimpering, but sill shetried to warn him
avay.

Not achance! Hislegswouldn't work for him now. His gauntlets and his sword had to work
together to save them. With the gauntlets, he had to believe, there was at least a chance of
accomplishing something.

The serpent emerged sinuoudy all theway from the hole, lifted its head, and reared back. The
eyes swayed above hisown. A long, drawn-out hiss like that of asdivating dragon came from the
mouth. Then that dread mouth opened, reveding dagger-length crystalline fangs. Drops of clear liquid
fell to the ground, spattering and hissing and emitting little puffs of seam. Where the drops struck
grass, the grass writhed, turned black, and crumbled into ash.

What abeast! What amongter! At least as formidable asthe dragons! Wait till Kelvin heard
about this—if Kelvin ever did hear about it. If Kian survived to tell him! If!

The beady black eyeslooked into his. They held him as the body writhed behind the head,
getting into better position for attack. The head and fangs moved closer. The body coiled around
under that elevated head asif independent of it, the tail section undulating in unnerving fashion.

Kian found himsdlf staring into bottomless pits. Beady eyes? Now they were windows into some
kind of hell! He saw, peripheraly, the open nostrils and the bright spots reflecting from the flashing
scales. Hefet overwhe med!

He shook hisheed, trying to clear it. Thiswas magic! The magic a snake used to immobilizeits



prey. All the prey had to do was break that gaze and flee, and the snake would not be able to catch
it, but somehow that seldom happened. Now Kian understood why. He couldn't break the gaze!

The snout darted suddenly, aong with thelong, flat, enormous head. The mouth opened wide,
the fangs dripping their corrosive poison. The girl screamed.

Hetried to snap out of it. Hetried to raise the sword. The gauntlets, unaffected by the serpent's
spell, raised hisunresisting arms and his sword-hand for him.

The left gauntlet grasped the lower jaw of the serpent. The right gauntlet swung the sword hard
a the serpent's eye. The blade rebounded from silver scales, leaving abarely detectable groove. His
am fdt thejolt, and pain lanced through his shoulder.

The serpent's head went back again. It was not hurt, but now it seemed more cautious. Perhaps
it distrusted anything that resisted the power of its mesmeric gaze.

Hisbrother, Kelvin, had dain dragons by driving a sharpened pole and a heavy lance through
their eyes and into their tiny brains. This serpent's eyes were smaller than adragon's and no easy
target, despite their hypnotic power. He had no lance, no pole. His sword was worthless against any
part of the serpent except the eyes, and he couldn't get a clear shot at them!

Now something else happened. Hisleft hand, within the gauntlet, began suddenly and severdly to
hurt. It was asif he had thrust his armored hand into afire! His hand—and the gauntlet—were being
injured by the serpent's venom!

Theleft gauntlet dropped from his hand and landed on the grass. His hand continued to hurt, still
burning. Hisright hand still held the sword—but what could he do with it? The angle was wrong; he
could not get at that eye with aside dash, and he could not orient properly for astab with the point.

Hissing the hiss of athousand lesser serpents, the monster bared hisfangs again and prepared
for thefind srike.

Asif inadream, Kian heard the drumming of awar-horse's hooves. He heard avoice, aman's,
screaming something that sounded like: "Back! Back! Into your hole, you worm!”

Hewould gladly retreet, if he only could!

A whistling sound filled his ears, and that, too, was coming from outside the range of histrapped
vision. His eyesremained locked by the serpent’s; only hisearswere free.

Beatedly he redlized that it was to the serpent the man was yelling, not to Kian.

Help of some sort had arrived. But was it soon enough, or strong enough? Could it bresk the
spell that held him, and give him even adight chanceto survive?

CHAPTER 2



I n-law

THERE WAS AN ABRUPT knock on the cottage door. Heln gave Kelvin astartled look, then put
down the dough for the exatic dish she was making: an appleberry pie whose recipe had been in both
their families. "Who?"

Kelvin shrugged. He was puitting things together in atravelsack for the journey he didn't want to
make. Y et it was expected of him, and he did fed obliged to rescue hisfather and haf brother. It
wasn't as though he wouldn't have the laser and the gauntlets that had saved hislife numeroustimes.
Kian should have taken the laser, the only operating laser in the Seven Kingdoms. Instead Kian had
chosen the unfamiliar and alien wegpon found in the hidden chamber. Possibly he had aso taken along
the levitation belt the chamber il held. But Kian had amost been killed while using aflying device
from hisfather'sworld. Of course, that was partly because Jon had felled him with astone from her
ding. Still, it showed the hazards of flight! So if theterm "levitation” meant what they thought it meant,
neither he nor Kian wanted any part of it.

"] expect Jon to come over,” Kelvin said as Heln wiped off her hands and started for the door.
"She and Lester won't let me start out done, or with just you and my horse." He added to himself: But
| wish all of you could come along. All of you all the way to wherever Kian and our father and
our terrible former queen have gone. Because dl of them had more actua courage than he did,
though no one ever spoke that truth openly. Especially Jon, whose nature at times seemed more like
that of abig brother than alittle Sster. That had changed substantialy when she got together with
Leder. Still—

Heln made aface at him for joining wife and horse in the same breath, though in truth the two
were of Smilar valuein many Rud families. She often made faceslike that, and despite her worst
effort she remained as pretty as ever. Tongue out in amock spell of insult, she went to the door and
heaved at the heavy latch. It released with unaccustomed ease and the door jerked open—Ieaving her
making aface a the vigtor.

"Heln Hackleberry?!

Shejammed her tongue back in her mouth and put her face straight, too late. She would have
blushed, but instead she paled. The stranger at the door was aformidable sight.

Hewas a big, rawboned man with a stockel cap pulled down around his ears despite the hesat of
the summer day. He was approximately Hal Hackleberry's age, with abig ugly nose and black beard,
dirty clothing, and atravelsack on his back. He wore aformidable sword.

"Yes, I'm Heln Hackleberry," she said, stepping back. Kelvin, fearful of robbery or worse,
positioned himself for aquick risng and charge. "Mrs. Hackleberry."

"Y ou won't recognize me," the stranger said with considerable understatement. "Y ou never laid
eyeson me before. Adult eyes, that is.”

Heln frowned. Kelvin held his position. Thisdidn't sound like robbery, bui...

Abruptly the man reached up and pulled off his stockel cap. His ears popped into view. They
were large and red—and round. As unpointed as her own and Kelvin's.



"I'm Sean Rellly, nicknamed S. Helens" he said.
"S. Helend" she gasped. "Y ou—"

"Right, girl. I'm your father." His dark eyes swept past her to Kelvin. "And you be the Roundear
of Prophecy, son?'

Kevin and Heln looked at each other. Kelvin felt as though the floor had vanished.
"A Roundear there Shall Surely be," the man said. "Born to be Strong, Raised to be Free."
"Fghting Dragonsin his Y outh,” Heln continued faintly. "Leading Armies, Nothing Loth.”

"Ridding his Country of a Sore," the man said, reciting the prophecy of Mouvar. "Joining Two,
then uniting Four." Helooked directly at Kelvin.

"Until from Seven there be one," Kelvin said reluctantly. He had been thrilled by the prophecy as
achild when hismother had told him about it, but as an adult, he had been wary of it. "Only then will
his Task be Done."

"Honored by Many, cursed by Few," the man concluded. "All will know what Roundear can
Do."

Kelvin experienced the old embarrassment. "I've heard it al my life, but I'm not surethat it
goplies”

"Hmpth. I'm not sure either, son. But you did day dragonsin your recent youth, and you did, to
your great credit, rid Rud of the sore that was her queen.”

He had indeed—but the accomplishment had been far less heroic than the prophecy made it
seem. Kevin was afraid that any further testing of the prophecy would get him killed. So he changed
the subject. "You'reredly Heln'sfather?"

"Y ou doubt my word?" the man demanded gruffly.

"] don't know you," Kevin said with some asperity. Ordinarily he would not speak thisway to
such aformidable stranger, but the man's attitude and round ears had shaken him. "How can | know
whether your word is good?"

"Maybe | should go el sewhere!™

"No, no, comeingde" Heln said quickly.

Kevin could hardly protest. If Heln believed in this man, there must be something to it. Certainly
there were few roundearsin Rud!

S. Helens entered, and Heln closed the door. He looked around the cottage, asif evaluating it.

Now Kelvin began to see certain trace smilarities between St. Helensand Heln. Nothing



tangible, just hintsin the lines of the face and the manner of gesture. This, he fought to redize, redly
was Heln'sfather: the last male survivor of John Knight's twelve-man squad from unlikely round-eared
Eath.

"I've come from the kingdom of Aratex,” the man said. "I've cometo vist my daughter and my
famous son-in-law. But I've come for a purpose.”

"You have?' Certainly it was easier to accept this formidable man than to doubt him. S. Helens
and Mor Crumb were about the same size, Kelvin decided, though Mor's girth was greater and St.
Helens seemed dl chest and muscular arms. There was awildness about this giant's appearance and
manner that reminded Kelvin too much of men he had only pretended to command in the war.

"I'm here to lend you my age and experience. 'Joining Two' might aswell mean Aratex and Rud.
Y ou egree?’

"It might," Kelvin agreed. But it might so mean any one of the other kingdoms. Or, aswasthe
way with prophecy, the words might mean something el se entirely. He had speculated once that they
might refer to his marriage with Heln, or the marriage of hissister to hisfriend Ledter.

"Thingsareright in Aratex. The dissatisfaction is great. Together we can doit, son.”
"Y ou mean annex Aratex?' Kelvin asked numbly.
"Annex isagood word. Soisinvade.”

Kelvin shivered. The thought of going to war again, of risking everything he had so narrowly
gained, and in an unnecessary war a that, was just more than he cared to contemplate. He feared that
hisface gave him away.

"Y ou know about Blastmore, of course?' St. Helensinquired. "Rotten excuse for aking. Good
chess player, but otherwise rotten. In hisway he's as bad or worse than your former queen.”

"1, uh, heard reports,” Kelvin agreed. "He has awitch to keep peopleinline.”

"Old Melbah. Ghastly hag! She goes up to Conjurer's Rock, waves her fingers and shouts
gibberish, and everybody faints. People there are real cowed—afraid to do anything on their own.
With help, well, that's a different matter."

"I've heard she controls the e ements through magic. Wind, water, fire, and earth. That she can
make the wind blow, the water rise, the fire burn, and the earth tremble.”

"Superdtitious nonsensel” . Helensflared. " Are you redly my commander's boy? John was a
skeptic.”

Kdvinfound it difficult not to flinch. Indeed, hisfather had been a skeptic! John Knight had
maintained that all magic was superdtition. But that had changed after Zatanas the sorcerer had
demongtrated his power. No one would have disbelieved, after seeing what Zatanas could do! But
this attitude of St. Helenswas exactly what was to be expected in amember of John Knight's crew,
and went far to confirm the man's authenticity.



"1, uh, haven't made any plansto invade Aratex," Kedvin said after amoment. "' have something
elseto do that may take time. My father and half brother are in another frame, and in trouble. | have
to try to help them before—"

"Yes, yes, | reckon they'll comein handy. Isit true that the queen escaped?’

"I'm not sure. Kian thinks she's dive—or he did before heleft. Heln couldn't find her astraly, so
maybe she's dead.”

"Or at least out of action. Asfar as thisframe's concerned.”

"l—suppose.” Kelvin dill wasn't comfortable with the concept of multiple frames, though he
certainly couldn't doubt them. The implications—

"Well, well just haveto go together. Y ou'll need my help, and later well make plans together for
Araex."

"G0?You mean with me?' Kdvin fat new darm. "Into that other frame? That other existence?
Only roundears can enter the chamber and make the trip.”

"l know." St. Helens smiled and tweaked one of his own very prominent ears. "I've got the
tickets on either sde of my thick Irish head. Don't worry, you and | will do just fine."

CHAPTER 3

Outlaw

ASTHE SERPENT TWISTED around in the direction of the disturbance, arope with alargeloop a
itsend sailed neatly over the wide, flat head. A gigantic black war-horse with alarge dark-featured
man in the saddle made an abrupt turn in front of Kian. The noose tightened, yanking the head to the
gde.

The serpent swayed but did not fall. It darted at the horse just as the rope reached itslimit.
Obvioudy the serpent found the noose no more than a nuisance—an irritation that would quickly be
dedlt with.

The man in black brought down asword on the serpent's snout. The horse leaped with
ingtinctive dread, barely escaping the dripping fangs. The two actions were beautifully coordinated, so
that instead of sinking itsfangsin flesh, the monster received a smart rap on the nose.

Kian fdt the spell relax asthe serpent's eyes pulled away from him. He was standing there,
wearing one of the magic gauntlets, holding his sword. Meanwhile, atotal stranger was doing the
fighting. Thiswouldn't do. Kian had to act while he had the chance.

The girl screamed again, apparently in fear for the horse and the heroic rider. But both were
safe. Theflank of the horse swept on by, and the great head struck the grassjust in front of Kian.



Now therider was circling atree, the rope till attached to the serpent. The dack went out of the
rope and the horse backed as the rider jumped down and ran on foot, charging the serpent with a
long spear. 1t was no dragon lance, but it was afar more effective weapon than asword in this
ingtance.

Kian'sright gauntlet dropped the sword, pulled his arm to the left gauntlet on the ground, and
replaced it on his hand. The poison was till init, and the pain resumed in hisleft fingers. Y et he knew
he had to endure it. Good gauntlet! Good gauntlet! Make me brave as Kelvin! Make me brave!

Kian did not know what he could do, if anything. But he had to try. Heran to the Side of the
serpent, waving his sword and shouting something unintelligible even to himsdf. The notion of
frightening the mongter thisway seemed ludicrous, but it was dl he could think of. If he could distract
it 0 that the other man could attack it more effectively—

Now the spear was flying through the air, right toward one of the serpent's eyes. It struck near
thelid of the eye and bounced off. With aclatter it alighted amogt at Kian's running fedt.

The gauntlets acted. They had the spear by its shaft and his sword stuck in the ground before
Kian had quite stopped.

A forked tongue darted from the great serpent's mouth. Then the head snapped upright. The
rope that held it snapped like athread. The head swiveled to orient on the dark stranger, who was
retreating after cagting his speear.

Gavanized by the gloves, Kian'sarm moved. The spear flew upward. Thistimeit struck true,
right in the center of the serpent's dark eye. The razor-sharp point and balanced heft of the wegpon
had effect; the specialy forged spearhead plunged deeply in. The serpent jerked dl aong the length of
its body, and gyrated, moving its head violently, but the spear remained in place.

The gauntlets hauled Kian forward. With no wasted motion they reached for the moving silver
wall. Then, to hiscomplete surprise, they propelled him into a handspring that landed him on the
mongter itsalf! They prevented him from pitching off the rounded hill that was the serpent’s back and
tugged with astonishing indstence at hisarms.

Kian found himself running along adowly moving and abruptly sharply jerking surface. He was
riding the serpent! The scaleswere dippery, and threatened to cause him to dide off a any moment,
but he never dackened his pace. The gauntlets wouldn't let him! On and on, ascending the dope of
the thrashing monger.

Now he was on the huge, tossing head! How had he gotten here? He was a a dizzying height,
and dippery blood was spattered across the silver, making his footing even more treacherous. Indeed,
he skidded, unable to handle the violence of the head's motions.

Hisfeet went out from under him. But the gauntlets were straining to reach the spear's haft. The
left glove, overriding the pain of his hand, grabbed the edge of the eye. Theright glove captured the
shaft of the spear.

The serpent vented a deafening hiss of anguish and threw back its head. Theleft gauntlet shifted
itsgrip as Kian'sbody did entirely off the snake's head. He found himsalf pulling on the spear with



both hands, hanging in midair. But the spearhead was barbed; it would not come out without inflicting
far worse damage than it had on entry. The serpent's head twisted, rotating sidewise—and the spear
angled straight up. Still the gauntlets clung, and now the weight of Kian's body bore down on the
spear and rocked it back and forth, so that it dug yet deeper into the socket.

Scarlet blood spurted, some of it onto him. But he could not let go. Acid drops flew from the
bared fangs, hissing where they struck. One drop of it struck Kian's face on the left cheekbone. It
burned like fire. Still he clung, unableto do anything ese. Relentlesdy the gauntlets forced the spear
inward, rocking it, questing for the serpent's brain.

The head snapped about with such violence that even the blood-soaked gauntlets could no
longer hold. Kian screamed as he was hurled through the air. The ground came up to smash him. He
grabbed at it, and the gauntlets hel ped him. Pain seared him as he somersaulted and lit somehow on
hisfeet.

A weaving slver hill nudged againgt him. Another shoved him out. He was gtill among the coils of
the serpent! He scrambled awkwardly to hisfeet and ran away, heedless of direction, trying to get
clear of the body of the serpent before he was crushed by it.

A loop of ropelanded on him and tightened. Kian was hauled in anew direction, helplesdy. Ina
moment he found himsdf up againg the horse. The stranger was there, dgpping something cold
agang hisface.

The pain abated. Kian raised hisleft arm with its gauntlet, and the stranger put the medicine on
its burn; ingtantly the brown spot disappeared, and so did the burning in Kian's hand.

Now at last he could orient on his surroundings. He saw by the scuff marksthat the stranger had
used the rope to haul him away from the thrashing serpent; he might otherwise have been crushed, as
he had had no idea where he was going. He owed the stranger his hedlth or hislife!

"You are one brave warrior!" the man exclamed. "First you scored on the eye after | missed;
then you ran right up the thing's neck and droveit infor thefinale! | never saw nervelikethat!"

"|—" Kian said, trying to protest. It had hardly been bravery!

"But you got disoriented by the venom, so | lassoed you out. | knew you couldn't see well
anymore. The tuff getsin your eyes and your brain, so that even when you win, you lose. That'sa
bad burn! But we got the salve on in time; you should be fine now."

"Thegauntletsdid it,” Kian said. "I—I only followed where they led.”

"Gauntlets! They're magic, aren't they? No wonder! Must have come from Mouvar.”

"Mouvar? Y ou've heard of him?"

"Hasn't everybody? Whereve you been?' The stranger took hishand. "Not that it matters. The
name's Jac. Smoothy Jac, they call me. Best skin thief in the Seven Kingdoms. And you?'

"Kian. I'm—astranger.” He waslooking at the admitted outlaw's round ears. Round



ears—could they be common here?
"Native to Hud? Or from one of the other six?'
"N-no." Rud at home; Hud here. Still seven kingdoms.
"Y ou know thegirl?"

He gtarted to shake his head; the pain was not nearly as bad now, and the burning had become
more of afreezing sensation. Then he redlized that he did know her. Or dmost did. Back home that
face, that beautiful face, and the curvaceous form with the definitely jutting breasts had belonged to a
girl hismother had wanted him to marry: Lenore Barley.

"Y ou look as though you do."

"Eh, someone. Almost the same." But Lenore had pointed ears, he remembered, and thisone's
earswere asround as hisor Kelvin'sor John Knight's, if he dtill lived in thisland, or the outlaw's.
Truly, it seemed that round ears belonged here.

Then Jac surprised him. "Damned flopears,” he said. " Sacrificing adave girl any rich manwould
pay afortunefor!”

Oops! "You ded in daves?'

"No! | was one! | dedl only in releasing them. King Rowforth, cursed be hisimperid name, is
the reason there's still davery. Hiswife, good woman that she be, would liketo end it. But | suspect
you know that aswell as1.”

"No, | didn't. I'm really acomplete stranger.” He managed to Sit upright on the grass, turning to
watch the weaving coils of the dying serpent. He was sill recovering from the horror just past, and
adjugting to the newness of this Situation.

"We wouldn't daretry to take the skin before sundown, and by that time the flopears will be
here," Jac said. "Besides, no war-horse foaed could ever carry a skin weighing as much as that one.
It'sashame; thered be afortune. Release alot of daveswith what that'd bring.”

"Thegirl," Kian said. "Wed better release her." That should have been thefirgt thing he did, but
he had needed time just to get himself together.

"If we do, the flopearswill try to follow us"

"After facing that," Kian said, nodding at the huge serpent, "1'm not much scared.” Who were the
flopears? Wasthereredly athird kind of ear?

Jac went to fetch his horse, which had wandered during their didlogue, and Kian retrieved his
sword and ran back to the girl. Up close she looked even more like Lenore Barley. She always had
been a pretty girl, but he hadn't wanted to marry her. It had been his mother'sidea. At home he had
awaysthought Lenore aristocratic and vain, not at al like the friendly kitchen women and serving
maids. But now, as he looked into this sweet face, he wondered if he should not have married Lenore



despite her upbringing.

With one easy swing of the sword the gauntlets cleaved through the chain, first on the lft, then
on theright. The chain came away clean and bright: genuine slver. "Oh, thank you! Thank you," the
round-eared girl exclamed, her bosom heaving in maidenly excitemen.

"I'm, eh, astranger,” Kian said, trying not to be too obvious about what he was noticing. "From
out of thisworld, you might say. You?'

"Lonny Burk, origindly from Fairview. I'm afraid the tax collector took me directly to the
flopears. They want a sacrifice each year and they want her to be astranger, comely, blond,
and'—she hesitated momentarily, blushing—"virgind."

"Then you've never actudly"—he hesitated, then went bravely on—"been adave?' Save boys
were routinely beaten, to break their spirits; dave girls were routingly raped until they stopped
ressting. Hetried to tell himsdf that thiswasirrdevant to his assessment of her, but hisinner sdf didn't
seeit that way.

" told you. | was never taken to the Mart. To please the flopears and collect the most silver, the
agent kept me safe. Even so, he made me an offer—to take me out of thelineif | agreed to—you
know—and not let on. But | knew he was married, and he was so ugly and smelled so bad | knew I'd
prefer the serpent.”

"Perhaps you made a fortunate choice." Because, he thought, if she had chosen otherwise, they
would never have met, and then he would never have redlized that Lenore Barley wasthe girl he
should marry. Lenore—Lonny's near counterpart. ™Y ou mentioned flopears. Were those the short
people | saw here before—"

"Y ou don't know about the flopears?' she asked, amazed.

"As| sad, I—"

"They can freeze amorta person in histracksjust by looking at him! That'swhy we can't resst
them.”

"A morta person?' he asked, surprised at thisterm. "But dl of usare mortal!"

"Yes," sheagreed unhdpfully.

He was rubbing her wrists where the circul ation had been restricted by the shackles when Jac
appeared, leading his horse. "'I'm heading back to the Barrens before the flopears come back. Y ou
two want to come?"

"If—wecanride" Kian sad.

"Oh, don't worry about Betts," Jac said, patting the war-horse. " She can carry dl of us. Only no
skin, blagt it, and I'm afraid not even that chain. Enough weight is enough for her."

"These Barrens—"



"Blank, worthless land inhabited solely by outlaws and other dangerous creatures. Surely you've
heard of it?"

"Yes" Back home it was the Sadlands; hereit would, of course, be amost the same.
"Wl, climb on. Y ou, missy, ridein front of me. Y ou—what was your name?’
"Kian. Kian Knight."

"That's right: Kian. Y ou ride behind me and hang on to me or the side of the saddle.”

It wasn't quite the arrangement Kian had envisioned, but he took Jac's hand and alowed himsdlf
to be pulled up on the back of the great horse.

"I've, eh, left something back on the road,” Kian said. "1t may be worthless, but then again, |
cant say."

"Y ou know whereyou left this, eh, thing?'

"Close. It'swhere | encountered a bearver."

"A bearver! Near the main road?'

"Not too far. There were appleberry bushes. I'll know the place.”

"Sowill I," Jac said, turning Betts updope. "There'sthat one stretch where the berries grow and
the bearvers come. Good place for berries; bad place for bearvers.”

Kian cocked hishead to anow familiar sound. It came, musicaly, tinkling from the ogple tree he
had noticed before.

"Jac, if you want skin—eh, silver—why don't you take the chimes?”
Jac looked back at him, astonished. "Y ou daft?"
"No. I'm agranger. If you want slver, why not—"

"Because," Jac explained patiently, "the flopearstreat the chimeswith their curse. Y ou don't take
achime or even apart of one. If you do, you'l die before night."

"Redly?' Thismight be the outlaw's notion of ajoke.
"Redlly.”

Kian thought of that asthey rode nearer to where he had | eft the weagpon. "Jac, if you don't mind
my asking, why the chimes?'

Jac laughed. "Y ou certainly don't know much of theworld, do you!"



"N-no. Not thisworld, at least.”

"It'sto mark boundaries,” Lonny said, turning her sweet face. "At least that's what's dways said.
Something to do with where the serpents are and where there are ancient secrets much better kept by
flopears. No onein hisright mind goes near achime. Y ou must be—you must be from another
world."

"l am," Kian said.

"That doesn't surpriseme," she said. " Anyone who would come wandering into Serpent Valey
on foot hasto befrom aredly distant place.”

Consgdering that he had comeinto it in order to rescue her, this remark seemed ungracious.
"Actudly, in my frame, it's—"

"That'sit?' Jac demanded, pointing at something that gave off reflectionsin their path.

"That'sit,” Kian said, relieved to have the subject changed. He eased himsdf down from the
horse as Betts came to ahdt. He was facing the others at close range as he did so. Lonny had nice
legs, he thought, looking at the portion that emerged from her gauzy gown. Then he made hismind
shut up, and turned to fetch the device.

"Wegpon, isn't it?" Jac said asKian put it in his scabbard. "Any good?'

"No. At least | don't think it is. | tried it on the bearver. First time.”

"May | seeit?!

Kian drew the wegpon and handed it to him butt-first. Jac took it, reversed it, and looked into
the bell. "No bow?"'

"It's not a crosshow."

"So | see. It's something of Mouvar's, I'll bet.”

"ltis"

"And it doesn't work?'

"Didnt for me"

"Hold ontoit. Could be vauable. Y ou ready to ride? Redlly ride?"

Kian climbed up and got agood grip onthe saddle. "I am now."

Jac dug hishedlsinto Betts sdes. "Get, Betts!" They rode like the wind through forested,
mountainous country that would have been near dragon country had Hud been Rud. They rode past

towering cliffs and stunted trees for what seemed miles, then onto a side path that took them through
brambles and brush. After numerous daps from branches and scratches from vinesthey werein



bleak, semi-desert country known in the world of silver serpents asthe Barrens. To Kian,
contemplating the bleakness, the Sadlands seemed a much better name.

CHAPTER 4
Relative Pain

KELVIN WASN'T AT ALL happy about having to leave Heln and Jon and his friends the Crumbs,
but he was even less happy about St. Helens offer to accompany him. He thought around it al day
long while they visited and caught up on family mattersthat neither had learned before. There was just
no way out of it, he concluded. Every time he attempted to say that it was hisresponsibility and his
aone, St. Hlenswas certain to turn it about.

"Yes, yes, | agree, Hackleberry! Very important that we get your father hereif helives. He can
train the troops and make the plans better'n me. Not that you're not round-eared, of course. But then
remember, S0 are &t. Helens and your old man.” It was evident that St. Helens had pretty well
asessed Kdvin'sincgpacity as aleader and was moving tofill the void. That was asignificant part of
what bothered him.

Kevintried to explainit reasonably. "I realy don't know about Aratex yet. | fed Rud shouldn't
interfere unlesswe're urged to by Aratex's people. Besde King Rufurt—"

"Rufurt, that old fraud!"
"He'sagood man. A good king."

"Hmpth. Good for nothing, if you ask me. Who let the bitch-queen take over? Who sat around
while your father—no offense, lad—bedded her and made ason?"

"By then the king wasin the dungeon, and—"

"And your old man was weak. Hewasn't like that in the old days! Or maybe her old man,
Zatanas, cast afew spdls. A little tampering with thewine, and any man..." He faded out, evidently
understanding that kind of temptation al too well.

"It could have been," Kelvin agreed, abit jealous that he had no basis to understand the
temptation. "Zatanas was a powerful magician.”

"Destroyed by aboy! No offense, lad, but that's what you were. So now, afew monthslater,
you'reaman, or think you are. Doesn't matter. The point is, you're right. That old man of yourswas
my commander, and from what | hear, he's cometo his senses. We need him for Aratex and for what
comes after.”

" redly don't know yet." If only he had some of that competence and certainty hisfather must
have had!

"Of course you don't! How could you? Roundear of Prophecy or not, you're ill the boy."



"Mr. Rellly," Helnputin.
"S. Helens, lass. It's St. Helens or Father.”
Heln reddened. "1'd rather not cal you Father. To me, my father is—"

"FHambeau. Yes, yes, good man. | know how you fed. | dontinsgst onit, thoughitismy due. S.
Heenswill dojud fine"

"S. Helens," Heln said with a spot on either cheek that was now intense. "What do you mean by
coming here and insulting my husband and hisfather? We didn't even know you were dive before you
knocked on our door. Why should you—"

"Hey, hey! A chip off the old block, hah, Hackleberry? My own daughter, sure enough!”
Reaching out abrawny arm, he gave her an obvioudy unwanted hug, pressing her soft cheek to his
rough beard. "Wdll, | didn't insult them. I'm not insulting the best commander | ever had inthe
Normerican Army and hisson! No, maam, not me. Not the old saint! They didn't call me Truthful
Reilly for nothing before | tired of it! When | spout off, | spout the truth. Always have and am aways

gonna”
Shewasunmoallified. "St. Helens, | redly think that's enough!”

"Yes, itis, lass. 'Deed it is. Hackleberry, don't you think those red spots on her cheeks are cute?
Her mother used to get those. Once when | came home late with aload—jpotent stuff, that local
brew!—she got ‘em redl fierce. Gave me the tongue-lashing of my life, and | stood there and took it
because | had it coming. She made me deep in the barn that night, and me abig, randy buck in those
dayswho lived mosily for lovemaking and fights™

"Mr—eh, S. Helens" Kelvin forced himsdlf to say. "We're grateful for your vist, but my wife
and | aren't used to, eh, vistors. Weve just gotten back from visiting my mother and her parents—her
mother and foster father, | mean—the Flambeaus. We've just gotten this house built and the furniture
moved in and then Heln checks up on my missing brother—"

"Y es, you told me. Nothing to do but go there and rescue them, | agree. Fools shouldn't have
gotten themselvesin amess, but things happen. Me, | want to see that other frame so bad it's
tormenting me, but from what I'mtold, it will probably be dmost the same as here. I'm not sure of that
myself. It just could be that other frame is Earth, where your father and | came from.”

"It can't be Earth. Helnand | saw.”

"Yes, thevigon bit. Guysin my army outfit used to inhale an herbal smoke and claim they had
visonswherethey could see dl over the earth. Maybe they did, but me, | doubted it."

"That's very interesting, St. Helens, but with dragonberries you don't just see visions, you move
away from your body at the speed of thought. Y ou go anywhere you want to, and—"

"Yes, yes, and I'm ready to take your word for it. My old commander's son doesnt lie."

Kelvintried to control hisreaction. Why did that statement make him feel so defensive?"No, Sir.



He doen't."

"So when do we go? Weve been wagting time talking here when al the time you say the
commander'sin trouble—in ajalhouse, no less.”

"Dungeon. Apparently the dungeon of thelocd king."
"Then wed better get moving, hadn't we? Y ou ready to go now? I'm ready if you're ready."

"Now?" Kelvin couldn't believe this was happening. St. Hlenswas like aforce of nature
resembling agreat wind. "But you've been traveling by foot and the day'sfar gone. | thought—"

"An early morning start. Most sensible. The commander would gpprove. Can't fight if you're
exhausted. That reminds me: Heln, you got any more of that appleberry pie? And how about some of
thelocd grog before we degp—alittle wine?!

Kelvin gave Heln alook of helplessness, looking over hisfather-in-law's shoulder. Possibly he
could resolve the matter in the morning. Certainly he did not fed that St. Helens was anyone he would
wish to have congtantly at his side, but how could he convey thiswithout setting off the man'svolcanic
temper? Subtlety just didn't seemto exist in &. Helens universe!

"I'll get the wine, eh, Father," he said. The sarcasm was heavy, but he suspected the man would
not detect it.

"Fine! Fine, lad. Nothing too expensive, though from what | hear the king settled on you, you
can afford it. Take no heed, son. | know the pride you'll take in serving your daddy-in-law the best.”

Kelvin |eft the house for the loca wine shop, hoping hisformidable irritation wasn't showing. He
wasn't sure whether St. Helensredlly was Heln's father, and wasn't sure whether he would prefer the
man as an impostor. An impostor could in due course be unmasked and kicked out! But those round
earsmadeit al too likdly that the man was genuine. What amill-stone!

He reached the shop and made his selection by the nearness of the bottle. He was counting out
the rudnas from his coin-bag when he looked up and saw alarge man with the point of one ear
missing. Mor Crumb, Lester's father and Jon's father-in-law. Thiswasthe day for in-laws, he thought,
but was ill glad to see his old companion-in-arms.

"Kelvin, you rogue!" Crumb exclaimed. "Y ou and thelittle girl celebrating a Hackleberry-to-be
dready?'

"Eh, no. Not yet, I'm afraid. May bejust aswell. Things keep coming up besides those you
know about. We have problems.”

"Y our marriage?' Mor was concerned.
"No, no. Nothing like that." In amoment he wastelling Mor about Heln's vigting relive.

"And you'reredly going into The Haw with him?' Mor demanded.



"Not if | can helpit. But he'salittle hard to discourage.”

"Tdl youwhat, Kelvin,” Mor said, putting afriendly arm around his shoulders. "Lester and | will
just sort of casudly drop by in the morning. It'salong way to the old palace and that river chamber.
Least we can do istag along. If you want your St. Helensto stay, well seethat he does. Cdl it
payment for the times you've saved my life and my boy'slife.”

"If he doesn't talk you into thinking it'sagood ideal

"Huh," Mor said. "That windbag you describe couldn't talk Mor and Lester Crumb into afree
fight!"

Kevin didn't answer. That "windbag" seemed to be having no trouble talking Kelvin himsdf into
anything.

Heln bused hersdf in the kitchen while St. Helens ate the pie. As she scrubbed away at apan
that had held the pie and didn't redlly need that much scrubbing, shetried hard to control the temper
she knew she had inherited.

That man my father? | can't stand him! | can't stand him!

The center of the pan became mirror-shiny as she scrubbed it too hard with the grit she was
using. She could see her face. At the moment she did not like her face: there was too much of St.
Heensinit.

The man wastwigting Kelvin around hisfingers Hereally wasl St. Helens obvioudy wanted to
use Kevinfor hisown plans. Poor Kelvin wouldn't stand up to him because he thought he was doing
her, Heln, afavor. Kelvin thought that just because she derived from the man in name and in blood,
she was a devoted daughter. Some father! She wished he had never showed up. She wished he were
back in Aratex. She wished he were dead.

Shefroze, gppalled, saring into her reflection in the pan. How could she even think such athing?
Y et she knew shedid.

In the Hackleberry dining room St. Helens was savoring the last bites of the pie. Appleberries
baked in a pie had the tartness and texture of raspberries combined with the flavor and aromaof a
Jonathan apple. How the memories of Earth food and drink lingered! He could till recal the smell
and taste of fresh brewed coffee and of at least athousand foods and beverages. Y et there was
nothing wrong with locd fruits and vegetables and loca cooking. True, both he and John Knight had
had to teach the baking of pies, but then the local fruit tarts were quite tasty and satisfying. Still, man
did not live by dessert done.

Thelittle girl was angry with him. He could see why. Hed have to work on that, hide the old
basic nature and bring out the winning charm. After dl, it would be only for a short time, and then hed
be no more charming than he felt like being. Once he had control held bein charge, and they would



know it aswell ashe.

"Hen," hesad, raising hisvoice dightly. "Does Kevin gill have the laser the commander gave
him?'Y ou know, the Earth weapon he used in thewar?'

"Hehasit, . Helens. Hisfather said to get rid of it, but heheld ontoit. Aslong ashe hasit he
doesn't have to worry about any danger he might face.”

"Father, | said." She was coming around, maybe.

"Father." Her tone suggested that sheld liketo call him something e se. His daughter, all right!
Poor Kdvin. Pity himif he ever got to be abad hushand. Shed put him in his place right enough.

"Hestaking it with himinto the other frame?"

"Of coursel"

"And the gauntlets—he's taking them as0?"

"Certanly.”

"That'sfing, just fing" St. Helens said. He samiled, thinking how very fineit would be even if the
boy didn't come around for him. Not that he wouldn't; he was a smart enough boy. But if need be, S.
Helens could take the laser and the gauntlets, and then let old Mebah try to stop him! Just let her try,

and held fry her and prove to the Aratexians just how vincible theinvincible crown actudly was. If
need be, he knew he could do it all, entirdly by himself. If he had the wegpons.

Jon finished polishing the last of her throwing stones and dropped it into her ammunition pouch
by her ding. She had been fiddling with these preparations since before dawn, and now soon it would
be timeto go. She turned from the table as Lester strode in, and seeing he was alone, she voiced her

thought.
"Les, | think we should talk him out of it."

"What?' Lester was incredulous, as she had known he would be. "Tak Kdvin out of going for
hisfather and his brother?’

"There's aso the queen,” she said, just as she had planned to. "We can't be certain she's not
theredivein that other frame. Would you want her back in Rud?’

"No, but that's ridiculous. The war's over. She ruled only with the help of Zatanas sorcery. Even
if shewereto come back here dive, shed be powerless."

"She's Zatanas daughter. That could mean something.”

"Very little. Now that Kelvin'sfulfilled the line of prophecy.”



Jon sighed, knowing that what she most wanted to say would be misunderstood. She knew that
Kevin wasn't brave; he was jus—just Kelvin. Without her and her ding, and Lester and hisfather,
and the gauntlets and laser—without those he would be just another man.

But since there was no avoiding it, she forced asmile and said what had to be said, even to her
husband. "Y ou're right, dear. He's dain dragons and he's won Rud citizens their freedom, and he's
saved my life and yours. He's a hero born and there's never been hisequa in dl of history. Kevin, my
brother, isthe Roundear of Prophecy.”

But she knew how much that hero needed proper buttressing. Prophecy wasfine, but it took
little note of human weskness.

CHAPTER 5

New Familiar Faces

THE OUTLAW'S CAMP WAS nothing more than asmdll collection of tents, severd of them ragged
and flapping with great holes. The land was as barren as most desert, but afew prickly plants of
assorted sizes grew, and afence of sorts had been made around the camp by dragging in some of the
larger specimens and forming them into aline. There was no materia here for proper shacks of the
type used in the mountains.

A man with abroad chest came forth to meet them. He was agartling sght. He was the very
image of the opposition leader in Rud who had supported Kelvin: Morton Crumb. Except for his
whole, round ears.

"ThisisMatthew Biscuit,” Jac said, making the introduction. "Mait, thisis Kian Knight from afar
and distant land." Jac dropped off the horse and assisted L onny down; Kian dropped down by
himsdif.

"Thisun's Lonny Burk from Fairview. She was going to be the sacrifice. Between us, Kianand |
dew aredly big serpent. Y ou should have seen him fight!™

"Silver?' Matt asked, interested.

"What else? Of course silver. But far too big. We'd need adozen good horsesjust to drag it
here. Besides, you know the flopears will be out."

"No doubt.” Matt frowned. "What's he doing here?' He jerked histhumb to indicate Kian.
"What are you doing here, lad?' Jac demanded.

Kian took adeep bresth. "My father and mother cameto this frame from aworld amost likeit.
We haven't any silver serpents, but we have golden dragonsthere.”

"Dragons?' Biscuit sounded offended. "Them's legendary beastsl Story-book stuff.”



" S0 are serpents big enough to swallow war-horses. Back home, | mean. In the framel come
from."

"Frame? What're you talking about?'

Kian swallowed. "If you don't know—you may think I'm making this up. There are worlds made
up of tiny specks my father cals atoms, and much space between these atoms, just asthereis
between stars. Most everything is space, considered thisway. So worlds and universes lie side by
Sde, interpenetrating, sometimes overlapping, touching dightly here and there. Each universe, each
world connecting in adjoining universes, only alittle different from each other. Our world's people
have pointed ears, while another world's people have round ears. One world has silver serpents,
while another has golden dragons.”

"Bosh! Superdtitiousjunk!" Matt declared. He seemed quite angry. "The rulers want usto
believe that nonsense so's they can keep us repressed.”

"Butit'sso! | know it is, because my father originated on aworld where they have horseless
carriages and moving pictures and talking boxes and dl sorts of strange things. Then therésthe dien
Mouvar, who left achamber from which roundears could travel to other worlds. Mouvar the
Magnificent, we called him. He lived long, long before my time, and he left my home frame after a
battle with aloca sorcerer. The sorcerer was later destroyed by my brother."”

"By your brother?' Matt sounded even more skeptical.

"Y es. Theroundear Mouvar predicted would, well, he predicted alot for himin my home frame.
He dew dragonsin hisyouth, asthe prophecy says, and herid his country, Rud, of its sore—a
tyrannous government.” He did not think it necessary to add that for dl purposes his own mother had
been that government.

"It sounds asif you had very much the same setup ashere,” Jac said. "Wetoo have atyranny.
Our leader, King Rowforth, has to be overthrown someday. Y ou don't suppose you could give us
sometips?'

"I'm afraid not. | was—" Kian hesitated, knowing that he must not say that he had been on the
wrong side. "Not redly part of it. My brother could help you, or my father, if we can find him.”

"Y ou think he's here? In our world?'

"l hope 0. | read theinstructions carefully, and | know the setting on the machine hasn't been
changed for centuries. | fed thisiswhere my parents went. Certainly this must be where Mouvar
went. Y ou have legends about him?"

"We have Mouvar," Jac said. "Or at least we had. Strange old man, it's said. He performed
some miracles and then sort of vanished. Some say he's ftill around, but no one knows.”

Kian fdt athrill of hope. Mouvar—the origind Mouvar?—here? With Mouvar's help anything
should be possible. But then according to legend Mouvar had been defeated by Zatanas, and if that
was S0, Mouvar was less powerful than Kelvin!



"Of course there's our loca magician, who clamshim asandly,” Matt put in. "He's prattled
about him for years. He's shut up about him lately, though—ever since Rowforth took his daughter to
wed. If you ask me, al histalk was just a scheme to make that happen. The one opposition leader in
the land—and his daughter just happensto have beauty that kings would trade their thronesfor. He
makes out fine now, old Zotanas does, but he's not conjuring much. Word isthat he's a permanent
guest at the paace and King Rowforth's main hel per.”

Zotanas here, Zatanas at home. Zotanas dive; Zatanas destroyed by Kelvin. Kian shook his
head; there were just too many angles. It was getting harder and harder not to be confused.

"Well, | certainly don't believein your dmogt identical worlds," Lonny Burk said. Ascomely as
he had first thought her, Kian aso found her abit annoying at times. "I heard those storieswhen | was
achild, but until now nothing has ever shown up to confirm them."

"Mouvar. Mouvar showed up,” Kian pointed out. Why did pretty women seem to have an
innate ability toirritate him?

"Maybe he did, and maybe he'sjust astory.” Shelooked at him quizzicaly, and he had the
feeling that she knew something, despite being awoman and arecently intended sacrifice. Why did
she choose to dishdieve him? He had come to rescue her, after dl!

Glancing around the camp, frustrated, he was surprised at the faces he almost recognized. Men
whose aspects he had seen around the palace during his youth. Some of them he identified with
guardsmen. They had been loyd to his mother the queen, but enemies of hisfather and Kevin. Could
al of thissimilarity be mere chance? He shuddered, thinking about it. He wished he were
elsawhere—at least until he had figured out more about this Situation. He would just have to watch his

tep.

A very smal man running on the short legs of adwarf came from anearby tent and up to them.
Quickly this person took the reins of the war-horse, and led it to a spot near the fence where he
tethered it to aring set in alarge rock. He clambered up on the rock and moved the horse around
while he wiped it down with arag. Then, rushing to the tent, hislegs blurring with the speed, he turned
quickly and called, "Happy return, Magter!” just as he plunged inside. A moment later he returned,
carrying asack of grain for the horse on his bent but adequate back.

"Queeto!" Kian said. Queeto—the dwarf apprentice to the magician Zatanas! Destroyed, along
with hisevil magter, by Kevin and agreet cleansing firel

"What's that?' Jac asked.
"Queto. Thedwarf."
"Heeto, here," Jac said. "Y ou knew him wdl?"

"Not very." He did not care to elaborate. Queeto had been amost misshapen creature in both
body and mind, as evil and fearsome as his magician master.

Jac cdlled his attention to the way the dwarf was patting the horse's muzzle and feeding it by
hand. "That one's asaint. Kindest person | ever saw. Hardest-working person | ever knew.



Cheerfulest, best-natured person ever. Was hein your world aswell?*
"Not exactly asaint,” Kian said, thankful that he did not haveto tell the embarrassing truth.
"How do you plan on finding them?" Jac asked.

Kian jerked his attention away from the dwarf and back to hishost. "What? Oh, my parents. |
have aplan. Unless, of course, you can help me."

"What'syour plan?’
Kian told him about the dragonberries and showed them. "Y ou have anything like thesein Hud?'

Jac shook hishead. "Never heard of 'em. But they sound like something that might diminate the
need for alot of spy work."

"They did." He proceeded to tell about Heln's spying on the evil queen and magician during the
war. Carefully he avoided mentioning that they were his mother and grandfather, and that he himself
hed fought on their sde.

"When you going to take one?"

"] thought—" He swallowed, made uncomfortable by the thought. "Maybe when | had
somebody to watch me. My heart will stop beating. My breathing will stop. I'll took asif I'm dead.”

"I'll watch," Jac said. "Come dong to my tent.”

Kian followed him. In afew moments he was stretched out on a bearver hide on the floor of the
tent, holding one of the small dark berries up to the lamplight. Nothing much to do now but to go
through with it, though he dreaded the progpect. Not giving himsalf a chance to think, he popped the
berry into his mouth.

He tasted ataste that made him want to retch. He fought off the urge, then swallowed.

There was nothing for amoment. Wasn't it working? Hefdt aguilty reief. Butif it didn't work,
then how would he search for hisfather?

Then he noticed that the top of the tent was nearer than it had been. Had a supporting pole
broken? He turned his head and looked down.

There was hisbody below, lying deathly still. The bandit sood peering down at it, frowning. The
berry had worked! He was out of hisbody! He had felt no pain at al! In fact, it had happened so
reedily that he felt wonderful!

But he had ajob to do. He thought of moving outside—and abruptly he floated through the tent
wall without making contact, and emerged at the front.

There was the fire—and there was Lonny, looking back at the tent with a scared and anxious
expression. Evidently she was concerned about him, and that gratified him. Not that he had any



personal interest in her, despite her beauty. Or did he? She had tried to warn him away from the
serpent, and that struck him as a pretty sdlfless attitude. Maybe—

He brought himself back to business. How did Heln do this? Oh, yes: concentrate on a person.
On aface.

A face came to mind: awoman's oblong visage, of clear complexion, framed by hair asred as
the sheen of adragon, with eyesthe color of green feline magic.

Ingtantly he was trangported, moving past hillsand villages asif flying, to apadace high on ariver
bluff. The paace was dmogt like the one in which he had grown up, though the Rud structure had
been on low ground, with an underground river amost benegth it. Then he wasingde, moving from
room to room so blurringly swiftly that he was unable to note their details.

He stopped.

Therewasthe face: his mother's beautiful face. She was seated on adivan. Beside her, holding
her hand, was atal, sraight, ederly man with dark gray hair. His grandfather!

Both were gone from his home frame, one departed, the other dead—yet here they were dive
and unhurt. His mother and his grandfather, oblivious of his presence. He was shaken, despite having
no body to shake.

He could hear them speaking. His mother—or wasiit redlly she?—had been crying. Zatanas—or
wasit he?—had evidently been comforting her.

"Please, please, my child. Remember who you are. Y ou are Zotanas daughter, and the queen.”
"But—but he—how can you permit him, Father? How?"

Theold man sghed. "I told you, my magicisonly for little, good things. | can help kegp him
controlled, but I'm powerlessto destroy him."

"Oh, Father. Father, if only you could stop him!*™

"Hush, dearest, you are speaking of your husband the king."

"But hesso—so evil!"

"1 know, and he's getting more so dl the time. Bringing flopears here was bad enough, but
offering to share hisrule with them if they would help him conquer isworse. | have nothing, | fear, to
combat it."

Hearing the words, Kian wasfindly ableto redize that the woman and man were not his mother
and grandfather. Both had round ears, while hisrelatives had ears as pointed as anyone in Rud. But
thiswas Hud, he had to remember, and here things were different. Y et they did have the faces.

How long would the berry last? He had wanted to find his mother, but he had zeroed in only on
her face. Did that mean that she wasn't in thisframe? Or did it mean that the berriesworked only on



natives? He could not decide, and he knew there wasllittle time.

Hisfather. Think of hisfather.

He visudized John Knight's face aswell as he could. Thewalls of the palace disappeared and he
was above hills and rivers and farmlands, moving with that unred velocity of thought. Then hewas
back in the valley where he had killed the serpent. He moved aong the ground, everything blurring,
and then through arock wall and into an area where flopears abounded. Their ears—but he was
aready past them. Along and through arock doorway in acliffsde. He hated.

There, on abed, pae and unshaven, was John Knight.

"Father!" Kian cried. "Father, youredivel"

The man's eyesflicked back and forth, but he did not open his mouith.

"Who's that? Who spoke?"

Astonished, Kian saw the other person in the room: ayoung flopear femae. Y es, those ears
really were flopped over! What asight!

The woman moved over to the bed. She raised a straw broom in her hands and looked around
the room threateningly. "Y ou leave, bad spirit!" shecried. "Y ou leavel"

She had heard him! He had no body, he was present only in spirit form, he could make no
physical sound, yet there was no doubt that this odd woman had heard!

Should he speak again? Should hetry to let her know that he was visiting his father? She seemed
protective. Could she mean John Knight harm?

Kevin'swife, Heln, had discovered that dragons were senditive to the astral state and could hear
her when she spokein the astrd state. The odd-eared folk here must be smilarly sensitive!

"Go away!" the girl inssted. "Leave here! Leave before | get help! Herzig can capture you, you
know! He can imprison you, put you in tree or serpent! Y ou want that, spirit?"

"No. No," Kian said. Her manner was 0 fierce he thought it best to placate her. Y et he fill felt
he would like to tell her who he was, and that he meant no harm.

“Then go ingtantly!”

Hewent. It seemed the poalitic thing to do. Obvioudy she could hear him, and so her threat might
have substance, too.

Besides, he had the fedling that hisastral time was about used up. There was afedling of waning,
of diminishing, that gave him warning.

But he made himsdlf pauseto look at the huge cauldron where the flopears were melting down
slver. Even as helooked, one came bringing an armload of what seemed like featherlight serpentskin.



The flopear mounted the wooden steps of the scaffold and dumped the armload into the silver soup.
There was a puff of steam. Another flopear stirred the broth with ahuge ladle.

"Boo!" Kian cried impulsvely.

The flopear dmost dropped the ladle. He teetered for amoment at the edge of the soup, in
danger of faling in. He recovered his balance and looked frantically around. "Who spoke? Who
sad?

Kian willed himsdlf back, away from the connected valleys. Back to where he had started.
In amoment he was in the camp again. He zoomed from face to face, trying to see how many he

amost recognized. There were severa that would have been aprevious part of hislife, with pointed
eas.

Then he was back at Jac's tent and inside and lying on the bearver hide. He struggled to Sit up,
to open his eyes. He managed.

"Gods," Jac said, looking a him somewhat wild-eyed. "I thought you were dead for certain.”

"Not dead, just near," Kian said. Asrapidly as he could, he told the bandit |eader what had
happened.

"And you're certain he said Rowforth is making a pact with the flopears?'
"| told you what | heard.”

"If that's true, there isn't much time. Zotanas could be mistaken, and | hope heis. But if he
makes a pact, Lord, old Rowforth will end up bossing al the Seven Kingdoms with them!”

Kian wondered whether Rowforth could be that bad. Then he considered that this man had
been the one ultimately responsible for sending beautiful maidensto the flopears for sacrifice. Could
any ruler possibly be worse?

"1f we can rescue my father, perhaps he can help. I'm not sure how, or maybe he can go back to
Earth and get Earth wegpons. Lasers, flying devices—they might help.”

"I'm not sure what you're talking about. But if you think your father can help us defeat Rowforth,
then welll rescue him. Only that won't be easy. The serpent people aren't like ordinary mortas. They
have magic—the ability to stop afighting man in histrackswith just aglance. That'sonly one of their
tdents”

So Kian had discovered! "But there hasto be away!"

"I'll grant you that. And with your ability to spy, just maybe well find it. To start with, we can't
actually faceflopears. If wetry it, they stare at us and we're helpless sticks. That meanswell haveto
sted your father from them some way, and that won't be easy. From what you say, they can even
detect you in the astral dtate.”



"Yes, but only when | spoke, | think. When | was silent they didn't know | wasthere."
"But you didn't keep your mouth shut! Thanksto that, they may now know what to watch for.”

Kian was chagrined. Jac could beright. Dann! hethought. If only my brother Kelvin were
here! He's the hero of prophecy, while I'mjust an accident!

It occurred to him that he had never fdt less confidence in himsdf in hislife.

CHAPTER 6
Going, Going

KING PHILLIP BLASTMORE OF Aratex chuckled happily with his own cleverness, and moved
the black queen acrossthe board. "Check."

Melbah, pudgy and squat and so wrinkled of face that it resembled abadly cured animd pdlt,

looked up. Her rheumy eyes seemed to focus not on the board but on his artificially darkened little
mustache. It was as though she did not even have to glance at the board.

"Well?' Blastmore demanded. Hefdt like jumping up and down. ™Y ou concede?"

"Oh, King," thewitch inquired in her creaky, wispy voice, "do you wish to win thisgame, or do
you prefer for Melbah to demonstrate her strategy ?”

"Demondrate your strategy,”" he said chalenging. But it was abluff. He had afeding that he
knew what she was going to do, and he didn't like it. Melbah was Melbah, and she had been
surprisng himfor al of hisfifteen years.

"Then thisiswhat | will do." Leaning over the board, eyes ill focused on him, she puffed up her
cheeks so that the wrinkles faded to mere patinas and blew out a stream of breath so foul that it
staggered him. He heard athump, and when hefinished blinking his eyes he saw his black queen on
the carpet.

"I'm afraid that's not permitted, Melbah,” he said. "Y ou can't touch a piece except to moveitin
the designated way."

"You say thisisan ancient game of war. Inwar dl thingsarefair.”
"Wdl, yes. But—"
"I did not touch your queen. | only sent air to remove her from the battle.”

"It's<till not permitted.” He sighed. Mebah had such aone-track mind. Y et who elsewasthere
for himto teach thisgameto?



"Then perhaps another strategy,” Melbah said. She pointed a finger so knobby it most
resembled a dead twig from an appleberry tree, and the black queen burst into flame. Within acouple
of sharply drawn breaths it was only acharred piece of wood on the carpet.

Blastmore blinked. "Redlly, Mebah, you should not have done that. Now that the roundear has
left, who will duplicate it for me?

"No problem." Melbah snapped her fingers and the piece on the floor became uncharred painted
wood. "Thistimeilluson. In battle to save your kingdom, red.”

"Thet certainly does make animpresson,” Blastmore said. The old hag had to be insane, but her
magic was formidable. It had been awhim to teach her St. Helens game—awhim whose price
turned out to be endless frustretion.

"Or," Mebah continued, "if the markers you call men were redly men and threatened the
kingdom..." She picked up avase of flowers and tossed them on the carpet next to the queen. Just as
he was wondering what she was up to, she doshed water on his side of the board. Ashe hastily left
his chair the water spilled across and dripped on the floor, carrying with it awash of black pawns.

Blastmore stood over the board and contemplated the prevalence of white chess pieces. He
picked at a pimple on hisright cheek and pondered what to say.

"l agree" hefinadly said. "That would win abettle. But thisisagame.”

"Yes, game." Mebah moved her handsin acircle above the board and the board began to
shake. One by one, the black pieces were jolted off while the white pieces remained. When dl of his
pieces except the king were gone, and he was surrounded by white chessmen, the shaking stopped.

"Gamefinished now," Mdbah sad.

"Yes, finished." In fact, he wished it had never started. He should have known how she would
act. But he exercised kingly discretion, and complimented her. ™Y ou did well. So wdll that we will not
haveto play agan."

"Good! Game pieces not needed here. Melbah can direct forces without."

"I'm sure you can, and have." Poor Mebah must think chess an aid to magic warfare. Not that
her magic was of the sympathetic kind. Or maybe it was. He had seen her cheeks puff out and a great
wind rise. He had seen her eyes glow like coals before there was afire. Perhapsif one understood it
correctly, al magic used smilar principles.

Melbah stood up. "I go now to my quarters. Y our generd iscoming.”

"Heis? How do you know that?'

Melbah laughed. It was an awful sound; "cackl€e" was not adequate to the description. He
watched her swirl of dark skirts as she seemed to drift rather than walk acrossthefloor. By thetime

he had blinked and reblinked she was gone, apparently vanished from the room and possibly the
palace. It was the way she always exited. He never had quite pinned down the exact nature of it.



Certainly it awed others; he had dmost no palace staff, because ordinary servants tended to be too
frightened of the witch to function properly. Fortunately he didn't need many, by the same token:
Melbah could do amost anything that needed doing.

He sat there for amoment, rearranging the chess pieces asif for agame. The black oneswere
scattered across the floor, forcing him to reach and collect tedioudy. He wished that he had not had
that falling out with St. Helens. He had redlly enjoyed the roundear's companionship, especidly his
wonderful storiesabout an unlikely world caled Earth. He thought again about the way the big man
had shown up asking for something caled sanctuary, and the way he had paid for it by making himsdlf
afriend. Indl hislife, St. Helens the roundear had been his only friend.

True, when he was a child he had had playmates. But when he became angry with them, ashe
concluded in retrogpect he too frequently did, Melbah had arranged for things to happen to them. By
the time he cooled off, it wastoo late; they were gone. Then there were his parents and his Sisters and
brothersand dl hisrdatives. Things had happened to them, one by one, and not by hisdesign. The
kingdom of Aratex just seemed to be experiencing awave of misfortune that never became
overwhelming. He would have been moreinclined to wonder about this, if it had not coincidentally
worked to his advantage.

So there had been servants and courtiers and soldiersin diminishing number—and Melbah.
Mainly there had been Melbah. She was bad company, but there was something about her, she was
aways there when he needed someone. Aswith the attempted chess game just now: he had wanted
someone with whom to play, and she had played—in her fashion. At least it hadn't been boring!

But in the past, when he had somehow been unhappiest despite hisimproving materia postion,
. Helens had shown up. The big gruff man had seemed to like the young prince for himself, and they
had gotten aong fine. Sometimes when misunderstanding threatened, Me bah had assisted; nothing
had happened to the roundear. Blastmore had suspected that she was responsible for the roundear's
existence. Then he had decided that St. Helens was too complex to be her creation, but that she
tolerated the friendship for her own reasons. He did not question this, because he valued the man's
company too much. St. Helens might be big and rough and crude, but he was real; no need to worry
about him being involved in any conspiracy. St. Hensadways said exactly what he thought, and his
remarks about the, ashe put it, "ass-kissng" courtiers were ddightfully on target. If Blastmore wanted
acandid opinion, St. Helenswould giveit, not worrying or even caring much about possible offense.
Even about Melbah herself—though there the man had had the caution to lower hisvoice before
caling her a"bag of excrement.” The actua term had been unfamiliar, but the context had clarified it.

Now St. Helens was gone, and depression had returned. Blastmore's one hope was that soon
he would be of an age to marry. He was viewing some of the young ladies of the court with increasing
interest. Melbah never let him get redlly closeto any of them aone, but once he got to marry one, it
could get redly interesting. At least he would have good company again.

The chessboard whirled before him as he sat staring at it, waiting for the general Melbah had
promised. Sometimes he got these dizzy spells when he thought of St. Helens and how much the big
man had meant to him. They had gotten along so well! If he had asked the man about women, he was
sure to have had a crude but pertinent answer—exactly the kind he craved. St. Helens had given so
much and asked for so little: just food and deep and safety. "I know what it isto belondy, lad. |
know," he had said.



But then the roundear had started paying attention to what Blastmore did and what Melbah did
and to al who came and went about the palace. He began asking questions. Suddenly, unexpectedly,
. Helens had become angry with him.

"It'snot right, the condition of your people, lad. It'sdl that old bag'sinfluence! Y ou've got to
stand up to her! Y ou've got to rule on your own!™

"But how, . Hlens? How?"' He had been genuinely baffled, for thiswas thefirg time anyone
had said anything likethisto him.

"I'll tell you how, lad!" S. Helens big fist had smacked into hisown padm. "Firg of dl, you've
got to redize that she'sjust aperson. She might know some good conjurer'stricks, but let metell you,
I've seen some pretty clever performances back on Earth. She's got the people scared of her, and for
good reason. Y ou've got to undo some of that! Let people bring you gifts because you're their
monarch and they love you. Don't force them to bring tribute or face ruin at the hands of your witch!
A good king can rule wisely and well and have everything. A wise king doesn't have to worry about
enemies. Tdl your tax collectors to ease up on people. Sometimes aman can't pay and sometimes he
doesn't want to pay. If heredly can't pay, you haveto try treating him so that he can.”

Blastmore shook his head. It hadn't surprised him that when he did nothing about the tax
collectors or Melbah, hisfriend had disappeared. He remembered seemingly unconnected episodes
of the past, when there had been murmurings among relatives about policy and taxes, and then those
rel atives had suffered misfortune. Getting a glimmering of theway of it, he had been smarter with St.
Helens. He had had the man followed and watched. He had forbidden Melbah to harm him. "Let him
aoneand thingswill be asbefore," he promised her. "He can't harm us. He doesn't have your power."

"That istrue," the witch had replied. "Buit till, roundears do bear watching.”

"I'm having him watched," he reminded her. "If hetriesto do harm | will learn of it, and then |
will giveyou indructions”

"Youwill give me ingtructions?' She seemed amused, and not as displeased as he might have
imagined. "Very well, when he causestrouble, you give meindructions.”

Blastmore knew he was young, but he was not as young as he once had been, and he had taken
the trouble to learn as much of the way of things as he could. He knew that he wasthelast of the
roya line; if anything happened to him, there would be no hep for it but revolution, because the
people were incapable of sdecting anew monarchy without violence. Melbah would be their first
target. So it wasin her interest to keep him safe. After dl, he hadn't countermanded her tax policy; he
knew the value of wealth, and the advantage of keeping the peasants poor. He wished . Helens
hadn't chosen that particular case to argue. The man had assumed that Blastmore was ignorant of the
ways of thetax collectors, and it would have been awkward to disabuse him. But now it wastime to
begin asserting himsdf with Melbah, knowing that they were in agreement anyway. He needed to
prepare for the time when they might not be in agreement.

Now, raising his eyes from the chessboard, he found General Ashcroft standing in front of him.
A tall man with heavy eyebrows, he had aways appeared asif conjured by Melbah's magic. The
genera was her man, Blastmore knew. He was making it a point to know the identities of al her men,
justin case.



"Your Mgesty," General Ashcroft said. "Following your specific orders, | have kept track of the
roundear known as St. Helens. Asyou know, hetried to stir up sedition and creste rebellion in
various parts of the ream. Each time, following orders, Mebah has thrown the fear of magic into
those he appointed leaders. A tornado, afire, agroundquake, aflood—and rebdlion diesbeforeit's
born. All who foolishly still opposed your policies have died, with the exception of St. Helens, who
was alowed each time to escape.”

"That iswell," Blasmore said. How clever of him to have thought thisout! 1t hadn't even been
Mebah's suggestion, though he knew she gladly dedlt the punishments. It was like achessgame,
leaving an avenue for the opponent to escape atrap—an avenue that led to aworse trap. "And now?"

"Now, Your Maesty, the Roundear has left Aratex's borders.”
"What?' Blastmore could hardly believe hisears.

"He hasrecrossed the river into Rud. He has heard reports that his daughter is now married to
the Roundear there. It is believed by my agentsthat he has gone to this Roundear of Prophecy to get
hisad and perhaps adso help from the king of Rud.”

"Agang me? Againg Mebah?'
"Do you wish to send assassins?'

Hmm. Assass nate the Roundear of Prophecy, and that would stop St. Helensfrom seeking his
help. But possibly St. Helens wasn't bent on mischief, and besides, Blastmore had so enjoyed his
stories and his chess. He had hoped that after some experience with the degenerate rebel € ements of
the kingdom, St. Helenswould recognize the need to keep them down, and would have a change of
heart. That might gtill occur. Suddenly he had an ingpiration.

"1 want him followed in Rud. When thisispractica | want him captured, taken acrosstheriver
into Aratex, arrested, and brought herein chains.

The general nodded, saluted, and departed.

There, he thought with asatisfied smile. Thiswas going to fix everything.

Kelvin regretted having the Crumbs and his sister dong, long before they reached the capita and
thegteof theold padace. S. Hdenswaslike alizard that changed its coloration to suit its
background. Not only did he soothe them with hisrough charms, he also won their respect. When he
wasn't talking to Mor about the battles that had been fought on Earth, he was imparting knowledge to
Lester of what Earth waslike. If he wasn't reciting bits of Earth poetry to Hen—who seemed to like
it in spite of herself—he was ddighting Jon with accounts of something called Women's Liberation.
"We need that here," Jon said at one point. Trust her to pick up on this! Asroughnecked as ever,
despite her late-found femininity, she had just demonstrated her prowess by downing adistant game
bird. As she put her ding away Lester rode for the bird. Kelvin stayed and listened, trapped here
regardiess of his preference. "'l never did see why men should have dl the fun.”



"Bite your tongue, Brother Wart!" Kelvin said in the manner of their so-recent youth. "Y ou
walked with me into dragon country, you helped fight Rud's war, you reached the palace ahead of the
troops, you rescued me from the magician, and you got yoursalf dmost drained of your last drop of
blood. What more could aman enjoy!"

"1 did al that disguised asaboy," she reminded him. "And when you treat me as an equa you
aways cal me Brother Wart! What kind of equdlity isthat?"

"All right. Sster Wart."

. Helens dgpped his meaty thigh where it bulged from the borrowed saddle. He laughed,
making it most aroar. "Brothers and sisters are the same on Earth! Mabel, my sister, and | used to
tease each other dl thetime. She talked Women's Liberation, too, and | aways made fun of it. It's not
that | don't think women should be equa to men, it'sjust that most arentt.”

"Oh, isthat so!" Jon said, clearly enjoying this. "Wdll, | tell you, S. Volcano, it isn't easy being
femald" She had learned that his name derived from that of avolcano back on his homeworld of
Earth, and made much of it. She did not seem to share the didike Kdvin and Heln had for the man. "'l
wanted to be aboy until | met Lester! Do you think | would have gone around disguised asaboy if |
hadn't had to?"

"Hah, hah," said St. Helens, turning red in the face. "Hah, hah, hah."
"Waell, itsthetruth!”

Lester was returning with the blue-and-green ducphant swinging from his saddle. "Good
news—we eat! Jon, Heln, get the fire started and the bird plucked. Y our menfolk want afeast!"

"Chauvinist!" Jon spat, but the edge was gone. She and Heln did asthey were bidden, and the
bird, even in minute portions, was delicious, as only the food cooked outdoors could be.

The next day of travel St. Helens got on his palitical horse, lecturing one and al on and on about
oneworld and the necessity of having one. "Now, Aratex just isn't right! It'stoo much the way Rud
was before the revolution. Oh, they don't have davery or the Boy Mart and Girl Mart, but they've got
tax collectors who are just as bad as Rud's used to be, and soldiers as uncouth and discourteous.
People aren't satisfied with their boy king, nor should they be. Thetruth isthat it'sthat old witch
Melbah who rules! It'stime for a change. Once the witch is out and the country has a good, strong
man in charge, Aratex can unite with Rud just asit saysin the prophecy.”

The astonishing thing to Kelvin was that the others seemed increasingly to buy it. True, he had
aways known the prophecy would get him into additional trouble sometime, but he had hoped to put
it off, just as he had hoped to put off thisrescue. Just listening to St. Helens enthusiasm was getting to
the others even if not to him. Thusthe sight of the burned-out ruins of the old palace in the morning
mist wasin every way arelief.

"You say well need aboat?' St. Helens asked. "Wdll, seemsto me theres ariver above ground
and people have boats dong it. Why not get one ready-made instead of making one?"



"Those airsaren't in good repair,” Kelvin reminded them. "It might be easier to carry down the
materia for araft and then—"

"Nonsense!" St. Helensinsisted. Y ou're the Roundear of Prophecy and I'm your good
right-hand man! No raft for us—it wouldn't befitting."

And so it was that Jon again spoke to the river man who was Tommy Y okes grandfather. He
had been the one to row her across the river and help her with her disguise before she rescued
Tommy and went on to the palace to rescue her brother. The old man smiled to see her and they
embraced as though they were long-lost kin.

"My, you don't look like aboy any longer!"
"Nor do | want to! But thank you for helping me before, and now in renting us your boat.”

"Norentd! Glad to lend it to you. Y ou did amighty good turn for Tommy, and your brother
ended davery permanently. Things are better now for everyone, even old dufferswho live by fishing
and feeding afew goats. But | know some people who are going to want to see you just to shake
your hand. Don't worry about getting the boat down those stairs—there are plenty who will be proud
tohdp.”

Thusdid they spend an enjoyable day chatting until findly, asssted by adozen pairs of willing
hands, Kelvin and St. Helenswere at last properly launched and on their way on the river. The water
was aglow with the lichen's eerie luminescence. Kevin only hoped that this strangeness did not
foreshadow the nature of their mission.

CHAPTER 7
Flopear Magic

"I UNDERSTAND," KIAN SAID over lunch with his host and the girl who so resembled the girl he
now longed to wed. Funny that it had taken this otherworld twin with round earsto make him redize
thid

"Y ou understand flopears,” Jac said, chewing thoughtfully on aleg bone of adesert fowl. "But
do you redly? From what you say, thereis nothing like them in your world.”

"Only legends,” Kian said. "Old legends—stories, redly. We heard them as children. The small
immortal people who once lived in the mountains and invented gold smelting. They were supposed to
have gathered up the scaesthe dragons shed. No oneredly believed it, but they were nice Soriesfor
children. We all got those tales dong with stories of knights and dragons and magicians and castles.
Some of those last weretrue.”

"Hmm. But here we have the serpents. Acid flowsin their mouths. Their teeth crush rocks. They
tunnel congtantly, only coming to the surface to shed their skinsand collect their yearly sacrifice.
Flopears collect the skins, and have from timeimmemoria. Our government has aways traded with
them, though they live as arace gpart.”



"Intermarriages?’ Kian mused.

"Unheard of. It may be possible, but then again it may not. The flopears seem much like the
serpentsin that they're somehow of adifferent, more magical nature. | can't imagine any normal
human wanting to unite with aflopear. But the objects they make from the Slver are beautiful. They
never do art objects picturing themselves. Another name we have for them is serpent people.”

"The ear flaps keep little serpents out,” Matt Biscuit said. "If there's one death more horrible than
being devoured by a giant serpent, it's having one of those little onestunneling away, little by little, into
your head. A man with one of themin hisbrain livesfor along time, but he doesnt live sane.”

"Little ones?'ve never heard of little dragons. | mean, of course when they first hatch they're
smaller, but even so they wouldn't tunnel into a head, they would snap the head up entire.”

"Well, the serpents may be different. It's believed they take many centuriesto grow big and that
if the big ones keep growing they will eventudly bethe sze of hills™

Kian shuddered. "Has anyone—"

"In legend, of course. But that one you described isas big asis known. That was gigantic, and |
don't see how you survived."

"It was—" Kian hestated, not wanting to reved too much about the gauntlets. "Luck."

"Morethan that, I'd say," Jac said. "Y ou should have seen this man! He ran right up the serpent's
back and grabbed the spear and worked it in deep into the eye! Blood and poison spat al over, but
he jammed the point right on into the brain before helet go. Then | pulled him out before the dying
convulsons crushed him. We outlaws have dain serpents from time to time; we rope them and drive
our spearsin both eyes. But we never tackled anything even half the size of that one. It wasbig!”

The others were gazing on Kian with new respect. This embarrassed him. "Will the flopears
follow usinto the Barrens?' he asked, trying to divert their interest.

"They never have. Probably they can't take the sun. Once we'rein the Barrenswe're safe.”
"Don' the soldiers of the king come after you?"
"Not often. The Barrens, as you may have noticed, isn't aparticularly inviting place.”

Heeto, the misshapen dwarf, ran to the fire carrying abright silver vase. Unasked, he carried it
to Kian and held it out to him.

Kianlooked a hishogt. "What?'
"Hopear work," said Jac. "But flopear art of aspecid kind. He wants you to look at the figures.”
Kian took the vase and held it to the firdight. Rotating it, he made out the figures of aknight in

armor and awoman who might have been a princess. The road and the castle werein the
background, and the knight and the lady appeared to have come from there.



"l don't see—"
"Look close" Jac advised. "At the people.”

Hedid, and saw nothing other than perfect execution. Redl artists had made this; the figures
appeared dmogt dive.

"Here," Jac said in exagperation. Hisfinger reached out and stroked—and immediately knight
and lady turned, arm in arm, and strode back to the castle, disappearing at last through the gate.

Kian blinked.

"Now to make them come out, do this." Jac's finger pressed the gate. Immediately it opened and
the two strolled arm in arm to their former place.

Kian drew up hisfdlen jaw. "I've never—never—"

"It'sflopear art. We don't understand it, so we say it's magic. From what you say, there are few
objectsin your world as strange.”

"Very few," Kian agreed weskly. "But in my father'sworld—"
"Thematch of this?'

Kian told of the box hisfather had described, with the pictures of red people moving and
gpesking inside. Now he was finding that less unbdlievablel

"Amazing," Jac said. " So hisworld has magic even more wondrous!”

"Hedwayssad it was science,” Kian said. "He dways said science has cause and effect, while
magic just happens.”

"To methey seem the same.”

"And to me also. After dl, magic does have cause and effect if you understand it. Flopears
caused thisvase to have amagic effect. How and why, | have no way of knowing."

"Nor 1" Jac agreed.

"Perhaps,”" Heeto said suddenly in apiping voice a Kian'selbow, "it's to remind. Flopears can
and do command magic.”

"Of that," Kian said, turning the vase around in his hands, “there can be no doubt.”

Morning, and Jac woke him with a gentle shake.

"Well, Kian, you ready for another trip?'



Kian looked up at Jac looming over him and tried to decide. He could plead that it was too
soon, that he might dieif hetried another astra trip. But then he thought of hisfather lying therein that
bed, and shamefor his hesitancy overwhelmed him. He had, after al, eaten and dept. Heln might not
have taken journeys so close together, but that didn't mean he couldn't. He did, however, fed
excessvey wesk.

He got up, dressed, and meekly followed Jac to his own tent. At the flap he looked back and
saw Lonny. She was staring after him with achingly blue eyes, fingersto her lips, her face pae. The
foolish girl probably didn't even know what was going on, and yet she sensed that he was endangering
himsalf. She had listened to everything Jac had said, to everything Kian had said, and she had made
no comment. Possibly she was starting to redlize that many of the things she had rejected as nonsense
were actudly fact.

In the tent he lay down again on the bearver hide. He took out a berry from the pouch, held it
between thumb and forefinger, and popped it into his mouth. Thistimeit did down easily, and though
atagte roseto fill hismouth, he did not fed quite the same need to retch. Could he be acquiring a
tagtefor this?

He lay back, looked up at Jac, then focused on the celling of the tent. When that grew closer, as
it had before, he would be out of hisbody and into hisastral state.

He started counting his heartbegts. One, two... three... four...

That was the sky overhead. He had drifted up through the tent ceiling without redlizing it.
Definitely the astral state. Hefelt relaxed to an extent he had never experienced in the body. Heredly
could get to enjoy thisl Possibly he should have taken two dragonberries, so as not to be rushed. But
his supply was limited, and he didn't know histolerance for them, so one at atime seemed best.

A bird flew by, and he redlized it was far below him, as were the distant objects that must be the
tents. He had to will himsdlf down or he'd be leaving the planet and would drift above the moon and
around the stars. At another time he might do that, just to satisfy his curiosity, but now wasno timeto
drift.

He concentrated on his father's face and the room he had been in. Then he was down near the
Barrens, above the hills, above the mountains, moving across and then into and then through the
connected valleys. He watched the bright flashes as the serpents in the serpent valley squirmed about
and shed their skins. There were severd large serpents, though none as big as the one he had dain.
Among them were two boys. Two flopear boys armed only with pink and blue flowersin their hands.
These boys ran to the serpents, spoke to them, patted them, and picked up their cast-off skins.

Kian fdt digracted. What he was seeing was new and strange, though evidently routinein this
frame. He needed to hear what was being said. He willed himsdif close.

"Hissta, Szzletack," one of the boyswas saying. "Nice serpent, nice giver of slver. Thank you
for your gifts, revered ancestors. Someday we will join you and be one with you and live forever and
be great.”

He shouldn't have snooped, Kian thought. But somehow he just had to hear it. Thiswas, after
al, something few if any humans had witnessed.



The great serpents, easily of asizeto swallow the boys, dlowed their snouts to be petted and
their nogtrils to be touched with the blossoms. They did not purr in the manner of houcats, but he
could readily imagineit from their actions. Obvioudy the boys and serpents had no natural fear or
distrust of each other. It was as though the serpents were pets—or actualy the boys ancestors. That
was adisturbing notion!

Wéll, enough of this. He didn't have al day, much as he might like to. He kicked himsdif,
mentally, for swalowing only the one berry. Therisk entailed seemed dight, compared with what he
might gain by making afull study of the interaction between the flopears and the Slver serpents.

He had to think of hisfather and go to him while there was time. He had to discover something
worthwhile on thistrip that might enable Jac and his band to rescue John Knight.

Hethought of hisfather, wanting to be where hisfather was. Without any obvioustrangtion, he
was back in the room where he had seen hisfather stretched out in a bed.

The bed was il there. So was hisfather. Theflopear girl wasthere, too, now feeding John
Knight from abowl.

The flopear girl dipped a spoon into the bowl and brought out what appeared to be a chunk of
well-soaked bread. There were pieces of vegetables and bits of what might be meat in the bowl. This
was obvioudy broth.

"Here, nourishment,” the girl said. With tender care she positioned the spoon before John
Knight'slax mouth.

Sowly, asthough controlled by forces outside himsdlf, John Knight took in the spoon and the
broth-soaked bread. He chewed, swallowed, and waited for more. He gave little other indication that
hewasdive.

"Good, good, Morta! Soon you be well! Soon your mind and body whole again. Gertacure.
Gertawould like to keep aways, but Gertanot boss. Herzig want to trade you to morta king of Hud.
Make Gerta sad, but Gerta not say. Gerta like mortals too much. That why Gertanot really serpent
person. Gertal's mother lay with mortal father, and that why Gertanot all good.”

Lord, Kianthought. What I'm overhearing! But aside from Gertas belief that she had amortal
father, there was information here. Kian's father was to be made well and traded to the king of Hud.
If the king had any sense, he would not smply kill him. The flopears might know he was from another
world or they might not. Having magic, they probably would.

Gertafed John Knight until the bowl was empty, then blotted his mouth with acloth. Kian
watched hisfather close his now lusterless eyes and ease back onto the pillow. Gertaleft the bedside
and carried the bow! into another room.

Kian considered. Gerta believed hersaf to be part mortal and she was astender anurse as he
had ever witnessed. Perhaps while he was here he might risk speaking to her again. Thistime not
accidentdly, and not just to placate her. Hed try to tell her what he had wanted to tell her before. If
she knew he was a disembodied spirit and was not evil, then perhaps the morta strain in her would be
required to help. If hisfather wasto be traded, there might not be any problem anyway, but he trusted



the king of Hud lessthan he would care to trust a serpent.

Hewilled himsdlf into the kitchen, where the flopear girl was washing the bowl. "Gerta, please
don't befrightened,” he said.

Her eyes widened and she looked frantically around the room. " Spirit! Y ou returned! That not
wise! That not good!”

"1 mean you no harm, Gerta. | mean none of your people harm. I'm here because of my
father—the mortal for whom you are caring.”

"Henot wel!"

"I know. But you are making him well, aren't you, Gerta?'

"Y—yes" A little hestantly.

"Then listen to me, Gerta, because | may not have much time. I'm here because | swallowed a
dragonberry. My body lies back in the Barrens, and | will need to return to it. I'm mortd, like your
father and like mine."

"Likemy faher?'

"Yes, just like your own father. And I've learned something, Gerta. I've learned that the Hud
king wantsto involve your people in wars with other mortas. Y our people must not agreeto it, Gerta
It would mean disaster for the mortal people, and for the serpent people aswell.”

"Spirit," Gertasaid craftily, "l can help you."

"You can?' Hopefilled him asit hadn't for sometime. "How?"

"l show you." Opening a cabinet, she reached in and brought out one of the silver serpentskin
chimes. She held it by itstop and ran afinger dong theinsde of the spira. The spird vibrated to her

touch and gave off aclear, musicd note.

Kian listened to the note of the chime. Hefdt himself moved by it, and he vibrated asit did. He
was part of the note. He was the chime!

"Now, spirit, are you there?"

"Yes, Gerta," Kian said, and the words vibrated out of him, out of the silver. The note was
slver, purest silver, and he wasthe chime.

"Now," Gertasaid, "you prisoner. Y ou not go back to Barrens. Y ou told me what you are. Y ou
evil being, evil mortd, like Gertasfather."

Lord, Kianthought. What did | say? "Please" he chimed. "I only want to leave now. | only
want to go back.”



"No!" Gertasaid sternly. ™Y ou should not have come whereit is forbidden mortals come. Herzig
will decide. He may leave you as you are and hang you in atree to guard against our enemies. Or he

may put you in aserpent.”

A serpent! Kian thought, and shuddered so hard he chimed.

CHAPTER 8

Gone
ASTHE BOAT MOVED dowly around the bend, propelled by the current and St. Helens expert
rowing, Kelvin reflected that he had previoudy seen dl thisthrough Heln's eyes. But did spirits have
eyes? Rather, did a disembodied mind have eyes? If amind could separate from the body, how was
that different from the spirit?

W, perhapsthe distinction wasn't essential. He had seen, and thisremained erily familiar. But
thistime hewasin his physical body and would not be able to float free of any danger in the manner
her astral sdf could.

He watched the softly glowing wals and continued to musein away totaly unlike himsdlf.

"Houcat got your tongue?' St. Helens asked.

"Sort of." The man used the same Earth expressions as hisfather. All hislife Kelvin had been
familiar with houcats, but had never seen one with anyoné'stongue. He had concluded that the
expression wasintended as dien-frame humor, so naturally it didn't make much sense here.

"Y ou thinking about what | wastelling you? About what well do about Aratex?’

Kelvin had to reorient histhoughts. He had been mainly watching for the turn into the sde
passage and the chamber, letting his thoughts muse on about Heln and their out-of-body trips. "You
mean the Aratex affair? Their boy king and the witch Melbah and the troops you want to recruit?’

"1 mean the Aratex revolution! Haven't you been listening to me? Don't you want to displace that
kid dictator, get rid of the witch, and unite Aratex with Rud? Aren't you alittle bit enthused?”

"I'm afraid | don't likeit, St. Helens."

"Why not? Y oull be running things. Y ou with your dad's help, and my help, too."

"l don't likewar. The glory of daughtering peopleislost on me. | don't fed that when | fight it's
fair. I'mnot anatura warrior, but aslong as| have the gauntlets there's not a champion anywherein
the Seven Kingdoms who can win againgt me."

"That'sbad?' St. Helenswasincredulous. " Seemsto me you should be glad the gauntlets exist.”

"Sometimes| fed asthough everything is an accident. | never wanted aprophecy and | certainly



didn't want round ears. My sigter, Jon, was always more battle-minded than |."
"Quitethelittle Viking, isnt she?'

"She dways had the spirit," Kelvin admitted. He had heard of Vikings from hisfather: some sort
of warrior who had lived back on Earth. He wondered if St. Helens had been one.

"She and Mor Crumb seemed enthusiastic. Lester sounded asif held come around. But it's your
choice. It'snot for meto talk the Roundear of Prophecy into anything.”

Then what was the man trying to do now? Tak him out of it? Hal "I've never been comfortable
with thet title"

"It'syou. Y ou dew dragons and you rid your country of asore. Now that the queen isn't
oppressing Rud, it'stime to move on to another line of that prophecy. Next line: ‘Joining Two.' Only
two words, but clear enough.”

"My mother used to say, 'It's astrue as prophecy.' "
"That'sit, lad. Astrue as prophecy. It'syour destiny, like it or not. Manifest destiny, | say."

Something was bothering Kelvin, in addition to the man and his attitude. Suddenly he put his
finger onit. "'l thought you were like my father."

"Lot likehim, lad, in what counts,” St. Helens agreed. "Different in what doesn't count.”
"He never bdieved in magic."

"And right hewad It'sdl just deight of hand and smoke and mirrorsand illusion. But the
credulousfolk believe, and that givesit its power."

"But prophecy ismagic. So why do you accept that?"

" | don't accept it, lad'. Except to the extent that it influences people. What they cdl sdf-fulfilling
prophecy.”

"Then how can | have any manifest destiny?"

"Because the people believe," St. Helens said earnestly. "Because they accept it. So we haveto
makeit cometrue. You'rethe onethey think will doit, so they'll follow you. It won't just happen on
its own—you have to make it happen. Otherwise you'l ruin their belief in the prophecy, and the
whole thing goes down the tubes, and our one best chance for making things better isgone. That's
why you haveto doit.”

Kelvin was dismayed. He had thought he had caught the man in an inconsstency, and instead S.
Helens had made the case stronger yet. He trailed ahand in the water and watched silvery bubbles
form off hisfingertips. The air smelled damp and green here, probably from thelichen. Asdamp ashis
hopes of reprievel



"Y ou know you'll cometoit,” St. Helens prodded. "Y ou've got to. It's our, eh, your manifest
dedtiny, just as| said.”

"Perhgps.” Kelvin fdt even further out of sortsthan usud. "But redlly, one step at atime. Once
Father and Kian are back in this frame, then—" He paused, took a deep bresth, not liking where his
father-in-law wasleading him.

"Y es, son, yes?' How eager he seemed!

"Then | will think about it."

"Youll think about it?1sthat al you're going to say? Can't you at least say that I'm right?”

Kelvin shook hishead. "Not until I have thought."

St. Helens eased up on the oars. Hisface got very red as he stared into Kelvin's. Anger pulsed
just below the surface.

"Am | to understand, Hackleberry, that you might not go with meinto Aratex?'
"I might not,” Kelvin agreed. It was only his honesty speaking, not his good sense.

. Helens eyes grew hard and his expression harder. When he spoke it was with athreatening
lowered tone. "How would you likeit, sonny, if | were to abandon you? | could row the boat back
and leave you to go on to the other frame done. Leave you to search al by yourself for your relatives.
How about that?"

Kevin'sheart legped. Oh, thank you, Gods! At last something is going right!
"S. Helens, that would be wonderful!" Just what | hoped for! That you would go back!

. Helens erupted. He swore fearsome Earth oaths that John Knight had sometimes used, and
some he had never used. He banged afist repesatedly againgt the air, seemingly trying to hammer a
nonexistent spike. He swore on and on for what felt like a very long, uncomfortable time. No wonder
he was named &fter a volcano!

Unfortunately, he did not row back the way they had come. Apparently that threat had been a
bluff.

"Thereés The Flaw!" Kelvin exclaimed. It had appeared just in time. "Bear to the left, . Helens.
We haveto keep away from it. That's our passage over there." He pointed to where the water
branched from the main channel. The spot was unmistakable.

S. Helens sat at the oars. Hislipsfirmed. He folded hisarms on his chest and rested his beard.

The man was stubborn and dangerous, Kelvin thought. St. Helenswould try to force apromise
from him by waiting astheterrible roaring fallsloomed closer and closer. He could see stars shining
up from the dark anomaly like cold, hard eyes. the occasiond bright spark streaking through the
blackness that waited to swallow them.



"Row, S. Helend"
St. Helenstook no heed. His expression was that of a statue carved fromice.

The danger wasredl. The gauntlets, propelled by his knowing, acted. With a swiftnessthat
gtartled both St. Helens and himself, his hands grabbed the oars. It was awkward rowing from the
bow, but the gauntlets were expert.

"LET GO OF THOSE!" St. Helensroared, grabbing for the oars. He caught them below the
gauntlets, but his res stance was like nothing to them; the gauntlets just kept pulling, moving Kelvin's
arms and shoulders and torso asrequired. St. Helens, heaving back with dl his strength, was yanked
forward to the extreme limit of hisarms. He paled noticeably, as though his blood had drained.

Guided by the gloves, the oars bit into the water, turning the boat around, so that now Kelvin
wasin postion to row it effectively. He did so.

"You surpriseme,” St. Helens gasped. He struggled for amoment, hisface reddening again, and
then again white. "1—I see now that you're the true, the one, the only Roundear of Prophecy. Y ou,
not1."

"Doyou, S. Heens?' Kelvin asked, surprisng himsalf with hisown leve voice. "Conddering
that you don't beievein magic?'

The boat was now crawling into the passage. Just ahead was Kian's tethered boat on asmall
ledge. The gauntlets pulled their boat up besideit and tethered it to awaiting ring.

St. Helens seemed to have recovered from his surprise. "L ook, lad, you've no cal to get
smart-mouthed about—"

Quite independent of Kelvin and what he might have done had he been making the decision, the
right gauntlet swung wide and whacked his father-in-law on the side of the head, interrupting his
Satement.

"OW!" St. Helens cried. He held his cheek, looking startled aswell as pained. Then acloud of
renewed anger crossed hisface. "Why, you young snot!™

As St. Helens sarted to rise from his seat, the gauntlet dgpped the top of his head, crushing his
stockelcap flat, and pushed him back down. The boat rocked; water |apped the top of the gunwales.

"You stay here, &. Helens" Kedlvin said. He now fully appreciated the enormous advantage the
gauntlets gave him. They were making aman of him—aman of prophecy that did not exist without
them. "I'll go on done. Y ou go back and tell the others what happened.”

"No, sonny, no!" St. Helens gasped. "1 was foolish to have doubted you. | was going by
appearances. To meyou look and act like aboy."

Kevin'sgauntlets were aready exerting the smdl amount of strength required to movethe lever
on the round door. With no squesk whatever, the huge metallic thing rotated, revealing, asin avison,
the spherésinterior. Lights of an dien magic lit up the chamber as brightly asday. In the center of a



table waited the parchment. Besideiit lay the levitation belt Kian had scorned to take. Next to them,
the closet with what to Kelvin appeared to be clocks.

Kedvinfound that he was actudly fegling heroic. Getting the upper hand over hisfather-in-law
accounted for it.

He began reading the parchment. He skipped over the sections concerning the chamber and its
other contents aswell as the message he had read through Heln's eyes. What he wanted to learn
about, and quickly, wasthe transporter to other worlds.

"Wait, son!" St. Helens cried from beyond. "We're kin—remember?'
Kelvin glanced up from hisreading, annoyed. "We're not—"

"I'm Heln'sfather, at leadt. If you don't want me aong, that's your right. But let meingde with
you, please.”

"Y ou can stay whereyou are."

"No, | want to see the chamber. I'm from Earth, remember. | might be able to tell thingsyou
cant.”

What harm would it do? St. Helens was no worse than many of the men Kelvin had commanded
during the fighting for the kingdom of Rud. And &. Helenswas hiswifes sre. He might hate the
thought, but he couldn't deny it.

"All right. Come onin." Hetook off hislaser, perhaps unnecessarily, and placed it on the table
next to the parchment. Now just let &t. Helenstry something asfoolish as he had in the boat! One
wrong word from that coarse smoothie mouth and held point the laser at him and order him home. No
way to treat decent kin, perhaps, but thiswas St. Helens.

Obediently, even meekly, S. Helens climbed from the boat and joined him in the chamber.
Possibly, just possibly, he had learned. At least the chamber didn't object to the man's entrance; he
was alegitimate roundear. At times Kelvin had wondered; after al, surgery on pointed ears could
make them ook round.

"Y ou've got your nerve, St. Helens."

St. Helenslooked around, wide-eyed, at the chamber's few contents. " Always have had, son.
Nerveiswhy I'm here. Y our old man knew."

Kevin decided to ignore him. His gauntlets were bothering him now by feding warm. Since
there was nothing to fear from his father-in-law, he bared his hands and dropped the hero-savers
besde the levitation belt.

He went back to studying the parchment. The ingtructions were smplein the extreme: "Set the
dids, then walk into the trangporter. A living presence within the transporter will activateit.”

"Hmm, maybe s0," Kelvin said, looking at the closet. How long since the dids on the outside of



the closet had been moved? He took a step away from the table, thinking to examine them.

A sudden movement by St. Helens startled him. He started to turn, but in that moment St.
Helens acted. A ham of afist struck the side of hisface. Stars exploded. He reached out, took a
wobbly step, stumbled, and collgpsed forward. Faling, part of him redlized, into the waiting
transporter.

Into—

Purple flashed insde the closet. It was deep and bright, yet dmost black. St. Helens blinked as
the color vanished, and with it Kelvin.

"Godd" St. Helens said, awed more than he had even been beforein hislife. "Godd!™

He shivered from head to toe. | shouldn't have done that! | shouldn't have! But dammit, the
kid needed a lesson! Better him than me. Better get out!

He glanced at the parchment, written in those hen-scratchings that he had never bothered to
learn to read. Then down at the levitation belt and the gauntlets.

"Atleast | cantakethelasar. At least that!" he said.

His hand shook as he picked up the familiar weapon, checking its setting and safety. It would
do. Do for old Melbah and, if necessary, for the brat king and an entire army.

Hefdt alittle better now. The weapon put him in command.

Hewould like the levitation belt. He could work out how to useit, he was certain. Take that
with him into Aratex, levitate above Conjurer's Rock, and scorch the old crone's fegthers. That would
end thingsfast!

The gauntletslay like severed hands on the belt. If he was to take one, he might aswell take al.

Reaching down, not letting himself think about it, he grabbed up the gauntlets and quickly dipped
them on. He stood for afew momentstrying to fee something, anything, but his handsfelt just like his
hands. Interestingly, the gauntlets had stretched over his hands for a perfect fit: hands twice the Sze of
Hackleberry's.

"Damn,” hesaid. "Damn!" He flexed and unflexed hisfingers, feding stronger second by second.
They would work for him, these fancy gloves, he knew they'd work for him! He would succeed now;
held have to. With alevitation belt, alaser, and the gauntlets, he had to be very nearly invincible,

Placing the laser under his shirt and stuffing the levitation belt down besideit, he reflected that he
was now aswell equipped as he could imagine. Unless the old witch had an atomic rocket hidden,
shewasfinished.

Feeling good about his suddenly improved prospects, &. Helens | eft the chamber, closed the



door, and climbed back into the boat.

CHAPTER9

Lonny

THE MORNING SUN WAS partway up, itswarming rays lighting the sparsely spaced rocks and
plants of the Barrens. Facing the rays, feding their warmth, Lonny Burk tried to lose her thoughtsin
the physica sensations of the sunshine, the very light breeze, and the sand she wasttrickling between
her fingers. None of it worked. She was il thinking about him: about Kian Knight and what he was
doing for them. She knew he had consumed one or more of the berries, and she knew why.

A scorpiocrab the size of two of Kian's hands darted from behind a pile of horse droppings,
snapped its pincers, moved its eyesin and out on their stalks, and then disappeared behind Jac's tent.
They had been in there for an unusua length of time and it worried her. She hated to think of him lying
there, his perfect body unmoving and lifdesswhile hisinner salf went out to the flopears. It was so
much like degth, thisadtrd traveling.

Jac wanted her. She had no doubt of that! Why couldn't she desire him instead of the stranger?
She knew Jac was agood man, afine thief, and atrue patriot who wanted to overthrow their king.
Such aman should be alogica catch for agirl from Fairview. He had even been in the serpent valley
to save her, and of course he had done that, with Kian's help. She had seen him looking at her,
appraisng her, asthe tax collector led her out of town on what had been her father's favorite horse. It
could have been the horse that interested him, but she knew it wasn't. Thus Jac had gone aloneto try
to rescue her, to stedl her as he stole the skins. Then Kian had come, Jac had rescued Kian, and Kian
had behaved madly or heroicaly or both and rescued them al. Then they had come here, and now
things were proceeding much too quickly. She had hoped to love Kian once, just once, before his
leaving.

But Kian hardly seemed aware of her. When he had charged down to rescue her, she had
assumed, naturally enough, that he was somehow smitten with love for her, for why elsewould he
have taken such aterrible risk? He was handsome and evidently from afar rellm, and that fitted so
nicely with her notions of theided man that she had responded ingtantly. Of course she had urged him
away, crying to him, "Leavel Oh, leavel" without redly meaning it, and of course he had seen right
through that and become more determined than ever to rescue her. Somehow she had known that he
would be brave and kind and gentle, each when it counted, and then when he had acted with such
total mad bravery, actudly running up the serpent's neck and ramming in the spear—well, there had
been no doubt in her mind or heart.

Then Jac and Kian had talked, each not wanting to rush to free her in the presence of the other.
Men were like that; they consdered it aweakness to get openly emotiona about women, so they
pretended they didn't care. Finally Kian had come to chop away her chains, and she had thanked him
effusvely and told him she was avirgin—that was another thing about men, their interest in this
detail—and he had rubbed her wrists while shethrilled to his touch. She had been about to find a
pretext to embrace him, perhaps arranging to fall so hewould catch her, and then their lipswould
meet—but Jac had come up too soon. Jac had acted indifferent, and so had Kian, asif neither had
had anything to do with saving her life (there was that man syndrome again), but they had saved i,



and that was what counted. Sheredly had nothing to regret, considering that she had dmost been
eaten by the serpent, yet somehow she wished that the timing had been just ashade different, so that
she could have gotten close enough to Kian to break down his masculine reserve and make her
preference known.

She thought back to when she was three years old. Her parents had been working in thefield,
powerlessto avoid this service, and she had been eft playing in the yard. In front of her was a stand
of trees, screening off their view and hers. Thus she had stumbled while running, the way she had
done off and on since aslong as she could remember. She fell hard, and was hel ped to her fest,
crying. Her helper, she saw, hovered in midair, and had avery large head and agreenish skin. The
fingers of his handswhere he held her were webbed.

"l am Mouvar," the being had said, "and you have adestiny.” Then he had flown with her secure
in hisarms above the fields and the farms. From above she had watched her parentstoiling, and the
wild crestures moving at the edge of the forest. He had taken her over Serpent Valley, and she had
looked down to see aflopear approaching alarge serpent. " Someday you will be brought here, but
that will not bethe end. Y ou will meet someone here and you will love him and then he will leave you
and return to adistant world. Remember thiswhen you are grown, for that, too, need not be the end
if you do what you can.”

Then the being, so different from anyone she had known, took her back to her backyard and put
her down. Heroseinto the air and up into the clouds. It was a hot day, and when shetold her story
her parents had believed she had been sun-struck. For years she had tried to dismissthe memory asa
dream, and had stoutly denied the prediction. People spoke of other worlds from time to time, and of
Mouvar, and aways she pretended she did not believe. If Mouvar did not exist, the man shewasto
love could not return to another world. (Sheignored the corollary that the man might never come at
all.) For too long atime she had lived with this persstent memory, and tried to abolishiit.

Indeed, it could have been adream! She could have been struck by the sun, or by the shock of
her fall, and suffered avison concocted from wisps of stories she had heard. What little girl didn't
dream of becoming the object of distant love? So probably her parents were right, and the
persstence of the memory was smply because of her secret longing for just that sort of thing.

But when she had been chained out as sacrifice for the serpent, that memory had blazed forth
again, undimmed by time or reason. Now she had to believe, because it was her only hope of rescue!
She had been brought here, and it must not be the end. It was the place of the vison, and Kian had
come, and he could be the man! She remembered now that the vision had not said shewould lose
him, just that he would leave her but that it need not be the end. Now she had a better notion of what
she should do, for she knew hersdlf to be a pretty woman, and men liked that. So if she could just
capture Kian's heart before he went far away, then maybe he would change hismind and stay. It
certainly seemed worth the try, and even if it wasn't the vision, it was worth doing. Because the dream
might not beredl, but her love was, however foolishly based. It wouldn't be foolish anymoreif she
could only—

Jac stuck his head through the tent flgp and called for the dwarf. Heeto came running, his short
legs blurring in the way they had asthey carried him from the horse he had been grooming to his
master's tent.

"Heeto, bring ashovd!" Jac said.



"Magter, ishe—"

"He must be. It's been far too long.”

"NO!" It burst from her involuntarily. "No, he can't be dead!™

Jac looked at her with astricken face. "1 don't want him to be, but facts are facts. If hewas
going to come alive he'd start breathing. It's been too long. He took one berry, same as before, so we
know how long it takes."

"Wait! Wait, because he will come around!”

"You seem certain.”

"l am!" she said, hoping that her vehemence made up for her uncertainty.

He studied her, perhaps coming to understand the secret of her heart. If Kian died, there would
be no onefor her but Jac. But not if Kian died because Jac had buried him too soon. ™Y ou want me
towait until he deteriorates?’

"Yesl Yes, wait that long!" For that would happen long before her love died.

"The antswill be coming. And theflies™

"Il watch! I'll keep them off him."

Jac shook his head. "That won't be pleasant. Perhaps Heeto—"

She pushed by him into the tent. Kian lay there on abearver hide, apparently quite dead. She sat
down, crossed her legs and arms, and waited. Jac, accepting theway of it, Silently squeezed her

shoulder once and then | eft.

Astime passed and no life returned to the body before her, she reached over and took up his
pouch. Shetipped it up and four of the berriesrolled out into her palm.

She gazed at them, appreciating their nature. These were otherworld berries, and they caused a
round-eared person to do an astral separation. Apparently roundears were rare in Kian'sworld. They
were common here; did that change things? Would the berrieswork for aloca roundear aswell as
they did for him?

She had to do something, according to the vision. She had thought it was to make him love her,
s0 he would return, but maybe it was more than that. Maybe she had to bring him back. From
whatever realm his spirit had gone to. Suppose, just SuUppose. ..

Quickly, not thinking further about what she did, lest she reconsider, she pushed the berriesinto
her mouth. The taste was strange, though not unpleasant. She hesitated only a moment, then
swallowed.

In mere heartbeats she began to fed that she wasin fact leaving her body. She saw the top of



the tent much too close. Then she was outdoors, and the sky was as blue overhead as her own eyes
inamirror. There were soft, wispy clouds.

It thiswas another vision, it was afine one! But she was gambling that it wasn't. "Kian, Kian—I
am coming for you," she said voiceesdy. "Whether this be deeth or astral separation, | am doing what
you have done. | am coming to where you are, Kian. WEll be together, maybe for dways.”

Theworld drifted by, and Serpent Valey. She shuddered, again with no body, knowing what
had almost happened in that valey. She had guessed that Jac would come to save her, but had not
been sure whether he would come in time, or whether he would choose to free her before the serpent
arrived. If the flopears were watching, and saw him do that, they would kill him. Once the serpent
came, they would not watch, because they honored the serpent's privacy during special moments such
asfeeding. So what had been her chances, redlly? She had had to believe in her private prophecy,
because it couldn't happen if she got eaten first. She had had to bdlieve that she would somehow
survive—and indeed she had. But she had doubted, too, and now she understood how deeply she
had doubted. Jac had not comein time; Kian had. There was the key to her emotion.

Then she passed another, connecting valey and went right through cottages, rock walls, and
deep through the ground.

Shewasin aroom. It was an ordinary enough room with abed. There was aman in the bed,
but he was not Kian. Could this be Kian's father, whom Kian had sought? Did this mean that Kian,
the man she loved, was &fter al dead?

There was something in the room that seemed to her not to belong. It was a spira serpentskin
chime such as Kian had asked about. Shefelt drawn toit, but could not fathom why. It seemed to her
that she hovered beside the object, seeing its silver brightness and scaly beauty. Why was she here?
Why, when it was Kian she wanted?

She heard footsteps outside. Two flopears entered: agirl and aman. "Here heis, Herzig,” the
girl sad, indicating the chime.

The maeflopear stared at the chime, not touching it. "Y ou're certain?'
"Yes. Hesin there. He can tdl you himsdlf."
"You in there, mortal 7' Herzig said to the chime.

"He'ssulking," thegirl said. " Spirits sulk when trapped. Maybe he think if he be sllent you not
think he there"

"Y ou would know, Gerta. | wish | did. | can't talk to spiritsthe way you can.”
"That no matter. | do it for both. Y ou take out?"
"Might aswell. The ancestor needs atenant.”

A gpirit trapped in the chime? Lonny hardly needed to guess whose spirit that might be! But how
had it happened, and how could Kian be released?



She followed the male Herzig as he carried the silent chime out of the stone house, with Gerta
coming aong. They crossed ayard and entered a shed. Here lay the long body of a serpent, its head
and one eye covered with a heavy greenish glop.

"Almost hedled, not yet activated,” Herzig said. "Better aflopear spirit, but mortd spiritsaso
need rest.”

"Not get rest,” Gertasaid with asmile. "Not in ancestor.”

"No, perhaps not. Not if they don't like being there. But given time—severa hundred or a
thousand years—amorta spirit will be the same as aflopear ancestor. It can take that long to
become, though usually much faster.”

"Yes. Tunneling, bringing silver, enjoying sacrifice. In time morta spirit and ancestor be one.™

What were they talking about? Lonny had the feeling that the body of the serpent Kian had dain
was going to be brought back to life. By—amorta spirit? Just what was going on?

Herzig climbed some steps to a platform. Here he held the chime over the serpent's head. He
looked to Gerta.

"Have you something to say, spirit?" Gertaasked.

The chime spoke, musically chiming each word. "Let mego! Let mego! Let mego!”

"Kian?' Lonny said, excited. "Kian, isthat you?'

"Lonny? Lonny, Lonny—go! Go, go, go!"

Just the way she had begged him to go before the serpent came, not meaning it! Now she had to
try to rescue him from the same serpent, dead though it was. "Kian, | am here! Let me touch you,
bring you back—"

"No, Lonny, no! Get out, get away, before they trap you!™

Gertalooked about. "There's another onel” she said. "He spoketoit.”

"Canyou get it, too?"

"Maybe. Activate ancestor.”

Herzig shook the chime. The chime vibrated with asweet musical note. Then the serpent raised
its massive head.

Lonny knew she had to act. She dived for the chime, reaching out to Kian. She caught hold of
him, somehow, agtraly, and tried to pull him out, but he was securely anchored.

"Lonny, let go!" hecried. "Youll only trgp yoursdf!"



Shelet go reluctantly, aware of the truth of hiswarning. But as she did, she saw something move
from the chime to the nose of the serpent. Kian was being drawn to the monster!

Now Gertatook the chime and swung it toward Lonny. "Go in chime!" she ordered.

Lonny jumped avay—but in so doing, she came up againg the serpent. Shefelt astrange
sensation. Could the serpent that had come to devour her body be ready to devour her spirit? Kian
had killed it, but now it seemed that his spirit was being used to reanimateit. If it took in her spirit,
too, she would be with him. Alive with the man sheloved!

"Go, Lonny!" Kian cried. "Shéll capture you as she did me. Go tdll the others back at camp!™

It made sense, but she hesitated. To return and give warning, or to be with him? What was the
meaning of her vison? To leave him—or join him?

Then she saw Gerta extend the chime again with a crafty expresson on her face. Gertawould
have her in the chimeinstead of Kian!

It was not right! She would not stand for it! She would be with Kian! Now!

She was abruptly in the serpent's body, looking through its single eye. With her, she sensed, was
Kian.

"Lonny, why, why?"

"Tobewithyou," shesad.

"It will befor eternity. Or until we both forget.”

"Not eternity, Kian. Mouvar said you'd leave for another world."

"Thisis another world—the astrd realm. But—"

"Mouvar said it need not betheend if | did right. So | joined you."

"Lonny, what are you talking about? Mouvar? Have you seen him?"

"Once, long ago. He said what would be. He told me and then | forgot. Or tried to.”

"Lonny, are you mad? Y ou're not making sense.”

"Y ou have part of an eternity to decide that. During that time dl that must be said will be said.”

"But you are young and beautiful! Y ou have agood lifeto live! Itiscrazy to throw it away like
thid"

"It would be an empty life without you, Kian. | want only to be with you. Now | am.”

"They're both in the ancestor,” Herzig said. "Good work, Gerta. That isas good as having onein



the chime. The ancestor has been much weakened, and two spiritswill help it recover better than one
would." Climbing down from the platform, he put his head out the door and caled: "Tripsc, Synplax,
Uternaynie—come!"

Three flopears came running from a stone wall they had been congtructing. They stood
obediently before Herzig, awaiting hisingructions.

"Ancestor ready,” Herzig said. "Clear way."

Tripsic, Synplax, and Uternaynie ran out, waving their arms and shouting to busily working
flopearsto clear apath. Gerta stepped outside the door and back insde carrying afreshly picked
blue-and-pink blossom. She touched the blossom lightly to the tip of the serpent’s snot.

Lonny had the sensation of alovely perfumein her nogtrils, but they weren't redly her nostrils or
Kian's. They belonged to the serpent, and the smell wasrousingit.

The great body began to undulate. It flexed dlong itslength. Then it crawled from the shed,
following Gerta, sniffing the blossom she held.

"Kian, are you doing this? Are you moving us?'

"No, | have no control," Kian said. There was no sound from the serpent; it wasamentd signal
that came across as speech. "I'm here. You're here. | don't think either of us can do more than we can
in our spirit bodies. Worse than that, we're trapped. We'rein thisthing forever.”

"No, not forever, | told you."

Nesat stone cottages, sonewalls, and patches of carefully tended ground dipped by. Shewas
seeing it through the serpent's one good eye. She saw it but could not affect it; she had no control
over the serpent's motions.

"Oh, Kian, isnt thisfun!"

"FUN!" he responded indignantly.

"Yes, thethrill of being apart of thisl Oh, my goodness, | never thought of this, never dreamed
of it!"

"Yes it'sanightmare.”

"But look at how beautiful everythingisl Were apart of this creature, and we're conscious.
We'redive, both of ud”

"1 wonder for how long."
"For hundreds of years, they were saying! Much longer than our regular bodieswould last!"

"How long as us,”" heclarified darkly.



How depressing, she thought. She wanted to snap him out of it. Just being dive, just being with
someone you truly cared about, that was after al what life was mainly about. She did not quite dare
expressthis. Kian didn't know that she loved him. She was able to read thisin him now, and it did not
cause her grief, because she saw hisside of it. He had come to rescue her because he believed it was
the right thing to do. He—he did not think that he had any future with awoman of thisworld, when he
was only going to leave it soon. So he—he liked her, he found her beautiful, but he did not think more
of it than that. He did not understand that she had loved him the moment he came to her rescue,
because of the prophecy. He did not understand how important it wasto her, just being dive, just
being with the person shetruly cared about, fulfilling the prophecy. But there would be time, plenty of
time! Shewould at the proper moment acquaint him with her love, and she was sure that then he
would love her back. 1t would be wonderful. It was dready wonderful, for her, then it would be
wonderful for him, too.

They followed Gerta through the flopears valley and on into Serpent Valey. Herethere were a
few serpents shedding their skinsin the bright morning sunshine. They wriggled on, into the higher hills
and then into the mountain.

Here Gerta stopped. She stiroked the monster's snout with the flower, talking to it, telling it what
abeautiful ancestor it was. Then she said, "Return, Ancestor. Return, live, thrive."

Lonny noticed that Gerta was gone from the serpent's sight. Going back home, she suspected.
That |eft the two of them alonein the serpent, asit were.

Light from the eye ceased and al seemed black. The serpent was tunneling, itsteeth crushing
rock, boring into the mountain. "Oh, Kian!" Lonny cried out. "Isn't thisexciting!"

"lan't it, though." He did not seem pleased with her. She would haveto curb her enthusiasm until
he understood.

"We're together now!" she continued, though she knew she should wait for him to get better
adjusted. But in her spirit form, or her serpent-residency form, she lacked the controlsthat her natural
body had. She tended just to express herself without thinking. "We're together, and—"

She began tasting what the serpent was tasting: arich, sharp tang that her—its—instincts knew
was siver. The serpent was dissolving the metd ore, digesting it with its acid. And she and Kian could
tagteit!

"Oh, Kian, oh—"

"It won't last forever,” Kian said. It was grim the way he saw it; she felt the aura of his concept.
"Even thisenormous body can only hold so much."

Behind them, the serpent's digestive processes functioned, and wastes squirted. They had killed
this creature, and now they had brought it back to life, their spirits replacing the one it had lost when it
died. Thisnotion would have horrified her before, but now she was part of the serpent's new life, and
it wasdl quite natura and even grand.

Oh, but she enjoyed the taste of silver! She loved the shivery fed of the scles diding dong the
forming tunndl, the mighty body undulating, even the casting of wastes. She knew that Kian didn't.



Wasit that al men were unappreciative, or wasit just him?Y et she loved him just as she had when he
had first come to her rescue. Her ignorance was being displaced by knowledge, but her emotion
remained intact. Someday, when it wasright, he would know and share.

"Gods, | hate that taste!"

Lonny sighed, nonphysicaly. Being with Kian in the interim might not be quite as much joy as
she had imagined. It was said that those who got married soon enough discovered thingsin each other
they didn't like. She did not believe that, but she was beginning to wonder. Still, thiswasfar better
than having him leave her for another world.

But suppose, she thought uncomfortably, he somehow |eft her here. All donein the serpent, shut
away from al human contact, becoming daily more and more serpent, less and less human. She had
come hereto be eterndly with him; without him, it might not be fun at al. She shivered, and it seemed
to her that her shiver went out through the body they werein.

Unheeding, the greet serpent tunneled on in the dark. It seemed that though their spirits might
lend it strength for its recovery, it was not aware of their presence. It was an animal, however
remarkableit might be.

Heeto stepped into the tent and looked down without surprise at their bodies. The girl had taken
the berries, he feared, and now both of them were dead. Unless, of course, through some means he
could not know about, they could wake again and live.

A fly buzzed. He swatted at it with his hand. He touched their faces: cold.

How long should hewait? A body would deteriorateif not aive. They would start to spoil and
stink and then they would have to be buried. But until then, held wait.

Sighing regretfully, Heeto sank down by the bodies and prepared to wait out the entire day.

CHAPTER 10
Taken

JON HAD BROUGHT DOWN agoouck with what she knew was alucky stone but what she
pretended was only the skill that had saved her brother and the king from the evil sorcerer. Lester,
shaking his head admiringly, had ridden across the river and fetched the big bird back. Mor had stood
stroking his chin and pulling a hisone-hdf ear and hisfull ear dternatdy, saying over and over, "I
don't believeit! Nobody'sthat good with ading! Nobody! A girl especidly!” Now, somewhat |ater,
the bird was amouth-watering brown on the spit and the chauvinists and heroine aike watched as
Heln, so unexpectedly expert at culinary skills, turned it, pausing now and then to savor the aroma.

Mor wastherefirgt with the big knife he had carried into war. He cut off agenerous dice of the
bread Y okes had brought them. He took abig sniff through hisbig nose, tried to biteinto hisrepast,



and burned histongue. He moved back away with hismeal, and took up the bottle of rasple wine he
had hidden from St. Helens. He took a swig, made aface, and then passed the bottle on to his son.
Lester followed suit, though waiting just abit on the bird. Jon sawed off another two hunks of bread
from the generous-size loaf and joined Heln.

"Heredlly should have waited," Heln said, watching the juicestrickle into the fire and make loud
spats and tiny curls of steam. "It was bound to be hot.”

"Men!" Jon said, asthough not adedicated liberationist. "All they think about isthelr belliesand
their—"

"JON!"
"Eh, horses."

"Yes, horses." Heln smiled. Jon was going to be atomboy until she became amother.
Congdering the way Lester and she doted on each other, that might not be such along time. It was
hard to think of Jon ever being amother to anyone, but then she had proved hersdlf to be an unusualy
gentle and caring nurse, afact that must have gone along way to winning agrateful Lester.

"Well, I'mgoingtotry adice
"Just don't put it in your mouth too fagt."
"l won't."

Jon cut adice of the white leg meat, preferring that to the dark mest of the breast. In that
preference, at least, shewastypicaly female.

Heln watched her march away to join the men where they were laughing over somejoke and
passing the wine back and forth. It was such awarm night that no one actually needed thefire to keep
warm.

Heln fixed her own meal, scooped afew ashes onto the fire with the board she had for that
purpose, and looked toward the rest of her party. They were laughing it up now, and Mor's heehaw
competed with his son's more gentle laughter and Jon's unfeminine thigh-d gpping accompanied by
giggles. Why couldn't she enjoy this sort of camaraderie? Heln wondered. Somehow she couldn't.
Perhapsit had something to do with that Female Liberation her natura father had explained. Too
many of the jokes people laughed at seemed to her to be demeaning rather than amusing. Sometimes
she thought people laughed out of nervousness and embarrassment. Certainly she could never see
humor in a supposed joke that centered on someone's debasement. She suspected that having been
brutally raped in the notorious Franklin Girl Mart and dmost destroyed as a consequence affected her
outlook.

Musing on how Kelvin had saved her in more than just aphysica sense, Heln took her
sandwich, dripping with hot goouck grease, dong to the bank of the river. Such anice night! So good
to get out and just breathe. She appreciated the spicy smell of the pinruse trees and the water rodies
growing pink and beautiful in the backwaters. There was the splashing of araccossum in the shalows
searching for crasters and other succulent water creatures. A fish popped out of the water with a



gplash, and asmall wolok splashed eagerly after it. Night birds sang away in the woods, putting the
calsand whigtles of their daytime cousins to shame with their natural symphonies.

As shewaked now, danger was the farthest thing from her mind. The war was over, unless of
course her natura father could persuade enough Rudiansto start it up with Aratex. In her heart Heln
believed he would not prevail; people had had enough of war. Even Kelvin's old comrades-in-arms,
the Crumbsincluded, would not want to go through again what they had suffered for their homeland.
Jon possibly, but then Jon seemed to have put dl the agony of her torment by the sorcerer and the
dwarf out of her mind. Jon, to hear her tdl it, had spent the entire war rescuing her clumsy brother and
inggting that he be brave and fulfill the prophecy. Jon was redly something, and Heln quite understood
when Kevin, sometimes exasperated, would say with the hint of asour growl, "But so what?"

Perhapsit was thinking about Jon and her boyish ways that made Heln assume that the stedlthy
footfalswere hers. It would be just like Jon to sneak up on her, she thought, though Jon knew Heln
didn't enjoy that sort of thing. Any moment there would be a bloodcurdling screech and Jon would
legp out of concealment and grab her.

But there were two sets of footfals. Two people behind? Something moved in the bushes ahead.
Bearver? At night? Possibly, and if so, she should not just walk up toiit.

Heln dowed her feet. Should she go back? Should she cal out, hoping to scare the anima and
aert her stalkers? And how could there be two, anyway? Lester wouldn't participate in hiswife's
foolishness, and neither would Mor. Besides, Mor was much too big and clumsy to snesk.

A shiver started at the base of Heln's spine and traveled al the way up her back. Bandits?
Within hiking distance of the capitd?

A sudden hand around her mouth cut off her thought. She twisted haf around and saw aface
covered with adark hood. The hood resembled atorturer'sin that it covered al but the eyes. Another
armwas around her waist. Bregth, redolent of onlic, puffed into her face.

"Be quiet and nothing will happen to you!"

Shetried to believe this, but all she could think of was the physical and menta agony of rape.
She had to scream out, she had to.

But there was no chance.

Back in the bushes, out of sight of the camp, alight appeared in the form of a shaded candle.
Another dark figure stared into her face, again breething onlic.

"Whereishe?' the face demanded.
"Wheres—who?'
"S. Hdens"

"S. Helens? Y ou want my father?* Heln was bewildered. She would not have imagined them
after him,



The man looked close at her, moving the candle. "It is his daughter! Look at those ears!”
Someone moved nearer, looked, and nodded a hooded head.

"He left with my husband for—" Something warned her. " Some place.”

"Ah. And . Helenswill ligten to reason if we have you.”

"No!" Had she made a mistake? Perhaps she shouldn't have said that.

"Corry! Bemode! We'retaking her with usback to Aratex!"

The two men moved near. Both wore the dark hoods and dark clothing. Corry wastall;
Bemode, wide. Corry took her by her Ieft arm, Bemode by the right. The other man, the one who
gave orders, walked ahead carrying the shaded candle.

They waked through the woods on a path probably pounded out by meer. The night birds till
sang, asthey did in nearly every forest. The moon and stars shone down through overlapsin the
branches. Asthe trees thinned out aong the path, the man walking ahead paused, raised the lantern,
lifted its shade, and blew out the candle. Now it was only the natura light that showed their path.

"It's not much farther now," Corry whispered to her. "WEell crossthe river and then well bein
Araex."

"Shut up, Corry!" Bemode snapped.

They waked onin silence, except for the crunch of their footsteps and the sounds of the birds.
They came out of the forest and paused long enough for the men to sweep the moonlighted banks
with their eyes. No onewas in sight asthey stepped down into the water, and it swirled up cold
around her ankles. She wished now that she had her boots. There was already athorn in her right
foot, picked up on the path.

The man carrying the dark lantern splashed ahead. Water rose up around his knees and then his
wais. Still he splashed on, confident that he knew the river here and that no unseen ledge was about
to trap him. Moving just behind him, propelled partidly by the hands of the men on either Side, Heln
was thankful that she wore greenbriar pantaloons instead of skirts.

The man at the head of their procession reached the opposite shore and climbed up on the bank.
AsHeln garted to follow she tripped and amost fell. Corry let go of her left hand, and she planted a
knee and hand firmly in the mud before Bemode yanked her back to her feet. Well, at least she had
left asign, she thought, not bothering to comment.

The man with the lantern pushed back hishood, revealing dark hair and eyesin astern face.
Corry and Bemode pushed theirs back as well. Each of them seemed to be just aman. That wasa
certain relief, though not agreat one; men were not as bad as supernatural creatures, but men were
more apt to rape awoman. How well she knew!

Still unspesking, the leader led the way up abank and to four horsestethered in asmall clearing.
He made motions, and Corry and Bemode saddled and bridled the mounts while he stood watching



her. She thought to run, but knew it would do no good. Even if she could outrun the men, she could
never outrun ahorse. If they had to chase her down and catch her, they would surely bind her and
perhaps do much worse. Her best course for the moment was grudging cooperation.

Corry finished hiswork and led her to amare. He helped her up and into the saddle, retaining
his hold on the reins. The othersjoined them. All mounted. All rode.

They followed aroad, well lighted by the moonlight, through towering cliffsthat loomed up like
tall bright sentinels. Past ahuge rock with aroad winding to its top. On through the night, no one
speaking, and then they were approaching a palace with high gates. The gates were opened by guards
wearing armor and swords, looking horribly formidable. Heln knew that her chance for escape was
gone.

They rode to astable and stopped while liveried attendants took charge of the horses and led
the peopleinsde.

“Well, Mgjor?"

Thetall man with the dark eyebrows had appeared so suddenly asto startle her despite her
worn, frightened state. He looked her up and down. "Thisis his daughter?’

"Yes, Generd Asheroft.” The mgor sauted; so did Corry and Bemode.

"Very well. At ease. I'll take over now." The generd motioned for Heln to walk ahead of him,
into the palace. She obeyed him, not certain whether thiswas norma procedure for the handling of
prisoners. The sun wasjust coming up, lighting the palace and its grounds with the first pearly rays of
day. They had traveled dl night.

Inside, an aged servant escorted them across carpets and down a hall and into a bedchamber.
There, Sitting upright, eyes very wide, was the dark young man with the pimply face she knew to be
HisRoya Maesty King Phillip Blastmore.

"Your Mgesty," the generd said. "Pardon the intruson so early in the day. Thisisthe daughter
of your former companion, St. Helens of the round ears. Sheisalso the wife of the upstart who
destroyed Rud's sorcerer and defeated Rud's queen and ended her reign. Heis known as Kelvin, the
Roundear of Prophecy.”

The young king drew in along, shaky breath. "Thank you, General Ashcroft. Y ou have done
well to bring her to me.”

Heln could fed Phillip's eyes on her, and she did not like the fedling or hisrosy blush. Hewas
not aman grown, but he was of an age where his glands were telling him things. She distrusted this
young monarch's gy, dmost timid expression, and the way his hands whitened where they gripped the
bedclothing.

"Perhaps you would like me to leave her done with you?'

"No! No, Genera Ashcroft." Now the boy's face was asred as asunrise. "That won't be
necessary. Yet."



"But you like her?!
"YS"

Heln knew hersdlf to be a complete mess. Her legs were steeped in drying mud, her hair wasin
tangled disorder, and she was sure there was dirt dl over her face. But she dso knew that any man
could see through such superficidities when he wanted to, and recognize her beauty. If theking liked
her now, that meant real trouble the moment she got cleaned up—or before.

"Perhaps she would make anicetoy,” the generd said. "A man your age needstoys, Y our
Magesty."

"P-perhaps a queen? | need aqueen.”
"Perhaps, Your Mgesty.”

Heln jerked. She had been listening to their soft voices, watching their strange eyes, and now
there could be no doubt of what they were discussing.

"But I'm married!" she exclamed. "I have my husband!" Which was one way of reminding them
that she was no virgin, though she feared that would not turn off this stripling king. Men cared alot
about virginity when they choseto, and not at al when they chose not.

"Husbandsdie," Ashcroft purred. "Girls are widowed.”

So much for that feeble ploy. She knew aready that she would do far better to pretend to forget
all about her husband, no matter what that entailed. But she couldn'.

She looked from one face to the other. She took a step back from the bed and then another
step. Shetried to move athird step, but General Ashcroft fixed her with his deep yellow eyes, and it
was asif she were shackled to thefloor.

"l suggest putting her in the guest chamber for now, Y our Mgesty. She can be watched there,
and if youwish to vigt her and play—"

"No, no. Not until after the roya wedding."
Ashcroft's heavy eyebrows drew down. It was evident that he thought of Heln as a hostage and
apotentia plaything for the king, not asapotentia bride. "AsY our Mgesty wishes. And, of course,

Melbah can prepare her some wine. She can forget the roundear in Rud, and even her father.”

Enchanted drink! That would ruin any chance at dl for her to escape, assuming any existed.
"No! No!" she shrieked, terrified.

"Yes, that will befine, Generd. For now, sheismy guest.”
"l don't want to be your guest! | want to go home! I'm aroundear, can't you understand? A

roundear!" Sheyanked back her hair and showed her ears, making her status quite plain. Her ears
had made her amost vaudess at the Girl Mart.



"HisMagjesty isnot prejudiced,” Asheroft said. "Though perhaps those ears would tend to
disqudify you for queenly status™”

Heln shut her mouth, asit wasjust getting her into deeper trouble. A potential queen would be
treated better than apotential plaything, and perhaps spared the enchanted drink if she seemed to
cooperate. It gagged her to think of it, but she might do best to play up to the stripling king.

"Thisway, please." The generd indicated the hdl beyond the king's chamber. The king did not
protest, though his eyes were doing their best to strip away her tattered clothing. All too soon his
boyish reticence would become fumbling boyish eagerness, and she wanted to postpone that aslong

aspossible.

She found her feet moving, though she hardly knew how. Silently she went down the hall and up
some stairs with along polished banister on either sde. Then another landing and some more stairs. A
third set of gtairs, and then awearying fourth. Findly, near the roof, Generd Ashcroft opened an
isolated door.

Shewent in. It was a beautiful room with awindow giving aview of the grounds. The window
was not barred, but the drop to the cobblestones below would surdly kill her. Best she think about
that.

The generd faced her, blocking the exit. "I must ensure that you do nothing foolish.”

She glanced out the window again, and shuddered. "Have no concern, Generd. | won't jump.”
Because that would certainly end her chance to escape. She had endured rape before, and tried to kill
herself. Having survived both, she concluded that another rape would not be as bad as successful
suicide. Then she had had no one else; now she had Kelvin. She had to live, whatever the cost.

"Strip," Ashcroft said.

"Oh, not you, too!" she exclamed, dmost beyond outrage. She had been bracing herself for the
king's gropings, thiswas too much!

"It isnecessary that | verify that you carry no weapons, before | leave you done with King
Blastmore. You will strip, and | will take your clothes; then you may clean yourself and don new
dothing.”

Oh. He had apoint. It would surely have occurred to her soon enough to try to kill the king and
get away while others assumed he wasindulging himself romanticaly. She knew that if she did not
cooperate now, the general would force the search.

She gritted her teeth and stripped. Ashcroft watched impassively. When she stood naked before
him, the knife she wore strapped to her thigh was reveded. She removed it and its holster and
dropped them on her pile of sodden clothing.

Ashcroft gathered up the bundle and walked toward the door. "Y ou will find appropriate
clothing in the closat,” he said, nodding toward it. "I will lock you in, but if you ring the bell, a servant
will come." Heindicated a pull-cord that evidently operated the bell. "I repedt, it isbest if you do not
do anything foolish."



Dully, she nodded. He had more than made his point.

The genera stepped back and started to close the door. He moved so silently, even burdened
by her clothing, so dmost floatingly, that it was eerie.

"Wait! Wait!" she cried. "What about my husband? What about Kevin, the prophesied hero of
Rud?'

Ashcroft's eyebrows drew down. "Hewill be remembered there. Y ou may be remembered aso.
Only you yoursdf will not remember.”

Because they intended to dose her with a potion to make her forget. How was sheto avoid
that?"Y ou mean he will be—" She swdlowed. "Killed?" She hoped that threat had been empty, or
only to force her cooperation.

"Of course. The sooner the better. Unfortunately, His Mgesty needs abit of prodding.”

Sudden redlization washed over her. The generd's odd ways, his evident disinterest in her naked
body. "Y ou're not—you're not—"

"Yes my pretty?”

"You're not aman.”

"I'm not? Thenwhat am | 7"
"A witch. Thewitch Mdbah."

"Very astute of you, my dear.” With that thetal figure vanished, and with him hisuniform. In his
place was asguat, ugly old crone, ftill with thearmful of clothing.

Heln shivered. "Y ou control him! Y ou run the boy king!"
"Obvioudy, my dear. But | do try to provide him with suitable entertainments.”

Heln refused to be digtracted by that implication. "And you want Kelvin destroyed so that he
can't destroy you. And you want my father—"

"The king will decide about your father, once heisin chains as he commanded.”
"That'swhy | was brought here, so that my father and my husband will cometo rescue me.”

"Why, of course. That's very, very good reasoning. Y ou just may live to make a shrewd queen
of Aratex."

"But you don't want me as queen! Y ou only want me as adigtraction for the king!"

"Perhaps | have changed my mind. Y ou just might become both. Suitably prepared, you could
become a genuine asset to our cause.”



"Your cause! If the king should—should fdl inlove with me, you would have an even better
lever to control him!"

The witch nodded. "Yes, | believe you will serve very well, my dear. Those round ears will
prevent the populace from ever supporting you, o you will have no base for power in your own right.
Only I will be able to make the people accept you—so long asthe king wishes."

With that the large door swung shut without being touched by the witch. There wasaloud click
from alock, and the sound of a heavy bar faling in place across the door.

She had known shewas in trouble. Now she realized how much worse that trouble was than she
hed imagined!

Heln looked at the bed and the dresser and then back at the window. If only she had some
dragonberries! How she would like to fly home and see what the others were doing. Then maybe, just
maybe, on into that other frame world to Kelvin and St. Helens. And if she could somehow find a
way to communicate with her husband, to warn him—

But then redlity returned. She had no chance to do any of that. She flung herself on the bed and
sobbed.

CHAPTER 11

Resolute
THE LASER AND THE levitation belt were concealed benegath his brownberry shirt and the
gauntlets hidden in a deep pocket of his greenbriar pantaloons when St. Helens reached the top of the
flight of steps. It wouldn't do to let them see too soon. Time enough when his plans were made.

They were gill camped near the ruins of the old palace. Jon and Lester and Mor, al with
worried expressons. St. Helens studied their unsmiling facesin the early morning light. Something was
definitely wrong. Where was Heln?

"Where's Kevin?' Jon asked.

"Why, he, ah, went on alone. We decided it would be best.”

"Hewent and you stayed?"

Wasthis sharp-eared girl accusng him of something? St. Helens felt an uncomfortable squirming
sensation, though it was not fear. They couldn't know what had happened.

"Never mind," Mor said. "Thefact isit'smorning and your daughter hasn't comein yet. She's
been missing dl night. We were just about to go in search.”

"Missng?' . Helens chewed on the thought. ™Y ou think she wandered off, got lost?"



"No. More likely kidnapped. And by somebody you may know, St. Helens."

"l assureyou, if Helnismissng, | don't know what could have happened.” An agent from
Aratex, tralling him, not finding him, finding instead his daughter? The thought chilled him. St. Helens
did not care alot about these people personaly, but his daughter was something else. He had adways
known that eventudly he would be reunited with hisbaby girl. Her name derived from his, from the
time when she had firgt tried to say hisname and garbled it into asingle syllable: Hel'n. It had been so
cute they had kept it. Shewas abig girl now, but still histo protect. For sure, hewouldn't let the
minions of Aratex get her! If that boy king ever laid eyes on her—

"Well, let's not waste timel" Lester said. "We knew she went along the river. We could see her
footprintseven in the dark. Kelvin said sheliked to wander off by hersaf sometimes—amost the
same as he does. Just to look at the stars, listen to the birds, breathe the clean river air, and think."

"That would be my daughter,” St. Helens said. He had done that himself when shewasalittle
girl. Her mother hadn't alway's been too pleased, ether, thinking he would run into one of the queen's
agents. Now, over adozen years|ater, Heln was following the practice she had learned from him, just
as Kelvin must have learned it from John. To be restless seemed to be aroundear's nature. No
televison or radio or bars here, so what € se should be done when the night was around and the need
was for solitude?

"St. Helens, comel” Mor ordered, and started with the othersin the direction of theriver.

They weren't even giving him timeto catch his breath! He was resentful of anyone who
commanded him, even aman who reminded him of atop sergeant. But he stifled that, and followed;
he could not afford to arouse any suspicion.

There was aburned-out fire with bones of afowl around it, the bones now being chewed by
chipoffers and gomunks. Thefurry little rascals dways seemed to be there when food was dropped.
He wished he had some of that fowl; it appeared to have been agoouck or an incredibly large
ducoose. Good egting birds in this existence, even though he sometimes remembered stuffed turkey
and fried chicken. Y ou can take the roundear away from Earth but you can't take Earth away from
the roundear, he thought. John Knight had said that to the men he commanded one stormy night when
there had been much grousing about unfamiliar foods and unfamiliar ways. He had beenright, the
commander had, about that and alot more. Too bad he hadn't thought of those words when the
bitch-queen had worked her wiles!

"Here's her footprints,” Jon said. She was pointing at the very clear printsin the mud at the
river's edge. Heln had been barefoot again. Sheliked taking off the heavy leather bootsthey dl wore
and walking in the mud. But that could be dangerous. She could cut her toe, or get stung by
something.

St. Helens shook his head. He was starting, he redized with ashock, to fed like afather. Of
course he had dways been afather, but it had been mostly memory and dream, something removed in
either the past or the future. He had told himself how grest it had been or would be. Now it wasthe
present, and it wasn't grest, it was nervous. He was really worried about her! If she really had been

kidnapped—

"She stubbed her toe on thisrock," Lester commented. " See how the ball of her foot came



down here and then here, and then she caught her balance and went on walking."

"Good tracking eye," St. Helens observed. That was another thing about the pointed-ear
folks—many of them had the sharpshooter's eye and the tracking ability of legendary frontiersmen. He
wished he had thought more about that before returning to Rud.

Lester was wasting no time. Like ahound St. Helens had known in the American South, he was
dashing aong the bank checking for indentsin the mud and signsthat were far less obvious. Here she
had stopped, half turned, obvioudy listening to something. Here—oh-oh, here were other signs. Boot
signs, and not quite the hed marks of the boots made in Rud. They had come from the woodsin the
dark, stedlthily: two men. They had come up behind, and here they had grabbed her, she had
struggled, and they had dragged her into the woods. There the two men had been joined by athird.

Now, frantically asthe light got better, Lester moved on ahead, checking the grasses and the
bushesfor signs of passage. His darting eyes found indications gplenty, and he did not pause to
explain—if it was possible to explain—what to his eye was as clear asamap.

Over here, over here, and now over here. One of the men had stopped to relieve himself. Heln
had stepped on athorn with her bare foot, leaving atiny speck of dried blood. They had gone straight
through athicket, thorns pulling threads from their clothes. A candle-lantern had been set on abare
spot of ground, drops of wax spattering on arock as the candle had been extinguished. A meer trail
had intervened and they had followed it, their own feet beating avay more of the soil and crossing the
hoofprints of the trailmakers. Thetrail led to ariver and afording spot, and beyond it, amarker on the
other sde proclaiming the kingdom of Aratex.

There was no doubt now. Agents of King Blastmore had indeed kidnapped St. Helens daughter
and spirited her into the adjoining land.

"Whoa, we can't go crossing borders. Thisborder especidly,” Mor said.
"They did' And so canwe!" Mor's son replied.

To that there could be no argument; they could not rescue Heln if they did not follow her trail.
But somewhere ahead, St. Helens knew, there would be an ambush. They wanted him, after all, not
his daughter. They wanted him to follow—which was why they had not bothered to obliterate her
trall.

But what the agents did not know, what Mor and Les and Jon could not redlize, wasthat S.
Helenswas prepared. The agents were unwittingly playing right into his hands. With the laser and the
gauntlets, he could defeat three or a dozen agents and rescue his daughter. Then held be the hero he
needed to be, to enlist the aid of the Rudiansin the battle for Aratex.

Y es, indeed, the campaign ahead would be triumphant. The very firgt skirmish, the histories
would proclaim, in &t. Helens war of liberation.

Mor rode ahead with Lester at his Side and Jon following. St. Helens was bringing up the rear.
That was not the place he should occupy, he thought. Asthe horses splashed acrosstheriver, their
feet sucking a amud bottom, he thought hard on how best to dedl with the ambush he knew would
be ahead. Thefirst thing would be to get the Crumbs out of danger, once that was accomplished, he



could deal on hisown.

Mor brought his horse to a stop on the opposite bank. "Here's her knee and pam prints,” he
sad. "She must have sumbled, probably deliberatdy.”

"Nicegoing, Heln!" Jon said.
Lester looked aong the shore and the edge of the Aratex forest. "They may have an ambush.”

"Exactly what | wasthinking," St. Helens said. Now wasthe timefor him to move, if ever. |
think it best if the three of you wait back in Rud, and I'll go on aone. | know this country, and | don't
think therest of you do. If I'm not back with her in areasonable length of time, say by nightfall, bring
hdp."

"Y ou think you can rescue her al by yourself?* Mor asked.
"l think | should try. If | can't, then I'll cdll on therest of you.”
"Y ou think you can just snesk in and fetch her out?' The man'sincredulity was evident.

"I know people who can help. | know waysto avoid detection and get to the palace. But I'll
need to leave the horsesand go it on foot."

Lester jockeyed closer. "St. Helens, you redlly think you can avoid an army patrol ?*
"l wasagood soldier,” St. Helens said.
Jon hefted her ding. "St. Helens, maybe—"

"No! Trust me, al of you. | think | can get Heln back. She's my daughter, I'm the one who
should try firgt. If | can't doiit, then | may need you to act.”

The Crumbslooked at each other. St. Helens dismounted and handed hisreinsto Lester. "I'll be
back," he promised. Then, before anyone could say another word, he turned his back and walked up
the old horse path into a clearing where horses and Heln's captors had recently been. He avoided
looking back, and started down ameer path that should take him out of the forest and away from the
road. A few stepsin, and heleft the path for the thicket and let the thornstear at his clothing until he
had gone some way. He paused, looked back, and saw nothing but solid green. Timeto prepare for
action.

Removing the gauntlets from his pantal oons pockets, he drew them on. Now let a soldier attack
him! Let three or adozen try! He knew atrick or two with the sword, but mainly, he knew the laser.
Hedrew it out and checked its setting. Better set it on wide sweep, just in case he did find an
ambush. He sat the laser, and aimed it, making a quick test. The beam touched nearby foliage, dicing
it away asif by aninvisble sword. Yes, it worked!

Next he drew out the levitation belt. Now this might be more difficult, but it was certain to
enhance his power enormoudy. He carefully fastened it around hiswaist and looked at the controls.
They seemed smple enough: avertical and ahorizontal motion lever that should control hisflight, and



abutton that should activate the lift. He moved to a place where there were no tree limbs overhead.
Really dow, now, so asnot to get out of control and injure himsdlf; unfamiliar equipment was
dangerous! Thiswas not only unfamiliar, it was dien. But time was passing, and he needed to test it.

Carefully he placed histhumbs on the large red button in the center of the buckle. He pressed.
Therewas no hum, no flashing light, but he believed it had worked. All right, now dowly vertica up
and then horizontal afew yards, and then vertica down on the ground. If it worked asit should, he
would congider it to have been an adequate test. He didn't want to waste its power, because he didn't
know how much remained.

He placed aforefinger on the lever that had to be for vertical and nudged it in the direction he
judged would take him up. Immediately he found himself pulled down by the belt so hard that his
pantal oons dipped, baring part of hisrear. Oops! Evidently the up position of the lever did not mean
that he went up, but that the ground went up relative to him. Alien logic, surely. He made ahasty grab
at the control and nudged it in the other direction—too hard. He shot up above the treetops, his
pantal oons raised back not only to their proper position but beyond it; he was hanging painfully on the
crotch of them.

He nudged the lever to the neutra place. He now hovered above the forest. He worked his
body around so that his crotch was more comfortable and looked around. He could see the Crumbs
behind, moving acrossthe river with their horses.

If they looked thisway they would see him. That was no good. He lowered himsdlf with an
exceedingly careful nudge to the lever. He started down dow, then edged the lever back into neutra.
He hovered near treetop leve, out of sight of the party on the ground.

Now horizontal: another exceedingly ddlicate testing. Forward, and he moved smoothly forward;
at least the dien logic had not reversed this! Backward, and he moved back, not liking the height or
the sensation, but loving the fedling of power.

The lever would dso moveto the sides. Hetried that, too, and it worked properly. Left, right,
forward, back, up, down. He had it. He was master of the devicel

Helowered himsdlf to the ground, landing with barely a bump. He had completed histest, and
the power was s0 sure and strong that there had to be plenty of reserve. Whoever had made this
device was some craftsman! After decades or maybe even centuries, it ill worked flawlesdy. He
could use thisthing right now, and strike much faster than the enemy would believe possible.

He prepared to travel to his destination asrapidly and effortlessy as possible. He tightened the
belt so that it would act on him rather than on his pantaloons—after dl, he hoped to have some
wenching yet to do in hislifel—and turned it on again. Moving the controls with afeatherlight touch,
he rose to acomfortable height above the ground and maneuvered himself back to just above the
meer path, staying clear of the thorns. Then he decided to take a chance and rise up so that he could
et better vishility.

Hefloated just above the forest. Deadman's Pass was back that way, and over there was
Conjurer's Rock. He knew hisway around. If he could bring himself around to the west side of the
pal ace and escape discovery, his old guest room would be right above him. Heln, he felt reasonably
certain, would be there. He should be able to rescue her without greet difficulty, providing he went



undetected. Travel was so swift and easy with this bt that he could cover in minutes what would
have required hours on foot.

He did the necessary maneuvering and was soon concedled in the woods, looking up at the west
tower. He waited for someone to show, but no one did. Until, just about the time he was ready to
give up hope, Heln's face appeared at the window. Confirmation!

Now wasthetimeto act! But an ingtinct that had served him well in the past made him wait. The
cunning witch Melbah could have set her trap right here.

Ontheroof hefinally spied asoldier, undoubtedly armed with a crossbow, looking down. The
soldier seemed to be making aroutine scan of the nearby woods. Y es, that was where St. Helens
himsdlf would have stationed awatch, had the Situation been reversed. He steded himsdlf to wait until
the man's head had disappeared from his sight. Then he stepped quickly out of the woods, oriented
on the window, and activated the belt.

Hefloated up, clicked the control into neutra, and looked in through the window at the woman
he now thought of as his daughter. The cherished little-girl image was fading, and the adult version
wastaking its placein his heart. She had seemed like astranger at firs, there with her stripling
husband, but now he knew she wasn't.

Heln looked back, turning to peer out the window just at that moment. Since the belt made no
sound and he made no noise, it was ether sheer coincidence or feminineingtinct.

"Father!" she said. Not St. Helens, but Father. His heart legped with pride.

Then pain lanced into hisleft hip with shocking impact, catching him totally by surprise.

CHAPTER 12
Flight

ALMOST, ST. HELENSHIT the control in panic. Almost. He twisted his head, fighting the pain,
ressting any urgeto cry out. Therein hisleft hip wasthe bolt. Down on the cobblestones was the
crossbowman, taking aim for another shot.

Quickly, dmost reflexively, he snatched out the laser, thumbed off the safety, pointed it, and
fired. But the bowman loosed his shaft firgt; it just missed as St. Helenstouched hislever and jogged
adde.

The bowman, having no inkling of the nature of the weapon he faced, took no evasive
action—and indeed, it would have done no good. The laser scored—and the wide red beam made an
ugly smoking hole where the crossbowman had been. Not ahole in the man, ahole in the ground.
What power in this Earth wegpon!

"Father! Father!" It was Heln at the window, al astonishment, al surprise, dl anxiety.



"Hdp mein!" St. Helens ordered. Hisfingers moved the control infinitesmaly and he floated
through the frame. In the process he bumped hiswounded leg; he winced and amost lost
CONSCiOUSNESS.

"Oh, Father, you're hurt!™

"Of course I'm hurt! Rip off adeeve and get atourniquet on that! Don't get fancy; we haven't
time"

Shaking, she did as he bade. Meanwhile he gritted histeeth, grasped the shaft, and wrenched
the bolt from histhigh. New pain seared through him, but he was braced for it. The bolt tore out, and
hethrew it away.

He had to balance on his right leg and watch the blood coursing down the wounded leg and
puddling. Heln wasn't squeamish, he noted with periphera satisfaction. Shetugged a adeeve of her
silken dress—she was dressed like a princess, he saw with surprise—and when it wouldn't tear she
quickly turned her back and took it off. She wore only panties beneath. Suddenly he redlized that they
must have taken away her original clothing, to make her dependent on what was at the palace. How
could sheflee, wearing aroya gown? She would stand out among the peasants like the roya prisoner
shewads

"Hurry, lassl Hurry, therés no time!™ For the report would be bringing guards clambering up the
gairsto this suite; he expected to hear the pounding momentarily. If only he'd kept an eye on the
ground as well as on the roof, and spotted that bowman! He had been such afoal to overlook the
obvious. He'd been that way in the old days, too, which waswhy John Knight had been the
commander. Old John had his points, good and bad, but he'd been a good leader in the crunch.

Heln turned, holding the bundled dressin front of her. She noted the size of St. Helens thigh and
stretched out the dress, making akind of rope of it. She hesitated, obvioudy reluctant to give up the
scant concealment the dress offered; then she decided that squeamishness was foolish here. She knelt
to passit around hisleg and knot it in front. Having no stick handy, she reached to take hislaser.

"Uh-uh. I'll hold it. Just knot it tight as you can and get on my back."

"Your back!" In her amazement she straightened up, showing her bare breasts for the first time.
What alooker she had turned out to be!

"Remember when you weretiny? | used to carry you that way. But grab something else from
that closet! I'm not going to have the whole frame gawking at the naked body of any daughter of
mine! Not that it'sabad body, mind you—"

"Father!" she exclaimed in proper flattered outrage. But she hurried to the closet and grabbed
another dress. Had she not been disoriented by his sudden appearance and hiswound, she would
have thought to grab anew dress as atourniquet, instead of baring her body. She had missed the
obvious—just as he tended to. She dived into the thing and jammed her feet into fancy dippers.
Those would fly off the moment shetried to run, effectively hobbling her—but she wouldn't need to
run.

He heard the pounding of boots on the stair. "Now get on me!" he ordered. "Arms around my



neck. Here, I'll moveto the bed.” He made two hops, braced himself againgt the footboard, and
motioned with the laser for her to get on.

"WheresKe—7?'
"Later, lass, later! Just get ahold!”

She climbed on, moving carefully. Her eft leg barely touched his, but the pain was excruciating.
But he'd taken injuries before; he could handle it, because he had to. He had to get her to safety
before he passed out from loss of blood. He alowed no more than a gasp to escape as he fought to
concentrate on her problem aswell ason hisown.

"Lock your arms! Get agood hold—I don't want you dropping off."
"I'mready," shesaid bravely. "Ready to fly."

"Lock your legsaround my middle.

She struggled to obey him, hurting hisleg again. "I—I'm afraid | can't—"

"Y eah, too much gut on me. All right, just hold on." He touched the control as he bunched his
good leg for apainful but necessary hop. He wanted to nudge the lever just dightly, just theright
amount. There was more weight now, o he needed more lift than before.

The pounding reached the door. It was |ocked; there was a respite while someone rumbled for
thekey. Timeto act!

He nudged the lever, released the headboard, and hopped, jumped, and fell a the window.
Behind, the door burst open. Floating aimost asif in adream, he lowered his head and shoulders and
felt Heln flatten hersdf againgt hisback. Then he was out the window and bobbing intheair, trying to
keep his baance when his body was off-baanced by hers.

There were soldiers below, and they all had crossbows. There was another at the window
behind. He hit the control hard, and they shot off and away at roof height. Turning his head, he saw
crosshow bolts cleaving the air behind them at the spot where they had exited.

" Father—you—you're rescuing me!"

"What els2?" A bolt flew by hisface, far too close. From the roof, or the window. He had to
counter that, and fast. He pushed up the lever and they rose a abelly-lurching rate. When they were
higher than he judged crossbow range to be, he neutralized the lever and looked down at the toy
palace and its miniature grounds.

"Father! Fa—ther!"
"Just hang on! Y oull get used toit." What aflying device wasthisflying device! It sure best the

jetpacks he had trained on. Not only more maneuverable, but no roar. Truly this Mouvar's people
had atechnology!



"Father, | can't hold on!"
Thiswasthe last news hewanted! "Y es, you can!™ hereplied gruffly.
"l—I can't! I'm going to—going to—"

"You aren't either! Y ou aren't going to faint!" That was al he needed! 1t was dl he could do,
trying to hang on to his own consciousness!

But hefdt her aramsloosening around his neck. Franticdly, till holding the laser with hisright
hand, he grabbed her |eft-handed. He missed her |eft hand and hisleg protested, and then he was
dropping the laser and grabbing her with the right. He caught her right wrist and held on.

They floated while the laser fell butt over muzzle, spinning around. He followed it down, but
knew it was hopeless. There would be no getting that back again, and that was the only existing laser
and what he considered hisirres stible weapon. Down below it bounced from the cobblestones and
bounced again. He knew it would be in no fit condition to fire.

"Fearther!”
He stood to lose more than the laser! "Here, get hold of me! Armstight around my neck!”

Shedid asdirected. What arelief! Her problem was evidently just the height; now that they
were lower, she could handleit.

But without that laser, just what could he do? Well, he still had the gauntlets, and this belt.
Conquering might be harder than intended, but then it wayswas.

Thewind hit them out of nowhere. One moment al was cam, the next they were being pushed
by thisincredible blast. Hanging on to Heln, thankful that the gauntlets multiplied his strength and
influenced his dexterity, St. Helenslooked down and saw asmall dark figure with arms stretched in
their direction. Mebah! If only he ill had the laser!

Now they were moving, redly moving, and the belt was putting up no resistance. They had to
push back against the wind, to resst it with al the power of the belt. He moved agauntlet to the
control and tried to concentrate. The wind took away his stockel cap and streamed out Heln's hair and
dress. The gauntlet had to move the control to push them back. It touched the control as he
concentrated, hard.

Now they were ressting the wind, and they were moving back. But suddenly they were doing it
very fagt, asthe wind ceased as abruptly asit had begun.

He hit the neutral position. Then, just as suddenly, they were moving again. Independently of
what he wanted. They swept above the palace in acurve, the ground and flagstones blurring. They
were curving more and more, spirding. They werein awhirlwind!

Frantically he worked the control. They were moving horizontaly but ill losing dtitude. The
forest was below, and agreat big tree directly ahead. He grasped Heln tightly to him asthetree limb
whipped out in the wind like a scythe and the branches opened and closed like grasping, evil hands.



Something struck. Thingswhirled, faster, blurring. Then everything went black.

Heln fet the gauntlet holding her dipping on her hand. Then shewasfdling. She reached out,
grabbing and grasping for anything. She caught hold of rough bark. She held on, and |ooked down to
the ground so far away. Shefdt dizzy, dizzier than when they had been far higher. Her fingers hurt on
the bark, and she redized suddenly that there were branches holding her, and that she wasn't about to
fdl after dl.

Shelooked at St. Helens, held there with his belt. The belt was pushing hard against the trunk.
S. Helens himself was out, head down, breathing but unconscious. The blood from hiswound was
leaking from her crude bandage, running down hisleg and dripping through the leavesto land far
below.

Thefirgt thing she had to do was stop that belt. St. Helens face was right up againgt the trunk
and it looked sguashed, though she thought that was just from the pressure. She had to stop the belt
from pushing—but how? He had moved tht little lever, but if she moved it wrong, what might
happen? St. Helens could shoot up into the sky and then that whirlwind could come and suck him
down again. Yet shehad to try.

The gauntlets—perhapsif she put them on? They were supposed to know what to do, weren't
they? Kelvin had spoken as though they did. And where was Kelvin? Why did her naturd father have
her hushand's gauntlets and why did he have hislaser and this belt? There were many things she did
not understand, and there was no time to think them out. Perhaps Kevin needed her—but how could
she know?

The blood on St. Helens leg bothered her. The head of the bolt might not have lodged in the
bone, but it had certainly torn up the flesh! The way he had yanked it out—she could never have done
that! It might have been better to leave it until there was competent help. At any rate, she hoped it
was merely aflesh wound. &t. Helenshad alot of flesh, and that was his good fortune, maybe. But
she had to stop that blood.

The dresswas knotted asit had been, but it had dipped. Consequently it was pressing against
the bolt and the wound was being pushed partialy open. She wished she were less squeamish, and
that she had Jon's touch for this sort of thing. But she had to do what she could.

She pushed the blood-sodden dress abit higher on histhigh. Shetook St. Helens sword from
its sheath and cut a stick from a branch, then rested the sword in a crotch. Next she loosened the
red-stained knot, pushed the stick through its center, and twisted a proper tourniquet. There, she
thought, maybe I'm not as helpless as | sometimes think.

S. Helens did not thank her. He remained unconscious. He seemed to be breathing adequately,
and his heart maintained a steady besat. But his face remained pressed to the trunk.

Well, maybe thiswill help. She stripped the gauntlets from his hands. The soft leather with the
metal platesyielded readily to her touch. She dipped her own fingersinto the gloves until her hands
were dl the way insgde. To her amazement the huge gauntletsfitted her perfectly, and now seemed
like an extension of her skin. It was apparent that any roundear could wear them, though the



prophecy applied only to Kelvin.

Hesitantly she reached with her gauntleted hand for the control on the belt. Thislittle lever must
move forward and back. But which way should she move it now?

Use your own judgment, gauntlets, shethought.

Her fingers acted. She was not certain whether she controlled them or the gauntlet did. The lever
moved, pressing back al theway. The belt changed itsthrust, and St. Helens body shot through the
branches with a speed and motion she had not expected. She watched helplesdy asit |eft their tree
and was stopped by the trunk of another.

She had to get him down! She knew that—but the neighboring tree couldn't be reached from
this one. Even worse, the tree St. Helens was now in was growing straight up and down, with no
branches a the lower levels. How was she going to touch him, let alone get him safely to the ground?
She had expected the gauntlets to help her, and instead they had only made things worse!

A movement at ground level took her attention. Two horsemen were there, astride their steeds,
looking up.

"There heis, Corry. How're we going to get him down?"

"Don't ask me, Bemode. We're going to need some help. Look over therel™

"What?'

"His daughter. How'd she get over there?’

"l dunno. What's that shine?"

"A sword. Must be St. Helens. Y ou up there, girl, you hurt?’

"N-no," Hen sad. "But my father—"

"Y ou climb on down. Bring the sword."

She hesitated. But according to Kelvin, the gauntlets were good at climbing. Besides, she had
done sometree climbing in the past. Still, there wasthe blade. If shetried to carry that down without
its sheath, there was every chance she might cut herself. She started down without it.

"Bring thesword, | said!"

Therewas no helping it. Shewas largdly helpless, with or without the sword, and would only
make thingsworseif shetried to defy these rough men. She reached up with the left gauntlet and it
took up the sword asif it belonged in that hand. As she drew it down to her lower level she saw that
there was an inscription on the blade that she hadn't observed before. Her eyesread it without
conscious effort "Given in Eternd Friendship, From HisMgesty Phillip Blastmore, King of Aratex.”

Now what did that mean? Had St. Helens stolen the sword, or had he and the king really been
friends?



"Comeon, hurry it up!"

That Bemode sounded ugly. Probably he was a mean man, given the chance. Better not anger
him. Shetried to shut off dl other thoughts except getting down.

"L ook at thoselegs!" Bemode exclaimed.

She had forgotten what she waswearing! This silken dress exposed everything from below. But
what could she do? If shetried to stay up in the tree, they would fire a crossbow bolt into her. She
gritted her teeth and continued climbing down, though she felt the gaze of the two men amost
physicaly on her moving legs. It wasasif dime were coating them.

Sooner than she had expected, the right gauntlet swung her out on alimb and dropped her the
short remaining distance. The men stood asif mesmerized, their eyesround, their mouths open.
Because of her legs?In other circumstances she would have taken that as acompliment. Asit was,
she was disgusted, but didn't dare say so.

"Y ou see that, Corry? She must be part houcat! | thought she'd fal."

"That would've been awastel” Corry said.

Bemode dismounted. "Bring me that sword, woman!"

Heln transferred the sword from her |eft gauntlet to her right. The gauntlets did not fed asif they
wanted to relinquish it. According to Kelvin, they made the wearer a master siwordsman. But could
they do that even for awoman?

"Help my father," shesad.

"Well help him when we get help. Weve got chainsdl ready for him. Haven't we, Corry?'

Heln saw that there was alength of heavy chain fastened to Bemode's saddle. As she watched
he unfastened it and the chain dropped to the ground.

"Y ou are going to chain my father?'
"Haveto. King's orders. But maybe not the samefor you, if you cooperate. Y our sword.”

Cooperate? She hardly needed to guess what that meant. She remembered thefirst time she
had been raped.

Cony dismounted. "Don't be rough, Bemode. The king wouldn't like it. He doesn't want her
badly marked. Worse yet, Melbah wouldn't like it."

"Mebah'snot going to get it."
"Sill—"

"Pity," Bemode sad, evidently daunted by the thought of Mdbah'sire. "Still, we can make her



say it'sdl right. Then—"

The sword in the gauntlet lifted without Heln quite willing it. A sudden determination cameto her.
A determination that if she could not be in charge shewould at least be on her way to get St. Helens
some help. Hewas, after dl, in his predicament because of her. Asfor what these two planned for
her—she wanted no part of it.

Bemode reached out to take the sword. "Give me that! "

Whereupon she would be weaponless, and largely helplessto resist them. "No!" she said. The
sword darted at Bemode's face, pulling back before touching it.

"Well, I'll beacuckold!" Bemode said. He whipped out his own blade and made a swipe with it.
Ashedid, the gauntlet feinted, twisted her wrist, and Bemode's blade rebounded. Not only
rebounded, but flew away with great force. The sword lit in some bushes and |eft Bemode standing
with open mouth.

Corry reached for the sword sheathed at his hip. He paused, eyeing the tip of Heln's blade that
was suddenly at histhroat. Suddenly his mind was no longer on the sight of bare legs, but on bare
ded.

"You," Heln said to Bemode. "Get that chain and drag it to thistree!”
Bemode did asingtructed, looking worriedly at Corry. Hishorse neighed: it was dmost alaugh.

"All right, stand with your back againgt the tree!" she snapped. "Y ou, Corry, stand next to him."
It wasthe way she thought a man would have talked.

The men obeyed. Keeping her eyes on them while they eyed her blade, she took the end of the
chain and circled the tree several times. Bemode |ooked as though he wanted to make a sudden
move, but always the gauntlet guided the point of the sword to bear on hisleft eye and he
reconsidered. Now what? Oh, yes, there was alock a one end. She drew the two ends together and
locked the chain. Then she stepped out in front of them.

"I'm going for help now. If your help arrives before mine, my father isnot to be chained. His
wound isto be cared for and heisto be rested and fed. If thisis not done, your king and your
Melbah will answer to the Roundear of Prophecy himsdf!" What was she saying? This seemed crazy!
It wasamost asif the gauntlets were making her. speak!

Corry and Bemode looked at each other. Bemode swallowed. They might disagree, but they
were not in aposition to argue.

"And one other thing." Her gloves stuck the sword point down into the ground. "When my father
revives he will want hissword. Take good care of it; it'sagift from your king."

Amazed a what she was doing, Heln mounted Corry's horse and the al-knowing gauntl ets took
expert charge of the reins. She thought she would remember the way to the border, but she doubted
that she would have to. With her wishesfirmly in mind, the gauntlets could be relied upon to do the
res.



As shewaked her horse past her onetime kidnappers, Corry said to Bemode: "Y ou, you
fly-blown idiot, you had to tell her to bring the sword!"

"Well, if you hadn't been so busy looking up her dress, you'd have told me not to!" Bemode
retorted.

Heln amost smiled. Maybe that dress had done her some good, after dl!

CHAPTER 13

Prisoners

JOHN KNIGHT LAY ON the straw-filled mattress and watched as Gerta, his flopear attendant,
ladled his soup. Miraculoudy hisinjured hand and broken finger had healed perfectly, asthough
treated by Earth's best surgeons. It had to be partially magic, he thought ruefully. He who had aways
declared that there was no such thing, even in the face of mounting evidence to the contrary—he
owed hisrecovery to magic!

That reminded him of Charlain, his pointear wife, now hiswidow of the other frame. Wonderful
Charlain! She had bdieved in magic, and now he knew she had been correct. He had afine son and
daughter by her. If only he hadn't had to leave her! But her life would have been put in peril had he
stayed longer, and he couldn't tolerate that, so he had | eft. He had done so with deep and continuing
regret, but had never doubted the need for it. He could not return to her aslong asthe fate of Queen
Zoannawas unknown, and as long as Charlain's second husband, Hal Hackleberry, lived.
Hackleberry was a good man, and so John meant never to return to that frame.

Gerta handed him the beautifully wrought silver bowl and exquisitely designed spoon. He took
them, marveling again a how well his hand worked. He al'so admired the moving picture on the bowl;
when the spoon approached it, the face on the bowl smiled. This seemed to be an actua changeinthe
image, not amereilluson. What phenomena artisansthese folk were! He sipped &t the broth, really
gppreciating itsrich chicurk flavor.

Gertasmiled down at him. Such big ears, covering the sides of her face like the ears of a puppy.
Such gentle eyes, such a swest face, dbeit with alarge dash mouth. About threefeet tal and alittle
bit too wide, she was his picture of afemae gnome.

"Y ou want bread?"

"Thank you, Gerta. Yes. Please.”

Hewatched her crossthe room, itswalls of unbroken stone, itsinterior that of anest, clean
cottage. She sawed him ahunk of bread from aloaf, using alarge toothed knife. The handle was
decorated, he saw.

"Gerta, would you bring the knife?"

She brought it, handing it trustingly to him dong with athick piece of bread. He bit into the crugt,



enjoying its rough oat texture and caraway-seed taste with a hint of pizza crust. The handle of the
knife wasin theform of asilver serpent, thetail expanding into the blade. When he touched the end of
the handle, the eyes of the serpent moved to follow his motion. He knew thiswas just the magic of the
sculpture, but it was eerie. How did they manage to animate their carved figures?

"You cal yourselvesthe serpent people, Gerta?"
"That istrue, John Knight."

But otherswould cal them flopears, inevitably. He consdered his outstanding luck. Injured,
floating down ariver toward the greeat incredible falls that seemed to drop into blackest, star-filled
gpace. It had been coming closer and closer, that falls, and he had been paddling to save hislife. Then
the water and the raft and himself falling, then floating, then... here. It was adifferent world, a
different existence from ether the Earth he had originated on or the world that was inhabited by
pointed-ear people who considered round-eared people strange. He had found himself on theraft on
adifferent river, snging birds dl around. He had redlized that something, someforce, had taken him
and brought him here. Some atomic force such as had been released by the artillery shell that had
trangported him and afew of hismen into anear fairyland of pointy-eared people and magic. It had
somehow, someway, happened. That hole, that flaw in redity, The Flaw, had somehow brought him
here.

He thought again of Zoanna, the red-haired queen of Rud who had bewitched him with amagic
well known on Earth: the magic of sex gpped. He thought of how evil she had been, how she had
killed and destroyed good folk without conscience, and been in dmost every way aterrible monster.
But he had been dow to gppreciate that side of her, being fascinated by the single facet she showed
to him aone: her beauty and her desirefor him. How foolishly flattered he had been, how possessed
by lust for her body—a lust she encouraged and fredly obliged. He had willfully blotted out the
evidence of her true nature for an unconscionably long period; he was ashamed to remember it now.

He had tried to destroy her in the end, even as hisremarkable son Kelvin, by lovely Charlain,
was fighting to free the kingdom from her. He felt he had destroyed her, and yet he was not certain.
At least hehad tried! It did not make up for hislong sojourn on the wrong side, but it was better than
nothing. He still owed that frame, he felt, though he had no ideahow he could ever makeit up. It was
all far away now, in another existence, and perhaps best forgotten.

He dipped the bread in the soup and sucked at it. Y ou know, Gerta, I'm nearly well now."

"Y es, your mind and body both healed.”

"Mind?' What could she know of histumultuousinner doubts?

"Y ou were mad."

Had he been? He thought back. Images cameto him eratically. Asin picturesflickering on a
televison screen while his mind dozed fitfully, coming awvake now and then. Could he make any sense

of them?Maybeif hetried to put them into chronologica order.

Fdling into The Flaw, down, down, eternaly. Then, somehow, he wasn't fadling, he wasfloating,
inaseaof gars. Drifting without direction, without orientation. That strangeness penetrating hismind,



making it—mad? Stray thoughts: how foolish to trave through this magl strom without amap! So he
had conjured amap, or dreamed it up, and scratched aroute on it. A route to Mouvar. That made so
little sense, even in his madness, that he laughed and laughed—but nevertheless moved aong that
marked route, which now was aglowing band in the void ahead. The band became a stream of light
or of darkness, and a current carried him aong. Until it became too swift, and he spun out or fainted
or dropped into another level of madness.

Crawling up adippery bank. Redlizing suddenly that it was actudly the muddy shell of aturtle as
large as the Gaapagos kind. Or larger. But not the tortoi se on which the world was
supported—wrong mythology. Maybe.

Running, faling, again hurting his sickeningly injured right hand. That hand was mangled horribly,
dripping blood, sending pain messages in increasing waves. Trees, brush, rocks. Run, run, run.

Faling, fdling, faling. Pain.
Something slver, long. A rope? He reached out hisleft hand, hisworking hand.

A loud hissing sound and the rope undulating. Jaws of a serpent, opening wide. A drop of clear
venom hanging on afang and then dropping.

Pain, pain pain.
Screaming. Hisown.

Now aflower gently tapping the head of the serpent. A blue-and-pink blossom resembling a
cross between aviolet and awild rose. A stubby-fingered hand, holding the stem.

The serpent'sjaws closing. The serpent settling down, diding away.

Now aface above the hand holding the blossom. Very blue eyesand very large earslike a
puppy's. Gerta's. Shelooking down at him, her mouth making amoue and her eyes squeezing. A tear
running down her face.

Hower petdstouching hisforehead, gently, gently stroking. A flower scent alittle like apoppy's,
soothing histired mind, easing thelong pain. A puppy with apoppy! Pained laughter. Oblivion, again.

He shook himsalf mentally. It had been so dreamlike, and yet soredl. It was more than a
halucination, or dse halucination could return in memory with entirely too much redity.

This wasredly Gerta. Thisroom that was lighted by large phosphorescent toadstools placed dl
about. Walls that were rock, and apparently solid rock. It waslike aroom in acave or cavern, but
the walls were smooth. Laser construction here? Or magic?

"Youwishto eat?' Gertaasked.
"Please." Thelanguage was the same, at least. Strangely, it seemed like other thingsto vary only

dightly from frameto frame. Perhaps not so strange, if it indicated that man had spread out from a
common origin and colonized the severd frames. Obvioudy there had been travel between them,



because Mouvar had sown hislegend among the pointearsin Hud, and if those legends were to be
believed, Mouvar hadn't been the first. How could he have predicted the uniting of kingdomsif there
were no kingdoms to unite? Roundear and pointear could interbreed; he had proved that! That meant
they were closdly related species. But these flopears, now—how close were they?

She brought him arobe. It was white and smooth and shiny, and on Earth he would have known
it as satin. There were underdrawers of aless shiny materia resembling cotton.

He hesitated, a holdover from his Earth life when the sexes were cautious about naked
exposure, then rolled out of bed and quickly donned the garments. Gerta, after al, had been hisgentle
nursefor alength of time he couldn't begin to estimate. It might have been weeks, though he had only
been aware of days. During that time he knew she had aided him in dl that was necessary, or elsethe
magic was of akind that alowed him to hed while sugpending dl body functions. That seemed
unlikely! So though his memories were blurred, he was sure that Gertahad seen dl of him, and dl his
functions.

"l haven't been up before, have |, Gerta?!

"Yes, you have. With mewaking you."

"l don't remember."

"No. The hedling clouds as it soothes and rebuilds the mind.”

He thought about that, and he a so thought of how very capable he felt on hisfeet. Gerta handed
him apair of soft dipperswith curled toes. As he sat down to put these on he marveled that both
dippers were decorated with large buckles, and that the buckles were silver. The designs on the silver
changed as his feet entered the dippers. He had given up wondering what the point of such magic
was. Art did not need a point.

He stood up, looked around the room, and spotted a door. He was certain he had looked at it
for hours on end, but now it was like seeing it for thefirst time. It, too, had decorated silver panels
that changed in their own fashion in their own time.

"1 will take you to the workplace, John. Y ou are now quite well. The magic hasfinished its
work."

He marveled as he followed her. She moved quite fast for someone with such short legs. Hefelt
akindnesstoward her, afeding that he might have had for ayounger sster.

They went under stone archway's, through some rooms without windows, and findly came out in
alarge natural amphitheater. Here there were many flop-eared men, wearing pointed caps not unlike
Rud stockelcaps, and leather aprons. They were working at individua anvils. The cauldron around
which thework centered contained silver in the molten state. Thefire burning so brightly benesth the
cauldron must, he redlized, be of amagica natureto melt silver.

As hewatched, one of the flopears walked to the cauldron carrying an armload of silvery,
scaly-patterned skin. He turned the skin around in his hands and tossed it into the cauldron. Another
flopear on a scaffold stirred the cauldron with along ladle.



"My God!" John said. He whistled, then could do no better than to repeat his exclamation: "My
God'"

The skin was serpentskin, and was purest sllver! Shades of dragons with golden scales! Was
there nothing that couldn't bein different existences?

His mind went back, scrabbling frantically for ashred of sanity. High school, science teacher
getting hisattention: "This article tells how shdllfish ingest heavy metd and how the metd migratesto
their shdlls. The flesh of these shellfish is unfit to eat, and the coloration metdlic. | suggest you read
thisand report on it for tomorrow's class." John had nodded, sorry that he had thrown the paper wad,
and he wanted now to shout back through the years. "Y es, and immorta dragonslive on and on for
centuries” Serpentsthat were asimmortal as dragons, ingesting slver instead of gold, the Silver
migrating through centuriesto those brightly shining scales?

A flopear who had been going from anvil to anvil, checking the work, came up to them. Hewas
no taller than Gerta, but his head waslarger and he had the facid expression of aharried foreman.

"He heded, Gerta?'

"Yes, heded.”

"Good. Hewill tradewell."

Gertasquirmed. "1 don't liketo think of that, Harlick."

"No matter. Y ou know the way."

" es"

John stared at them. "Trade? Me? To otherslike yoursel ves?'
"To otherslike yoursdf, John."

"Like me? People like me but with pointed ears?"

"Ears, pointed? No, John. Earslike ears on you morta folk. Tiny earslow on the sides of your
head." Shetried not to show her distaste for this abnorma configuration.

John thought of this as they |eft the workplace and ambled back the way they had come. On the
return he saw that there were many cottages but that the rooms he had been in werein fact ingdea
cliff. There were other doorways in the cliff, and some round holes that might have been bored by
lasers.

"What will happen to me, Gerta? Will | beadave?'
"l don't know, John. The roundears have their ways and we have ours. Their king of Hud buys

al mortalswho are prisoners of flopearsif they are healthy. They trade for their own kind. What they
do with them, | do not know."



John Knight pondered that, and was not reassured. It was quite possible that he would be better
off remaining with the flopears, if he had any choicein the matter.

Kian tried to concentrate on other things than their punishment. He had discovered that he could
think for himsdlf without Lonny knowing histhoughts, but if he thought in terms of spesking, she knew
them immediately. Thiswas nice to know if they were going to be spending an eternity together. But
would they? Would their thoughts and those of the serpent gradualy merge, becoming one? Maybe
that was what would eventualy happen, but maybe it could be dowed, if not stopped. What they had
to do, he felt, was concentrate on thinking thoughts that were human. That might enable them to
merge while retaining human nature and intellect, instead of descending to serpent leve.

John Knight, hisfather, had talked about were-animals once. He said it was al superstition and
invention, but that some people believed in them. On Earth anything might be possible. Wolves and
cats and other Earth creatures holding the spirits of humans and changing with them from timeto time.
Perhaps these stories owed their existence to beings like the flopears. If spirits could exist, and hewas
inclined now to believe that they might, then why couldn't there be two apparent species that shared
the same spirits? If the serpents were truly immorta ancestors of the flopears, then wasiit strange that
the...

Histhought faded out, distracted by the serpent'sfeeding. The rock had a peppery taste.
Seasoned with silver. The bad aspect of it wasthat he was beginning to likeit. Theworst of it was
that he thought of the ingesting and could not otherwise concentrate. The serpent nature was taking
over!

"Kian?" Lonny asked.
"Yes, Lonny." He had to be careful. He wanted to merge with her, and he doubted that he
should. Because their mergence would be but the prelude to mergence with the serpent, and that

would bethe end of their humanity. Somehow he must get out of this body and into hisown and go
back to his home frame and Rud and find the girl she resembled. Only—how long had it been?

"Kian, do you think we can ever return? Bein our own bodies again?"

"Of course! What aquestion.” Y et it was only the echo of his own doubt. His belief in that return
was diminishing, but he didn't want to discourage her. He thought of the words of asong and tried
singing it to her: "Oh, bring back, bring back, bring back my body to meeeee.” It was a parody he
had sung asachild, but it would do.

"I'm afraid, Kian! | just want to taste the silver and fedl our body working."

"Not our body, Lonny! Get that out of your head!" Of course she had no head of her own at the
moment, but it was no time to quibble about terms. ™Y ou're human, not serpent! Y ou're a beautiful

gn!"
"Am|, Kian? Do you redly think that?"

"Of courseit'strue! Of course! I'm going to marry someone who looks just like you. I'm going



to—" He fought back a surge of doubt. "I'm going to—to return.”
"Youredly think so, Kian?"
"Y es, were both going to return.” How, he had no idea, but he had to cling to the belief.
"1 mean, that I'm beautiful ?"
"Yes, yes, | told you."
"You redly meanit?'

Helaughed, the mentd verson even more naturd than the physical one. How could she doubt
that? Their possible escape might be hard to believe, but her beauty was certain! " Of course!™

She evidently picked up more of that thought than he had intended. ™Y ou find me beautiful,” she
sad, believing. "And you would like to—to hold me and kiss me and—"

"l didn't say that!" he protested.
"Butit'strue, isn'tit?'
He discovered to his surprise that it was. He wanted to do it al with her! "Y es, but—"

"Y et you will marry this other girl?' Now she was angry. Hefdt the surge of it, and he could not
deny thejudtice of it.

"I haveto, Lonny. | can't marry you. I'm from another frame. That just wouldn't be right.”

"Not right?"

"My—my father came to our frame from another, and—" Hetried to sort out theimmense skein
of complicationsthat hisfather's consortion with two women of Rud had generated. Kian himsdf was
one result, and Kelvin another. What mischief. Was heto spread it farther by doing the same thing?

"Kian, Kian, | love you!" she cried, and the emotion washed through him, demolishing his
bastion of objectivity as awave destroys a castle of sand.

"l loveyou, Lonny," hereplied helplesdy.

"| want to—to do those things with you. To hold you, and kissyou, and—"

“No!"

"And makeloveto you," she concluded. "And you fed the same.”

It was as though they were blending, melding like silver. He knew he must not dlow that. He

tried to resst, but smply could not think. "We—we have no bodies," he said desperately. Wasthat a
commitment to do it at such time asthey did recover their bodies? Then how could hereturn to his



own frame? He waslost either way.
"Oh, Kian!"
"Oh, Lonny, | did not mean to—"
"| think we can do it now, Kian. Let metry."
"Now?But—"

Then hefdt her kisson hislips. He might not have amouth, but he had the avareness of his
human anatomy, and so did she, and it was certainly akiss.

Hetried once moreto res<t. "We shouldn't—"

She embraced him. Her spirit within the serpent interacted with his, and the sensation was
exactly like aphysica embrace, only more so, because there was nothing to get in theway. In
physical bodies there could be no complete understanding; people more or less pretended that they
understood each other, but it could be deceptive, asit had been with hisfather and his mother. His
father had hardly known his mother at al! But here there were no physical barriers. He knew Lonny
was speaking truly, and she knew hewas not. The act of sex, physicaly, was said to be knowledge,
but it could be nothing like thid

He gave up the unequa struggle. "Oh, Lonny! Lonny, Lonny, Lonny!" In one sense hewas
speaking her name, but in another he was speaking her essence, in that repetition possessing her and
being possessed by her.

"Kian, Kian, Kian!" And sheof him, smilarly.

They no longer fought it at dl. They came together, more intimately than elther had imagined
possible, and—

With adurping, sucking motion daylight brokeinto their one functioning eye. Jolted out of their
incipient mergence, they raised their slver head to the setting sun and breathed in through their nostrils
and the air passages covered by their scales. They undulated, crawled, and wriggled out of the rock
tunnd they had made.

Boyswith big floppy earsweretherefor them. They shivered dl their length, anticipating gentle
touches, the soothing strokes, the exhilarating yet caming scent.

The boys held out their blossoms and touched their nostrils with the pink and blue flowers. They

sucked in the scent in great waves. It filled their being, taking away al doubt and hope and questions.
Taking away, findly, all sense of dudity, and of self. They were one with the serpent.

CHAPTER 14
The Cliffs



JACHESITATED OUTSIDE THE tent flap, dreading to go insde. Death had always been
upsetting, though he had seen enough of it in histime. He thought of Heeto and the girl Sitting in there
side by side watching the body. He wanted her badly, but there could be no mistaking where her
heart was. He would try to comfort her, and then, if the stranger's body had deteriorated the least little
bit, he would bury him himsdlf. Steding himself for an unpleasant sight, he pushed on into the tent.

The sght that met his eyes was shocking, even to him. Thelovely, recently intended sacrifice
was stretched out by the body of the stranger, and both were apparently dead. She had joined himin
uicide!

Heeto sat cross-legged by their heads, aleather fan in his hands. There were no buzzing flies.

"Master, | could not stop her! Shetook the berries. She followed him.”

Trembling, Jac wiped perspiration from hisforehead. The bodieswere so perfect! All day long
and no bloat and no smell. That beautiful face, that perfectly formed body, that had to go into the
ground beforeit began to rot. Burying the bodies was going to be the most unpleasant task he had
performed in hislifel Yet it had to be done, and quickly.

"When did she—?"

"Thismorning, Master. Just after you left.”

He had had to choose this day to get suppliesfor the camp! He should have known that Lonny
had something like thisin mind, and taken those berries away before she got to them! Y et he had dso
had to get his mind off the problem, and work or activity helped.

"Wed better—" He choked on the word "bury™ and smply motioned at them.

"Master, | do not believe that they are dead.”

"They're not breething. Have they any heartbeats?"

Heeto shook his head. "No breathing, no heartbeats, but aso no stink and no bugs.”

"I'm not sure that means anything, Heeto." Y et maybe, just possibly, it did!

"I've touched them, Master. | have taken their hands. It's strange, Master, but | felt something
besidestheir cold flesh. | wasfloating, Magter, or felt | wasfloating, though | did not leave thistent. |
was somewhere dark. There were rocks about, and dirt, and | could fed them the length of my body.
It was not her body and it was not his; it was a serpent's.”

"A serpent'sl”

"Yes, Magter. | waited to tell you. | thought that perhaps—"

"Yes, yes, | want to try!"

"That isnot what | mean, Magter. | thought that perhaps you would know."



"1 know only what the stranger Kian told me. But if a serpent has them—hastheir spirits—"
"|sthat possible, Master?!

"l don't know." He sat down by the dwarf, took agood grip on hisfedings, and reached for
Lonny's hands.

They were cold, but there was no tiffness. Proof, perhaps, that thiswas not actually death. He
gripped the hands and closed hiseyes. "Isthisthe way you did it, Heeto?"

"Yes, Magter, but that was this morning. | had not the courageto try it again. Perhapsit will not
work now. Perhaps| only imagined it."

"No, no. something's happening! | sense black and roughness and—ataste.”
"A tagte. Magter?'

"Dirt! Bah, ugh! Now amore peppery taste. Silver! Siver orel Shelikesit; he doesn't. They're
inddeit, ingde the serpent!”

"| told you, Master!"

"Now I'm seeing something. Something through an eye. One eye. The serpent'seye!”

"Only oneeye, Magter?'

"Y es, only one. Now she and he are taking—talking in the serpent. | don't know the words, |
don't know what they are saying, buit. .. they seem to be—" He swallowed, didiking this, but obliged
to recognize the truth of it. "They are attracted to each other. They are kissing, and embracing, and—"
Hetook adeep breath. "And they seem to be merging, mingling asone mind. It'slike sex, only so
strange, and—" How he wished he were the one experiencing that! "Now—oh! Light! Outside,
ground. Boyswith flowers, extending them toward the eye. The flowers touch the nogtrils, it bresthes
inand—"

He pulled himsdlf away, dropping her hands. It was an experience he had never imagined. He
looked at Heeto and the bodies, and he trembled and shook in every part.

"Areyou dl right, Master?' Heeto's hands were on him, touching hisface.
He continued to shake. "It's—it's—I think it's digesting them!"
"Then they will die?'

Hetried to till hisshaking hands. "I think they must! | think they must! And, Heeto, thisis mad,
but—I think the one-eyed serpent isthe one hekilled!"

"Killed, Master? With your spear? In the eye socket?

"That'sthe one! Thevery one! I'd swear to it!"



"Cdm down, Magter! Calm down!"

"We can't bury them, Heeto. Not until, until—"

"Until morning?'

"Until we haveto! Until we know they are gone for good and thereis only the serpent left.”

"Madter, that's so, so sad.”

"Very sad, Heeto," he agreed heavily. "Very, very sad.” With difficulty he got his handsto stop
shaking. It was such amonstrous thing to think of her there. To imagine her spirit, or "astral sdif,” as
Kian Knight had called it, becoming apart of that gigantic serpent.

"We will leave the bodies in the tent for aslong as we can. For now, wed better deep outside.”

"There's nothing we can do, Master? Nothing to save them?”

"Nothing | know of," he said, wishing it were otherwise.

That night there was no way he could deep. He kept throwing off his blanket, getting up, pacing,
and then lying down again. All he could think about was her, she of the beautiful eyesand long,
flowing blond hair. If only there were some way to save her, to bring that splendid body of hers back
tolife

At dawn he moved quietly about the camp so as not to awaken anyone. He got his best and
biggest spear and tiptoed with it to his horse. He saddled and bridled the mare, rubbed her muzzle,
and caled her "Betts, my pet." He fastened the spear to the saddle with his best rope and waked the
mare until they were clear of the camp. He hiked up his sword, mounted, and rode at an easy walk.
He had gone only a short distance when he heard the other horse. Turning around, he was quite
surprised to see Heeto riding after him. He waited. The dwarf pulled up.

"Madter, | want to go with you. | brought this." He held up the weapon Kian Knight had brought
with him from another world, lost, and then found again. The "worthless wegpon™ to itsformer owner,
though he had not rdinquished it. A Mouvar wegpon was still a Mouvar weapon.

"What good do you think that will be?"

"l don't know, Master. | just brought it."

"Do you know that | do not expect to return?”’

"If you do nat, | will not."

They rode on for Serpent Valley and itsgreat curve of surrounding cliffs.



There were holesin the cliffside that he had seen before, some large, some small, many in
between. The mist was ill heavy as they approached. Jac kept glancing back at Heeto, adjusting his

spear.

The largest holein solid rock might have been made by the serpent they were after. But if they
rode down it, would they find the serpent? Did the serpents use the same tunnels? It was surprising
how little they actually knew about the serpents or about the flopears who guarded them. Y et morning
after morning he had dipped into the valey to collect discarded serpentskins before the flop-eared
boys arrived to pick them up. Sooner or later he might have been caught, amost certainly would have
been, but now he sought a confrontation. The outcome of that would mean his desth and Heeto's as
well, but it might also mean the extinction of thelife force in the serpent.

A dithering sound came from one of the larger holes. He motioned for Heeto to follow him and
rode his horse into one of the smaller holesfacing the larger one. They waited asthe sound grew
nearer. Then astir of darkness within the larger hole, and the serpent's head appeared. As he started
and stared at it, he saw that one eye was damaged; he could still see the wounds the spearhead had
mede.

Not giving himsdf achance to think, he spurred his horse and charged with spear poised to stab
into thet remaining orb.

The serpent's head came up. It hissed, long and low, disturbing the morning mists. The eye, that
single strange eye, bored a him. In that dark mirror he saw her face, and on theingtant of that seeing
he was pardyzed.

The serpent wriggled out of itstunnel. Its great mouth opened. Drops of acid formed on itsfangs
and dripped to the ground, hissing.

Jac saw but could not comprehend what was happening. He was frozen in place, unwilling to
move or to think of moving; hismare, being but mortal, wasin smilar shape. Together their eyes saw
the huge head advancing, lifting back, the mouth opening wide. There was no will or thought Ieft for
avoiding the strike; till lessfor making an attack.

Back in the dark Heeto saw his master ride out with raised spear. He saw the serpent's head
rise up, though the mist fogged the details. He saw the horse stop; both horse and rider were
motionless. Both were awaiting death. He saw death emerge from the holein front of them asthe
serpent drew the rest of its body out and made ready to strike. They did not move.

It must not happen! He had to help! Hardly thinking what he did, Heeto pulled out the weapon
from another world and raised it until it pointed over Master's head at the gigantic head of the serpent.
He pressed the trigger on the wegpon, asif thiswould accomplish anything. He knew the wegpon
didn't work; the stranger had said so.

Bright light filled the tunnel and splashed outsde. Heeto was blinded by it; hefdt asif that light
struck right through his head! There wasaWHOOMPTH noise, loud and unexpected and somehow
echoing on and on instead of ending. His fingersloosened on the wegpon. It did from hishand and
dropped to the floor. Unheeding, he placed his hands over his eyes, and he screamed lessfrom pain



than from shock.

Sillness

He put down hisarms. He could see again, hisvision clearing by the moment. He took up the
horse'sreins. In the miststhat were rapidly dissipating he could see both Master and horse and the
swaying form of the otherwise motionless serpent.

Herode out, hardly thinking, blinking his eyes against the mist.

The serpent remained frozen in striking position; it seemed dmost agtatue of itsalf. Hismaster
suddenly jerked, and his horse jumped, dmost throwing him.

"Master, Magter, kill it!"

His master got the mare controlled, raised his spear to the eye, and looked directly into the eye.
"She's not there, Heeto! | can't see her now. She's gone back to camp!”

"Madter!" Heeto cried, hardly believing.
"l don't know what happened. It's not moving. Maybe it's dead.”

A gresat dithering sound came from the neighboring holes. Serpents coming out to them! Master
looked as dazed as Heeto felt, perhaps even more so.

"Let'sget out of here, Master! Now, while theré's a chancel”

Master's mouth worked, asif hisjawswere ill partidly pardyzed. Findly he nodded, and
together they took off at as great a speed astheir mounts could carry them.

Kian opened hiseyes and stretched. Above him wasthe familiar roof of the tent; under him, the
bearver hide. He turned his head to the right, expecting to see Jac, and instead saw Lonny'slifeless
form.

Even as he sat up with acry of horror, her breathing started and her color returned. She stared
at him, then sat up as abruptly as he had.

"Kian!" Spots of red cameto her cheeks. "Kian, we—"

Hethought rapidly, trying to deny it to himsalf. Wishing despite himsdlf that it could be true, yet
knowing it was not. "It must have been an illusion that we were together,” he concluded. "How could
we be dive, without bodies, in the serpent? But even if it wasn't adream, it hardly matters. It wasn't
asthough we were lying here joined. Asiral bodies are like bodies we dream. Whatever they are, they
don't count."

"Dont they, Kian?' She sounded faintly disgppointed.



"No, not really." But wasthat the truth? If any part of what he remembered so clearly were
true—and it had felt so truel—what did it mean?"But what happened? The last | remember we
were—" Now hefdt himsdf blushing. "Together in the serpent.” More than together! They had been
making love! Morethan lovel

"l remember after that," she said amost eagerly. "1 remember seeing Jac. He was on hishorse
and he had aspear and... and then therewas alight.”

"l remember the light." And how sorry he had been to have that serpent break out into the light
of day, distracting them from their mergence within it. He knew it meant oblivion, because once they
merged with each other they would be ready to merge with the serpent. Y et it had been such a
wonderful experiencein the making!

He reached out and took her hand. It was as cold as his own. "Jac must have come for us and
dainthe serpent. Redainit, | guess.”

"Yes" Her eyeswidened ininternd pain. "Oh, Kian, | hatefor it to be dead!"
"Sodol," he confessed. For he had seen an entirely different side of the monster, and not an evil

side. The serpent, he realized, had been brought back to life by the presence of their spirits, and
perhaps could not survive well without them.

The two boys stayed hidden in the mouth of one of the smaler ancestor tunnels asthe two
mortals rode avay from the dliffs. Both remained slent, watching. After the horsemen had vanished in
the migts, they crept out and approached the ancestor with their blossoms. The ancestor was aware
now, and pulled back at their approach.

"Hissta, Szzletack," aboy said, extending his blossom.

The silver snout came forward. There was agreat sucking sniff. The ancestor was aready
forgetting. But should it be happening this soon?

"Herzig must know," the other boy said.

"Yes," thefirst agreed. "We must hurry back home and tell Herzig what happened. Mortals must
not be alowed to torment our ancestors.”

The ancestor snorted loud, enjoying the fragrance of the blossoms. It had seemed bemused, but
NOW Was recovering.

They were amost to the Barrens when Jac fdlt his head fully clear. Turning to Heeto riding
beside him, he addressed the matter he had not quite understood. " That white light—what wasit, and
how did it happen?'

Heeto yanked his horsg's reins so hard he dmost tumbled from the saddle. Hisface was



gricken, aswas hisvoice. "Oh, Magter, | forgot it! It worked, Master. I'm sure it worked! Only I'm
not surewhat it did or why! | pointed it, | pressed the trigger, and... and then there wasthe light.”

"Lord!" Jac said. Hetried to digest this. "The Mouvar weapon—whereisit now?"
"Wherewewere, Master. At the diffs. Insdethe tunnd.”

"Lord!" Jac repeated. He shook his head. "It had to have been that! Because after that flash, the
serpent changed. Maybe that wegpon didn't work on a bearver, but the serpents are different; they
carry captive spirits." He shook his head, hardly believing what he was saying. Was heraving?"We're
going to haveto get it! It could be the answer to everything! If it works, we may have the answer to
flopears and Rowforth!”

"We can't go back now, Master. The sunisup.”

"Yes itis in'tit!" Helet thefact infiltrate his consciousness. Day made things so much
clearer—usudly. But the revelations he was experiencing, assuming they made any senseat dl... "If
we go back now, they'll get us. So we won't do it now. WEell do it as soon aswe safely can.” Which
meant evening or night.

They rode on toward the camp, following their faint trail through the Barrens. That was as
familiar to both as though marked with signs, but anyone el'se would not find it a all.

When they arrived, there was confirmation: Kian and Lonny in front of histent, standing hand in
hand, without question dive.

There went perhaps hislast hope to win Lonny. But somehow the pain was less now. He was
glad to have her dive—and anew horizon was opening on his activity.

Even as Jac hailed them he was already making plans for the recovery of the weapon that had
worked so strangely to rescue them.

CHAPTER 15
Ambush

JAC DREW LINESIN the sand with a stick and motioned everyone around. It was battle plan time,
and dl hismen—all fifty-sx, including Heeto and of course the newcomers, Kian and Lonny—were
grouped outside histent.

"WEell haveto doit thisway." Hisfinger pointed out the oot on his crude map. "Right here on
the main road where you lost your way, Kian. Well hide behind the trees and wait. Smith,” he said to
the man behind him, "you're the best crossbowman, so well station you in atree where you can take
out the leader. Take the leader out as soon as they offer resistance, and we may have achance. If the
flopears don't get to usfirs.”

Kian felt congtrained to speak. He had been mentally counting their numbers since they came



outside and guessing at the number of troops he had seen and the number of flopears nearby. "1 can't
be certain thisisthe route they will take. | only know what | heard in the palace. By the way, that was
my last dragonberry. If we don't win and you haven't got dragonberries growing here, that's the end of
adrding.”

"Yes, you'reright, it'sour only chance," Jac agreed. "Then, when the fighting is heaviest—and
therell be fighting, make up your mind to itl—maybe Heeto and | can get back to that tunnel and get
back your Mouvar weapon.”

"Areyou sureit will do any good if we haveit?" Kian found it hard to believeit would. Even
though he and Lonny had been rescued by its use, he didn't know what it had done. Whether it could
be effective againgt the flopears themselves, | et done the armed soldiery of Rowforth's—that seemed
too good to be true.

"Well see" Jac said. "And, Lonny—"
"Yes?' Shelooked up at the leader with her blue eyes.

"WEell station you on high ground overlooking thevaley. If you spot any flopears, you'll warn

"Will my voice carry that far?"

"No, you'll have to run back. If you shout from the high rock on this spot above the road, welll

She nodded. "1 won't have a horse?"
"Can't spare one. It al depends on your legs. It's a distance of about twice around this camp.”
"My legsare good,” she said with unconscious understatement. "I'll look out for flopears.”

"It'stoo bad there's not another good spot for an ambush. But then maybe the soldierswon't
think to ridefor flopear help, and maybe the flopears wouldn't help. There's achance.”

Kian consdered how different Lonny was from Jon back home. Jon would have been protesting
that she should have ahorse and her ding and a supply of rocks. Jon would want in on the fighting,
and Lonny would be conscious that she was femae and that fighting was only for males. Asfor
Lenore, whom Lonny so resembled in gppearance, hereally didn't know. All he could remember of
L enore was looking away with embarrassment whenever shewas near. Y et her appearance was
amogt identical to Lonny's. How blind had he been?

Mait Biscuit moved through the men until he was beside Jec. 'Y ou'd better use him," he said,
jerking histhumb at Kian. "Him and his gauntlets.”

"Right. Kian, you'l bein theforefront of the charge. Assuming thereisacharge, and there's sure
to be one. Rowforth's men won't give up your father without afight. So you and | and Biscuit here will
be at the head of any charge. Biscuit's good with asword, I'm good, and from what you say, your
gauntletswill make you better."



"1, uh, redly haven't had the practice," Kian confessed. Now that he was facing battle, he felt
quiteill. Kelvin, the hero, would never fed likethig

"Y ouwant me to wear your gauntlets?' Biscuit demanded.

"No! I'll wear them, and I'm good! | wore them in one battle back in my home frame, and there
was only one other warrior my equd.”

"Y our brother, Kelvin," Jac supplied.

"Yes, Kdvin." Hedid not add that Kelvin had worn the left gauntlet, he the right. Nor that they
had fought each other to adraw. Some thingsthese loca patriot bandits could know, and some he
didn't want to reved even under torture.

"Then it's settled. We know from your last reconnai ssance that they'll be coming at dawn. On
their way home well stop them and take away your father. If we do, we have your word hélll help us
againg Rowforth and the flopears. That right, Knight?"

"You know it is" Jac seemed just abit belligerent, but then they dl did. It was probably battle
nerves and the fact that so far he had been more of a source of problems than a solution to any.

When he got alook at the soldiers through his physical eyes, Kian marveled at how little he had
noticed with hisastral vison. They were ordinary men by Jac's reckoning, but they were obvioudy
top fighting men. Sturdy, strong, well disciplined, and their quality showed. His mother's troops had
looked nothing like these! They would not release his father without afight, and studying them from
conced ment, Kian wondered if Jac's ragtag crew could possibly prevail. Then he remembered the
gauntlets he wore, and he knew that they did have achance. Assuming he could stay astride hishorse
and get into the fray where it would help.

He sighed. He knew he would soon be taking men's lives and he hated it. But the dternative was
to leave hisfather, and possbly, though he had not seen her, his mother. He willed himsdlf strong for
the coming fight.

The few crossbow bolts struck the road directly in front of the marching men as Jac rode out of
the trees and raised his hand. "We want your prisoner! Resistance or arefusal to turn him over means
death!"

"By the Gods, well have none of it!" The ruddy-faced captain turned to his troops and
commanded: "Shields ready! Preparel”

A lucky crossbow bolt from Smith found its target. The captain clutched at the feathered barb
piercing histhroat above the mail. Gurgling horribly, he pitched over the head of hiswar-horse,
spraying blood on hisway to meet the ground.

"Charge!" Jac ordered hisbandit army, and Kian hardly had timefor it to register before he was
charging the foremost men. In amoment more he was crossing swords, cutting down, stabbing and
chopping expertly. His gauntlets knew, and did what was necessary. He saw hisfather through the



dust that now covered everything, and after he had dispatched hisfifth man, he fet fully that hewas
effecting arescue.

"Hopears! Flopears!” 1t was Lonny calling from the rock. If it weren't for the dust he could have
bent back, looked up, and seen her. The battle had hardly started, but she wasthere, calling down to
them.

Obvioudy the flopears had not been far away. Had they known what would happen, through
their magic? Had one of them been astral-spying here? Or was it smply that the valley and its flopear
population were far too close to the bandit camp? Whatever the case, it was doubtful that arider had
gotten back to them to beg their assistance.

Flopears, it seemed, were now fully alied to Rowforth and did not necessarily wait to be asked.
In the past, Jac had confided, things had been far different, and dealings with mortals had been
restricted to the once-a-year sacrifice.

Faster than he would have believed possible, the fighting tide turned. Kian found his gauntlets
taking complete control of his hands and arms and amost his mind. Blocking, stabbing, dashing—his
sword was busy while his shield hid the faces of dying men. But their horrible screams cut through to
his ears. Who had ever fancied that combat was glorious? He could not think now, even to marvel at
the speed of hisblade and the intricate motions of hisarm. Hewas smply akilling machine.

Then his horse screamed, and he was flying from the saddle over its neck. Somehow the
gauntlets flung sword and shield and forced his body into an acrobatic roll. He bounced to hisfest,
twisted out of theway of asword dash, saw Biscuit run the man through, and retrieved hiswesgpons
amost under the horse's hooves. These gloves played it entirely too close for comfort!

"We haveto retreat! Quick, beforetheflopearsarrivel” It was Jac's voice in the dust. Biscuit
reached down a hand to Kian, but the gauntlet with the sword in it motioned him away.

Thinking only that he must get Lonny, Kian scrambled up the hillside, out of the lake of dust.
How niceto catch abreath of fresh airl Once asword cut at him, but his shield deflected the blow
without even jerking hard. Then he was above the horses and on hisway to the high rock and to
Lonhy. It was much too steep going, but the gauntlets knew no defeat. Without giving him achanceto
do more than fight for breath, they grabbed saplings and brush and pulled his errant feet congtantly
upward on a path that seemed impossible for amountain goeep. How nice it would beto have
enchanted boots that governed hisfeet the way the magic gauntlets governed his hands!

Now he was at the crest of the hill, coming up by the rock. Lonny was on the rock, her eyes
fixed glassily on aflopear advancing on her with raised club. In amoment the flopear would bash in
her head and send her lifeless body tumbling down to the battlefield below. No wonder the gauntlets
had hauled him up here so rgpidly; had he realized the reason for their urgency, he would have
strained yet more to make it sooner. Asit was—

He could not makeit in time; the remaining distance was too great. But even as heredized this,
his right glove whipped his sword down, dicing a the ground broadside. The point caught a stone and
droveit out and up in what hisfather caled agolf drive. Thelittle stone sailed across and flew at the
flopear'sface. Then, asif its job were done, the gauntlet sheathed the sword.



The flopear, no douch, saw the missile coming and ducked, and the stone missed. But this
digtracted him from the girl. He looked across and saw the new enemy cresting the hill. The flopear
reoriented, bracing himsdlf and taking a defensive posture with the club. Then, satisfied that he faced
only one new enemy, helifted the club for asmash. There was no point in bashing the helplessgirl if
he got hisown head lopped off immediately after!

Kian's gauntlets got him to the top and on hisfeet and his shield up in front of hisface before the
flopear could fully turn and redirect his blow. But he no longer held his sword! He had foolishly
sheathed it, and had no time to draw. Kian lurched on hisfeet asthe club smashed againgt the shield.
Despite the gauntlets, he amost fell. Thisflopear was atrue warrior, balanced and ready despite his
surprise, while Kian was abumbling fool!

Then hisright glove jJumped forward to catch at the flopear's | eft knee, and hisleft glove shoved
the shield back hard against the club and the attacker's face. The flopear tried to step back but could
not, because of the caught knee. He had been caught by surprise by an unworthy foe. He cried out
and flung away his club, trying to recover hisbaance, but he could not. He fell, and now the gauntlet
let go of the knee with a shove, and the flopear ssumbled back too violently. Helost hisfooting at the
edge of the steeper dope and fell down, rolling over on the dope, tumbling head over boots. Thump,
thump, thump, bash. Then, mercifully, a speck of silence.

Other flopears would be here momentarily. Kian had dealt with one, thanks again to the genius
of the gauntlets, but there was no reason to think he could handle three or four. That one had been
too apt, too quick and sure; only the surprise hold and push when Kian had seemed to be fdling
(seemed?) had caught him. Once aflopear eyed him, he would be done for, and the samefor Lonny.
He grabbed her hand and yanked. "Come!" He ran, hauling her along, his gauntlets helping him decide
the route. But Lonny tried to hang back. "Kian, we're going the wrong way! The serpents—" With
shock heredlized that his hands were urging them past apole holding aserpentskin chime. Turning his
head, he could just barely see short-legged flopearstoiling up the hillsde. That way would be suicide
or capture. Ahead—ahead was the bigger of the two valleys: the one Lonny's people called Serpent
Vdley.

Unhesitatingly the powerful gauntlets pulled them on, down the steep hillsde where silver
serpentslay basking lazily in the morning sun.

John Knight could hardly believe that they had arrived, but they had, and they looked just like
the troops back home that Rufurt had maintained. Only here it was Rowforth, and if he didn't
misinterpret Gerta's expression when she talked of him, he was not the ideal monarch for thisfamiliar
yet srangefary-tdeland.

"I'm sorry you go, John," Gertasaid as she led him from her cottage. "Y ou good man. Not like
most mortals”

Blinking in the sunlight, John considered the good manly uprightness of the troops, the neatness
of their green uniforms, and the shine of their highly polished mail. With troops like these, could
Rowforth be bad? Possibly he had awife such as Rufurt had had—Queen Zoanna, snister mistress of
men, certainly mistress of John Knight. Evil women, he was beginning to think, existed everywhere.



"Good-bye, Gerta," he said, directing agrateful look at her. The flopear girl had been kind to
him. She was strange in the way she had talked to that chime as though it contained something living,
but he had come to know her as a person rather than as athing.

"Up onyour horse, you!" acaptain commanded.

He mounted. The saddle was a bit tight. Riding horses had been but an occasional recregtionin
his Earthly life. Flying with ajetpack or legging it over mountains was morein his experience. Of
course, he had ridden bicycles as aboy and later driven cars and trucks.

The procession rode out. Turning, looking back, John marveled anew at the cottages and the
round holesthat had been turned into dwellings and buildingsin the surrounding cliff. The roundness of
the holes made him think of worm-holes. Had he imagined the great size of the serpent he
encountered? Gerta hadn't said, but he remembered vividly her holding out the pink and blue
blossomsto that grest, flat head.

He bregthed in, savoring the ddightful green smells of spring. It was spring here, he'd bet. You
could mistake alot of things, but you couldn't mistake the fedl of seasons. Not when you were outside
and a part of the natural scene.

They were leaving the valley now by aroad he didn't recdl but must once have traveled. He
could seethat it was avalley and that there was another valley connecting it. The hills, the mountains,
were much likethosein Rud. In away it waslike some areas of the Americas, if they had not been
ground down by glaciers. But if there had been no glaciers here, should there be such valeys?
Pondering this, he mentally shook his head. He was no geologist, so his conjectures were hardly
definitive. Whatever made the valeysin these mountains, they ran big, and whatever made the
mountains, they ran rough. Now, asin other things, he wished he were more the expert on the
subject.

Ahead were wilds: trees and brush. He supposed he had run, crawled, or somehow moved
through these parts. Y et he could hardly remember. The magic medicine Gerta had used on him had
dimmed any memories of what otherwise might be coming back. It was plain that he had gotten here
from the river, and he must have traveled this road. More he smply could not evoke.

They were stopping. The captain was talking to someone, and oh, how red his face appeared.
Then the captain was fdling, clutching at histhroat. Horses neighed and danced. Swords legped from
scabbards. Shields were raised. In amoment afull-scale battle was on. It was like old times, thus
abruptly: swords swishing and shields clanging and men crying out from wounds or giving their degth
rattles. Wild-looking men without uniforms were everywhere, attacking green uniforms.

A man screamed and fell from his horse, and another man and horse raced after athird. Dust
billowed voluminoudly, like smoke. That was the thing about battles: they were never neat and
choreographed; they were aways messy and dusty and ugly in both sight and mind.

Briefly he glimpsed the face of aman not weearing auniform: ayoung, now very grim face. Kian!
he thought. Kian! My son!

Kian mugt have followed him to this frame. But who were these men he was with? Who were
these rough, ill-clad, undisciplined folk? They looked like bandits from the Sadlands! And wasit redly



Kian, or did it just ook like him?With smilar-looking people turning up in thisframe, it was hard to
be sure. He had to find out!

He dug his hedlsinto his horse's sides and crouched low on the neck, trying to make a bresk.
The horse leaped forward as it was supposed to do, and as he took off he shoved the soldiers on
ether sde of him from their mounts—or tried to. His outflung arms did not accomplish much. Then he
was past and there were other matters at hand.

The man he had thought to be Kian wasin that battle ahead. John didn't have a sword himself,
or any kind of wesgpon. Still—

The blow took him from behind and sent him out of the saddle and down to the dust. He threw
up hisarmsto protect hisface. The ground came up very, very fast.

The next thing he knew, someone was pulling him up by hisarms. Who had him, and why, he
did not know. 1t was dl he could do to hang on to his dwindling consciousness.

CHAPTER 16
Serpent'sHole

KIAN FELT HER STIFFEN and the gauntlet jerked. He knew she had been pierced by the gaze of
aserpent or aflopear. At least he hoped that wasiit, rather than an arrow! Hefelt himsalf swing
around, pulled by the left gauntlet, and the jarring thud as shield struck hard against aflopear'sface.
The flopear went down in aheap, hisraised club flying from hishands.

Kian gave Lonny aquick dap and saw her eyes unglaze. He could hear more flopears coming in
the distance, uttering hoarse shouts. The only flopear in sight was the one he had knocked
UNCONSCiOUS.

They had to hide! There was no fighting these flopeard! If they didn't get out of sight, they were
going to bekilled or captured.

A hole showed therein therocks. A cave? A den? What did it matter? It was ahiding place!

Hejerked Lonny the distance and pushed her ahead of him into the darkness of the hole. If they
could just stay here until the flopears were past—until nightfal, perhaps.

Outside, the flopears were caling to one another in hoarse shouts. Y es, they'd have to stay
hidden. They hadn't been seen or discovered yet. They had found the club-wielder and weretrying to
decide what had happened.

"Kian," Lonny whigpered, moving close. "Kian—"

"Not now, Lonny." God, how he wanted her arms around him! But he didn't want her to fed his
trembling. Heroes, after dl, were supposed to be brave.



"Kian—I—I loveyou."

That waswhat he had been afraid she would say! He was so attracted to her—and thisin the
wrong frame!

"Kian, there's something you should know."

Hewas afraid he dready knew it. That mergence in the serpent—that hadn't been just because
they were both captive. It had been because they both wanted it. They both wanted it now, in their
physica bodies, too.

Hisarmsfound her and held her. He could fedl her heart beating under her light shirt. The
trembling of hislimbs now didn't seem to matter. In amoment, except for the danger, he might forget
himsdlf. Blessed be the peril, part of him thought. Damn! another part retorted.

But if they wereinimmediate danger of dying, why was he holding back? Why save himsdlf for a
woman of the other frame if there was to be no encounter with her? Wouldn't it be better smply to
take advantage of that scant time remaining here?

"Kian, we're about to die."

"M-maybe not," he managed to say. Evidently her logic was pardlding his. Shewassuch a
precious armful, al sweet and soft and femae. "I've dtill got my sword and my shield and the
gauntlets. Even if they find us, they can't make eye contact in the dark. | can defend this cavefor a
long time." But was that what he really wanted to do? How much easier to abandon thoughts of
combat and smply lose himsdlf in her!

"Kian, thisisn't acave. Thisisthetunnd abig serpent makes."

He shuddered in spite of himsdlf. A part of his mind had known where they were, but he had
been suppressing it. Trust Lonny, troublesome as only acomely girl could be, to come out withiit.

Me moved his back up againgt the wdll of the tunnel. He resheathed his sword and put his
gauntleted pam againgt it. A thought screamed at his consciousness: If we move back, back, back,
maybe they won't come in here after us!l Maybe they'll never find us!

Lonny moved gtill closer to him, scaring him dmaost more than the darkness, in quite adifferent
manner. He took her hand firmly in his and whispered low so as not to be overheard by any
sharp-eared flopear. "If we retreat far enough back—"

"But, Kian, we can't know what's here! There might bea—a—"

"And there might not. Not al the holes are occupied.” He hoped! "Come—"

Heled her sumbling and cringing through the blackness, his gauntlet scraping the sde of the
tunnd. The gauntletswouldn't lead him into unnecessary danger, would they? In any other place he

would havefound it easier to beieve that.

Therewas no indication, but he felt that the tunnel was old. If it hadn't been used for along time,



just maybe they might follow it to a spot where the origind tunndler had resurfaced. It wasa
possibility, though remote. After dl, the one they had been in had eaten silver, then cometo the
surface. They did like to sun themsdlves after amedl.

"Kian, isthat aglow?'

He paused. He had thought it wishful thinking, but yes, there was alightness. Outdoors! They'd
urvive efter dl!

But no, hefdt no breeze, no hint of fresh air. Hisnosg, in fact, seemed clogged with dust. So if
that wasn't daylight, what wasit? There were no dternatives but to go on, or stay where they were, or
return to the entrance. Even now the flopears could be tracking them down, entering the tunnel; the
flopears had no fear of serpentd!

His gauntletswere tugging a him, forcing him to move away from the wal and follow their leed,
lest he be drawn off balance.

It could be daylight! he thought without any proper conviction. It could be daylight! he kept
telling his doubting saif. But hissdf knew it was alie. Thelight was greenish, and that meant—

At home it would have meant moss of the luminous variety that had enabled him to row out on
the underground river and travel through the rock wallsto Mouvar's concedled chamber. Here—

Hereit meant luminous maoss on rock walls. There was a blaze of green light and then he
stopped, grabbing Lonny'sarm. They wereright in the exiting mouth of aserpent tunnel that led from
awide, natural chamber! The chamber'swalls were coated with the luminous lichen. Other serpent
tunnels, not of thissize, dso entered it at irregular intervals.

Kian took agreat breath. "Maybe we can find away out! By taking another tunnel.”
"Yes, Kian! Oh, yed"

Shewas s0 quick, so positive! He liked that, knowing he had no businessto react to it. He had
aroused her hope, he thought, and now he would have to deliver. The gauntlets, he feared, redlly did
not know more than he did which serpent tunnel might lead them to areasonably safe exit. How
could they know? They were not of thisframe!

Holding Lonny'shand in his, feeling awed by the sze of the chamber, heled her into it. There
were outcroppings of rock and stalactites of greet size above them, stalagmitesrising up like raised
spears from the floor. In the green radiance dll was clear for a surprising distance. It was asthough
they had entered some mammoth building. There waslittle dust, and fresh air was coming in through
serpent holesfar overhead.

Lonny's face held the same awe Kian felt. The place they werein stretched asfar asthey could
see, and there seemed no end to the radiance. Even if one of the serpent tunnels presented an
immediate exit, the impul se to explore was overwhelming.

They waked hand in hand, admiring the beauty. Fear diminished; fear could not flourishin
loveliness likethis! There were crystal outcroppings, natura shelves and stairs and doorways. There



were beads in some outcroppings that seemed bluish and yellowish and even reddish in the light. With
some difficulty Kian realized that the beads were actud gems of asizethat in hishome framewould
have been unheard of . Silver ore outcroppings here and there, like rivers and streams of shining
minerd flowing frozenly through therock. A crysta waterfdl, greenish and sparkling, ashigh asany
waterfall Kian had ever seen.

"Oh, Kian! Oh!" Lonny exclaimed.

Inadequate, but accurate, he thought. 1t was amost worth the danger to see this place, to know
of itsexistence.

"It'sas pretty asthe flopears slverwork," she continued.

He had to agree. The people of thisregion drew the beauty of their imagesfrom it, long with
the horror of their serpent companions. Y €, after being insde a serpent, he realized that horror was
mainly how a person saw it. There was beauty within the serpents, too.

They waked between the stdagmites and found themselvesin anarrow chamber. Here there
were luminous mushrooms such as flopears used for lighting, and beyond the mushroomswas an area
that descended asif by means of man-made stairsto alower level.

Kian took adeep bresth, thankful again for the good air here—who would have thought he
would appreciate serpent holeslike thisl—and led Lonny on. There seemed no end of wonder to this
place; no physicd endin sight.

Aheed, slver. Lotsof slver! He stopped, staring. The silver wasin long, thin belts and made of
overlgpping scales. The silver was discarded serpentskins, many of them from giants!

"Gods, Lonny," he said, "therésafortune! They must have been coming here for ages” Hiseyes
swept aong the shining carpet. It stretched for asfar as he could see and then was closed off by a
bend in the cavern.

"If only Jac and his men could get down here! They'd never haveto sted slver from the flopears
again! They'd berich asany king! They could go out and buy themselves an army or akingdom!"

"Kian?' Lonny whispered. Her face was very pale; what was the matter with her, reacting so to
such wedth?

"It'sdl right," hesaid.

"Kian," she gasped, "remember wherewe arel”

Y es, shewould remind him, he thought. Remind him that they would in dl probability never get
back to Jac and his bandits. Still it was something, just knowing thiswas here. If an army needed to
be raised, the means of raising it was here.

Listening, he heard agrest, dry rustling. It grew louder and louder, and then silver appeared in

one of the serpent tunnels. They stood frozen as a great serpent snout—larger even than the one they
had been in—protruded from one of the holes. That could be why the tunndl they had entered was



empty: it wastoo small for a serpent thissize! It did not see them, and Kian pulled Lonny away, back
into anatural acove.

Other rustlings, other sounds. It was as though the cavern walls had come dive. Serpents of
great and smply large size, serpents the Size of ordinary snakes, and serpents the size of worms,
sguirming out of open tunnels and tunndling themsalves out of rock. Bits of rock dust fell here and
there as serpents broke free of the honeycombed rock. The dithering grew louder and louder and
was accompanied by hisses as the serpents broke into the cavern.

"Oh, Kian, Kian, hold mel Hold me beforeit'stoo latel™

Hedid, trembling and shaking. Any moment ahead might emerge at their backs. Any moment a
serpent might st its freezing eyes on them. Once discovered, they would be gone. There was nothing
to prevent their being snapped up, chewed, swallowed, digested, and made physically a part of these
monsters. Magic gauntlets, sword, and shield were aslittle protection astheir clothing. There was
nothing to do but stay hidden and wait.

Plop! Plop! Plop! The sound of serpent bodies diding, gliding, falling onto rock. This huge
cavern that had seemed so much like salvation from pursuit had turned out to be the most dangerous
placeof all!

He held her tight, no longer daring to speak any word. It was amazing that the serpents didn't
smdl them, but perhaps the odor was too diffuse to dert them. But any sound now—

After atime hefound her face turned to his. Silently, he kissed her, and it was very swest.
Perhaps they would soon be horribly dead, but at the moment they were wonderfully dive.

Herzig came asfast as his short legs could carry him. The flopear motioned to the body on the
ground, and he pulled up by it and looked down. Danzar, he thought, staring into the wide features of
the unconscious man. His club lay near his hand, but there was a bruise on hisforehead.

"Herzig, do you think they have away of deflecting the serpent eye?' Kaszar asked. Kaszar was
bending over Danzar, his subby fingerslifting hiseydidsto revea the whites.

Herzig snorted. "With abruise likethat? No, if they could resist the eye, they would have taken
him with them. Look herein the dirt; tracks of two mortas.”

"Then Danzar got careless?’
"Y es. Never underestimate amorta. They are stupid, but some are less stupid than others.”
"Like Rowforth?'

"Rowforth, their king of Hud, istoo crud to be entirdly stupid. Not stupid but not wise, and not
what mortascdl good!"

Danzar groaned and looked out again through his eyes. "Ohhh," he said, hishand going to his



bruise. "Two mortals. A man and awoman. | thought to club the woman dead, but he threw a stone
to distract me and then sivung without looking at me."

"He swung without looking?' Thiswas very interesting. Suggestive of apower, if not actua
meagic.

"Yes, hisshied. He swung around fast and the shield caught me so fast | didn't seeit. And my
knee—he grabbed my knee, so that | fell. | never expected such coordination when | thought him
donefor."

Herzig nodded. He didn't redlly like fighting mortals. They were so frail, for the most part, and
few were worthy of joining in the cycle. It had been an act of kindnessto put those two into the
ancestor, just asit had been pity for awretched creature that had driven Gerzah, Gerta's mother, to
mate with one and bear it achild. But mortals by and large were untrustworthy, asthat one had
proved to be. Poor Gerzah had joined an ancestor early, and her daughter, Gerta, was without mate
or child. That waswhat came ultimately of kindnessto mortas. Still, asit had turned out, Gertas
mortal heritage enabled her to understand mortals better, and so she was good at helping them
recover. That had been most useful in the case of the mortal John Knight.

Kaszar pointed to an opening in the rocks. It was an old ancestor tunnel rather than anatural
opening. A pair of footprints were clearly in the dust in the tunne's opening.

Herzig ddivered himsdf of along, painful sigh. Such stupidity just wasn't possible! But there it
was—they had entered the domain of the ancestors. Deegp in the ground the ancestors would find
them and devour them, and then, just asfood eventualy became flesh, they would become part of the
cyde.

"Should we go after them, Herzig?" The question, Herzig thought, wasredlly quite rhetorical.
"Why?'Y ou know what will hgppen to them.”

"But should it?" Kaszar's face flashed with anger. "These mortdss, apart of our ancestors, joining
inthecyde?'

"The cycle has seasons,” Herzig replied. "We are none of us but oursalves, and yet making up
ourselves are dl our past ancestors. Mortals are the same way but don't redlize it. On the next cycleit
won't matter. Do you ever wake to remember tunneling, Kaszar? No, nor do I. Thelives of ancient
serpents are not apart of our daily existence.”

"Uh," Kaszar said. He nodded, seemingly mollified. He reached out, grasping hisleader's
shoulder. Hisface amiled, widening his mouth. "I've heard it before, al my life, but | haveto be
reminded.”

"We're none of usdirt, Kaszar, and al of usare dirt. Mortals aswell as serpent people.”

"Yes. That istrue

"What do you want to do about those mortals? Now that you have been reminded of what they
are and what we are and of the endless cycle governing al?’



Kaszar took hishand off hisleader's shoulder and walked to the tunnel's opening. He funneled
his hands around his mouth and shouted in: "Mortals! We are coming to get you, Mortalsl Run! Hide!
Run until your hearts burst! We are coming, Mortasl We are coming!™

Herzig glanced & Danzar on the ground and found the big club-wielder smiling broadly in
satisfaction. He helped him to hisfeet. Then dl threeleft the tunne to the ancestors and to the very
temporary mortastherein.

Heeto watched from concedment in the rocks as the flopearseft the vicinity of the tunnd. He
had watched as Kian and Lonny ran into the tunnel to hide, and he had seen the three flopearstalking
and now leaving. They would be back, he thought, with help.

Should he go down there and try to get the two strange young people out of the tunnel? No, he
knew he hadn't time. It was sheer chance that he had remained undiscovered as flopears had raced
by hishiding place.

"Heeto!"

He turned to see Jac on his mare. Jac had ridden up behind him, knowing where he was, coming
to him by way of the cutoff route that few actualy knew abouit.

"Heeto, we're not winning,” Jac said. "Too many flopears joined the soldiers. We can't get John
Knight from them. We can't dip into Serpent Valey and get the weapon. We're beaten, Heeto,
beaten!"

Heeto looked at the master with sorrow. He had been against the ambush al dong, knowing as
he did that flopears were too near and too numerous and far too magical. Against the soldiersaone
Jac and hismen and the magical gauntlets might have a chance, but once the flopears came, the fight
was done.

"Magter, Kian and Lonny arein that tunnd. Threeflopears havejust left.”

"Then they are as good as dead,” Jac said. His face showed his sorrow. The lady, Heeto
understood, had been specia to him.

"Kian knocked aflopear down with his shield, Master. Then the two others came. The two who
did not see them, but | know they know they arethere.”

"Good man, that Kian. Y oung, but good. It was the gauntlets that did it, of course. They did the
fighting and they struck the flopear.”

"I know."

"The flopear was caught because he thought he was fighting aman. Had he known he was
fighting magic, it might have been different.”

"That must be," Heeto agreed. "But the serpents—the gauntlets can't overcome them! Not down



intheir own redim!*"

Reluctantly Heeto let his master take hishand and lift him up onto the front of the horse. He had
awaysfound riding uncomfortable. More so thisway, haf lying on the neck of the mare.

The horse walked at adow pace back the way it had come. Soon they came out of the brush,
and dead and dying men were everywhere. Some were like statues, frozen in place by some absent
flopear's sare.

Jac called to Matt Biscuit, who was helping a man who had been wounded in the arm by an
arrow. "Start rounding up the survivors! We're going back to the Barrens.™

"Welog, didn't we?' Biscuit demanded. "All because we trusted that foreigner! Him and his
magic gauntlets and his hero father and brother! | knew it was amistake!"

"Wehad to try," Heeto's master said. "Now at least we know Rowforth can enlist flopear help.
Knowing that, we know what we're up against and who wefight."

"Wel How many do you think you have left? Maybe twenty men, and half of them wounded.
Y ou think you'll take over akingdom with that?"

But the master smply kept riding, acting asif he saw no desth and hadn't heard aword of
Biscuit's.

CHAPTER 17
Exits

KIAN DREW LONNY BACK behind arock outcropping and dared not peek out at the serpents.
Asnear as he could tell, this was a gathering place where they sometimes shed their skinsand where
perhaps they mated. It could be that they had other things on their minds than feeding, so weren't dert
for prey here. After dl, how much thought did he himsdlf have of food when he was guiltily kissng
Lonny? So maybe the serpents were attuned to prey when on the surface, where living creatures ran,
and to slver when tunndling bel ow, and to shedding when in this cavern, and smply had a
one-track-at-a-time mind-set. So they might smdll the living intruders here but not be hungry, and
would ignore them. If S0, it was about as lucky abreak for the two people asthey could ever have

hoped for!

Hisfather had talked about an elephants graveyard, where the beasts cameto die, leaving their
vauableivory tusks. But how could there be aserpents graveyard if the creatures were immorta ?
Y et how wasit known that they wereimmorta? That could be just another story. Also, what about
thelittle ones? They would have no business coming to a graveyard—and there should be no young in
animmortd society.

The hissing and dithering convinced him at last that he had been correct the first time: serpents of



all ages gathered here, shed their skins, and mated. Maybe there was something very sexy, in serpent
terms, about shedding, so mating naturally followed. Or maybe not—but certainly the shedding
occurred here, and that was enough to account for what he saw. After dl, if they died here, there
should be skeletons, and there were none.

Lonny was trembling within his embrace. Neither of them dared make asound. Y et eventually
one of those diding silver bodieswould come close and discover them. Then histheory about their
safety would be tested—and he had little faith init. After al, even if a serpent wasn't interested in
hunting at the moment, it would hardly pass up acouple of succulent morselsthat turned up right
under itsnose,

If they could only get away! But how?

Feeling behind him in the dark, Kian felt no wall. Maybe a passage was behind them? A way to
escape?

Or another serpent tunnel, along which might be coming their doom?

Hetugged Lonny inthat direction, his gauntlets hel ping him. He had to trust the gauntlets; their
guesswas at least asgood as higl

The serpents were clicking on rocks, hissing, tumbling. What adial ogue they must be having!
Maybe thiswas an annua or a seasond thing, during which they could renew acquaintances. Well, the
more distraction for the serpents, the better.

There was some chance that the two of them could fade back unseen into this unknown
darkness. But there was no telling what the tunnel held. If not an oncoming serpent, perhaps a sheer
drop-off to some unfathomable depth. Or possibly adead end.

If he was hesitant, the gauntlets were not. They tugged at him, pulled him, and he followed their
lead. The smoothness of the tunnel floor meant there was little to trip them, and the gauntlets
apparently sensed in away he could not the turnings and bends. There was no doubt now: thiswasa
serpent hole. But evidently the gauntlets believed it was unoccupied.

It wasterribly black; there was no phosphorescence here. He fdt asif he werewalking into a
wall of black velvet, dmost fedling the physical touch of the darkness. Why was there no dim green
glow here? Because the monstrous body of the traveling serpent wiped the passage clean?

Gradualy the sounds behind them faded, first to asteady spluttering, then to a softer, muted
roar. Findly it seemed hardly audible. But thisonly let the darkness close in even moretightly, as
though it was now so thick that not even sound could penetrateit.

They had been walking for what hisfather would have called miles. Lonny was gradudly
developing awhimper that tore at him and added to his own discomfort. Even though they weretrying
to flee death, he didn't want her hurting.

Then, ahead: greenish radiance!

Weasit the cavern they had left? Did thiswinding tunnel smply double back to where they had



been? That did not make much sense to him, but his opinion didn't count; what counted was what
made sense to the serpents. The persistent gauntlets seemed to dow, perhaps not quite certain, but
they did not stop.

Gradualy the radiance grew stronger asthey emerged from the total darkness. Suddenly there
wasabig gap inthefloor. It cut off the tunnd, and beyond it the wall was blank; the other sde of this
fault had did aong, taking the rest of the tunnedl with it. That must be why there were no serpents here:
even they did not care to navigate a discontinuity of thissize! 1t would be easier to use an unspoiled
tunnel. Or perhapsthey had redrilled it, only to have the fault dide again. Maybe thiswas alow-slver
region, so they didn't bother to maintain the tunnels. The radiance came from the crack.

They stopped. Kian had no idea how to proceed, and Lonny seemed asif she would not dare
eventry to think of anidea. Were the gauntletsin smilar doubt?

He examined the cleft more carefully. This seemed to be the same type of mossthat lined the
cavern walls. The rent in the stone was a fracture that might have been caused by a quake, or by the
movement of agigantic body. It had sundered the serpent tunnel, cutting it off, making it usaless.
Probably there were anumber of tunnels spoiled by such cracks. Odd that the moss grew so fredly
here, and not at al in the tunndl. Perhaps there was a better supply of nutrientsin the air that passed
through here. For there was air; hefdt itsdight, cool motion aong the crevice.

By the glow he could see Lonny's frightened, drawn face. "Kian, what—"

"Shhh," he said. It was dl he trusted himsdlf to say. The serpents might hear, true, but mainly it
was that he needed to appear positive, and anything he said would soon dispdl that impression.

There might be ause for thisluxuriant mossif it could be carried. The radiance was an inferior

light source, but it did permit alimited vison, and it wasfar, far better than nothing! He drew out his
sword from its scabbard, thinking to scrape off ahandful.

"Kian," Lonny whispered. "Down there, way down, seeit?'

He placed his cheek next to hers, an act which would have been delightful in any other
circumstance, and perhaps even in this one, and strained to see what she saw. There was something!
Way, way down the narrow cleft he could see a softer, lighter glow. 1t seemed to come from a series
of fist-gzed knobs.

"Glowrooms," Lonny whispered. "Hopears use them for lighting. They havethem intheir
cottages and carry them like lamps.”

Kian remembered seeing them in the cottage where his father was kept. He knew nothing about
them except for what Lonny had said. "I'll get one," he said.

"Becarefull"

"l will. Youwait." Worming himself down into the cleft, he banged his head and scraped his
back.

Sowly, painfully on hands and knees and sometimes on his sscomach, he made hisway toward



the lighter glow. There they were, clustered about another crack from which came more greenish
olow.

Kian sucked in hisbreath as he saw that the crack opened dmost directly below him. Creeping
dowly so asto avoid a sudden pitch downward, he was able to see moss-lighted water far below.
Another underground river, and this one not of hisworld. But was the other any different? Did this,
too, lead to aFHaw that went not only through this entire world but through many? He had used
Mouvar's machine to cometo this frame, but it might be that the rivers crossed between frames, too.
Mouvar might smply have found a mechanica and rdiable way to do what the riversand The Flaw
did randomly. He shivered uncontrollably asthe mental vison became increasingly red. What avast
and complex thing might this system bel

"Kian, canyou get it?'

"Y-yes" Her voice brought him back to sanity of asort. He dared not think about what could
happen if rock and dirt gave way dmost benegth his face. The crack here was big enough to fal
through, hefelt, and might for all he knew to the contrary dramatically open up. Thefdl past glowing
wallsto theriver so far below would surely kill him, and that would leave lovely Lonny with no further
help.

Cautioudy he cut off the thick toadstools and impaled three of them on his sword blade.
Equipped now with alight, he twisted, turned, bruised himsalf some more, and got his head pointed
theright way.

"Kian, | can seeyou well now! And, Kian, that hole, it goesway down!"
"I know. Theresariver below us. Way below ugl”
"Oh, Kian!"

"Better not talk! We can't be certain there's not a serpent about.” But after seeing that eerie
river, he had anotion why there were no serpents here. They must have the same awe of the environs
of The Haw as he did! The crevice had opened the tunnel to the dark river below, and the serpents
did not trust that. Smart serpents!

"Y.yes”

He reached the edge of the moss-coated crack and raised the sword with itslight. The tunnel
continued ahead of the crack, after itsjog to the side, he saw now; they had merely to squeeze
through and across.

"We haveto try going on, Lonny. Thistunnd hasto come out somewhere." Hissword tip
scraped the serpent's old roof. "We have breathable air, at least.”

He helped Lonny with agauntlet. They got into the next section of the tunndl, and soon Ieft the
crack behind. He was getting tired, physicaly, and he wondered about Lonny. Helooked at her in the
toadstool light and marveled at how very dirty she had become. He must be the same way. It wasa
dirty business, this scrabbling around insde a serpent hole. He wondered if the serpent who had once
used this had been the one they had been part of for atime. Thistunnel was evidently very old, but so



was the serpent.

Something did not smell bad. He had gotten so used to the dl-pervading earth smells of an
abandoned serpent tunnd that he had difficulty with this concept at first. He sniffed hard. Then it came
to him what the smell was—and he redlized at the same time that he was starving. Bread!

Here? How could that be? In the light of the toadstool he saw the hole of asmaller serpent on
either sde. Apparently the lesser monster had cut through this one at some later date. He wasn't sure
whether serpents had proprietary rightsto their individua tunnels, so that intersecting one was
forbidden, but that surely would not apply to a deserted one. The baking smell was coming from the
hole on his|eft.

Motioning Lonny to silence, hetiptoed to the cross tunnd and sniffed again. Definitely bread!
Looking at Lonny, he redized that she recognized it aswell.

"A bakery," she whispered. "Down there?'
"Or acottage. Flopears use old tunnels for rooms or for cottages.”
"l know. We were there together.”

"1 wonder how far down the hole goes. If | go down there, | should at least be able to get us
some bread."

"Kian, remember what happened when they had ugl"

"But now we have our bodies. Maybe they'd just turn us over to Rowforth."

"Rowforth! He's worse than a serpent!™

"Perhgps.”" He divested himself of his shield and scabbard and handed her the sword. "Y ou stay
here and hold the light. | want to seejust where this goes. If we haveto just walk away, well, maybe
wecan."

"Kian, I'm afrad!"

He hesitated a moment and then took off the gauntlets and handed them to her. Y ou wear these
for awhile. If I'm not right back, they may haveto get you out."

Shedrew the gauntlets on over her hands. "Why, they—they fit perfectly! How—?"

"Magic. Just think what you want them to do and they'll do it for you. Sometimesthey do more
than you'd think to do yoursdf.”

"Becareful, Kian."
“I'll try to be."

He started crawling on his hands and knees and soon the light had disappeared and there was



total darkness. His knees were soon punishing him, and he wondered whether held get to the end and
find only asmdl holejust big enough to let the smell through. Turning around would beimpossible if
he didn't come out in aroom. Of course he could always back out, but the thought was not one that
he cared to contemplate. Just moving forward was hard enough.

Suddenly he put his right hand out and brought it down on a point lower than he. The passage
was doping steeply downward. He put hisleft hand down by hisright, and as he did aloud clatter
came up and startled him, so that he forgot to brace himself. The next thing he knew, hewas diding,
sprawled out at full length, trying desperately to stop. His face scraped and he tasted dust and the
clatter got louder and around light was below, and—

He dropped. There was awhite room, and startled flopear faces.

Helanded on something solid, and his face went into something soft thet filled hisnose and
mouth before he had timeto redlize it. He was blind for the moment, his breath was knocked out, and
hisface, heredized, was down in alump of dough.

"What's zat?' A flopear turned with apan of bread just as Kian got dough out of hiseyes. He
saw four flopears, flour, and loaves of bread. He flung away bread dough that had clung to hisface
and breathed in the smell of abakery. Helooked around wildly, and then he saw the frying pan
coming down at his head. There was no time to duck, no timeto think about it.

He sank into oblivion.
When he next opened his eyes, painfully, it wasto afamiliar face.

Gertds.

Lonny tried to seeinto the hole, but the light would only reach for a couple of body lengths. The
source of the baking was farther than Kian had thought, as she had feared. It seemed to her that he
had been gone for along time. Should shefollow? No; if Kian was captured by flopears he'd need
help. It seemed unlikely that she could get him help, but she'd haveto try. He should have kept the
gauntlets; then hed be dl right. But then she wouldn't have them, and without them she couldn't even
think of going for help.

From far down the hole there came a clatter. There were crashing, banging, clanging sounds,
pounding noises, and yelling. The voices of the flopears were surprisingly loud. "Get Gertal Get
Gertal Get Gertal"

They had him! She had feared they might catch him. She hadn't wanted him to go down there.
But she was so hungry, and that smell of bread was so good! She should have made more of a
protest; it was her fault.

But now that he wasin the hands of the flopears, it was up to her. She would do whatever she
could do. After all, he had saved her from the serpent when she had been set up as the sacrifice. She
loved him, and even if hewasn't going to remain here, she wanted him safe.



"Gauntlets, help me find the way out!" she commanded. "Take me to the outdoors, Gauntlets!™
Shefdt slly saying this, yet the gauntlets had seemed to pull Kian aongintota darknesswhenit had
been hiswish smply to get away from the entrance. Now she wanted to get back to that entrance
with al her heart, or at least to an exit. A safe exit! Even if she were captured by the flopears, that
would be better than dying here. But she didn't want to get captured; she wanted to escape, and find
help, and rescue Kian. Should shetry to explain al that to the gauntlets?

The gauntletstugged at her hands. She followed their direction, carrying the sword-light in her
right hand, the shield in the I ft. The scabbard she had buckled around her waist, pushing it around to
thesde so it did not get between her legs. How did swordsmen manage these things? She was
obvioudy not much of awarrior!

Inasurprisingly short time, she found hersdf running, despite her fatigue, following the pull of the
gauntlets. They seemed to lend strength to her entire body, though perhapsit was only their
decisveness that countered her confusion and made her seem stronger.

Great shadows danced and leaped on the walls, but they were shadows cast by her into the
glowrooms light. The gauntlets were more ing stent than she had thought! She tried to make herself
dow, knowing the danger of falling on anaked sword. Y et the gauntlets grew warmer, squeezing her
hands and pulling her at a pace that terrified her. Kian had never told her of this, but then maybe he
had not experienced it.

Her heart was pounding hard, painfully, and her breath was coming in gaspsthat felt asthough
they'd tear her lungs. She was no long-distance runner, she was only a poor soft girl! Y et the gauntlets
would not let her rest. It was asif her life—or Kian's?>—depended on her exerting herself to her limits.

Ahead shadows danced on the walls and the outrageous figure danced in apool of wet. She
tried to stop, at least to dow, but the gauntlets made her plunge on. Icy water grabbed at her ankles,
splashed up on her legs, and even touched her face. She sped through the pool as though there could
be no danger fromiit, her feet wanting to dow and the gauntlets pulling relentlesdy. She sumbled,
dipped—and it was asiif the gauntlets gave agreat yank on her hands and wrists, sending her
head-down through the water and around a sudden bend. She negotiated the curvein thetunnel ina
haf-sprawling run that gave out at itslimit and deposited her facedown on the rock. The sword with
its glowrooms was stretched ahead at arm's length, and she did not touch the blade as the roof of the
tunnd fdll with agreat and rumbling roar, dust belching up and over her, dirt and rock cascading just
around the bend where she had been. She choked on the dust, gagged, closed her eyes, and felt dirt
dropping on top of her. But in amoment the rumbling noise completed its course and the vibration
cameto amerciful halt.

Now she understood why the gauntlets had urged her on so mercilesdy! Without them, she
would have been killed!

Shewas buried, but not for long. The remarkable gloves let loose of the shield and sword and
moved dirt away from her head and face. She sat up, fumbled for the glowing glowrooms and sword,
and found these and the shield under the dirt.

She stood, shaking, gasping, her eyestearing, bruised but dive. The broken glowrooms on the
sword dill gave forth their light, though the gauntlet quickly broke them all the way and put the seven
separate pieces on the very tip of the sword. The tunnd behind wasfull, blocked solid with rock and



dirt. Her grave—buit for the gauntlets.
Kian, oh, Kian! shethought. | must get help for you! | must!

The gauntlet gently squeezed her hand and tugged. Now that the immediate danger was over, it
would lead her at a more moderate rate.

She experienced arush of feding. Thank you. Gauntlets! shethought. You are the best
friends anyone ever had!

Did the gauntlets give her hands alittle squeeze in response? She couldn't be sure. But shefelt so
much better wearing them, now that she understood the manner in which they helped. She wondered
what land they had come from, and whether there were many others of their kind, perhaps awhole
society of gauntletsthat used people only as mechanisms for moving around. When any two such
people shook hands, it would be the gauntlets making contact with each other, not the peoplé!

She smiled—and wondered again whether she felt their response, atrace quivering as of
laughter. Maybe she was just imagining it, being alone and tired and frightened. But shelifted her right
hand and kissed the back of the glove, just because.

The dust gradually settled as she walked. When she reached a spot where she could actualy see
the pieces of glowroom on the blade, she began to think it over. Up until this point she had visudized
the entire tunnel collapsing. Y et she wasn't out of it yet and she didn't know if she ever would be. Her
stomach growled its complaint of not being fed and her mouth protested its lack of moisture.

Bodies, shethought. What a nuisance they are! How much better not to have musclesthat
ached and bruisesthat hurt. Y et with only an astral form there had been limitations, too. They had
been dependent on the life-style of the serpent, and doomed to eventua absorption. Still, there had
been rare delight in the prospect of mergence.

Would she and Kian ever join their physicd bodiesin the way that they had started with their
adira selves? She hoped so. After this, Kian had to see. Whatever the qudities of the girl he had
known, she was certain that girl would not do morefor him than Lonny hersdlf would. Yet if hetruly
wanted that other...

It seemed that she had been walking forever. Her calves ached and her ankles pained. How long
ago had it been since Kian had gone down that smaller tunnel? Since that tunnel had collapsed? It felt
like many hours, even days. She hadn't eaten, and she was o tired—

The gauntlets abruptly tugged her to the sde. Shefollowed their lead without res stance—and in
due course came to a chamber that ended in ablank wall. "What?'

But the gauntlets drew her down. She fdt dong the wall, and found a hole at the base. She put
her face down to peer into it, bringing the sword point close—and got awhiff of bread! The odor was
wafting through the hole!

One gauntlet reached into the hole. It caught hold of something, and carefully tugged it out. It
was aloaf of flopear bread. This must be aholein thewall behind aflopear kitchen or pantry! She
had just raided their food!



She stood, carrying the loaf. Now the gauntletsled her to another dark region, where a stream
of fresh water flowed. She wasthirsty; she put her lipsto it and drank deeply. Then she sat down and
gnawed into the loaf. The gauntlets had become quiescent, letting her rest and eat, so she did not
worry about being discovered. What relief to edt at last, and to be off her weary feet!

She finished the loaf. She ought to get going, but it was so tempting to rest just alittle more. The
gauntlets would surely have her rushing forth soon enough.

Shelay on therock and cradled her head with her arms, making herself as comfortable as she
could. Shewished Kian were with her now; she could snuggle into him, and hisarm would be
protectively around her, and if there was anything she could do to make him realize what she offered,
she would summon the energy for that before deeping. It would be sonice...

She woke. It seemed just amoment, but her bladder was so full that she must have dept for
many hours! She got up, found aplace, and did what she needed to. But her legs were stiff from dl
the walking and running, so shelay down again for alittle more rest—and in amoment was deeply

adeep again.

Two more loaves and severd deepslater, she was rested and feeling much better. The gauntlets
must have given her severd daysto recover. But what about Kian?

Abruptly guilty, she resumed action. "Gauntlets" she said severdly, "you shouldn't have let me
deep so much! I've got to help Kian! Y ou know that!™

The gauntlets gave alittle squeeze on her hands. They seemed apologetic. Maybe they had
needed to res, too, after their labors! "I'm sorry—I wasn't thinking of your needs," she said contritely.
"But maybe now—"

Immediately the gauntletstugged &t her, leading her on, resuming the route they had been
following before she ate and dept. They were back in action! She only hoped the delay had not been
disastrousfor Kian.

There was still along way to go. Shetired more rapidly than she had before; evidently her
strength had been more depleted than she had redlized. All too soon she wastrudging again, but this
time she did not plead for any rest.

There was another serpentine bend. No more water seepage, at least. Every time she went
around one of these bends she wondered whether there'd be a serpent or a pool of water waiting. Or
maybe, incredible thought, asmall, irregular opening to the outside.

The gauntlets teased at her hands. They knew the answer! They knew where they were going,
and shetrusted that. They were quite comfortable now, not making her run, letting her walk at a
natural if decreasing pace. She did not want to go dow, but she was so tired! Kian needed her help;
that was dl that really kept her going.

She waked around the bend and amost fell. Herewas alarger tunndl crossing this one asthe
much smaler tunnd had done. The gauntlets pulled her, not overly roughly or ingstently, into the larger
serpent tunnel on her left. It was just like amess of interconnecting roads, she thought. This new
tunnel appeared to be no more recently used than the other, this entire region seemed to have fallen



into disuse by the serpents. She wondered whether she and Kian could have been through this one
before. Probably not; there was too much dust here, and it really hadn't been that long. The serpent's
body would certainly have wiped it clean if they had taken this particular route. Actudly, she doubted
that she had circled around to their starting place; her sense of direction was hopelesdy confused, but
it made more sense to her that the serpent tunnels should go more or lessin linesthan in circles. Why
tunndl through rock just to return to your starting place? So this was most likely some distant place.

Ahead—could it be?—around hole of daylight! Was she halucinating?
And voices—the voices of people!

She stopped, though her gauntlets didn't direct ahalt. Those could be flopears, and probably
were! Maybe she should just wait until the voices went away?

The gauntlets tugged at her with a come-along-now urgency. She decided to trust them.

Shivering with arenewed fear despite her faith in the gauntlets, she took a step forward, then
stopped. The glowrooms would be readily seen! Fearfully, yet with determination, she stripped them
from the sword blade and tried to conced their glow with handfuls of dust. When she had effectively
buried them and was standing in the darkness, she turned her atention to the exit.

It was then that she saw the object lying on the floor of the tunnel. Theincoming daylight madeiit
shine. She blinked, but it remained. Unless Mouvar had been down in the tunnels, that was the
wespon Heeto had |eft. This had to be that tunnel! Which meant that it could be Jac and Heeto
outside! But if it turned out to be flopears—

She had to get that weapon. It could be the means of rescuing Kian and defeating Rowforth!
She mugt not let it fal into the flopears handdl

She crept closer, closer to the daylight. Now if she could just reach out and snatch it back into
the dark—

A man appeared in the daylight. She waited, hoping to see who it was. She dared not approach,
though he was right near the weapon. Maybe he wouldn't seeit.

The man stooped down to pick up the wegpon. Ashedid, aray of sunlight lit up histhinnish, tall
form, and then hisface.

It was aman Lonny had never seen before.

CHAPTER 18
Late Arrived

KELVIN BECAME GRADUALLY AWARE of the chamber's soft blue radiance, and the throbbing
paininhistemple,



S. Helend The man had treacheroudy struck him, and he had falen into the transporter. Then
what had happened? He strained to remember, but it wouldn't come.

He checked what was on him. His laser was gone, left where he had foolishly set it down. The
gauntlets were dso missing, |eft by the laser. St. Helens must have possession of both.

He gtill had his shield and sword, as befitted a hero of Rud. Much good ether would do him
without the gauntlets! Without the magic glovesto fight for him, he was smply no champion, just an
ordinary (and not too bright, it seemed) person. St. Helens had played him for the fool hewas.

As he looked around he could detect small differencesin thisamost identica chamber. Thishad
to be in another world than the one of the golden-scaled dragons. This had to be the world where
somewhere aking who looked like King Rufurt held hisfather and haf brother in adungeon. It could
also be aworld that held Rud's former queen, just in case she wasn't dead.

Hisfirg practica thought was that he should go back. Without his gauntlets and hislaser he
would be better off home. But if St. Helens anticipated this, and was waiting, did he want to confront
him? He was too apt to be asitting target, and thistime he might lose hislife aswell as his weapons.

On the other hand, if St. Helens had taken the boat and the levitation belt and the weapons,
wouldn't he be stuck therein the chamber? Better to give this new world a chance, whatever world it
might be.

Herose, siiff, sore, and alittle dizzy. There were footprintsin the dust that had not been in the
other chamber. They led across the chamber to abluish curtain of light and, not quiteto his
astonishment, to alarge and glowing EXIT sign. Through the curtain he could see arock ledge. Kian
had gone thisway, and so must Kelvin.

He stepped through the curtain and found himself outside. Not in asubterranean cavern or by a
dark river, but al the way outside. Looking back, he saw no sign of ablue, shimmering curtain of
light. Therewasonly therock wall of anearly vertica bluff.

A rope ladder led down from the cliff into tree branches. He approached the edge cautioudly,
fedling weak and dizzy enough to pitch over. The very notion of how high he was made him amost
lose hisbdance and fall.

Have to get hold of myself, hethought. Have to be the hero. He knew that he was-trying to
build his own confidence. Like most do-it-himsdf chores, it was an amateurish job. After dl, there
had to be asolid basisto build on.

He turned back to examine his place of emergence. It looked like blank rock, but when he put
his hand out, it passed through. In amoment he was back in the station, by the glowing exit sign.
From outside, the curtain was an illusion of rock, perfectly concealing its nature.

But what if some native climbed the rope to this spot and blundered into the station? Well, that
curtain would probably seem just like red rock to any person or creature who was not aroundear.
Certainly there had been no such intruson in along time, if ever, the dust proved that.

He stepped out again and went to the ladder. Now he saw that the rope was not hemp, but



some metdlic materia that would surely last millennialonger. It was of agrayish color, of avery fine
weave, if that was the appropriate term, and anchored fast to ametal ring set firmly into the rock.
That gave him the confidence to useit. Maybe the meta was another form of what the trangporter
was made of. All this had been Mouvar's doing, of course, or one of Mouvar's race.

He grabbed the ladder, got hisfeet on the rungs, and did not look down. This descent probably
had not bothered Kian, but the very notion of such height made Kelvin's pams swest—the worst
thing they could do at the moment! He rubbed each hand againgt his shirt between rungs, so that it
would be fresh and dry for the next hold. He adjusted his sword belt—some hero, he thought
sardonicaly, letting the scabbard get between hislegs—and trembling at what he was doing, started
down.

He had never liked heights. Just climbing that beenut tree in Franklin had been atask. Asfor
scaling and descending cliffs—that was not in this hero'sline. Sister Jon might have relished this, but
she had the nature to be ahero. Hefdt alittle sick to his ssomach, and tried to keep his mind off that
as he dowly descended for fear he would become a lot sick. He pictured himsdf trying to explain to
some anonymous bystander: "Why did | vomit on the ladder? Well—" That made him feel ashamed,
but not better.

The branches reached up like hands, though it was just the breeze that made them seem to
clutch. At least he was getting down to that level! Hisfeet found thelimb at the end of the fina rung
and then he held the ladder, trying to ook down through branches to the still-distant ground. His head
throbbed and the dizziness returned. Why did | vomit on the tree branches? Well—

He swayed, hung on, and then lowered himsdlf from one branch to alower one. After that it was
amogt like the ladder, except that he could not see as much. He had kept his eyesrigidly fixed on the
cliff before hisnose, so that hardly made adifference. All he could think of as he descended was how
much more confident hewould beif he were wearing the gauntlets. His pams never sweated in those!
Findly he reached the ground, and stood for amoment, weak with relief.

But he ill had no clear route to travel. The huge tree was rooted at the edge of atangled forest
that left no leeway for intruders. He had to scramble just to make progress.

Theriver purled aong beside him as he sumbled dong, looking for a path. Where had Kian
gone? He saw onefaint trail, perhaps made by meer or some other ruminants. He directed his steps
that way, wanting to st down, feding he might fal, but willing himself to be brave and durable. Here
he would be just another roundear, he thought—just another contemptible misfit who happened to
have thewrong ears.

Midday and the sound of splashing. Fish jumping in the river. Jon would have been interested,
and have wanted to fish. He wished she were here, with her optimism, her unfailing courage, and her
ding. But she had pointed ears, so could not get through the transporter—and anyway, would he
want her to suffer dangersthat frightened him? Her bravery wasthe very thing that too often got her in
trouble.

Bring! Brrring! Brrninggg! A sweet metdlic chiming from abig oaple. Thosethree slver spirds
he had seen through Heln's eyes on their astrd trip. The tree was close enough, and histime was not
pressed; he could afford an inspection.



Hewalked over and found the chimes within reach. They did appear to be snakeskins with scale
patterns, but the materia was of alight metal. Silver in thin belts resembling the skins shed by snakes.
Whatever the meaning of this, Slver was precious where he came from. If thisland was smilar, asit
should be, sllver would buy things such as ahorse, food, shelter, and away to the dungeon, discreetly

managed.

Y et the slver was not his, nor did he know its purpose. He pondered the matter until his
stomach growled, reminding him it needed feeding. One chime might not be missed, and besides, he
might be able to replace it on the way home. So he made up his mind: he would borrow one of these.

Hedrew his sword, cut through the leather thong holding achime, and caught the silver trinket as
itfell.

Bring! Brringg! BRRRINNGG!

It was asif the two remaining chimes were angry. Well, his need was gresat, so he would just
have to endure their anger. He compressed the spird flat and found it held its new shape. He dipped
it into aback pocket of his pantaloons and walked on.

For amoment or two he felt great. Doing something on hisown initiative dways had that effect.
For what it was worth.

A mountain path was ahead—ared one, not amere animd trail. It seemed similar to apath he
and Jon had once trod in dragon country. No dragons here, he hoped; if there were, it was going to
take more than one silent silver chimeto save his unheroic self. He noticed that he was growing
weaker, he had been growing weaker since taking the chime. Could there be some magic connected
with the things? Thiswas agreet timeto think about it! But it hardly made any sense. Maybe hewas
having trouble adjusting to this new frame, since he hadn't traveled thisway before.

Hewas only alittle way up the path when dizziness and weakness overwhelmed him. At the
sametime he heard adrumming: horses.

His knees buckled as hislegs turned limp and folded. His head buzzed like anest of hornees.

The horses came around the bend and he got alook at a rough-looking, ill-clad man on ahorse,
followed by at least two others smilarly clad. The horse was black, and the man had black hair;
something about the combination bothered him.

Mists of memory rolled through hisfoggy head. Jon, screaming as she was carried away on
horseback. Himsdlf, staggering back from ablow ddlivered by the horseman. The horseman had been
clad dl in black, had black hair, and rode a coal-black horse. There had been a scar on that man's
face that was probably an old sword wound.

The face looking down at him had a smooth cheek. Otherwise it was the same: exactly the same.
Kevin struggled to deny the thought that came immediately to mind, but could not.

Jack! Cheeky Jack! Outlaw villain of the Badlands!



Kian fdt the bump on his head with hisfingers and winced as Gerta reached out afinger covered
with ointment and motioned his hand away. Kindly people, these flopears, sometimes. He obeyed
with mixed fedlings as she touched the bump and made a circling motion. A coolness spread out from
her fingertips and the pain and the headache vanished, as had the ddlicious smells of the bakery.

Hesat up, redizing fully for thefirst time that hewasin bed. It was, he guessed, the same bed
his father had occupied, and his nurse was now Kian's. It was the room where he had come in astral
form.

"Gertal" he gasped, determined to use her name. "Gertal”

"Y ou know my name?' She did not sound as astonished as he had expected her to. "Explain.”

"l was here before. | am Kian Knight. Y ou put mein a—a serpent.”

"That was my cousin Herzig who put you in a serpent ancestor. Y ou may wish you had
remained.”

"I come from another world, Gerta, as does my father. That'swhy I'm here. | cameto take him
home™

"John Knight, your father?'
"Yes. You cared for him, maybe saved hislife."

Gertagtared full in hisface. He froze as though from the paralyzing stare of a serpent. Not for
nothing were they called the serpent people, he remembered.

"Now, Kian Knight, we seeif you lieto Gerta. Maybe you think Gertadumb. Maybe you think
al serpent peopleignorant.”

He wanted to respond, to give her some reassurance, but could not. He was unable to move.

Her hands cupped his face. Her pupilless eyes stared into his and melted into ablue sea. He felt
her coming in, and knew that he was more truly naked than he had ever been before, even when
merging with Lonny in astrd form.

She pulled back, startling him. He felt aweskness that had spread al through him. Her gaze had
donethat, and gtill he was paralyzed.

Gertawent to the door of the cottage. She called outside, out of hissight. "Get Herzig! Hurry!™

She came back to him and looked again into his eyes, her eyes again melting. His eyes seemed
to have become wide-open windowsinto his brain. "Herzig will haveto seethis. Asleader of our
people, he must decide what to do about it."

Do about what? he wanted to ask. But there was no moving hislips. Those deep, deep blue
orbs—not like aserpent's, but somehow as powerful. It might be what hisfather had called hypnoss,
and he had said that serpents did it to birds. Was he then just like a bird to Gertas people? Were dl



of them mere birds, King Rowforth included?

Herzig camein and walked to the bed, hisbody rolling in the manner of aflopear. This had once
seemed dmost comicd to Kian; it hardly seemed so now. Herzig stood on his short legs, staring at
him."You must see, Herzig," Gertasaid.

The cousin leader held Kian'sface. His eyes were black, and they seemed to sizzle as something
happened in them. Kian was reminded of the void of The Flaw.

Then Herzig frowned, puzzled, turning to Gerta. "It isas he said. They are from the other place.
They have no magic themselves but they use what magic comes: the dragonberries, the gauntlets, the
Mouvar weagpon that stopped but did no harm.”

"The weapon liesin an ancestor tunnel, dropped there by the short-legged one.”

"Y es. This one does not know which tunnel.”

"Y ou seem hestant, Herzig."

"l am. | wonder what Rowforth will want to do when he learns of the place from this one's
father. Will he want to go there as a conqueror?”’

"Y ou know Rowforth better than |."

Herzig looked back at Kian. " Can serpent people know mortal s? Even such mortas asthis?
Perhaps with the gaze we can.”

"Y ou would gaze into Rowforth's murky mind?"

"1 must. Only then can | learn what he truly intends. Only then can | know if we must bregk the
dliance”

"If he wantsto conquer thisworld and others—"

"Then we must withdraw ourselves. Serpent people cannot long leave these mountains, let done
thisworld."

"Will Mouvar interfere, Cousn?"

"Hewill if Rowforth conquers. We must not go against Mouvar. Hisrace has magic even
stronger than ours, and unlike ours, hisisnot bound to oneworld in one frame.”

"Do you think Rowforth can be overthrown by his people? Replaced, as you replaced Dunzig as
our leader?'

"Not if we give him dl our help. But maybe we do not haveto. You and | will take Rowforth a
present.”

"Kian?'



"Yes. Hewill have understood little, but it isbest that he now forget. He will be our present to
Rowforth, and he will remember nothing of what has been said.”

Herzig snapped hisfingers under Kian's nose. Kian redlized on the ingtant that much had been
said. But exactly what had been said he could not recover.

CHAPTER 19
Dead

"KIAN'SBROTHER," THE BANDIT face said. The words were directed to alarge man whom
Kelvin could not see clearly. It was darming how suddenly wesk he had become; before midday he
had thought himsdlf recovering from hisfather-in-law's blow. These bandits, if that was what they
were, knew Kian by name. Not only did they know Kian, but they knew who Kelvin was aswell.
"Youill?" the bandit asked him."Y ou appear unwell.”
"Hit with fig," Kelvin gagped. "Walked far in sun. Dizzy."

"Hmm, yes. | know thefedling. They call me Smoothy Jac. Y our brother told us about you. You
don't look much like ahero.”

"I'm not. Not here” Not really anywhere. It was all luck. Luck and maybe a bit of magic,
and a lot of belief by others.

"In your own world you are.”
"l had to be."

"Maybe here ds0." Jac moved his hand to his brow, pushing back a sweep of long hair. Naked
earswere revealed asround as Kelvin's own.

"Y ou—you're a—aroundear!"

"Mogt people are, in thisworld. Kian told usthat in your world it's pointed ears that are the
norm.”

"Yes." He had known as much, or at least suspected it. His surprise had been afoolish reflex.
That scene in the dungeon he had witnessed through Heln's astral eyes: the ruler who appeared to be
Rufurt, their own beloved king. The prisoner. Not only facesthat might be familiar, on totaly different
people, but also round ears.

Jac straightened up. "Well take you to our camp in the Barrens, Kelvin. We have medicine
there, and you can rest and recover. Can you ride?"

"|—I cantry." He struggled to stand, felt dizzy, and gave up the effort.



"Biscuit," Jac said. "Get him on ahorse. Tiehim on."

"Ain't you had enough of foreigners?" Biscuit asked. "His brother got most of uskilled. | say we
leave him here"

What was this? The man addressed as Biscuit was the near image of Morton Crumb. Curse the
dizziness, it was making things more and more unclesr.

"Maitt," Jac said, touching his sword hilt, "you and | have never fought each other. Y ou have
accepted me as leader and have donewhat | said.”

"That's not changed,” Maitt said. " Just want you to know how | fedl." He dismounted, picked
Kevin up, and dung him acrossthe saddle. Kelvin fet himsdf being tied by hisarmsand legs. Then
the big man mounted behind him, barely whispering, "Damned foreigners.”

"Ready, Matt?"

"Ready, Chief."

"Friend. Companion. Jac."

"Yes, Chief." Not surly or disobediently, but not humoroudly. It was clear who wasin charge.

"Let'sride.” If therewastension, it did not sound in the voice. Jac spoke just as he had spoken
afirg.

After an infinite number of jolts, Kelvin redlized that he was seeing sand passing beneeth his eyes
and that he had been regularly lgpsing in and out of consciousness. Sometime after that he felt himself
lifted from the horse. The big man's voice rumbled near his ear "He does ook pretty bad. | wonder
why. That little bruise on hisface can't account for it."

"Maybe poison.”

"Maybe. Hey, felow, you eet or drink anything snce you arrived here?"

Kelvin struggled to think. "Nothing at al.” He labored to deny the possibility that he was about
to die. "Maybe that's why 1'm so weak."

"Y ou bitten or sung anywhere?"

"No. Nothing likethat."

"Well have Heeto check him," Jac said. "He knows more medicine than the rest of us.”
"Hopeless," Biscuit said. "Some savior! Worse than the other!™

"Easy, Biscuit. It'snot hisfault.”

Kevin fdt himsdf carried. Through blurring eyesight he caught the sght of faces: bandits, every



one, judging from appearances.

A tent flap brushed hisface, and then there was the rough texture of a bearver hide under him.
He concentrated on seeing, and what he saw was asmd|l man with awide mouth. The face was
familiar, hideoudy familiar. He screamed.

"Hey, hey, son!" Jac'stone was kind. "It'sjust Heeto! He's adwarf, not aflopear.”

Flopear? What was that? Not Queeto, but Heeto? Not the fiendish apprentice sorcerer? In his
mind he saw again the crimson drops of Jon's blood falling dowly, drop by drop. He experienced
again thetinglein his hands as the gauntlets he had worn then fastened like the jaws of awild beast on
the evil dwarf's neck and crushed it. He had killed the sorcerer's apprentice, or the gauntlets had.
Later the body had burned, aong with the body of the old sorcerer, and the terrible workplace in the
wing of the old paace. It seemed to have happened in another life—actually in another world.

"Ahh, ahh, ahh," he said, histongue swollen, hisvoca cords strained so hard they wererefusing
to work. He needed to say something, but he didn't know what. The dwarf was staring in hisface,
meaking soothing motions.

"I'm Heeto," it piped. "Y ou're Kelvin, Kian's brother.”

"Y-yes" Kdvin managed.

"There's something the matter with you. Maybe | can help.”

"No! No, no, nooo." He didn't want this creature touching him. Not after what he and Jon had
endured by that parald-dwarf's hands.

"Heishyserica and ddirious" Jac said. "Dying, without a doubt.”

"Yes," Heeto said. There was sadnessin the voice, asthough Kelvin's death meant something to
him.

"WherésKian?' Kelvin managed. It came out a croak. "Where's my brother?"
"He'sdead," Biscuit said. "Swallowed by a serpent.”

"We can't know that for certain,” Jac said. "What do you think, Heeto? What's killing him?"
Kian, dead? Himsdlf, dying? It couldn't be, it couldn't be!

"What hurts mogt, Kelvin? Tell us"

What hurt mogt? The something digging into his butt on the left Sde. The slver chime he had
compressed into aspring, now trying to resumeitsformer spiral.

"Ohh, ohh," he said, his voice loosened by the sudden pain. "Back pocket. Pantaloons.”

"Let'ssee” Biscuit'sbig, rough hand lifted him and felt. " Something there, dl right! I'll takeit out



and well havealook."

"Ohh," Kelvin groaned again. Hefdt asif the chime had grown a serpent mouth and sunk its
fangsinto him. Then hefdt thefangs pulled away.

"Gods, look at thisl" Biscuit exclaimed. He held the chime, rleasing it so that it made its sound,
asif celebrating itsrelease. "Tak about your lack of sense! Dumb foreigner!”

"Hedidn't know," Jac said.
"Poor man," Heeto soothed, stroking Kelvin's forehead. ""Poor man, not to beware of magic.”

"Hell diewith the sun,” Biscuit said. "Like asnakestail a sundown. When the sun goes, so
doeshe."

"Poor, poor man," Heeto mourned. The dwarf made awhispering sound that had the quality of
whimpering.

"I've heard of something,” Jac said. "1 don't know if it'strue, but I've heard that if the chimeis
taken back to itstree and properly hung there before nightfall, the victim lives."

"Old wives tae" Biscuit offered.

"But maybe true. It does make sense, because the point of acurseisto prevent molestation of
thething it guards. That's no good if people stedl chimes and then throw them away or sdll them when
they get sSck. Y ou've heard the legend, Heeto?"

"No, Magter. I've never heard of achime being taken."

"Nor |. But it could be. Sinceit's our only hope, we'd better try it. Kelvin, where did you get
this?' He touched the chime, and it sent out pedl s that went round and round inside his head.

"|—I—" Kelvin struggled to recdll. "1 found it in abig oaple. Three together. | took only one.
Near theriver, before the mountain.”

"Hmm, three chimes together. Big oaple. Mountain. | know that place. It'stoo far.”
"Maybe not, Master. Maybeif | ride your horse—"

"Y ou, Heeto? Alone?!

"I'm light, Master. Y our horse can carry me faster than anybody."

"But, Heeto, to get there before night you'd have to start now and ride hard al the way.”
"l will, Master. And I'll rest and feed the horse before starting back."

"l guessyou havetotry. | guessweadl do. But it may not save him even if you get thereintime.”



"Asyou say, Magter, we dl haveto try.”

Biscuit snorted. "Huh! If the ideaiisto save him so he can save Hud from King Rowforth, | say
don't ride. Save yoursdlf, Heeto. For something important that can work out.”

"Y ou're askeptic, Matt. But come dong and help me get him started. That light saddle you had
the other day..."

Roalling his eyestoward the tent flap, Kelvin saw that al three had exited. He closed his eyes,
alone. It was hot in the tent; globules of sweat formed on hisforehead. There was nobody to wipeit
off for him, and he no longer had the strength to do it himsdlf. A fly buzzed noisily and lit on hisnose.
Heln, Heln! hethought. Oh, Heln!

By and by he heard a horse's hooves pounding sand as it raced by the tent. Then slence ashe
fought with himself not to deep—because he feared there would be no waking.

The sun wasright at the top of the mountain as Heeto rode Betts down the ridge. He had
spotted the two spirasin the big oaple from above, the sun glancing from the twin spiralsin bright
flashes.

"Please hold back, Sun. Please!" Heeto said. He spoke aloud, not bothered by the thought that
it wasinsane. Histhighs hurt from the saddi€'s chafe and he sympathized with Betts as she wheezed
and blew back foam from her lathered mouth. Such along ride, such agreat effort for them both, and
amog certainly for naught.

Bring, Brinnng. BRRRRRITTIINNNNNGG! the chimes sang, urging him onwith their
companion. But the sun was aready hiding, adark shadow creeping relentlessly down the mountain at
hisback. "Please et me save him! Pleaselet me save usdl,” Heeto prayed. He did not think of what
he might be praying to, he only prayed.

The young man from another world was a hero. His brother had said that Kelvin had saved his
own land, so smilar to Hud, and might save Hud aswell. But the young man looked like atall boy
amost too dight to wield asword. Y et he had come here just as his brother had, and if therewasa
way for him to live and to recover the Mouvar wegpon—waell, then all might not beinvain.

But first Kelvin had to be saved himsdlf. He had to be saved by Heeto.

The sun was but a crescent a the top of the ridge, letting no more than afingernail of light
escape. Thetree was almost shadowed, but stood whereit caught the last of the rays. Urging Betts
nearer with sharp jabs of hishedls, Heeto continued to pray: "Sunlight stay! Sunlight stay!™

He stood up on the saddle, swaying, amost overbalancing, and grabbed the limb. Quickly with
his free hand he wrapped the leather thong, tied it, and fell free of the limb and the horse.

Bring, Brinng, BRRRRIIIINNNG!

Had he succeeded? Had he done right? Had he done anything?



Bring, Brinng, BRRRRIIIINNNG!

Thelagt glint of sunlight was gone.

CHAPTER 20

Pact

KIAN WAS SURPRISED WHEN Gertaand Herzig returned to him as soon as he had eaten.
Somehow he had thought they intended to kegp him in thissmall room indefinitely. Possibly (and the
thought squeezed his guts) they had a hungry serpent.

"Kian, do you wish to be with your father?' Herzig asked.

He nodded. Silly question.

"Then the three of uswill leaveimmediately for Hud's capital. Do you fed you can wak?!

Hedid. Their food and medicine were wonderfully restorative. The days (this was a sheer guess,
faling between hours and months) he had spent in the serpent tunnels were asiif they had never been.
But what of Lonny? Was she still wandering around with the glowrooms, or, worse till, in the dark?

"Y ou look troubled, Kian," Gertasaid.

"Thereés someone e se," he confessed. " Someone who was with me underground.”

Gertaand Herzig looked at each other. He wished he could read the significance in that
exchange!

"I wouldn't fear for her," Herzig sad. "She will survive."

"BU"

"A little magic, Mortd. Magic spells can protect anyone we choose from the ancestors.”
"The ancestors. Y ou mean the serpents?”

"That iswhat we cdl them among oursalves. We bdieve that our people descended from
serpents, while yours descended from gpes.”

Kian was gartled. It wasamost like hisfather talking! He had conjectured on the different lines
of descent for roundears and pointears. But he had also said that the two were closely linked because
they could interbreed. When Kian, then very young, had asked what that meant, John Knight had
laughed and said, "Y ou're the proof of it, son!™

Kian doubted that there could have been any physical descent from serpent to manlike cresture.



But his experience as an astrd presence in the serpent suggested that there was indeed some kind of
compatibility between them. Could the early flopears have taken astral residence in the early serpents,
and could the minds of the serpents have come to the bodies of the flopears? Then the present
flopears would indeed have serpent ancestry on the astral level, and the serpents would have flopear
ancestry. It made a certain sense, especialy considering the serpentlike power of the flopears gaze,
and the way the serpents cooperated with the flopears.

"Wewill go, then,” Gertasaid. "Walking, asis our way."

Waking to the capita? That, Kian thought, was going to take days! But once there he would be
reunited with hisfather. Then perhaps he could find out about his mother and what kind of dliancethe
king had with the flopears. He was ready, and he felt quite excited about the prospects.

At the end of the second day they had left the mountains and were pardlding theriver. The big
oaple with the three silver chimes Kian remembered was somehow awelcome sight. Helistened to
their music for aslong as he could. It was as though the chimes welcomed their approach and then
bade them an affectionate farewell.

"Y ou remember being in achime?' Gertaasked him, seeing his atention.

"Wdl," hesad, "l remember everything until after | was part of a serpent, and then my memories
areblurred.”

"That is because serpents have smple minds. Y ou were becoming part of the mind you werein.”

"But that serpent was dead—or had been! Wekilled it with the spear! How could it have a
mind?'

"It was not dead, only badly hurt. We tended to its body, and healed it to the extent we were
able. Then we put your mind in it, and the other, and you revived its mind as anew spark revives an
oldfire"

"What would have happened to me and—and Lonny?'

"Y ou would have been absorbed. Generations from now you might have been part of anew
intelligent serpent, or you might not. We serpent people have much magic, but we do not know al
thereisto know about the life force. There are mysteries even our wisest members have not
penetrated.”

"When | wasin agtra form | wasme," Kian mused. "Asdive and conscious of being dive as|
had ever been. Y et in the serpent—"

"In the serpent you were changing, becoming more like the body you inhabited—but not entirely.
Thisiswhy we put you there: we knew you would enhance the serpent after it had lost so much of its
own mind. Whether you would pull it up beyond its naturd level we could not judge, but certainly you
would hdpit.”

"Yet | fdt asif | had abody when | was astral, and in the serpent, too, in different form. Nothing
that hurt or could move objects, but a body. When Lonny and I—" But he did not care to discuss that



merging, though probably the flopears dready knew.

"That wethink ismainly illuson. Y ou are accustomed to abody, so you think of yoursdlf as
having abody. But then our spirits Smply return to the serpent ancestors voluntarily and are absorbed
into them. Y our spirits—who can say?'

"Not I," Kian confessed. He plodded on, conscious that hisfeet hurt, and musing on the nature
of things

The capita, when they arrived, was just as he remembered. So was the palace. He would fed
right a home here. But Herzig was speaking to a servitor, and then two pal ace guards were escorting
him away from the flopears and toward—he recognized this routel—toward the dungeon.

For amoment he fought hard not to panic. Then he forced himsdlf to reax, thinking: Wily
serpents! They do after all have a pact with Rowforth. They didn't bring me here just for my
own good Rowforth is a bad man here; | wastold as much.

Their footsteps rang hollowly down the long, twisting stair. Dank, dusty dungeon smells assailed
his nogtrils. Oh, thiswas going to be fun! Just asit had been back home, only hereit washe and his
father, rather than hisfather and brother imprisoned.

Light coming down from ahigh barred window revedled the ugly cells. Inthefirst cell, abattered
and obvioudy injured Smith, one of Jac's crossbowmen he recognized but did not know very well. In
the second cdll was atall, haggard man who looked a him with wide-eyed recognition.

"Father!"

"Kian!"

The guard unlocked the door and pushed him insde the cdll and into hisfather'sarms.

Herzig watched with Gerta, his misgivings rampant, asthe soldierstook adazed Kian to join his
father. They stood on the palace grounds, their firm legs supporting them with customary indifference.
Soon they'd be ushered into the palace itsalf and have their audience with King Rowforth. For his
part, Herzig was not looking forward to it.

"Cousin Herzig, will they put them together?”

"Almost certainly, Gerta. So they can talk and aguard can spy on them and listen. So that father
can be tortured before son or son before father.”

"Arethey redly that cruel, Cousin?'

"Rowforth has been in the past. Dunzig should have known, but Dunzig was crue himsdif. If the
king knew al our mind abilities, hed want usto get the information. Only Rowforthisso crud that he



would probably torture them anyway."
"l am glad we are not mortas," Gertasaid.

The servitor from the palace was gpproaching, his manner solemn and purposeful, as befitted his
position. He stopped, inclined his head in ashort haf bow, and said, "Y ou may come. HisMgesty
will seeyou now."

They followed the man as he strode off. A couple of guards joined them, one on elther side, and
acouple more marched in back. Rowforth took no chances with guests. Getting him alone and
probing into his murky mind was going to take planning and luck. True, guards could be treaeted with
the serpent-gaze at any time, but it was necessary that Rowforth not suspect.

Herzig stole alook at his cousin. She was |ooking askance at the inferior scul ptures, tapestries,
and paintings the palace held. The lowest of the serpent people artisans could grestly improve on the
best of mortd work, Herzig thought, eyeing a broken-armed statue as they passed.

The great audience room was empty except for Rowforth on histhrone. They approached him
dowly, inclined their heads as was the custom, and waited.

"Welcome, friend serpent people,” Rowforth said. It was about as sincere awelcome as anyone
ever got from hismouth. "I am pleased at your gift of the stranger mortal, and now bid you welcome
to Hud'sroya paace."

"Thank you, Y our Highness," Herzig said. "We are honored to be herein your presence.”
The king nodded to Gerta. "And thisis your wife?'

"Cousin. She nursed both the stranger mortals and restored them to hedth.” So that they may
be tortured by you, Herzig thought, thoroughly disgusted by the fact.

"Ah." HisMagesty seemed interested. "And can she perhapsreved thingsthat they have said?"

"Your Mgesty," Gertasaid, "l spoke to them only as needed. What you would be interested
in—military secrets and affairs of sate—was not discussed.”

"Pity," Rowforth said. His eyes moved back to the leader, seemingly evauating him as he once
must have evaluated his predecessor, Dunzig. "I sugpect we shal need to make plans. Errotax, our
neighboring kingdom, is becoming quite vexing to me. | plan on taking over that throne, and | believe
you might occupy it for me."

"I'm afraid, Y our Mgesty, that serpent people have no wish to govern mortas. That, Y our
Maesty, isyour responsibility.”

"Hmm, yes. But surdly you will want something. Dunzig did."
"Dunzig and | were not directly related,” Herzig replied. "Nor did we aways bask in the same

light. He wished power over mortasfor himsaf and for the serpent people. His wish for power drove
him to make the alliance. One morta sacrifice ayear, he decreed, given fredly by Your Mgesty. In



return we would freeze with the serpent-stare any enemy who opposed you."
"Y ou are bound by Dunzig'sword?"
"l am bound," Herzig agreed.
"But now you do not wish to rule mortals?'
"I never have wished that, nor have most of the serpent people.”
"Y ou would have wealth?"
"We have wedth dready." More than you dream of, Mortal!
"Then, asde from the sacrifice and the goods delivered to your valey, only friendship?’

"That issufficient,” Herzig said. Rowforth hardly looked pleased; he did not trust those who
weren't greedy.

", ah, see. But perhapsin the future?'

"Possibly. But for now, only friendship.”

"Good." Rowforth seemed appeased. "When you want something, you will ask?"

"es"

Rowforth nodded sagely, as only amonarch can. “Tomorrow we will talk further of my plans.
For now, you and your lovely cousin enjoy the palace grounds, the fruits of its orchards, the shade of

itstrees. When you get ready to leave, | will bestow on you a scrumptioudy outfitted carriage, horse,
and driver."

"Thank you, Y our Mgesty, but my people prefer to use only their own legs. We alow ourselves
to be carried but seldom, and then only for pressing reason.”

"1, ah, see." Thedistrust had returned. "Whatever you wish during your stay, smply ask it of a
servant. Any specid foods, drinks, entertainments, anything at al that you desire. The dungeon where
the stranger mortas are now will be locked and guarded, but if you wish you may tour.”

"No need, Y our Mgesty. One dungeon islike another, and the fate of the mortal's does not
concern the serpent people.”" Hefdt unclean, speaking like thidl

"Enjoy your stay, then." The monarch made agesture, and the servant and soldiers escorted
them from his presence.

That night Herzig dipped from his bed, dressed, and rapped lightly on the adjoining door. Gerta
joined him in amoment, looking to his eyes as though she had never dept.



"Be ready with the serpent-stare,” he whispered. Outsiders thought that the stare was merely a
function of looking, but thiswas hardly the case; it required asingular effort of will, and was best if
prepared for. "Even thislate a night there may be servitors, even guards.”

She nodded, and together they left their room and climbed the sairs. They were dmost to the
king's chambers when, by a shaft of moonlight coming through awindow, they saw atal woman
approaching in afilmy white gown. The woman had red hair and green eyes, and neither of them had
encountered her before. Y et there could be no doubt who she was: the queen.

Herzig debated the matter only briefly. Then he used his stare to intercept the queen. They could
not afford to have her spying on them! It would be asmple matter to cause her to forget that she had
Seenthem.

Shefroze. Then it occurred to him that the queen could be asource of useful information. Should
he take the time and energy to read her? He hesitated but amoment; then, standing on tiptoe, he
cupped her chinin his hands, tipped her head forward, and probed deep, deep into her glassy eyes.

It was ashock. He had gotten much more information than expected! He withdrew, shaken. He
turned to his cousin, controlling himself aswdl as he could.

"Wewill not need to go on to the king's chambers," he said. "He is adeep there with another
woman. He taunts his virtuous queen congtantly with hisinfiddities and the evil he does. Heisthe
most evil of al evil mortals. Thereisno need to awaken him, for | have found what he intends.”

"Heintendsto conquer?’

"Everything. Even our valey. Every land that he and his armies can reach. The Sarsthemsdaves
he would conquer. Only death or displacement will cause him to stop conquering. And the queen has
afathe—afather we must now go to see.”

"The queen—?"

"Asgood amorta asthe king isbad. Shewill remember nothing of our meseting. Nightly she
prowls these hallways clutching her agony inside. Come." He motioned Gerta back into a doorway
and shadow, then snapped hisfingers. Immediately the queen stirred, waking on; her mind, he knew,
wasin aquandary as she contemplated again the evil of her husband.

They waked down the stairs, and then, via another passage, to another set of stairs. They
climbed the stairsin the dark, opened a door, and were in the tower chamber of Zotanas, aged
sorcerer. A high window let in only alittle moonlight and starlight, but a serpent person's eyesight was
such that it required littlein the way of luminescence.

Herzig walked to the big bed where the old magician lay deeping. Gently, very gently, he
awakened the man.

Zotanas eyes opened. He saw Herzig bending over him, or at least hisform. Not floundering in
his thoughts as anormal aged person would be expected to do, he smply said: "Flopear?"

"Correct, Zotanas."



"Why?" Reedy voice, questioning everything with asingle word.

"Because you may be ableto help. Y ou want to free your daughter of her marriage and your
land of itstyrant. | know, | have looked into your daughter's mind, though she and the king must never
know of this. There are mortasin the kingdom of Hud who would battle the soldiery and free the
land, but they will need help. We serpent people, wily as serpentsdl, would bregk our aliance with
your king."

"Why?" Zotanas repeated.
"l am theruler of our people. | know that following your king would mean disaster for us. In
other worlds nearly identical with ours, our people did not long coexist with mortals. Only separately

can our people survive and prosper.”

"What would you have me do?" Zotanas asked. Evidently this news came as no specia surprise
tohim.

"Be ready to help the strangersto thisworld who will try to help other mortals overthrow your
king. We serpent people are bound by an unwise covenant to aid your king, but it isacovenant | wish
to have broken.”

"But if you give ad, the king wins. Mortas can't fight your kind."

"No, they cannot. But neither must serpent people fight mortals.”

"I'm not certain | understand.”

"Nor isthat necessary. Y ou have been dreaming, but you will think on what you dreamed. When
the time comes, you will use your strength and your magic. For now, deep.”

Obediently Zotanas closed his eyes. His shallow chest heaved and he began snoring.

Silently Herzig and Gerta stole down the stairs and tiptoed softly to their own rooms and beds.

For three days Herzig and Gertaremained at the paace, nomindly enjoying the hospitality of the
king, but actudly studying every aspect of his government. They were aware when the king and his
trusted brutish guard went to the dungeon to threaten the prisoners John Knight and Kian Knight by
torturing their wounded companion, but did not interfere, because that would have reveded both their
knowledge and their sentiments. But Gertawas shocked and furious.

"They have ababy ancestor!" she exclaimed. "How did that happen?'

Herzigwas smilarly angry. "One of the king's men must have found it strayed from its net, and
trapped it in the bottle. To forceit to feed on morta brains—thisis shameful abuse of an ancestor!
But we must not interfere. The serpent will have to fend for itsaf. Perhaps when it escapes, we can
intercept it and try to ameliorate the bad food before it becomestoo negative.”



"We must keep dert,” she agreed. "What an outrage!”

But the little serpent was dow to emerge, and two days later it was time for them to depart,
without having had the chance to help it. Depressed, they departed the grim paace.

On the walk back they were to pass a big oaple with three chimes. But as they approached it
Herzig saw that there were but two. Brung, Brung, Brung! they sounded angrily, out of tune.

"A morta has been here and taken a sacred skin," Herzig said to Gerta. "It is another outrage!
Whoever that mortd is, hewill surely die.”

"Yes, Coudin. But if that morta is one who should live? Perhgps a stranger from another world
who would not know of the curse?' For her experiences with the two prior strangers remained fresh
in her mind. She knew she was too much influenced by the morta part of her heritage, but she could
not help it. Thismissng chime—she knew it was no routine matter.

He saw that she had a premonition, so he followed it up. Each member of their species had
dightly different abilities, and she was excdllent at perceiving and controlling astrd spirits, whether
within their hosts or separated from them. The magic of the chimesrelated to this, for it wasto the
adtra portion of amorta that they fastened, when disturbed. "Uncaution brings death. It has dways
been so. It would be an insane universe were it otherwise. But perhapsit needn't be."

"How?"' By which she meant that this particular case was different, and deserved his attention.

"1 will think, project my thought aswell as| can. Thetalisman must be returned by the thief
beforenight.”

"But if thethief isaready too week, too far away?' She definitely knew something!

"l will project aswell as| can. With the ancestors help it may be possible. We must concedl
ourselves and wait."

"That isgood."

He began thinking, projecting outward the tde that no morta had heard from another morta for
longer than any had lived, with the Sngle exception of Zotanas. Theway to avoid dying at sundown
wasto replace the talisman. He sent the thought out, following the faint astra spoor eft by the thief.
Out across the rough country and into the Barrens, where only the bandits and the true patriots went.
Out too far for adying man to return to. But athought could be directed at more than onefading life;
it could be directed to anyone near. Herzig projected at the main silver thief who had come time after
timeto their valley, the leader of the mortalswho had attacked Rowforth's men. For along, long time
he projected, but though he knew the thought was received, the bandit leader did not come. The
minds of mortalswere so trugtratingly limited! Still he waited, knowing that |eaders sometimes sent
othersto do their bidding.

Asthe sun was cregping down below the ridge and out of sight below the far horizon of the
Barrens, arider appeared on horseback. It was the small mortal who in stature resembled the serpent

people.



They waited until the talisman had been returned and the smal morta was rubbing down the
sweaty horse. Then, and only then, did Herzig stretch out his hand. From his fingers an energy bolt of
adtra matter traveled as swiftly as only such energy could.

BRING! BRING! BRING! sang the talismans. They were back in tune. The smal morta turned
to look, hisface surprised by the sound coming without being evoked by abreeze. His broad festures
broke into asmile, for this was a song sweeter than any heard before.

"Thank you," the mortal mouthed, his eyes on the tdismans. " Thank you for helping us. For
heping dl of us"

Concedled by the shadow on the mountain, Herzig had to wonder what if anything the small

mortal had sensed. But more important, why had Gerta attuned to this particular morta, the absent
onewho had thieved the chime? She might not be sure hersdlf, but surely it wasimportant.

CHAPTER 21
Coming
HELN RODE CORRY'S HORSE out of the brush and waved at the Crumbs and Jon on the
opposite Sde of theriver. They were probably thinking of going for help, she thought, as her hands
ing de the magic gauntlets urged the horse down the bank and into the stream. But this was the fording
place where Corry and Bemode had crossed the stream with her. They had trailed her thisfar, and

her father must have gone on done. Even Kelvin'ssster wasn't in Aratex, afact that rather surprised
her.

Jon was, as Heln had known she would be, thefirst to greet her on the proper side of the
border. "Youdl right, Heln?"

"Couldn't be better!" That was a considerable overstatement, but it would do in this
circumstance. Certainly she could have been worse! Had Jon redlly thought to use that ding againgt
soldiers? Would Lester and Mor have let her?

"1 didn't know you could ridelike that!" Jon exclaimed. "And those gauntlets, and that dress!”

"I'll tell you about it on the way to the capital.”

"The capita? Why? What for? And wherésyour old man? Where's St. Helens?”'

"That'swhy were going to the capitd. I'll tell you whileweride." And she did, asthey rode back
the way they had al come and then on the main road for the capital and Rud's new paace.

"You're certain hesaprisoner?' Lester asked when she had finished her narrative.

"Hehasto be. I'm worried about him. He was sill unconscious. And that Mdbahissuch a
terrible person!™



"Terrible, dl right,” Mor agreed. "Best thing to do with awitch isto burn her. Oncethey're
burned up they don't come back."

"Y et these gauntlets made me leave him there—and his sword,” Heln said, bemused. "They
amost seemed to put words in my mouth, making me sound like awarrior-woman!™

Everyone laughed, thinking she wasjoking. Who could imagine her asawarrior! Shehad to
admit it was ludicrous, especially garbed as she was. She had not told them about the way the men
had watched her climb down the tree, but probably they had guessed. Y et asit had turned out, that
ugly business had helped her gain the upper hand. The gauntletsredly did seem to know what they
were doing, and could be quite devious on occasion.

"Why didn't we just ride on in and get him?* Jon demanded. "We're Rud citizens! We might
even have gotten there before they got him down from the tree."

"No," Heln said. "Not a chance. We weren't that far from the Aratex palace. | don't think our
being Rud citizens would bother Melbah, though Phillip might be a different maiter." And there was
another detail she had avoided mentioning: exactly how the boy king had considered using her, aside
from asahostage.

"King Rufurt may not want to send soldiers!" Mor protested. "He's cautious about sarting a
war, and not just because of Melbah.”

"Have we any choice?' Heln asked heatedly. "They kidnapped me and now they hold my father!
Rud can't dlow its citizens to be kidnapped and taken to Aratex and imprisoned! They made the
mistake, not wel"

"But could we win againgt them?" Lester asked. ""From what you said about Mebah—"

"Yes, Mebah is powerful!" Heln agreed. "But weve got something Aratex doesn't have: weve
got Kelvin" Assoon as she said it, Heln had to wonder. "Whereis he, anyway?'

"He's not back.”

"But Father's back! And he had that flying belt and the gauntlets and Kelvin's laser!"

"WHOA!" Mor cried, pulling hishorseto a hdt and signaling the othersto do the same. Rud's
shining new palace was in sght, complete with observation tower and newly planted orchards, but this
was not why he stopped. "Excuse me, lasses and son, but old Mor smells arodent on the dinner table

and hethink'sit's &t. Helend!"

"What? What do you mean?' Heln demanded. She wasredly angry with hersdlf, because as
soon as Mor spoke she had thought the same thing.

"He came back, your husband didn't. He had the weapons Kelvin was going to use to rescue his
father and his brother and possibly another person I'm not about to mention. That sound right to you?”'

"No," Heln admitted. "But—but he must have had areason." She hoped! What could it be?



"Who had areason—St. Helens or your husband?'

Immediately Heln was reminded of how badly her father had wanted awar between Rud and
Aratex. Could he—would he have harmed Kelvin? Just how much did she know about him, anyway?
He was brave and he could be charming and fascinating in away that only atakative adventurer
could be, but he had been such a pain when visiting them. It was as though St. Helens had been
struggling to make up for afirst unfavorableimpresson. Should they have trusted him?

"Heln, you're losing your color!" Jon cried.

Shedid fed weak and dizzy. | am not going to faint! | am not going to faint! shethought.

"Grab her quick! She'sgoing to fal!" That was Mor'svoice.

Thingswere going gray. Shefdt hersdf diding, and then, with no trangition at dl that she could
detect, she waslying down and looking up into the face of a man she hadn't seen before. He was
bearded, and it seemed to her that he was something in athinking professon. Over his dight shoulder
she saw Jon gazing anxioudy at her, holding her gauntlets.

"Who—who are you?' Heln asked the beard.

"I'm Dr. Lunox Sterk, persona physician to His Roya Mgesty King Rufurt of Rud. Y ou
shouldn't have ridden so far so hard, young lady. Not in your condition.”

"What do you mean in my condition?" The way he spoke made her fed more than alittle trace
of aarm. She had not been wounded!

"You arewith child."

She absorbed that, stifling amixed cry of delight and protest. She had thought there might be a
child, had hoped there would be, but now—now was hardly thetime.

"Il—I'll bedl right. The baby, it wasn't hurt?'

"No, your baby should be fine. But that foolish dress and that collection of bruises on you
indicate that you haven't been careful. Y ou'll have to Sart eating right, and resting.”

Resting? At thistime? Incredible! "What | need,” she said evenly, "isto swallow acouple of
dragonberries.”

The doctor looked horrified. Hastily she explained about the dragonberries effect on her. "So
you see," she concluded breathlesdy, "I haveto check on Kedvin! | have to know that he'sdl right!"

Dr. Sterk pulled at a pointed ear and cocked his head sideways, that made him look amost like
abearded bird. "I'm afraid, young lady, | can't dlow that."

"You can't, but | can!" Thank the Gods and my father |'ve learned of Female Liberation in
timel!



"Heln," Jon said unexpectedly, "you'd better think about this. Y ou know what ahero Kelvinis.
Only roundesars can follow him to where heisnow, and that means either you or your father."

"Yesl Yed" Heln agreed, suddenly reassured. "Y ou'reright, Jon, | can go as| am, without
going astrd. That'swhat | need to do! Oh, Jon, thank you! Thank you for telling me the way!"

"That'snot what | mean at al!" Jon said. "Tell her, Doctor. Tl her she can't go into another
world framein ether form!"

"Well said,” the doctor agreed. "Y oung lady, if you'd keep your baby and want it born strong,
you'll dowhat | say."

"But—but Kdvin—"
"Will haveto take care of himsdf," Jon said. "He has before."

"But Father |eft him! He came back with the gauntlets only roundears can use, and the laser
Kelvin had from hisfather and the war, and—and that belt!"

"WEell haveto ask your father," Jon said, looking uncomfortable.
"Father! But he'sin Aratex! Maybe in adungeon!™
"Yes. Lester and Mor aretaking steps. They'rein audience with King Rufurt.”

Heln sat up. On the instant she discovered shewaslying in abig four-poster bed in alarge
bedroom with ornate statuary all around. They had brought her inside the paace!

"Jon, how long was | unconscious?!

"Hardly any time," Jon assured her. "Lester carried you right in the main entrance. | think the
gauntlets kept up your strength until you got here, and then they did something to your nerves that
made you faint. Heln, you need ret!"

"Aiffle" HAnsad.

"For the baby's sake." Jon looked over at the doctor, who nodded as though it was certainly
true and obvious. Pregnant women should not gallop horses and run around interfering with affairs of

date.

"Damn!" Heln said. It was an unladylike expression shefdt justified in usng as she had never fet
justified before. Female Liberation at least permitted her that.

Someone knocked on the bedroom door. "Jon," Lester called.
"It'sdl right. Comein," Jon said.

Lester entered, looked at Heln in the bed, looked at the doctor, and looked at hiswife.
Evidently he had not received the news.



"With child," the doctor said, taking pity on him.

Lester'sface cleared of momentary doubt and he clapped his hands and said, "' Congratul ations!
Kelvinisgoing to be so happy!"

Heln permitted hersdf afrown. "Well, I'm not happy about it. Not now. | want to know about
Kelvin and Kian and hisfather and my father in Aratex.”

"Well, you certainly can't take any dragonberries now," Lester said. "They bring you too closeto
death—and what would they do to your child? Especidly if your child happensto be apointear, asit
could be."

Heln hadn't thought of that. One of her parents and one of Kelvin'swere pointears; it was
certainly posshblée

"S0 you can't go near those berries,”" he repeated. "Can she, Doctor?"
"No." Stern and positive.

"I'd take them for you if | could,” Jon said. "But you roundears are the only oneswho can take
them. If | tried I'd get Sick.”

"Youddie" Dr. Sterk said. "Any norma point-eared person would. Apologies, Mrs.
Hackleberry; it may be otherwisein other universes. All it meansin oursisthat here you roundears
areinthisway blessed.”

"Blessed by Mouvar, | suspect,” Lester said. "But even Heln gets weak after astro-trips. It takes
alot of energy from her."

"Then you won't doiit, will you, Heln?'

Heln found hersdf glaring. But these were her friends, and they wanted to help her, not keep her
from Kelvin. She knew that they wereright.

"What was King Rufurt's answer?' Jon asked, turning to Les.

"He's sending adelegation to Aratex. My father and | are going along.”

"| supposethat means| haveto stay?'

"Right. Y ou and Heln. Y ou two hold the paace until we return with St. Helens."
"If, you mean," Jon said, and Heln saw her bite her tongue.

"Right again, Wifey Dear," Lester replied with gentleirony. "There may not be afight, you know.
Wejust may get to King Phillip without difficulty."



CHAPTER 22
Border Crossing

MOR AND LESTER RODE at the head of the column of hand-picked troops with General
Broughtner. 1t had been determined that a show of force would be best. They wereto crossthe
border, ride on to the capital, and demand St. Helens return. Since all were properly outfitted in Rud
uniforms and the armor and weaponry polished until it shone, they did indeed make amagnificent
spectacle to impress the imagination of the boyish king.

"What do you think, Dad?' Lester asked into hisfather's war-shortened ear. He had pulled his
horse up close so that they were dmost touching asthey rode. The lusty lyrics of "Horsemanure!
Horsemanure!" the obscene cavalry song (whosetitle was actualy abit more direct and less polite
than the officid representation), were just fading.

"Gods, son," Mor said, sounding amost angered. "How do | know? If that Phillip hasthe brains
of acrawling loustick, hell keep Melbah on leash. He can't redlly want war with us. Besides, he can't
know that Kelvinisnt dong.”

Yes, Kelvin, Lester thought. Everyone believed he could do anything now, and the farther one
went from Rud, the more exaggerated the stories. Mythic heroes were neither ignored nor challenged
with impunity! Phillip might be aboy, but he was aboy king. Mdbah might run things, but Phillip had
the officia final word and had to be aware that his commands were those of aking.

"Y ou think wéll just ride in with no fighting and then out again with &t. Helens?'

"Out again, anyway, I'd think. But | don't think it's fighting we need worry about.”

"Y ou mean Melbah and magic,” Lessaid.

"Of course.™

"What are you two talking about?" Genera Broughtner inquired, jockeying hishorse near. It
aways made Lester smileto think of him asagenerd, though indeed he was the best; before Rud's
War of Liberation he had been Franklin's neer-do-well, drinking himsdlf into aruddy complexion and
adaily stupor.

"Just speculating on Melbah,” Lester said. There, he had said it, and now must follow his
unsoldieriy doubts.

"It'swiseto plan,” Broughtner said. "If Phillip lets her a us, well demand her head.”

"That'll stop her?' Lester wasn't quite certain he was joking.

"Gods, yes. She's not that powerful. If sheturnson her big blow, well just squat down and wait
it out. None of uswill beflying like &. Helens. | could have advised him againgt that! Magic is bad

enough, but when you pretend to understand it and cdll it science, it'sworse."

"It is untrustworthy?"



"Right! Look at dl thetroubleit caused at the Rud pdace.”
"We don't know it was John Knight's laser that caused that destruction. But it probably helped.”

" just hope he burned up Rud's former queen with it. Persondly, | doubt that she or the consort
shewasusing survived."

"Kdvinthinksshefled," Lester said, not telling al that he knew: if Broughtner hadn't heard of
Kian'strip and Kedvin'sfollowing after, he needn't enlighten him.

"Kelvin could be wrong. Remember, | rode with him, and you and | were there when you were
downed and he got himsdlf captured. That a most cost usthe war.”

"Only because no one but hislittle sster thought we could win against magic! Wedid win,
eventudly, though it took John's lasers and Kelvin's gauntlets. It was both magic and science that
won."

"And the prophecy. Don't forget the prophecy!”

"Y es, maybe that helped most of al.” They were gpproaching the side road that led to the river
and Aratex. The genera held up his hand, and the column that had been formed of four riders abreast
now formed itsdlf into acolumn of twos. They rode on, the general ahead on hisbig white horse, Mor
on hisblack horse behind him, and Lester on hisroan at the Side of hisfather. They approached the
stream and Started to ford it. Lester raised his eyes and looked at the sky; clear, with only afew soft
clouds. There was no wind, no breeze rippling the low waters.

The war-horses hooves made a monotonous splashing. Now and then afew drops of muddy
water lit on Lester'sface. A glob of mud hit himin the eye: he knuckled it out, and again looked at the
sky. The sky appeared darker now. Clouds were scudding overhead, possibly propelled by magic. A
ray of sunlight fell full on theflat top of Conjurer's Rock, looming like adark sentinel beyond
Deadman's Pass. Was old Méelbah up there? Or had she turned hersalf into aeagawk or morelikely a
buzvul ? He could imagine that one of the dark birds circling was her. With such power as shewas
reputed to command, could the boy king possibly control her? Would Phillip the Weak even have the
will to try? One did not start anywhere on just awhim. A delegation from one kingdom to the next,
evenif it was composed of armed cavary infull armor, would hardly justify their attack.

Wind howled suddenly. Whitecapped waves formed on the water ahead of them and beneath
their horses bellies. Huge drops of rain began spattering them. Lightning cracked ominoudy in the
sky.

Genera Broughtner raised high the standard of Rud: aflag displaying alarge appear fruit crossed
with a corbean stalk on afield of aternating brown and green stripes. Such asymbol raised insuch a
way at the head of acolumn meant peace, or a least nonhostile intent. It was the plan that they be
accepted as a diplomatic mission from one sovereign to another, from one kingdom to another. Later,
if thismisson failed, aswdl it might, they could decide just what the show had accomplished. Back in
Rud, King Rufurt had dready cautioudy dispatched amisson to Throod to arrange for mercenariesin
case of war.

Thewind blew stronger, stronger, much stronger. Head lowered against the blast, half



suffocating in the water splashing from above and below, Lester wondered why General Broughtner
did not order them back. Wasit because it would not look right? Wasit because if they succumbed
to abluff, heand histroopsand al of Rud would be disgraced? But supposing it wasn't abluff?
Suppose old Mebah meant to attack and finish them?

The wind calmed, though the water continued to rise. Overhead flew alarge dark bird. Wasit
the witch? Mdbah?

"Ack! Ack! Go back! Go back!" the bird screamed.

So much for any doubt! Lester looked at Broughtner, then urged his horse up by the generd's.
"We'd better—

"NO!" Broughtner said. He had made up his mind. He was not to be bluffed and turned away.
Mor rode closer. "'l wish your Jon were hereto clunk the witch with arock, Les."

"Don't say that, Father! Jon would be sureto try!"

The generd turned hisface. "Archers, shoot down that detestable bird!"

Instantly a dozen arrows snickered from a dozen quivers, bows were lifted, strings drawn, and
the arrows | oosed. In the meantime the bird was climbing, seeing their intent. "Y ou'll be sorry,” it
squawked.

Then the arrows caught up with it: four above, three below, two to each side, and oneinto its
dark body. Blood and black feathers flew as an arrowhead lanced through the creature's heart. The
bird plummeted, falling farther downstream. The current took it for away and then bobbed it under.
Blood stained the water where it had been.

The men gave a cheer. Lester found he was cheering as well. Good old Broughtner, he'd done
exactly right! Thuswould end the witch and her hold on the boy king of Aratex: end it forever and
restore the kingdom to what it should be, anear duplicate of Rud.

As abruptly as athunderclap, the sky was dark. Therain renewed itself, and the river seemed to
risedl by itsdf to aboveits banks and above normal flood leve. A hideous cackling laughter filled the
ar.

Their horses were now swimming, battling for their lives againgt atorrentia current that had
abruptly grown deadly. Large tree brancheswere swirling init, and lesser debris.

"Dont leave your horsel" Mor advised. "Dont try, or your armor will sink you like astone!”

Lester tried to answer, but a huge wave of muddy water splashed in hisface, nearly drowning
him upright. He was d| but torn from the saddle, but hung on. Other horses, other men, were washing
downstream, some free of their mounts. The river was bigger and uglier than any Lester had ever seen
in what he thought fleetingly might be his short life. Banks went by and leaves and now the debris of
whole trees. Hisroan svam for her life, as other horses were doing. There was no thought of reaching
the other shore now, only of escaping.



If there weretime. If only there were till time. They had redlly fdlen into the witch's trap!

S. Helens opened his eyes and found himsdlf |ooking down from aheight. His face was pressed
up againgt atreetrunk, his bet holding him there. His gauntlets were not on his hands and his sword
was missing. Down below, two men were chained to trees—soldiers of Aratex, one of whom he was
certain he recognized. Where was Heln? If they had her—but maybe she had fallen.

"Hey, up there!" the man called Bemode cried. "Y ou, St. Helens, you awake?'

"What'sit to you, child abuser?' Thisman St. Helensdid not like. He had made up hismind
definitely about Aratex and its need for Kelvin-style revolution after seeing what this man considered
fun and within the rights of soldiery. St. Helens had ridden up on him one day when he was
entertaining himsalf and a couple of friends with the smal, doe-eyed daughter of a peasant. The father
had been begging him to desist, but the man had only laughed. Until St. Helens and the sword gifted
to him by the boy king had put astop to it. Had St. Helens had hisway that day, Phillip would have
hanged Bemode or at least demoted him and thrown him in the dungeon after awhipping.

"What'sit to me? I'll tell you what. When our friends get here, we're going to chop you down.
Then, after we break your arms and legs so you can't fly, and kick in your teeth so you can't sassus
back, well turn you over to old Mebah for somered fun. Meanwhile, my friend Corry and | will ride
after that girl of yours. Well let her ride dl the way to the border and then well grab her and use her
inaway she's never been used before, and if she dill liveswell bring her on back so you can watch
usdo it somemore."

"So that smart girl went to the border, did she?' St. Helensremarked. "Thanks. That'sal |
wanted from you; now you can shut up before dl that dirt in your mouth poisons you.”

"Big mouth!" Corry said to Bemode.

. Helens pushed the lever on the belt, pushed himself back from the trunk, and let himsdlf drift
dowly down. There, stuck in the ground, was his sword! Apparently Heln had been so confident that
he would wake before the soldiers got help that she had |eft hiswesgpon for him to pick up.

He lifted the sword, eyeing the abruptly silent men chained to thetree. It would be so easy to run
them both through right now! But much as he was tempted, he could not do it; they were hel pless,
and it would be no more than murder.

Instead he sheathed the sword, touched the belt, elevated, and locked himsdlf on flight. He
stayed low to the ground so as not to attract Melbah's attention. If another whirlwind came, held land.

"Get him! Get him!" Bemode cried.

Arrows zipped by, but they had been loosed from too far back. He twisted his head enough to
see the soldiersriding hard through the forest, and then he zigzagged between trunks, finding ameer
path and following it. He should have killed those chained soldiers when he had the chance! Then they
would not have been ableto give the darm before he got clear.



If he could stay out of Mebah's sight and not catch an arrow, if he could catch up with Heln and
et her acrossthe border, al might yet be saved. But he did regret the loss of the laser, with that heldd
have had few problems. Had Heln taken the gauntlets? Little, fainting Heln? It seemed doubtful, and
yet he knew she must have. The gauntlets would have given her the courage and skill, and that Femae
Liberation crap he had spouted might have hel ped. She was one fainthearted little lady, and even with
awarrior sster-in-law she hardly seemed his daughter. But now, if he was right, she was on the way
to getting hersdlf rescued. And maybe, just possibly, to bring her old daddy reinforcements. That
gesture with the sword—the gauntlets might have thought of that, to let him know.

The thought of what he had just considered struck him: the war he had wanted could now get
under way. But without the laser, what could be done? Wdll, if he could get the gauntlets back, and if
Kelvin somehow survived... but he wasn't certain he wanted to think about Kelvin.

Conjurer's Rock was looming up thereto hisright, far above the treetops, like agiant guardian
for the old witch of Aratex. Hed bypass that and Deadman's Pass again and just hope Heln was far
ahead. Hiswound hurt abominably, now that the immediate threat had eased, and his head ached
from its collison with the tree. He might have a cracked rib or three, too. But he looked on the bright
sde heredly hadn't lost much blood, thanks to Heln's tourniquet.

What he needed to do was get back, get hedled, and then it would be St. Helens wartime. Hed
fix that old crone and hed give young Phillip thelong-delayed hiding of hislifel Yes, gr, once S.
Helens got into action the fight should be as good aswon!

But what about the witch? Old Mebah could do alot of damage with that wind of hers. What
damage might she do with her other tricks?

He contemplated the situation as the ground did on below. Grass, brush, rocks, meer, deese,
squirbets, rabdls, flowers, and weeds. Brown and green and gray. His head throbbed, but not nearly
as much as hisleg, and he wished he could make better time. Damn that crossbowman! If only the
rest of him were as hard as his head!

Well, what about Melbah? He'd get her if he had to run her down. Sooner or later held catch up
to her despite her tricks, and if he had the gauntlets on held grab her scrawny throat with them and
they'd squeeze out her foul life the way another pair had strangled the dwarf for Kelvin. Yes, that's
what he'd do eventudly, just give him the chancel!

Ahead the river flowed and sparkled through the trees. So peaceful, so pretty. For the sake of
safety and in hope of spotting Heln, held have to stop. He aimed himsdlf at atall maysh tree and
maneuvered himsdf carefully into its upper branches. Poised there, he could look down at the river
from on high. There, starting from the opposite bank, were Rud cavalrymen. And at the head of the
column, Kevin'sfriends the Crumbs. There was no mistaking Mor on that big horse with that big
girth. That wasthem all right, so Heln must have made it back.

Should he go out to meet them? No, he decided; that would mean astop. If he stayed hidden
and waited, the war would get started. Then he could come out, get alittle medical help, get those
gauntlets from Heln, and he'd be back on hisway to victory. Y es, that was what he'd do.

Four very black buzvulsflew by his perch. Onelooked a him and seemed to wink. Funny, he
didn't know they could do that! "Croak, croak," the bird said.



"No, you croak," St. Helens said, and almost lost his grip on thelimb. The bird flew on by.

He watched the buzvul fly over the advancing party. It yelled something. Soldiers shot at it with
arrows, and it wasfdling.

. Helens mentaly echoed the cheer given by the soldiers. One ugly bird down. Might it be
Melbah!

But now something else was happening. The sky wasin disorder. The clouds were gathering, the
sky darkening. Big drops of rain werefaling, and lightning flashed. Y et just amoment ago the sky had
been clear!

"Damn!" S. Helens said, holding on to the limb for dear life. Could this be natura? No, it could
not be natural! Nor could that bird have been!

Down below on theriver, the soldierswere having problems. The river wasrising with
completely unnatural speed, making for unsteady going. Wind was lashing cold water and flinging it on
the men.

Now the sky was darkening worse than it had before. Only momentarily did it clear. Therain
was redlly coming, and theriver risng yet more, and the wind whipping the tree, shaking it so hard
that St. Helens thought histeeth must rattle.

Have to get down, hethought; have to get down. But there was no getting down with the
levitation belt. With the wind blowing the way it was, held be smashed into one of the other trees.
Melbah must be one of those birds, or have the eyes of one of them. He had heard that witches could
do that—project their eyesight into the heads of birds and animals. He hadn't believed it before. Now
he suspected that he had greatly underestimated the witch.

That firgt passing buzvul had been mocking him! The witch had seen him, and known he was
about to be dashed down by the storm! The bird must have taunted the soldiers, too. They had
gained nothing by shooting it down; in fact, they had alowed themselvesto be distracted for precious
seconds when they should have been scrambling quickly out of the water. The witch had tricked them
al into deep trouble.

Now the tree shook so hard that it began to bend. Branches cracked off. Leaves sailed by. He
hung on, unable even to see the river anymore, ableto think only of himself and his predicament.

Therewas aroaring sound, not that of thewind. A roaring as of water. Of flood. He heard a
horse neigh, asound of pure horror. Men yelling, screaming. He began to fall.

He hit the button on the levitation belt just before he dighted. It cushioned hisfall dightly and
perhaps saved him from a broken back. Even so, the jolt was good and hard, and his wounded leg
flared with pain.

Herolled over, gasping, choking, screaming inwardly from the agony. He hadn't broken
anything, he was dive, but God, he'd landed with a smack!

It was cam now. The light was better. Looking below, he could see ariver in flood and horses



and men far downstream, struggling. Some mailed vests and other bits of armor seemed bright in the
sun as the soldiers wearing them were tumbled over and over in the current.

Mor? hethought. Lester? Had they escaped? Was this pitiful handful of drowning men what
was supposed to rescue Aratex?

"Curse you, old woman!" St. Helens screamed. Maybe she was around to hear!

"Yes?' adark bird croaked. It had lighted on abranch over his head. It looked down at him
with a scavenger's bright, merciless eye.

He got to hisfeet, Saggering asthe painin hisleg stabbed him. He wanted to grab that bird and
chokethelifeout of it.

"Yes?' thebird asked again mockingly.

"Yed" he sad, throwing himsdlf forward. Promptly hisleg collapsed, the ground rose up, and try
as he would, he could not protect hisface.

"Come back, St. Helens," the bird advised as he spat out dirt. "Come back to the palace and
your friend."

"Go to hdl, witch!" he snapped.

The bird flapped its wings, issued a hoarse croak, and took off. It loosed asmelly dropping at
him asit passed above him.

S Helenswas done, looking out on ariver and the destruction of his hopes. Far below, men
struggled hard to save their lives.

Weasit she? Or just her eyes and voice?

A chilling, cackling laughter sounded overheed. It went on and on while St. Helenslay on the
ground and tried to think of something more sensible and productive than just curaing.

CHAPTER 23

Recovery
KELVIN OPENED HISEYES and blinked. The interior of the bandit's tent had not changed, and
the faceslooking down a him were the same, with the exception of the dwarfs. Y et something had
changed, and it took him amoment to figureit out: he was no longer dying!
"Well, Heeto madeit,” the bandit Jac said.

"Hemay Hill die" Biscuit said skepticdly. It wasamost asif he preferred that possibility.



"L ook at those eyes. They're clear! He's about halfway recovered dready. About al he's going
to need to get his strength back are rest and food.”

"The—dwarf?' Kelvin asked. He couldn't get out of his memory the way he had choked Heeto's
counterpart to deeth. "I owe him my life?"

"Y ou do unless you go ahead and die," Biscuit joked.

Kelvin consdered that, not finding it funny. In hishome frame, Heeto's counterpart in
gppearance had been the mogt evil being imaginable, but here in this frame Heeto had undergone
hardship and risked danger to save astranger'slife. What remarkable differencesin such
gmilar-seeming folk!

True, Heeto had round ears, asdid Kelvin, while the evil Queeto had had pointed earslike those
of the evil sorcerer Zatanas; indeed, like all who were not from Earth or descended from Earth
immigrants. Here everything was Smilar and yet twisted around.

"Better get some deep, Kelvin," Jac advised. "Y ou can thank Heeto when he gets back, and
then when you're strong welll make plans.”

When I'm strong, Kelvinthought. Have | ever been strong? He drifted into adream in which
Queeto awakened him to show him the pale corpse of Jon drained of her last drop of blood. There
was blood on the dwarfs lips—surely hers. The dwarf gestured, and Jon was replaced by Heln,
fastened to the table as Jon had been. Zatanas bent over her, preparing to take her blood.

"NOOOO!" He sat up, his hands reaching for the dwarfs throat. The throat was there, and he
fastened on it and squeezed, hard.

"Stop him!" Jac ordered, and Biscuit grabbed Kelvin'swrists. He was back in the tent, and the
throat he was attacking was that of Heeto, his benefactor.

"|—l—" Kelvin said. The enormity of what he had been trying to do was a shock.

"Y ou dreamed,” Jac said. "Y ou dreamed Heeto was someone dse.”

"Y-yes" Kelvin looked into Heeto's wide-mouthed face, saw the finger marks on histhroat, and
the tearsthat had started in the dwarfs soft eyes. He was overwhelmed. "I'm sorry, Heeto. | didn't
mean—"

"I know."

Suddenly he had his hands on Heeto's shoulders and was pulling him near. His hands, dmost of
their own accord, reached around and patted the dwarf's hump. "Thank you, Heeto! Thank you for

saving my life”
"Itisafavor you may liveto repay,” Heeto said. "Asyour brother would repay.”

"I'dliketotry,” Kelvin said, with no redl idea of what hewas saying. "You
knew—know—Kian?"



"Yes," the dwarf said. "And with great good fortune he may ill be dive. But it may take you to
rescue him.”

"That'swhy I'm here," Kelvin said. He stood up, astonished at how well and strong he felt, and
looked down at his now foreshortened benefactor.

"Well havetofill youin,” Jac said. "About Kian and Lonny and the serpents, and—"

"Serpents? Did you say serpents?’ Kelvin found himsalf shuddering. After his experience with
what seemed to be asilver snake hide, he hadn't any desire to hear more of reptiles! But that might be
what he most needed to learn about.

"Weve got some big onesin our world, and they have silver scales on their hides. The flopears
are an ancient people and wise, but once ayear they make a sacrifice to what they fed aretheir living
serpent ancestors, and—"

On and on, and at the end of Jac's explanation Kelvin felt he knew al that had happened to Kian
since coming here. It sounded as though Kian and Lonny must have perished, but no one could be
certain. Possibly they had been taken prisoner by the flopears. More likely they had been eaten by the
monstrous serpents. But assuming thefirg, they might have been taken to Rowforth's palace. In
fact—

Hadtily he told Jac and the others about Heln's astral visit to thisframe, and how they had found
John Knight and Kian in what must be Hud's roya dungeon. There was the confirmation!

Biscuit swore. "That fiend! Putting a serpent in Smith'sear!”

"He was agood man," Heeto agreed. " A rough man, but good. No one deserves that treatment!
Kevin, you must hdp usfree Hud from Rowforth!"

"l—Il want to," Kelvin said. But I'm not really a hero! I'mjust a man who feels like a boy!
The only thing that made me seem like a hero was the pair of magic gauntlets—and | don't
have them now!

"What's the matter, Kelvin? Y ou look pae again.” Jac |looked redly concerned, exactly the
opposite of the way his unfedling counterpart, Cheeky Jack, would be.

"I'm not surethat | can help. If | had the Mouvar weapon you had and that Heeto somehow
used to rescue Kian'sand Lonny's astral selves..."

"That'swhy we're so glad to see you now," Biscuit said with agrimace that belied hiswords.
"Y ou're going to recover the Mouvar wegpon you had and show uswhat it isand how to useit to
rescue our land.”

Kdvin sghed. Now there wasno help for it. They redly thought he could do it, or wanted to
believe that he could. He would just have to act as they wanted him to, and maybe, somewhere along
theline, hed find that he was able. It was afaintly comforting thought, and hetried recdling it
frequently asthe next few days passed, for what little it happened to be worth.



Then, onefine misty morning, they rode out: Kelvin, Jac, Biscuit, and Heeto. After crossing the
Barrensthey followed aroad through mountain wilderness that reminded Kelvin of dragon country.
That did not encourage him. Finaly they reached the rim of one of two connected valleys.

"Thisisthe one," Heeto said, pointing to the tunnel below them. "I dropped the Mouvar weapon
after | triggered it. The shock was so greet | never even thought of retrieving it until we were nearly
back. And that tunnel way over to thefar Sde of the valey iswhere Kian and Lonny entered.”

Straining hiseyesto seein the mist, Kelvin took the dwarfsword. But if he had been told

correctly, and hefelt certain he had been, they would face flopears or serpents down there. Was he
redlly better off than he would have been facing golden dragons?

The migtsthickened as they descended into the oblong valley, becoming what was very nearly
rain. At least there would be no serpents sunning themselves today! But if they choseingtead to let the
rain wash the dirt off their scales. ..

Kelvin wanted to forget the Mouvar wegpon and ride directly to the tunnel where sharp-eyed
Heeto had last seen Kian and hisfriend (girlfriend?), but knew that would not be prudent. Once the
Mouvar wegpon wasin his hands, he would feel ashade more capable.

Whilethey were il trekking down, less than halfway to the valley's floor, arumbling started.
The vibrations seemed underground, and felt like adrumroll benesth their feet. Dust belched from
three separate serpent tunnelsto the left of their destination.

Kevin swalowed and turned to Jac. "A serpent?’

Jac shrugged. Thiswas evidently new to him.

"It could have been the Mouvar wegpon,” Biscuit remarked. "A serpent could have swallowed
it, and the digestive acids destroyed the weapon and the serpent.”

"| doubt it," Jac said, worried. "Let'swait for that dust to settle”

They waited, continuing their march. By thetime it had settled, they were at the tunnel's mouith.
There was no avoiding the matter of the weapon.

"l—I think | should goin adone," Kelvin said. He had decided on that far in advance. It was
redly only agesture. If ahuman life had to be sacrificed, it should be hisown life, on behdf of his
rescuers. At least that might make him look like a hero!

"Suit yoursdlf," Jac said.

"I'm agreeable,”" Biscuit remarked. Indeed, he looked quite agreeable, thistime.

"The weapon should lie just beyond the entrance," Heeto said in hisear. The dwarf had stood up
on his saddle and ridden up closein order to be at Kelvin's height.

Kelvin nodded, watching in wonder as Heeto resumed his saddle seat with adecided smack.
The little man couldn't even use ftirrups, he thought—at least not any made for an adult.



There was no stopping it now. Kelvin dismounted, handed the reins up to Heeto, and nerved
himsdlf to enter the tunndl of the serpent. By the size of the aperture, the reptile that used thishole
must be big enough to swalow awar-horsel

The mist had vanished amost entirely during their short pause. The sun felt hot on hisback. Did
that mean that the serpents would be tirring momentarily? Ddlightful thought!

He stepped in. It was dark inside, but then his eyes adjusted. And there, lying just beyond the
entrance, just as Heeto had said, was the Mouvar wegpon. He could fetch it and get out of here with
notroubleat al! What ardief!

Hetook another step, bent down, and picked it up. It hefted a most the same asthe laser he had
used to destroy so many golden dragons during Rud'swar. Y et this wegpon had been made by
Mouvar's people, he knew, not by hisfather's people on Earth. That meant that this device was alien,
and might not work in any familiar manner.

"Kevin?'

He jumped. The voice had come from deeper insde the tunnel! But it was definitely human.
"Huh?'

He saw her then as she stepped into the pool of incoming sunlight. She was covered with dirt
and grime, and her hair was atangled mess, and she looked hungry and tired—yet she was as pretty
agirl ashe could have imagined. But shelooked like agirl he remembered hearing about in Rud. He
hoped that if Kian loved this one, she was as different from her counterpart as Heeto was from
Questo.

"Lonny?" he asked, remembering the name they had told him.

She rushed toward him, dropping a sword. Suddenly, somehow, to his amazement, shewasin
hisarms. "Oh, Kelvin, Kelvin, how | hoped you would come!™

"WhereisKian?' Hefelt embarrassed holding her like this, because though she obvioudy
needed comfort, she was such alovely creature that anyone who saw them would be bound to
misunderstand. What would Heln think?

"Theflopearshave him!”

She was wearing gauntlets that looked exactly like those Kian had taken from the Mouvar
chamber. Magic gauntlets, he hoped! He touched the one on her right hand. "These are Kian's?"

"Yes." Shewithdrew from hisembrace, to hisrdlief, and dipped them off and handed them to
him. ™Y ours now. Y oursto useto rescue us. To rescue Kian."

And with these gauntlets he just might be ableto do it! He could try to be the hero he was
supposed to be! What a break!

He put down the weapon and drew on the gauntlets, saying nothing. The glovesfelt right,
adjusting immediately to his hands. But they tingled as soon asthey were on.



That tingle meant danger. He had ignored that magical warning for the first and last timewith .
Helens. He snatched up the weapon from the floor. He wondered as he did so whether he should
instead have drawn his sword.

The ground rumbled. Outside, the horses whinnied and jumped and bucked with their riders.
Kevinwhirled to look, Lonny clutching hisebow.

Very near, just outside the tunndl, agreat silver head broke the ground. Huge serpent eyes
bored at those who were out there, freezing them dl: Jac, Heeto, Biscuit, and the four horses. All of
them became as motionless as statues.

The stare penetrated past the group outside, and in to where Kelvin and Lonny stood.
Something tingled in him and ran al the way from hisbrain sem down hisspine.

Thisisit! hethought. It'sno wild story. I'mfrozen! Just the way it happened to Kian! But
now the oneswho had rescued Kian from the stare were frozen aswell. Kelvin was helpless, and no
help was possible. He could not shift hiseyesto look at Lonny; he could not change any part of his
position at al. What awful power in that serpent's gaze!

The silver body undulated and the great head passed under the high entrance. The stench was
something he had never smdlled before. Standing there, paralyzed, as helpless as he had ever beenin
hislife, he was reminded of the dragons.

The serpent reared its head. Behind it, its body undulated and coiled in away no home-frame
serpent could. Then it wasin gtriking position, and the head was directly in line with Kelvin'sface. The
serpent had bypassed the men and horses and come directly for him. Somehow it knew! It could
swalow himwhole, and that might be preferable to being cut up by those fangs.

The gigantic serpent mouth opened.

For the second time since coming to thisframe, Kevin tried to accept the knowledge thet he
was about to die.

CHAPTER 24

Dungeon Daze

SMITH STIRRED ON THE straw, rolled over, groaned, and peered through the bars and into their
adjoining cell. Hisface twisted with pain, and beads of sweet hung on hisface. He lifted hisfilthy
water jug from the even filthier floor and put it to his cracked lips. He rinsed his mouth and spat out
the water he did not swallow. He fixed hisyellow eyes on them, and a hint of recognition crossed his
face.

"Kian?| thought | was aone. They catch you afterward? After the battle?"

"After thefight, yes." It was hardly a battle, Kian thought. He had been in battles, and the attack
on hisfather's captors hardly quaified. "Lonny Burk and | ended up in Serpent Valey. She's il dive



and free, | hope."

"Gutsy little girl. Make you agood wife. Ohh." He clutched his side where blood soaked his
brownberry shirt.

Kian turned to hisfather. "Why separate cdls? Why isn't hein with us?*

Hisfather shrugged. Then he said what Kian had been waiting for. " Son, weve got alot of
catching up to do. Y ou'll haveto tell me everything right from the start. Y ou cameto thisframeby a
dightly different meansthan | did, didn't you? | blundered in on araft. Went right into The Flaw oniit,
and then | was here."

"Mother?' Kian asked. He feared to know and yet he had to know.

Hisfather'sface looked strange, and he seemed to take the longest time with hisanswer. " She's
gone, Kian. Lost from theraft. Drowned, amost certainly.”

Kian hung his head and for thefirgt timein years alowed himsdf to weep. Only after hefdt
partialy recovered did he resume talking, and then there was no end to it. He went on and on,
recalling every single detail of what he had witnessed and the adventures he had had. Now and then
hisfather interrupted him, but only to ask questions. In the neighboring cell Smith seemed to be
listening intently, but then the man's eyes closed and he dept.

The big guardsman with the craggy face brought them atray. He motioned them to the rear of
the cell and then pushed it through ad ot in the door. There was moldy bread and ajug of dirty water
and some unappetizing cheese. Smith recelved the samefare.

"Can't he have hiswoundstreated?' Kian asked, indicating Smith.

The guard shrugged indifferently. "What'sthe point?"

Kian shuddered as the guard I eft. What an attitude!

But Smith waswiser than he. "They may use meto try to get your agreement to cooperate,” he
sad. "Torturesagame for Rowforth, isn't it, Guard?”

The guard took his keys and the empty tray and went back up the stairs. He had made no
attempt to answer Smith's question. Smith made an obscene gesture in the guard's direction and lay
back down.

But Kian was shaken more than Smith seemed to be. What were they in for? What would he
do, in the face of torture? He had never anticipated having to face this!

Zanaan, queen of Hud, climbed the winding stairsto her father's quarters. She had been thinking
about the two prisoners. Something needed to be done, but she was uncertain what she could do.

The big crested door at the top of the stairs was closed, so she opened it. Zotanas was up, as he



normally was with the first morning light, and feeding hisbird. "Eat your seeds, Precious," hewas
saying to the dovgen, and the bird was cooing and rubbing its head againgt his hand.

"Ah, daughter, what brings you to my quarters o early in the day?"
"You cdl yoursdf amagician, Father—don't you know what brings me?" she teased him.

"Asit seems| never cease explaining, my precognitive abilities are, if anything, negative. | know
nothing about what is going to happen & any onetime.”

She sighed. "The prisoners, Father. | think we should help them.”

"| agree, my child." Zotanasfed hisbird another seed. "Unfortunately, thereislittle that can be
doneat thistime."

"We could rel ease them. Save them from my husband's torturing.”

"We could, perhaps, but would that be wise?'

"Y ou're the one with wisdom!" She was becoming annoyed with him, as often happened.

"Age. | have not wisdom but age, and alittle of the art."

She glared, wanting his help but recognizing the sgns. When his back was turned and he was
clucking to thefat bird, she edged across the room to his collection of powders and dixirsthat were
positioned handily but seldom used. It was but amoment'swork to fill atiny via with agreenish liquid
from aretort. Often he had given her the liquid when her cares became too great and burdensome.
But thistime the substance was not to help her deep. Thistime she had afar different purposein
mind.

Thusit wasthat abit later in the day she paused outside the royal dungeon and offered the king's
man there, one Sergeant Broughtmar, arefreshing sip of wine. She pretended to have imbibed fredly
hersdlf, thus making her unusud action abit plausible.

"Come on, Broughtmar, old sourpuss, have alittle drinkee on your one and only queen.”

"On her, Your Highness?' Broughtmar asked with agtraight face.

"Oh, you men!" She dug him familiarly in the ribs as she thought one of her husband'strollops
might have done. It was difficult indeed to act thisway, but she considered it to be anecessary evil.
"Y ou know what | mean. Just alittle drink to begt the hest."

"l assure Y our Highness, | meant no disrespect.” Because even the hint of disrespect could
cause a head to be loosened from the shoulders.

"None taken. Drink?" She doshed the bottle around, waving it just within hisreach.

"Y our Highness, | am not permitted to drink while | am on duty.” He did not even look tempted;
he looked distinctly nervous.



"Oh, | know that! But the king isn't permitted to bed other women, ishe? Y et we know..." She
shrugged, not caring to speak what al knew. "Besides, | order you to drink."

"Y ou order me, Y our Highness?' He was having trouble assmilating this.
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"Inthat case, | have no choice." He leaned his heavy pike against the wall, took the bottlein
both hands, and lifted it to hislips. She watched as histhroat worked and blue liquid stresked from
hislipsand got on his uniform. When he handed the bottle back, there was definitely some gone.

" Sergeant Broughtmar, aren't you deepy?’

"I am, Y our Highness." For of course there was more than winein the bottle.

"Then sit down, for goodness sake! Take aload off. Lean againgt the wall here. | won't tell.”

"Your Mgesty, it isforbidden to—"

"| order you."

Abruptly he leaned againg the wall and did down until he was sitting on the floor by his pike. A
moment elapsed while he did eye tricks, opening and closing and then rolling them, and findly rolling

them up. He snored.

She st the bottle down beside him, took his key-ring, and tiptoed past him and down the
dungeon gairs.

No sooner had the queen vanished in the dark of the stairs than Broughtmar lifted his head, spat,
and looked about for the king. The king, as he had anticipated, was only afew steps avay. When he
came around the corner of the castle, HisMgesty had hisfinger to hislips and waswinking
conspiratoridly.

"Did she guessyou werefaking it, Sergeant?’

"No, Your Mgesty."

"Youdid just what | said?Y ou swallowed none of the wine?'

"None, Your Highness. | did just what you said. | hate wine."

"Good. | mysdlf prefer Hud's bleer. But you did right, Sergeant. Y ou dwaysfollow my ordersto
the letter. That'swhy you're so efficient both as a dungeon guard and as atorturer. Come, now, welll

follow very softly and see what she's about.”

Together they tiptoed after the queen.



John found himsdlf looking into Kian's face and wondering again how such an incredibly evil
person could have borne him. Kian was everything he wished he was. even-tempered and thoughtful
to adegree that positively shamed Kelvin and Jon. Of al people to share adungeon cell with, hisson
had to be among the best.

Kian had now gotten through al his story and answered dl his father's questions and was now
garting to grieve for his mother. John wondered again if she was redlly dead—that beautiful, sensua
cresture who had bewitched him and reduced him to the depths. Thinking back now, he was
convinced she had redly enjoyed tormenting him. One by one, she had ordered the deaths of hismen
from Earth, not because they had done wrong but because he opposed her will. He remembered the
waly she had tossed back her red hair, smoldered his soul with her greenish stare, and said: "What,
Dear Lover, you will not teach my loya servants how to use the war toys of Earth? Then another
roundear must die. And another tomorrow, and another the next day. Each and every day one must
die, until thereisonly you left."”

"What will you do then?" he had asked. "Will you kill me aswe|?Will you kill Kian, your own
roundear baby son?"

Her eyeshad grown if anything smokier, swirling greenly and catlike in their inner depths. ™Y ou
wish to try me, Lover? To push my will thet far?"

Hedid not, for he knew there was no bluffing her down. If he did not do her bidding, she might
actualy destroy al of them, himsdlf and the infant Kian aswell. After dl, hadn't the sorceress Medea
of Earthly lore brutaly sacrificed her own children when the hero Jason left her? Queen Zoanna
seemed to be cast from asimilar mold.

"And so, Father," Kian was saying, startling him back to current awareness, "'l redlly know now
that | want to marry her. | hadn't realized it when it was what Mother wanted, but now, now that it
can never be, | do. Mother wasright dl dong. If | liveto get back, | will marry her."

"If itisto be, itisto be" John said, wondering what he had missed. Charlain used to say that dl
the time, meaning it more literdly than he did. Another saying of herswas"It's astrue as prophecy.”
By that she meant that it was absolutely true, despite his considerable skepticism. After dl, Charlain
had married him, aragged stranger, because of her confidence in prophecy. What awoman! Would
he ever see her again? Would he ever hold her as he had so long ago? No, of course not, for she had
remarried, believing him dead. Kelvin had told him that. It was astrue as prophecy! Gods, how he
wished for a prophecy that he would have her back!

"Father, do you think she's il dive?”

"Charlain?' Damn, why had he said that!

"My mother."

Again that Medeaimage! "Y ou know it's unlikely, son. | wastoo wesk to have helped her." If

he would have helped her, he thought. Y et he had been bewitched by her, again, despite his break
from her. He had tried to kill her, and had helped her escape instead, hating himself. "I'm sure | saw



her drown. She was badly injured, hardly able to wak. She went in the water and bubbles came up
and she never gppeared again.”

"She couldn't have svum away?"

"Not in that fast current.” But it hadn't been that fast at that particular point. Y et if she had
somehow gotten out, where could she have gone? No, it was most unlikely that she had done
anything other than drown.

Better her than me, hethought. Better her than me or you a thousand times over! Medea
has to be dead!

Kian nodded, hisface solemn and wet with newly shed tears. "I guessyou'reright, Father. Only
It's maddening, not knowing."

Yes, it was, how well John Knight knew! It was extremdly frustrating. Now that he thought
about it, he wondered: could she somehow have escaped? She had known about the river and the
raft, as he had not; she had guided him there. He had cometo kill her, and she had tried to kill him,
yet somehow they had gone together to that underground river and set off. Could there have been
some good in her, manifesting once the evil situation was destroyed? Could she have wanted to save
him at the end? Or had she merely been using him to save hersdf, because she couldn't make it alone
with her injury? Had she drowned—or had she known of some other route out, beneath the dark
waters, and taken that, taking care to provide awitnessto her "death” so that there would be no
further search for her? In that case, could there be something yet to find, in that place that only he
could locate precisely? Maybe, maybe... Oh, Lord!

Kian rose from the straw and |ooked toward the stairs. " Father, | think | hear someone coming.”

Smith chose that moment to groan. He had rolled over suddenly, returning to what now passed
for life. "If they torture me, don't agree to anything,” he gasped. "I'm about to die anyway. They can't
kill me more than once. Promise me you won't do anything Rowforth wants."

“I'll try," John said. But he was ligtening for the sound Kian had heard. It wasn't surprising that
Kian now had the better hearing, but as dways, it bothered him to remember that he had aged. What
had he accomplished in hislife, in histravels through the frames? Could the good outweigh the evil?

After awhile he heard it: very faint footsteps on the stone steps. Light tread, cautious footsteps.
Someone coming to rescue them? Who? Some of the bandit Jac's men? Perhagps Kelvin? Kelvin, his
son by Charlain? No, how could Kelvin be here! Anyway, the tread wastoo light, amost childlike, or
femde. That madeit baffling. No child or woman should be here!

He counted the steps. Three, four, five, sx—how many had gone before? Now the person,
whoever it might be, was at the very bottom of the stairs. It was dark there, even compared with the
overdl gloom of the dungeon, and he could not see.

Then the person stepped out into the single long ray of sunlight that was coming bravely down
from high above them. The light from the barred window that was al the prisoners here ever saw of
daylight. It wasindeed awoman, in agauzy night dress, findy formed. Almost like—



Her face turned toward him. Her hair was as red as the sheen of afiery dragon. Her eyeswere
the color of feline magic.

"ZOANNA!" hecried, unableto restrain himsdf.

For to al appearancesit was Zoanna. Zoanna, hislogt illicit love and enemy, Rud'sterrible, evil
queen! Zoanna, the mother Kian mourned.

CHAPTER 25
Royal Pain

YET HOW WASIT possible? Even if Zoanna had survived, how could she be herein thisframe?

She tossed back alock of red hair. Her ears were revealed: round, not pointed. So it was
Zanaan, the queen of Hud, and not Zoannaresurrected from the river and death. Kian had been
talking about Zoanna, and suddenly there was her face! But it was the face of her double, theloca
queen—who would be good instead of evil, if the usud inverson held.

She carried aset of keys. She was coming to free them! There was the proof of the inversion!

To look so much like the woman he had foolishly loved, and to be good instead of evil—there
was adream he had not before dreamed! He had tried in his mind to resurrect the evil Zoanna,
knowing it was futile, because even if she lived, she was not the type of person he could respect or
even tolerate. But agood version of that woman—that was a person he could love. Indeed, dready in
thisingant—

She extended a key. But as she did so, two figures materidized behind her. " One moment, Y our
Highness," one said. It was the sergeant, the guardsman who had brought them their fare.

Zanaan jumped, sartled. Sheturned dightly toward the stairs. She seemed stunned. The
sergeant reached forward and took the ring of keys from her unresisting hand. There was no further
chancefor her to use them to free the prisoners. Even if she had thrown the keysinto the cell, it would
have been hopeless, for the guardsman was armed and strong and could have killed them al before
they managed to open the gate.

"Y our Highness, that was dumb,” the guard said. It was hardly the tone or the words one should
use on aqueen.

But the graybeard behind him, in the blue-black robe, turned out to be the king himself, His
Mg esty King Rowforth of Hud. There was the authority behind the sergeant's insolencel

Now the queen's eyes blazed at the guard, as she redlized how she had been tricked. They had
known of her effort al aong!

To John Knight, it was as though Queen Zoanna of Rud had been affronted. Lights seemed to
explodein the greenish depths, and her mouth firmed. Did she resemble Zoannain other ways? Only



Zanaan's face was somehow softer than that of her double. Zoanna's complexion had been nearly
white marble, while Zanaan'swas that of very rich milk. The milk of human kindness? A foolish
notion, yet perhapstrue.

John looked at Kian to see whether he was seeing the difference. Kian was standing, staring, as
if mesmerized. Y es, he gppreciated the irony of this Situation!

John looked back at the king. Rowforth certainly possessed Rufurt's big nose and tannish
complexion. But thisface was cruel in away that Rufurt's had never been.

"S0 you sought to betray me" Rowforth said grimly.
"You talk to me of betraya!" Zanaan snapped. "Y ou, with strumpetsin your bed every—"

The king struck the queen hard across the face. John winced, fedling asif the blow had struck
his own face, and behind him Kian gasped. In the neighboring cell Smith emitted agroan, asthough he
too had fdlt thet terrible hit.

The queen touched her right cheek. The king had struck carefully, calculating, John felt sure, with
the back of hishand. A large gem on each finger of his hand had torn the lovely cheek, so that it
dripped blood. The queen gave no other sign of the pain she must have felt.

"Y es, Zanaan, that was very dumb,” the king said, echoing the insolence of the guard. "To think
you could put something over on your lord and master. Wasit your father who put you up to this?"

The queen did not spesk.

"1 should have you stripped and publicly whipped," he continued. "That would give the peasants
something to enjoy! And your dear daddy | should have burned!”

The queen flipped drops of scarlet from her fingers, so that they lit on the front of Rowforth's
robe. A single drop found hislarge nose. It was an oddly insulting gesture whose import was not lost
ontheking.

"Y ou wish, then, to have me make good on my threats?'
"No." She was unrepentant, sad.

"] thought not." The king did not wipe away the single drop of hiswife'sblood. He turned to
John and said: "Y ou have had time to think over my proposition. What isit? Arewe dlies? Will you
or this other one lead meto your crossing place?"

John had to think of what the king wanted: for them to agree to serve him and just incidentally
show him how to cross frames. What mischief that would bring! "No, wewon't," he said. "Never!"
Actudly, he hardly knew how he had crossed; the best he could do would be to lead the king to The
Haw, where the king might only get himself lost without return. But Kian had come here by design,
using Mouvar's device, so it was best to keep the whole matter secret from the king.

"Never? That'salong time. Broughtmar, you may proceed with the demongtration.”



Demongtration? For amoment John thought the king referred to his threat to strip the queen and
have her whipped. But the guardsman went to the neighboring cdll door, unlocking it. Then he was
insgdethe cdl, bending over Smith. Theinjured man groaned as the guard moved him, then spat
carefully in Broughtmar's|eft eye.

"Last chanceto reconsider,” theking said. He spoke asif he didn't redly care. Infact, asif he
preferred to make the demonstration.

"Y ou have my answer," John said. So it had already come to the test they had anticipated: the
torture of their companion. He hated this, but knew he had to stand firm.

"Mine, too," Kian sad.

Theking signaled Broughtmar with awave of his hand. The guard took asilver tube from under
hisshirt, held it closeto Smith's face, and grinned.

Smith'ssick eyeswidened. "No! No, don't! Let me die clean, please! For the love of humanity,
dont!"

"Very last chance, John," the king said. " Otherwise we demonstrate what will happen to your
young companion, and you aswdll, if that should prove necessary.”

"No!" the queen breathed, horrified.

What was s0 horrible about the via? If it contained poison, then Smith's agony would soon be
over. Hefdt the impulse to speak, even so, but knew that had to be overruled. If he could help Smith
he would, but he would not sacrifice his adopted world for him. Hewould not dly himsdf with aking
who might be as wicked as the queen of Rud had been. Nothing that could be done would ever force
him to follow another Zoanna

The portly king reached up and adjusted the silver crown on his head. ™Y ou two are wrong to
defy me. Very wrong," he said with wicked satisfaction. ™Y ou have so much to lose. You'll see.
Watch, now, what can happen to you."

At the king's gesture, Broughtmar pushed Smith's head down, twisted it sdeways, and held the
slver tube above Smith's|eft ear. He unstoppered it. Something silver oozed from the tube and
flowed, undulating, into Smith's ear.

Smith'seyebalsrolled back until only the whites showed. He screamed.

Theking formed aghastly smilethat was dl the more horrible for being on King Rufurt'sface.
"Silver's not so nice, now, isit, Smith? Now that the little beagti€'s chewing in you?"

John Knight experienced anew and uglier chill. Something alive had been put in Smith's ear!

Smith shook from head to toe. Hisarms and legs spasmed. He screamed again and again while
John shuddered.

"He's going to scream like that until hisvocal cords quit,” King Rowforth said. "Then for days



and nights helll fed that tickling, chewing sensation in his head. Into hisbrain, chew, chew, chew,
tunnd, tunnd, tunndl. Not much pain, therein the brain. Just hismind. And helll go mad.”

"You put a—" John was too overcome by the horror to speak.

"Broughtmar put atiny serpent inthisman'sear. It'sjust like the big serpents but hasn't lived yet
for centuries. It'll eat itsway out, dl the way out, and emerge from the farther ear. By then you'll be
half mad yoursdaves, just watching your friend. Before then you'd better declare yoursdf my aly. We
can begin making plans and you can move upgtairs and be my honored guests. Y ou will have anything
you desire. Indeed, my lovely wife herewill be directed to cater to your every whim, of any nature,
That should be easy for her, since she evidently likesyou.”

John felt horror of another nature. Did the king know of hisaffair with the king'swifein the other
frame? Did he know how phenomendaly appealing John found the queen? That Kian saw in her a
better edition of hislost mother? Surely he suspected—and had abused the queen in John's presence
ddiberately. The queen hersdlf was hostage to John's cooperation!

"Asasymbol of your gppreciation, you will lead meto your crossing place from the other
world," Rowforth continued blithely. "I could ask the flopears, my dlies, but they are conservative and
reticent on ancient matters.”

"l am, too," John said, though fundamentally shaken. How could he even think of unleashing this
monster in another frame—any frame? He could see the king going back the way Kian had come,
leading an army. He could see King Rufurt of Rud and Kelvin and the Crumbs fighting for their
freedom all over again. He could seeterrible carnage and misery for those he had tried to help.

No, hewould not dacken! No way, ever, would hetell that monster anything. No way, ever,
would hedlow himtowin!

But if the Silver serpent was next to go into Kian's ear? He looked at Kian's shocked expression
and felt himself shake. The king didn't know that Kian was the only one who truly knew the route
between the frames. If he killed Kian, Rowforth would throw away his chance to cross the frames.
But could that irony make up for the horror of Kian's demise? Could he, John Knight, stand by and
allow that to happen? Or would the mere threat cause him to capitulate? He dreaded the answer.

"Suit yoursdlf," Rowforth said. He faced the queen. "Moveit, bitch. Y our turn will come.”

Y et again, John felt a surge of horror. What did the king mean by that? That there would be a
serpent in the queen's ear, too, if John did not cooperate? He was very much afraid that thiswas
exactly what the king meant.

Smith's screams continued without pause as Rowforth and Broughtmar ascended the Sairs.
Ahead of them walked the weeping, now hideoudy pale queen. Kian stood asif dead and cold on his
feet, garing blankly.

The screaming went on and on and on. Gods, as Mor Crumb would say in hisown frame,
would it ever truly end?



"Cousin Gerta," Herzig said to his companion. Both werein astral form at the moment. "1t would
seem that our appointed hero has found the wesapon.”

"Yes, Cousn. But can heuseit?'

"Hemugt, Cousin, if disaster isnot to strike and the framesto fal."

"Disagter now?" Gertareferred to Kelvin, who was holding the weapon but remained frozen by
the stare. The ancestor, unfrozen and unreasoning, was about to incorporate the man's substance.

Nearby the girl was aso motionless, as were the two mortals outside.

"Observe the gauntlets, Cousin Gerta. They helped make thismorta ahero in hishome frame.”
He paused, then addressed the gloves:

Gauntlets, danger threatens! Use the weapon!

Who speaks? Not a mortal ?

Correct. Animmortal.

What weapon? The sword?

The weapon you hold. A Mouvar weapon.

The gauntlets were confused. Mouvar programmed us to fight with swords and spears. This
is of a different order. We can enable the mortal to aimit as he would a bow; the principleis
the same. But we cannot use it ourselves. We only guide our wearer; that isour limit.

Yes, the weapon is of a different order. But you can still act. You can stimulate the nerve
of the finger resting on its trigger mechanism, causing that finger to convulse. Act now,

Gauntlets, to save your host.

Still there was doubt. We cannot fight immortals. We cannot fight magic. We cannot take
theinitiative in such a case. It isnot in our program. We must have the directive of a mortal.

The Mouvar weapon will fight magic. The Mouvar weapon will resist even immortals. You
need not take the initiative; you need do only what you know the mortal must do to survive. To
fail inthisisto betray the trust Mouvar put in you.

Click-click, clack-clack. The gauntlets struggled with the concept. We cannot. We cannot. We
cannot.

You must, you must, you must! Herzig directed them. Now and henceforth. You must
reinterpret your program to enable you to do this.

A drop of digestive juicefdl from the ancestor's open jaw as the reptilian head was poised
ready for engulfing. The drop lit on agauntlet, and the gauntlet screamed asits substance burned. The
cousins shook from the force of the scream that permesated al the ether around them. He could amost
fed the agony, but Herzig ignored the pain in his desperation.



You must, Gauntlets! You must! The destinies of not one but two frames depend on it!

The corrosive fluid ate through the gauntlet, adding urgency to the decision. The gauntlets had to
decide: suffer destruction, or do what the immortal directed. To revisetheir program in away they
had never done before.

Click-click, clack-clack...

CHAPTER 26

Hero's Progress
SNAP!

Bright light filled the tunnel as Kelvin's gauntlet activated the wespon. WHOOMPTH! echoed
and reechoed inside his head. His hand was hurting, and he was screaming, and above hisface and
head was an enormous open reptilian maw bordered by gaping reptilian jaws. The weapon was
amost in the monster's throat, and the sword-length fangs were dripping acid drops all the way
around.

He wasn't certain how it happened, but he was out from under the frozen reptile, and fedling the
terrible burns on his arms and legs and shoulders where corrosive drops had hit. The girl, standing so
closein the now darkened tunndl, was screaming, while outside in the sckly morning sunlight there
was renewed activity. Heeto and Jac and Biscuit and the horses danced and jockeyed and moved
with the unfreezing that coincided with the abrupt immobility of the serpent. It wasfrozen now, while
they werefree.

He grabbed Lonny's hand and pulled her outside. There, still screaming inside himself and
garting to echo those screams with his voice, he pointed at his acid burns with the weapon, and
waved at Jac's prancing horse.

Jac was down in amoment, applying the cintment that immediately soothed the skin and
amdiorated the burn. There were four burns on his body, and the burn on the gauntlet, but al of them
ceased to hurt the instant the balm was applied, and commenced rapid healing.

"Thank you, Gods, and thank you, Jac!" Wheat arelief, what ardief! No longer to burn!

"Weve got to get away," Jac said. "Before you-know-what happens.”

Ilmm!ll

In amoment he was in a saddle, the wegpon stuck under his belt, Lonny in front of him on the
war-horse. Then they wereriding back the way they had come, out of Serpent Valey and its horror.

"Youdidit!" Biscuit exclaimed asthey were clear of the tunnels. Y ou've gotten the wegpon and
you've rescued Lonny Burk! Now we can chalenge Rowforth properly, and—"



"l didn't—" Kelvin started. But what could he say? That he had been frozen like the rest of them,
but that the gauntlet had seemingly made hisfinger pull thetrigger? That hardly made sense; the
gauntlets had never done anything of themsdves, they had only implemented the desire of their
wearer. Sometimes they had been pretty devious about it, but that was what they had done.

Wéll, he had wanted to stop the serpent! So maybe he had done it. Maybe he had been
physically frozen, but had willed the gauntletsto pull the trigger. Y es, that must have beenit. So
maybe he was ahit of the hero others thought him to be. He only wished he could be more certain of
it.

"WEIl need an army," Jac said. "Don't think that with one great hero and one great
wesgpon—whatever it is—we've got the means! No matter how good Kelvinis, and | admit he's
tremendous, we still need an army to pit against Rowforth's."

"Y ou can have one." Lonny spoke up, surprising al of them. "Kian and | found treasure back
there. With enough silver scalesto buy al the wegpons and men it will take! The only problemsare
that I'm not sure | can find the place again, and it's guarded by serpentsin such numbersthat there's
no chance of getting in there, getting the treasure, and getting out dive.”

"Youdidit,” Kelvinsaid. "You got in there and out. Y ou and Kian."

"Yes" shesad. "But not with treasure. The silver skinswere al over, piled head-deep. But the
serpents—no way can | ever return there!™

"Not even to save Kian'slife?' Kevin asked.

She swallowed, looking into hisface. "For that. Only for that."

The next day was spent in going over every detail of the time Lonny and Kian had spent in the
tunndls. Lonny's memory wasn't perfect, but sherecdled dl the main events and the order in which
they had occurred. Then they talked of going back, entering the tunnd she and Kian had found, and
meaking their way to the treasure. With the treasure they could buy an army that was composed of
hired soldiers. Here there was Shrood, a kingdom that dealt in mercenaries. All that was needed to
buy an army was wedlth: exactly as was the case back in the other frame,

"But the weakest part of dl thisisthe wegpon,” Kdvin said amidst plans. "We don't know that it
will dwayswork. | have no ideawhat it does or how."

"Y ou understand magic, Kelvin?' Biscuit growled.
Kelvin shook hishead in negation.

"But you useit, right?'

"l—guess™

"Well, just say it's magic. Somehow it sopsthe critters. That's enough, isnt it?!



"l—I suppose.” But would it always work? Would he aways have time to point the weapon
and activate it? He still could not remember pulling the trigger, or telling the gauntletsto. He must have
doneit, but...

"Y our gauntlets know what to do,” Lonny said. She seemed to be one of the nicest girls he had
encountered, next to hiswife, but like his sister, Jon, she was alway's speaking up.

"That seemstrue enough,” Jac said, and Biscuit and Heeto both nodded enthusiastically.
"If only Kian had brought more dragonberries,” Kelvin moaned.

"Well, hedidnt,” Biscuit said gruffly. "And | never heard of them before he appeared. | don't
think they grow inour world at dl.”

"Maybe not," Kelvin said. "If you don't have dragons." What a crazy mixed-up world, that didn't
have dragons!

"Who cares about dragons?' Biscuit demanded impatiently. "Or their berries? It's serpents we
haveto ded with!"

"Exactly," Kelvin said. "The dragonberries enable usto spy out the terrain before we go there.
Without them—well, if we go in and let the gauntletslead usto the chamber, and | carry the Mouvar
wegpon in my hand, what's to prevent a serpent coming up behind and—"

"Whatever that weapon is, it didn't seem to hurt us," Jac said. "It somehow released us from the
motionless spell just asit froze the serpent.”

"It'sasif the spdl isreturned,” Kelvin mused.

"Returned?' Biscuit asked.

"Asif it bounces back. Asif it returns somehow to affect the serpent instead of its prey.”

"Good an explanation as any,” Biscuit admitted.

Wasit? Somehow Kelvin didn't think so, now that he had voiced it. Certainly hisfather would
have wanted more of an explanation. But what after al wasthe difference? He couldn't cometo any
clear answer on that, either.

"Y ou have how many men to carry out treasure, assuming we get there?" he asked Jac.

"Theréseighteen of us," the bandit said.

Eighteen to carry out treasure. Eighteen to raise an army and fight awar. But a homeit had
been that way aswell. He dways seemed to be on the side that had to scramble just to make a

decent showing, while the enemy aways seemed to be dominant.

"What about the horses?"



"Heeto and Lonny can have them ready at the valey'srim. When they see us come out |oaded
with skins, they'll come."

"If they're not discovered!”

"They won't be. Heeto's very aert, and no flopear can run asfast asahorse.”

"1 want to come, too!" Lonny said, surprising al of them. She redlly looked determined.
"Y ou said you wouldn't go back,” Kevin reminded her.

"] said | would, to save Kian."

"But you said Kian's acaptive of the flopears, so he'snot at the silver hoard.”

"I changed my mind. | can help him best by helping you.”

No one cared to argue with that.

"WEIl need someone to handle the horses, and Heeto shouldn't have the burden alone.” Jac
spoke like areal leader then. "If you want to help Kian and your kingdom, you do what you're told.”

"|—" Her faceflushed. "l—will," shefindly sad.

"Good. Thenit's settled. Well leave the desert now, and camp in the mountains. First drizzly
morning we get, we ride down into Serpent Valey as planned.”

Thusit was much sooner than he had expected that Kelvin was leading asmall army of bandits
on foot down the winding road through a drippy morning mist that was nearly rain. No one spoke on
the wak down, and Kelvin felt the knot in his ssomach hurting him as he walked. He was reminded of
thetrip he and Jon had made so long ago into dragon territory. The dragon's gold had financed an
army for them and made arevolution possible. Was serpent's silver going to do the same? All he
could do was go along with events and hope; somehow it always came down to that when things
were happening and agreat dea was dependent on him.

But | never wanted to be a hero! he protested in hisown mind. Only the prophecy and a pair
of gauntlets like these ever made me one! Only these, and in a different world than this!

The mist wasrising asthey crossed the valey to the serpent hole that Kian and Lonny had
origindly entered. They would not be quite in the dark, because every third man would carry alarge
glowroom impaled on a sword blade. Coming back, if they came back, the blades with the fungus
might reduce the amount of treasure they would carry, but light would be essentia. Each man had a
large basket strapped on his back, sufficient, it was thought, to carry aload of skinsthat would buy
the mercenary services of athousand good men. Even Kelvin had a basket, though he would rather
have had hisarms and shoulders entirely free. The thought of meeting even one gigantic serpent was
chilling, but if Lonny had spoken true, and he feared she had, they might encounter ahundred. Would
the gauntlets be able to move fast enough? Would the Mouvar weapon somehow magicaly cause dl



the serpentsto freeze?

They reached the tunnel and entered it without mishap. They encountered not asingle serpent or
flopear. Somehow, that did not make Kelvin fed easy. The gauntlet on hisright hand holding the
Mouvar wegpon led them on and on, and findly, just as he was beginning to lose hope, to the natura
chamber with its eerily glowing moss.

Kevin kept waiting for his gauntlets to grow warm and start tingling with the danger signd, but
nothing happened. The party walked past the natural doorways and openings of serpent tunnels,
seeing no serpents. They passed under stalactites hanging like gigantic teeth above them, and between
salagmites rising like gigantic teeth from below. They passed the crystal outcroppings, and there
indeed were the gems Lonny had mentioned. They cameto the crystal waterfall, and Kelvin had to
catch his breath in wonder.

Then the narrow chamber, which they entered single file between two stalagmites, where the
glowing mushrooms grew, Similar to those they carried. Now the naturd stairsto the deeper leve, the
good air coming in, the high-up serpent holes, and the piles and piles of discarded serpentskins.

Y et ill no serpents. None at al. The otherswere gratified, but Kelvin wasincreasingly nervous.
Where were those monsters? How much better he would fed if he only knew!

Thankfully, they gathered up the skins and stuffed their baskets. Then, loaded with severa
fortunes, they made their way back. The serpents never made an appearance.

Lonny and Heeto brought the horses as soon as they were outside. They |oaded the baskets on
theanimas, and till disaster did not strike. How strange!

The sun was out now, and it was a very bright day. There should have been serpents sunning
themselves, but there were none. No serpents, no flopears.

They waked up the road, out of Serpent Valey, leading the horses. Everyone was watchful, but
no one dared to speak. When they had at |ast reached the tree with the silver chimes, Jac spoketo
Kevin: "l think that the Mouvar weapon scared them so that they kept out of sight.”

"That must beit,” Kelvin said, but inside he very much doubted it. There had to be more, some
sound reason why they had not been attacked and devoured by the serpents, or killed or captured by
their guardians. Somehow they had been alowed to get away with it, and that bothered him even
more than if they had been attacked.

Kelvin had little time to contemplate the oddity of their successful foray into the serpents ream.
Almost immediately they were buying pack animals and replacement horses. Two days later, dicked
up and disguised as successful merchants, they were on their way to Shrood.

For Kelvin, it wasamogt like areturn trip to Throod. The territory they passed through seemed
amogt the same. They ate the samefruits, saw nearly the same people and wildlife. Only one incident
on the way seemed remarkably different. A large purple-and-cream-colored bird flew overhead,
cdling fromitslong beek; "Cathar-9s! Ca-thar-gsl”



Kevin watched the bird fly over, and then asked Jac, who was riding next to him, "Primary
bird?"

"Purgative bird," Jac said.
"Purgative? | thought it was excretory,” said Biscuit, overhearing.
"It'scaled both," Jac said. "But primary? Whered you get that, Kelvin?”

"From home," Kdvin said. "Ancther bird." He did not add that the bird was blue and white and
caled what sounded like " Cau-sd-i-ty! Cau-sd-i-ty!" Both frames, it seemed, had birdsin this
kingdom afflicted with philosophy. Somehow this seemed part of the naturd order.

Asonthefirs trip, or rather hisamost identica journey back home, Kelvin noted that the bird
had chosen to fly over just where the road ran downhill past a stone cairn. When he reached the cairn
he was not at al surprised to be told that it was dedicated to the memory of Shrood's soldiers who
had perished in the two-hundred-year-old war with Hud. Histories had paralleled closely, evento the
length of apparent time that had el apsed.

"Recruitment House ahead,” said Biscuit, wiping orange fruit juice from his mouth and pointing.
Except that he was Biscuit instead of Crumb, and the fruit juice was of adifferent shade, it wasthe
same as previoudy, when they had brought dragon scalesfor wedlth.

"I suppose you have aHaw?' Kelvin asked. It wasn't redlly aquestion. He knew they had to
have one, because that was what linked the frames. What he really meant was whether they had a
place where it showed at the surface, where they could go and look at it without boating along way in
the dark on some subterranean river. No matter where or how it showed, The Flaw was the primary
mystery of the age.

"Of coursal" Jac said. "Y ou'll haveto seeit whilewerein Shrood.”

"l suppose | must," Kelvin agreed, though he felt he had aready seen more than enough of the
anomdly.

They dismounted in front of Recruitment House. Jac, Biscuit, and Kelvin entered to meet with
Captain McFay. For Kelvin, it was almost like entering afamiliar room. Thefurnishingswere as
sparse asthey had been in Throod, and the soldiers hanging around drinking, playing card games, and
swapping stories might have been what hisfather would have called arerun. About the only difference
he could see was that here the soldiers had round earsinstead of pointed. Then he spotted the big,
dightly balding man with one peg leg; except for hisears and his peg leg, he could have been Captain
Mackay's twin. Captain Mackay had been gray-haired; Captain McFay was dightly balding but still
had dark hair. Captain Mackay had been missing one arm; Captain McFay was missing one leg.

"You'vereceived my letter?' Jac asked the captain.
McFay nodded. "If you've got the skins, well do business.”

"Outside on the pack animas, and there's more that may be possible. Revolutions come high, |
understand.”



"They do," Captain McFay said. He was eyeing Kelvin with a puzzled expression, as though
searching to recdll.

"Oh, thisisKelvin Knight Hackleberry. He's the hero from the other world. The onethey caled
the Roundear.”

"His earsdon't appear overly round.”
"Herethey aren't,” Kelvin said. "In my own frame they were freskish."

"Hmm, really unusud, huh? But they're just like mine, only mine are bigger and redder.” And his
eyeswere hazel, not gray, as were the home captain's eyes.

"That's because in my home frame maost people have pointed ears.”
"Pointed? I've never heard of that! 1'd like to hear alittle about your world, Kevin." He

motioned for them to st down at atable, and then motioned for two grizzled officersto comejoin
them.

And 0, as a another timein another place, Kelvin was launched on hislong, familiar story.

"Sorcerer's Spell!” cried a clean-shaven man with both earsintact and no scar on his cheek.
"That was some gory!"

Kdvin dghed. If only he could be certain that this one would come out aswdll. Different frame,
different experiences, with possibly entirely different outcomes.

"Well, welve got to negotiate," Jac said. "WEell need an army of probably five thousand, and I'm
afraid there won't be much help from the populace of Hud."

"There may be help,” Kelvin corrected. "We may be ableto get peopleto join us, if we ask
them." He explained about the posters he had put up in the other kingdom beforeits revolution.
"Somedid join, but they werelargely untrained farmers and villagers.”

"Well train them!" McFay promised. "If they respond to your posters.”

"People did a home. Some."

"And you'll send amessageto the king of Hud, Rowforth, giving him a chance to surrender?”

"Of course, once we're prepared to fight.”

Thetak went on and on, and for Kelvin, it redly did seem to be areplay. Would the fighting
also seem to be just aredone past experience? Possibly, he thought, but he couldn't escape the
thought that at home there had not been flopears who had dlied themselves to the enemy. Nor had
the dovenly troops of the queen's been comparable to the well-disciplined, fully trained troops of

Rowforth's. Would five thousand men be enough? How many would be killed or mangled under his
leadership? How many would he persondly kill before he was done?



"Y ou look asthough the hesat's affecting you," McFay observed. "How about amug of bleer?’
Kevin nodded. Wine at home, bleer here. Whatever bleer was.

One of the company brought him amug topped by foam. He took it, sipped bitterness, and
wanted to spit it out.

"Your firg bleer, Kelvin?'

Kelvin nodded again, miserable. Manly drinking seemed to him to be such afoolish means of
escape. He downed more of the liquid and got an idea. "The Flav—isit far?”

"No. It'svery near, in fact. One of my men can show you. Why don't you go gaze at it while Jac
and | conclude our business?’

Kelvin nodded and stood up. "I think | can find theway."

And thusit was that Kelvin again found himsalf gazing through awooden barrier into the
star-filled depths of the anomaly. Wasit, as he had heard said, a crack through space-time that ran
through countless worlds and countless nearly identical and some highly strange existences? His recent
experience certainly seemed to confirm that!

On hisfirg trip to The Flaw hissister, Jon, had tried to hit a star with astone from her ding; it
had been one of the few times he had seen her fail to hit anything. He smiled, thinking how annoyed
and determined she had been. He wished that somehow then was now and that Jon and good friend
Lester werethere at hisside looking into what felt like eternity.

Deep, deep in the blackest black something flashed brightly, streaked across an areawhere
there were no stars, and vanished. Would they themsdalves vanish? Everyone at oncein thisforeign
and yet so familiar world?

Kévin decided he didn't need to drink bleer or wine in order to make his head swim. All he
needed to do was gaze into this depth and |et his thoughts dwell on its nature and the nature of al

things

Ahead, in only afew days time, there would be a message sent to King Rowforth. After thet,
should history repest itsdf, the killing and dying were as certain as prophecy to begin.

CHAPTER 27

Earth
ST. HELENS STEPPED our from behind some bushes and hailed the Rud army. Generd Broughtner
and both Crumbs, Mor and Lester, were in the lead, asthey had been before. St. Helens vented a
sigh. He had assumed they would have survived, but as he had seen, many abrave man hadn't.

"Whoa! Hat!" the general addressed the troops.



The column obediently cameto astop. S. Helens spoke directly to the genera: "They didn't
release me, | escaped. There's bad business over there. Y ou going to cross?’

"My orders—" Broughtner began.
"Hang your orders, man!" Hisleg gave atwinge of pain, but it wasworth it. "Is Rud going to let
Aratex get away with yesterday? How many men drowned? How many war-horses? How much

good equipment washed away?"

Broughtner glared. "St. Helens, my orders are to cross the river, march on the capitd, and
demand an apology and reparations.”

"Well, why didn't you say so!" St. Helens nodded at the Crumbs, glad they were dive. A
thought hit him. "My girl, did she—"

"Why'd you think we came yesterday 7"
" Shewasn't hurt? She seemed to be getting weak—"
"Not hurt. Pregnant,” Lester said.

"Pregnant?Y ou mean—7?" He started to smile then, in spite of himsdf. ™Y ou mean the
Roundear—"

"Who dse?' Mor thundered. "What'd you think, witchcraft? Don't you know your own
daughter? Sheiswith child.”

Lord, and al that activity! Theincredible flight he had taken her on! No wonder she had had
trouble hanging on! It hadn't been weakness of spirit, but of body—because of her condition.

"That's, eh, good news." He got hold of himself, swiftly putting back the thoughts of being a
grandfather and focused on the present.

"You look pretty best," Broughtner remarked, eyeing him.

"My leg can use some attention. Maybe Heln told you; it got in the way of acrossbow bolt. A
flesh wound, and she bound it up pretty well, but | am abit worse for wear."

The general nodded and gave appropriate orders. A wagon pulled up; ayoung medic got out,
took St. Helens aside, and worked on him. St. Helens gritted his teeth and went along with the
disinfecting and bandaging without comment. When the medic was done, he had to admit to himself
that the job was perfect.

"Y ou had better rest now," the medic said. "Y ou'velost blood.”

"No timefor that! Therésawar to be fought!"

"But any other man with awound like that—"



"I'm too old and tough to let a pinprick like that stop me," St. Helens said, proud of the effect he
was making. The wound did hurt, and he did fed wesk from loss of blood, and hed like nothing
better than to flop down on a soft bunk and deep for aday or two, but he wouldn't let any of that
show. He thanked the man and went back to the general, who was staring at the stream.

"Genera, how do you expect to get across? Y ou don't want arepest of yesterday.”

"Therewon't be," Generd Broughtner said. "WeIll make rafts and build abridge. It's high time
therewas abridge acrossthisriver."

"That'sagood idea, Generd. But bridges wash out and rafts can be washed away. | say let me
fly a couple of ropes across and then you make a suspension bridge: well above the water, see?'

The genera scowled. "Strong enough to take the war-horses and the armor?”
"It can be."
Broughtner shook his head. "And if Mdbah decides to blow up awind?'

"Shewill. Y ou can be certain of that. But with extra guy ropes holding the sides, the chances are
better than in the water."

"I don't likeit."
"Thedternative, Generd ?"

The former heavy drinker'sfrown intensfied. "I didn't say you werent right, St. Helens, just that
| don't likeit. If we construct the bridge so that it hangs just above where the highest waves might
reach, then take afew men and asingle war-horse across at atime, it'll work."

. Helensfound himself staring. He hadn't really expected Broughtner not to argue. But it
seemed the man was competent after dl. If they did thingsright, old Melbah might delay them but she
wasn't going to stop them—nhe hoped.

"Right, Genera Broughtner, Sir." He touched the control on hislevitation belt and rose until he
was a couple of feet off the ground. "Now if you'll just get me somerope, well get started.”

The generd turned and issued orders. An equipment wagon pulled forward and rolled dmost to
where uprooted trees and flood debris marked the limits of yesterday'swater rise. Looking inside the
wagon, St. Helens was surprised to see cut lumber and piles of heavy netting. General Broughtner had
let him talk, but he had planned thisdl thetime! Well, at least he could suggest a spot on abend
between two facing hillswhere the wind couldn't strike suddenly.

But Broughtner and the men in charge of the detail seemed to have planned well ahead of him.
Quicker than he had thought possible, he was flying the end of arope across and securing it to atree.
Then another rope for the other side of the bridge, then the netting sides, the guy ropes, and the plank
floor. By noon they were finished and a secure bridge swayed in place.

Lester Crumb wasthe firgt across, and then hisfather, and then the generd. The war-horses and



pack horseswere led acrossafew at atime, and then the wagons, and finally the men who had
remained on Rud's side crossed by threes and fours. When the last man reached their side, the
general looked across the bridge and beamed with obvious pride. "Good job, St. Helens.”

"Very." What foolishness: the generd was complimenting him for suggesting what the general hed
planned on dl dong. St. Helens knew thiswas merdly an attempt to gain hisfavor and kegp himin
line—but it was working. He wasn't going to give Broughtner any trouble. A leader was aleader, and
thiswas turning out to be agood one.

A black bird flew overhead. St. Helens half expected the bridge to burst into flames, or theriver
to rise. He had the unhappy fedling that they were doing just what Melbah intended.

"Generd, if wefollow the road through Deadman's Pass, there may be an ambush.”

"What's the dternative?'

St. Helens pondered. He didn't like having them pass under the eyes of Conjurer's Rock, but to
try dipping through the forest might be even worse. Possibly if he were to scout on ahead, he could
find any traps and save the day. But then he didn't like the thought of ether flying low and getting hit
with another crossbow bolt or flying high and encountering another whirlwind. At least he could check
the cliffs of Deadman's Passfor archers and then come in behind Conjurer's Rock and check for old
Melbah. Hetwisted his mouth at the thought of flying in behind her, unseen. Of Mdbah watching the
troopsin the pass, preparing some magica attack, and his dropping on her suddenly like a hawk.
With luck, it just might work.

"I, eh, believe theroad inisthe only way, Generd. But I'd like your permission to scout aheed.
If you can agree to delay your departure from here and reach the pass at about sunset... 7

"| can agreeto that, St. Helens. But why?'

"Thelight will belessthen." And old eyes may have to strain.
"Y ou have something in mind?"

"l haveawitchinmind."

"Y ou will need help. Some of the men to accompany you?"

"Better done, General. Better just me and my levitation belt and my sword, the persond gift of
Araex'sKing Phillip."

"Y ou have something definitely in mind. Some strategy | should know about?”

"Only that it involves Conjurer's Rock. Buzvuls roost there by the thousands. | just want to make
certain therés not a particular buzvul there. If sheisthere..." St. Helenstouched his sword hilt.

"l understand, St. Helens. But aparty of archers, perhaps?’

"Alone" S. Hlens said firmly. "It'sthe only chance | have of reaching her undetected. If | pluck



her magic, your archers will no doubt have adequate targets between the pass and the capitd.” Was
that true? Would the Aratex army even be out? It was she, not King Phillip, who ruled. "If she'sfirgt
with her magic, it'sgoing to be at least ahard fight.”

Genera Broughtner nodded. "Good luck, St. Helens. Well time our march to bein the pass at
twilight.”

But asusua, his smple plan was complicated by random events. Thusit wasthat St. Helens,
forced to walk partway because of flying buzvulsthat could have been scouts, reached the edge of
the forest under the surly lip of Conjurer's Rock later than heliked. He swore under his breath, but
plowed on as hisleg jabbed him with new pain. He paused in despair, because the shadow now lay
like agreat black blanket across the pass, and there, just within range of his sight, were the men and
horses and wagons that he had hoped would be far back.

Then, even as he despaired, something happened that astounded him. The ground just beyond
the rock's shadow shook asif from the tread of a giant. Ground that was occupied by horses and men
and wagons cracked, gaped open, and swallowed troops and horses and wagonsin huge, ugly
closings. Rock from above cascaded downward, loosened by the trembling of the cliffs themselves.
The rumbling sounds of an earthquake and of faling rock went on and on. With it were mingled the
frightened screams of horses and the cries of dying men.

Just like that, the tide of battle had turned—before the battle even started. Hisworst fear had
been not only confirmed but multiplied. He had assumed that al they had to handle werewind and
water. What a migudgment!

Melbah was up there, dl right, and she was destroying them.

Heln sat up in her bed with aghrill cry. "Kevin! Kedvin, oh. Kevin!™

"Hush, it was only adream,” Jon told her. Heln's eyes were glassy; thiswas the worst nightmare
she had had in the paace.

"Oh, Jon!" Heln'sarmstightened around her neck. Jon found this both flattering and
embarrassing, though she couldn't have said why. Heln had been so magnificently brave when she was
wesaring those gauntlets of Kelvin's, and now the gauntlets waited here for hisreturn. Sometimes she
wondered whether making Heln wear them would stop her nightmares.

"Hewasfighting again, in an army. And, and the faces—one of them looked like the guard in the
Girl Mart who—who—"

"Hush. It'sonly adream. That man isdead, dain by a brother of another of the girls. Lester saw
it, and | know hewouldn't lie."

"But not in the dream, Jon. Not in the dream! Hewas dive. Alive and fighting."

"It'snatura that you dream of Kelvin fighting him. After dl, that evil man was the onewho
violated you."



"Not fighting againgt!" Heln'seyeswerewide. "Fighting with! Thetwo of theminidentica
uniformsfighting Sde by sde. Fighting monsters, Jon, and about to diel”

CHAPTER 28
Battle

ROWFORTH, KING OF HUD, stood at the edge of the training field and unhappily inspected the
twelve flopearsin bright red uniforms. So squat, so broad, so ugly, and yet possibly of great vaueto
him. They did not look like soldiers, and he hadn't anticipated that they would. What they did look
like were flopearsin especidly made Hud uniforms.

"And now, oh, King," Herzig was saying, "you must seethat they learn toride.”

Rowforth permitted himsdf asigh. Herzig had proved unexpectedly difficult iningsting thet his
handpicked dozen fighters wear the Hud uniform. That had entailed specid orders and individua
tailoring to fit the odd contours of the flopear bodies. What needless delay! Now they had to learn to
ride—these squat, seemingly awkward creatures! It would mean special saddleswith specia stirrups
and along, painful instructing time. He hoped that his cavalry master could do the job beforethe
abominable green-clad troops swept al the way to the capitd. Thishad originaly not been hisplan,
but there was sensein it: auniformed flopear cavary should prove to be even more efficient than a
few stationary flopears waiting for eye contact. On horseback these unlikely troops could ride up to
therebel leaders themselves, pardyze them with astare, and strike them dead. Therewould belittle
need for executions after the war. The flopears could execute the entire armed force right from their
saddles. When they went into action, no matter what occurred before, victory was assured.

Brownleaf, the cavary master, stepped smartly forth from the stables, leading amare. The mare
bore a speciad small saddle on her broad back and towered well over the heads of her potentid
riders. As she was led near she began to whinny and skitter and jerk in the manner of an untrained
horse.

King Rowforth eyed the cavalry master and the horse and the untrained troops, and wondered.
Besde him, Herzig spoke: "Danzar, eyel™

One of the uniformed flopears stepped out of line, displaying dl the soldierly style of his
short-legged race, devoid of grace. The flopear eyed the mare, who was now trying for all she was
worth to bresk free of her handler.

The horse froze. Danzar waddled close, climbed the rope ladder depending from the saddle,
settled into the cupped depression, and took thereins.

"Danzar, rdleasel" Herzig commanded.
Instantly the mare reared, came down on her forelegs, and bucked. Danzar flew clear of the

saddle, letting go of the reins on hisway up. In ave Rowforth watched the tiny body sail upto a
height that bordered on the magica. Then down, down, like astone. SPLAT!



To the king's astonishment, the dust had scarcely settled around the small body when it stood.
The flopear was unhurt! It focused its large eyes on the mare—and the mare, turning her head, rolling
her eyes, was caught as before.

Danzar waddled up again, climbed the short rope ladder, and resumed the saddle. And went
flying.

"How long will thisgo on?' Rowforth asked Herzig rather than his cavary magter.
"Until Danzar controls™
"That will be—?"

"Aslong asit will take. Horses can be stubborn. That iswhy none of the serpent people now
ride”

"So these will bethefirgt? Thefirgt in history?!

"Yes, thefirst in history, for this species of animad. Thefirgt of the serpent people ever to
conquer the equine." But Herzig'stone indicated that he did not consider this remarkable. Evidently he
expected the flopears to succeed; it was just amatter of time. Herzig did not seem concerned about
the rapidly diminishing time the king had left. Who would have thought those ragtag revol utionaries
would be able to hire such awel-equipped and trained army! Where had they gotten the money?

Only twelve, King Rowforth thought. Only twelve, but a sufficient number considering their
power. Y es, indeed, the flopears, even more than hisfine army, would hold and expand hisrealm.
Once the revolution was digpatched, he would torture its surviving leaders until they reveded the
source of their mysterious wedth. Then he would make that source his own.

Out on the practice field Danzar was again clawing wildly with both hands as he climbed above
their headsinto the blue, cloud-flecked sky. It would have been comicd, if not so serious.

AsKedvin had feared, it was one obscenity of abattle. Oh, his men fought hard enough and his
gauntlets knew whét to do, and there were volunteers aplenty, even in the midst of afight. But war
waswar, and after he had spilled the blood of perhaps his twentieth man, Kelvin would have liked to
give up thefray. Wasit worth it? he wondered, watching the guts pill from hislast opponent. Were
eventhelivesof hisfather and his brother, and the freedom of this country, worth it? He saw the man
topple with a stricken face and land under the hooves of the war-horses. Maybe that enemy soldier
was somebody's father or somebody's brother, maybe he was just earning money to support his
family! At what awful price was anything being accomplished? Y et realy, what choice did he have?
What choice did any of them have, other than to fight?

Day followed day, and the Shrood mercenaries fought for Hud asif it were their own land.
Nobody liked adictator bent on world conquest; even Rowforth's closest people seemed secretly to
hate him. But people followed dictators, intent on the spoils that conquest brought. Whether such
plunder was logicd, considering that the opposing armies were gpt to do the sameto the families of
the plunderers, Kelvin could not say; he just knew that he wished he were no part of it.



The soldiers of Hud'sroya army were at least as good fighters as Hud's Freedom Army; in fact,
the two sdes were astonishingly well matched. Kelvin was glad that in this fight the Shrood-trained
officerswerein charge, not he. Y et they did ask his advice, and looked on him as achampion, asdid
al thetroops. With luck and his magic gauntlets, he thought wearily, he could win againg the toughest
fighters

Only one thing bothered him, and that was that the flopears did not appear. If they did show up
as Rowforth's dlies, he hoped that the weapon he carried sheathed on his hip would cometo hisaid
asit had back in serpent territory. But until they did appear, if they did, the Mouvar weapon was only
S0 much extradrag on his sword belt.

"When arethey going to use them?' Biscuit demanded one evening, asif he knew.

Kelvin shook hishead. "It bothers me as much asit doesthe rest of you. Maybe he's holding
theminreserve”

"And maybe just knowing we have the weapon keeps them out,” Smoothy Jac said. These days,
in his green officer's uniform, he looked nothing at dl like abandit chief. Neither did he sound likea
man whose main interest had been in stealing slver serpentskins from the magica flopears. All of them
seemed to be changing, Kelvin thought. Considering what bandits were, that wasfor the best.

Shagmore came and went, and it was almost as big and potentialy as disastrous a battle asthe
onefor Skagmore had been in the home frame. Possibly Kevin's recounting of the battle of
Skagmore helped, as his recollections, suitably modified, of other battles had helped. He was
watched carefully by Jac and his compatriots and did not get himsalf captured as he confessed he had
at Skagmore. He had thought that here, surely, the flopears would appear, because this spot had been
such aturning point in Rud's history and could be the same in Hud's history. Shagmore, like
Skagmore in the home frame, was within aday'sride of the country's capital.

Thusit wasthat they were fighting a pitched baitle outside the capitd itself and winning, little by
little, without having yet seen Rowforth's magicd dlies. It began to seem that the flopears were not
going to appear, and that the palace itsalf would be taken by the Freedom Army. Kelvin fought on,
trusting the gauntlets, and gradually as men died al around him he ceased to think of the flopearsand
of the Mouvar wegpon he carried. In the back of his consciousness there was acry of darm, but that
was hard to hear when the immediacies of battle preempted his attention.

Men with pitchforks and staves were in their midst, some riding plow horses and otherstraveling
on foot. Peasants from neighboring farms were coming to help the Freedom Army take the palace.
Kevin winced to see those unarmored men and boys who had never before stood up now standing
up. Asaconsquence too many of them were dying, often horribly. Better |ate than never, some had
said, but as he watched them being mutilated and killed, he wondered. Y et peasant hands did pull the
proud, red-uniformed Royalists from their saddles; knives, axes, and clubs did bring the Roydists
death, as did the flashing swords and twanging bows of the Freedom Army. On and on they battled,
the day becoming bloodier asit wore on.

At noon, when the sun was beating down most cruely, and fatigue was asmothering blanket
welghing down the muscles that guided the horses and swung the swords, they arrived at the very
gates of the paace. Still no flopears, Kelvin thought, that darm sounding again in hismind. Victory
amog inther gragp—



Suddenly the gatesfell, crashing thunderoudy. They fell outward, pushed by meninred
uniforms. A dozen war-horses charged from the palace grounds. Each horse carried arider squat and
ugly, with gresat flopears. Flopearsin uniform! Flopears on horses!

There was no time to react. Men in green uniforms froze before the flopears stares. Menin red
uniforms froze aswell, but these were not the targets of the ferocious young flopears with swords.
Thaose swords cut down only the men in green uniforms, and these toppled and died without
resstance.

At the sde of the action Kelvin fought to move close. Oddly, the gauntlets did not cooperate.
They were warm on his hands, and he was reminded again that this meant danger. Well, danger there
certainly was, but with luck he and the gauntlets would stop it. He reached for the Mouvar wegpon
bolstered to hiswai<.

His gauntleted fingers encountered nothing where the wegpon should have been. The holster had
been cut away. He was without the critical weapon!

A flopear was standing up on asaddle, right in front of Kelvin, hisoversized sword raised, his
eyesglowing. Those eyesheld Kelvin and hiswar-horse!

Theflopear was going to split him al the way through, and he had no way to stop it!

On his hands his gauntlets were very, very warm. Asif he couldn't see the danger for himself!

CHAPTER 29
Victory

ZOTANASTURNED AWAY FROM the high window where he had been watching the ongoing
carnage. The king had mismanaged the war so badly that every last soldier and guard had had to be
marshaled to defend the palace. The servants had fled—or, perhaps more likely, snesked away to
join the Freedom Fighters. The palace was virtualy empty. If the flopears turned the tide, asthe king
believed they would, everyone would quickly return to serve as before; otherwise. ..

Something was happening that he should know about; his magic told him that much. Zotanas
tiptoed down the winding stairs to the palace proper and dipped by dow degrees through the
glittering array of objets d'art that took up so much space. If only the quality of the king were up to
that of the artifacts he collected! He came to the statue of aformer (and better) king and paused
behind it, hidden for the moment. Just on the other side of the statue, King Rowforth was berating
Zotanas daughter, the queen.

"Trying to rel ease the prisoners once was bad enough, but twicel And with thoseidiot soldiers
losing the battle and the flopears refusing to help until the last moment! What wasin your mind,
woman?'

"Y ou must not do what you swore to do, Husband!" she responded. ™Y ou must not destroy
them! Y our enemies are dready at the palace gates!"



"Y es, Wifey, yes, but they will not destroy me, | will destroy them! The flopears have delayed
participating, and | can't push them, but once they eye the enemy, it will be over. Y ou know that; you
aways have. Sowhy?'

Zanaan began sobbing like alittle girl. "Oh, Husband, they are good and you are evil. If the
Freedom Army loses, you will know no regtraint. Y ou will war on other kingdoms and take them with
the help of your magic alies. Y ou will conquer thisworld and you will attempt to conquer others. If
the strangerslive, you will make them take you to their own world, or show you the way to get there."

"Yes" Theword was spoken grimly, through obvioudly gritted teeth. The king lived for power!
"And you will beinstrumenta in making them cooperate, because the young one seesyou as very
much like his mother, and the older one seesyou as very much like his mistress. When you promise
them both fulfillment in return for their loyaty to me, they will capitulate.”

"No!" she cried, appaled. "That cannot be true!”

"Itistrue! 1 had my minionslisten from hiding asthey conversed. | suspected something of the
sort, and now it has been confirmed, thanksto your visit there. After they saw you, it al came out. So
you have power to work my will, woman, and you shall work it."

"No!" she repeated despairingly, belief overcoming her.

"Yedl" Zotanas winced as that word was immediately followed by the sound of ablow and a
fdling body.

"Oh!" There was shock and pain and fear in the queen's voice. It was obvious that she had never
imagined such depravity, eveninthe King.

Hastily Zotanas stepped around the statue. Zanaan sat sprawled on the throne room rug, her red
hair al about her beautiful face, her green eyes seeming to spark in their depths. Rowforth stood over
her, fists clenched. He had one foot raised, ready to kick her. The king, for al his expressed
confidencein hisvictory, was evidently badly frightened; he was reverting to childish force and
crudty.

"Becauseif you dont," the king was saying, "you will persuade them by suffering in away they
cannot abide. Y ou will bring them grest pleasure or great pain; | will settle for either. But my will shall
be done!”

His head swiveled as Zotanas came into view. The king's eyes blazed dmost as brightly asthe
gueen's. "What do you want, Zotanas? To use your magic for me?"'

"Yes." It waswhat he had long planned.
"Yes?It'sahit late, isn't it? With the enemy at the very palace gates?'
"Itis, Your Mgesty. But now that you have lost—"

"Logt? What are you talking about, you doddering old idiot?" Rowforth put hisfoot down
without kicking. "Lost? I've won!™



"Haveyou, Your Mgesty? | suggest you go out on the balcony, or up in my tower, where |
have aview of thefighting."

Rowforth went pale to the edge of hisgrayish hairs. "My flopears, have they—"

"The strangers from another world have with them aweapon. A Mouvar wegpon. Against that,
the serpent’s stare rebounds as a sword rebounds from a shield. Againgt that, the serpent people are
hepless.”

"No! No, yourelying! Y ou're making that up!"
"AmI, Your Mgesty?| suggest you go seefor yoursdf.”
"Yes, yes, | haveto see. |—" Rowforth ran as hard as he could for the stairs.

"Father." His daughter spoke softly from thefloor. "Y ou said you'd help him? Use your magic
for him?"

"Yes, my magic. | will useit to give him the help he needs—to surrender.”
"Then—then you actualy have magic?'
"For little things, daughter. For littlethings, as| have often said.”

Smiling hismost careful amile, Zotanas raised his pamsto his eyes and brought them up close
until al light was blocked out. Concentrating hard, he mumbled the words he had learned so long ago
that aided in the transference. Unbidden and not completely welcome, aface intruded into his
concentration: the face of Polzamp, who had saved him from aterrible fate as an infant and had
bestowed immortality on him. Polzamp the Restless. Polzamp the Kindly and Just. Polzamp, the
onetime ruler of his people before his change. Polzamp, born from the mating of amortd sorcerer and
aserpent person not unlike Gerta. Polzamp, his own most extraordinary father.

Concentrate: black, black, blank. Cannot see, cannot see, cannot see. Blank, blank, black.
Asin deepest outer space, nothingness.

He couldn't see. His eyes were shut tight. Now he could visualize Rowforth looking out from the
familiar tower window. Staring down at the grounds, the swirling men and horses, the clouds of dugt,
the carnage at the gates and beyond.

From above their heads came a scream. "'l can't see! | can't see!™ The screaming was
Rowforth's. In amoment it gave way to crashing sounds and a continuing series of thumps. "Oh, oh,
oh!" screamed His Majesty, his pain-racked body at |ast reaching the foot of the unseen winding
dairs. "l can't see, Zotanas! Y ou are the officia sorcerer of the relm—help!”

"Hud must surrender to the victor," Zotanas said, using the tone of wisdom. "Afterward your
sght will be restored.”

"NO!" Indignation supreme. "Never! Rowforth will battle forever! Rowforth will fight though he's
blind!™



"Areyou certain, Your Mgesty? The magic hereisvery strong. It will be displeasing never again
to seepaininaface or torment in asoul. Strike the flag now and you will see, even though it may be
joy ingtead of suffering.”

"It'syou! Youredoing this | will never surrender! Never! GUARDS!"

Listening to running feet, Zotanas kept his eyes firmly closed and hishandsin place. For aslong
as he could not see, neither could the king. He knew this, the king did not.

"Help! Help!" the king cried. "Broughtmar, isthat you? | can't see, Broughtmar, old friend. It's
magic—magic used againg me."

Broughtmar? Naturaly that thug had managed to escape being assigned to the hard battle
outsde! But Zotanas suspected that the man would not be much comfort to the king at this moment.
Broughtmar was a bully who seemed to exist only to torment the helpless—and now the king was
helpless.

"You can't see?' Broughtmar's voice came. "What a pity when there's so much for you to revel
in. Outsde aman looks at his own steaming innards and aflopear swings agreat sword at another

man and creates afountain of blood. Y ou'd enjoy those scenes, Y our Highness." Obvioudy
Broughtmar had not checked recently, but that hardly mattered.

"Ouch! Y ou stepped on my hand! Find that doddering old fool who shares the palace! Make
him stop whatever he'sdoing! Make him stop! Kill him and the queen!”

Oops—-that would break up the magic fast enough, if the guard obeyed. "Hide us, daughter,"
Zotanas murmured. "This must be complete, before—"

Hefdt the queen's hands guiding him to asafer place. He kept his own hands locked in place,
maintaining his blindness—and the king's. How quickly it was degenerating into acomedy of mdice,
asthe king'sempire fell apart beforeit could form. Now was the falling out of thieves. But he had to
keep the king blind whileit proceeded.

"Youfool, you lost!" Broughtmar's voice came again. "Those Freedom Fighters won the war.
The mercenaries did it—the ones they bought with silver.”

"No! No! No! Ouch! That hurt, Broughtmar! Y ou're stepping on me ddliberately!"

"How perceptive of you, blubber belly. Maybe aheavy tromp here—?" Broughtmar was
certainly acting true to form!

"AHHHH! Stop, stop, stop! Thisisyour king, Broughtmar! Y our king! | thought you loved me!
| thought we were friendd!"

"Y ou werewrong, Y our Arrogance.”
"NO! NO! NO! AHHHHH!"

It was exactly such sounds that had given the queen nightmares. Only now it was not some



unfortunate prisoner or fancied enemy of the redlm Broughtmar was methodically besting, it wasthe
king himself. Zotanas recognized a bit of evil in himsdlf as he hesitated to stop the torture. But perhaps
it had proceeded far enough. Reluctantly he took his hands down and opened his eyes.

"I CAN SEE!" theking cried. "I can see, Broughtmar, | can see! Don't you redize whét this
means? I'm back in control, no thanksto that sorcerer! Find him, stop him!"

" Stop whom from doing what?' Broughtmar inquired nastily. He was evidently too far gonein his
sadism to reverse course now. " Stop me from doing alittle more of thisto you?"

"AHHHHH! STOP!!"

Zotanas crossed the throne room and the dining hall and came to where Broughtmar was
brutally besting the monarch. It was obvious that the moment it appeared the king lacked power, the
guard'sloydty wasforfeit.

Very softly Zotanas said: "1t wouldn't be wiseto kill him, Broughtmar. He needs to surrender
lﬁII

Rowforth raised a bruised and bloody face. He pointed a shaky finger. "KILL HIM! Kill him,
Broughtmar! | order you. Kill!"

Broughtmar grinned, ignoring HisMgesty. "Y ou say he should surrender? By lowering theflag
from the tower?"

"Yes. That isthe way surrendering is customarily done. Can you carry him back up the stairs?
Placethe flag-ropein his hand so that he can lower the flag himsdf?

Broughtmar looked confused. "Why?"
"Tolive. Or at least not to be tortured. One who does thisthing is certain to be rewarded.”

"Rewarded?' Broughtmar sounded both suspicious and eager at the sametime. He liked the
notion of areward, but wasn't quite getting Zotanas drift.

"With life. Instead of execution.”
"Oh." Now at last it dawned: his own life could be at stake.
"Wwd|?'

Broughtmar leaned over the king to pick him up. The king promptly kicked him expertly inthe
mouth, sending blood and broken teeth spraying.

Zotanas sighed. He should have foreseen that, though Broughtmar hadn't. Theking waslike a
wounded animd, dangerous even when seemingly helpless.

Broughtmar spat out more teeth and blood, looking surprised. In amoment the light of kill would
bein his eyes. He was not the smartest man, but he made up for that in viciousness.



"Thisisn't going to do," Zotanas said doud. He closed his own eyes again, cupped them with his
hands, and concentrated. It was easier thistime. Blackness, blackness, black blank. Transfer.

"l can't see! | can't see!™ Rowforth cried. "Broughtmar, you must help me! Y ou—what are you
doing!"

"Take him up the gairs, Broughtmar, and see that he surrenders,” Zotanas said. "For aman with
your strength, it shouldn't be difficult.”

"P-please," the queen added, sick at heart.

Even though concentrating heavily on the black, Zotanas heard Rowforth gasp as Broughtmar
picked him up. Then Broughtmar tromped heavily as he carried the king to the tower and beyond it to
the roof.

Blars Blarsner, amateur wrestler and boxer in better times, was fighting with the confounded
sword that seemed forever out of his control, and putting al his energiesinto staying alive. Hefinished
off the Roydist with a sudden lucky stab and looked for an opening between thrashing horses and
battling men. The back of the otherworlder known as Kevin was toward him. Asusud, the hero of
another place was battling three Royaistswith his shid and his sword, handling both brilliantly. He
chopped off the hand of the Royalist in front of him, swung the sword back, and dashed the eyes of
the man to hisleft. He seemed hardly to look; it was asif he knew exactly where his opponents were
without having to use his eyes. In the meantime the swordsman on his right had stabbed him, not quite
touching him but severing the leather thong that held the Mouvar wegpon secure againgt Kelvin'sleg.

The Mouvar wegpon! It had falen! 1t was down therein the dust!

While Blarswas wiping sweat and dust from his eyes, Kelvin finished off the third of histhree
attackers with an expert stab. But ahead the way was clearing before the gates. There was a clanging
noise and abillow of dust that hid even Kelvin from him. Something was happening!

There was no time to speculate. He had to get the Mouvar wegpon while he could, and get it to
Kdvin. Without it Kelvin couldn't continue to win, and none of them could win.

Unless, he suddenly thought, he could manage to use the wegpon himsdif.

With sheer brute strength Blars reined his huge war-horse over to where Kelvin had been. One
of the Royaists was dtill there, horrified as he stared at the spouting end of hisarm. Reluctantly, Blars
finished off the man and turned his attention to what was under the horse's hooves.

At first he didn't seeit, and then he did, next to a dead Royaist and ariderless horse that was
whinnying pitifully with its guts pouring out. He reached, grabbed, and had it.

He stared dazedly at what he held. He pulled his horse to one side of thefighting and examined
the weapon closdly for thefirgt time. He had heard so much about it, yet had never seenitin action. It
was a strange-looking device that resembled a crossbow only in the most superficial manner. It had a
bell-shaped muzzle that would be pointed at whatever was to be attacked. The part that fitted the



hand was like the handgrip on the smallest of crosshows—the kind used mainly for games, for
children to train with. Therewas astrange dia set in it, with two odd marks and alittle fin-shape
pointed at the higher of the marks. Without thinking, Blars turned the fin-shape to the lower mark.

"Hopears! Flopears! Flop—" camethecry.

Redlizing that things were happening and that he was wasting time, he urged his horse out into
the dust. Now he could make out the figure of Kelvin sitting oddly till astride hiswar-horse. Riding
hard down on him, standing upright in asmall saddie on the back of agigantic war-horse, wasasmall
figurewith upraised sword. A flopear! Abouit to kill Kelvin!

Blars hardly knew that he pulled the trigger while pointing the weapon. All he knew wasthat it
hissed and jumped dightly in his hand. Nothing seemed to come from the bell of the weapon except
for afew too-bright sparks.

Had it failed? Y et it had seemed to do something. He had felt the dight recoil, seen the spark.
But wasthat al?

But as he watched the flopear swing down, he saw Kelvin save himself and his horse with some
amazing maneuvering. Freedom Fighterswho had been stationary in the dust resumed their motions.
All kinds of action were occurring where amoment ago there had been none except that of the

flopears.

Blarslooked at the wegpon in his hand. It must have worked! He felt that he had accomplished
something. He said a prayer of thanksto Mouvar. He had no idea how the weapon had worked, but
it seemed to have brought the Freedom Army to life again.

The flopears were il fighting, but no longer against frozen opponents. How aweapon could
bring folk back to lifeinstead of making them dead, he hesitated to guess. Certainly thiswas nothing
for him to gamble with. Concentrating hard on the deed a hand, he maneuvered his horse, bypassing
fights when he could and working steadily closer to Kelvin. When he reached the hero, he would
place the weapon in his hands, whereit belonged.

The movement of the gauntlet surprised Kelvin asit had never done before. It shot up, grabbed
the swiftly descending blade, and wrested it from the flopear. The flopear lost his balance, toppled
from the saddle, and fell under the war-horse's pounding hooves. There was a scream of agony from
below which should add spectacularly to Kelvin'sfuture nightmares.

He pulled his eyes awvay from the gory sight of the small ruined face. In so doing, heturned his
head.

He could move! The stasis spell was gone! He could move hands, arms, feet, and legs. The
horse was moving, too. Everyone was moving—every man and every horse. All the Freedom
Fighters and the Roydists and their horses—unparayzed! All moving asthey were supposed to,
naturally and right. What had happened? What magic had come to his rescue and stopped the

flopears spd1?



"Here, Captain, you logt this."

It was alarge, swarthy Freedom Fighter who was holding out the Mouvar wegpon to him, using
the rank Kelvin had been given. Something about the man's face instantly bothered him. With supreme
shock he redlized that this was the near duplicate of the pointy-eared guard at the notorious Franklin
Girl Mart who had forced himsdlf on Heln. Kelvin had seen the ravisher dead after one of hisKnights,
abrother to one of the other girlsthere, had finished him. At the time Kelvin had both thanked the
godsthat he hadn't been the one to strike the fatal blow, and regretted deeply that he had not been
the one. Now here the man was, or his counterpart in the frame, unbloodied and dive and
round-eared. Holding out to him their one small hope of winning thisfight. Thisman, nearly identica in
appearance with the one who had raped Kelvin'swife.

"l... logtit, and you... used it?"

"I saw one of those three last men you fought cut your belt with his sword. Y our horse did some
jerking after that, and the gates fell and the flopears appeared. | got the weapon for you because |
knew you'd want it, and had it in my hand and—you were frozen then, so | tried it—and now you're
unfrozen, and | brought it to you. | don't know what | did with it, but | guessthe thing worked,
somehow. Y ou're the hero, not me; you know how to useit. I—"

Kevin took the weapon from the big man's hand. He had to say something, and he fought to get
it right.

"Y ou're the hero. Y ou, not me. Thank you for saving me and for returning the weapon | should
have guarded with my life"" You are the hero, Kelvin repeated to himself. You, who in another
world, another time, raped my beloved. You, who in that other world, were a person who
ruined and harmed without conscience. Only it was not you, but another who resembled you in
all things but character. What a universe thisis, that two who look so much alike could both so
touch my life in opposite ways!

"Captain," theman said, "thewar's not over until they lower the flag on the palace.”

"l know."

After agtartled intermission the fighting continued. Nobody was frozen that Kelvin could see,
either Freedom Fighter or Roydist. Morta Freedom Fighters now fought immortd flopears hand to
hand.

Y et the battle had seemed to be turning, just before the flopears appeared. Now, looking
around, he could see more green-clad soldiers on their mounts than red-uniformed Royalists.

The battle was not over. The war was not over, until the flag was lowered. Would it come
down? Kevin did not yet know.

Zanaan looked up from the floor at her father as he covered his eyes. Shelistened to her
husband screaming. Then, assuming a philosophical poise befitting a queen, she got to her feet, wiped
her face, put her robein order, picked up the ring of keys she had been carrying, and resumed her



journey to the dungeon.

John and Kian were at the bars as she descended into their gloom. Both were thinner than they
had been, worn by the days and the nights of harsh confinement. Dark half-moons were under their
eyes, reminders of more than deeplessness.

The neighboring cdl was empty. After Smith had finally died, the result of his desperate banging
of his head againg the wal with dl the strength of amadman, there had been alingering and sullen
silence. Broughtmar had complained about having to carry out the corpse; in the old days he would
have let it ripen. But the king had remembered that prisoners subjected to bad air sometimes died.
Rowforth had wanted the prisoners dive and helping him. How well she knew!

That reminded her of what the king had said: that John regarded her as resembling his mistress,
and Kian, as resembling hismother. In the frame from which they came—

She shrugged that off. Certainly she had not misbehaved like that in thisworld! Nor would she.
Shewas smply doing what was prope.

She aso wondered whether her father had done something to deflect the king. She had never
seen him use actud magic before thisday, only minor illusonsfor show.

The young man looked at her with widened eyes, swalowed, and said, "Y ou look so much
like—"

"Hush, now," she chided him, oddly flattered. Her husband had sought to use her to corrupt
these men; it would not have been an unpleasant task, were it not so reprehensible morally.

Sheinserted the big key in thelock and turned it, knowing that they watched. "Y our orded is
over and your victory al but won. The Freedom Fighters are at the gates and winning back the land.
Y our brother, Kelvin, isin their very midst—ahero to base legends on. Soon, very soon, it will be
over."

"Thank the Gods!" John Knight said, and his son echoed him.

Looking at the Mouvar weapon he held, Kelvin saw that the knob on the butt had been turned.
Possibly when it fell, he thought. Could a different setting account for the fact that the flopears were
not themselves the victims of their own stares? He had wanted to see them frozen into Statues, asthe
serpent in the valey had been. If he moved the knob to its former place, would that cause it to

happen?

It was worth atry. He twisted the knob, heard a click, and raised the weapon just as another
flopear rode at them with suicidd fury. He pulled the trigger, wondering whether he should beraising
his sword instead.

Bright light dazzled him. There was aWHOOMPTH noise that echoed on and on. Then silence.

The horse and the flopear were stopped, frozen asif by the staring paralysis. The mortals and



their horseswere not affected; the fight could continue with the flopears out of it. But would it?

Just then there was ashout. He saw the big man pointing. There wasthe silver-and-gold flag
creeping down the pole on the palace roof. This meant that the king was surrendering—findly, totaly,
uncondiitionaly.

As he looked toward the palace, past the gates, two men and awoman awaited him.

"Father! Kian!" he shouted. "Weve won! Weve won! We're going home again to those who
love us. Home, home, at last!”

But Kian, though released from a dungeon, looked as if balanced on a precipice. Hisface,
aready pa e from imprisonment, paed perceptibly more. When he spoke it wasin a hoarse croak
that seemed devoid of the joy it should have held.

"Home. That's very good. Redlly wonderful," he said without enthusiasm.

"Well, Cousin, it'sover," Herzig said. "The good mortalswon."

"Yes, wonwell," Gertaagreed. "As planned, though the Mouvar wegpon cost us.”

"Did it, Cousin? Good members of our band?"

"Y our enemies, Herzig, though not acknowledged as such. Those who wanted to go with
Rowforth and share his triumphs. Those who wanted to be rulers of mortasin thisand other lands.

Wasit fair, Herzig, giving them what they wanted?'

"Fairisamortal concept. Call it just. They wanted to fight for Rowforth, and they fought for
Rowforth. Now, dain or not, they will never again beinvolved in amorta'sfight.”

"True," Gertasaid. "You are very old, Herzig, and very wise. Y ou prove the wisdom of asaying
mortas have."

"Yes, Cousin, and that is—?"

"Wily asaserpent,” Gerta concluded.

Kian could not understand why hefdt as he did. He was going home. Hometo the girl he
wanted and always had wanted. Why, then, did hefdll that his execution was at hand?

"I'm going to missyou, Kian," said Lonny Burk. That made him redlizewhy hefet so
ingppropriately bad. "Wewill dl missyou, but | know that | will missyou mog.”

"|—" He swdlowed alump. "Know." And how he wished she was the girl who would be his
bride. But the right girl had pointy ears and aways had had. Not too long ago Lonny wouldn't even



have looked desirable to him. No, theright girl had to be the one a home. It hurt, but somehow it had
to beright. Hismother had known what was right—hadn't she?

"Good-bye, Lonny, good-bye." Saying it, hefdt hisinsdestormenting him asif from asword
wound. Dungeon food did not account for it. "If—if things were different—"

"I know." Hefdt her hand ddlicately touch his, and then, incredibly, her kiss. It wasdmost—in
fact it was—too much for one weak man to bear. Tearsfilled hiseyes.

They werewaiting for him. He forced himself to turn away from her and to begin, step by step,
what had to be his successful return.

But Kelvin and John Knight were with Queen Zanaan, and the older man looked just as
uncomfortable as Kian felt. The queen turned, her great green eyes bearing on him, so familiar yet
drangein their gentleness.

"I understand that in your frame my analogue was your mother,” she said. "I have had no
children, but had | done so, | would have been pleased to have one like you.”

Kian found himsdlf hugging her, just asif shewereindeed hismother. If only thingswere
different!

CHAPTER 30
Victory Home Front

THEY EMERGED FROM THE chamber to discover Jon and Heln waiting. Without amoment's
delay dl embraced.

"Oh, Kdvin," Heln said againgt his chest. "I had thisdream! | think the dragonberries have
caused meto dream what is actually happening! | saw all of you back here, so | persuaded Jon—"

"There was only the one boat here, and that too small for the four of you," Jon explained. "Mr.
Y okes was kind enough to lend us another, particularly after | explained about the baby coming.”

"Baby! Baby—you?'
"No, you idiot!" Jon managed to sound offended. "Y our wife."
"Heln! HIn?" Kevin'sface paled, asthough real danger was upon him. ™Y ou?'

Shenodded, amiling prettily in the manner only a pregnant wife could. "Y oure goingto bea
daddy, Hero, likeit or not.”

Kevin's whoop echoed and reechoed from the surrounding rock for a distance up and down the
underground river. Kian pounded his back and shook his hand enthusiastically. But even o, there
was a certain half-hidden reticence to his congratul ations that registered with each of them.



St. Helenstook a deep bresath, trying to shut out of his consciousness the sounds of screaming
men and terrified, suffering horses. She might take dl their lives, he thought, but by the Gods, held get
thiswitch! Burn awitch dive, held been told. By the heavens, if that waswhat it took, held doit!

Back in the pass, the avalanches went on and on, boulders didodged by the quake bounding
and rebounding and often gtriking flesh. Gresat cracks were opening like hungry mouths, swallowing
men and horses unfortunate enough to be under.

Was she laughing, up there? If so, held stop it! Held stop it for dl time, whatever it took!

S. Helens drew the polished, razor-sharp sword the young king had given him and pressed its
cool metd to hislips briefly. Now, he thought, and activated the levitation belt.

Hefloated soundless as arising balloon. He cleared the overhang and the three ledges of
Conjurer's Rock and disturbed some buzvuls brooding on their nests. In amoment they were after
him, circling, crying out hoarsdly, snapping their besks, trying each and every one of them to snap out
an eye. He swished the sword, downed two of them, and then another. The remaining buzvuls circled,
coming in more cautioudy. He wished that Melbah could have been one of those killed.

Stunted trees, twisted and gnarled, grew on the sides of Conjurer's Rock as he approached the
top. At the crest the trees seemed al occupied by buzvuls—hundredsiif not thousands of them. His
sword made a continuous flash, but few of the ugly birdsrisked the blade. Silently he drifted above
the trees and the buzvuls, ignoring the squawks. If she was preoccupied with her magic, maybe then
he had a chance.

There shewas! At the very edge of the rock. Her black cloak flapping, her arms stretched out
toward the pass, her lips making sounds that were lost in the rumbling of the earth and the cries of
brave and good men. She couldn't hear the buzvuls, he thought, and she couldn't hear him ether.
Now, now was his chancel

He drifted at dow speed toward her back. Not quite sporting, he thought, but then how sporting
was she? Just end her life and he would end that of akilling germ. He visudized her head bouncing
down the rock with her hair flowing. He raised the sword, prepared to sever her neck.

A buzvul screamed above him, and the witch vanished. "Fool!" the bird cried. "Fool, to seek to
destroy me with nothing more potent than an ordinary sword!" She had fooled him again, the cunning
crone!

He raised the blade but could not reach her with it. "Comel Come!" he cried.

Suddenly the air thickened between them. It wasawal of heavy air, pushing down like awedge
of water, forcing him down with hisbelt.

"Two can play at that game," he said, though he knew he wasin trouble. He pushed the control
to Accderate, Maximum, Up. His body shook and he felt as though being pressed flat. Then the trees
of Conjurer's Rock were nearer and he was in them. Buzvulsflew up in acloud. Sharp brancheslike
oversized thorns reached and grasped. Wind shook him. Tips of ugly gnarled branches entered his



arms, hislegs, hisback. He screamed, loudly, and he thought finally. The wind took away his scream
and left him impaled and mute: a crucified prisoner. He was stuck, probably forever. The penetrating
branches burned with the fire of thistlesdeep in hisflesh.

Finally, it ssemed ayear or two later, he gained some control. His flesh was tormented, but there
gppeared to be no vita injuries. He could till fight hisway free, and—

A buzvul lit a the edge of the rock. Abruptly it was an old woman with awrinkled face and a
squat body wrapped in acloak that flew like dark wings on either sde. Her naked form was grossy
distorted. Ugly? There were no words!

Her hands reached, claws extended, asif seeking to grasp the men and horses down in the
broken and trembling pass. St. Helens had to see, and for once cursed the fact that he had eyes. Men
and horses were fighting to get free of rocks hegped upon them; men and horses and parts of men
and parts of horses, squashed, broken, ruined. Equipment sticking up through jagged woundsin the
earth. It was avictory that would have seemed complete to any general, but the creature on the rock's
edge was no human generd. There was, heredized at lagt, little that was human about her.

Melbah, the witch triumphant, raised her hands, pams facing each other. Wasthat a chant? St.
Helens shivered, despite the heat and the pain.

A small spark formed between Melbah's stubby fingers. It grew to the Size of agrape, an apple,
awatermelon. Suddenly there was agreat roaring ball of fire floating just off the rock in front of her
gark and disturbingly ugly form. The hegt blasted back a him, suffocatingly. Gods, he thought, she
intends to hurl that at them! To burn them, each and every one! Gods!

A loud, cackling laugh chilled him even through the hest. "Now, St. Helens, you pitiful excusefor
an opponent, see what becomes of my enemies! Seethefolly of defying me! See the destruction you
have wrought!"

. Helenswanted desperately to stop her. He could not. Failing that, he wanted only to close
his eyes—and could not. She had him captive, as audience aswell as enemy.

Mor crouched beside afdlen boulder next to ahorse's sightless head, the body of the animal
buried in the solid earth. "Lester," he said, feeling the bump on his own forehead and the gash made
by therock. "L ester, where are you?"

Then he saw his son, half buried under his own dead horse. Lester's head and shoulders were
vigble, therest of him under the horse's throat. It was hard to know whether he was crushed, or
uNconscious, or even dead.

Mor crawled to him, swearing softly, angrily, helplessly. So many dead around. So many hurt.
So many screaming and moaning. Brave men in the prime of health but a short breath ago. Now—

A figure staggered over to him through the dust. With shock he recognized Genera Broughtner.

"Mor, we're done. We need to retrest, if we can scrape up the strength even for that. There's no



going into Aratex. The witch beat ud | thought her magic wasfake..."

Mor had to agree. Only something like the laser John Knight had used with his son Kelvinto
day dragons could accomplish anything now. But they didn't have any such wegpon, and asfar ashe
knew, none now existed.

"They wereright about her," he gasped, hating the taste of his own bitter words. " She's more
powerful than any army! Deadlier, even, than the sorcerer the Roundear destroyed.”

"Stronger than the Roundear,” the generd said.

Mor winced to hear it, but he had to agree. Zatanas deadliest magic never equaled an
earthquake, and for all the prophecy, Kevin would be as helpless as they were. How could anyone
fight awitch who could make the very earth open up and swallow an army?

"He'sdive" Genera Broughtner said, bending over Lester and looking under hiseydids.
"Unconscious.” With his strong hands the generd lifted the dead horse's head. Despite his dizziness,
Mor managed to pull his son free. He could see that Lester was dive, and might recover with proper
careif they could get him hometo Jonintime.

But that brought up another question. "Do we have the men and strength to get the wounded
out?'

The genera shook hishead. "It will be tough. Well need help just to retrest. If we surrender
now, maybe shell let usgo.”

"Youthink 0?7
"No, but we have to hope. I'll get the surrender flag out of the supply wagon. If | canfind it.”

The general moved off, head down. Mor was aone with his son. He smoothed Lester's brow,
wiping away some blood and sweat and dirt. He cursed for awhile, then swore for awhile, and finaly
prayed alittle. They would never get away from here, he thought. None of them. The witch meant to
destroy every vestige of their army. This, barring amiracle, wastota defedt.

Hetried looking a Conjurer's Rock and wishing St. Helens had gotten there. Y et he knew that
even if the man had, Mebah would have smashed him as readily as aman swatted afly. There was
no defeating M bah; the witch wasjust too strong.

As helooked toward the distant stubby shape, trying to discern her form, agreat brightnesslike
arisng sun formed between him and the rock. There was afireball there—agreat mass of flame. It
was stresking toward them, like a monstrous flaming arrow. It was witch's fire, the stuff Mor had
heard about. Coming to burn them dl, to destroy every one of them.

Mor tried to grasp it. Not defeat; thiswas beyond that. Annihilation.

On the way out of the underground river to the remains of the old palace, Heln and Jon filled



themin on . Hdensand the affairs of Aratex. Kelvin listened carefully, not reveding too much of
what had happened after he had started out with St. Helens. His anger at hisfather-in-law had been
burning like awhite-hot coa ever since he stepped back into his home frame. Now, hearing what
trouble the man wasin, he could dmost rgoice. Let him stay there! Let old Melbah have himfor a
plaything! Good riddance to bad in-law!

Hisfather surprised him. "1 think the three of us had best get to Aratex fast!"

Kevin gave him as cold a stare as he could manage. There was just no way that hisfather was
making sense.

"He saved your Heln, Kelvin. Surely that must move you, if theinsult to your country and your
country men does not."

"Not to mention the prophecy,” Jon said.

But can we help? Kelvin wondered. Can we do anything at all against a genuine witch?

"You'reright, Father,” hesaid. "We haveto try."

They deposited Heln back at her room in the Rud paace. King Rufurt was there to greet them
and shake their hands. He made no objection to their leaving immediately for Aratex. Linesetched in
hisface told more deeply than words how serioudy he wastaking this.

"I'm coming, too!" Jon proclaimed.

"No, Brother Wart, definitely not thistime."

She stuck her tongue out at him. "I've got better eyesthan any of you! | can spot danger before
you think about it! Who hit Zatanas with arock?"

"Who nearly had al her blood drained?' Kelvin retorted. "Y ou have to stay, Jon. It's not right
that you—"

"Chauvinist! Whaose man do you think may bein trouble? My man Lester, that'swho!"

"Certainly you can come, Jon," Kelvin'sfather said, to Kevin'sdisgust. " Glad to have you adong.
| don't think we could leave without you."

Thus were things settled asthey usually were where Kelvin's point-eared sister was concerned.
The four of them rode to the river without incident, found the new bridge, and crossed it into Aratex
territory. Theride to Deadman's Pass was marked by numerous horse droppings and wagon ruts.
Just as they reached the entrance to the pass, there was aroar ahead, and the ground shook under
the hooves of their borrowed war-horses. The shaking continued, and clouds of dust billowed from
the pass. A terrible roar developed, making it worse.

"Earthquake and avdanche!" John Knight proclaimed. "Lord, if they're caught in that—"

"It'sher!" Jon shrieked. "It's Melbah, up on Conjurer's Rock! She'sdoing it! She's causing the



ground to shake!"

"You're crazy, Brother Wart!" Kelvin said, in hisusua patient way with her. Hewastrying to
control hismount's nervous jerking.

"Crazy, am |? Look, just look! On top of Conjurer's Rock! Up above the dust cloud, up above
the pass! Look!"

Kelvin strained his eyes, and so did his brother and his father. From here Conjurer's Rock
looked like aforeshortened tree stump rising above the dust and the pass. Could there be alittle ant
on the top of that stump, with outstretched arms? Jon seemed to think so. He had known that his
Sster possessed dmost unnaturaly clear eyesight, but seeing Melbah on top of Conjurer's Rock from
this distance seemed impossible.

"You've got to do something!" Jon insisted. "Y ou've got to, Kd! Shell kill al of them! Shelll kill
Legter!”

Do?What could he do? From this distance he couldn't even see Melbah, let alone stop her if
she was indeed there.

"The Mouvar wegpon," hisfather said. "Useit, Kevin! Try shooting it a her!"

"It won't do any good,” Kelvin said. Then, recognizing the desperation in hisfather'svoice and
hissster'sface, he reached for it. Immediately he wasjolted, dmost lost his balance, and had to grab
suddenly for the horse's mane. Jon, in an unlikely maneuver, joined him on the back of hiswar-horse.
She had amost didodged him!

"Hurry! Hurry!" she said urgently.

He got out the weapon. What should he do, just point it at the rock and pretend he could see
something there? Should the weapon be elevated, as an impossibly powerful crossbow would have to
be? Just what should he—

A tiny spark shone brightly against the top of the stump. It did not dim and go out, but
immediatdly sarted sweling, moving like aflaming arrow.

"It'safirebal!" Jon shouted in hisear. "Stop it! Stop it now!"
Asif hecould Yet dl he could do wastry.
The Mouvar weapon was pointed in the right direction. Do your stuff, Gauntlets!

Jon's hand was over hisand the gauntlet. Her finger was over the gauntlet finger. The trigger
sgueezed in aquick, sure motion.

Bright light flashed, filling his eyes and heed. WHOOMPTH! echoed and reechoed as before.
The horsereared, and Kelvin and Jon did together down the doping back and ignominioudy off the
rump.



Thump! Oof! And the world spun around and about for what seemed far too long atime.

S. Helenswatched the fireball asit receded from the face of the cliff. It grew larger asit flew,
streaked with terrible brightness and destructive potentia. The men at the pass would be cooked
along with their horses, and only their charred boneswould remain. Thiswasavictory for Melbah so
complete, so overwhelming, that never again would Aratex be invaded.

"Damn you, witch!" S. Helens muttered. It was an inggnificant thing to do, hardly even adecent
oath. Yet abit of defiance, however futile, was better than silence. His flesh hurt where the tree
branches pierced it, but the pain of his crucified form was as nothing compared with the agony of
witnessing thistota defeet of hisside. Thiswas, of course, why Mebah had let him live: so he could
suffer more.

Suddenly, dmost asif the firebal were responding to his curse, the fireball dowed. Infact, it
hesitated. Melbah, on the cliff's edge, screamed at it. Sheleveled her arms, fingers extended, but to
no avail. The fireball was reversing course!

Now it cameroaring back in dl itsfury. It loomed monstroudy large, throwing off sparks, hissng
loudly, its heat blistering even asfar as St. Helens. Thefoliage of the trees shriveled and twisted, and
the sky seemed ablaze.

Melbah did not wait to embrace her creation. She raised her arms and flapped them wildly. The
arms became wings, and her body had feathers, and she was climbing desperately skyward asonly a
frightened buzvul could.

Thefirebdl changed direction. It was following her!

Melbah climbed higher. She zigged and zagged in the evasive action of abird. But thefireball
caught her, engulfed her, and devoured her in itsflames. There wasn't any shriek, only aloud pop as
thefirebal and its contents disappeared.

Then, seemingly from the open sky, cameafall of festhers, burning asthey fell. Asthey landed
where the witch had been, they became bits of flesh and bone. The fragments continued to burn,
steaming and blackening, losing al semblance of human or anima nature. Not even a skeleton, not
even bones remained, only simple ash, spread across the edge of the rock.

S. Helens found that the tree branches had loosened. They were only misshapen trees now, no
longer the magica henchmen they had been while the witch lived. Wincing from the pain, he pulled
himsalf out of histrap. He activated hisbelt and flew over to the rock edge.

Stll it was only ash. Had his curse done this? Was there something magicd in his makeup? He
did not believe that for amoment! After dl, he cursed dl thetime, and it didn't even generate ahaze,
let doneincinerating fire. But certainly the witch was dead; that he had to believe.

Helowered himsdlf to the rock’s edge. He scattered Melbah's ashes and watched them fly away
inthewind. Shewasn't coming back! There were no buzvuls bothering him. He had won, or someone
had won, though he couldn't figure out how.



He had to get down therein the pass and seeif there was amagician among them. Somehow
thisthing had happened, catching him completely by surprise, not to mention Melbah! Someone there
had to know.

Hereectivated his bdlt, flew from the rock, and lowered himsdlf down into the pass, where the
carnage appeared even worse than it had from above. The witch had just about finished thisarmy
before sending the firebd|!

He spotted Mor, bent over his son, and suffered a stab of remorse. Was the boy dead? He
paused and called out to Mor, getting his attention.

Mor'sface lighted as he looked up. "You did it, St. Helens! Y ou stopped her! Y ou destroyed
her for dl of ud"

. Helens decided againgt enlightening the man at the moment. "L ester—ishe—?"
"Unconscious. Not hurt bad, | think. He's a Crumb. We Crumbs have hard heads.”
"Generd Broughtner—is he dive?'

"He's checking the damage done back there," Mor said, indicating the way with awave.
"Theresalot of it. At least up thisway."

"Thanks, Mor. I'll be back." He flew up the pass, seeing more and worse destruction the farther
he went. Men were squashed by great rocks, and horses were half buried.

Finaly he spotted the generd straining with other men to lift the huge supply wagon off the
shattered leg of amercifully unconscious man. When the job was accomplished, St. Helenslanded
slently beside them. The genera had the aspect of athoroughly defeated man.

"Thewitch isdead, Generd," St. Hens said. " She was the main obstacle.”

"Dead?' The man seemed reluctant to believethis.

"She sent afirebal, and it turned on her and destroyed her. It burned her to ashes. Sheisgone,
dead by her own magic. Didn't any of you seeit happen?'

"l saw thefirebal," aman agreed. "l saw it turn—and then it winked out.”

"When it burned up its creator,” St. Helens said. "What are your plans, Generd ?'

"Plans?' Broughtner looked around at the dead and dying. ™Y ou think I've got plans?’

No, St. Helensthought. Of course he didn't. Hisarmy wasin sad gtraits, even without further
molestation by the witch. It was a shame, because with Melbah gone, King Phillip should be
vulnerable. There was that prophecy for a Roundear that was supposed to apply to Kelvin: uniting

two.

Yes, damnit, if Phillip would just abdicate! That would complete the job.



S Helens made up hismind in that moment. His hands played at the controls on the levitation
belt.

"Don't give up hope, Generd. | have aplan." With that he rose vertically with the belt, angled his
body and flight path past Conjurer's Rock, and took himself down the darkening sky to the palace of
the boy king of Aratex. Once there, he entered the window he had |eft with Heln alifetime ago.

The room appeared much asit had before, and with his careful surveillance and good luck, he
believed he had not been spotted. As he looked around the room a horrible apparition was suddenly
facing him. He grabbed for his sword, and the other did likewise in perfect synchronization. With a
shock heredlized that it was he himself, reflected in amirror: battered and bruised, hair and beard
unkempt, blood and dirt on his clothing and hands and face, and bits of leaf and bark from the trees
he had beeniin.

He shuddered, wishing he could clean up. He had never been aredly handsome man, and he
wasn't young anymore, but thiswasridiculous!

Hetried the door and found it unlocked. The guards had not bothered to lock it after the
prisoner had escaped. He started down the stairs. If the king was indgde today, as he was nearly every
other day ...

He had made up his mind that what young Phillip needed was a hiding. That waswhat hisown
daddy had administered to him on occasion, and eventudly it must have worked. Today he was what
hewas, and if he hadn't had the hidings, there waslittle question that he could have been worse. Yes,
indeed, young King Phillip was going to get the hiding he had long promised himsdif to deliver.

"Where do you think you're going?"

It was Bemode, standing at the foot of the stairs, sword drawn.

Well, I've done it before, St. Helens thought, and drew his sword. Only thistime hewas
weaker, moretired, and older in al respects. So it would be more difficult. He started down the Stairs
cautioudy, hoping he could last.

"Bemode!" aghrill voice cdled out. His Mg esty Himsdlf strode from the playroom and stopped,
standing there with red, swollen eyes, but with more than ahint of command in hisvoice.

"But, Your Mgesty—"
"Please go outside, Bemode. Leave us aone. There are things we have to discuss.”

Bemode looked from St. Helensto his nominal boss and back again. His piggish eyesdrifted in
confusion and he seemed to be trying to decide.

"That's acommand, Bemode!"
The man sheathed his sword. S. Helens sheathed his. The man left. St. Helens was disgusted.

John Knight, back in the old days of their unit, had never given acommand twice, knowing it would
be obeyed with dacrity the first time, whatever it might be. John Knight had been ared leader then.



These undisciplined pal ace guards nauseated him.
"Now, S. Helens, friend, come with me."

S. Helensfollowed, wondering why. The king was acting asif thisreturn were routine. Insde
the toy room was much asit had been; toys were on the shelves, and there was atable set with a
chessboard and chessmen St. Helens himsdlf had made.

"One last game, friend,” Phillip said, gesturing at the board. "One last, and | won't throw a
tantrumiif | don't win."

. Helens brushed some sweet out of his eyes, trying hard to understand what wasin the young
king's head. "Y ou kept it set up, just aswhen we played every night!"

"Y es. Mebah was no good as aplayer. So please, one last game, and then you can kill me as
you plan.”

"Kill you!" S. Helens exclamed, genuindy astonished. "Kill you? Why?'

The boy's stricken face rose from its contemplation of the chessboard and the chairs. "She's
dead, isn't she, St. Helens? Isan't that why you came here? Y ou couldn't have, otherwise. Not aone.
She was watching for you; she had magic telltales set. She would have captured you, tormented you,
and then brought you back."

"Y ou redly think that |—with this sword you gave me—7?"
Theking lowered hiseyes. "It isdl | deserve or ever have deserved.”

"Goddl" St. Helens said. There was just no besting the kid after this. He had been in effect
checkmated—by a pupil who had learned hislessons better than the teacher.

Mor blinked in astonishment, and Lester gaped, as St. Helens dropped from the air with the
young king on his back. He started to reach for his sword, but then stayed his hand. Thiswasthe
king, after dl, and St. Helens obvioudy had brought him in for a purpose.

"Legter, Mor, thefighting's over and there's no more Aratex. My son-in-law's prophecy isgoing
to befulfilled, with him or without him." And how | wish he were here, alive and in good health!
How | wish | had not tricked him, betrayed him, with all the arrogance and forethought of a
Phillip. Maybe | was bewitched at the time, or at least out of my head. But no, | know S.
Helens better than any man, and | know the responsibility is mine. What would | say to him
now if | had the chance? What would | say?

"Helo, St. Helens. I'm glad you managed to redeem yoursdlf."

It was St. Helens turn to blink. Four horsemen were there behind the fallen rocks. Hewas
certain they hadn't been there when he had | eft.



They were: Jon Crumb, Lester'swife. John Knight, his old commander and Kelvin'sfather. Kian
Knight, Kelvin's haf brother. And the fourth was none other than Kelvin Knight Hackleberry, who
had just spoken.

"Kelvin, can you—can you forgive mefor what | have doneto you?'

"Maybe, Father-in-law. Maybe when your grandchild is old enough to ask. Maybe then I'll
forgive you for helping mefulfill the two words of prophecy.”

"Grandchild? Heln?' He had been told before, but it was amost asif he were hearing the words
for thefirst time. Recent events had dmaost banished the matter from his mind. The world whirled, and
somehow it seemed quite natural that he crash-landed on hisface with the young king on top of him.
Helay there, quite moved but unmoving, as King Blastmore proclaimed the words they had agreed he
should:

"Asthe sovereign ruler of the kingdom of Aratex, | solemnly proclam Aratex's complete and
unconditional surrender to the kingdom of Rud. With this| abdicate Aratex's throne, relinquish dl
clams, and beg the mercy and forgiveness of King Rufurt of Rud!™

Sweeter words, St. Helens thought happily, he would never liveto hear.

Hen dreamed, and knew that she dreamed.

In her dream abeautiful young woman with long blond hair and deep blue eyeswas undressing.
With her was aman, aformer queen's guardsman she had seen at the palace petitioning for apension.
The man, too, was undressing, his every motion evincing eagerness. In back of them stood awaiting
bed.

Must | see thisl Oh, must I! Heln thought.
Instantly she was outdoors, outside the cottage her dream-sdlf had been in. There, coming
toward the cottage door, a smile on hisface that she somehow recognized as forced, was Kian, her

hushand's brother.

Oh, poor Kian! Poor Kian! she thought. Then she was awake, a sob choking her and taking
her breath.

"Oh, poor Kian!" she said doud to the empty room. "Poor man! | fed so sorry for you, Kian!
But thereisn't anything | can do.” For though she had seen it in adream, she knew it was not; it was
another aftereffect of the astra separations she had done before. She had seen the ugly truth.

Her life was happy now, but that wasn't enough. Sadder than she had been for along time, Heln
broke down and wept.

Epilogue



THEY WERE FINALLY GATHERED together again in Kelvin's house. The wars were over for the
time being, and they could relax and be family and friends.

"Apparently it'santimagic,” Mor was saying, looking at the Mouvar wegpon Kelvin was showing
them. "The way it took the fire back to the witch, and the way you say it stopped the flopears and the
serpentsin that other world."

"Yes," John Knight said. "I figured out that it turns the magic energy back, whatever itis, on the
sender. Thusin the other frame the hypnotic freezing stare was returned, while hereit wasthe witch's
fireball. When the control knob got moved, it merely blocked the magic without returning it in kind.
Thusthe flopears remained a danger but could not parayze with a glance. But once the knob was at
itsorigina setting, it returned the magic and the flopears pardyzed themsalves.”

"Hooray for herel” Jon said, lifting her second glass of razzlefruit wine with bright enthusasm.
"Hooray for making Kd use that wegpon!”

Kelvin glared at her, deciding that hislittle Sster should never, ever be alowed to touch wine. It
was obviousto him that al she had done was interfere in what he and the gauntlet would have
handled.

"Wdll, at least you were saved," Lester said, coming to Kelvin's rescue and taking the glass from
her hand.

"Except that you did fall on your butt," Kelvin added, referring to the time she did off the rear of
the horse and hefell on top of her.

Jon glared at dl of them until Heln rescued her in turn.

Heln, now rapidly gpproaching parturition and al that it implied, began reciting without the help
of wine

"A Roundear there Shall Surely be
Born to be Strong, Raised to be Free
Fghting Dragonsin his'Y outh
Leading Armies, Nothing Loth
Ridding his Country of a Sore
Joining Two, then uniting Four...

"You'vejoined two, Kevin," she pointed out. "Now that the citizenry of Aratex hasvoted to
unite its country with that of Rud!™

"That means," said St. Helens, now permanently reunited with the group, "that the next task you
faceisuniting four. | suggest—"

Kelvin gave him ahostile look and St. Helens subsided, doubtlesdy remembering. They had
amost been to blows after Kelvin'stimely arrival in Aratex. The tongue-lashing Kelvin had ddlivered
on the spot in front of Aratex's young king was more than St. Helens had stood for since hisbasic
training. Now the two werefriends, or at least relatives. But Kelvin suspected, and St. Helens knew,
that St. Helensfdt he should have been given agoverning position. Kelvin didn't believe in nepotism,



particularly extended to in-laws, and the voices of the people were now being heard in thefirgt of the
infant country's elections. The new namefor Aratex annexed to Rud was going to be Kelvinia, not
Heenland, as St. Helens had unblushingly suggested.

Kian gill looked sad, an entire month after their triumph in Aratex. Everyone noticed i,
particularly Heln.

"Why 50 sad, Kian?" shefindly asked.

Kian was not long in answering. "Lenore. Lenore Barley. | don't want to marry her. | want
Lonny back in the other frame."

"1 could havetold you that, son," John Knight said gently.
"Y ou could?Why didn't you?"

"| felt you'd need to find out yoursdlf. Didn't you notice that dmost al the look-alikes had
characters opposite to their counterparts? King Rufurt, for instance, is mostly kind and gentle, but his
counterpart was cruel and delighted in inflicting pain. Cheeky Jack was a contemptible bandit who
sold mere boys and girlsinto davery. Jack's counterpart is a heroic person, agenuine patriot, and one
of the finest men I've met. What doesthat say to your inherited intelligence, son?'

Kian thought for amoment. Then his expression lightened as he faced the notion that he had
somehow resisted before. "L onny—she's oppositel”

"Right”

"When | called on Lenore shewas—" He choked, hisface now red. "With someone. A man.
An ugly man who had served the queen. It wasn't like Heln imprisoned in the Girl Mart and unable to
help hersdf. She—she wanted him. He chdlenged meto afight. She laughed, clapping her hands asiif
delighted. | walked away, thefirst time | ever walked away from such achalenge. | didn't want to
give her the stisfaction. [—"

"And what does this say about the nature of your mother?* John Knight spoke with dignity and
sadness. "Think back. Her counterpart was as different from her asLonny isfrom Lenore.”

Kian'sface clouded. Thiswas the source of his reluctance to accept the situation. " She's my
mother. She's—"

"Probably dead," John said. He said it matter-of-factly, having cometo termswith thisin hisown
time. "Remember, | thought her everything the queen in the other frameis, and she wasn't.”

Kianwiped at atear. "l guess| haveto accept.”

"Y ou'd better, Kian. Thereisno real choice. Y ou loved what you felt should be there, just as|
did."

"Lmr]y—"



" People have some choice whether to be good or bad,” St. Helens said, breaking in. "Phillip had
no choice, but if | had had his upbringing, I might have been as bad. Now he's got a chanceto be
good, and hel's going to be, making chessmen and chessboards with me and having tournaments. Y ou
know, the boy has aredl taent for chess. Right now, except for me, I'd say he'sthisworld's
champion.”

"But only two of you play that Slly gamein thisworld!" Jon retorted. Everyone laughed.

"No, | know how to play, too," John Knight said, ignoring &t. Helens. "Y ou'll have to go back to
get her or to stay with her. Y ou haven't any choice. It'slike Kelvin and the prophecy: no choicefor
ather of you."

"No choice," Kian agreed. He stood up from the table, a determined and happy ook on his
face. "I'm going back! To livethere or to bring her back!™

"And I'm going with you," John said, aso rising. "Theres no way I'll miss atending my older
son'swedding.”

Kian paused, looking at him. ™Y ou know, Queen Zanaan's awidow now, technicadly, and—"
"And it remains awkward for me in Rud, where I'm supposed to be dead. Charlain—"
"Ismarried to agood man," Kian agreed. "I don't think shed mind if you—"

"That was my thought,” John Knight agreed. "1 think | need awife as much as you do, and you
need amother again.”

The two exchanged glances, understanding perfectly.

. Helens, wineglassin hand, flush on nose, lurched to hisfeet and, unasked, led everyoneina
rousing cheer. "And don't come back!" he bawled as the two departed. There had been atime when
that would have been aninsult.

Kevinlooked a Heln, and then at Lester and Jon. They nodded. It was the best way to lose a
father or abrother.

It wasagreat, finetimein Kelvinia
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