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One
_Troubl e_

The punkers were high and the jocks were drunk. Periodically a couple would
wal k upstairs. Every so often the police would drive by, causing a brief
nervous hush that dissipated the noment the car departed. It was a typical New
Year's Eve party.

Seth Warner | eaned back on the black | eather couch, mldly interested in the
night's events. Drinking and drugs were not his thing, but his friend R an had
wanted themto join the "in" crowd for this occasion, so Seth had done so

agai nst his better judgnent. He put his feet up on the table in front of him
fei gni ng nonchal ance--and accidentally kicked over a can of beer. It was half
full, and the liquid spilled across the table in a frothy stream and dri pped
to the floor before Seth could do anything about it.

Qops. Seth quickly put his feet down and stood up. "I'msorry about that," he
said without nuch enthusiasm

"Jerk!" the girl snapped, though she had not shown much interest in the beer
bef ore.

Seth moved around the table and wal ked away, not eager to get into a dial ogue
that mght arouse the girl's rather |arge punker boyfriend. Avoidance was

al nost always the better part of valor. This was one good | esson he had

| earned in the course of his training in martial arts: not to | ook for
troubl e.

"Hey, stupid!" It was the boyfriend, who had evidently not had such training.



Set h conti nued wal ki ng, not acknow edgi ng the words or the tone. He had after
all been at fault; the punker was entitled to his irritation. To an extent.
There was, after all, litter and spilled food everywhere; the punkers weren't
much on housekeepi ng.

"Hey, pin-brain," the punker called, stirring. There was a sound that sent a
shiver up Seth's back

He turned, realizing that he was not going to get out of this cleanly. Sure
enough, there was a knife thrust into the table: a clear challenge.

The buzz of conversation in the roomfaded. The others noved with seemn ng
casual ness toward the walls, clearing a space. They knew what was com ng. The
slightest of offenses was enough to provoke a fight, when the |iquor was
flowi ng. That was why Seth had tried to get away pronptly, hoping that the
punker woul dn't go out of his way to start trouble.

"Any problen?" Seth inquired. |If the punker demanded an apol ogy, he woul d nake
it; if he was required to fetch another beer for the girl, he would do that.

He woul d have offered before, but had feared that any interaction between them
woul d only stir up antagonism H s judgnment was bei ng confirned.

The punker heaved hinself out of the chair. He took a nmonment to get his
bal ance; he was pretty far gone on beer or worse. Not much chance to reason
wi th someone in that condition. He stepped heavily around the table.

Seth slowy brought one foot behind the other in an al nost casual fighting
stance, feeling his nmuscles tensing. He had done his honest best to avoid a
confrontation; his conscience was cl ear about that, at |east. He was

sevent een, stood six-two, and was in excellent physical condition. He was sure
he coul d handl e anything this jerk could throw at him but he still hoped he
woul dn't have to.

The punker wal ked up, scowling. Seth stood his ground. The punker |unged. Seth
brought up his right hand and caught his adversary's arm He then brought his
own left armup over his attacker, pivoted powerfully, and threw himto the
floor. It was a basic technique, and he had used it in an attenpt to stop the
fight without seriously injuring his attacker. Even a drunk could catch on to
the fact that the pickings were not as easy as he had supposed. This should be
the end of it.

Seth turned and wal ked away, but fromthe corner of his eye he saw novenent.
He had known better than to turn his back on an opponent w thout caution. The
punker was getting up and grabbing at the table, cursing under his breath. He
was, unfortunately, a slow |earner.

Set h spun around as the punker snatched up the knife and charged him This
time, he knew, he could not afford to take it easy; he had to finish it
qui ckly and get away.

He ki cked the man's hand and sent the weapon spinning across the floor. Then
he threw a side-foot kick into the oncomi ng attacker's chest. The force of the
ki ck was magnified as the punker ran into his foot. He felt the shock of solid
contact. There was a splintering crack, and his adversary fell to the ground.

That had been _too_ effective! Seth realized that he was hyped up by the
nmenace, and had used full power when a | esser nmove woul d have sufficed. If the
punker had been noving away, or taking defensive action, it wouldn't have been
so bad. As it was, ribs had been broken



Definitely time to | eavel There were nore punkers around, and Seth really did
not like serious fighting, though he was equipped for it. He was proficient in
Ryu Kyu No Te, a formof the martial arts originating in Okinawa, but had
hoped never to use it in earnest. Wiy was it man's instinct to fight? The
worl d woul d be better off if people could talk out their problems. But as |ong
as there were those who would rather fight than talk, others had to be

pr epar ed.

He renenbered when he had found a way to neet a chall enge without having to
fight. He hated people who made rude remarks to or about others. He did not
necessarily brood about this in silence. For exanple, there was a boy who was
al ong on sonme of the youth group trips he participated in. Sonehow he al ways
managed to alienate others wthout nmeaning to. He was only a casual friend of
Seth's. But when ot her nembers of the group became too persistent about

t easi ng hi m and maki ng hi m m serabl e (and not doi ng nuch for themselves in the
process) Seth had gotten angry. He had stood up and announced that he woul d
have none of this. "Lay off!" They laid off, and it made all the difference in
the world for that boy.

Seth had asserted hinself on behalf of what he felt was right. That was all it
had taken. There had been no violence. In retrospect, he was glad that it had
happened, because it had made himrealize one of his own val ues. Every person
deserved his chance, as that boy had deserved his.

Seth felt notion behind him He had allowed hinself to become preoccupi ed at
the wong tine!

A hand grabbed around his neck. Seth spun fromthe hold and junped back. His
friend Rian was standing in front of him _The fool!_ he thought ferociously.
To grab himlike that, right after he had struck a man down hard! But that was
Ri an's way; he was often thoughtl ess, but never nalicious. R an was short,

bl ond and gray eyed, in contrast to Seth's tall, brown and brown, and their
personalities differed nore than their appearances, but none of that mattered.

"Nice fight," R an said, nodding toward the punker, who was down to stay, this
time. The big difference between Seth and his friend was Ri an's unabashed | ove
of fighting.

"We'd better take off before the other punkers realize what |I did," Seth said
as they wal ked away. It was their luck that the spectators had not been
punkers, or it could have gotten much uglier in a hurry.

"That's a good plan! Are you as drunk as | an®"
"Stupid question,” Seth replied. He had not been drinking at all. He respected
such things as legal age limts, even if others ignored them "I'lIl drive."

They energed fromthe building and clinbed into Rian's 4x4. Seth fastened his
seat belt, started the engi ne and maneuvered it out of the parking |ot.

"Did you neet that girl?" Ri an asked. It was evident that he really wasn't
i ntoxicated, despite his remark; still, he had had a few.

"No. | don't think she was there." That had been the other reason to attend
this party: the hope that a particular girl would be there, unescorted. Seth
really didn't know her, but had hoped to change that. But if she kept conpany
with the Iikes of the punkers, it wasn't a good sign.

"It's just as well. | don't know what you see in her anyway...." Rian trailed

of f.



Seth didn't like his friend s sudden qui et ness. "Wat ?"
"That van behind us is getting a little too close, don't you think?"

Seth cursed hinmself for not watching nore carefully. He was entirely too
likely to go off on some stray thought and not watch his feet--or, in this
case, his rearviewmnirror. If R an was concerned, it could be bad. He

| ooked--and saw t he headlights of the van coming up at ramm ng vel ocity.

Before he could answer, |et alone get the car out of the way, the van
rear-ended their vehicle, hard. Seth fought the wheel as the jeep jolted
ahead. He tried to bring it under control by braking, but the brakes | ocked,
maki ng a worse jolt. Then Rian's head hit the w ndshield. He hadn't buckl ed
his seat belt!

Seth jerked his foot off the brake pedal, but was still struggling for
control. They swerved off the road and smashed into a tree. Al Seth could
think of as he saw it coming was how gl ad he was that by this tinme they were
nmovi ng under twenty miles an hour, instead of forty.

He was shaken by the crash, but not hurt. "Rian, are you all right?" he asked
fearing the worst.

"Brui sed, battered, enraged, otherwise just fine!" R an grow ed, rubbing his
head. Evidently he had braced hinself against the final crash. "But those
characters are dead! Hand nme that bat in the back seat!"”

Now Set h, peering through the broken wi ndow, saw the van pulling to a stop
beyond them The trouble wasn't finished yet! "Maybe we'd better just get out
of here on foot," he suggested. "It's getting dark; they won't be able to see
us well enough to catch us."

Ri an grabbed the bat. "Not |ikely! They wecked ny car. |I'm going to bash
their |ousy heads in!" He shoved until he got the door open and scranbl ed out.

Seth did not care for this situation at all, but he didn't seemto have many
options. He couldn't run off and |leave his friend, so he had to stay. He
doubted that the van was stopping to offer apol ogi es and assi stance, but it
was possible that this stop was just to verify the damage to the jeep.

It was worse than he had feared. Figures were piling out of the van: about ten
punkers, including the one Seth had put down. There was no question about it:
they were out for blood.

"Rian, | really think we'd better get out of here and let the police handle
it. The bashed bunpers and skid marks will show who's at fault, and--"

But Ri an, fool hardy, was already charging; he swng his bat in a wide arc, and
it smashed into the nearest punker's skull. Not a killing blow, but the punker
| anded on the ground with a thud.

Seth knew t hat any chance at all to avoid nayhem was gone. H's friend s
reckl essness and the punkers' meanness were conbi ning to guarantee di saster
The two of them would be lucky to get out of this conscious, |et alone

heal thy--and even if they did, the nmess wouldn't | ook good at all on their
records. What a situation--because of one spilled can of beer

More cautious, now, the punkers took out weapons: knives, chains, nunchucks,
and netal pipes. These were nostly homenade devices, |ooking crude, but Seth



knew how deadly any of them could be. The bl ades were adapted from carving
kni ves, with special handles. The pipes had tape w apped around one end for a
better grip. A chain was especially effective agai nst an opponent's knife or
club, because it could wap around the hand and disable it. The nunchucks, in
the hands of a skilled operator, could be worst of all. They consisted of two
short | engths of wood or pipe, connected by a short cord. The attacker held
one club, and whi pped the other about on its tether, greatly increasing its
striking force. This weapon had | ong since been outl awed, but street gangs
still used it, and Seth was frankly afraid of it.

A short punker nmade a pass with his knife at Rian. Ri an dodged the knife and
brought the stiffened side of his hand down agai nst the man's wist, causing
the knife to drop. But nmeanwhile two ot her punkers grabbed his arns, and then
t he di sarned one kicked himin the groin. R an went down in agony, while al

t hree punkers started beating on him

Set h had been surveying the situation, trying to judge how best to help his
friend without merely getting hinmself beaten up. He had somehow t hought t hat
t he punkers would attack one at a tine, so had been caught by surprise when
they piled on Rian. He should have realized that there would be no rul es here!

At least that relieved himof his concern about fair play. Seth hurled hinself
through the air, delivering a flying side-foot kick to the one who had ki cked
Ri an. That one fell to the ground.

No! Seth realized with horror that the punker he had just downed was no mal e.
It was the girl at the party--the one whose beer he had knocked over. She was
in a heavy jacket now, and had a cap on; in the dusk he had not recognized
her. No wonder her pass with the knife had been cl unsy!

Still, she _had_ attacked, and _had_ kicked Rian. But not quite accurately;
Ri an was now fighting back with the two who had held his arns, and was maki ng
an increasingly good account of hinself.

So at the nmonent two punkers were down: one fromRian's bat, the other from
Seth's kick. Two were battling Rian. The remaining six were circling Seth,
havi ng recogni zed himas the nore dangerous opponent. All of these were nal e;
apparently the girl had cone al ong because she liked this kind of action, or
wanted to prove herself in some way. Seth still wi shed he hadn't kicked her

The first of the six charged him Seth brought his foot up in an arc and
delivered a crescent kick to the side of the punker's face. Then he spun in
air and scored on a second with a flying reverse kick. The punkers had made
the m stake of dependi ng on nunbers and weapons; they were relatively clunsy,
and al nost hel pl ess against truly fast, trained strikes. Still, this was a

| ong way from over!

" Aaaaah!"

Seth spun around and saw one of the attackers thrust a knife into Rian's hip.
Bl ood well ed out, and Ri an staggered.

Seth stood in shock. Sonehow he had still had the notion that it was possible
to get through this w thout serious injury, though all the indications had
been against it. It was that spark of faith he nurtured, the faith that no man
was truly evil and that there was always a way to come through a problem He
kept wanting to see some redeem ng thing about the punkers, even as he fought
them As if at sone point they would stop and say "Hey, it's been a good
fight, you scored sone points, let's quit now and go back to the party."
Sportsmanshi p. Now the obvious had registered: that there was no sportsnanship



here, only blind mal evol ence. The punkers had been primed for a fight, and had
grabbed at the first pretext that offered. The beer had hardly mattered.

There was a hi gh-pitched noi se. Suddenly he felt the whip of a cold stee

chain slashing across his face. He could hardly see, for the blood was fl ow ng
into his eyes. Yet again, he had hesitated, he had paused, letting his mnd
play with concepts. That had let themtake the initiative, and thrown away
what ever renai ni ng chance he had had.

Blindly, Seth ran, not caring where he went. He heard their shouts and
| aught er.

Laughter? How coul d they | augh? They thought this horror was funny? No, of
course not. There was no hunor here, only derision. They liked scoring,
however brutally or unfairly, and they liked seeing their prey hurting,
fleeing. It nade themfeel like big nen.

Seth was not a coward, yet he continued to run, not know ng what else to do.
Had he been a real fighting machine he would have struck out at the punkers
the nonent they were distracted by Rian's scream and reduced the odds. But
his heart just wasn't in conmbat, no matter how good at it he was, and that had
made himthe victiminstead of the victor. Attitude--that was his great
weakness. His sensei, the instructor, had told himthat, and it was true. "You
could be a chanp, but you think too much!" Al too accurate.

He t hought of Rian, surrounded, wounded, left there to face the punkers al one.
Still he kept running. What was the matter with hin? This wasn't like him It
was as if someone el se had taken over his body.

He sl owed, stunmbling in the darkness. He had to help his friend! He coul dn't
| et himself be panicked, no matter how bad it was. He turned.

A burning blast of heat stung his entire body. Wiat had happened? Had t hey
fired a gun at hinP It felt like a flamethrower!

No, it was cold snow He had brushed by a tree and gotten a | oad of snow on
him and the cold had seenmed hot. He staggered to the side, shaking it off.
Now he had stunbled onto ice. He tried to get off it, but somehow got turned
around and only got onto nore of it.

He used some snow to wi pe the blood fromhis eyes, though it was stil
flowi ng. He | ooked about.

It was now dark, but he saw by the noonlight that there were no trees around
him He had staggered quite a way beyond the one that had dunped snow on him
Where was Ri an? \Were were the punkers? The sil ence bothered himnore than the
commoti on had.

He was standing on a |lake. Normally that would not natter, in Decenber, for it
woul d be frozen solid. However, it had been a warmw nter, thus far, and the

| akes had only recently begun to freeze. Maybe the ice was sound, but nore
likely it wasn't.

Were the punkers watching to see how far out he woul d stagger before catching
on? That woul d be another fine cruel joke!

He faced the near shore. Cautiously he took a step forward.

Cr ack!



I don't like this!_ he thought. If he hadn't pani cked, hadn't been blinded by
pai n and bl ood, he never would have bl undered out here! Still, if he trod
softly--

He took another step. There was another crack. No, he didn't like this at all!
Ice was treacherous stuff; it could support a person until he changed his

m nd, then give way. He had to get off this quickly, but didn't dare nake a
heavy- f oot ed nove.

He took a third step--and the ice gave way conpletely. Seth screaned as the
freezing water shocked his body. H s head went under, choking him off,
suffocating him He tried to swimup, but already the cold was nunbing his
linbs and the water made his clothing awkward; he couldn't nove freely or
efficiently.

Then his head struck the ice--and he realized that he had drifted under the
unbr oken section. That ice, too weak to support the weight of his body from
above, was too strong to let himbreak through frombelow. He was in worse
troubl e yet!

He struggl ed, but knew he was getting nowhere. The horrible cold and darkness
closed in, and his lungs felt as if they were about to burst. Air! Air! There
was none.

He knew he had only seconds remaining before it was all over. He had gone
through the ice, and if he didn't get back inmediately, he would drown. Al
for half a can of spilled beer

Yet somehow, now, he lost the urge to struggle. He let the air bubble slowy
out of his nmouth, and felt hinmself sinking. An odd tingling feeling intruded
on his awareness, and his vision blurred. It was actually becom ng
confortabl e, even pl easant.

Then he thought of his mother, and his ten-year-old sister Ferne with her |ong
brown hair tinged with red and gold natural highlights, and how hurt they
would be if he didn't come hone. NO he screaned in his mnd

But sonet hi ng was causing his body to spin down, deeper into the water. He
made one last effort to fight back, to stroke to the open surface, but to no
avail. H's body sinply would not respond. His fam |y had |ost his father; now
it was | osing himtoo.

Then, with one | ast choke, he |ost consci ousness. He knew he was drowni ng. He
wonder ed whet her Death woul d appear with a | ong scyt he.

Two

_Reincarnation_

Seth was acutely aware of the hot sun beating down on him No wonder--he was
in his heavy winter clothes! But it didn't feel |ike wi nter herel

Lifting a hand to his face, he felt a long stinging gash. He did not remenber
being hit. This wasn't fromthe chain. The ice nmust have cut hi mwhen he fel
t hrough, he thought. Through the ice.

Ice? Lying on his side, he opened his eyes. A pearly white beach stretched out
under him as far as he could see. The sand led up to a brilliantly blue
ocean, with small rippling waves. This certainly wasn't hone!



He sat up and | ooked the other way. About fifteen feet behind himwas a
trenmendously thick jungle. Although Seth was no botani st, nothing | ooked
renotely like a Mchigan | andscape. It was, if anything, nmore like a tropica
rain forest.

He | ooked nore closely at the trees. Their bark was not brown. A good nunber
of the trunks were blue, green or white. There was al so a peculiar yellow tree
whi ch appeared to have no bark at all, and was sonewhat disturbing to | ook at.
Most of the | eaves were | arger than what he was accustomed to seeing. Not
quite green, they were al nmost enerald, with veins of incandescent pink and
violet. The overall effect was dazzling.

Where was he? He had just died, so maybe--

"Heaven?" he asked al oud.

"No. "

Startled, Seth junped to his feet. That was not a good idea. Not only was his
head hurting, his |l egs were asleep, and he fell down onto his side, feeling
ridiculous. He stretched his legs and flexed them getting the circulation
restored. Then, slowy, he stood up again.

He saw nothing. Had he suffered an auditory hallucinati on? An imagi ned voice?
That would be no less likely than his presence on this warm beach, after

sinking into a freezing cold I ake.

"Who is that?" he asked, nervous not so much about his surroundings, as about
the state of his sanity.

That had definitely been a voice! Seth |ooked around, and decided that it had
cone from behind the yellow tree. He wal ked up and put his hand on the trunk

What had appeared to be yellow bark felt nore |like | eathery yell ow skin.
"Hands of f!"

Startled, Seth junped back. The voice was not frombehind the tree, it was
fromthe tree itself! He tripped over his feet, alnmost fainting with the
astoni shing realization. Atalking tree?

"You're going to hurt yoursel f!" |aughed the patronizing voice.
Wll, the laughter wasn't cruel. It was better than chains and knives! "What
are you?"

"I ama tree, you twit!"
Ask a silly question! Seth tried again. "Wo are you?"
"I am Sen-Tree, a direct descendant of the once-powerful Guard-Trees."

Was this a joke? Then who was playing it, and how? Joke or not, this was
better than drowning!

"Where am |1 ?" Seth asked. He was al nost unable to formul ate conpl ete thoughts,
much | ess conmpound sent ences.



"You are on Earth Plane 4, twenty kilonmeters fromthe border of the Teuton
Empire,"” replied Sen-Tree.

Seth mulled this over and decided that he nust indeed have gone crazy. "How
I ong have | been lying on the shore?"

"A very short time. Two or three days, perhaps."”

"Two days! You consider that a short tine?"
"I ama tree," the tree said. "I have lived for 379 years, 6 nonths, and 22
days. It is possible for me to |live another 400 years. Thus two or three days
is a short period of tinme. It is all a matter of perspective. You have a
problemwi th that?"

The tree sounded offended. Sonme of its branches were trenbling, and there was
no wind. Seth realized that it was tine to stop being so concerned about his
own situation, and to start tuning into what he was finding here.

"I apologize if | offended you," he said quietly. "It is sinply that | ama
stranger here, and do not know your ways."

"I'f you are here, then you are here for a reason," the tree said. "However, if
you wi sh to |l eave, then you mght talk to the Emperor."

He might be crazy to talk to a tree, Seth thought; but crazy or not, he
thought it inperative to talk to another human being. If this tree hel ped him
find a man, it was worth it. "Wuld you be so kind as to tell me howto find
hi nP"

"I'f you step behind ny trunk," the tree said, "you will notice a path which
| eads to Teutonia. That is where the Enperor resides."

Seth did as he was told. Indeed, there was a path. "Thank you!" he excl ai med.

The tree did not answer him It was already busy yelling at an amused bird who
had | anded provocatively on a branch.

Seth set off down the path. A tune was running through his head, and in a
nonment he identified it: "We're off to see the Wzard, the Wonderful Wzard of
Oz!'" But this wasn't Oz, or Kansas, or Mchigan. This was Earth Pl ane 4,

what ever that was. If he could believe the talking tree. If he could believe
in his sanity.

Then he becane unconfortably aware of the sharp pang of hunger deep in his
belly. If the tree was correct, he had not eaten in two or three days. His
amazement at his situation, and the talking tree, had distracted himfromhis
internal condition, but nowit was not to be denied. This was no joking
matter!

He | ooked at the trees beside the path. He spotted what appeared to be a fruit
tree with a green trunk and blue | eaves. He approached it with caution. The
fruit | ooked good, if he tuned out the color, but it was unfamliar. How could
he know whether it was safe to eat?

Wl |, maybe this was another talking tree, and maybe it would tell him It was
certainly worth a try.

"M. Tree," Seth called, feeling foolish, but not as foolish as he knew he
woul d be to pass up edible fruit while so hungry. "M. Tree, is your fruit



good? May | take some to eat?"

There was no reply. Seth was relieved. If the tree had talked, it would
probably have been as irate as the other one. How coul d he have been sure
whether it would tell the truth about its fruit? It mght say it was poi sonous
when it wasn't, or, worse, say it was good, in an effort to destroy the
intruder. It was better to use his own judgnent.

He picked a fruit about the size of an apple. Its color, however, was white.

It seened to be ripe, and it snelled |like a peach. But, being experienced in
outdoor living, Seth did not take a large bite. Mushroons weren't the only

thi ngs that coul d be deceptive! He sucked on a small piece, resting beside the
trunk. It tasted nuch like strawberry, and he found it very satisfying when he
closed his eyes so as not to see how clearly it was something el se.

After waiting a while and suffering no ill effects, he ate a larger portion
He waited again. This was tedious, but better than taking an unnecessary risk.
Again, he suffered no ill effects. Unless this was something like red squill,

the stuff used to poison rats wi thout making them sick i mediately, this
pseudo- appl e- peach-strawberry woul d do.

He ate with greater abandon, but did not stuff hinself. Even non-poi sonous
food could be troublesonme, if too much was eaten on a | ong-enpty stomach. Then
he made a knapsack out of his un-needed wi nter jacket, and packed nore of the
fruit. This should solve his food problemfor the next day or so, and by then
he hoped to have found sonething else to eat. This really did not seemto be
an inhospitable region, just strange. Qite strange!

Before resuming his wal k, he took inventory. Al of his clothes appeared to be
on him except for his scarf, which nust have fallen into the lake. O the
sea. He still had no idea how he had cone fromone to the other. Maybe he had
fl oated down and down through the | ake, and sonehow t hat water opened into
this other sea in this strange | and, and he had washed ashore and lain there,
recovering. Certainly he was lucky to be alive, and if the loss of his scarf
was all it had cost him it was a bargain!

He had a few dollars in his wallet, which he suspected would be worthl ess
here. What use would noney be to talking trees? Still, he saved theny one
never could tell. There was al so a pocket knife, which contained a flint and a
magnesiumrod for starting fires. Seth was no arsonist, but he felt a lot nore
secure knowi ng that he could start a fire if he needed to. Finally, there were
a few coins: a dinme and three pennies. Not much, certainly, but a tangible

rem nder of home. Sonmehow he thought it would be | ong before he saw that hone
agai n.

How was his mother doing? His sister? Did they think himdead in the |ake?
That hurt! He pictured Ferne crying for him her cheery nature abolished, her
brown eyes turning red, and that hurt worse. No nore tickle fights! He wi shed
he could tell themthat he was all right, in a land that seemed a good dea
friendlier than the one he had left. No punkers here! But the inmage of nen
dredging the | ake cane to his mnd, breaking the ice to search for his body.
They wouldn't find it, but would that give them hope? How coul d they possibly
guess the truth? He hardly believed it hinself! Yet maybe, sonehow, they woul d
know. . .

Seth resuned his trek, paying careful attention to the scenery around him A
short distance fromthe path some trees were bending to the sides, as if
somet hi ng were pushing them He saw no animal, and there was not enough breeze
to account for it. Wiat did it nean?



Then he realized that there was a pattern to the notion: the path of noving
trees was going to intercept Seth's trail, not far fromwhere he was now

He t hought quickly, then did what came naturally: he clinbed the nearest |arge
tree. This one was like a bull spruce, but with a blue trunk and red needl es,
and the branches were triangular in cross section. He was able to stair-step
up themreadily enough, and to gain a fair conceal nent because of their

t hi ckness and nunmber. He coul d peer down, but probably would not be noticed
unl ess whatever it was bel ow | ooked directly at him

He saw the creature. It appeared to be a huge purple snake, with a dianeter of
about two feet. It slithered out of the forest and across the path. It stopped
under Seth's tree and opened its nouth--which appeared to be at its tail end.
It swng its neck in every direction, then closed its nouth and slithered back
into the forest on the other side. The thing was traveling backwards, with the
nmout h behi nd and no apparent eyes!

The snake safely past, Seth started his descent. He had remai ned absolutely
still, so as not to attract attention; that serpent m ght be able to clinb!
But when he tried to nove, he discovered that he could not. He seened to be
glued to the tree

He controlled his panic reaction; that had gotten himinto too nmuch trouble
bef ore! Maybe there was sap or sonething, that adhered to his clothing,
fastening it to the trunk. If so, he should be able to work hinself free

wi t hout maki ng a commoti on.

He exami ned hinself--and found that little branches or rootlets had grown
around himand attached thenselves to his clothing. He tried to tear hinself
free, but could not; the cloth was so closely bound that it seened to have
becorme part of the tree.

Seth was able to get his right armfree of the sleeve, and to reach into his
pocket for the knife. Wth that he tried to cut the rootlets, but they were
tough, and he ended up cutting nore cloth than root. He had to clinb out of
his shirt and Levis and | eave them behind, after saving his few other

bel ongi ngs. He did sal vage his sneakers, though; apparently the tree could not
burrow t hrough their rubber soles or tough upper canvas. He still had his

wi nter jacket, and the fruit that he had been carrying in it. He added his

wal  et, pen knife and coins to the fruit, as he no | onger had regul ar pockets.

He was alone, and it was warm but he didn't feel easy about traveling on in
his underwear. This wasn't just nodesty; there could be predatory insects,

t hough he hadn't been bothered so far. Certainly there were scratchy branches.
There was al so sunshine in the glades; he could get burned if he was in it too
| ong. He wanted enough body cover to protect himfrom possibly unpl easant
surpri ses.

After searching the area, he found a tree with extrenely | arge and tough

| eaves of a funny color. Ch--they were green! He cut off several with his

kni fe. How gl ad he was that he had not lost this one tool! He fastened the

| eaves together with brown vines from another tree, fashioning a crude skirt.
Then he made an even cruder shawl to protect his shoul ders. As an afterthought
he found a suitable stick and whittled one end into a sharp point. Now he had
a serviceable spear. After seeing the nonstrous snake, he knew that this |and
was not necessarily friendly, and he wanted nore protection than bare hands
and a pocket knife.

He knew that he | ooked somewhat outrageous, but he ventured bravely forth.
Twenty kilonmeters was a |long hi ke, about twelve mles, and it was apparent



that he would not cover it on this day. He would have to spend a night in this
strange wil derness. The thought hardly pleased him but it appeared
unavoi dabl e.

Seth travel ed what he figured to be about eleven kiloneters, or a generous siXx
mles in the nore fam liar measure, and decided to set up canp. It was nore

i nportant to have a safe haven for the night than to nake extra di stance. Wth
about an hour and a half left before dusk, assumi ng that the pattern of the
day here was simlar to that of hone, he should have tine to build a shelter
Certainly he wasn't going to try to sleep in a tree! Wthout his regul ar
clothing on, it would be his flesh the rootlets found, and they mght like it
all too well.

Met hodi cal |y, he searched the area. He found a fallen tree of suitable size,
and dragged it back to the path, laying it at a | ow angl e wedged in a V of
anot her tree. Next he found nedi um sized branches which he angl ed agai nst the
tree on both sides. He found a plant with | eaves simlar to the ones he had
made his kilt from and intertwi ned the | eaves between the branches.

Satisfied, he checked the little hut. An opening at one side was where he
would build a fire. If any big snakes cane, that shoul d di scourage them he
hoped! Seth collected twi gs, sticks and branches, nmaking sure to have enough
for the entire night.

The fire started in no tine, which was good because it was rapidly grow ng
dark. He ate a few nore fruits, glad that they were juicy because he had no
ot her source of liquid, then submitted to an urgent call of nature. He picked
up his makeshift spear and sat in the shelter, watching the fire. He intended
to remain awake all night, so as not to be caught off guard. He had had no
experience with the creatures of the night here, and he wanted to see them
bef ore they saw him

He sat silently, feeling nore and nore tired. His eyes drifted upward, and he
wat ched the sparks fromthe fire reaching for the sky like aspiring stars.

* k%

Suddenly, Seth was no longer sitting in the warm hut, but racing through the
snow. He ran through the forest, hearing the punkers laugh. In a fit of rage
he turned around. Ei ght of them appeared, and Ri an was on the ground,
trenbling in pain.

Seth charged the eneny. The first one swng a pipe at his head. He ducked and
delivered a front snap kick to the eneny's groin. He inverted his foot and
sent a roundhouse kick to the man's face. There was a |oud thud as the punker
hit the ground, notionless.

VWhirling on the next attacker, Seth saw the glint of a knife. The punker
sl ashed at Seth's face, and he junped back.

He was not in tine. The knife left a stinging gash on his cheek. Rage buil di ng
with the pain, Seth spun in the air and nade a devastating reverse ki ck,
crushing the punker's rib cage.

Three nore charged Seth. He noved with blinding speed. The first aggressor met
a reverse punch which broke his nose. The second fell to the ground after

recei ving a side-foot kick that snapped his knee backwards. The third nmet with
a drop-axe kick that broke his shoul der blade and his collarbone.

The remai ning two punkers, seeing the way of it, hopped into the van and sped



avay.

Seth ran to Rian, taking off his scarf and tying it around Ri an's wound. He
ran out to flag down a car driving down the road. Naturally several cars sped
right on by, not wanting to get involved, but then the police arrived. Thank
God!

* k%

Set h woke, sweating and shivering. He realized that he was in his crude hut,
keepi ng watch agai nst the potential threats of the night. Wat a weird vision
he had had.

The strangest thing about it was the seem ng sense it made. That slash on the
face--that accounted for the one he had found when he woke on the beach. H s
| ost scarf--he had given it to Rian. In the dream

Agai nst his best intention, he drifted back to sl eep. Now, however, he dreaned
of pleasant fragrances, flowers, and the wi nd playing beautiful music as it
whi stled through reeds.

* k%

When he woke again it was norning. The sun was out and mist was rising off the
ground. His fire had burned out. Sonme alert watcher he had been! He was | ucky
he hadn't been gobbled by a gi ant snake.

But there was sonething strange. He had dreamed of nusic. Now he was wi de
awake--but he still heard that nusic.

Thr ee

_Rame_
A soft, lilting nelody was drifting to him Seth shook his head, realizing
that this was no dream Someone was pl ayi ng near by!

"Who's out there?" he shouted--and i medi ately wi shed he hadn't. He should
have kept quiet until he knew nore about the other person. Now he had given
hi nsel f away.

There was no answer, but the rusic stopped. This was not a good sign! Cursing
hi s thoughtl| essness, Seth reached for his spear. He had been foolish, but he
didn't have to nake it worse. This was no tinme to panic!

He assessed his situation. He was in a hut, and there was soneone or sonet hi ng
somewhere outside. It wasn't necessarily hostile. It had been singing, after
all.

The ot her could have known that Seth was in the hut all along. It could have
been watching himall night. Not good--not good at all! Yet it hadn't
attacked, so this might not be bad either. There was no way to be sure.

First things first: if he stayed in the hut, he was an easy target. Better to
get out quickly. At |least he would be ready to defend hinself, then

Seth burst out of the hut, uttering a harsh cry, so as to surprise the other
and scare it back. And crashed chest to chest with a gorgeous girl. She
screanmed and fell on the ground, her bright purple skirt spreading in disarray



to show her |ovely |egs.

Seth, so well braced for trouble, had not been ready for this! Wy hadn't he
realized that it was a girl playing the nusic? The tune had been light, after
all. He had been so worried about the danger that he hadn't really |istened.

He felt terrible. He extended his hand to her, in a gesture of conciliation
"Aaayyyeeee! Rane, help!" she cried, scooting away in panic.

Startled, Seth retreated. He was enbarrassed about al nost attacking the girl,
but alert for danger. It had been a girl who had gotten himinto troubl e back
where he cane from after all. Wth his peripheral vision he noticed novenent
about a hundred feet up the path. He whirl ed.

He heard a whooshi ng sound, and another. One arrow flew past his |eft
shoul der, and one past his right. Fortunately both had m ssed.

O had that been bad ai n? The bracketing was so neat and swift that it could
be a warning. Seth hesitated.

Suddenly his neck was caught by a rope. H's hands cane up reflexively,
grabbing it before it tightened further, but the rope was already pulling
hard. H s head was jerked back, and he was haul ed off his feet.

For a nonent he swung wildly, his feet pedaling air, his hands trying
desperately to keep the noose from beconing a garrote. Then his back smacked
into the trunk of a tree

The arrows reappeared, going in opposite directions, circling him _Grcling
hi n?_ Even caught as he was, Seth gaped at that!

Then he realized that they were tethered arrows. In fact, the two were tied
toget her. Like the business end of a bola. They circled around the tree,
com ng closer with each pass, until each slapped into the bark beside his
head.

Seth didn't breathe nuch of a sigh of relief. Despite his effort to hold it
of f, the rope was like nylon cord, and was cutting unconfortably into his
neck. He sagged against the tree, and it tightened further, cutting off his
breath and bl ood. He could have held his breath for a tinme, but when the
pressure cut off the bl ood he blacked out instantly.

* * %

Seth woke to the sound of nusic, again. Cautiously he opened his eyes. He
didn't want to knock down any nore pretty girls and incite any nore
devast ating attacks!

He was in a cave, lit by torches. He lay on a mat on the fl oor. Standing
besi de hi mwas the nost beautiful girl he had ever seen. The one he had
encountered before. Her hair was |long and silky blonde, her eyes were stunning
green, and her figure made the term "perfect" seem i nadequate. She wore the
same bright purple skirt and brown bl ouse, and on her this seened the idea
decor.

The girl | ooked at himand saw that he was awake. This tine Seth did not
extend a hand; he knew better. Instead he slowy shifted his body, rolling
toward her. "My name is Seth," he rasped. "What is your--"



"Aaayyyeeee! " she screaned, exactly as before.

Startled, Seth sat up. He shouldn't have. He banged his head into a stalagnite
and bl acked out again. He seened to be spending a good deal of tine
unconsci ous!

* k%

Once nmore Seth woke. This tine there was no nusic. He cracked open his eyes
and saw in front of hima man of about his own age. The man had reddi sh brown
hai r, shaggy pants, wooden shoes, pointed ears, and horns.

Seth blinked. Yes, horns. And those shoes weren't wooden after all, and they
had no toes. In fact they weren't shoes at all. They were hoofs.

St andi ng before himwas the nythical creature known as a satyr. Horned, wth
t he upper body of a man, and the | ower body of a goat.

"Hello!" the satyr said. "Aad | didn't kill you. The name is Rame. When
heard Mal ape scream | thought she was being attacked, and I'mafraid | acted
wi t hout | ooking. | shouldn't have; she's a nynph, and they tend to be junpy
when there's no reason. Are you all right?"

Seth reached up to touch his head. He had a bruise there, but there didn't
seemto be any bl ood. The sane was true for his neck. He had a dull headache,
unsurprisingly. Concussion? "Nothing that sonme aspirin and a few days rest
won't cure, | think," he said hoarsely.

"Asp run?" Rane asked, perplexed.

"You don't know about aspirin?" It was still an effort to speak; that rope had
brui sed his I arynx.

"I see you are in pain. The hamadryad can help with that." He turned. "Ml ape,
this person is not a danger to you. See if you can heal his head."

The girl approached timdly, her face and bosom poised for a scream at the
first sign of trouble. Seth had the sense to remain absolutely still, this
time. She put her cool right hand on his forehead, and i medi ately he could
feel the sting of his bruises easing and his headache fading. She put her left
hand on his neck, and his throat eased. It was |ike magic!

Magi c? Here he was in a strange |and, where trees could talk or grow instantly
into his clothing, talking with a satyr. Wat was so odd about magic?

"Uh, where am|?" he asked, bew | dered, hoping his voice wouldn't spook the
girl again. Her touch was so wonderful! Already his voice was inproved, as the
power of her healing hand spread down through his throat.

"You are not fromthis area?" Rane asked.

"I don't think I"'mfromthis planet! Incredible as it sounds, | talked to a
tree and it told ne | was on Earth Plane 4." Seth didn't nention that it
seened just as unlikely that he should be talking to a mythical satyr; that

m ght be undi pl omati c.

"Talking to a tree is not unusual, though it is frustrating at best," Rane
said. "You are, however, on Earth Plane 4."

"What am | doing here?" Seth cried desperately. The nynph flinched, but did



not remove her hands, to his relief. He had to be careful how he spoke; he had
good reason not to disturb her

"Perhaps if you told me how you arrived, we can find out why you are here,"
Rare proposed.

"I"'mreally not sure. | renmenber falling into a lake in my world, and waki ng
up by the ocean in this world. | talked to Sen-Tree, and he told nme to foll ow
the path to the Teuton Enmpire. | spent a night in the wilderness, and now I'm
here." Seth | ooked at the satyr, half expecting himto laugh at this

pr epost erous story.

"It is possible,” Rane nurnured. "Have you encountered any ot her creature?"
"Nothing. Ch, | did run across a big snake movi ng backwards."

Rame | ooked alarned. "Did it see you?" he asked urgently.

"I don't think so. | was hiding. It didn't seemto have eyes, anyway."

"It sees where it has been, through an eye in its nouth,” Rane said. "It could
be deadly to your cause. If ny guess is correct.”

"We're in luck, then. | clinbed a tree, and got into other trouble, and--what
cause?"

"It is not ny place to tell you the specifics," Rane said soberly. "I don't
think I know themall, as it is. You nust avoid all serpents, dragons, snakes

and lizards. They are all the eyes and ears of Nefarious the Sorcerer."

"I have no idea what you're tal king about!" Seth exclained, and the girl
retreated nervously. However, his head and neck felt conpletely rel axed; her
touch had been better than any nedicine! "Dragons?"

"Dragons! | realize this makes it sound very bad, but that is all | amable to
tell you for certain. Before we |eave, we shall feast, if your head is well
now. "

"It is much better! | never felt such a healing touch!"

"Yes, of course. Malape, fix a neal for our visitor
"I"'msorry, what is your nanme?"

Then he | ooked puzzl ed.

"Seth. Uh--|eave?"

"Yes, very soon."

Y

"I would not send you al one.™

"But you were shooting arrows at ne!"

"A msunderstanding, as | explained," Rame said. "But | didn't shoot at you; |
shot to confine you w thout hurting you."

Seth had to admit that this was so. Hi s worst hurt had been fromhis own
bangi ng agai nst the stalagmte. Now he discovered that not only was his pain
gone, so were the scrapes on his head and neck. Mal ape had truly heal ed hin



"The girl, Ml ape--you called her a hamadryad?--what is this power she has?
Al she did was put her hand on ny head--"

"Mal ape isn't a girl. She's a wood nynmph--a creature who shares her life with
a tree. Like all her kind, she is beautiful, and she has the power of healing
m nor scrapes, but she's very timd and not incredibly smart.”

"A nymph of a tree," Seth said, amazed. "But you are treating her like a
servant!"

"No, | nerely tell her what | want, and she is glad to do it. In return |
protect her and her tree fromharm Wen she screaned, | acted--too quickly, |
now see. It is a fair exchange. It would be a burden on her to have to nmaeke a
deci sion about a stranger. She knows | will not betray her interests, and that
| have reason for what | ask of her."

Seth | ooked at the nynph, who was now gathering things for the neal. Her skirt
and bl ouse, he now saw, were fashioned of bark and | eaves, sonewhat |ike his
own but far better fitting. Actually they were hardly nore than slip and
halter, with nost of her torso and | egs bare. There was only one termthat
properly described her, and that was |uscious. "She does anything you ask,

wi t hout question?"

"Well, not anything. She won't |eave her tree, for exanple, and no nynph is
any good for intellectual ganes. But it is not necessary to spend the night in
the open, as you did, if you are on good terns with a hamadryad."

What woul d a satyr do with a lovely and conpletely obliging nynph, during the
ni ght? Seth decided that he didn't need to ask. This wasn't his world, after
all.

Mal ape fixed a magnificent neal, consisting of many different types of fruits
and vegetables. Yet when he bit into them they did not all taste the way they
| ooked. Sone had the taste of meats, and others of fish, and others of pasta
and many ot her foods whose nature was foreign to his donesticated palate. Seth
started to eat hesitantly, afraid of the effect of the alien food on his body.
Soon, however, he felt no further need to be cautious, and ate with the hunger
that his body had built up over the past two days. The fruit he had eaten

bef ore had not been enough; he realized that now.

"You seemto enjoy our food," Rame conmented politely.

"I't's fabul ous, thank you!" Seth sputtered between bites of a fruit that
tasted simlar to ravioli

Once the edge was off his hunger, Seth ate nore slowy, and tal ked with Rane.
He found hinself coming to |like the satyr. There was no evi dence of the
horrific sexual appetite that |egend clainmed for this species; indeed, Rane
paid little attention to the nynph.

Rame expl ained that the tree that had stolen his clothes would not have hurt
him it sinply had a taste for fabric. The snake creature he had seen was
called a Synops. It was not generally a threat, unless annoyed or hungry,
except for the matter of its connection to Nefarious.

They finished the nmeal. Seth would have liked to rest and digest it, but Rane
gave himno time for that. He showed Seth out of the cave. It turned out to be
in a hillside beside a huge tree of uncertain type, perhaps a variety of oak
The great purple roots cane down to enclose the nmouth of the cave, while the
spreadi ng brown foliage shaded and concealed it. Indeed, Seth realized that



what he had taken for wooden shoring was nerely the network of roots encl osing
the cave. The nynph had really not left her tree!

As an afterthought, he noted that the hamadryad matched her tree, by no
coi ncidence: her brief skirt was fromits bark, and her blouse was made of its
| eaves.

"Mal ape,” Rane said sadly, "it is tine for Seth and me to go. | will return as
soon as possible, though | do not know when that will be." He took her in his
arnms, kissed her lovingly, and |l et her go. Suddenly Seth realized that the
bond between these two was not lust but |ove; he had been too free with his
private conjecture.

Mal ape di ssipated and faded into her tree. At any other time, Seth would have
gaped, but he was com ng to understand some of the ways of this world. She was
truly the spirit of the tree, human only in appearance. It was the tree,
really, that had healed his injuries.

Rame turned to Seth. "Now," he said with a deadly serious tone, "we mnust
travel . However, it would be extremely hel pful if you had sone way to protect
yoursel f. Can you use any weapon?"

Seth realized that he certainly hadn't covered hinself with any conbat glory,
here! Yet if he had had a better notion what he faced, he could have avoi ded
t he arrow bola and perhaps given a better account of hinself. He thought back
to his karate training with the Boken, a wooden practice sword. He had gotten
pretty good with it. That m ght be a good choice. "Can you get a sword for
ne?"

Rame wal ked back into the cave. After a few seconds he cane out carrying a
| ong wooden box. "This will be your weapon for the tine being. | found it in
the cave, and saved it until | could find a proper use for it. It is magic."

Seth opened the box and lifted out a broad sword. It was a breathtaki ng
weapon! The steel glistened in the sunlight, beautifully polished, with a
design on the blade. The handl e was equally stunning; it appeared to be nmade
of gold. A white tassel hung fromthe hand-guard, conpleting the effect.

There was a bl ack scabbard with a harness that Seth realized fitted on his
back. He sheathed the sword, got into the harness, and adjusted it for
confort. He would be able to reach over his shoul der and draw t he sword

wi t hout nmuch hesitation

"But | can't just take this!" Seth protested, realizing that the sword was
worth a king's ransomeven if never used. "I realize |'monly borrowing it,
but--can | make you some sort of trade?" He found his collection of persona
t hi ngs, whi ch was undi sturbed. The nmoney was pointless, but the pocket knife
m ght be suitable. "This little folding knife?" He showed how the bl ade cane
out .

Rame was amazed. "A knife that folds in half!" he exclai ned.

"It also can be used to nmake fire,"
magnesi um r od

Seth said, denonstrating the flint and

"Such magic!" the satyr exclaimed, delighted. "Let nme trade in turn! Here is a
magi ¢ dagger of nine, whose blade is always sharp."

"But you've already lent me the--"



"No, that is not mine to give. This is."

Seth nodded. He would return the el egant sword when he parted from Rame. They
traded knives. He felt good about it. The satyr evidently felt the sane.

"Why can't you explain to ne what's going on?" Seth asked, perplexed, as they
began to wal k down the path.

"The truth is, I"'mnot quite sure,” Rane replied.

* k%

They wal ked in silence for some time. Rame was surely thinking of Ml ape, who
m ght not be bright but seenmed in every other way to be a fine figure of a
worman. Seth was thinking of hone. How was his nother doing, and his little
sister Ferne? He tried to tell hinself that he shouldn't worry about them
because there was nothing he could do, but he _did_ worry. They woul d have no
way to know that he was all right--and even if they did, who was doing the
chores? There was snow to be shovel ed, a house to be maintained--his nother
had to work, so was gone nost of the day, and Seth normally drove Ferne to her
musi ¢ | essons after school. Hi s absence woul d be causing serious disruptions!

Finally Seth found the silence unbearable. He sinply had to talk, to take
refuge fromhis own thoughts. "I may not know this world, but satyrs were
nmyt hi cal , nonexi stent creatures on ny world. They were supposed to be very
nm schi evous sprites who frolicked with others of their kind, and were, uh,
very free with wonmen. This doesn't seemto be true about you."

Rame nodded. "I suppose we will be spending sone tine together, so we nmay as
well talk. | prefer to think of nyself as a faun. The appearance of fauns is
identical to that of satyrs, but our behavior differs. Your description of
satyrs is accurate, but to nmy way of thinking there is no point in the

m schief they create. The Elders warned ne that if | failed to change ny ways
I would be exiled. Instead | chose to | eave O an-Satyr on nmy own volition
because | could not conformto their ways. Leaving was al nost as bad as being
exiled; the nenbers of the Can vowed not to cast their gaze upon ne, and

was stripped of nmy magic."

Seth listened, and decided that he really |liked this person, whether he was a
man or a creature. "l doubt that it matters, but | feel you were right in your
deci sion."

"You woul d, you're human," Ranme said. Then, as an afterthought, "Thanks.
Anyhow, | travel ed about twenty days before finding the cave in which | now
l[ive. | nmet Malape in nmuch the manner you did: when | was tired and hungry to
t he point of collapse, because foraging and survival was nuch harder w thout
nmy magi c. Hamadryads are normally rather shallow, but she had been around for
some time--you saw the size of her Tree!--and was willing to | earn new things.
She will never be able to travel or to harbor conplicated concepts, but she
has her virtues and was kind to ne. She put her healing hands on nme and
brought nme food, and kept ne safe anobng the roots of her Tree until |
recovered. We | earned how to get along together: she is nobst confortabl e when
| sinmply tell her what | want with no anbiguity, but she does it because she
wi shes to please nme, not because she has to. \When something threatens her
Tree, | do what | can to protect it, not fromany debt to her but because
want to please her. After a while | grewto |love her--a feeling that no true
satyr woul d have."

Seth did not know what to say, and thought it best to remamin silent. How wong
he had been, when he had thought Ranme was treating Ml ape as a servant!



They wal ked for quite a while. The forest was getting thicker around the path.
The foliage overhead had grown so dense as to let only slivers of sunlight
show through. It was as if they were noving into a deepening cave. Seth was
nervous about this, not sure what nonsters night slither through such reaches,
but Ranme seened unconcerned. Since the faun knew this world nuch better than
Seth did, Seth was reassured.

Rame took a reed whistle out of a pocket on his quiver and put it to his
nmouth. Fromit came the nusic Seth had heard when he had awakened in the
nmorning. So it hadn't been Mal ape after all!

It was beautiful. The nel ody was new to Seth; he had never heard it before
this day. But it nade himfeel whole. It seened to have a rejuvenating quality
toit. His fatigue fromthe hiking was easing; it was as though Ml ape were
putting her healing hands on his feet. Rame had said that he no | onger had
magi ¢, but it seemed his whistle did!

" AAAEEEEEEEE! " canme a scream from above their heads.

Rame stopped his music, grabbed Seth and flung himout of the way. A black
furry ball with a gaping nouth and yell owi sh-brown fangs dropped with a spl at
to where Seth had been standi ng.

"What is that?" Seth cried, instinctively reaching over his shoulder to draw
hi s sword.

"That is a Hebetudi nous, Hebe for short," replied Rane. "They hunt in packs."

" AAAEEEEEEE! " came anot her scream from above Seth. This tine Seth junped to
the side on his own. Another black furry creature bit the dust next to him

"Don't nove!" Rame shouted. "The Hebes are only dangerous if you wal k or
remai n standing directly under them when they fall, nmouth open, on top of you.
They woul d be nore dangerous, except for the fact that they always scream

bef ore junping. "

"Always?" Seth asked nervously. "Don't they realize that this gives them
away?"

"Yes, they are stupid to warn their prey that way. | amnot sure why sone
ground-wal ki ng creature doesn't tell themthat."

Seth smiled. He liked Ranme's sense of humor, too! Imagine the hairy predators
| osi ng out because their prey did not tell themhow to inprove their attack
This was a conspiracy of silence he would gladly join.

They noved on, each of them junping out of the way every tinme there was a
scream above. Seth | ooked back. It was al nost pathetic: about fifteen furry
balls were Iying face down on the path. "Are they dead?"

"No, they are tougher than that. They play dead until they are sure that no
one is watching them and then they somehow clinb back into their trees. If
you t hought one was injured or unconscious, and tried to pick it up, it would
chonmp you, and get you that way."

That rmade nore sense! If the nonster missed, and the prey felt secure and
tried to take advantage, the nonster would win after all. Probably nore chonps
were made by that route than by the initial drop. Again he had been too quick
to assume foolishness on the part of another creature. That tendency of his



could get himinto trouble!

After passing the Hebe herd, they came to a stream which ran under a bridge
across their path. Seth was quite thirsty now, and stooped to take a drink

"Stop!" yelled Rame. "The stream may be uncl ean.”

"But there shouldn't be pollution here in this wilderness!" Seth protested.
"The water is clear."

"There can be danger in what |ooks clean.” The faun | eaned over the stream and
blewinto his reed whistle, and a foul note cane out. "Indeed it is unclean, |
dare say deadly. Walk further; we will eventually run across another stream
There, if it is safe, we shall drink and eat."

Seth's thirst had dried up. He did not want to learn what this world' s poison
could do to his body!

In due course they did conme to another stream this tine when Rane blew into
his whistle a lovely note issued forth. "W can drink here," the faun said,
unnecessarily.

Seth knelt at the streanis edge, bent forward, and touched his lips to the
cool water. Ahh, he thought, as he swallowed the refreshing liquid. He really
hadn't had much to drink in the two days of his travel, other than the juice
inthe fruits he had eaten, and the pure stream water tasted fabul ous.

He | ooked up--alnost fell into the water. Could he believe his eyes? Rane was
pl aying the reed whistle, and fruit was appearing out of the air before hin

"Magi c?" Seth asked, bew ldered. "Naturally," Ranme responded. "Magic is the
driving force on Earth Plane 4."

"But | thought that the C an satyrs took away your magic!"

"That they did! This magic, however, is not mne. It is the magic of the reed
whi stle. You could performit also, if you knew how to play."

That was interesting. Seth made a mental note: if he ever wanted to try doing
magi ¢ hinsel f, he would have to find a magi c whistle, or some other magic
object. He wasn't sure he believed in magic, but the evidence for it was
certainly convincing, here.

Seth ate sonme of the fruit. It was delicious, just as the fruit of Ml ape's
feast had been. Could this be nore of the hamadryad's fruit, perhaps plucked
and set out by her, waiting for Rane's whistle to conjure it at need?

After their meal, they rested briefly, then resuned their journey. Rame did
not rush things in so many words, but he didn't waste any time either. Wiy was
it so inportant to get to wherever they were going? As far as he knew, Seth
was just a drowning teenager who had sonehow | anded here; he had no value to
what ever powers that existed on this world.

Wll, he would surely find out soon enough. Probably it was sone

m sunder st andi ng, just the way the American |Indians had a m sunderstandi ng
about the nature of the Spani sh Conqui stadors, supposing themto be gods. \Wat
a costly confusion that had been, to the I|Indians!

The foliage began to thin; then it faded out entirely. There were hardly any
trees, just long grassy weeds. The ground was hardening to rock. The hard



surface made it tougher for the faun, because his hoofs were adapted to the
soft ground of the forest. To nake matters worse, dusk was setting in, and

they needed to find a somewhat sheltered area. Wre there other hanmadryads

here who might provide it? That seenmed unlikely, because there were so few
trees here, and they were so scrawny.

"Draw your sword," Rane whispered. "W are in danger!"”

Qui ckly Seth reached back and drew his weapon. Sonethi ng was wong: the tasse
whi ch before had been pearl white had turned jet black. There was no tinme to
consi der the tassel, though, for in the dimremants of daylight Seth could
see figures crawing out of the ground and charging toward them

"Trolls!" Rane screaned. He had al ready skewered one of the creatures with an
arr ow.

Seth stood paralyzed with fear as approximately ten of the npost hideous
nonsters inmagi nable charged him They were vil e-looking creatures, each about
the size of a small man, with |unmpy gray skin, huge call oused hands, and a

di sfigured lump with brown teeth and red eyes for a head. If they had been
human punkers, perhaps he woul d have had a better notion what to do. But

t hese--how coul d he fight horrible magical things?

Rame shot another. Soon, however, he would be in trouble, as the trolls were
comng too close to conbat effectively with arrows. That jolted Seth out of
his horrified trance; he couldn't let his friend be overrun

He charged forward toward the ugly beasts, leading with his sword. The first

troll jumped through the air, and Seth easily lifted his blade, inpaling the

nmonstrous body upon it. Dark bl ood fl owed across the weapon as the troll died
Seth | owered the point, and the hulk slid off.

Wl |, that had turned out to be easy enough! Now if he could just keep his
gorge down. ..

@ ancing to the side, Seth saw Rane holding off two trolls with a dagger. He
was truly an expert fighter

There was no time to get sick. More trolls were coming at him Seth swing at
t he next, who had a heavy wooden cl ub

The club connected with the sword--and knocked it out of Seth's hand. What a
blow For a monent all Seth was aware of was the nunmbness of his hand.

Then two trolls charged into himand knocked himonto his back. He fought
desperately, knowing that if he didn't he would be done for. He was westling
with the troll who | anded on his chest, while the other troll bit into his

| eg. CQuchl!

In afit of pain, Seth closed his fist, |eaving open two fingers, and
violently thrust theminto the red orb of the troll on his chest. The creature
appear ed shocked, but seened not to feel too much pain, for it kept fighting.
Seth brought his hands around its neck to feel for an area of soft tissue. He
found it. Draw ng back, he stabbed into the creature's throat. The troll fel
of f his chest, clutching at the caved-in part of its neck

The other troll continued to bite into Seth's leg. Groping to his sides, Seth
found a hefty rock; with a surge of strength he heaved it into the air and
slamed it down on the troll's head. He scranbl ed up, knowi ng that nore woul d
soon be attacking.



Seth | ooked toward Ranme, who had apparently dispatched all but three of the
trolls. Two of these were trying to drag himto the ground, while the third
was biting his ankle.

Set h | ooked about and saw his sword. He ran to fetch it, glad that while the
troll who had bitten himhad penetrated deep enough to hurt, it had not done
serious damage; he had no trouble on his feet. He picked up the sword and
charged Rane's attackers

Hearing his approach, the two trolls pushing Ranme turned around. Seth did not
hesitate. Wth one lethal swing he sliced through the necks of both trolls.
The dark bl ood spouted, and they pitched over, their heads rolling away.

Rame, now having two free hands, reached into his quiver, grabbed an arrow,
and drove it through the neck of the Iast one, who was still gnawing his
ankl e.

Al was quiet. Seth noticed that the tassel on his sword was once again white.
He stared at it. Wat was goi ng on?

"The tassel,"” Rame explained, "turns black when the person possessing the
sword is in physical danger. Since it was on your back, | saw the col or change
before you did."

Rame took out his reed whistle and played a powerful, lively nelody. Seth

wat ched in amazenent as the bite on his leg and the one on Rane's ankl e heal ed
t hensel ves with a visible speed. The pain, however, did not go conpletely
away. There nust, he thought, be linmitations on the good the reed whistle
could do. Mal ape's touch had alleviated the pain as well as the injuries.

"Let us go," Rane said briskly. "We nust find shelter. W will need to spend
one nore night in the wilderness before we reach the Teuton Enpire."

By Seth's judgnent, according to the advice of Sen-Tree, they should have been
there already. But they weren't going directly, and he suspected this was
because the faun was taking themthe safest way. The unsafe way woul d surely
be no pl easurel!l

They wal ked on until they reached a wooded area where they were able to build
a shelter. It seened that his own strategy for spending a night was valid
here, where there were no lovely and friendly nynphs.

They ate nostly in silence. Then Seth watched as Rame slept. He would wake his
friend when he couldn't keep alert any nore.

He tried to figure out what was happening to him Again he felt sorrowin his
heart for his fanmly. If they thought hi m dead--

As before, he drifted without realizing it into sleep. Again, his dreans were
of home. This time, however, Seth was not a participant. He was watching his
fam |y, and soneone was there who was pretending to be him

Four

_The Chosen_

Seth woke, blinded by the brilliant rays of sunlight cutting through the tree
tops and slanting into the hut. Rame was up, and he notioned for Seth to join



hi m outside the shelter. There was a vaguely famliar arona.
"I's that bread?" Seth inquired.

The satyr was tearing a large brown fruit off a plant. "It is not bread nmade
fromgrain. It is, however, a fruit which tastes very much like it."

"Why pick it if you can conjure it?"

"Cbserve." Rame picked up his reed whistle and began to play a very conpelling
nmel ody. The fruit began to quiver. It shook, until it was practically junping.

Wth the | ast staccato note, it vani shed.

"\What happened?" Seth asked, di smayed.

"Not hi ng negative. | could not conjure this fruit because | had never before
encountered the plant, other than in satyr text books. Once it is in ny
i nstrument, however, | can conjure as nmuch of it as | need.”

Rame pl ayed again, and the fruit reappeared.
on a conputer!" Seth excl ai ned.

Oh--like doing a cut and paste

The faun gazed at himblankly. "W shall cut it, but we have nothing with
which to paste it to anything, if that were desirable.”

Seth laughed. "I'msorry. | used a--an expression fromny own frame. A way to
make copies of something by removing it fromone region, and restoring it to
another, as many times as one w shes."

"Yes, that is correct. | did not know that you knew how to do that."

"I don't. It requires a machine--a pretty fancy one at that. And it doesn't
wor k on physical things, just text. That is, witing."

"That does not seemextraordinarily useful,"” Rane said doubtfully. "I do not
mean to be unduly critical."

"No, you're right! Wit you can do is nmuch better!"”

Wth that, Seth and Rane sat down to eat breakfast. After a |light neal of
bread and a fruit tasting |like peaches, they set off on the last leg of their
journey. There were no hazards, and eventually the path came to the top of a
hill. The other side of the hill dropped off into a huge valley, and in this
valley was a city.

The city was awesonme. The streets were red cobbl estone, the stone houses had
t hat ched roofs, and standing out for all to see in the center was an enornous
castle. The castle had gray stone walls topped by bright red parapets, and on
top of all four towers were white flags with red enbl ens.

"What do the enblens signify?" Seth asked.

"I have never before been to the actual city," Rame said. "But | know that the
flags show that it is the capital of the Teuton Enpire. Wether they mean
somet hing nore than that, | don't know "

"Where do we go?"

"There." Ranme pointed to the castle.



That was what Seth had both hoped and feared. He still did not know what this
was all about, but that castle |ooked inmportant, and that was encouragi ng--and
al arm ng. He needed answers to his questions, and they were nore likely to be
provided by the | eaders of this realm But he was not at all sure that he
woul d i ke the answers that cane.

Slowy and carefully they descended into the valley. Seth had to sl ow down to
hel p Rane, whose hoofs were not nmade for clinbing any nore than for hard rock
This surprised hini he knew that goats were sure-footed, and these were |ike

goats' feet. But appearances coul d be deceptive.

As they reached the | evel ground and wal ked through the town, Seth noticed the
townsmen staring. "Are they not used to seeing fauns?"

"My friend, it is a human man, in a skirt nade of |eaves, wearing white covers
on his feet, that they are not used to seeing," Rane replied politely.

Seth | ooked at hinself. He did indeed appear ridicul ous. \What the townspeople
were wearing |l ooked rather silly to him-but of course this was their |and,

not his. And, he had to confess, even in his own |and he would have been quite
strange in his present outfit! Had he gone anong those punkers in a costune
like this--

"I guess it is a matter of perspective,” Seth said, thinking back to his
encounter with Sen-Tree.

Soon enough the huge castle towered before them It was surrounded by a npat
whi ch they had not seen fromthe ravine. There was a rather |arge creature
with even larger teeth swiming in it. Rame signaled to Seth, and they wal ked
to another side. Here there was a | owered drawbridge, with two guards arned
with swords.

It turned out to be no cerenonial post. The guards were alert, and they noved
i mediately to bar the way. "Wat business do you have with H s Mjesty?" one
demanded, while the other stood back with his hand on his sword hilt.

"This man may be a Chosen," Rame responded.

"A what?" Seth asked, thinking he had m sheard.

Rame did not answer. The guards, tough and experienced as they evidently were,
seened incredul ous. The near one reached into an al cove in the drawbridge
housi ng and brought out a box. "Hold out your hand," he ordered, in a

we' | | -abol i sh-thi s-nonsense tone.

Seth did not trust this. He did not nove.

"Do it," Rame said tightly.

Set h extended his hand. The guard held the box under it. He then waved his
hand over Seth's. There was a tingling sensation, and Seth's forefinger began
to bleed. Only a drop welled out, but that was amazing, for there was no cut.
The drop fell to the box and turned white.

The guard stared. "It's true!" he excl ai ned.

"I thought it might be," Rame said. "That's why | brought him here."

The guard recovered fromhis surprise. "Now you," he said to Rane.



"Ch, I'monly his guide!" the faun protested. "Wen | thought he m ght be a
Chosen, | had to bring himimmedi ately. Anyone woul d have. As soon as | see
himsafely recognized, | will return to ny forest."

"I don't care who you are," the guard said firmy. "I amrequired to test
anyone who might be a Chosen." He held out the box.

"Do it," Seth said, with half a smle

Rame shrugged and put out his hand. A drop of red blood welled out simlarly,
and fell to the box--where it also turned white.

The faun stared. "But | never--1 couldn't be--"

"Thank heaven the last are here," the rear guard whi spered, inpressed.

The forward guard spun about. "Please follow nme, Chosen."

A confused Seth, and even nore confused Rane, followed him They crossed the
bridge and entered the |avishly decorated castle. The town was beautiful, but
it paled before the interior of this edifice. Apparently Teutonia was a

weal thy empire. The stone floor was crystalline, and the walls were hung wth
el aborately woven carpets showi ng scenes of action. The ceiling of the
entrance hall was arched so intricately that it resenbled a church

The guard brought themto a roomclosed off by curtains. News of their
presence had evidently already spread, for a servant was ready with new
clothing for them both. They were obliged to don brown kni ckers-type pants,
and bl ack jacket tops w th nunerous pockets.

The next chanber had four chairs, two of which were already occupied. Seth and
Rame sat down in the other two. The people in the other chairs appeared to be
a few years ol der than Seth, though still young enough. One was a husky,
rugged- | ooki ng man; the other an attractive woman with oddly striped hair.
Both were clad in outfits simlar to those of Seth and Ranme. Seth wondered
whet her the woman had had to change in front of the guard, as he and Rame had,
and what her reaction mght have been to that. Not that it was any of his

busi ness.

The roomwas lit by a kind of glow that seemed to have no source. Magic, Seth
thought, finding it easier to accept this than it woul d have been a few days
ago. He gl anced at Ranme, who seemed to be as bewi |l dered as hinself. So the
faun had t hought he was merely guiding a potential Chosen one--and turned out
to be one hinself! Whatever it was to be Chosen

The gl ow di mmed. The man who had given Seth his clothing entered. He stood
before the four for a nonent wi thout speaking. Suddenly he did not seemlike a
servant.

"We realize that you are wondering why you are here," the man said. "I assure
you that in due time your questions will be answered. My nane is Turcot, and
am the Enmperor's top adviser. The man you are about to neet is the current
ruler of the entire Teuton Enmpire, of which this city is the capital.

suggest that you give himthe respect that you woul d your own | eaders on your
own worl ds. Consider this expedience if you prefer; it is best to honor the
forms until you understand them well enough to violate." He smiled briefly,
and Seth got the very strong inpression that there was absol utely nothing
hunor ous about this. There was a new gl ow at anot her door

"Al'l rise for Hi s Mjesty, Enperor Towk," Turcot said |oudly.



Al of them obliged, as nuch from confusion as respect. The Enperor entered.
He was an old man, who had a | ook of sternness and benevol ence about him He
was ordi nary physically, yet something about his presence took Seth's breath
away.

"Tirsa, Vidav, Seth and Rane," the Enperor said abruptly, "you have been
brought here for reasons of extreme magnitude. You are the Chosen."

Seth was amazed. How had the Emperor known their names? The two ot hers m ght
have been known before, but neither Rame nor Seth hinself had given their
nanes. This was growi ng stranger by the m nute!

"After hearing what | say, you nay choose whether to participate in a quest,"”

t he Enperor continued. "If you do not participate, all of our worlds wll
suffer dire consequences. |If you do, you have no guarantee of survival.
Regar dl ess of your choice, you will not be able to return hone."

The four Chosen sat in stunned silence. The Enperor was pulling no punches! He
seened to know all about all four of them-and knew that they were from
different worlds. That they were sonme sort of key to sone worl d-shaki ng
project. Seth could tell by the reactions of the others that they were as
amazed as he was.

"Before | tell you exactly what your mission is, let ne give you a little
background i nformation. First, we are all fromthe sane Earth; a different
awar eness, but the sanme planet. There are, as far as we know, four separate
pl anes or |evels of awareness of Earth. Each is governed not conpletely but
partially by a particular force. Earth Plane 1, where Vidav conmes from is
driven by physical strength. Tirsa, who arrived at the castle first and

al ready has sone idea of what is going on, conmes fromEarth Plane 2, governed
by mental ability. Seth cones fromEarth Plane 3, where the driving force is
science. Rane is fromthis plane, Earth Plane 4, where the governing force is
magi c. You are obviously not here accidentally. Your presence is needed for
the wel fare of all of the planes."

At this point the large nan naned Vidav stood and said, "Erxvq nagstx zet tzas
ar ggynof skx! "

"One monent," the Enperor said. He gestured to Turcot, who handed each of them

a small pill. "Swallow this. It will allowyou to talk in the |anguage of the
person or group to whom you are speaking, as | am doi ng now. Rame does not
need one, for all intelligent Ilife on Earth Plane 4 can comruni cate with al

other intelligent life."

Seth found that hard to believe. The Enperor had been speaking in English! How
could a pill affect anything other than the body? Language was sonet hi ng of
qui te anot her nature.

But he saw Vidav and Tirsa taking their pills. The worman was so wel |
proportioned that she made even the strange clothing | ook good. Her hair,

whi ch had seened odd at first glance, now seenmed appropriate to her

apparently it grew naturally in black and white tresses. Her eyebrows echoed
it, being simlarly zebra striped. If what the Enperor said was true, she was
from another world, or at |east another aspect of the one he knew, and spoke a
conpletely foreign | anguage. He wanted to understand her when she tal ked! So
he took his pill, deciding to trust in what the Enperor said, even if it was
nonsense.

Vi dav repeated his sentence. "What do you nean, we can't go home?" Apparently



he had been too shocked by the news to ask the question i mediately. That nuch
Set h coul d understand; he should have asked about it hinsel f!

"There is a delicate balance, an equilibrium in and between every plane," the
Enperor said. "All creatures born in a particular plane stay in that plane;

t he bal ance of their world requires this. There is, however, a tine

i medi ately before death when a person is in a state of |inbo, and not in one
definite plane. Magic is a very powerful force, that extends into the state of
linbo. By using magic we were able to draw you out of |inbo just before your
deat hs. You were not dead; that would have been too late. Not only would it
have stopped us from bringing you here, it would have made it pointless had it
been possible. You were, in a sense, split. Wiile in that brief period of
linbo you were recreated by magic."

He paused to gaze at thema nmonent. "I see you are having difficulty with this
concept. That is hardly surprising! Let me put it another way: you are doubl es
of yourselves. Both you and your doubles | ook exactly alike, and your doubl es
are all alive in their respective planes, except in the case of Rane, who
needed no such translation. By keeping one set of you on your own planes we
have not disturbed Earth's bal ance. You have actually been borne to this world
wi t hout harm ng our bal ance.”

He paused again. This tine there were no questions. Al four seened stunned.
Certainly Seth was; he had tackled the oddities of this new existence with the
assunption that it was tenporary, and that at some |later date he would find a
way to return to his own realm To have that assunption so bluntly
refuted--no, he just couldn't accept that!

"I understand your concerns," the Enmperor continued. "But do not worry. Your
friends, your lives and your famlies will be treated by your doubles exactly
as you woul d have done. The doubles are _you."_He oriented on Vidav. "Let ne
try to explain why you cannot return home, in this situation. In order for any
of you to return, your double would have to enter |inbo once again by the
threat of death. W cannot arrange that; it nust come in its own fashion. Your
doubl es could all very easily live long lives, dying of natural causes |ater
than you do. Only sheerest chance could set it up to enable you to return--if
we knew exactly when to act. W do not; we are not clairvoyant."

"Now wait a mnute!" Seth exclaimed. "How did you know to bring us in now?"
Despite his resistance to the idea, he found hinself accepting it. Certainly
it explained a lot that otherwi se would remain a mystery.

Turcot's face turned grim "You rmust not address the Enperor in such a tone!"

But Enperor Towk made a gesture of negation. "They are new to our culture, and
we expect much of them The forns are the |east of our concerns.” Then he
faced Seth. "This is an exceptional situation," he responded evenly. "W had
no cl ai rvoyance, but we did have an ancient prophecy. W did not actually
fetch you; we knew only that the concurrence of four Chosen would be avail abl e
at this tinme, three fromthe other planes, one fromthis one. W knew the
instant to act, and we extended the full force of our magic at that prophesied
nmonent. This enabl ed each of you to split, so that you could not only survive,
but come to us here. But that exhausted our effort. W had no know edge of
your precise points of crossover, and no resources to search every cranny of
the Enpire to |l ocate you. You had to find your own separate ways here. Because
you were strangers to this plane, we hoped that your presence would soon be
evident; all citizens of the Enpire were instructed to assist any obvious
strangers to cone to this spot, as Rame knows."

"But | did not know that | was to be the fourth Chosen!" the faun excl ai ned.



"1'"'mnot even hunman!"

The Enperor snmiled. "W did not know either. But we did know that the Chosen
fromthis plane would feel the urge to cone here, after the magic signal went
out, so the guards were ordered to test all who approached the castle on any
pretext. Because the special nmagic, which affects all Chosen, not nerely the
ones from ot her planes, causes the blood to turn white when tested in a
certain way, we had a sure way to identify each of you. Thereafter we used

i ncidental magic to obtain the inmedi ate facts about each of you--your nanes,
| anguages, and so on. Wiat is in your hearts we do not know, nagic does not
extend to the depths of human or near-human nature."

Hs gaze lifted to cover themall again. "Regardl ess of your preferences, you
will need to remain here for sonme time. For a while, because you and your
doubl es were created fromone, you will be able to see your world when your
active consciousness relaxes. \When you dream you will be seeing through the
consci ousness of your other selves. However, in tine, we believe those dreans
will fade, and you will be conpletely of this plane."

Set h thought back to his dream about Ri an. Thank God he was all right, and

t hank God that soneone, even a clone, would take care of Seth's famly. "You
have expl ai ned how we cane here. Now tell us why!" Seth demanded. He spoke
nore vehenmently than he had intended; he had been profoundly disturbed by what
t he Enperor had said. He was pleased to note a supportive reaction fromothers
of the small group, especially the woman Tirsa. They might be fromdifferent
worl ds, but they were united in their abrupt separation fromall that they had
known bef ore.

"Pl ease,"” Enperor Towk said. "I was getting to that. Although the four planes
are different, there are various simlarities. A buildup of evil in one plane
is adrect result of a buildup of evil in one of the other three. The

situations are bad on each plane, as you are aware on your individual bases.
W cannot be sure which is the originator and which the foll ower; perhaps they
feed on each other. But we do know it is becom ng perilous for all the

pl anes. "

Set h thought of the nuclear arms buil dup and the war in which Russia and the
United States had recently "unofficially" fought each other. That had been
just one in a long chain of simlar episodes across the world. The popul ati ons
of some small nations had been decimated, and in spite of a brief hopeful tine
things did not seemto be inproving. A buildup of evil? Yes, it was fair to
call it that! He | ooked at the faces of Ranme, Vidav and Tirsa, and knew t hat
their worlds al so faced serious probl ens.

"I'n our world the cause of evil is Nefarious, an extremely powerful sorcerer
The situation here has been thoroughly assessed, and it is our conclusion that
no one fromour world can stop him The Enpire itself is hel pl ess against his
magi c; our magic is puny conpared to his, and our economic and mlitary powers
cannot conpete with nagic of this nature. If he cannot be stopped here, then
neither will the evil in your worlds, because of the linkage. It will be your
task to do what the Enpire cannot, and elim nate the threat that Nefarious
represents to all our planes."

For the first tine Tirsa spoke. "Forgive me if | seemdull, Enperor Towk. But
is it reasonable to expect a rough man, a cultured wonan, a faun and an

i mpet uous yout h, nost of whom are ignorant not only of magic but of the ways
of your world, to acconplish what your no doubt conpetent m nions can not?"

Seth | oved the sound of her voice, which was nel odi ous, and appreciated her
reasoni ng, which was sound. But he hated that reference to "an inpetuous



yout h," partly because he could not deny its accuracy. He would have to settle
down and try to give a nore mature account of hinself. Meanwhile, he had
noticed that even her eyes were striped, in their fashion: they had concentric
light and dark patterns. The effect was eerie--and intriguing.

The Enperor snmiled. "You are hardly dull, Tirsa! You have cut to the very
heart of our problem | nust answer no, it is not reasonable to expect this,
and i ndeed we have no certainty of the outcone of this struggle. Al that the
prophecy guarantees us is a chance; it does not indicate which side will be
victorious. But since we seemto have no chance otherw se, we nust take what
of fers, however unlikely it my seem and that is the Chosen

"Your group may seemsmall. Certainly it is, and for excellent reason. W have
ascertained that we can not attenpt it with nore than four. A large group
could readily be detected by the evil sorcerer's spies. The operation nmust be
done in the utnost stealth, for if he knows where you are he will destroy you.
| ask you not to doubt nme in this: he has the neans to obliterate you, from
any di stance, once he knows precisely where you are and what your nature is."

"But with such power, he will be able to |locate us very soon," Vidav said.

"Perhaps not. To an extent, his power is his liability, in this case. He has,
anong other things, the ability to sense people by their magi c. Because of
this, an attack on himby the people of this world who possess nagi ¢ woul d be
i npossi bl e. He woul d al ways know where we were, and would elimnate us at his
whim But all of you, Rane not excepted, lack the ability of self-driven
magi c. Therefore he will not be able to detect you by your natures, and you
will be able to approach himand surprise him But he knows of your existence,
so will be alert, and his spies will be everywhere. You rmust avoid themor, if
di scovered, kill them to maintain your secret--but even that is not good,
because his spies surely report in regularly, and he will soon know if any

di sappear. So this will be a great challenge--but you do have resources, and
perhaps you will be able to succeed. Rame knows the terrain, and al so
understands the nature of Nefarious. The rest of you have been Chosen, not
random y, but by a prophecy and a spell related to it. You will not be
unprepared. Every possible itemthat can help you will be at your disposal

and if you survive, you may live your lives here in whatever manner you
desire. If it is possible to defeat Nefarious, you are the ones who can do
it."

"W may not be unprepared,” Tirsa remarked dryly. "But it night be an
overstatement to refer to us as prepared."

"Accurately put," the Enperor agreed. "l said before that you have a choi ce;
once again | must state how inportant this choice is. It will determ ne the
fate of this world--and your own. Circunstances require haste; please, if you
wi sh to | eave, do so now. There will be no penalty; we know that you rust do
this of your free choice, or failure is assured.”

Seth realized suddenly that this choice was upon him and the others. He had
either to object now, or go along. The thing was of course crazy; he had only
the word of a man who clainmed to be an Enperor that the mssion was inportant,
and no assurance that he would survive it, let alone be successful. It was no
good, to let hinself be stanpeded into such a dangerous undertaking on a
strange worl d!

The room was qui et. None of the others were |eaving. Were they each waiting
for soneone else to make the first nove? Rame, beside him was absolutely
still; what was he thinking? He glanced at Tirsa, and realized that whatever
she did, he would do too. He knew her even less than he knew this world or



this mssion, and cursed hinself for a fool. But he would not | eave if she
didn't.

Enperor Towk nodded. "I see that the prophecy was correct and we have chosen
wi sely. | thank you, each and all, for this conmtnment. You have brought hope
to the planes."

Conmitment ? Seth was ashaned. He had nmerely waited to see what the others
woul d do, especially Tirsa. H's was the comm tnent of indecision

"W will feast, and then you will be shown to your roomns,"
"There is nmuch to be done tonorrow "

the Enperor said.

The four Chosen were escorted to a huge dining room where they nmet the
Enpress, a gracious lady in a surprisingly ordinary gown. Evidently this world
wasn't much for fancy cl ot hi ng.

They sat down to feast. This time it was not sinply fruit; meats and pastries
of all kinds were served, together with delicious, sparkling beverage that, he
realized bel atedly, was sonewhat intoxicating. He was enjoying hinself

greatly, and only hoped that he wasn't naking a fool of hinself because of his
i ght-headedness. He noticed that Tirsa hardly touched her drink, after the
first sip; she had been too smart to gulp it down the way he had. Her plane
featured nental ability, after all. Meanwhile, Rane conjured many new foods
into his reed whistle, perhaps nmore than he actually ate. Vidav ate slowy and
steadily, his nood hardly Iightening.

Aside fromthe nmusic of the faun, they ate in silence. Tonorrow, perhaps, they
woul d tal k.

After the dinner, each guest was shown to his quarters by a rather pretty maid
naned Donel a who seenmed to be assigned to them She had | ustrous auburn hair
and eyes to match. Seth wondered whether they had selected the prettiest maid
for the nmost honored guests, to encourage a positive attitude.

Seth knew he should clean up, but first he tested the bed. He sank into the
soft, fluffy surface and cl osed his eyes for a nonent--and didn't open them
again. Plenty of tinme to worry about this world tonorrow Tonight he slept.

Five
_Training_

There was a sound in the far distance. Seth tried to ignore it, for it
di sturbed his sleep, but it persisted. Finally he woke and sat up--and the
sound was gone.

Rel i eved, he lay back in the darkness, and soon he was back asleep. But the
sound returned to pester him

Again he woke, irritated, and again there was nothing. It was |ike a nosquito
that zeroed in on himonly when he wasn't alert. He hated that!

This time he turned on his light, which he could do nerely by speaking to the
swi tch, and checked the room There was nothing, only the bare walls. He
realized that he had fallen asleep in his clothes, so he got out of them and
went to the lavatory to wash hinmsel f. That nade him feel better; he did not
like sleeping grinmy. Then he |ay down again, |eaving the Iight on



He was soon unconscious. As part of his martial arts training he had | earned
how to relax, deliberately, so as to focus only on the inmediate | esson, or to
proceed further to sleep. He remained tired, and knew he needed a good night's
rest.

The sound returned. _Go away! __ he thought.

Instead, it becane |ouder, |like a nmosquito homing in on a succul ent earl obe.
Seth wrenched hinself out of sleep and sat up--to silence. The |ight renunined,
but not the noise.

Angry, he lay back yet again. This tine he did not relax; he feigned sleep
hopi ng to catch whatever it was unguarded, so that he could identify it and
deal with it. But the sound did not return.

Well, at least he had gotten rid of it! He relaxed, and once nore slept.
Wher eupon t he sound returned.

Set h was aggravated but not stupid. Realizing that obvi ous consci ousness
bani shed the sound, he schooled hinself to wake slowy, this time tuning in on
the distraction. He did not nove, he only I|istened.

The sound grew steadily stronger, until it was |ike the noise of a mghty
engi ne, steady yet nelodious in its fashion. Becom ng intrigued, Seth focused
further, trying to understand it. He was now fully awake, but lying quite
still, his eyes closed. Wuld openi ng them bani sh the sound?

He cracked one eyelid open. The light was bright, but the sound did not fade.
He opened the other eye, nmobving no other part of his body. Now he was staring
at the ceiling, and the sound remmined. He had fooled it; it had not fled with
hi s awakeni ng.

There was nothing in the room Indeed, the sound did not seemto conme from
anywhere outside. It seemed to be in his head. This was no nosquito! _What are
you?_ he thought, addressing the sound.

To his surprise, he got an answer, of a sort. _Who?_ It wasn't exactly a
sound, but an aspect of it, a questioning.

| am Seth, of course! _he thought, beconming quite interested. _\Wo are you?_
_Seth! It was nore |like a voice, now, though not exactly, | amTirsa._
"What ?" Set h excl ai med, jerking up his head.

He was al one, and the sound was gone. He had blown it!

Still, he had determined that it was not his sleeping state, but his

rel axation that made it happen. Now he knew it was Tirsa, using her mnd to
contact him The Enperor had said that she was from a pl ane governed by nental
ability. That had not meant nuch to himat the time, distracted as he had been
by everything el se, including her appearance, but he had assuned that it neant
she was especially intelligent. Now he realized that it could mean sonet hi ng

el se entirely: tel epathy!

She was using telepathy to contact hinf? He was delighted by the prospect! He
| ay back, relaxed, and opened his mnind

The sound cane quickly. It was no | onger a noise, but seened nore like a



carrier beamfor a signal of conmmunication. Soon it seened to fade, as he
searched for the neaningful part of it.

_Seth_--_did you answer?_ the thought cane. _If you receive nme, do not speak
or react. Answer with your mind only. Focus your thought and I will tune it
in.

He concentrated. _| hear you. | am answering. Do you hear me?_

| receive you, _ she responded i nmedi ately. Not with the ears; there is no
sound. Wth the mind. Your thought is crude, inperfect; focus it nore._

He tried. There was a quality about her thought that was not present in
speech; it was nore rounded, |ess defined, yet nore neaningful. It was as

t hough he were receiving a radio signal directly in his head, fraught with
nuances, only a few of which he could interpret. He did his best to enulate
it, feeling clumsy. _You are beautiful! _

The freighting of nuances doubled. _This is appreciation or inpertinence?_
_Yes, _ he agreed, marveling at his audacity. He had intended to fornulate a
routi ne conmmuni cation, but his mental image of her had expanded as he tried to
focus on her as receiver, and somehow he had sent that instead. Now he was
enbar r assed.

_I'n your plane, such opinions are not expressed?_ she inquired.

_Not to strangers, _ he returned. _In ny plane we cannot read thoughts, so we
think very freely. I would not have spoken such a thing to you, but it is a

true thought._He hoped that would nollify her

_| amnot antagoni zed, nerely curious,_ she returned, again reading nore than

he had intended. _|I am of course beautiful by human physical standards; this
requires no statenment. | assuned you had a notive for expressing the obvious;
now | understand that you were not aware you were expressing it. You are doing
wel | in your comunication, and this is excellent practice._

_Thank you, _ he thought sincerely.

_You are very quick to adapt, considering that your plane does not do this.
You may be inpetuous, but you are also clever. _

_Thank you, _ he thought again, deeply pleased by the conplinent.
_But you rnust learn to distinguish statenents of fact or opinion fromefforts
to please or displease. Now that we have established contact, you cannot hide

your thoughts fromne, so it is best to keep themin order. _

He could not hide his thoughts from her? That bothered him Suppose he thought
somet hi ng negative--or, worse, erotic?

_Precisely. It is not good to burden other parties w th undisciplined
t houghts. Treat the matter as you woul d spoken things in your own plane. _

Certainly he would not go around telling every attractive woman he encountered
how sexy she was!

| asked you not to do that,_ she thought reprovingly. _|I have as | explai ned
no interest in repetition of the obvious. _



Brother! He concentrated on the basic tines-tables, trying to blot out any
t hought of the way she | ooked.

_No, this is unconfortable for nme,_ she protested. _| do not care to rehearse
your mathematics. Sinply direct your thoughts appropriately.

_I'"'mtrying to!_ he thought. _But |I'm an inpetuous youth!

_True. | shall make an allowance. Now | nust try to alert the others. You may
sl eep now, so as to provide no further distraction. Renenber: do not express
this matter verbally.

Wiy not? | think it's a great thing, conmunicating tel epathically! _

_Because | have sensed hostile elenents within the castle. | presune these are
agents of the sorcerer we are to oppose. Qur physical expressions nay be
nonitored, but | think this is not so for our nental ones. If we are to
succeed in our joint mssion, we nust not only devel op such a l|inking, we mnust
conceal it fromthose agents. | have ascertained that the Emperor hinself is
not aware of the precise nature of nmy mental ability; it would be best to keep
that private. _

That made so nmuch sense that Seth had no further question. _But | don't know
how to tune out, _ he thought.

_Now that telepathy is possible, 1'll be thinking of it constantly. How do
sl eep?_
I will help you. Use your relaxation technique for your body, and | will

paci fy your mind._

Seth attenpted to do that, fearing that it was inpossible. He told the |ight

to turn off, and relaxed his individual ruscles, but his mnd was raging with
excitement. Then abruptly he felt her presence, like a bath of warmoil, and

before he knew it he sank out of awareness.

* k%

He woke refreshed, to the natural |ight of norning. What a dream he had had!
Tirsa, tel epathy--what coul d have sent himoff on such a notion?

He had to smile. It required no psychoanalyst to fathomthat he had net a
beautiful and intelligent woman who was as nmuch a stranger to this weird magic
world as he was hinmself. Naturally he was interested in her! She was a sharp
contrast to the teenage girls he had encountered on his own plane, and of
course woul dn't have been part of his social world even if she had |ived next
door to him But here she was |ike a beacon, an ideal figure, and he coul dn't
hel p t hi nki ng about her. Wiat was nore natural than dreanmi ng that she had made
secret contact with hin? He | oved the idea of tel epathy; he had al ways been
interested in ESP and the study of paranormal powers. It would be a dream cone
true to be able to practice it hinself. Especially with such a person as
Tirsa, whose nysteries became nore intriguing as they were expl ored.

But he had al ways school ed hinmself to know the di fference between dreans and
reality. A dream m ght be of the perfect woman; the reality was that if such a
worman did exist, she would hardly be interested in an inmpetuous youth. So he
could dreamall he wanted to, at night, but by day he would deal with reality.
It had al ways been that way, with dreans that had becone increasingly fanciful
as the reality turned increasingly grim The dreanms were, he realized, his way
of compensating for a life that was not living up to expectations. That was



all right, as long as he never confused the two.

Yet what a turn reality had taken! He had been about to drown--and then turned
up on a world where magi c governed. Now he was comritted to a quest whose
nature he knew virtually nothing about, except that it would be dangerous. Now
that he was here, his nain desire was to return to the dull world of his
origin. Enperor Towk said he could not do that--but perhaps the Enperor nerely
want ed himand the other Chosen to undertake the nmission, and knew that they
would not do so if they had a real choice. If they succeeded in dealing with
Nefarious, it well might turn out that there _was_ a way for each to go hone,
that the Enperor had sonehow forgotten

He had been dressing as he considered these things. Now he touched the door
panel , and the door slid open to admt himto the hall which led to the main
chanbers of the castle.

The others were al ready havi ng breakfast, served by the buxom mai d Dormel a,

t hough they did not seemto have been there | ong. He should have paid nore
attention to his preparations, instead of lost in his thoughts. Rane greeted
himwith a smle, but both Tirsa and Vidav ignored him What el se should he
have expected?

He ate quickly, catching up, hardly paying attention to the odd appearance and
taste of the fruits. The Enperor had prom sed that there would be nmuch to do
and Seth believed it; he wanted to be ready.

The Enperor's adviser Turcot appeared. "First we shall instruct you in the use
of some of the nmagic items we have prepared for you," he said.

The items were inpressive. There was a nminiature tent that could fit inside a
pack; when invoked, it expanded to beconme a full-size tent for four, conplete
wi th sl eeping bags and insect netting. There was a stove that was just a
foot-1ong rod; when stuck upright in the ground and invoked it radi ated enough
heat to warmthe tent, even in a snowstorm There were tools that expanded
simlarly: a shovel, axe, heavy hamrer, and an assortment of knives. There
were boots that greatly facilitated wal king; in fact, each step in them was
the equivalent of thirty paces of the mundane ki nd.

"Caution," Turcot warned. "Never invoke these inappropriately. If you invoke
the stove-pipe while it is _in_ your pack, it may set your pack on fire and
destroy everything else that is init. If you invoke the tent while you are
withinit, it will close to its small size around you. This could be awkward
It will not actually harmyou, but it will tear and destroy itself inits
effort to conplete its inperative. These are only itens; they have no human
di scretion.”

The four nodded. They woul d be very careful about using such artifacts!

They were taken out to a nearby countryside, where they rehearsed their travel
technique. Each in turn had to invoke all of the nagic items, and practice
using them They had to don their boots, which had magically perfect fits, but
whi ch were as awkward as skates or stilts to use the first tinme. "Take snall
steps,” Turcot warned.

Seth took what he thought was a small step--and abruptly found hinmsel f al nost
crashing into a tree. That tree had been fifty feet away; now it was close
enough to touch! He would have to watch where he was going, if he didn't want
to bash his head in! But once he got the hang of them he found the boots

mar vel ously competent. They did not exactly speed himup; it was nore |ike
matter transm ssion, with his body phasing fromthe rear foot at one |ocation



to the forefoot as nmuch as a hundred feet away. There could be, he learned to
his surprise, trees or even houses between the two spots; it didn't matter
Just so long as there was no tree at the spot he | anded! He would not, it
turned out, actually nmerge with the tree; his body would be shunted aside, by
a protective spell associated with the boots. But the effect would be Iike
slipping on a banana peel, as he was abruptly set down where he hadn't planned
to be.

Rame was very quick to becone proficient with the boots. H's goatlike hoofs

di sappeared into them and it |ooked as if he had normal human feet, which was
strange. But his natural agility enabled himto adapt rapidly, and in nonents
he was stepping fromregion to region, wthout passing through the spots

bet ween.

Tirsa had no troubl e about banging into things, because she took very | adylike
steps and did not go far, but that was a problemin itself. "Farther, woman!"
Turcot directed. "You nust keep up with the others." She frowned, and forced
herself to take a giant step that woul d have been disastrous in a skirt, but
wasn't in the pantal oons. She got there, but did not seemconfortable. Seth
could have sworn that her hair-stripes were nore intense than before, as if
they reflected her concentration.

Vi dav, accustoned to carrying his own weight, did not want to use the boots.
"I can keep up," he protested, and denonstrated by running at a rate that
dropped Seth's jaw. The guy was |ike a two-1egged racing car

But Turcot was uni npressed. "Keep up with themas they cross that ravine," he
suggest ed, pointing.

The others obligingly took three steps each, crossing plain and forest and
ravine without effort, to stand on a knoll and | ook back. Vidav ran, but could
not match their magi cal paces, and had to stop conpletely at the ravine, which
was about forty feet wi de and hundreds deep. G udgingly, he donned his boots,
took a step--and wound up way beyond them He had put far too much power into
it.

By the day's end, they were all reasonably proficient with their magica
devices. Seth was exhilarated but tired, not so much fromthe physical effort,
but the nental: accepting and using things which he had once thought to be

i npossi bl e. Those boots--not exactly seven | eagues, but plenty to handle
anyway.

He cl eaned up, noting the darkening beard on his face. Well, Vidav was
bearded; that seenmed to be the best way, here. He |lay down and sl ept al nost
i nstantly.

The sound cane. Abruptly alert, Seth tuned in on it. _|I amhere, Tirsa,_ he
t hought .

| tried to reach the others last night, but could not,_ she thought. _Their
m nds are not as open as yours. _

_Thanks, | think! Anything |I can do to help?_ He did not question the contact;
if this was a dream he wanted to stay with it.

_Yes, you may be able to help. But you nust not dismiss this as fantasy. It is
not magic, it is direct nental contact. _

_Way wasn't there any during the day, then?_



_Because of the need for secrecy. | cast about, and verified the presence of
at least three spies. | did not want you to betray the nature of this
conmuni cation, so did not contact you. _

_You don't have nuch confidence in nel _ he protested, hurt.

_|I have asked you before not to restate the obvious. | fear your inpulsive
nature. You could have reacted in a manner that the spies would have noted,
and thereby done irreparabl e damage. _

_Well, mybe it's that sanme inpulsive nature that enables ne to accept your
t hought s when the others can't!_ he retorted.

_True. So you must join with ne in making the attenpt. Linked, we shall have
enhanced power of communi cation, and this may suffice. _

Set h deci ded that he would rmuch rather be linked with her, than neglected by
her. _I'm gane. _

_Please reduce the romantic inplication,_she thought. _It is a nuisance when
there is something inportant to be done. _

He had been caught by the broader aspect of telepathy again! If he hadn't
known before that she had no interest in romance, she had certainly put him
straight. _I'Il try._

_That is not true. | aminterested in romance, but not with you. _
He ground his teeth. _|I got the nessage. Now if we can cut out the irrel evant
nuances. . . _

This time her |aughter caught him making himlaugh too, involuntarily. Then
they settled down to business.

She coul d not describe exactly what she wanted himto do, but it seened |like
pushing a car out of a nudhole, so he pictured hinmself doing that. He heaved
and heaved--and the car began to nove. Tirsa seenmed to be in the driver's
seat, steering it, but pushing too.

_What is this?_ a gruff thought cane.
_Tirsa. Open your mnd, Vidav, so | can comunicate. _
_CGet out of nmy mind, alien tenptress! | have no need of a succubus! _

Set h suppressed a | augh. A succubus, he renenbered, was a denpness who cane to
men in their sleep, seducing themto evil. Vidav had no nore interest in Tirsa
than she had in Seth!

_Must | rem nd you yet again about stating the obvious?_ her thought shot
back, feeling irritated.

Seth couldn't help it: he liked that irritation. She had been served as she
served him

But she was al ready addressing Vidav. _Please keep your crude interpretations
to yourself. | know you are married and comrmitted to your wife and children
But you will never return to themunl ess the four of us who have been Chosen
succeed in working together. There are spies in the castle who nean m schi ef
for us. W nust be able to coordinate without alerting them Now focus on ne,



and learn to speak with your mnd al one. _

Vi dav was uninpressed. _It is the nature of enpires to have spies. Have you
identified then?_

_Do you wish their nanes or descriptions?_
_Descriptions. _

She sent a nmental picture of one of the scullery boys they had seen. Then
another, of the maid Donela. Athird, of a noble to whomthey had been briefly
i ntroduced.

Now Vi dav was inpressed, as was Seth, both by her visual imagery and her
apparent al ertness. She had obvi ously been checking every person with whom
they came in contact. If her effort had not been evident to the Chosen, it
surely wasn't known by anyone el se.

_|I wondered about that noble, Vidav thought. He had a snell about him And
that maid_--_the way she keeps smiling at me, and bending forward in that | ow
dress. | thought she was interested in_--_but no wonder, if she's a spy!_
Then, after a pause: _You read about nmy famly, in my mnd? Have you no honor
in the use of your talent?_

Tirsa was stung; Seth felt the backlash of enotion. _|I found nyself in an
alien land with a strange | anguage and odd custons, thrown together with
others with whom| was to work closely. | used ny ability to separate

potential friend frompotential foe. Wat would you have done?_

Vi dav considered. _| apol ogize, woman. | woul d have done what you did. But I
ask you not to snoop further on private matters. _

| can read only those thoughts and feelings which are uppernost, and those
cannot avoid, _ she responded. _Your family has been much on your mnd, and
your guilt about deserting it. If you do not think so nuch of it, I wll not
be able to receive it. _

_How can | _ not _think of those closest to nme?_ he demanded, and now Seth felt
the pain of that separation. But he al so picked up that guilt she had

nmenti oned; there was sonething out of alignnment here. Vidav, who had seened so
gruff and strong, was quite another person, nentally. He was tough, but his
feeling was great. Seth understood it well enough; he felt love and guilt for
his own family and his seemi ng desertion

_|I can no nore not receive than you can not think, Tirsa pointed out. _| do
not seek your secrets, but when | attune to you, | receive only what is
there.

_Howis it there was none of this before?_ Vidav asked.

| can read any nmind on which | focus,_ Tirsa explained. _But that is passive.
It is nore challenging to send to that mind, especially when that mnd has no
experience with mind talk. There has to be interaction. Your mnd was cl osed
to ny approach. Now it is open, and that is nmuch easier for ne. W four Chosen
must work together, and be able to talk with each ot her when others do not
know. Only in this manner can we avoid the spies, and hope to acconplish our

m ssi on.

_You nake sense, woman, _ Vidav acknow edged. _It is a distinct tactica
advant age to have secret communi cations. _



_Yes. Do not nake any indication of this ability by day. Others cannot read
us, but it is best if they do not even suspect we are |inked. _

_Agreed. Now |l et nme sleep._

Seth slept too, at that point, whether fromfatigue or her sleep-thought he
wasn't sure.

He also still wasn't sure whether this was dreamor reality. He would have to
try telepathy in the daytine.

* k%

The next day they trained in conbat. "Nefarious has m nions anmong both human
and nonhuman creatures," Turcot explained. "You nmust be able to defend
yourselves from attacks by types which may be unfamliar to you."

"Body armor and a good sword can do nuch," Vidav assert ed.

"Not agai nst a cloud of poison nmtes. For that you need mmgic, or proficiency
with a net."

Vi dav nodded, yielding the point. He would train with a suitable net.

Seth, meanwhile, was trying to fathom whether his dreanms of the night had any
reality by day. _Tirsa!_he thought. _Do you read me?_

She gave no sign that she did. Either she was playing sonme kind of gane, or
there was no tel epathy.

They practiced with the nets against neutralized poison mtes. They were tiny
flies that hovered in a cloud, not flying strongly, but the bite of a potent
one woul d, Turcot assured them nunb the region near the bite, and nmultiple
bites woul d bring unconsci ousness and even death. The nets had very fine mesh,
magi cal | y enhanced, so that they could trap the nites. It was just a matter of
sweepi ng them through the air. But any mites that were mssed could be deadly.

They al so drill ed agai nst other types of creatures, any one of which could be
handl ed, but only if the proper technique was known. Some were likely to be
encountered individually; others always cane in packs or swarnms. Sonme had to
be fled, while others could generally be bluffed. It was confusing at first,
but Seth knew how inportant it was to get it straight.

"Two mountain trolls, charging fromeither side," Turcot announced. "Wat do

you do?"

They had | earned what to do. Seth | eaped to join his closest conpani on, who
happened to be Tirsa. They stood back to back, swords lifted high. That was
all that was required; seeing no ready rear approach, the trolls would give it
up as a bad job and forage el sewhere. They were fearsome when they thought
they had the advantage, but cowardly at other times. Seth renenbered the fight
he and Ranme had had with the smaller valley trolls, who had thought they had

t he advant age because of their nunbers. He didn't want to run afoul of big
trolls!

_You are doing well, Seth,_Tirsa thought.

_You nean it's real ?_ he responded. _We really can conmuni cate
tel epathically?_ He had no concern about giving hinself away in his surprise,



because he was supposed to be nervously watching for trolls; any expression
woul d be in order at the nonent!

_Certainly! Wiy should you doubt?_
_Because | tried to reach you this norning, and got nowhere. _

_That was because | was not attuned to you. | amtelepathic; you are not.
nmust orient on you, and read your thoughts. _

_You nean | wasn't really sending?_ he asked, disappointed.

~Not in the way | do. Perhaps in tinme you could achieve that, but you have not
had your full life to devel op your power, as | have. It hardly matters; | will
link you with the others whenever necessary. _

_But | hel ped push you into contact with Vidav! _

_True. You made an effort, and | drewon it. But the ability to do that was
m ne, not yours; your effort was undisciplined. _

Then they had to nobve on to the next exercise. They separated, and she tuned
out. Wiile what he had | earned had not been entirely heartening, still it
confirmed that his experiences of the past two nights were real, not dreans.

The exercises were becom ng routine, and Seth mastered themreadily, because
his training in martial arts had disciplined himfor such drill. H's thoughts
drifted back to his honme plane. He wondered if Tirsa saw himthe way he had
seen a girl of his class. She had been plain, and so not in demand for dates.
When a turnabout dance cane up, she had asked him Surprised, he had accepted,
t hough he did not expect to enjoy it the way he might a date with a pretty
girl. But he discovered that appearance was deceptive; the girl was lively and
an interesting conversationalist, and he had a great tine. He had | earned
sonmet hing then: not to judge by initial inpressions. Sure, beauty was
great--but there were other things, and they could be nore inportant. He had
accepted the date only as a favor to the girl, but he felt that in the end he
had done hinsel f one.

Then he saw Tirsa | ooking at him Quch! Had she read his thoughts? He threw
hi nsel f nore vigorously into the exercise, hoping that his exertion would hide
the flush on his face.

* * %

That night they went after Ranme, and finally managed to hook himinto the
network. It wasn't that the faun resisted it, but that he was not fully human,
and it was hard for Tirsa to find the key to his mnd. Once she did, Rane was
happy to participate.

In the follow ng days' training they began linking nentally, and it nmade them
into a remarkably effective team They worked so well together, in fact, that
they had to start meking some deliberate m stakes, to avoid arousing
suspi ci on. Even so, Turcot was amazed. "Perhaps we do have a chance," he
nut t er ed.

There was one thing that bothered Seth increasingly, however. Their m ssion
was one of nurder. They woul d have to seek out Nefarious, and kill him Maybe
the Sorcerer was an evil nman who deserved to die. Maybe he woul d destroy the
pl anes if he had the chance. Maybe he woul d gleefully kill the four Chosen
But those were all nmaybe's. One thing Seth was sure of was that he was not a



col dbl ooded assassin. But he was the nobst proficient one of themin conbat;
their drills had nade it clear that his physical coordination and prior
experi ence made himtheir expert. He was the one nost likely to deliver the

killing stroke. That nade the ultimte decision his.

He brought it up when Tirsa linked themin the evening. _| have trained in
martial arts on ny own plane, and | amtraining here, _ he thought to the
others. But | amnot a killer. | can't just go out to kill a man | don't

know, just because soneone else tells nme it has to be done. _

| agree!  Rane's thought came. _| can kill when the need arises, but | nust
be the judge of the need. _

It is right that you do so,_ Vidav thought. _No man takes delight in killing,
or does it carelessly.

Seth was surprised and gratified by this support. He had come to know the

ot her Chosen physically during the past few days, and nmentally during the

ni ghts, but this subject had never cone up. He had thought that Vidav woul d
kill wi thout conpunction; now he saw that this judgnment had been hasty. He was
gl ad.

_Certainly | do not support casual killing, Tirsa thought. _W shall have to
make a judgment when the occasion arises, on this as in other aspects of the

m ssion. _

_Other aspects?_ Rane asked.

_There is nmuch I do not understand about this situation,_ she explained. _It
seens to ne that we four came onto the scene quite conveniently. Perhaps it is
as the Enmperor says --_but | amnot certain that we should take that on faith.
Prophecy is treacherous business_--_and how can we be sure it is a true

prophecy? The three of you | have come to know well enough to trust, but I
think | trust none other here.

_Agreed! _ Vidav thought, and Rame and Seth echoed the sentinent. They woul d go
on the m ssion, but they would nake sure of the facts before doi ng anything
final.

Si x
_Dreans_

It seened in one sense only a nonent before they sat before Enperor Towk
again, and in another sense a year. Physically they had hardly changed, but
mentally they had shifted fromindividuals to a tightly knit group. They

| ooked like four quite different people, but Tirsa |linked themso that they
were constantly sharing thoughts.

"It istime for you to set out on your nmission," the Emperor said. "Turcot
advi ses me that you have | earned the use of the tools and weapons we gave you
very well, and that you are as well prepared as any group can be. W have
shown you on the nmap where Nefarious's castle is, but you must not approach it
directly, for he would quickly intercept you. You nust choose your own route,
known to no others, and cone upon himby surprise. | cannot overstress the

i mportance of your mission; you are the Chosen, and if you fail, the four
frames are lost."

_Standard peptal k, _ Seth thought, not with disrespect. The others agreed. They



kept their faces straight, giving no sign of their private interchange.

There were formalities, but Seth hardly paid attention. He was al ready
pondering their course of action, with input fromthe others. They intended to
drop out of sight, not only from Nefarious, but fromthe Enperor as well. But
how were they to do that, in a countrysi de where every peasant farner would
recogni ze theminstantly? They had sone notions, but had refrained from

di scussing them it was enough of a job just to conplete training and master

t he tel epathy.

They started off at noon, with a fanfare: the Enpire Orchestra was there for
the occasion, with its strange and magi cal instrunents. A great crowd of
townsmen turned out; they had evidently been granted a holiday. Donel a, under
the pretext of bringing Vidav an item he had forgotten, managed to sneak in a
kiss, to his evident disgust. But Seth picked up enough fromhis |linked nind
to know that his disgust was nostly that she was a spy. Ot herw se she could
have been tenpting indeed. However, this was quickly |left behind, as they took
steps with their traveling shoes; in nonents they were out of sight of the
castle, far down the nmain highway.

_First one who sees a green insect, take the lead,_ Tirsa thought. That was
their way of making their travel essentially random Each of them had worked
out a possible route to Nefarious's castle; since there was no way to tell who
woul d first see the insect, they could not know whose route woul d be used. If
t hey thensel ves did not know, how could anyone el se? If Nefarious had anal yzed
their personalities and abilities--as surely he had!--he would have cone to a
concl usi on about their likely course, and set his trap somewhere along it.
This would nullify that, for they were not taking a sensible, agreed-upon
course. They were taking a haphazard one.

| see one, _ Rane thought. H's eye was excellent for natural things. _Lock on
me. _ This was a technique they had devel oped by secret experinentation: they
tuned in to his awareness, and let his mnd guide their actions.

Rame turned north and stepped toward the forest. They matched himin virtua

| ock-step. Two steps brought themto the trees. Then Rane took baby- steps,

that nmoved himonly about ten feet at a tinme, so as to be able to nove between
trees wi thout overlapping any. Anyone observing froma di stance woul d have
seen thementer the forest, and perhaps woul d have assuned that they were
proceeding in the sane direction, at the sanme speed through it. But Rane
turned at right angles, skirted the clearing, came to the edge of a large
field, and took a giant step across it. They foll owed precisely.

In this manner, what Seth thought of as baby/giant stepping, they took such a
devi ous course that no one could have followed them physically. The faun tried
to keep to the cover of trees, always noving rapidly across open spaces in
one, two or three steps, never pausing. It was a bit wearing, staying with
him but their nmental rapport made it possible. They were doing an excell ent
job of losing any possible pursuit. They were fortunate that Rame was the one
i n charge, because he was by far the nost skilled in this type of thing.

Seth was hardly aware where they were, because he was busy staying with Rane,
who was pursuing an incredibly intricate course generally north. Forests,
fields, |akes, mountains, mscellaneous ravines and bogs--he hoped the faun
knew where they were goi ng, because Seth certainly didn't!

As the day grew late, they came to a snmall nountain | ake. They slowed to
baby-step rate and approached a village whose dwellings seened to be fashi oned
fromwoven aninmal hair. As they came close, Seth saw that the houses were
smal | . What kind of folk Iived here?



In a noment he | earned the answer. They were gnomes: manlike creatures about
hal f normal human height, and furry all over their bodies. _Let ne nake
contact, _ Rame thought.

The three paused, while the faun went ahead to the edge of the village. The

Fur - Ghnonmes cane out to neet him They tal ked, then Rame's thought came back

| talked with Cotan, their chief. They will let us canmp here for the night,

and will not betray our presence to the eneny, but we rmust do them a service.
They have had bad fishing; can we catch thema batch?_

Tirsa concentrated. _| pick up many fishly mnds, deep in the water where they
have gone to feed. _

_|I know net-fishing,_ Vidav thought.

Soon they were busy fashioning a |l arge net from strands provided by the

Fur - Gnonmes, following Vidav's instructions. They wei ghted the corners of the
net with stones and tossed it into the section of the | ake where Tirsa sensed
the fish. Wien it sank to the right level, Vidav hauled on its lines, closing
it around the fish and bringing it toward shore. It was a hard job, but Vidav
seened tirel ess; he kept hauling it in, hand over hand, until it canme to the
surface before them

The net was bulging with trapped fish. The Fur-Gionmes pounced gleefully on
them and bore them away. Before long the net was enpty--but the village
probl em of food for the week was sol ved

There was a feast of baked fish that evening, which the Chosen shared. The
Fur-Gnones, originally reserved and wary, had becone quite friendly when they
saw the fish, and a nunber of them came up to introduce thenselves. Their nen
were stout and strong, their women sl ender and pretty, and their children were
bundl es of joy and m schief. The gnomes put on a show for the visitors: a
firelight dance whose intricate notions were hypnotic. Seth was reni nded of
the patterns of the marching bands of his plane. Even the snoke of the fire
was beneficial: it kept the thronging nocturnal insects at bay.

The Fur-Ghones, Chief Cotan expl ained, were sonetinme allies of the fauns. That
was why Rame had sought them he understood their ways. They had no use for
Nef ari ous, but al so not nuch use for the Teuton Enpire; they preferred to be
left alone. "Both of themwant to tell us what to do, and take our folk to be
their servants,"” the chief explained. "But we die if we go too far from our
nati ve haunts."

_If we elimnate Nefarious, do we nmake it easy for the Teuton Enpire to
expl oit these fol k?_ Seth thought.

_We nust take care in what we do,_ Vidav thought in his gruff manner

_Yes, _ Ranme agreed. _There are many free folk who are best off without the
meddl i ng of human enpires. _

When the feast and dance concluded, the Fur-Ghones retired to their hones.
That was fine with Seth, who was tired. Rame drew the mniature tent out of
Vi dav' s pack, chose a suitable spot beside the | ake, and invoked it. The tent
expanded until it was full size, conplete wth sleeping bags and stove- pi pe.

At this Seth realized that they would have to share the residence. It had
al ways been a four-person tent, of course, and he had known it, but during
their training at the castle this hadn't quite registered. Each of them had



had separate roons for the night. O course the three males would be al
right, but what of Tirsa?

_What of her?_ Tirsa's thought came. _Am | not to share our residence?_

Seth's thoughts went into a junble of confusion. OF course she was entitled to
share--yet if she wanted to change or wash up, what then?

_Enough of this foolishness, Vidav thought. _|I shall swimbefore |I sleep._
_Good idea,_ Tirsa thought. I will join you._
~We all will,_ Rame thought.

Vi dav began stripping his clothing, tossing it down beside the | ake. It was
dark, of course, but the telepathic |inkage nake it clear that he was naked.
Tirsa was doing |likew se. Rane did not have to strip, as his fur was his

cl ot hi ng.

Seth held back. To swimnaked with a wonman--how coul d he do that?

_The sane way you share thoughts with her,_Tirsa's thought came. _Secrets lie
in the mnd, not the body. _

Suddenly he realized that she was right. Al his foolish notions about
romance, whi ch she had chopped down so nmethodically, were a far greater
enbarrassnent than such a swimwould be. After the first couple of nights he
had found that he no | onger enbarrassed hinself w th untoward thoughts,
because there was no anbiguity in their relationship. He had heard it was the
same at nudi st canps: when no one wore clothing, its absence wasn't sexy, it
was routine, and there were no titillating nysteries of the body. M nds open
to each ot her brought greater understanding and trust--and a far nore accurate
appreci ation of the acceptable limts of behavior. Just as he wasn't afraid of
falling when in an airplane, because he trusted its nechanism he wasn't
afraid of enbarrassnment in the mnd |inkage, now that he understood and
trusted it. He had passed over the hunp days ago; now such things as changi ng,
swi mmi ng and sharing a tent hardly mattered.

He scranbl ed out of his clothes and splashed into the |ake to join the others.
It was wonderful in the chill water, after the nervousness and effort of the
day's travel. Except for one thing: he renmenbered the ice. The ice that had

al nost killed him

He found hinself struggling desperately. No!_ Tirsa's thought came. _This is

not ice! You are not alone! I wll kelp you._ Suddenly she was there, putting
her arms around himin the water, helping to hold himup. _|I amsorry; | did

not realize that this was the way you died. | msunderstood your hesitation. _
"You didn't m sunderstand!" he gasped verbally. "But thank you. | can nmake it
now. "

She |l et go, and he resuned normal sw nming. However, he deci ded he had had
enough, and soon returned to shore. Wat an ugly surprise he had had!

It is better not to speak in response to a nental conmunication, _ Vidav
t hought. _Soneone might be listening. _

He was right; Seth should have kept his nouth shut _|I'msorry; | panicked. It
won't happen again. _



_You were thrust into a situation simlar to that of your death, Tirsa

t hought. _This can cause a reaction._ She enmerged fromthe water, her body
glistening in the moonlight | will sleep beside you, in case you need
confort.

Seth started to protest that there was no need, but stifled it. He _had_ been
severely shaken, and her power of telepathy was strongest when she was
cl osest. Her help would be welcone, if he needed it.

She shook herself dry and went to the tent. The sl eeping bags were |aid out
two by two. They took the two farther fromthe entrance, so that the others
woul d not have to scranble over them when they cane in from sw mm ng.

Only after he was |ying down, about to sleep, did he realize that he had never
t hought of romance or sex after entering the water, despite getting quite
close to a beautiful and naked woman. He was maki ng progress; a nmonth ago it
woul d have been a completely different story!

_Yes, you are learning,_she agreed. _Just as you |learned about the plain
grl._

He stood near the | ake, soaked. Behind himthe icy water churned, the broken
pl ates of ice grinding against each other as if the | ake were gnashing its
teeth in anger at losing its prey. He was shivering, but he was alive!

It was dark; he could hardly see a thing. He staggered away fromthe | ake. Hs
foot turned on a stone, and he lost his balance. Hs arns windmlled, and his
out fl ung hand t ouched/

/the dank stone of the tunnel. It was too close; how could she get through?
She wanted to scream but knew that would be both unladylike and futile. There
was no one to help her; she had to nake it on her own.

But the rock closed in yet closer. Her hips wedged, scraping skin, but would
not pass. Yet there was no salvation in retreat; this was the only way out.
She _had_ to nake it through

She struggl ed, but knew she was only getting caught worse. The air was running
out; she was panting for breath, though it did no good. She was | osing
control, nmental as well as physical. She tried to scream while condemni ng
herself for this foolishly prinmtive and pointless exercise.

A hand squeezed hers. _It's only a dreaml Snhap out of it! It's all right,
Tirsal _

_Who?_ she thought, unable to make sense of this.

_Seth. | am hol ding your hand. Conme_-- | wll draw you out of it._

Set h! Then she renenbered. She clung to his hand, and he drew her out of that
dark tunnel and into the better darkness of the tent _Ch, Seth! | sought to

confort you, but you conforted nme instead! _

_You hel ped me too. When your hand caught mne, it snapped nme out of ny bad
dream and into yours. _

_Dreans! This nust be a siege!_

_What ?_



_We nmust rescue the others! Quickly --_you go for Ranme and 1'll go for Vidav!_
She scranbl ed out of her bag, toward the other end of the tent.

Seth didn't argue. If the two of them had had bad dreans, the other two m ght
too. He didn't understand why, but evidently she knew something. She had
mentioned a "siege." WAs that sone eneny plot?

He reached Ranme. The faun was npaning and clinging to his sleeping bag as if
afraid sonething was hauling himout of it. Wat was he dream ng?

Seth found Rame's hand and clasped it with his own. "Wake up, Rame!" he said.
"It's not real! It's only/

/ The storm caught himlike the blast of water froma fire hydrant. It picked
hi mup and whirled himaround. It was a tornado!

He saw trees, upside down, and realized that he was being spun in the cone,
sucked up into the maw of the terrible storm He reached out, trying to catch
at a branch, anything, though he knew that a tornado could rip whole trees out
of the ground and strew their parts across the |andscape. It seened |like a
futile gesture, yet anything was better than being hauled into the sky!

He missed the branch. The ring of inverted trees seened to rise--which neant
that _he_ was rising, being carried above the |level of the forest. He felt the
vertigo, and his stomach roiled. He seenmed to have no hope of escape.

No! This wasn't his dream it was Rame's! He had cone to help his friend, and
i nstead had allowed hinmself to be sucked into it. Wat kind of a rescuer was
he? Ashanmed and angry, he struck back in nore effective fashion. _Link with
me, Rame! This is a nmental attack! Hold ny hand, cone out with nme! It is a
dream and we can leave it! __

Now he felt Ranme's hand. There were two of themwhirling upside down in the
storm _A dreanml _ Seth repeated enphatically. The storm continued, but wth

| ess force. The winds still how ed around them but had | ess effect. They were
becom ng transparent, untouched by the storm

Then the dream faded, and they were in the tent, clasping hands. "Just a
dream " Seth repeated. "But you don't have to face it alone, with nind

I i nkage. "

"Thank you, friend!'" Rane gasped. "But the others--"

"They're here. Tirsa is seeing to Vidav. W all dreaned, | think."

"A sending by Nefarious!" Rane exclainmed. "But are the others safe? You drew
me out, but--"

"Well, let's see," Seth said, realizing that there was neither physical nor
mental contact with the other two. "All we need to do is take their hands."

They reached across and scranbl ed for hands. Seth found Vidav's/

/ The flanes reared up in front, forcing himback. He turned, only to find nore
flames behind. He was in a burning building, and there seemed to be no way
out. His skin was blistering, and he was choking fromthe snoke.

_It's a dream _ he thought. _It's not real! | have your hand, follow ne out! _

Then, slowy, the flanmes faded. The four of themwere sprawled in the tent,



hands | i nked.

_Thank you, Seth, Tirsa thought. _I could not pull himout! The flanmes were
overcomi ng us both. _

_Rame hel ped, _ he replied. Wth two of us helping, it wasn't hard to end the
dream But what did you nean by a siege?_

_We can return to our own bags now, _ she thought. _| shall maintain the
i nkage, and will explain._

Seth craw ed back to his sleeping bag and got in. In a noment Tirsa's thought
cane again:

| believe that this is a sending by Nefarious. He is not telepathic, but he
can project crude enotion, such as fear. He knows we are coming for him and
when his spies were unable to keep track of us, because of our
unpredictability and Rame's cl ever dodging, he tried to scare us away by
broadcasting fear. | have encountered this type of thing on ny plane, though
never as powerfully. He sent the elenments --_water, earth, air and fire_--_and
each of us reacted according to the one we related to. My greatest fear is of
being trapped in the deep earth, of being suffocated and crushed, because that
is the way | was dying when | was transported here. Seth's is of

water_--_dark, icy water, drowning him Vidav's is of fire; he was on the
verge of burning to death when we came here. Rane's_--She paused, reading the
faun's thought. _Is of air, a violent storm He suffered it inlife, | think

at the sane tinme as the others of us suffered our traumas. We all verged on
dyi ng, and so when the sending came we all relived it. _

_That makes sense! Seth_ agreed. _It would be too nuch of a coincidence that
we all had bad dreans sinultaneously. You nust be right: Nefarious doesn't
know where we are, so he sent out a scare-broadcast, a siege as you call it,

and we feel it because we are scared of what alnost killed us. _

| did not realize that ny encounter with the stormwas connected, Rane
thought. _It came up so quickly | was caught before | could flee it, and

t hought | was about to die. But then it passed as suddenly as it canme, and
dropped me unharmed to the forest floor. Mal ape soothed ne and heal ed nme. |
put it out of my mind as a fluke_--_but | see now that the fear of it

remai ned. _

It is natural to fear what alnost kills one, _ Vidav thought. _Yet this fear
must be resisted.

Wth that they all agreed. _But if Nefarious could do this to us this time, by
a blind sending, can't he do it again?_ Seth asked.

_Surely he can,_ Tirsa replied. _But probably w th di mnishing effect, because
we have overcome it this time. If we remained linked, we can withstand it.
Then we will be proof against both his spies and his mental siege._

_Can we remain linked while we sleep?_ Vidav asked.

_Yes, as long as | focus onit. | could not do it continuously, but for a
night or two | can. _

Wth that they slept, |inked.

* k%



And regretted it. Seth found hinmself standing where his prior dream had |eft
him beside the icy lake. This time the ice wasn't threatening himdirectly,

it was threatening the town. He saw a nmonstrous gl aci er approaching, grinding
toward himat horrendous velocity, for ice. It seemed to tower mles high, and
to cast its shadow far ahead.

I don't like this dream _ he thought, trying to break out of it. But he could
not; he seenmed to be trapped. The nental |inkage, instead of freeing him
| ocked himin to the horror

He ran, not to save hinself, but to warn the town, which seemed oblivious to
the threat. "Beware the ice! Beware the ice!" he called, but no one woke.

He ran to his own house. "Get out of there," he cried. "The ice is comng!"
But no one emerged, while the glacier ground closer. In mnutes it would be
too late.

He yanked open the door and rushed in. The house was silent. He took the
stairs two at a tine and burst into his sister's room There was Ferne, ten
years old, asleep on her bed, her friend and confidante teddy bear beside her
"Ferne! Wake up! The ice is coning!"

She did not stir. Her pretty face was perfectly conposed, framed by her brown
hair, with no flicker of aninmation. She remained so still that it alarned him
He touched her shoul der. "Ferne!"

Then he becane aware of sonething. Her shoul der, under the pink frill of her
nightie, was rigid. In fact, it was cold--freezing col d.

He touched her hand. It was as stiff as an icicle. He clasped it in both his
own, horrified, trying to warmit--and felt cold liquid. Aghast, he stared.

Her hand was nelting. It was nothing but ice.

"Ferne!" He reached across to touch her face. It nmelted in the pattern of his
fingers, becom ng ni sshapen

She had turned to ice!

He lurched up and ran to his nmother's room She lay simlarly, and he knew
wi t hout touching her that she too was frozen. The shadow of the glacier had
fallen across her, and enchanted her into ice.

It had turned the whole town to ice.

Then he felt the shudder of the glacier, as it overran the town, crushing the
bui | di ngs. The town was | ost, but maybe he could still warn the world. For
somehow he knew that the ice was destined to bury all of it, unless they
rallied and stopped it inmediately.

There was a short-wave radio transmitter in his room from his hobbying days.
He rushed to it. If he could call out, alert the hans, so that some sort of
resi stance coul d be organized- -

The house shuddered. The ice was right up against it, pushing over the
bui | di ng! The power cut off, and the house began tunbling over, slowy.

Seth scranbl ed out through a shattered wi ndow, dropped to the ground, and ran
clear just as the house collapsed. But there was nowhere to go! Mountains of
i ce surrounded the town, and the remaini ng houses were being crushed. He



couldn't get away! He couldn't warn anyone! Hi s world was being destroyed, and
he coul dn't do anything about it!

But at the sanme tinme he knew that this didn't nake any sense. This wasn't the
Ice Age! A whole world couldn't be destroyed like that! Even if there were
enough ice, it would nmove so slowy that there would be plenty of time for
action. This was a dream and he knew it--but it still terrified him

He reached out to the others. _Get ne out of this! be_ thought.

He felt a hand clasp his, and/

/ The sky was turning red, like sunset, but this was no normal closing of day.
Sonet hing was coloring it. There was a trenendous anount of dust aloft, as if
the worst sandstorm of history was in the making. The red was reflected in the

roiling surface of the nearby | ake, beyond the vague outlines of houses.

Seth squinted, to keep out the blinding dust. He sighted along his own armto
see what was beyond, because he still held someone's hand.

It was Tirsa. "Ch, no!" he exclaimed, the dust seeming to nmuffle his words as

they energed. "I got out of ny dream-and into yours!"
She became aware of him "Ch, Seth, I'mso glad you're here!" she cried. "Pul
me free!"

"I can't! My dreamis just as bad! lce is destroying the world!"
"But | ook at this!" She used her free hand to point.

Set h | ooked up--and saw what was causing the dust. There was a planet in the
sky, a monstrous ball of rock that |ooned | arger even as they watched. There
was going to be a collision

Her ni ghtmare of being suffocated and crushed, deep in the earth. This was
simlar, but enlarged to enconpass the whole world! Just as his dream of the
icy | ake had becane a dream of a gl acier destroying the whole town, and the
worl d. They had not escaped the awful sendings! In fact, their mental |inkage
only seemed to expand the scal e of disaster

He had drawn her out of it before--but could he do it again? He had to try!

"It's a dream" he said. "We're in our tent! Al we have to do is wake!
Concentrate with me, and step out of it!"

They tried. He felt her effort, as a surge of enotion, and he joined in with
his. But nothing happened. They remained standing in the swirling dust, while
the sky reddened further, and the oncom ng planet swelled |arger yet, its
craters and cracks manifesting. Now it filled a third of the sky--no, two
fifths--and it was growi ng faster.

"We can't escape it!" Tirsa cried, appalled. "My world is to be destroyed, and
| can save neither it nor myself!"

"I couldn't save mine either!" Seth admitted. "Everything was turning to icel
But | called to you, and caught your hand--"

"And joined ny world, no better off!" she finished. "It is to be crushed under
rock, a collision!"



Sonehow t hey both knew t hat when that happened, it would be over for them in
reality as well as in the dream

"But maybe we can catch another hand!" he said. "There has to be sonme way to
wake up, before--"

"Before we get killed in our dreans!" she finished. "Nefarious is doing this,
I"msure! Trying to kill us in our sleep!”

"W won't let him" he said, but it was bravado, for they seened to be
power | ess against this awful thrust of the distant sorcerer. "Maybe if the
four of us can link again, we'll be too strong for him"

"Yes! We rmust |ink up!"”

* k%

They concentrated. Seth's free hand flailed, but swept through nothing but
dust, while the onrushing planet filled half the sky. He felt the awful tug of
its gravity, and knew that the end woul d conme much faster than the begi nning.

Then Tirsa connected. "l've got a hand!" she exclaimed. "I think it's/

/ They were back in flanmes, but not as close as they had been when they had
rescued Vidav fromhis prior dream This was Vidav's vision, surely; Tirsa had
caught his hand and drawn theminto the other dream

Seth | ooked. He was holding Tirsa's left hand, and her right was hol ding
Vidav's left. They forned a |ine of three, standing on the pavenent of a city
street.

It was the surface of the world, but it was burning. There was a forest fire
in the distance, beyond the city. But the houses were burning too. Colums of
snoke roiled up, thinning, merging above to beconme one huge dark haze that
snudged out the sky. Seth had seen the fringe of a forest fire once, and it
had been sonething like this: hell on Earth.

"The | ake!" Seth cried, sonehow knowi ng that the |layout was the sane as on his
own world. It had been the same in Tirsa's dream he realized: the town, the

| ake, the forest. They were all fromthe same place but different planes. "W
can get away fromthe fire therel™

They ran for the | ake, hands |inked. They knew they had to stay together, and
their physical linking in the dreamwas the only way they could be certain of
their nental 1inking beyond it.

But already the fire had reached the | ake, and was spreading across it. No--it
was the water itself that was burning, Seth saw with amazenent. And, at the
edge, the ground itself! This whole world was burning!

"I knowit's a bad dream" Vidav said. "Crafted for nme, bringing the fire
fear. Nothing will put it out; it will burn our flesh too, as if it is dry
wood. Sonething else | could fight, but how can I fight when nmy weapons and
flesh burn too?"

"W have to escape the dream " Seth said. "That's the only way we can
fight--to unite, and in our strength defeat Nefarious!"

They concentrated again, as the fire closed on them Seth extended his left
hand, seeking Ranme, who he knew had to be close. As close as a nearby sl eeping



bag. Sonewhere, not visible here, but in the adjacent plane of the dream -

He brushed sonething. He noved his hand back, and found it another hand. He
cl asped it, and/

/ The wind snote themwith gale force. Rane's dreamwas of air, a storm a
t ornado, sweepi ng the faun away.

But this was worse. The wind was rising rapidly, sweeping up not only dust but
sticks and bricks and water. The | ake was bei ng scooped out as if by a giant
hand, its water splashing into the sky. The bushes and trees beside it were
being ripped out of the soil. Buildings were flying apart. The wi nd was not
circular in the manner of a tornado; it was noving straight across. This was a
wi nd that was passing across the entire world!

Seth did not need to question Rame. He knew that this was the faun's dream of
destruction, an extension of his fear of the air, the stormthat had nearly
killed him They had thought it enough just to escape their prior dreanms, but
Nef ari ous, having zeroed in on them was now giving it all he had. This wi nd
would rise until it blew away the land itself, and nade of the planet nothing
but a great cloud of dust, a nebula in space.

"Now we are |inked!" Seth cried. "Now we rmust make our stand--together! W
must fend off this sending and wake, and that will save us!"

"But how can we do that, when Nefarious controls our very dreans?" Rane asked,
the wi nd naki ng hi m al nost inaudi bl e.

"Well, united we have four times the strength we have separately. That nay be
enough to overconme his power."

"Yes," Vidav said. "Unity is strength. W are four, and he is one. W nust
over cone! "

They curved their line into a circle, Vidav and Rane cl aspi ng hands to
conplete it. The wind battered at them but they drew together, concentrating.
"Wake, wake!" Seth cried.

"Wake, wake!" the others chanted.

But the wind only tore at them harder, threatening at any nmonent to sweep them
off their feet and throw theminto the sky along with the other debris. It
wasn't wor ki ng.

Seth struggled to think of something better. He had honed his martial arts
ability to a fine degree, both on his home plane and here in training. \Wat
was a person to do when confronted by superior strength?

That gave himthe answer. "Yield to it!" he cried. "Make it worse!"

"What ?" Rane asked, dismayed.

Seth didn't have tinme to explain. "All of you--concentrate on intensifying
your dreans! Destroy your planes! But keep linked!"

Tirsa started to protest, then read his intent. "Yes! Mike it worse! Do your
utnost!" she cried.

Vi dav and Rane exchanged a gl ance, then shrugged. "W're dooned anyway," Vi dav
muttered. "M ght as well make it fast."



They concentrated, each on his or her own horror. Seth pictured the gl acier
not only covering his world, obliterating everything on it, but piling up so
hi gh that the very planet was of fbal anced and spun out of orbit, wobbling

toward the sun. He knew this was inmpossible, inreal life, but this was his
dream and he coul d dream what he wanted. Maybe the ice would overrun the sun
itself! "Flaming iceball!" he cried. "Frozen nova!"

"Burni ng cosnos!" Vidav agreed.
"The stars bl owi ng away!" Ranme cri ed.
"Crushed universe!" Tirsa exclained

There was a jolt. The dream framework shuddered, then flew apart. Fragnents of
ice and rock mixed with windblown fire, swirling erratically.

"It's off balance!" Seth cried. "Now push it back! Back where it came from™"
"Ah!" Vidav cried, conprehending.

They concentrated again, willing the dream full-strength, back toward its
origin. It was as if it were a world-size nedicine ball; when they pushed
together, it noved, slowy, then faster, until they heaved it away fromthem
It would fly back to the one who had sent it, Nefarious, who would then have
to deal with the destruction unleashed within it.

They had overcome the dream not by opposing it directly, which was beyond
their ability because it had been formed of their own fears, but by pushing it
the other way. Like an aggressive man who, braced for action, suddenly finds
no resistance, it had stunbled, losing its bracing. Then they had pushed it
back, and it had gone. They had, alnost literally, gotten around it.

Seth knew they had won. Their effort mght not hurt Nefarious directly, for he
surely had ways to deal with his own sendings, but it signaled their effective
counter to his attack. If he sent another sending, he would get it back in his
face, |like a huge stone that bounced back at the thrower. H's chief weapon
agai nst them had been countered.

_Thanks, Seth. It was Tirsa's thought, suffused with genuine relief and a
certai n dawni ng war nt h.

He sank gratefully to sleep, knowing that this tinme his dreams woul d not be
horrors.

Seven
_Breakdown_

It seened only nminutes fromthe time of the dreamto the tine Seth woke, but
the sun was beginning to rise. The others were still asleep, and he could
understand why; it had been a npbst adventurous night, even if their bodi es had
not nmoved at all after the first siege of dreans.

He clinbed quietly out of the sleeping bag, crawl ed past the others, and

wal ked outside. The day did not seemas nice as the prior ones, but he
realized that this mght be because he was no longer in the confort of the
castle. There were nunmerous clouds, and a cold wind was rising. O was it an
echo of the wind of Ranme's dreans?



Seth peered at his reflection by the | ake's edge. He | ooked awful! He had
hardly looked in a mrror during the | ast week, and he was now working on a
burly beard. It was time to do sonethi ng about that.

He reached into his pocket for Rame's knife. It was mmgically sharp, though it
never cut the pocket itself, and woul d probably suffice for shaving. He knelt
down at the edge of the |ake and dunked his head in the chill norning water.
Hoo! What a sensation! If he hadn't been sure whether he was awake before,
there was no doubt now

He brought the knife up to his cheek and began to shave. The inpronptu razor
stung, but it felt good to clean off the beard.

"You have a lovely face," a voice said behind him "I never knew there was
one, under that hair."

Seth | ooked through the ripples in the water at Tirsa's reflection. The
al ternate bands of her hair were overlapping as the water noved, but then they
becarme clear. What a pretty sight she was, even in norning disarray!

_How many times nust | chide you about the obvious?_ But the current of
annoyance was nmuted this time, if not actually playful. Her prior aloofness
had eased significantly.

"Good norning," he said, continuing with his unconfortable task. "Are the
others ready to | eave?"

"After we eat." _What do you think it meant?_

Seth had to keep strai ght what was spoken and what was thought. He doubted
that there was any spy to listen here, but he appreciated her caution. It was
best not to speak al oud of their experiences of the mnd

_I"mnot sure, nowthat I'mtruly awake, he thought. _W all dreaned of the
destructions of our individual worlds. This couldn't really have happened,
because sonething just as bad woul d have occurred here. Anyway, Rane dreaned
too, and this is his world. So | can't take it literally. But | can take it as
a warning, or as Nefarious's effort to kill us in our sleep. Sonething like it
wel | may happen if we don't succeed in our mssion._

Mental |y she agreed enphatically. But her spoken words were on a different
subject. "I have been wondering how we are supposed to defeat a sorcerer that
an entire world can't stand against. Maybe we're hidden from hi m now, but he
will certainly know of our approach to his lair, because anyone who sees us
there will tell him"

Seth sat silent, uncertain now how they could win. After all, the dreans had
al nrost taken them out. \Wat did Nefarious have waiting for themat his lair?
"W were chosen for a reason," Vidav said as he emerged fromthe tent. "I
couldn't tell you what that reason is. | only hope we come across it before we
meet our eneny." _But | think we have already nmet him--_and fended himoff,
he added nmentally. Tirsa was |inking them but within that framework each had
private control

Set h nodded. They were expressing their doubts openly, for the benefit of any
possi bl e spies in the Fur-Gione canp, but they had private experience that
suggested that Nefarious was indeed worried about them



Rame was | ast to emerge fromthe tent. He brought out their weapons and the

back pack with the nedi cal supplies. Then he faced the tent. "lInvoke," he
commanded.
The tent quivered, then folded in on itself, until it was once again small

enough to fit in Vidav's pack. The others picked up their weapons while Rane
conjured breakfast. After eating, the four Chosen wal ked to Chief Cotan's hut.

The Fur-Ghone | eader was awake and active. He greeted themheartily. "I am
gl ad our village was able to assist you in your journey," he said. "The best
wi shes of every creature that is good are with you."

Aptly put! Unfortunately, they were headed for the stronghold of bad
creatures. "Thank you," Tirsa said, with a smle. She did not snmle often
Seth realized, and only when she neant it, but it was worth waiting for

They bid goodbye to the Fur-Ghones and continued on their way. They used one
of the Fur-Ghonmes' magic paths until it veered fromthe directi on Rame had
chosen. According to his map, there was an elf village ahead, and the el ves
were good folk. It wuld take a day to reach their village, even with the
magi ¢ boot s.

Seth | ooked at the sky. It was going to be a nasty day! He realized that in
the three weeks since their arrival it had never once rained. The rain nust be
pretty solid when it came, and of course it would come on the | east convenient
day. "Some things nmust be the same on every plane," he nuttered wyly.

"I'f you're tal king about the weather, you are probably right,"
| ooking into the sky himsel f. Then, abruptly: "Wat is that?"

Vi dav replied,

They saw an enormous creature flying lowin the sky toward them "1'd say it
was a dragon,"” Ranme said. "A very large one. It may have been sent by
Nefarious to |ocate us. We'd better hide fromit."

_CGood idea,_ Tirsa thought But don't talk; | understand dragons have good
hearing as well as eyesight. _

They ducked quickly into the nearby bushes and watched as the creature flew

overhead. Seth was tense; that dragon was huge, and he had little notion how
to fight it, despite their training. The best advice of the Enpire trainers

had been sinmply to avoid dragons. He rel axed as the nonster passed them and

started to flap away.

There was a flash from behind him He | ooked back. A break in the clouds had
let a ray of sunlight shine through and reflect against Vidav's shield. Wat a
bad break!

The dragon caught the flash. It circled back and gazed down, its head cocking
to one side and then the other. But they had retreated deeper into the bush
and covered up the noment the creature started turning. They were well hidden
now, but the dragon had an idea that sonmething was down there. Possibly it
snelled them though their swmin the | ake should have reduced their odors
sonewhat .

The dragon rolled its neck back and then shot it forward, issuing a strange
bl ast of noise. Then it flew off as if |ooking for another sign of them

I think it knows we are here, Tirsa thought. _| tried to get into its nind
but it is too alien. | can handle only human nminds well. But it's aware of
somet hi ng. _



_Then why did it |eave?_ Seth asked.

It may not be able to land in this heavy concentration of trees and bushes.
I"'mworried that its shriek was to alert other creatures.

That gave Seth an unpleasant chill. O course the dragon would signal its
allies that it had found sonet hi ng!

_Listen! _ Vidav thought.

Seth heard a distant clicking sound, conming toward them Hi s chill got worse.
What woul d nake a noise |ike that?

I think we should | eave, _ Rane thought.
_Yesterday! _ Seth agreed

The group took off, with Vidav in front, using his great strength to plow a
course through the vegetation. They did not dare take giant steps with their
magi ¢ boots, for fear of careening into trees, so had to run nore or |ess
hobbl ed; Vidav's effort really hel ped. Even mincing, they were zoom ng through
the forest at eerie velocity, narrowmy missing collisions. It was hard to

i magi ne how any creature could keep up with this magi c-assisted rush.

Yet the clicking sound grew | ouder. Whatever that thing was, it was fast!

Unl ess the terrain changed and all owed themto make full use of their magic
boots, they woul d be overhaul ed. That would solve the mystery of the pursuit,
but Seth dreaded the answer. Running did not seemto be the solution

"I think we will need to fight!" Rame shouted. "They are comng too fast!"

"My thoughts exactly!"™ Seth replied. Since the pursuing thing or things

obvi ously knew where they were, speech nade sense; it would be suspicious if
their little party organized for defense wi thout any dialogue to set it up
But their real plans would have to be silent. _I'Il clinb a tree and try to
spot whatever it is first, Seth volunteered. _The rest of you can set up an
anbush, if we have to fight. _

The others agreed. While Seth clinbed, placing his boots very carefully so
that they would not send himsailing up out of the tree, Tirsa, Vidav and Rane
nocked their arrows in preparation for battle. They were all good shots,
thanks to either their prior skills or their recent training. But would arrows
be enough?

Seth strained his eyes. Al too soon he glinpsed sonmething. _| see a patrol of
about eight creatures, _he thought. _They appear to be large lizards, but I
can't make out what kind.

_Listen to the clicking, Rame thought. _Does it follow a pattern of severa
in a bunch, with brief pauses?_

_Yes, just like that. You recognize it?_

_They sound like Sateons, Rane replied. _The clicking comes fromtheir |egs,
which are arnored. They are intelligent creatures who foll ow Nefarious. They
normal ly foray in packs of eight, and usually attack with poison darts. This

won't be an easy fight! _

Quch! That meant that one puncture or scratch could nean disaster, even if it



seened superficial. The tree would be no protection when they canme close. _Wy
didn't the Enperor drill us on conmbat with Sateons?_ he asked.

_Because he was sure we would | ose,  Tirsa responded. _| read the concept in
his mnd, once. He wanted us to flee fromany creature too dangerous, such as
dragons and Sateons. _

And here they were trapped into battle, not properly prepared! Seth knew that
a danger could not be thwarted by ignoring it; that was fundamental to his
experience. But the Enperor wasn't versed in conbat; he was a civilian
gener al

Seth junped out of the tree as the first Sateon cane into view The creature
paused, lifting its arm Rame let his arrow fly in that nonent, and it scored
between the creature's eyes. Seth saw the thing spin about and fall, as he
hinsel f did something sinmilar as he hit the ground and scranbl ed for cover.

Then four nore creatures appeared. Inmmediately they fired their darts: two at
Seth, and two in the direction fromwhich Rane's arrow had cone. The Sateons
were al armingly quick and apt!

Seth junped behind a tree. The others were already hidden, not giving away
their positions. But the Sateons were advanci ng, and soon would reach and
circle the trees. Their noses twitched; they were sniffing the scent of their
prey. There was no way to avoid a fight.

Vi dav stepped out and shot an arrow, but the Sateon saw his notion and dodged
to the right. Seth stepped out, hoping to catch the creature while it was
dodging the first arrow, but another Sateon oriented on himfirst. Those
things mght look like reptiles, but there was nothing slow or stupid about
the way they reacted!

Seth jerked hinmself to the side. There was a zap, and a dart hit the tree next
to him That had been a perfect shot; only his desperate effort had saved him
But he had been trained in simlar conbat; even as he dodged, he was aim ng
hi s bow and | oosing his arrow

The large lizard tried to dodge again, but its inertia fromthe prior dodge
slowed it, and Seth's arrow struck it on the leg. There was a clang as the
arrow bounced off the creature's arnmor. Hi s shot had been wasted after all

Then he realized that there were only five creatures in front of him
i ncluding the one Rane had killed. Rane had indicated that there should be
ei ght. \Were were the other three?

Set h spun around. The Sateons had outflanked them and the other three were
somewhere at their backs. Then he saw them about twenty feet behind his
friends, and |oading their tubes. _Look out behind!_ Seth thought in warning.

Vidav turned and saw them His tree was no protection against this! But he
didn't flee. Instead he put his bow away and took hold of a small tree,
hugging it. Wiat was he doi ng?

Then the tree was ripped out of the ground. Seth stared; he had known Vi dav
was strong, but not _that_ strong!

The Sateons al so stared, forgetting for the nonent to aimtheir dart tubes.
Vidav hurled the tree, trunk, branches, roots and all, at the three Sateons
behind. It crushed two of theminmediately. The third managed to step aside.
It put its nouth to the tube, but Seth was quicker, and scored on it with an



arrow. This time he aimed for the face instead of the armored | egs. The
creature let out an ear-piercing screambefore it fell dead.

Seth ran to the side of his tree, where he was shielded fromthe darts. The
battl e appeared to be a stalemate. The four remmining Sateons had retreated
behi nd rocks and neither the Chosen nor the Sateons could hit each other

"CHCHCHCHCH' " It was a | oud noise com ng fromthe Sateons behind their
barriers. It was answered by a repetition of the sound in the distance.

"They are calling for reinforcenents!" Tirsa yelled

They were indeed, Seth realized. There were at |east two sets of answering
clicks, in different directions, which neant two other parties of eight. There
woul d soon be about twenty Sateons to contend with! They woul d have to run, or
face odds that would surely finish them But as soon as they ran, they would
be shot down.

Could they hold their shields to their backs while they fled? That m ght work
for a while, but if they encountered a creature in front of them there would
be nmore trouble. Al so, they had tried running before, and the Iizards had

gai ned on them How could they get away and stay ahead? The Enperor seened
correct in his judgnent: if they encountered Sateons, they were |ost anyway,
so there was no point in training themfor this. But Seth coul dn't accept

t hat .

Time was running short. The clicking of the two other contingents was getting
| ouder.

Then Seth had an idea that m ght save them Quickly he conveyed it to the
others, mentally. They weren't certain, but agreed that it seemed to be about
their only choice.

They acted together. Rame threw his shield to Seth, and Tirsa threw hers to
Vi dav. Hol di ng one shield to cover the back of his upper torso, and the other
to cover his lower torso, Seth ran to Rame. The faun continued to fire at any
Sat eons who showed their heads, preventing themfrom charging. Tirsa covered
Vidav simlarly as he ran to her. Then the four of themjoined, with Rane in
front of Seth and Tirsa in front of Vidav. The two with the shields served as
barriers to the enenmy darts, while the two with their hands free were able to
aimand fire their arrows fromthat noving cover

They retreated, keeping their alignnent. They had to nove in | ock-step to stay
t oget her, because of the way the boots magnified their forward notion. But
when they got beyond arrow range, the Sateons junped out and gave chase. At
this point one of the other Sateon patrols arrived, and a barrage of darts hit
the shields. The lizards would soon flank them and start naking their darts
count fromthe sides; there were too nmany to avoid for |ong.

Rame and Tirsa put their bows over their shoulders and drew their swords. They
tried to chop at small trees and vines to clear a path, but this wasn't any
better; the Sateons could still outrun them If only they had been able to
make it to a clear region, where their boots could have full effect!

Vi dav swng his top shield to the side. The sharp edge of it clipped a small
blue tree, felling it. There was an angry hiss behind as the tree crashed down
on the pursuers, and the Sateons |ost some ground. But in a noment they had
scranbl ed around the tree and were gani ng agai n.

Vidav felled another tree, this one larger, chopping through it with his



shield. Seth was amazed again at the man's strength; it was beyond anything
that normal flesh or bone should have been able to generate. Maybe it was akin
to magic, following its own rules.

The second tree crushed several Sateons, and this slowed the pursuit of the
group. Seth glanced at Vidav's back as they ran and realized that what he had
presuned to be luck was not; the Sateons' darts had scored on Vidav when he
nmoved the shield. But they had hit his backpack instead of his body.

_Where are we headed?_ Seth thought to Ranme, who had sheathed his sword and
was now running with the map and conpass. _We can't keep clear of them nmuch
| onger! _

_We shoul d encounter a river soon,_ the faun responded. _We were going to have
to cross it anyway, and it may just save us. These creatures will drown in the
wat er because of the arnor on their legs. They won't follow us across. _

Seth certainly hoped so! The clicking was getting | ouder. The Sateons had

| earned, and were now running to the sides instead of directly behind them
Vidav could no longer fell trees on them only on the ones close behind, if
they didn't dodge. Soon the ones on the sides would be able to start a
crossfire of darts.

Then Seth heard another noise. It was a roaring sound: the river! The others
heard it too. They increased the pace of their |ock-step, encouraged.

The trees cleared and the river came into view. Seth's heart sank. It was a
fairly wide streamwi th ragi ng rapi ds that | ooked deep as well as swift. _W
can't cross that!_ he thought. _We'll be washed away! _

_Not so! _ Vidav responded

They came to the water's edge with the Sateons cl ose behind. Seth gave Rane
back his shield and Vidav returned Tirsa's.

"Ranme! " Vidav shouted over the roar of water. "G ve nme your spool of rope!"
The faun quickly obliged.

Vi dav grabbed the rope and ran toward a large gray tree. "Cover ne!"

The other three fired their arrows indiscrimnately at the Sateons, sonetines
having as nmany as ten arrows in the air at once in order to keep the lizards
fromtaking aimat Vidav. They were using up their supply at a fool hardy rate.
Under that cover, Vidav ran to the tree and tied the rope around the trunk
They had each been given fifty of the slender arrows in their quivers, but now
they were running | ow. They could not continue this way; they would soon run
out and be overwhel ned.

Vi dav had | owered his shield as he worked on the rope. As the covering arrow
fire eased, the eneny fire increased; evidently the Sateons had pl enty of
darts. One of them scored on Vidav's shoul der. Not stopping his work, he
ripped the dart out and hurled it back at the Sateons. Then he used the edges
of his shield to chop through the larger roots radiating fromthe tree.
Finally he put his arnms around the tree, heaved, and ripped it out of the
ground.

The Sateons scranbl ed back; they knew what a tree that size could do to them
But Vidav wasn't ainmng for themthis tine. He swng around and heaved the
tiling across the river. _Play, Rane!_ he thought.



Rame, catching on, began to play his reed whistle. This caused the rope to
expand and | engthen. The tree landed with a |oud thud on the far bank of the
river. Vidav grabbed the near end of the rope, made a quick |asso, and dropped
it over a boulder about ten feet out fromthe shore. The Sateons woul d not be
able to untie that!

The tree now on the opposite side was heavy, so they would be able to pul

t hensel ves across. Seth marvel ed again at Vidav's feat; it should have been

i npossible for the man to uproot such a tree sinply by standing beside it,
even if he had infinite strength: his feet would have sunk deep into the
ground, being rmuch snmaller than the trunk of the tree. So it had to be akin to
magi c. Vidav had always said that strength could do a |Iot, but he hadn't
denonstrated the full extent of it until now, and Seth had thought he neant
just normal human strength.

They entered the rushing water. Vidav went first, forging through, foll owed by
Tirsa and Rane. Tirsa was al nbst swept away by the terrible current, but Rane
caught her, and Vidav tossed themthe |eftover end of the line and pulled them
in. Seth brought up the rear, holding his shield behind himto prevent anyone
fromgetting hurt. It was nervous business, because of the hail of darts, but
the figures were bobbing constantly in the water, only their heads exposed,
maki ng difficult targets

The Sateons ran to the water's edge, and for a nonent Seth thought they woul d
junp in, but they stopped at the brink and fired their darts. It was true: the
Sat eons coul dn't handle the water.

" CHDCHDCHDCHDCHD! "t he Sat eons were scream ng again. Surely, Seth thought as
he haul ed hinsel f al ong the rope one-handed, if there were Sateons on the

ot her side, they would not hear the call over the rage of the river. So the
devastating current posed a barrier not only to the lizards' physical pursuit,
but to their signaling system He was getting to like this angry river!

Then he heard fl apping, despite the noise of the water. Flying toward t hem was
t he dragon who had been searching for them before. The Sateons had not had to
chitter across the river, just back the way they had cone, and they had
sumoned their airborne ally!

Their group was only about a third of the way across. The dragon woul d reach
t hem soon. _Look out above! Seth thought to the others.

They tried to nove faster, but the current was sinply too strong for speed.
The dragon had no such problem There was a whining noise like that of a dive
bonber as the dragon canme down on them

_CGet down! _ Ranme thought unnecessarily.

Set h ducked under the water as a jet of flame issued fromthe dragon's nouth.
When Seth cane up again for air, there was steamrising fromthe top of the
wat er where the fire had struck. The dragon was now beyond them being unable
to turn on a dime in md-dive. Seth expected it to turn around for another
strafing run, but it kept flying. Was one burst of flame all it could nmuster?

The dragon flew to where the rope was tied to the thrown tree, and shot a jet
of flame. The rope caught fire and burned in half. Suddenly the nonster's
course nade sense! They had | ost their anchorage, and could not conplete their
crossi ng.

The four of themwere carried downstream because of the broken rope. One end
of it remained tied to the rock, but the rope no | onger provided support, and



t hey were dragged under by the raging current.

_Let go of the rope and try to swinml _ soneone thought. That made so nmuch sense
that Seth wondered why he hadn't thought of it hinself. He |l et go, and stroked
downstream and in a nmonent his head broke the surface.

Already the swift current had carried hima good di stance downstream The
Sat eons and dragon were out of sight. Maybe they thought he was dead, so were
no | onger pursuing him

H n? What of the others? They all knew how to swim there had been a water
session during training.

But not in water like this! They were in no way safe, even if the eneny had
forgotten all about them

Set h | ooked around, but saw no other heads. The current was too powerful to
make it easy to swmto shore. He had to ride it out until the rapids ended,
conserving his strength. He had been in rapids before, and knew that he should
keep his feet up and float mainly on his back in order to prevent a leg from
getting caught on the rocks. He might get his rear bunped, but that was a

| esser evil.

He tried to float calmMy, but the rapids threw himabout, and the water was
constantly in his eyes. He tried again to |locate any of the others, but stil
couldn't see them

_Help! _ Was that Tirsa's thought? Were was she? He would try to swimtoward
her, but he had no idea of the direction

_Where are you?_ he thought, but got no answer. That gave hima chill that
wasn't of the water.

Then he heard a | ouder roar above the rapids. Ch, no! He wi ped the water from
his eyes and peered downstream He saw the water abruptly end. It was the
dropoff of a waterfall!

Now he tried to stroke for the shore, urgently. But it was no use; the current
was carrying himswi ftly along. In a nmonment he was at the brink, and then he
was over. His stomach seened to fly into his throat as he fell, arnms flailing.
Was this the end?

Then he splashed into deep water about thirty feet down. What a relief! It was
shal  ow, rocky water that was dangerous; deep water was fine.

He was drawn to the bottom by the surge of falling water. He did not try to
surface, but sinmply held his breath and rode the undertow. Wen it eased, he
dragged hinself along the river bottom by grabbing onto whatever rocks he
could find.

H s lungs began to burn. He had to try to surface! H's phobia of drowning in
icy water was redevel opi ng. He woul d panic soon, and he knew that was no good.
Pushi ng off the bottom and praying that he had noved far enough away, Seth
sur f aced.

The waterfall was behind him and the chaotic water near it did not extend
this far down. He could float safely, now But the current remained swft, and
was still dragging himalong. It was pointless to fight it.

Set h | ooked ahead and thought he saw cal mwater. What a bl essing that woul d



be!

But in that noment of his distraction, he et his feet sink. He heard his own
cry of angui sh before he becane aware of the pain in his leg. It was wedged
bet ween two rocks! H s body was abruptly stopped, and the current at his back
forced hi munder.

He tried to kick free, but his leg was firmy stuck. He could not surface
because the water bore himdown. He needed | everage, to |lift his head to

breat he, and to nove back upstream just far enough to free his leg. But he had
no | everage. He was hel pl ess.

Again his lungs were aching. Was he to drown a second tinme? No, this tinme he
wasn't trapped under the ice, he rem nded hinself, and he had his sword. The
bow and arrows had been washed away, but the harness for the sheath for the
sword was worn around both arms, and the sword itself was strapped in.

Quickly Seth drew the sword and swung it through the water in front of him He
set the point on the riverbed and pushed strai ght down. But instead of giving
hi m a good push upward, the blade sank into the soft nuck of the river bottom

He fought off his panic. He pulled the sword back, and nmoved it nore
carefully. He found a rock, and set the tip against it. Then, fighting hard
agai nst the current, Seth pushed hinself to the surface. He sputtered for air.
What a relief!

But he still had a problem H's |eg remai ned wedged between the rocks, and he
was using both arms to hold hinself up. If he tried to change his position, he
m ght be back the way he had been, drowning.

But he had one free foot. He noved that, feeling for the rocks that were
hol ding his other foot. He managed to push hinself backwards agai nst the
current, until at last his foot came out of the crevice. It was bruised and
hurting, but he was free!

He quickly brought his legs up to the proper position, lifted his sword, and
floated through the rest of the rapids. He had i ndeed seen cal mwaters, and
soon he reached them

Seth dragged hinself to shore. Wre the others all right? Wre they even
alive? He wanted to search for them but as he stood his fatigue manifested
overwhel m ngly. He reeled, and coll apsed on the ground.

* * %

Seth woke as a drop of water |anded on his face. He pulled hinself up agai nst
atree--and felt a sharp pain in his right ankle.

Carefully he sat down and bent his knee so that he could inspect the ankle. It
was swoll en, but he could nove it; it probably wasn't broken. He hadn't felt
the pain as he staggered out of the water, but obviously the rocks and current
had done some damage, and now that he wasn't struggling for his life, he
really felt it. He didn't have any cloth suitable for tying around his ankle,
so he | ooked for a stick to use as a cane. He had to do it on hands and knees,
whi ch wasn't nuch fun either

After crawing around for a while, he found a branch with a V at one end to
put under his arm It was slightly Iong, but he cut off the pointed end a
little with his sword. It would do until he found something better



Using his new crutch, Seth stood up and | ooked around. |If the others were
alive they were probably between him and where they all had entered the river.
After all, if they hadn't gotten out sooner, they would have clinbed to shore
where the rapids cane to an end, which was right here. So they should be on

t he bank, upstream

Unl ess they hadn't made it, and their bodi es had been carried on
downstream. ..

But he refused to accept that notion. He would search for themand find them
that was all there was to it.

It had been starting to rain. He hadn't noticed before, but of course it had
been one of the first drops on his face that had wakened him Now the w nd was
pi cking up, and the drops were fatter and thicker. They rattled agai nst the

| eaves of the nearest trees. H's clothing remai ned soaking wet fromthe river,
but was still helping to keep himwarny that was its nagical effect. But he
felt quite unconfortable in spite of this, perhaps because of his menories of
the icy lake in his hone plane. He wi shed he could be back in the warmtent,
with Tirsa holding his hand. Against his better judgnent, and her

di scouragenent, his feeling for her was grow ng.

Seth set his jaw and began to walk up the river. _Tirsal_ he thought as
powerful ly as he could. _Tirsa! _

There was no answer. He fought off the dread that cane. First he had lost his
fam ly; he couldn't |lose his friends too!

He began to run, clumsily, painfully, slightly panic-stricken at the thought
of the others possibly being dead. What if they were? Wuld he continue the
m ssion, or give up?

The rain was increasing. It was now quite a downpour. That made hi mthink of
hone agai n. The Enperor had told themthey could never return, but that had
not quite penetrated the deeper levels of his belief. There had to be a way to
get back!

H's crutch slipped on the wet ground. H's ankle sent a horrendous jolt of pain
as he came down on it too hard, and he fell. How he wi shed he were hone!

_Seth, are you all right?_

Joy suffused him _Tirsa! Were are you?_

_I"'mw th Rame. He found nme unconscious, caught in a fallen tree that was
hangi ng over the river. | just now got organi zed enough to re-establish the
tel epathic connection. Are you wel |l ?_

_I'mall right. Possibly a sprained ankle, but | can nanage.  Hi s relief at
recei ving from her was pouring through, he knew, but he tried to keep it
busi nesslike. How is Rane?_

“Rane is fine. But I"'mworried. | can't contact Vidav. _

So three of them had made it through--and one was in doubt. _He's so strong,
he must have nade it! Maybe he's out of range. _

| should be able to receive a faint signal anywhere on the planet,_she
responded. _On ny hone plane there are so many nmental contacts that the
signal s becone hopel essly junbled with distance; it's a function of the nunber



of communi cants per unit of geography. But here there are only the four of us,
and | amthe only linker; there is alnbst no interference. There should be
somet hing from him _

Now her al arm was coming through. Seth feared she had cause, but he knew t hat
they had to be steady. He tried to broadcast a reassurance he did not feel
_We nmust get together; then we can concentrate on Vidav. He may have been
knocked out, and a physical search will find him _ That nade so nuch sense

t hat he was encouraged hi nsel f.

_Yes. Were are you?_

_Ask Rane if he saw a waterfall. _

_There is one near. W can hear it._

~Then walk in the direction of the waterfall. |"'mbelowit. _
_Below it? You went over it?_ Her alarm canme through again.

_The water was deep. | wasn't hurt. Then | caught ny ankle in a crevice

bet ween two rocks, and al nost drowned. _He made a nental laugh. It would have
been ironic to die in such a mnor way, after getting past the main threat
unscat hed.

_That's not hunorous! _ she thought severely, picking up his private thought.
Now t here was a concern for him so genuine that he was flattered.

Seth got back to business. Go toward the waterfall, and I will do the sane.
_Which side of the river are you on?_

_The side we were trying to reach. _

_Good. So am . Keeping wal ki ng. Maybe one of us will find Vidav before we
neet._ He hoped!

Seth began to run despite his injury. He | ooked to right and left, hoping to
spy an unconscious but living figure.

Soon he cane to a cliff, the one where the water was cascadi ng down. Rane and
Tirsa were descending it. "You didn't see Vidav?" he asked verbally, know ng
t he answer.

"No." There were worry |ines between her eyes. "W have to find himbefore it
gets dark. Rame says there are nocturnal predators. That's why he brought us
to the Fur-Ghone village last night; it was protected.”

Seth trusted Rane's information! If Vidav was unconscious, he would be easy
prey for anything that sought blood. But it was already beginning to get dark
and periodic claps of thunder suggested that the lull in the storm was
temporary. There would be a torrential downpour

They wal ked back the way Seth had cone. Tirsa and Rane had checked the region
above the falls carefully, and found no indication of Vidav's presence. He
must have been carried over the falls, just as Seth had. He could be farther
downstream on either side.

Rame brought out his reed whistle and played it. For a nonment Seth was
irritated that the faun should be so cheerful in this dreary situation. Then
he felt the healing in his ankle. Rame was playing a healing tune! Soon his



| eg was good enough to enable himto wal k wi thout the crutch, which was a
wonder ful feeling. "Thanks, friend!" he said.

They spread out so that they could cover a wider swath. Vidav might still be
in the water, or washed up on the bank, or he might have craw ed under a bush
farther fromthe river. Seth was the one closest to the river, and he spied
not hi ng but water.

"There!" Rame excl ai med, pointing.

It was Vidav, sure enough. He was wal king slowy along the shore, downstream
"But there is no nmental contact!" Tirsa said, bew | dered.

"Vidav!" Seth shouted. But the man did not turn around.

Seth began to run after him "Seth, wait!" Tirsa shouted. "Something is wong
with him |'mconcentrating on his mnd, and there is sonething there, but I
can't read it."

"Maybe | can find out what's the matter," Seth called back, continuing to run.
She had once called him an inpetuous youth; he was being true to form

He caught up to Vidav and grabbed his shoul der. "Hey, friend, renenber nme?"

Vi dav turned, and Seth rocked back in horror. The man's face had a purple hue
and his eyes were blank white, with no animation at all. Vidav opened his
slack nouth in an effort to speak, but nothing cane out other than a bit of
drool . Then he col |l apsed.

"What happened?" Rame asked as he came running up

"I don't know. Look at him Hs heart is still beating but he doesn't seem
alive. He's like a zonbie!"

"He was hit by a dart, renenber," Tirsa said, arriving on the scene. "W were
so busy we hardly noticed, but | remenber that he pulled it out and conti nued
as if unaffected. Rane, do you know what type of poison the Sateons use?"

"They have nore than one kind, depending on their need. For hunting they
usual |y use one that stuns, so they can keep the neat alive for a while and
prevent it fromspoiling. But in conbat they use the kind that kills al nost
i mediately. | can only assume that the strength of his body, and the short
time the dart was in, caused a partial effect. That might kill himslowy.
Maybe ny pipe can help him" He brought out his whistle again and played it
diligently, but Vidav did not stir. It was obvious that it would require
somet hing nore specific to cure this mal ady.

"Where is his backpack?" Tirsa asked.

"I't's not on him" Seth answered. He started checking around the area. "If he
had it when he cane fromthe river, he mght have dropped it by the bank, but
it doesn't seemto be here. The river mght have ripped it off himand carried
it away. Qur nedical supplies were there; how can we hel p himw thout then®"

Rame ceased his futile effort with the whistle. "W shall have to get help.
The el ves m ght know what to do."

Seth's conpass was still in his pocket, and Rane's map was still readable, so
they were not lost. They could find the elf village.



The storm however, seened to be getting even worse. The rain had eased at
times, but seened to be only teasing them for it always came back stronger
It was al nost pitch black now.

"What should we do?" Seth asked. "We could press on, but we could get into
even nmore serious trouble in this blackness."

"I agree,"” Rame said. "I can find ny way by day and often by night, but this
is unfamliar territory and the stormmakes it worse. | vote that we stay
here, and tonorrow in the daylight we can go for the elf village."

Tirsa consi dered. "W nust nmake a shelter, and eat, and Ranme nust resume
playing, in case the effect is slow"

"First I will conjure some food," the faun said, and to that they agreed
enphatically. Hunger had been forgotten during the crisis, but they did need
to eat.

Seth took his sword and cut branches and saplings to fashion a crude shelter
He found | arge | eaves and overl apped themto nmake an al nost waterti ght
covering. Then Rane conjured a good neal for themall. It was too wet to try
building a fire, and in any event the snoke might have attracted the attention
of the Sateons or a dragon. Ranme was di sappoi nted; he had wanted to try the
"magic" flint in the pocket knife Seth had traded him So they huddl ed

t oget her under the lean-to and ate, while the rain poured down just beyond.
Vidav | ay farther back; they had dragged himinto the nost protected part.

Bet ween bites of food, Rane played his whistle, sending the healing toward the
unconsci ous man.

"At least he isn't getting any worse,"” Tirsa said. "Perhaps it is doing him
some good, inside, and after a while he will be able to throw off the effect
of the poison."

"I wonder whether it could have been the stunning kind," Seth said. "Is it
possi bl e that they had orders to capture us instead of kill us?"

"I really don't see why Nefarious would want to capture us," she said. "The
monent we are dead, the only threat to his power will be gone.™

Set h nodded. There didn't seemto be much point to capture. "I think we should
mai ntain a watch during the night, so that nothing cones on us unawares. |'I|
take the first shift while the two of you sleep, and one of you can relieve ne
after a few hours."

"Yes, this is sensible," she said. "I will take the second shift, and then
wake Rame for the third."

The other two crawl ed back and lay on either side of Vidav, their bodies
hel ping to keep the unconscious man warm Seth sat in front, at the fringe of
t he pouring water.

He had thought that the stormhad reached its ultimate, but it grew yet
another notch in intensity. The wi nds swooped in, catching at things,
threatening to ruin their shelter. Jagged spears of lightning struck cl ose by.
Suppose lightning felled a tree and it crashed down on their heads, Seth
wonder ed nervously. Ordinarily he would not have given such a notion a

t hought, but now it was easy to believe.

There seened to be one benefit of the storm no creatures appeared to be out



hunting. Evidently they did not like this weather any better than the human
party did.

Suddenly there was a crash in the bushes a few yards in front of him Seth
junped up and drew his sword, moving slowy toward the noise. It was probably
just a fallen branch, not worth waking the others, but he was not about to
take a chance. One of the frequent flashes of lightning should illumnate it
for him

Now t here was a commotion. Somet hing seened to be tangled in the brush. Seth
rai sed the sword, ready to strike out imediately.

The lightning flashed, and he saw a wing fl apping. That was no lizard! It
seened to be a large bird.

"Are you friend or eneny?" he asked, not expecting an answer. |If the sound of
his voice reassured the creature, he mght be able to cut it free and let it
fly awmay. He had always liked birds, and other non-hostile wild creatures.

The conmmoti on stopped. The bird noved its head up to peer at Seth. He could
see the faint glistening of its noist eyes. "I amunarned. Please do not kil
me," it said.

Set h al nost dropped his sword. Then he renenbered t he background he had been
given: sone birds here were intelligent, and did speak the human tongue.
Perhaps it was that the potion they had been given at the castle enabled the
Chosen to understand the | anguage of all creatures, not just nmen. "You're a
friend?" he asked hesitantly.

"My kind is neutral to your kind," the bird replied, "but | sought to help
you. The storm blew nme out of control and into this snag bush. Pl ease help ne

out of it. I will depart and | eave you in peace after | have done what | cane
to do."
"No need, if you are friendly," Seth said, still marveling at this

devel opnent. "W have shelter and food which you may share if you care to. W
seek only to pass the night safely.” He stepped forward and used his sword
cautiously to cut the vines entangling the bird. Hi s eyes had adjusted, and he
coul d see just enough

Now he thought to look at the tassel on his sword. It was white, indicating no
physi cal danger. Wiy hadn't he thought to check that before?

"I thank you, Man. | ama Fleigh, and | accept your kind offer, as | prefer
not to risk nmyself again in flight through this storm™

A Fleigh. Now Seth's nmenory focused on what he had | earned, and it was as if
he were opening a book to the correct page. This was a civilized creature that
lived in colonies, loosely allied to humans. It was about as tall as Seth
hinsel f, with a wi ngspan of about ten feet and beak and claws that could do a
| ot of damage when it chose to. But the word of this bird could be trusted, he
remenber ed.

He unhooked the | ast of the barbs that were caught in the creature's wings. He
had to work carefully, because the feathers were delicate and the barbs were
cruelly sharp. The Fleigh stood quite still.

"The stormis pretty bad," Seth remarked. "But | wouldn't think it could bl ow
such capabl e creatures as your kind is off course. You nust have been flying
very |low '



"I was. | saw you today when you were under fire. | was flying to ny hone to
get armed hel p, but when I saw a dragon coning | had to hide on the ground for
fear of being burned out of the air. The dragon saw ne but did not attack; it
flew toward you four. |I flewup after it passed and saw it flame your rope.
After the Sateons and the dragon left | flew down the river hoping to find
you. "

"Hold it," Seth interrupted. "Do you nmean to say you know who we are?"

"OfF course. Your weapons and clothing are those of the Emperor's Royal Guard,
and the Fleighs are allied to the Enperor. | did not find you then, but | did
find this." The bird indicated sonething behind it, that had before been

hi dden in the darkness.

Seth stared in amazenent. The Fl eigh had brought themtheir Vidav's pack, wth
the tent and stove! But there seened to be little point in trying to set up
the tent now, the |l ean-to was doing the job.

"I continued to search the area in the hope of finding you, but when the storm
got this bad | began to fly back. | tried to carry your bundle, but it bore ne
down. The wind buffeted me, and caught the bundle, and that threw ne off. |
could have recovered, had | not already been flying so | ow and had the rain
not interfered with nmy flight. That is why |I crashed."

"W aren't the Royal Guard, you know. We're the Chosen

The bird spread its wings slightly, surprised. "Then it is even better that |
found you, even if by accident! Take your bundle."

Seth eagerly took the pack. The top strap had broken and the shelter and
stove-pi pe had fallen out. Quch! He felt the bottom and found one contai ner
of medici ne. That was what they needed!

_Seth, where are you? What's going on?_ It was Rame's thought.

_Inportant news! Seth returned. _| have found a friend!_

"Come and neet the rest of our party," Seth said to the Fleigh. They wal ked

t oget her back toward the inpronptu shelter. The rain was entering another

rem ssion, but he didn't trust it.

Tirsa was al so getting up. "This is a Fleigh, who brought us Vidav's pack, and
there is nedicine in it!" Seth said, keeping it verbal so that the bird would
not catch on to their secret node of comunication. There was no point in
being careless with their secret. "And these are my conpani ons, Rame and

Tirsa."

Rame took the pack. "Is this all that was |left?" he asked, taking out the
medi cal kit. "It is one of the weaker versions, and may not be enough.™

"The rest fell out," Seth said. "But half a |oaf is better than none."
"Half a | oaf of what?" Tirsa asked, perplexed.

"I mean that little is better than nothing," Seth explained. Sonething el se
was bothering him Sonething the bird had said. Wiy woul d the Enperor have

themdress in clothing that would make them easily recogni zed?

Then he thought of sonething el se. "Rane, play your whistle over the



nmedi ci ne. "

"Why? | can't conjure that sort of thing."

"1'"mcurious. Please hunor ne.

Rame shrugged and played his reed whistle. A foul note sounded. "That can't
be!" he exclained. "It's poison!"

Seth nodded as things fell into place. "The Enperor sabotaged our quest. He
gave us bad nedicine that would kill us instead of curing us when we got in
trouble. He also garbed us in clothing and gave us weapons that woul d

i mediately |l et our enem es know who we are. W are marked."

Rame stared, astonished and appal | ed. "But why?"

"It couldn't be the Emperor," Tirsa said. "Wien | first arrived | was
reasonably suspicious, and | checked the Enperor's thoughts thoroughly. They
were conplex, and | couldn't read all the levels, but I amsure he wants us to
be successful, even if he doubts that we will be."

"Coul d he have stopped you fromfinding out the truth?" Seth asked. "You said
that on your plane it could be done."

"It is true that mnd blocks can be established. But he is not fromny plane,
and does not know tel epathy. He had no m nd block, only such a conplicated

m xture of enotions relating to the Chosen that | could not fathomit all. If
t here has been sabotage, it nust have been soneone el se.™

"One of the spies!" Rame excl ai ned.

"No, they did not do anything, they only observed; | read that in them" she
said. "Except for that maid, what's her name, Donela, who had a passion for

Vi dav, because she is inpressed by strength. But | suppose that if there is
someone high up, who might benefit if the Enperor's plan fails, he m ght have
done it."

"So he could take over!" Seth said. "If the Enperor was discredited!"

"Yet the Enperor saw us in our Empire clothing," Tirsa said. "He felt no al arm

over that. Wiy should he set us up so foolishly?"

"Maybe he had bad advice," Seth said. Yet he wondered. Who coul d have given
t hat advi ce, except Turcot--who surely was |oyal ? Sonethi ng remai ned odd,
her e.

"I do not understand," the bird said. "If you did not wear the Empire
cl ot hi ng, how woul d we know you?"

"Could it be that sinple?" Tirsa asked. "It never occurred to themthat what
made us identifiable to the friends of the Enpire also made us vul nerable to
its enem es?"

"That doesn't explain the poison nmedicine," Rame responded grimy

"But that could have been done separately, by a spy," she said. "I did not
think to check for that, in their mnds, and m ght not have been able to

fathomit anyway."

"I'n the nmorning we shoul d canoufl age our clothing,"” Seth said. "The two of you



shoul d cover any distinguishing marks on your swords." He gl anced at Rane.
"Since you gave nme this sword, Ranme, | won't need to cover it."

"I still don't understand,"” the bird said. "How does Enmpire clothing nmake you
vul nerabl e? It should frighten the enem es of the Empire."

"Excuse me," Seth said. "What is your nane?"

"I am Brieght."

"I will answer your question, Brieght. If we wear the Enpire clothing and
weapons, our friends will know us, true. But we are going into eneny country,
and so our enemies will also know us. Qur friends won't kill us, but our
enemes wll. Indeed, they alnbst did! So we need to be anonynous."

The bird's eyes widened. "Ch, | see! That is true!"

"Do you think you could fly to your village in the nmorning and bring good
nmedi ci ne for our friend?"

"He was the one shot by the Sateon?"
"Yes. A dart hit him but he pulled it out."

"Then | am afraid that any medi ci ne we have would have little or no effect.
The Sat eons use powerful poison that we cannot conbat, as we have learned to
our sorrow. He is lucky to be alive. To where are you goi ng tonorrow?"

"The elf village."

"They may be able to help you. They fight the Sateons. One of their nunber is
a wizard and coul d possibly help your friend. If you like I will fly above you
and scout for enemes while you hike."

"That's not necessary," Rane said. "You' ve hel ped us enough, and if you are
with us Nefarious could spot us easier."

"I won't be with you, I will be flying above you. | insist, it is the |east
that | could do for the Chosen."

"Then we thank you," Rane said. "Seth, it's about tine for me to take over the
wat ch so you can sleep.”

That was right! He had forgotten about the watch. "Thanks."

Seth, Tirsa and Brieght went farther into the shelter, settled down around
Vi dav, and went to sl eep.

* * %

He wal ked up his front steps. H's key was out, and he put it to the door. It
did not fit. He tried to turn it, but nothing happened. Yet he knew it was the
ri ght key, the one he had al ways used.

He heard a screamfrominside. Seth ran over to the wi ndow and peered in. His
nmot her was screani ng, backed up against the wall. There was a man with a
flowi ng bl ack cape in the house, his back to Seth.

What was goi ng on? Why couldn't he get in to help his famly? W was the nman
in black?



Seth woke in the lean-to. The stormwas still going full thrust. Tirsa had
taken over the watch from Rane; the faun was asleep, as was Brieght, his head
tucked under a wing. It looked as if it was getting closer to norning, for a
reluctant grayness was nudgi ng at the bl ackness at the front of the |lean-to.
He | ay back and returned to sleep

* k%

Seth charged the front door, put his shoul der hard against it, and burst open
the lock. He crashed into the house.

Hs momwas sitting on the kitchen table with her head in her hands, crying.
But before Seth could investigate that, he heard a screamfromupstairs. That
was his sister!

He turned and charged up the stairs. His sister's roomwas at the end of the
hall. He ran, but the hall was too long; it continued interninably. He kept
runni ng. The doors flew past on the sides, but he was no closer to his
sister's roomthan he had been when he reached the top of the stairs.

Then Seth stopped running, but the walls to the side continued to nove past
faster and faster. He was getting dizzy at the speed of this inpossible
nmoverent. He seened to be on a conveyor belt, being carried along at a racing
pace no matter what he did. How could any of this be happeni ng?

Suddenly the walls canme to a stop. Seth's body was thrown forward. He sl amed
into the door of his sister's room knocking it open

Ferne was sitting at her desk with the desk | anp on, doing her honmework. Seth,
di zzy, wal ked slowy over to her. He was half afraid that she would turn out
to be nade of ice. But this was a different dream wasn't it? The door slanmed
shut behind him Seth spun around, but no one else was in the room He turned
back, and his sister was gone. \What had happened to her? She hadn't nelted,

for there was no puddl e of water. Had she been a ghost?

He returned to the door and tried the knob, half expecting it to be |ocked. It
wasn't; it opened readily.

Two scaly clawed hands grabbed Seth's neck. They tightened and lifted himoff
t he ground, gasping. He stared into the twisted face of the man with the bl ack
cape. But it was not a man, it was Nefarious!

Seth struggled to free hinself fromthe deadly grip, but was hel pl ess agai nst
this powerful creature. His feet dangling in the air, his body Iinp, he |ost
consci ousness.

Ei ght
_Trek_

Set h woke and | ooked out of the shelter. It was still raining, though the
storm had di ed down considerably. Tirsa was on watch, and the sun was
beginning to rise over the horizon--or so the foggy patch of light to the east
suggest ed.

Apparently his bad dream had been routine, not a sending, because he had cone
out of it on his own and the others did not seemto be suffering simlarly.
H s concern about the possibility of betrayal by the Enperor nust have sent



himinto it. But it did seemnore |likely that the Enperor was straight, and
that a spy had sabot aged the medi cine.

Seth clinmbed over Rane's sleeping figure and crawl ed over to Vidav. The man's
face remmi ned purple, but when Seth pulled up his eyelid he saw that the pupi
and iris had returned to normal. That was an i nprovenent!

Rame woke, and al so took a |look at Vidav. "I'mafraid he's not |ooking much
better, but at least he's no worse. W will need to reach the elf village
today, and get help there but how will we nove hinP"

"I may have an idea," Seth said. "You and Tirsa canoufl age yourselves, to
prevent easy recognition, and I will work on the problemof nmoving him" Seth
and Rane left the shelter and told Tirsa of Vidav's condition; then the three
set about their specific jobs, eating fruit on the run

After submitting to a call of nature, Seth searched about for an appropriate
plant. In a few nminutes he found a tree covered with fairly strong orange
vines. He took the dagger Rame had given himand cut a vine into fifteen
sections, each about three feet long. He tied these branches together with the
vi nes about five inches apart fromeach other, and then carried it back to the
ot hers.

Tirsa and Rane had chopped vines off the snag bush and hooked theminto their
clothing. They had al so taken mud and sneared it over their jackets, pants and
faces. Seth did the sane, then hel ped to cover Vidav.

Rame found a use for the poison nedicine: they spread it on their clothing,
and it repelled the insects that now sought to attack them "It's an il

wi nd!" Seth remarked, and then had to explain that for the others: this il
wi nd of the poison had brought thema bit of good after all.

They ate breakfast with Brieght in a hurry; there could be no tinme wasted if
they were going to keep Vidav alive. Seth showed them how to carry Vidav using
the inprovised stretcher. They placed himon the stretcher and picked it up
Seth put a branch on each shoulder, with the stretcher behind him and Tirsa
put a branch on each shoulder with the stretcher in front of her. This made
the carrying nmuch easier. Even so, Seth was glad that Tirsa was a pretty
strong wonan, for Vidav was one solid weight.

Rame wal ked in front, with the map and conpass. There was no need to draw his
sword, as Brieght would warn them of any approachi ng danger. Rame would switch
with Tirsa when she becane tired, and Tirsa would switch with Seth when he
becarme tired. This rotation, he hoped, would allow themto travel without
resting too long. Delay could be fatal, to Vidav and perhaps to themall, if
anot her dragon spied them

They set out. The river crossing hadn't washed them far off course, and if
they kept a good pace and hi ked partially into the night they should be able
to reach the elf village. Vidav's weight slowed them down, while their magic
boots speeded themup, and this resulted in an approxi mately normal wal ki ng
pace.

The rain finally stopped, but the clouds hung overhead, threatening nore at
any time. Could this be the m schief of Nefarious, he wondered, invoking the
weat her itself to hanmper their effort? That seemed fantastic yet in this world
of magic, it might indeed be possible.

Rel i eved of the beat of rain and the restricted vision the fog had caused,
Seth noted the splendor of the forest. They were beginning to see nore



animals, wildlife, and plants not found in civilized regions. A nunber of them
were intriguing, but not because of their alien quality. In fact, some of the
smal l er animals canme incredibly close to | ooking |ike some of the smaller
Earth ani mal s he knew, such as rabbits and squirrels. D d that suggest that in
its natural state, this plane was closer to his owmn world than it had seened?

"I's your Earth as lovely as this?" Rane asked.

"Mne is," Tirsa said. "But it is also very different."

"My Earth is also beautiful,” Seth said. "But not everywhere. Sonme of the

pl aces that used to |l ook this way have been destroyed for reasons that can't
be justified."

"Such as war?" Rane asked.
Seth scowl ed. "War is one reason. There are others."

"You know," Tirsa said, "even if we destroy Nefarious, his mnions wll
probably still wage war."

_What of the Teuton Enpire,  Seth thought. _Isn't it warlike too?_
"Yes," Ranme said, acknow edgi ng both the spoken and mental conments. "Earth
Pl ane 4 has never seen a war with the nmagnitude that this one pronises. There
are of course mnor skirm shes, such as those between villages, but the

out come of this war could be very damaging, to say the least."

"Is it possible that if we destroy Nefarious a war can be avoi ded al t oget her ?"
Set h asked.

"I't's hard to say. If we destroy Nefarious, then the hunman species and its
allies will have a good chance for victory. But avoiding war? | doubt it. The
tensi on between the good civilizations and the corrupted civilizations has
been building for centuries. Both sides have armes primed and ready for
battle, but both sides have been waiting and | ooking for sone cl ear advantage.
Nef arious is now that advantage."

"Nefarious has been alive for quite a while,"
advantage to his side only now?"

Tirsa said. "Wiy is he an

"Until a year ago the Teuton Enpire had a sorcerer of great talent," Rane
expl ai ned. "He was not as strong as Nefarious, but his help in battle would
have been significant, so that there was no cl ear advantage on either side. He
was killed by a spell brought into his house by one of Nefarious's creatures.
At |east, that is what we assune.”

"You assune?" Tirsa asked. "You mean you aren't sure whether Nefarious sent
the creature?"

"We aren't sure that he is dead. Hi s hone conpletely vani shed, and he with it.
So the spell either destroyed him or transported himto some place where he
was hel pl ess. Certainly he hasn't been seen since."

"Why then," Seth asked, "didn't Nefarious attack a year ago?"

"I really don't know. It may be because though he is powerful, he could not
destroy the allied forces alone, and the evil ones are unorgani zed, often
fighting among t hensel ves, as nost evil creatures do. He had to take the tine
to make alliances, and to organize and train the armes."



"No enemies in sight!" canme a call from Brieght.
"Thank you, friend!" Rane yelled. "Keep up the good work!"
"Seth!" Tirsa exclained. "Stop wal king. Vidav just moved his hand!"

Seth hadn't seen Vidav, as he was carrying the front of the stretcher. They
stopped and put the big man on the ground. Seth becane aware of the burden he
had been carrying as he got free of it; Tirsa hadn't conpl ai ned, but she nust
have been sorely fatigued. OF course their magi c boots had been hel pi ng,
supplying extra lift instead of forward notion, so that they could all carry
far nore than otherwise. Still, this was no fun excursion

Vi dav was indeed | ooking better. The purple hue seemed to be fading, and his

eyes | ooked normal. "Can you talk to himthrough your mnmind power?"

"No, |'ve been trying, but his mindis still not functioning," she said. "I
hope that this is nerely because his body is healing first, and that his brain
will recover inits turn. The poison may have stunned it w thout permanently
damaging it."

"We had better keep noving," Rane said. "Tirsa had the last break; I'll switch
with you this time, Seth."

"That's fine," Seth agreed. "lI'mnot that tired, but 1'll take the lead." Yet

he had been tired enough to have forgotten that they had been switching out,
and his shoul ders were turning | eaden. He knew he needed the rest.

Rame and Tirsa picked up the stretcher again. Now Seth saw how worn Tirsa

| ooked; facing forward, he had not been able to observe her before. She was
sweat - soaked and griny, and her hair hung in straggles, the luster of its
zebra striping lost. The weight had to be worse for her than for him yet she
had not | et on. She was sone worman, and not just because of her appearance
(whi ch wasn't much, at the nmonent) or her intelligence and telepathic ability.

Pl ease spare nme the obvious, _ she thought at him but there was tired hunor
init.

Somewhat guiltily, he faced forward, taking the lead. But he felt conpelled to
mai ntai n a di al ogue, perhaps to put sonething between them and his
enbarrassi ng thoughts of a noment before. "Tirsa, what about war? | nean, is
there a lot of fighting in your plane, even with the mental contact?"

"No, our planet is very peaceful,” she replied. Now he was aware of the
slightly | abored quality in her voice, and he felt another bit of guilt for
maki ng her talk when it was all she could do to carry the heavy burden of

t heir compani on. "There is no physical violence, though there have been known
to be a few psychic battles now and then. I'mafraid that this war business
will be quite newto ne. | would prefer not to have to find out about it."

"I'f you don't mind ny asking," Ranme said, "you are obviously too young to die
of old age, Tirsa. Wthout violence, how did you end up here?"

"I amnot ready to tell you the whole truth, but I will tell you part of it,"
she said. "I did not die of natural causes, nor did | die at the hands of
someone else, | took my own life."

"You killed yourself?" sputtered Seth. "Wy, if you |loved your famly and your
wor |l d, and had such perfect conmunication with others, why would you kil



your sel f?"

"There are aspects to perfect comruni cation that becone difficult. At the
time, | thought | had sufficient cause. In retrospect | amless certain. | now
think that something in nmy head, at an unconscious |level, wanted ne to do it.

| felt as if | were needed sonewhere else. Apparently | was. | really did not
want to die; | knew the pain it would cause nmy fanily and ny lover, but | also
knew that it had to be done. | amglad nowto realize that the attenpt nust
have failed on ny plane and ny famly at |east has nmy double, who perhaps

| acks the fatal flaw | possess. | miss ny famly, but if what we are doing
here can save their lives, then it nust be worthwhile."

Seth was taken aback by nore than one aspect of her statement. It had never
occurred to himthat she could be the suicidal type! But of course she wasn't;
it must have been the inpul se of the Chosen, reaching across the planes to tag
the three of them who had to come here. He had thought his own drowni ng was
coi nci dental, and now knew that it was not; simlarly, her suicide would not
have been her own idea, however nuch it nmight have seemed like it at the tine.

Anot her aspect was her passing reference to her lover. Seth had sonehow

t hought of her as pristine, untouched by enotion or affairs of the flesh. But
of course she was human, with the interests and passions of the human ki nd.
She had been forthright about this fromthe outset of their association
advising himthat she was interested in ronmance but not with him O course
she had a lover! He had allowed his foolish inmage of her to cloud the reality,
though the reality was far nore credible and adnirable than the image.

Third, she had spoken of a fatal flaw that had made her think that death was
the only way out. She had not died, but she seened to believe that the flaw
remai ned. What could it be? Certainly there was nothing he had ever observed
about her that was | ess than adnirable.

_Thank you, _ she thought wyly, and he junped. He had to stop thinking so
freel y!

_No, your thoughts are naive but honest, and they become you. | would not have
m nded resenbling either your prior inage of ne or your present one, though
both are false.

Both fal se? The first, maybe; but the second inage had the authority of his
recent experience with her. She was a good wonan, even if she chose not to
believe it herself. But why didn't she believe it?

"How was it with you?" Tirsa inquired aloud. "If your dream was any
i ndication, it had sonething to do with ice."

Seth had to wench hinmself out of his consideration of her and reorient on his
own situation. "Yes. The last thing that happened to me on ny Earth was a
fight. There really wasn't any reason why we were attacked, but now it makes
sense. During the fight I ran fromny friend who needed ny help. | don't know
why | ran. | hated nyself for running. But |I didn't stop. Now naybe

understand why." He went on to describe the way he had drowned in the icy

| ake.

In a few minutes the rain began again, and the group stopped talking. Seth
noticed that the terrain was changing; in the distance were gray snowcapped
nmount ai ns. The nmountains did not appear to be a problem in fact it seened
that their group had intercepted a path that m ght take themthrough the
easier slopes. This was not a main path on the map, which was mainly
topol ogi cal with the exception of marked villages and the mai n Teutoni an pat h.



They decided to followit, since there was unlikely to be much traffic on it,
and it did go the way they needed, and they did want to make good tine. There
was no telling whether Vidav's condition would continue to inprove. It was
best to get himto whatever help was avail abl e.

"Before my dad died we did a |l ot of canping,” Seth remarked. "I realize that
many nountai ns may | ook the same to a stranger, but these |look incredibly like
the Grand Tetons. That's a nmountain range in Wom ng."

The ot hers gave hima curious | ook

"Uh, Woming is a state, er, an area of land in the country, er, region | live
in." Who woul d have thought that such an innocent statenment could become so
cl unsy!

They kept wal king. At the crest of the first hill Seth gasped in astoni shnent.
In the valley bel ow was a beautiful area of grass, trees, and a brilliantly

bl ue | ake. The rocky nountai n peaks surrounded it. Wat nade this astonishing
was that Seth had seen an identical sight while hiking the Tetons with his
dad. "This is anmazing! The only thing missing are the bears."

There was a horrendous roar from behind a nearby boul der. Seth imediately
drew his sword. From behind the boul der wal ked a grizzly bear, about fourteen
feet in height and standing on its hind |egs.

"What is it?" Rame yelled in unsuppressed astoni shnent and terror

"It's a bear," Seth yelled back. "The grandaddy of all bears! What's it doing
on your plane?"

There was no tinme to answer. The bear charged forward. Seth swung with his
sword. The bl ade sliced through the bear's mdsection and Seth stepped back
The bear, however, wasn't hurt; the sword had done no damage. In fact, there
had been no inpact. Had he m ssed?

The bear swung its nmassive paw. Seth raised his sword, but the clawed digit
passed through it and cane right at his face. He didn't even have tinme to
scream -before the paw passed through his head. He had been braced for inpact
and pain, expecting to be smashed to the side, but felt nothing. Wat had
happened?

Then Seth noticed his outstretched sword. Its tassel was white. He was in no
physi cal danger. "How can this be?" he asked, mesnerized by the nonstrous bear
before him

"It can't be real," Rame said as the bear et out another very convincing
roar. "lIts hand passed right through you. It nust be an illusion."

As Ranme spoke, the bear disappeared.
The faun did a double take. "Wien | said it couldn't be real, it was gone!"

"And when | thought about a bear,"” Seth said, "one appeared, only it wasn't
solid, it was an illusion."
"I think that's the answer,"” Rane said. "Mich of the surrounding |land of Earth
Pl ane 4 has collective individual magic. This region, maybe just this
particul ar mountain, produces illusion invoked by our thoughts. Maybe one of
us should think of sonething, preferably sonmething that won't frighten us in

t he manner your big bear did."



Could this relate to telepathy? Seth didn't |ike the notion, because it neant
that their secret node of conmunication could beconme known. But maybe this was
nore general. They conmuni cated in words, while the bear had been nore like a
picture. People said that one picture was worth a thousand words, but there
were occasions when it was the other way around.

"Let's think of our famlies and friends," Seth suggested. "See if they
appear."

The ot hers nodded. Seth thought of his mother and sister and his friend R an
They appeared, | ooking conpletely lifelike. But that wasn't the limt. Rane's
hanmadryad Mal ape appeared, and several others that he didn't recognize. Those
were surely Tirsa's conjurations; indeed, one of themdid seemto |ook |ike an
ol der version of Tirsa herself. Her nother? The figures | ooked around exactly
as if alive, and wal ked here and there, but then two of them wal ked ri ght

t hrough each other without noticing. They were illusions, sure enough

The three living folk stood in silence, each one wi shing that he or she were
hone, but knowi ng that this was not going to happen. There was no joy, at this
nonent .

"W need to keep noving," Tirsa renminded them "I think it would be best if we
wi shed t hem away. "

Rame nodded. Wth that all the people vani shed except Seth's, and as he
concentrated, those did too.

But even then, one renained, one whom none of them had summpned. He was a
| arge man who resenbl ed Vi dav, except that he was slightly transparent. Seth,
Rame and Tirsa | ooked at each other, and then at Vidav's notionless body.

Then the figure spoke. "I amnot all right. If we do not reach the elf village
intinme | may jeopardize the entire mssion. The poison in the dart was not
lethal; it was intended only to stun. But it contained a bacterial culture,

and the bacteria developed into a parasitic creature that is trying to take
over my body. Right nowit is lodged in my spinal colum, preventing nmy nerve
i mpul ses fromcarrying out nmessages, which is why I can hardly nove. It is

al so battling me nentally, which is why | couldn't reach you before, or
respond to you. The magic in this region, however, enhances the ability to
transmt thought, so | amable to reach you, briefly. My body will continue to
recover; however, if the creature takes over ny mnd..."

The ot hers understood what Vidav couldn't say: if his mnd was taken over by a
creature of Nefarious, he hinself would becane a creature of Nefarious. The
attack of the Sateons had been nore devious than they had thought! Only by
this coincidental event had they discovered the real danger it posed to them
The evil sorcerer couldn't |ose, Seth realized; had they drowned, he would
have been rid of them and if they survived infected by organi sms that served
him they would pose no threat to him WMaybe the Teuton Enmpire wasn't perfect,
but it certainly seemed better than Nefarious!

They wal ked down to the | ake and trees. There were |liana vines associated with
the trees. They cut several and used them as ropes, binding Vidav's arms and

| egs securely. These night not hold himfor long if he became fully active,

but they should restrain himlong enough to represent a safety factor

It was ironic, Seth thought, that the physical inprovenent they had noted in
their friend was no | onger cause for joy, but for alarm A physically perfect
eneny was no bl essing!



They finished the job and were about to resune their march. Seth | ooked up at
the clouds. The stormwas clearing away at |ast; there would be no nore rain.
But sonething twinged in his stomach. "Were is Brieght?"

The others | ooked up, startled. Seth drew his sword. The tassel was jet black

For a nonent he froze. Wen the bear had charged him the tassel had been
white; now that all seenmed serene, it was black. He trusted the tassel--but
what was the threat they faced now?

No one spoke, or even projected any thoughts, because in this region those

t houghts coul d becone all too evident. The others noved Vidav's stretcher into
t he spreadi ng branches of a sprawing tree, where he was conceal ed by the
foliage. Wth luck he woul d be safe from any outside nmenace. Then they drew
their swords and | ooked warily around. There seenmed to be nothing.

They formed a line and wal ked slowy in the direction they planned to go. If
that proved to be safe, they would return to carry Vidav to a new hiding

pl ace. As long as the tassel remai ned bl ack, they could afford to take no
chances.

There was a snap behind them They spun around.

Two wonen were standing there. They nust have stepped in fromthe side,
perhaps from behind a tree, after the three passed them They were not pretty
speci mens, though definitely female; their hair was bound into efficient knots
to keep it clear of their faces, and they wore single-piece tunics over rather
stout bodies. Their faces were set into simlar |ooks of arrogant appraisal
They seened to be unar ned.

This was the danger that turned the tassel black? Seth found that hard to
bel i eve. But he wasn't going to dismss the warning w thout |earning nore.
Maybe t hese were nonsters who only | ooked like wonen, in order to lull their
prey until they could get within striking range. Yet if that were the case,
why weren't they beautiful ? An unpretty siren did not lure nany sailors to
their doom

One worman lifted her hand, making a peculiar gesture. There was a shaking of
the tree in the direction she seened to point to. Then Vidav's stretcher
floated out of the foliage.

Seth stared. She was using tel ekinesis--or nore likely magic--to lift that
heavy body as if it were so much mst. No wonder these wonmen weren't armed!
Wth power |ike that, they needed no weapons.

The wonman hi ssed--and the stretcher broke in half. Vidav dropped painfully to
t he ground.

That did it. The tassel was right. As one, Seth, Rame and Tirsa charged wth
their swords.

And stopped. They were abruptly unable to nove. They did not fall, they nmerely
froze in place, as if caught in invisible hands.

"Dx nxt xttxck xs!" hissed one of the wonen.
Why coul dn't he understand them since he now could understand all the human

folk of this plane? Did that nmean that these were not human? Yet he could
almost figure it out. It was a matter of filling in the vowels.



_Do not attack us,_ Tirsa supplied.

Now Seth felt a painful throbbing in his gut. He doubled over and fell to the
ground. Tirsa and Rane were undergoing simlar pain, for they too were
falling. H's stomach was being twisted internally until the pain intensified
to a point where he could no | onger breathe. The strange wonmen were punishing
themfor their attenpted attack! In a few seconds he | ost consci ousness.

* k%

Seth | ooked up fromthe table where he and his dad were having di nner. They
had just finished a canping trip and were eating at a diner on the way hone.
Seth was only eight and his father |ooked young and healthy. There was no sign
of the cancer that would take his life in the years to cone. It was |ate at

ni ght and there were only a few others.

A car pulled up outside. Seth turned to | ook, routinely curious about
everything that happened near him Strapped to the hood of the car was the
corpse of a deer.

"Daddy, | ook what they caught!" Seth whispered, notioning at the two nmen who
had just entered the establishment, and then to the car outside. "Can | go
| ook?"

"I'f you like," M. Warner replied, expressing no enotion

He gl anced at his father, for there was a strange look in his eyes. But Seth
was too innocent to think much of it. He ran happily out to the car, to see
the animal. He fancied it was |like a stuffed toy, a pretend bear or tiger

Stepping close to the car, he extended his hand. He touched the deer's fur. It
was soft, but not warm He drew back his hand and wal ked to the deer's face.

That | ook changed his life. The eyes of that creature burned into Seth's m nd
This was no stuffed toy! The | ook on the deer's face--its | ast |ook--was an
expression not of horror, but of innocence.

Seth noved over and saw the wound where the creature had been shot. Now he
realized that it had been killed, and he had heard of killing, and seen it in
cartoons; this had not quite registered on the visceral |evel before. The deer
itself had not conprehended its fate. Now he understood that innocent gaze.
What coul d such a creature know of death?

Why had it been killed? There was no justification! No need by the hunters to
survive. They had slaughtered this beautiful, living creature for fun

Seth began to cry as the feeling of grief and anger built up in his heart. He
turned fromthe awful scene, ran inside, and stunbled into his dad, sobbing.

M. Warner was quick to confort him He was against hunting, but had let Seth
| ook at the deer in order to allow himto formhis own opinion. Perhaps he had
known how Seth woul d react, but thought it best for the child to find out in
his own way.

Seth continued crying as M. Warner tried to cal mhi mdown. He was not
ordinarily the kind of child who cried, but this vision of the deer had struck
at a level other than the physical, and it disturbed himdeeply.

"WIl you shut that kid up!" a man yelled from across the room



"I"'msorry," M. Warner replied. "Seth, it's okay. Let's get back in the car
and we can tal k about it."

That was one thing Seth |iked about his father he always wanted to tal k things
out. But Seth continued to cry.

"I said shut himup or I'll shut himup for ya!" The nman had been dri nki ng.
M. Warner quickly stood up to | eave, taking Seth by the hand.

The trucker also stood, apparently hoping for a fight. "Were ya going so
qui ck, wi nmp?"

It would take nore than that to get M. Warner to fight. He was strongly
agai nst vi ol ence, and hoped Seth would turn out the same. Now was the perfect
time to show the boy how to wal k away froma fight. He wal ked toward the door

"It's just like your kind not to fight back, dirty Jew "
M. Warner stopped cold. He was wearing a chain with the Star of David on it.
He wore it everywhere, and was proud of his religion. H's hands began to

clench into fists.

Then he felt Seth's little hand trenbling in fear, and cal med down. He did not
say anything, but resuned his walk to the door

The drunk woul d not | eave well enough al one. He picked up a bottle and charged
fromthe side. Now there was no avoi di ng trouble.

M. Warner pushed Seth away so that he would be clear of the action. He spun
around and grabbed the drunk's outstretched arm He shoved his hip into the

man's gut, wenched the armstill clutching the bottle over his shoul der, and
flipped the man hard onto his back. The air rushed out of the man, and he | ay
still. He would be all right, but for now he was out cold.

M. Warner took Seth's hand again, and they wal ked on outside. There was no
sound fromthe nmen in the diner. The two of themgot into the car, and M.
Warner began to drive. As the car pulled slowly out of the parking lot, Seth
saw i nto the diner, through the w ndows, as people were clustered over the
unconsci ous drunk, amazed.

"Seth, let me explain this to you," M. Warner said gently. "I know that when
you are ol der you may have your own ideas, but for now | want you to hear
mne. First, about the deer: | do not believe in hunting, probably for the
same reasons you began to cry when you saw the deer. Man does not have the
right to take the life of another living creature, or even to hurt it
intentionally. Animals were put on this Earth by God, just as we were. The
only one who can determine life is the one who gives it." He paused, and Seth
t hought of those great innocent eyes of the deer, and nodded. Never again
woul d he accept death casually, even the nock death of a cartoon

"There are, however, certain tines when defending yourself is necessary. \Wen
that man attacked nme, | had to act, and then | did so to good effect, but not
to any greater degree than the situation required. You should try to avoid
these situations, as | did, but you should al so know when a physica
confrontation is necessary, and how to handle it appropriately. You do not
want to become a deer, but you al so do not want to become a tiger, hunting and
killing others. Do you understand what I'mtelling you?"

Set h thought about how his dad had tried to stay out of trouble, even walking



away when the man had called hima name. How he had put the man down hard, but
not killed himor tried to hurt himfurther once he was down. H s dad m ght
have | ooked like a deer at first, and like a tiger when he acted, but in the
end he had been a man

Set h nodded his head slowy. He was young, but he did understand, and that
under st andi ng was to deepen with tine.

* k%

He woke to discover tears in his eyes. He had not before dreamed of his
father, since his death. He contenplated the nmenory, which was now fresh in
his mnd. That day nmeant nore to himnow than it ever had before. He realized
that he still did carry his father's values, and that what his dad had told
hi m about knowi ng when to fight was very inportant right now. Soon there were
likely to be numerous deat hs.

The tears stopped, letting Seth's vision return. But |like a trenmendous weight
bei ng pressed upon him the gravity of their current situation returned to his
attention. This time, waking was no relief fromdream ng; indeed, the opposite
was the case

He was in a cave, tied at ankles and wists. Tirsa and Rane were |ying at
different sides of the room In the mddle was a solid fire with sonethi ng
roasting on it; the snell of the meat suffused the chanber.

There was a conmotion from somewhere beyond. Seth craned his neck to | ook. Two
of the wonen were carrying Vidav. Peering closer, Seth saw that Vidav was
actually floating; they were nerely guiding him Once he was in the cave, his
body descended, and he was still.

Sonet hi ng nagged Seth's mind. He | ooked back at the fire, at the thing
roasting. It was a large fow, no, it was Brieght! There was enough pl umage
remai ning to nake their friend recognizable.

Horrified, he realized that not only had these people killed and cooked a
sapient bird, they intended to eat it--and maybe to feed it to their captives.

_Seth. _

_Tirsa! Do you realize what_--?

_Yes. | don't know what these creatures are, but | can read enough of their
m nds to know that they intend to kill us. Rane is still unconscious, and
don't know how long it will be until he is coherent. | believe we need to take

qui ck action. These creatures appear to be storing food, and we may be part of
that food. Four of themintend to go out and capture other creatures as they
did us. One intends to nmaintain guard here. Don't underestimate that one! She
can cripple all of us with a glance. _

This was a |l ot worse than a bigoted drunk picking a fight with a stranger!
They were outcl assed, and al ready captive. But he refused to give up. _Rane's
knife is in ny jacket pocket. If | can get at it | could cut ny bonds
unnoticed. _ The creatures evidently hadn't searched their captives; perhaps it
hadn't occurred to themto check for weapons they thenselves did not need.

_Wait for the four creatures to | eave, _ she responded. _Qur only chance is
when there is only one of them _

Seth waited and watched in agony as the five creatures tore at the cooked



flesh of Brieght. He kept seeing that deer, and nore than that, a friend who
had been hel ping them-and forfeited his life in the process. It was terrible,
and the hate in his body stirred into rage. He did not know what these
creatures were, but he wanted them dead.

_Calmdown, Seth! If you do anything now, we will all end up like that._

She was right. He had to keep his head, or suffer this fate worse than death:
to be nounted on a spit and cooked and then eaten. Wuld they bother to kil
himfirst? Wuld he have to watch while they roasted Tirsa, or would she have
to watch hinf

_Seth! _

Her second warning jolted himout of it. He managed to calmhinself, and to
concentrate on the problem of escape. That was a better use for his brain!

The five wonen conpleted their nmeal. Then four of themleft, |eaving one to
wat ch over the captives. Seth wanted to act, but had no idea how. He struggled
surreptitiously to reach his knife, but could not do so without contorting so
vigorously that it would certainly attract unwel come attention

After sone tinme, the guard turned and | ooked at Vidav. H's body began to rise.

_Seth, she's going to cook himfor when the others get back! _Tirsa's thought
was pani c-stricken.

That did it. Seth risked the contortion while the wonan was concentrating on
Vi dav, and got his fingers on the knife. He worked it into position and began
to cut at the vines holding him

Vidav's body floated slowy toward the fire. The worman seenmed to be paying
close attention to it, gesturing frequently with one hand. Evidently this
power was not casually exercised; like a powerful tool, it had to be precisely
controlled. Seth sawed at his vines, risking further notion, because he knew
that tine was short.

The body was alnmpst to the fire when Seth cut his |ast rope. He sprang up
dagger in hand, and charged the wonan.

Now she saw him She spun away from Vi dav, whose body dropped abruptly to the
floor, and reoriented on Seth.

Sonme kind of force struck his head, jarring himbackwards and knocki ng hi m of f
his feet. It felt like a vise being tightened around his skull. He screaned
and flailed with his arns, but this did not help; the pain intensified

i nexorably. It was no good; he was hel pl ess before her dreadful power.

Then, suddenly, the pressure stopped. Seth heard nusic. It was Rane, playing
his reed whistle. He had recovered consciousness! Could his rmusic nullify the
power of these creatures?

The wonman turned away from Seth and stared at Ranme. The faun dropped his
whi stle and fell back in pain. Too bad; the magic of his whistle couldn't
counter the power of the wonman.

But while the wonan was di stracted, Seth was free. He rolled to his feet, drew
back his arm and sent the knife flying at the creature.

She heard himand turned back to face him The vise clanped on his head again.



But the knife was already in the air, and in an instant it plunged directly
into her chest.

The wonan's eyes widened in surprise. She | ooked down, saw the knife--and
col | apsed.

Seth went over to her, half afraid that she was going to turn into a nonstrous
spi der or toothy alien nonster in her death, but she remained human,
physical ly. Now, w thout her power, she |ooked harm ess, like the dead deer
But he knew better! He took the handle of his knife and drew it out of her
body, cringing at the bl ood. Cannibal or not, she was human, and he had killed
her, and the notion revolted himin a way that his action against the Sateons
had not .

_She | ooks hunman, but she's another creature of Nefarious, | think, Tirsa
thought. _Her mind isn't human! _

That made Seth feel a little better. He knew it had been a choi ce between this
creature or their lives, but he hoped never to have to do anything like this
agai n.

When he | ooked up, he saw Rane untying Tirsa. "How?" Seth asked. "I had your
knife."

"And you gave ne yours," the faun responded, hol ding up the pocket knife.

Oh. Seth was just glad that his friends were back in control

"W have to nove quickly, before the others return,"” Tirsa said. "Were are
our weapons?"

Seth | ooked at the ceiling and pointed up. Their swords were hanging from
vines tied to stalactites above the fire. "Can you get them down wth your
whi stle, Rane?"

Rame played his nusic, and it lifted toward the weapons. The vines started to
twist, to release what they held. But then the fire blazed up, the fl ames
reachi ng high and engul fing the swords. That was no good!

Rame stopped playing, and the fire subsided. The swords remnai ned above. The
flame seened not to have hurt the weapons; it was nore as if it was protecting
them But it was protecting themfromtheir owners!

Rame consi dered. Then he began a nel ody, only instead of playing single notes
he pl ayed chords. Seth was amazed; he had never heard this before, and hadn't
known it was possible with such an instrument. But of course it was magic, and
the rules were not those he had known at hone.

Agai n the nusic approached the weapons, and again the fire rose, only this
time it was net by a flood of water pouring down fromthe stalactites. Fire
met water, and steam spread out fromthe point of contact, form ng a hissing
cloud. The fire could go no higher

Meanwhi l e the swords were cutting thenselves free of the vines. Then they
floated down to their owners, even to Vidav; that one came to lie next to the
still body. Seth had never inagined that playing nore than one note at a tine
coul d have such an effect!

Qui ckly they grabbed their weapons and sheathed them Seth took Vidav's |egs
and Rarme took his arns. Following a path in the cave they nade their way to



the exit.
Tirsa, in the |ead, stopped dead in her tracks. In a monent Seth saw why.

The ot her four wonen were returning.

N ne
_Hermt

Ti rsa pushed them back inside the cave. "If they see us we're as good as
dead, " she whi spered. "W could barely handl e one; four would finish us."

"\What ot her choices do we have but to fight?" Rame asked as they ran back into
the cave.

"There was another tunnel leading in a different direction fromthe main room
I'd say that's our best chance."

Seth had to agree. Certainly they had no reasonabl e chance facing the four
worren.

They ran past the chanber where they had been held, and took the tunnel that
went deeper into the cave. They had no guarantee that it wasn't a dead end,
but it was a chance they just had to take.

After a few mnutes they heard the sound of screeching, and of pursuit. Having
to carry Vidav was slowi ng them down, and their magi c boots were nore of a

hi ndrance than an asset here, because they could not take any giant steps in
here; they woul d qui ckly bounce out of control as the boots shied away from

t he surroundi ng rock. But there was no point in taking themoff; they needed

t hose boots, outside.

In fact, now, too late, Seth realized that they m ght have nade an escape by
gi ant - steppi ng the nonment they saw the wonen. They mi ght have passed them by
so fast that the wonmen woul dn't have noticed. But it was hard to think of the
best course when caught by surprise

The tunnel divided. "Left!" Tirsa said, coordinating their notion, wthout
pausi ng for thought. Speed was nore inportant than deliberation, right now

_Maybe they'll split at the fork, Tirsa now thought. _That will give us
better odds. But regardl ess, something about this side seemed nore inviting. _

But it would be better yet if this route | ed them outside, because their odds
agai nst even one worman were not good, and were worse agai nst two.

The cave was not well lit, yet neither was it dark. Seth was able to foll ow
Tirsa's lead without |ooking straight at her; indeed, there was no choice of
direction in this tunnel! He glanced to the side, and saw that there were
smal |l plants, or lichen, growing along the walls. They seened to gl ow,
providing some slight illum nation. That nmade all the difference! Probably in
daylight that gl ow would not show at all, but in the darkness it nade the
wal | s and ceiling clear.

They seenmed to be going straight under the nountain, deeper into unknown
territory. The sounds of their pursuers were growing fainter, and Seth did not
find that reassuring; surely the wonmen coul d have caught up by now, if they
had taken this passage. Why hadn't they? WAs there a dropoff into an abyss, or



somet hi ng worse? They did seemto be follow ng, but nore cautiously, as if
afrai d of sonet hing.

_Up ahead, it looks like an entrance to another chanber! _ Tirsa's thought
cane.

Set h | ooked. Sure enough, they did seemto be approachi ng another room whose
plant-1ight was brighter. Mich brighter! No dropoff, at |east!

Tirsa entered the chanber, slow ng, shading her eyes fromthe brilliance. Seth
foll owed, hauling Vidav's |legs. Suddenly Vidav's body stopped as if it had run
into awall, jolting Seth's hands | oose. Ranme, who had been runni ng behi nd,

carrying the man's arnms, felt the inpact and flipped over Vidav's fallen body.
He scranbl ed off, entered the chamber, and stood with the others, |ooking
back.

Vidav's body lay in the roomfromfeet to neck, but his head remained in the
tunnel. Some force would not let the man enter conpletely, yet it posed no
barrier to the rest of them

"Maybe only consci ous people can enter," Seth said as the others turned to
gaze into the bright room "Tirsa, Rame, help me pull him Mybe if the three
of us try it slowmy, we can do it."

They did not answer. Seth turned, his eyes adjusting to the |ight.

This was a honme of sone sort. It had a chair, table, a cupboard and a crude
bed. Wthin it stood a little man. He was ol d and bearded and grizzled, wth
what in another plane night have been considered comcal clothing: a little
bl ack vest, green baggy trousers, and a green pointed cap

"What are you doing in ny hone?" the little man demanded querul ously, and with
what to Seth seened renmarkably close to an Irish accent.

"We are all in alot of trouble,” Rane said quickly. "In a mnute four wonen
will be coming down that tunnel, and they will kill us, if we don't |eave
now. "

"Not in my house they won't!" the man snorted. "They can't cone in herel™

"I don't think you understand, they want to dispatch us and eat us. |'msure
they will do the sane to you. Is there a way out of here?"

The man scow ed. "It is you who don't understand. | didn't say they won't cone
into ny house, | said they can't. My spell won't let them even get close.

Not hi ng evil can enter this chanber, or the rest of my hunbl e abode.™

Seth, who had been listening closely to the conversation, felt Vidav's body
slide into the hallway. Startled, he | ooked, and was face to face with two of
t he wonman-creatures. They had hold of Vidav's hair and were trying to pull his
body into the tunnel. Already he was there up to the waist.

Seth cried out and grabbed Vidav's |egs. He haul ed back. Apparently it was
true: the wonen couldn't enter this room and neither could their power; they
had to depend on their physical strength. But that was enough to pull Vidav
out, after which they would levitate himback to their cooking-fire.

"Hel p!" Seth yelled as he struggled to haul the body back. Those wonmen were
strong!



Rame drew his sword and swung at the wonen through the spell wall. But they
maneuvered Vidav's head as a shield, noving it so that it was between them and
the bl ade. He could not strike w thout braining or decapitating his friend!

Rame sheathed his sword and grabbed Vidav's feet. Wth the two of them

pul l'ing, they had the edge, and were able to haul Vidav back through the
invisible barrier. But again the head bal ked. It seemed that the protective
spell considered Vidav to be evil

"The bacteria in Vidav's mnd!" Tirsa exclained. "It is evil!l W can't get him
in"

Rame gl anced back at the little man, who was now paci ng nervously. "Can you
turn the shield on and off quickly?"

"I suppose | could, but why would I want to? You three are all right, or you
could not have entered, but your conpanion is evil. You' d be better off
without him"

"He's not evil, he's sickl" Seth protested, still pulling against the wonen.
"W want to get help for him to cure him"

"BEvil is a sickness that is difficult to cure, as well | know Who are you?"
"We are the Chosen,"” Tirsa said griny

I f she had expected a reaction, she was disappointed, as was Seth. "I don't
know what the Chosen is," the little nan said grunpily.

"You don't know about the Chosen?" she asked, di smayed.

"I told you I don't!" the man snapped. "Are you hard of hearing?"

Vi dav' s body noved, as the wonmen gave an extra pull. _If we don't get him past
the barrier before the two other wonmen arrive, _ Seth thought, _they'll have
too much strength for us to resist, and we'll lose him _

"I don't have time to explain!" Tirsa said to the nman. "I beg you, let our

friend in imediately!"

"You can beg all you want!" he replied. "I amnot letting an evil person in!"
Tirsa drew her sword. "If you don't, you will suffer a worse fate than he
does! "

"You can't threaten ne! That would be an evil thing!"

Tirsa stepped toward him orienting the point of her sword. "It's for a good
cause!" But as she noved, sonething happened. She seenmed to conme up agai nst
anot her barrier, and could not approach the man.

She struggled a nonent, then stepped back. "You're right," she said. "It would
be evil, and | can't do it. Couldn't do it even if it weren't for your magic."
She shook her head, as if trying to resettle her thoughts. "But it is evil of
you to prevent us from saving our friend. You know what those wonen are like."

Now t he man reconsi dered. "Maybe you're right about your friend. After all,
the spell did let youin. It allows only those with good consci ence to pass.
You couldn't even speak like that to me, if you didn't truly believe it. 1"l
hel p you."



"Good!" Ranme said, relieved. "When we say to, turn the shield off and then on
again as quickly as possible!"

Tirsa stood ready with her sword at the entrance. She had no doubts about
attacki ng the wonen!

"Are you ready?" Ranme asked Seth, and Seth nodded. Again by common consent,
they did not use the mnd tal k.

"Now " Rane cried, and he and Seth heaved as hard as they could on Vidav's
| egs.

The little man waved his hand. Haul ed by their conbined strength, surprising
t he wonen, Vidav's body slid in. One of the wonen tunbled forward, about to
enter the chanmber. But the man waved his hand again, and the wonman's head
crashed into the restored wall. She fell to the tunnel floor and rolled in
agony. There was no mark on her, but she m ght have sustained a concussion

Vi dav was inside. But the other woman stood up, drawi ng a knife. She cocked
her arm and Seth was suddenly sure that the spell would not stop that neta
weapon, any nore than it had stopped their own swords. It tuned in on

consci ence, and nmetal did not relate at all. She was aimng not at them but
at the little man

Tirsa stepped forward through the wall, swing with deadly accuracy and force,
and | opped of f the wonan's head.

The head toppled and rolled into the room while the body fell the other way.
Apparently the dead wonan was no | onger evil, by the spell's definition

Rame swooped down, grabbed the head by the hair, and threwit into the tunne
where the downed wonan was recovering. In a nmonent she got up, saw her dead
conpani on, rmade an expression not of horror but of disgust, and staggered back
away fromthe room In a nmonment the body and head lifted and floated after

her, neither one bl eeding any nore.

Seth took a shuddery breath. This was the second recent killing, and he did
not find that the experience grew nore pleasant with repetition. He turned to
Tirsa. "For soneone who's not used to violence, you really came through,"” he
remarked, with a not-too-successful effort to put the horror behind them

"I did what was necessary," Tirsa replied, shaken. "Bear with nme a nonent."
Then she set down her stained sword, stepped into Seth, and put her arms
around hi m

Ast oni shed, he was frozen for a nonent. Then he realized that she needed
confort, a sort of physical shielding fromthe horror of what she had done

She had done the sane for himwhen he lost control in the Fur-Giones' |ake. He
hugged her cl ose, not sayi ng anyt hi ng.

Rame | ooked at the little man. "She may have threatened you, but she al so
def ended you," he pointed out. "She is trying to do what is right, but it is
hard to judge between good and bad when your friend is dying and people are
trying to kill you."

"I see that, now," the nman said, |ooking doubtful. "But | think she is
overreacti ng. Wnen do that, of course."

"Nynmphs do," Rane said. "But this one is fully human, and it upsets her to



kill another human being."

"Ch, is that the problem Those wonen aren't hunman, though perhaps their
ancestors were; they assune that formfor convenience, so that others won't
recogni ze themas witches. They are taking their conpanion back to their cave,
where they will use their ointnent to seal her head back on her body, and she
will be as she was before. You can't kill one of them except by choppi ng her
up and eating all of her, and of course they don't taste very good."

Seth, holding Tirsa, found this nmpst interesting. That neant that he hadn't
killed one of themeither; he had just put her out of conm ssion until the
others could use the magi c ointnent. That might explain why the wonen were so
eager to eat others: they feared that otherwi se their prey would revert to
life and return for vengeance.

"My friend will be relieved to know that," Ranme said. "Meanwhile, we apol ogi ze
for intruding on you; we were desperate, and seenmed to have no choice."

"I understand, now," the man said. "I'mreally not used to conpany. I'ma
hermit, you see."

"I'f you have a nop or rag, |I'll dean up the mess,"” Rane said.

"I have both." In a noment the faun was nopping the blood fromthe floor, and
using the rag to clean off Tirsa's sword.

"Let's exchange introductions," Rane suggested as he worked. "I am Rame, and

these are my conpani ons anong the Chosen: Tirsa, Seth and Vidav, who is
unconsci ous. "

"I amWen Dell," said the man. "I left society when | was twenty, and | am now
forty-two, if |I have kept accurate count. So | may be a bit out of date on
recent devel opnments. Just what do you nmean by ' Chosen' ?"

"I think we are not quite certain ourselves," Ranme said. "W are each froma
di fferent Earth-plane--do you know what | nean by the pl anes?"

"OfF course!" Wen Dell said, aggrieved. "Everyone knows that!"

"It seens we were assenbl ed by design," Ranme continued. "There was a prophecy
i ndi cating that four Chosen would conme at this time, and when we arrived at
the capital of the Teuton Enpire, know ng nothing of this, we becane the
Chosen. We have been charged with elimnating the threat to the planes that
Nef ari ous represents.”

"Nefarious!" the hermt exclaimed. "I have heard of him But | thought the
Empire had a sorcerer to match him"

"It did until recently. But now Nefarious is nmuch stronger, and no one can
stand against his magic. So it's up to us, we were told. W actually know
little about it, and so far have barely survived the attacks by the sorcerer's
m nions. Qur friend, here, was poisoned and infected by one of their darts,
and we fear he will die or turn against us if we don't get himto the elf

vill age soon for treatnent."

"Ch, dart infection!™ Wen Dell exclainmed. "I have nagic to abate that! Now
under st and why he was deemed evil ."

"You can treat it?" Rame asked, suddenly excited.



"Perhaps. It depends on the variety. Let me look at him" They went to squat
besi de the unconsci ous man.

Tirsa had been quietly sobbing into Seth's shoul der. Now she had recovered
enough to resune activity. She di sengaged, picked up her sword, checked it,
sheathed it, and turned to the others. "Anything you can do, we shall surely
appreciate!" she said to the hernit.

Wen Dell nodded. "I can do sonething, but not enough." He waved his hand. "Now
the infection is stopped, but he is not cured. | have only halted the progress
of the bacteria. When you reach the elf village, their sorcerer will cure him
He is stronger than | am At |east the one who was there when | |ast saw the
vill age was."

"Yes, elf healing magic is stronger than mne,"
whistle, but it could not help him"

Rane said. "I played ny

"Ch, it did help him" the hermt said. "I felt that healing when | worked ny
magi ¢, and built on it. You saved himfroma rapid takeover by the bacteria,
but couldn't stop it entirely. | have stopped it, but can't reverse it. W
amat eurs cannot do rmuch agai nst those who devote their whole lives to the
sinister arts." He glanced at the tunnel through which they had come. "How did
you folk get involved with those w tches?"

"W were carrying our friend toward the elf village," Seth explained. "W
found clear traveling along a good trail through a pleasant valley. But we
di scovered that anything we inmagi ned appeared, and then the women appeared,
and used their nagic to imobilize us and float us into their cave. They
killed and roasted an intelligent bird who was our friend, and were going to
do the sane to us, but we nmanaged to cut ourselves free."

"Yes, it is their hunting ground,” the hernit agreed. "The magic of the region
enables themto hide their nature and seem harm ess, until they cone within
levitating range of their prey. They were there when | first came, but they
could not penetrate ny defensive spell. Since | wanted no contact with the
outside world, | decided that such fol k would serve as an excellent barrier to
intrusion, and so | set up in this deep cave near them O course | have
nothing to do with them and once they discovered that they could not reach
me, they left me alone. | amable to conjure such food as | require, and to
relax with ny thoughts."

"But don't you get |onely?" Seth asked.
"Why shoul d I ?"

Seth couldn't answer that. Evidently the man could live readily enough wi thout
human conpani onshi p.

"W nust nove on," Tirsa said. Evidently she had heard Wen Dell's expl anation
about the nature of the witches, and recovered her equilibrium and with it
her poise. "But we can't risk the tunnel we came through. Is there another way
out ?"

"There is. But you nust remain for a neal. Wat | conjure is not fancy, but is
adequate. Now that | have cone to know you, | would like to | earn sonething of
the outer world. You say the Teuton Enpire is about to wage war agai nst

Nef ari ous?"

"Not exactly," Rame said. They weren't eager to delay, but they did need to
eat, and did owe the hermit nore than a token. So they rermained to eat with



him while Rane told himof recent events on this plane. The hermt served a
respectabl e meal consisting of blue soup and red bread: as he said, not fancy,
but sufficient.

"I don't nmean to offend you, but why would you want to | eave society?" Rane
inquired. "I have been sonmething of a hermt nyself, but not from choice;
was exiled fromny tribe. | much prefer to be with conmpany, male and female."

"I did not like what | was seeing,"” Wen Dell replied. "Too much viol ence, too
much evil."

"That's no reason to |l eave," Seth protested. "You should have tried to change
what you thought was wong." He had al ways been a believer in the ability of
people to change things, if they really tried. He had | ong ago concl uded t hat
it was no solution to ignore evil.

"Perhaps if you succeed in your mission, things will be better, and | will
rejoin society. But perhaps not."

"You have talents that are very inportant in society,"” Rame insisted. "Your
spells are of an excellent caliber. You could be of significant help to others
right now, as you have been to us."

"Thank you, but | do not think | amready for society. Please |let us change
t he subject. Rame, why do you carry Vidav's body in that cunbersone nanner?"

"Do you know anot her way?" the faun asked, surprised. "W lack the ability of
the witch-wonen to make heavy objects float."

"Conjure himinto your reed whistle," the hermt said matter-of-factly.

"My whistle is not quite that powerful ," Rame protested. "It can nove snal
t hi ngs around, conjure food, l|iquid, even weapons sonetinmes, but not hunman
bei ngs. "

"Let me see it." Wen Dell took the whistle and wal ked over to his cupboard,
whi ch now seened to be a small room After rummaging inside for a few ninutes
he emerged with a six-foot reed. "May | borrow your dagger, Seth?"

Set h handed hi mthe new dagger Rame had conjured, and he sliced off two
sections of reed. One section was smaller than any of Ranme's reeds, and the
other section was larger. In a few mnutes he had them fastened to the sides
of the original reed whistle, extending it in the nanner of a panpipe. He
handed this back to Rane. "Now try."

Rame put the whistle up to his nmouth and played a very conpel ling nel ody,
using the two new pi pes. Vidav's body quivered and di sappear ed.

"Uh--" Seth began, not at all sure about this.

"WIl he be all right?" Tirsa asked, with simlar apprehension

"He is in a frozen state, very nuch |like being in another dinmension, a

timel ess one," Wen Dell explained. "As |l ong as you have the reed whistle, you

can conjure hi mback."

"I don't want to seemunduly ignorant," Seth said. "But could you conjure him
back now, Rane? For a nonent?"

Rame put the whistle to his mouth and played. In a norment Vidav reappeared. He



seened to be exactly as before. "It doesn't hurt hinP" Seth asked. "I nean, he
can still breathe?"

"He doesn't need to," Rame said. "For us, perhaps a mnute passed, but for

him no tine. Had | realized that this was possible, we would not have needed
to struggle so hard to cure him for he will not regress when conjured by the
whi stle.”

"We coul d have saved sone effort carrying him too," Tirsa remarked, rubbing a
hand over her shoul der where the stretcher pole had chafed. "W nust thank
you, Wen Dell, for this singular favor; this will make it possible for us to
get our friend to the elf village with far | ess | abor and danger to

our sel ves. "

The hermt shrugged off the thanks. "I nust warn you, however: do not conjure
a conscious subject in that nmanner. The frozen state could do an active hunman
bei ng per manent danege."

Rame pl ayed once nore, and Vidav di sappeared again. "W thank you nost
appreci atively for your hospitality," Tirsa said to Wen Dell. "But now we do
have to nove on."

"Yes, and | thank you too," Rame said. "You have greatly enhanced ny whistlel"

"I have not talked to other humans in twenty-two years," Wn Dell said. "I had
al nost forgotten how pleasant it could be, and now | realize how much | mni ssed
it. I truly wish you success in your mssion. | think it nmore Iikely now that

| will re-enter society. But wait!"

"We really nmust go," Seth said, fearing nore del ay.

But Wen Dell was already wal ki ng back to his cupboard. He brought out several
netallic itens. "Please take these." He handed Rane and Tirsa each a white
nmedal I i on. "They are conplenmentary to the tassel on Seth's sword. Rane, your

medal lion will turn black if someone is in danger from a non-physical force,
and Tirsa, your medallion will turn black if soneone is lying to you or your
group. "

"But we really shouldn't take your precious amulets!" Tirsa protested.
"I also wish you to take these," the hermt continued, handing them four
rings. "I have been keeping nyself busy inventing all of these amul ets. Now,
finally, they will be put to good use. These rings will allow you to see in
the dark as if it were day."

"Hey, now " Seth exclained, putting his on. "I can really use this!"

Rame conjured Vidav's ring into the reed whistle, and he and Tirsa put theirs
on. "W thank you again, for your wonderful generosity," Rame said. "You have
assisted us greatly, and we will not forget. W owe you."

"You do not owe nme. | really have had no contact with Nefarious, but | know
evil, and if you can set it back | will owe you nore than | could ever repay.
Now you nust go, | have del ayed you too long. This tunnel will take you al
the way through the nountain range, and will put you at this point on your
map." He indicated a spot for Rane. "About twelve kiloneters fromthe elf
vill age."

That was good news! They could get there by the end of the day, since they
were no | onger burdened by Vidav's weight.



They sai d thanks and goodbye once nmore, and this time they did get away. They
started out through the tunnel.

But Seth had been too confident. The way out was not nearly as confortable as
they had hoped. It wi dened and narrowed erratically, and at tines was so small
that they needed to drag thensel ves through on their stomachs. Seth and Rane
could do this, but Tirsa retained her fear of being crushed deep in the earth,
and was unable to proceed.

Set h understood her situation, because he had shared sone of her dream She
had died, or alnost died this way, perhaps because of her suicide attenpt, and
it remained a horror for her. But they had to get through

"Maybe you can put her in your whistle!" Seth exclainmed. "Then conjure her
back once we're through the tight part.”

"But she's active," the faun protested. "It would be dangerous."
"Well, maybe if she's unconscious." But how were they to arrange that?
Certainly they weren't going to knock her on the head!

"I must get through nyself," Tirsa said grinly.

"Maybe | coul d hypnotize you," Seth said. "I've had some experience with this,
t hough hypnotismis nothing to fool with. If you were in a trance--"

"No, this is sonething I must conquer." She approached the narrow part and
stopped. "Yet it terrifies me so! I'mafraid |l will freeze up, and won't be
able to nmove. You two rmust go first, so that if | can't do it, at |east |
won't bl ock the way for you."

Set h exchanged a glance with Rane. No way were they going to let her go |ast!
But how were they going to get her through?

Then Seth had another idea. "Ranme, you go first, and trail your rope. Then we
can tie it to Tirsa, and you can haul her through, eyes closed. I'll follow,
to make sure she doesn't snag."

"I"'mnot a bag of feed!" Tirsa protested.

"You can crawl if you want to," Seth pointed out. "The rope will just ensure
that you can't freeze and be stuck."

She considered, and decided to try it, though her face was drawn. Rane
scranbl ed through the narrow pass, trailing the rope, and Seth fashioned a

ki nd of harness of rope around her upper section. She was a well-formed woman,
and he was enbarrassed as he pulled it snug.

"Thank you," she nmurnured, smling. But her lips were thin. She really was
fri ght ened.

"Ready?" Rane called fromwhat seened |ike far away.
Ti rsa opened her nouth, but couldn't speak. "Ready," Seth called back

Rame began to take up the slack. But Tirsa just stood there, paralyzed. She
couldn't even start!

Seth had what he hoped was a bright idea. "Now that | have you tied up..." he



said. Then he put his arms around her and ki ssed her on the nouth.

"What ?" she sputtered as he broke, her eyes seeming to catch fire.

"I'f you don't nove, I'lIl do it again," he said threateningly.
"I"ll settle with you later!" she said darkly. Then she stepped into the
narrow crevice and started working her way through

So it was working, he thought. Qutraged at his tenerity, she had forgotten her
appr ehensi on about the cave. Anger had conquered fear. He had thought that

m ght be the case, but he wished it were not so. He w shed, but what was the
poi nt ? She had made her attitude quite clear. He was, as she put it, an

i mpet uous yout h.

When she was safely past the constriction, Seth foll owmed. He had to drag

hi nsel f along on his stomach to navigate part of it. Tirsa was snaller than he
was, but this would have been no joy for her. At |east he had done what he had
to do, and enabled her to nmake it.

Rame and Tirsa were waiting for himas he energed fromthe squeeze. Tirsa was
evidently still angry; she would not | ook at him and made no nmental contact.
How wel | he had succeeded!

They went on. Farther along the cave floor turned to nmud, which they waded
through up to their knees, then their waists, and finally alnbst up to their
necks. This was a veritable river of nud! At |east they had no difficulty
seeing their way, because of the nmagic rings, but there really was nothing
they cared to see.

The mud thinned. They were thoroughly plastered. Yet even caked into

shapel essness by the nud, Tirsa still |ooked good to him He knew he did not
| ook good to her. He wi shed he could have found some other way to make her
angry--angry at sonething else, instead of at him Wat had seened cl ever at
the tine seened enbarrassingly stupid in retrospect. It had worked--but at
what cost?

They finally sl ogged past the |ast of the obstacles of the tunnel and reached
the outside forest. Seth could appreciate why the witch-women did not use this
route!

Curious despite his physical and nmental disconfort, Seth slipped his ring off.
Sure enough, it was night tine, and pitch black outside. They had used up
their day just getting out, and certainly needed the rings. Quickly he
returned the ring to his finger

They left the cave, and left the nud on their clothing. There wasn't rmuch they
could do about it at the moment, and it might prove to be effective
canouf | age.

They reoriented with the conpass and map, and started again toward the elf
village. They took nmincing steps, because though they could see well enough at
cl ose range, farther out the night closed in, and the boots woul d have pl unged
theminto dangerously invisible territory. They were cl ose enough now so that
normal progress woul d suffice.

Seth kept a wary eye on his sword tassel. Instead of being pure white, it

remai ned gray. Apparently they were in constant but not imedi ate physica
danger. Seth wasn't sure he liked that, but he was glad they had the nagic
anul ets that warned them and hel ped t hem proceed.



They tested Tirsa's nedallion by telling stories and seeing if it could
deci pher the truth fromthe lies. It turned out to be quite accurate; they
could not deceive it.

Rame tested his nedallion by having Tirsa make minor attacks on Seth with her
mental powers. Seth wasn't sure just how sincere she was; it depended on how
angry she renmained at the way he had gotten her through the cave squeeze. The
nmedal | i on al so proved effective, turning gray when she tried; apparently it
knew that this was not in earnest. Their friend Wn Dell did seemto be good
at his magic.

After wal king for about an hour they encountered a fog bank. It was nothi ng
maj or but it hanpered their progress slightly, because their night-vision
rings weren't proof against this. Soon it got thicker, coal escing around them
and becom ng so thick that they had to hold hands to keep together w thout
frequently calling. Only by constantly scrutinizing the conpass could they be
sure that they were traveling in the right direction. Their night vision was
now usel ess.

Seth wished they could find a safe place to lie down and sleep. He was tired,
but didn't dare relax. Once they reached the elf village, then they could
rest. If only the way there wasn't so hard!

_You are remarking on the obvious again, _ Tirsa thought reprovingly. Wll, at
| east she was conmuni cating with hi mnow

He could tell by the feel of the ground that they were entering marshy | and.
He renmenbered how on his own plane snakes seenmed to go hand in hand with
swanps. OF course snakes were beneficial creatures, and he respected them -but
inthis fog he felt uneasy about encountering them Did the backwards Synops
travel at night?

Then he thought of sonething else. _Tirsa, Rame_--_we should be careful,_ he
thought. _It seems very coincidental to me that this fog bank showed up when
ni ght could no | onger hanper our progress. _

_| agree, _ Tirsa thought. _But what can we do about it? If we stop noving and
stay in the bank till it clears we are an easy target for any creature nore
adapted to other senses than sight. _

_We nmust keep noving,  Ranme thought. _Besides, ny nedallion is white and so is
your tassel, right? We aren't in any danger. _

Seth was taken aback. He had neglected to watch his tassel, being absorbed by
his effort to see through the fog. _Wong!_ he thought, alarmed. Nowit's

bl ack! _ It must have changed in the last few m nutes, and he had been
crimnally careless in not noting it. Rame's nedallion indicated only

non- physi cal danger, so that could nean--

Then he heard Rane scream and then a thud.

"Seth, Tirsa, stop walking!" the faun called. "I've found the elf village!
It's about two hundred feet bel ow us!"

Seth and Tirsa edged over to what the physical danger was: the brink of a
cliff. It was clear below the fog, and Rane had fallen only about ten feet
onto a large ledge. In the distance they could see the fire lights of what
nmust be the elf village.



Then a gust of wi nd passed and the faun threw hinself flat on the | edge.
"What's the matter?" Seth called. "Are you injured?"

"He's afraid of the air," Tirsa rem nded himquietly.

Now Set h understood. Each nmenmber of their party had his nightmare. Tirsa had
gotten through her horror of the constriction of the deep earth; now Rane had
to handl e his air phobia. How was he going to do that? It was evident that
they were going to have to go down the cliff, as there seemed to be no other

route to the elf village.

"I think I can help him" Seth said. He peered down at the | edge on which his

friend lay. "Rame, | know this is difficult for you, but we can handle it. |
want you to close your eyes and follow ny instructions. As |long as you do
that, you will not fall. Do you understand?"

Rame shuddered. "Yes," he replied uncertainly.

"Conjure a rope and throwit up to me. You don't need to |l ook; just sit there
and throw it at the sound of ny voice."

Rame conjured a rope and managed to hurl it up to Seth. "See if you can find a
tree, or sonething to tie the rope to," Seth said quietly to Tirsa. "W're
going to need to | ower ourselves down; | know howto do it."

Tirsa felt through the fog until she cane to a tree that was thick enough to
support anything the rope could hold. She looped it and tied a secure knot.

Seth had Rame conjure two nore ropes, which Tirsa anchored simlarly. Then he
made crude harnesses for each of them fitting themcarefully.

"Now t hat you have me tied again--" Tirsa began

"OfF course not!" he said, flushing. "I only did that to make you angry."
"You did not succeed."

"I had to take your mind off that cave!" he continued defensively. "So you
coul d, what?"

"Now is not the tinme," she said. "Except, perhaps, for this." She stepped
cl ose and ki ssed him

Seth stood stunned. Not angry? Then what was in her mind?

But he couldn't afford to dither on this at the nonment. They had to get down
that cliff.

Seth had Rame conjure six nore little ropes, with which they tied | oops. As
they did so, he instructed Tirsa in what to do. He had rappell ed before, and
t hough this was not exactly the same thing, the principle remained. Finally
t hey passed their ropes through the | oops on each of their harnesses, and
threw the | oose ends over the cliff.

"Play your whistle until you are sure each rope reaches the ground," Seth
called. The faun did so; in fact he played so long that there was probably
extra rope piled up down there.

"Are you ready?" Seth asked Tirsa.



"I defer to your judgment," she said, though she did not |look fully confident.
Seth was nore than slightly nervous hinmself, for this was farther than he had

ever rappelled before. "Watch nme, and do what | do," he said. "I will be bel ow
you, and will advise you if you are going wong."

Cautiously he wal ked backwards over the edge, holding on to his main rope so
that he did not fall, until he was standing perpendicular to the face of the
cliff. Tirsa watched him surprised but understandi ng. He bounded down | ower,
then called for Tirsa to cone.

He had expected her to hesitate, but she did not. She foll owed his exanple
exactly, making no errors.

They reached Ranme's | edge w thout conplication. Seth gave the faun the harness
he had made for him and threaded the ropes through the | oops. "Now keep your

eyes cl osed, and hang on to your rope," Seth told him "I will be bel ow you,
and Tirsa will be above you. W will go down just a little at a tine,

toget her. You nust stand up, and back off the edge, and walk down it as if it
is a level plain--but you are not |oose, and you will not be bl own away. I|f
you had been tied like this, that stormwould never have lifted you. W are
all together, and we will talk to you as we go."

Rame did not speak. He only nodded. He remmined terrified, but he trusted
them and knew this was the only way to get to safety.

Seth started down again, and waited while Rane followed. "That's it," he
called. "Hold on to your rope, keep your footing, |let yourself sw ng
out--that's it. Now nove your hands down the rope, and take a step
backward--yes, that's it. Keep doing that, and stop when you wish to. That's
all thereis toit."”

Tirsa foll owed. They proceeded down the cliff, picking up speed as the others
became nore proficient. This cliff was relatively easy to rappel down, because
it was not wet or slippery, and there were plenty of grooves and f oot hol ds.
Seth took a few | arge bounds, dropping about twenty feet at a hop, but Rane
and Tirsa were satisfied to walk it down. This would take nmore tine, but was
better for them

Seth reached the bottomin about fifteen mnutes, with Rame and Tirsa reaching
it afewmnutes later. They unhooked their belts and |l eft the rope al ongside
the cliff. Seth saw that Rame's eyes were open; sonmewhere on the way down he
nmust have risked it, and found that the conpetence of the rappelling system
eased his fear. He had, perhaps, conquered his denmon, just as Tirsa had
conquer ed hers.

They | ooked forward, away fromthe cliff. Nowthe fires of the elf village
were only a short way off. This was where they hoped Vidav could be cured. By
mut ual consent, they ran toward it.

Ten

_Fire_

"Halt!" It was an elf guard with drawn bow. The bow was small, as was the elf,
but there was no telling what poison or magic was on the arrow. They stopped.

"W are the Chosen," Rane said. "W have cone to--"



"Right this way!" The elf hastily slung his bow over his shoulder and |l ed them
into the village. At the central and |largest fire stood the captain of the elf
guard. "The Chosen are here!" the perinmeter guard reported.

"Excellent!" the captain exclained. "W have conpetent quarters ready for you!
But why are you so |ate? W feared sonething had happened to you."

"Yes," Rame agreed | aconically.

"And where is your fourth nmenber?"

"W have himwith us. He needs i mediate attention by your sorcerer. If you
can make himwel|--"

The captain signaled to another elf. "Rouse the healer!"

In a noment the whiskery healer stunbled up to the fire, rubbing sleep out of
his eyes. "There is one injured?"

Rame played his reed whistle. Vidav's body appeared.
"Sat eon poison!" the heal er exclained after one | ook. "But far gone."
"Can you cure hinP" Tirsa asked worriedly.

"Yes and no. | can exorcise the bacteria, but he has already suffered damage
that will remain. For a conplete reversal, it will require stronger magic than
| can nuster."

"Can you give us a referral ?" she asked.

"Yes, of course. But he may refuse to help you."

"Let's do what we can here," Rane said. "Then we will seek the other heal er

Who i s he?"

"The wi zard Rightwos. But it has been long since he practiced, and he can be
surly when disturbed."

"We'll risk it,"” Seth said. "Meanwhile, if you will abolish the bacteria--"
"I have already done so," the healer said. "At |least, | have set the process
in mtion. It will be several days before the |last one is driven out."

"Several days!" Tirsa exclained. "W had hoped--" But she did not finish,
realizing that it was necessary to take whatever tine was required. Their

m ssion would just have to wait until Vidav was better.

"I will watch himuntil the curse is gone," the healer said. "I see that you
ot her Chosen are tired. Go to the quarters we have provided for you; you are
safe here.”

Suddenly Seth realized how tired he was. They had not truly rested for a day
and a night, for their captivity by the witch-wonmen hardly counted, and then
it had been in a honme-nmade lean-to in the forest, in a downpour. He was ready
to drop

"But perhaps we should clean up first," Tirsa said.



"I'f you wish," the elf said, as if it were a mnor matter. The el ves had been
too polite to nention that the three Chosen were so caked with nud that they
resenmbl ed so nany bags of muck dredged froma polluted | ake.

There was a pool fornmed in a |loop of a small stream beside the elf village.
The three stripped their clothing and waded in. They swam and ducked their
heads and spl ashed until the pool was brown. Then they rinsed out their

cl ot hes, and the pool becane bl ack. They had to go upstreamto find water

cl ean enough to rinse away the dirty water they had made. Then, naked, they
wal ked to the thatched shelter the elves had provided.

I nside were four beds fashioned of spongy dry nbpss. Seth went to the |last one
and dropped on it. In an instant he was asl eep

* k%

He woke in daylight. Sonmeone had spread a coverlet over him which was just as
wel I, for he remai ned naked. He saw Tirsa sitting up, brushing her hair, whose
striping had been restored after being lost in the nud.

She saw him and tossed sone material to him "Tunic," she explained. "W
didn't want to continue wearing Enpire clothing anyway."

Seth sat up and put the tunic on over his head. He was just about ready to
burst. He hoped there was sonme sort of sanitary facility close by.

"That way," Tirsa said, gesturing toward the back of the tent. Had she read
his mnd, or had to locate it for herself?

_Both._ She wasn't |ooking at him but she sniled.

Evidently she had gotten over her anger with him or whatever it had been. Had
she really kissed him at the top of the cliff? Wy?

_Because ny perception of you has changed. Perhaps we shall have tine to
discuss the matter, while we wait for Vidav.

He certainly hoped so! He got up and wal ked in the direction she had
i ndi cat ed.

* * %

The elves fed themwell, and in the late afternoon Seth and Tirsa took a wal k
around the region. The territory of the elves was well tended, with efficient
little glades cultivated with tubers, grains, fruits, nuts, and herbs. Paths
| ed everywhere, and pretty flowers bordered themthroughout. There were no
fences, for the elves needed none; each did his task without interfering with
the task of any other elf. It was about as nice a region as Seth could
renenber seeing. There was even a yellowtrunked Sen-Tree standi ng guard at
the border. Seth chatted briefly with it, to Tirsa' s anmusenent.

But they were not really sightseeing. They were talking. "I regret
enbarrassi ng you by ny description of you, when we first met," Tirsa said. "On
my plane, it is no crime to be youthful or to be inpetuous. | have had no
reason to alter that assessnent."”

"But you said that your perception had changed!" he said. Actually, she had
thought it, but they never referred to their nmental contact directly, in
speech that any other party m ght overhear



"My perception of a suitable object for romance changed,"” she expl ai ned. "Qur
recent experience has shown nme that you have qualities that override those
first noted. You are a natural |eader, with excellent judgnment, and | think
conmendabl e val ues. You have been instrumental in carrying us through crises,
of which the cliff was only the nost recent. You are in fact a man."

"But--1 thought--" He was unable to continue, flustered.

"I think I should not do this," she said. "But perhaps it is fitting that I
indulge nmy guilt before | explain it." She put her hand on his arm causing
himto pause and turn toward her. Then she enbraced hi mand ki ssed hi m agai n.
This time it was no passing thing; it was charged with enotion that stenmed
from her mnd.

How sweet it was! "Ch, Tirsa--" Seth began, overwhel ned.

"Now | nust tell you why what | have done is wong," she said, disengaging and
resum ng the wal k. Seth, nystified, had to go along, though his heart was

fl ooded with burgeoning enption. "It is not that you are younger than I, for
age is no barrier to true friendship or love. It is not that you are an

unsui tabl e prospect, for | feel you are. It is not that | am affianced, for
bel i eve that was severed with my separation fromm honme plane."

"Affianced?" Seth got out. "You nmean, engaged to be married?"

"I would have nmentioned it before, had | deened it relevant. It did not becone
rel evant until recently. Now it does relate, but | think not in the way you
anticipate. | told you before that | was interested in romance, but not wth
you. Now | aminterested in romance with you. That is why | must tell you what
may di stress you."

"Ch, Tirsa!" he exclaimed. "If you--1I can't think what--"

She smled. "Your inpetuosity has become endearing. But | will tell you what.
First let me explain the seem ng nmystery of my reaction to your kiss. | had
al ready cone to the conclusion that | had judged you inperfectly, and was
waiting for the appropriate occasion to apol ogize for that. But your reaction
to ny attitude had been so hurt that | felt it was better not to hurt you
further, and to leave it as it was. Then you kissed ne, and | realized that |
had al so m sjudged mysel f. Knowi ng that we were to be stranded on this plane
regardl ess of the success of our assignnent, | thought | would have to seek
conpanionship with a male of this plane. | realized abruptly that |I had no
interest inthat; |I preferred to seek it with you. It was not anger which
notivated ne to conquer ny paralysis in the cave; it was passion. | knew that
I could have no relationship with you if | remained crippled by the trauma of
the separation fromny hone plane. | said | would settle with you later; now
am doi ng so."

"l never dreaned--"

"You must hear the rest, Seth. Then you will decide. | was affianced, but the
rel ati onship was strained. | told you | had tried to commt suicide, but | did
not tell you why. Renenber, every person in nmy culture is what you cal
telepathic; we freely interchange thoughts and enoti ons. \Wen we narry, we are
very certain of our feelings for each other. But | did the unpardonabl e:
deceived ny | over about my commitment. It was not intentional; | deceived
nmyself as well. | thought I loved himconpletely, but after we were affianced
and gave each other to each other conpletely, there turned out to be a
reservation in ny feeling. W explored it, and it turned out to be a passion
for another man. | had no know edge who that other mght be, but the feeling



was there, and | could not be conpletely fulfilled with the one | had chosen
Qur union could not be perfect until this illicit passion was elimnated. MWy

| over, naturally, was deeply hurt, but in the generosity of his nature he did
his best to enable nme to expunge this barrier between us. W concluded that it
was a phantom passion, rising not fromany actual experience with or know edge
of another man, but fromthe hope that such a man exi sted. Such things are
known in our culture. So | undertook a journey alone, trying to extirpate this
phant om passi on. The purpose of this journey was to put ne in such danger of
my life that | would yield the illicit passion in favor of the licit one. Do
you under st and?"

"I"'mtrying to," Seth said, his head spinning. He had never known anyt hi ng
i ke this.

"I believed that if ny choice were between death and the extirpation of the

illicit passion, | would choose the latter. So | explored the wilderness, with
limted supplies, alone, where the thoughts and feelings of others would not
interfere. | cane at last to a great declivity, fromwhich the only feasible
escape was a tortuous passage through the rock: a narrow cave. | comrenced
that ascent, but ny physical stam na was depleted, and | was unable to draw
nmysel f through the closest constriction. | realized that | was going to perish

deep in the earth--yet in that fading noment the passion that remained with ne
was not for my husband, but for that unknown other. Death itself would not
cleanse my crime of emption. And so | died, not with pride but with shane. In
this manner | found nyself on the surface of Earth Plane 4, where a passing
peasant of the Teuton Enpire found nme and guided me to the capital. The rest
you know. "

Seth was silent. Wat she had told himwas at the sane tine nuch nore and nuch
| ess than he m ght have expected. Her telepathic culture had deeper

i mplications than he had realized, while her supposed crime was no crine at
all in his culture. Anbiguity was a fact of human life, as he knew it, and he
had | ong since understood that what counted was not so rmuch what a person

t hought, but what he did. Thus a nman might take delight in a vision of a
pretty girl on television, but still be true to his wife. A girl mght |ong
for the nost fattening pastries, but remain on her diet. A man nmight have the
capacity for devastating physical conbat, yet strive for peace, as his father
had taught him Thoughts did count, of course, but not as nuch as actions, in
the end.

"But you see, if you were to unite with me, | would train you in nental
contact, and our thoughts and feelings would be conpletely open to each
other." She was answering his thoughts, w thout making a direct allusion to
them "Such ability, once invoked, cannot be bani shed. At present you share ny
t houghts and feelings, and those of the others, only when | create an

anbi ence; when | desist, your thoughts are indeed private to all except to ne.
I will say that your private thoughts becone you, and this has influenced ne
significantly. But if mne were always open to you, you would conme up agai nst
the reality of my guilty passion, and you would know that | could not |ove you
conpletely any nore than | could ny affianced. You would find this painful."

"You _still_ have that--that secret |ove?" he asked, surprised though she had
never suggested ot herw se.

"I still do. My shanme remmins, and death will not abate it. | can offer you
everyt hing physical and nmental, but ny |ove can never be true. This is no
bargain, and | regret hurting you in this manner, but in the circumstance
believe it is necessary for you to know. | think your best course is to eschew
any further emotional involvenment with ne, in the interest of sparing yourself
greater distress later."



She offered him by her reckoning, half a loaf, with the best part always in
vi ew but never attainable. Yet was that nore than any person in his culture

of fered any other? On his plane half of all marriages ended in divorce, and
many that survived did so because of econonmic or social considerations, rather
than true love or loyalty. Still, true | ove had al ways been his aspiration
and she could not give himthat.

Yet she had given himhonesty. That was valuable in itself. She had told him
her limt, and it went far to counter what she called her shane.

"How do you feel about it?" he asked.

"It is not appropriate for me to say, apart fromthe interest | have already
expressed. | have described the manner in which nmy judgnent of you has
changed, so that | now deemyou to be a suitable prospect for a serious

rel ati onship. The actual state of nmy emption is not relevant to your

consi deration."”

"Yes it is! I think you' re beautiful and courageous and conpassi onate and
intelligent--the ideal woman. But it is what you want that counts, or this is
none of ny business. Do you want ny--mny | ove?"

She hesitated. "I see | did say too nuch, so that you have been unfairly
i nfluenced. "
"I was influenced the moment | first saw you! |'m young and i npetuous,

renmenmber? But | need to know your real desire. Do you want my love? Or is this
just a passing entertainnent for you?"

She gazed at hi m expressionl essly. Then she nodded. "I want it, Seth."

"I--" He found hinself at a loss. He really hadn't expected her direct
affirmati on. He had thought she would of fer himthe undoubted delights of
dal li ance, w thout deep conmitnment, being reserved even in romance. He had
expected to be put astride the horns of a dilemm, whether to take what she
offered or to wait for true |ove el sewhere. Instead he had found none. She
wanted a full relationship--as did he.

She paused, and put her hand on his armagain. "I think you are not ready for
this, Seth. Shall we say that at such time as you approach nme, you shall not

find me unapproachabl e? There is nuch that may be said for a gradua

rel ati onship, and we have nuch doubt in our inmediate future. Qur |ives have
al ready been threatened, and we have suffered disconfort."

"But--but what if | wait to--to approach you, and then one of us gets killed?"
"Even so, things rmust be done in their own tine."

He considered that, and realized that it was true. He had no clear idea what
she neant by bei ng approachable; it might be that she just would not call him
an inpetuous youth again, or it mght be that if he wanted her in his bed--

"I think in due course you will know what is appropriate, and when you do, so
will I," she said. "I amnot inexperienced in such matters, as you

under st and. "

Seth felt hinself blushing. She was right: mnd-reading could be a probl em at
ti nes!



Percei ving his enbarrassnent, she alleviated it. She extended her hand. He
took it gratefully, and they continued their wal k hol ding hands. It was the
right level, for now.

* * %
Rame was busy conjuring new fruits and vegetables into his whistle when they
returned. "I did not come here for this, but if I had, it would have been

worth it," he said. "The elves have marvel ous variants." He | ooked up. "What
were you two doi ng?"

Wher eupon Tirsa snmiled and Seth bl ushed. The faun nodded slowy. "About tine,"
he renmarked.

"Do not bel abor the obvious," Tirsa said, and at that they all | aughed.

"How i s Vidav?" Seth asked.
"Visibly inproving. He should be ready to wake in another day. But then--"
"Do you have the wi zard' s address on your nmap?"

"I do, now Wth the magic boots we can reach it readily. But the elves have
warned nme that the wizard's cure will not be easy, even if he agrees to do
it."

"W shall sinply have to do what we can, and hope for the best," Tirsa said.

They had anot her good neal with the elves, and retired at dusk. Seth expected
to fall instantly to sleep, as he had before, but instead he |ay awake,

marvel ing at the day's events, especially his dialogue with Tirsa. How
suddenly his hopel ess | ove had beconme hopeful! Yet a dissatisfaction sonehow
remai ned. He could not quite pin it down.

Tirsa got up from her bed. She picked up her noss in a big arnful and carried
it over to Seth's bed. She dunped it down, straightened it, then |l ay down
besi de him taking his hand. She cl osed her eyes.

The dissatisfaction was gone. Seth sank into sleep

* * %

He woke at dawn. Had it been a drean? Then he found Tirsa's hand in his, and
knew it was not.

* * %

On the followi ng day the elf heal er roused Vidav. They were all present as the
man woke. "Were am|?" he asked, sitting up

_Caution! _ Tirsa thought to him _There is a spy here._ Aloud, she said: "W
are at the elf village, Vidav. "You were poisoned by a Sateon dart, and al npst
drowned after saving us. W brought you here, but the poison did you harm"

"I renmenber the lizard attack," Vidav said. "W were in the river, and--" He
shook his head. "That seens a long time ago."

"Several days," Seth said.

"W nust be on our way!" Vidav exclainmed. "Every hour counts!" He got to his



f eet - - and wobbl ed.

Seth junped to hel p support him "You have been very ill! You nust take it
easy."

"Nonsense!" Vidav said. "Qur mission is too inportant." He took a step, and
stunbl ed. But for Seth's support, he would have fallen. "How can this be? |I'm
weak!" he excl ai med, appall ed.

"It is the damage left by the bacteria," the elf healer said. "It was
extending itself to take over his mind, but first it captured the nervous
system for the body. That system has been freed--but what remains is only a
shadow of its original condition. Fortunately he was very strong, so that what
woul d have killed an ordinary man nmerely reduced himto fractional strength."”

"But | cannot exist this way!" Vidav cried. "Strength is nmy essence! Wt hout
it my life is nothing!"

"W shall take you to a wizard who can restore your strength," Rane said.

Vi dav, suddenly insecure in his awful weakness, sat down on his bed. "Is it
far? I do not know how far | can walk."

"Not far," Rame assured him "Tonmorrow we will take you there.™

Vidav | ay back on the bed, satisfied.

But in the evening, as Seth lay down to sleep, Tirsa's terse thought came. _I
told no one, to preserve the secret. But we nust go tonight. The spy is

pl anning to set an ambush for us when we are away fromthe protection of the
el f village. _

_But we can't use the boots effectively at night, Seth protested.

_Rame! _ she thought. _You have plotted the route?_

~Yes. But if there is an anbush_--

| read in your nmind that there is an herb the elves grow that will cause
unconsci ousness for an hour. If Seth and | take that, and give it to Vidav,
could you play us all into your whistle?_

Now t he faun understood what she was getting at. _| could. But we are |arger
than the elves, and the herb is not attuned to us. It would cause only brief
unconsci ousness in us_--_perhaps no nore than five mnutes. Even with the
boots, it will take nme several hours to reach the wi zard's castle.

_But tine is frozen within the whistle, is it not? So we would not need nore
than the instant it takes to put us in, and woul d wake soon after being taken
out .

_That's true! _ Rame thought, surprised.

_The spy does not know that. He thinks we will have to wal k together down the
route the elves told you, and he has a spell to nullify the boots. You nust go
al one, and take a different route.

_But that will take rmuch | onger! _

_Only till dawn. Then you can use the boots to full effect, and soon be



there.
_True, _ Rane agreed. _Is the spy watching now?_

_No. He plans to rouse at m dnight to set his trap for us, and deliver us to
Nef ari ous w thout the elves' know edge. _

_Then | will go pipe Vidav into the whistle, and return for you. Keep ne
infornmed if the spy wakes. _

| shall. _

Rame got up quietly and left the house. Seth and Tirsa | ay where they were,
eyes cl osed, hol di ng hands.

_You are sonme wonan! _ Seth thought appreciatively.

_Do not state the obvious._ But she gave his hand a squeeze.

Soon Rane returned. WII the spy hear if | play here?_

“Not if it is not |oud.

_Here is the herb. Ranme handed each of them sone hard little berries.

They took them and chewed them up. Seth wondered how | ong/

/it would take to--but the air had changed. It was now cool and dank

Seth found Tirsa's hand in his. She renai ned asl eep; she had taken her dose
after him so would recover later, if it had the same effect on her. It m ght
have nore of an effect, because she was snaller than he.

It seened to be about nidnorning, and they were beside a foul river. No--it
was a grimy nmoat, for there was a decrepit castle on the other side. The

wi zard's castle! He sat up for a better |ook.

"Ah, they wake," Ranme said from behind. He and Vi dav were standing, evidently
surveying the situation

"Why didn't you take us on inside the castle?" Seth asked, shaking clear the
| ast wisps of fog |l eft over from his unconsci ousness. Now Tirsa was stirring,
and he took her hand again and squeezed it.

"The wi zard wouldn't let ne in," Rame said. "I called, and said | represented
t he Chosen, and needed hel p, and he called back 'Go away!' | never even saw
him he was just a voice."

"The el ves said he might not choose to help us,"” Seth said. "They nust have
had experience with him"

Wil e they tal ked, Tirsa had recovered. "Perhaps |I can get through to him™"
Then she concentrated, and they heard her nmental call: _Wzard! W nust neet
with you!

There was an inpression of someone's jaw dropping. _Wo calls me?_

_We are the Chosen, sent by the Teuton Enperor to nullify Nefarious. But we
have suffered by the attack of Nefarious's ninions, and need your help._



_Show yoursel f! _

_We are standi ng outside your noat._

_There is only a satyr there, a creature of mschief; | know the kind. Desist
with your tricks; 1'll have none of them _
_Then | will show nyself nmentally, she responded. She sent a thought of such

conplexity that Seth was amazed; it incorporated her origin on another Earth
pl ane, and her assignnent as one of the Chosen, and her presence here before
the old castle. It was as if she had thrown off her cloak and stood naked,
only nmore so, for she valued her mind nore than her body.

_Enough, woman! _ the wi zard replied. _|I believe you! No creature of this plane
possesses such power of the mind except Nefarious, and his is not that type! _

A few mnutes later the drawbridge was cranked sl owy down, and they crossed

to the castle. There they were net by a wi zened man, old and stooped. "I am
Ri ghtwos, once a wi zard of repute, deposed | ong ago by Nefarious and reduced
to this state,” he said. "H s mnions still pass by, tormenting me with idle
atrocities, apparently just for anmusement. | thought the satyr was of that

nunber . "

Seth saw Tirsa glance at her nmedallion. It remained bright. The wi zard wasn't
I yi ng.

"I amnot of that type," Ranme said. "But | conprehend your concern. | left ny
ki nd because of their attitude, and now consider nyself to be a faun. | should

have realized that you would have had cause to distrust satyrs."

Qui ckly they explained their situation, and Vidav's probl em

"My powers are dimnished,"” R ghtwos said. "Age and the injury done nme by

Nef ari ous have left me with nore nenories than actual nagic. But | can stil
do some things adequately if not well. | may be able to help your friend--but
the way available to me is not one you nay wi sh to use."

"If it restores my strength, I'll use it!" Vidav said.

"It is the firewalk."

Vidav paled. "I don't like fire."

"Neither do I," Rightwos said. "But it retains its elenmental power, and this

we need. Neither the Sateons nor their poisons can stand up to it. Mgic fire
is that much nore potent against their works. You nust wal k through the

enchanted fire to which I will take you, and conquer it, and in so doing you
will abolish all the evil done you by the Sateon poison. It is the only way."
Vidav | ooked as if he were about to faint. "I can but try," he said tightly.

"The site is not far fromthe castle,"” R ghtwos said. "I will show you the
way." He wal ked briskly enough, but the others had to nmince their steps to
prevent the magic boots fromcarrying themfar ahead.

They came to what | ooked |ike an ancient volcano crater. The floor of it was
| evel , but snmoke vented fromcrevices, and it | ooked dangerous. In the center
was a continuous jet that rem nded Seth of a gigantic upward-pointing

bl owt orch. The heated air shinmered around the translucent fire.



"That is the curative flame," R ghtwos said. "Ordinarily it would burn you,

but nmy spell will enable you to survive it. The | egacy of the Sateon poison
will not." He gestured, and a cloud formed around Vi dav, quickly dissipating.
"You have but to walk into it, and stand until its color returns to normal. At
that point your strength will return. But | nust warn you that though it will
not harmyour flesh, it will hurt exactly as if it is destroying you. My magic
is no |longer strong enough to shield you fromthe pain, only the actua
danage. "

Vi dav swal |l oned. He started wal king toward the flame. It was strange, seeing
the man so nervous, but Seth thought of his own recent fear of water and ice,
and knew what his friend was feeling. Wien a thing kills you, he realized, you
do tend to be wary of it.

The others followed, unable to help their friend in this particular thing. No
one else could do it for him

Then Seth noticed that the tassel on his sword was darkening. "Um | think
there is danger--"

There was a burning hissing sound behind them "Curses!" the w zard excl ai ned.
"Firefish!"

"What ?" Tirsa asked, turning to | ook. Seth did al so. He saw a streaner of fire
ext endi ng across the edge of the crater, but it seemed to have no origin.

"Anot her of Nefarious's nuisances! They can't cross ny npat, but now they' ve
trapped me in the open. This is going to be difficult."

"What are firefish?" Seth asked, alarmed. Al he saw was the extending |line of
fire. It had ringed them al ready, and now was thickening toward them

"They are denon fish that swimthrough air and squirt fire fromtheir nouths,"
Ri ght wos expl ai ned. "They feed by burning their prey; they absorb the nutrient
snoke and funmes. Fortunately they are readily stopped, for they cannot
tolerate water."

"Great!" Seth said. "Wiere's the nearest water?"
"I'n the noat."

And the firefish had just cut themoff fromthe noat. The crater, of course,
was conpletely dry.

"Ranme!" Tirsa exclaimed. "Can you conjure water?"
"Yes, | did to counter the witch-wonmen's flanes," the faun replied. "But I
can't bring enough to do much, and it would only fall at our feet."

"Ajug of it.

"Ajug of it," Rane agreed. He put his whistle to his nmouth, and in a nonent
had a narrow necked crockery-jug.

Seth took the jug and pulled out its stopper. A fine stream of cool water
poured out. He advanced on the ring of fire, but it did not retreat. Maybe the
firefish didn't believe the jug really contained water

He swung the jug, and a thin streamof water energed. It sailed out to
intersect the ring--and fell through it without nuch nore effect than a small



hi ss of steam

The ring of fire did not break; it heal ed over as fast as the water passed.
"You aren't acconplishing anything," the wizard said. "The fish formthe ring
by squirting fire continuously; when one squirt ends, another squirt begins,
from anot her fish. Your water cut through a fire-squirt, but those are
constantly being repl eni shed anyway. You have to score on the fish thensel ves
to be effective, and they are adept at dodgi ng. A body of continuous water,
like a lake or a noat, is a perfect barrier, because the water's effect

ext ends above and bel ow for some distance. But a splash just isn't enough.”
"Maybe if we made a tenporary noat,"
circle, and we could stand inside."

Ti rsa suggested. "A channel of water in a

"That would take tinme, and a ot of water," Seth pointed out. "W'd have to
pour it out bottle by bottle, or splash by splash, and it mght sink into the
hot ground or evaporate before we conpleted the job. Meanwhile, those fish are
closing fast." Indeed, they had to keep wal king toward the central col um of
fire, to avoid the closing circle.

I f Vidav had been nervous before, he was highly agitated now H s eyes flicked
between one fire and the other. Hi s hands shook. There was sweat shining on
his face, though the heat of the fires had not yet affected their party.
"Trapped!" he muttered.

"Come on," Tirsa said. "I'll scoop out a channel, and Rane can conjure nore
jugs of water. It may hold themoff until we can figure out something better
Perhaps rain will cone."

"No good," Rightwos said. "They can't cross even a small noat, but they can
fire across it for a nmeter or nore. W would have to make a large circle to
get out of their range. W have neither the time nor the water."

"I could excavate a big channel in time," Vidav said. "If | had nmy strength.”

"You can have your strength, if you step into that curative flane," Ri ghtwos
poi nted out.

Vi dav gazed at it. They were now quite close, and its heat prevented a nearer
approach. "l can't!"

"I'"ll doit!" Seth cried. "Enchant me so that ny flesh can withstand it, and
['rr--"

"No. | exhausted ny limted power for that enchantnent when | did your
friend," the wizard said. "In any event, you are not ill; you have no great
strength to recover. The curative fire would not change you."

Seth realized it was true. He had been inpetuous again, to no purpose.

"But maybe the woman can help," R ghtwos said. "If she |inks your ninds, the
foolish courage of the one may transfer to the other."

I mredi ately they were linked. _Draw fromus, Vidav!_ Tirsa thought. _We will
face the fire with you. _

Seth felt Vidav's agony of spirit. The nenory of the flames that had killed
himoverlaid the current scene. He felt the remenbered pain, and knew that the
fire was going to kill him He couldn't face that again!



Seth had a healthy respect for fire, but it hadn't killed him Ice had. He
could face the flame, knowi ng that an enchantnent protected his body fromrea
harm if not fromthe sensation of harm _|I will take that walk with you, in
your mnd, _ he thought.

Tirsa feared the deep earth, though not as nuch as she had. She too could face
the fire. I will too,_ she thought.

Rame feared the air, the power of storm but not fire. _|I too!_ he thought.

_Don't |eave ne behind! _ R ghtwos thought. _This may not be magic, but your
mental contact is a wonderful thing. _

I know that the fire will give you pain and restoration. You may not believe,
but I do. I will face that pain with you. _

Behind themthe firefish closed in, constricting their ring. Now the heat was
both front and back; there was no escape.

_If it's a choice between fires, 1'll take the clean one! _ Vidav thought,
gai ning courage fromtheir support. He |leaped into the central col um.

The fire surrounded him burning away his clothing in a nmoment and cutting
t hrough the skin. Horrible pain flared all around his body. Hi s skin cracked,
his eyes glazed, and an inferno roared into his |ungs.

Involuntarily, he tried to jump out. _No!_ Seth thought, though he was hurting
t he sane way, and wanted desperately to escape it. _W nust stay and conquer
it!_

_Stay! Tirsa echoed, though her hair was frizzing and burning.
_Stay! _ Rane agreed, though his hoofs were nelting.
_Stay! _ Rightwos thought, his beard turning to ash

Vi dav stayed. The fire passed through his skin and into his underlying tissue,
maki ng every nuscle knot. It ate into his internal organs, giving himthe

wor st possi bl e sickness. It consuned his brain, causing explosive

hal I uci nations. Finally it ground through his bones, turning themto seening
char coal

Then the pain faded. Vidav stood whol e and invul nerable within the colum of
flame, and his strength was back. He was naked but exultant.

_But we are frying!_ Seth thought, for though he stood outside the colum, the
fire ring was close at his back, burning him It was the sane for the others;

t hey had nowhere to go. It was also too late for any nmpat; there was no room
for it.

Vi dav | eaped out of the columm. He picked up the jug of water. He tossed it
into the air, and as it cane down, he clapped his two hands into it, on either
si de.

The jug was smashed inward. The water in it exploded. A spray of it flung up
and down and outward, drenching themall and saturating the close ring of
firefish.

There was a soundl ess scream Suddenly the fish were gone, and the ring of
fire flickered out. The expl osion of water had caught the fish by surprise,



and if it hadn't killed them it had certainly dismayed them and broken their
concentration. There was no chance for themto forma newring before their
prey escaped.

"That was great, Vidav!" Seth exclained. "Only your strength could have done
it

"It was little enough, after you saved ne fromthe Sateon poison," Vidav

replied. "I knew you had risked your lives for nme, and endured mnuch
di sconfort, and were suffering the agony of the flame with me, giving me your
strength. | had to give you nine, and the debt is far fromrepaid."

"I wonder how Nefarious knew to send this particular scourge to this place at
this time," Rightws said as they wal ked back toward the castle. "You had gone
to such an extreme to elude his spy in the elf village, yet he knew precisely
where to strike to take out not only you, but ne. That cannot be coinci dence."

"The Enmperor said that Nefarious can detect those who use magic," Rane said.
"We four were Chosen because we have no i nherent magic; we use nagic objects,
but that is not the same, and he can't detect that."

"True," Ri ghtwos agreed. "He knows where | am because of ny magic. He would
have destroyed nme | ong ago, except that | am now harm ess to him and he
prefers to revel in nmy hunmiliation. He lets nme play with my gol ens and work mny
little enchantments as if | were still a great wi zard, knowi ng that | know how
far these tokens fall short of my prime. He can't detect what | do in here,

but it doesn't matter; he knows its linmts. He should not be able to detect
the invocations of your objects, unless--" He broke off, |ooking thoughtful

"Unl ess what?" Seth asked, getting an ugly notion of the answer.

"Unl ess he planted them " Rane exclainmed. "The spies Tirsa spotted at the
capital --they could have put magic tags on those artifacts! Did you check for
that, Tirsa?"

"No, | didn't think to," she confessed. "The whole situation was so new, that
I just identified themand watched them w thout delving further into their
menories. How stupid of ne!"

"None of us thought of it," Seth said quickly. "W were so busy training,
after being wenched fromour home planes, or home forest in Rane's case, that
we couldn't explore every possibility."

They arrived at the castle. "I will inspect all your artifacts, and determ ne
whet her any have the stigmata of Nefarious," R ghtwos said. "This nmuch | can
readily do; | amlong conversant with the stink of his works."

Inside, they got to work on it, after Ri ghtwos found a tunic for Vidav, to
repl ace the clothing he had lost in the flanme. The three others had not
actually burned; it had been only sensation. The magic tassel on Seth's sword
was clean, as it should be; it was Ranme's gift. Rane's whistle was clean. The
gifts of Wen Dell the Hermit were clean: Ranme's nedallion that warned of

non- physi cal danger, Tirsa's nedallion that identified |lying, and their four
rings for seeing in the darkness. That rem nded Rame to present Vidav's to
him They could not check the magic tent and stove, for they had been lost in
the raging river. That left their boots. Vidav's were gone, but the other
three were wearing theirs.

The boots had the stigmata of Nefarious: all three pairs.



"So wherever we went, he knew!" Seth exclainmed in disgust. "W avoided his
spies, only to have himsend new ones! He knew when you arrived here, Ranme; he
waited only to see what you were up to, and punish Rightwos for trying to help
us!"

"It is his way," Ri ghtwos agreed. "He derives pleasure fromwatchi ng cornered
rats scurry here and there in futile efforts to escape before he destroys
them You may be sure that something nasty will lurk for you the nonment you

| eave the protection of this castle.™

"He may have outsmarted hinself," Seth said.

"How so? | can protect you here, but only within the castle, which is a

basti on agai nst hostile magic. | can give you charns against particul ar
threats, but nothing which Nefarious could not readily overpower. | fear this
is atrap for you that will effectively nullify your mssion."

"Because he thinks he's got us bottled up--and he doesn't," Seth said. "By the
time he realizes his mstake, we'll be far away, and he won't know where."

Ti rsa cocked her head. "Do you know somret hing we don't?"

"No, |'ve just thought it through a step ahead of you," Seth said. "And, with
luck, two steps ahead of Nefarious. Look, he can't track us, just our magic
boots, right? So if we take those off, we lose him"

"I think you have onmitted a detail,b"
wat ching this castle.™

Vidav said gruffly. "H s minions will be

"And when those boots leave it, they'Il follow " Seth agreed. "And when, after

toying with the fugitives for a while, they close in for the kill, they'l
find those boots being worn by wal ki ng gol ens--whil e under the cover of that
di straction, we will have escaped unnoticed and be on our way."

Tirsa's jaw dropped. "Wy, | believe it could work!"

"Can you provide us with boots |ike these?" Rane asked Ri ghtwos, removing his
as if they were uncl ean.

"Not as good as those, but w thout the stigmata, yes,"
boots | fashion will take you only ten paces for one."

the wi zard agreed. "The

"That will do!" Rame said. "Ten paces undetected is better than thirty that
gi ve us away!"

"But if the mnions of Nefarious are watching the castle, they should see us
depart it anyway," Vidav said. "They would not be so stupid as to stop
wat chi ng Ri ghtwos just because his guests depart.”

"I can help you there!" the wi zard said eagerly. "I have a spell to nmake you
undet ectabl e. Invisible, inaudible, unsnellable--for a tine. It would not be
ef fective agai nst Nefarious hinmself, of course, but his mnions are | esser
creatures, and relatively stupid. It would fool them if they believed you had
already left anyway. By the time it wears off, you will be well away."

"He will know we are coning, but he won't know how or when," Vidav said with
gusto. His spirit had returned with his strength, and he was his old self
agai n.

"Aren't we forgetting sonething?" Tirsa asked.



Seth | ooked at her. Her striped hair was shining with its original luster, and
she was beautiful. "Wat?"

_Yet again you bel abor the obvious! _ She thought in response to his

appreci ation. But she also responded verbally. "Nefarious will know where we
started from-here--and where we are going--there. He should have no trouble
checki ng the nost expedient routes between, and his mnions will set traps

along all of them Escaping this castle would be but a tenporary reprieve; we
woul d surely be snared again, |ong before we posed a threat to him"

The ot hers nodded gravely. They had allowed their enthusiasmto overwhel m
their common sense. Tirsa was right: it was apparent that they could not even
get close to Nefarious, let alone do anything to him

But Seth was youthfully stubborn, and who cared how Tirsa saw hin? "There has
to be a way!"

I love it_--_and you care._ "There is surely a way," she said. "W have but
to find it."

Vi dav | ooked at them "I follow your words, but your thoughts are obscure. Did
somet hi ng happen while | was ill?"

_We are considering whether to | ove each other,_ Tirsa thought, sharing the
thought with themall. He is enthralled by a pretty body, while | am
intrigued by youth. _

"Ch." Vidav obviously wasn't quite satisfied with that explanation, but let it
pass. "Is there any feasible route that Nefarious would not be watching, or
have his m ni ons on?"

"One," Rightwos said. "But you would not care for that one."

"If it's a good route, that's safe for us, we're interested!” Seth said. "Wat
isit?"

"Through the ice."

Seth stared at him feeling a chill reminiscent of that ice. Wuat could the
wi zard be tal ki ng about ?

El even
_lce_

"Nefarious's castle is in the northern reaches," Rightwos explained. "It is
protected by a glacier so nassive it is called the Mountain of lIce. It is
consi dered inpassable; storms are al nost continuous, and the terrain
constantly shifts as the ice nmoves. The only access is a road fromthe south,
kept clear of ice by the sorcerer's magic. Beside it are many bounteous fields
that yield excellent harvests, but it is known that at any nonment the whi m of
Nef ari ous could bury those fields in snow and ice, and all attendi ng peasants
with them Al who approach along that road are verified by magi c; no eneny of
t he sorcerer can pass unless in chains or worse."

"Or worse?" Tirsa asked

"Some are blinded or stripped of their |linbs, or otherw se restrai ned. Sone



are put under horror spells that make themlong for death. No potentially
dangerous eneny is allowed near Nefarious."

Seth gulped. "How is it that Enperor Towk sent us out without telling us
this?"

"That is an interesting question. Surely he had sone reason."

"Decoy!" Vidav exclainmed. "Here we are tal king of using decoys to distract the
sorcerer's mnions fromus; we nmust be decoys to distract Nefarious fromthe
Emperor's real attack!"

"But who woul d be fool enough to go along with that?" Seth asked. Then

i medi ately, he answered his own question. "People from other planes, or the
backwoods, who don't know the situation. |Innocents who believe what they are
told. "

"The Enmperor gave us no truth-medallion,"
m nd, and found no such deception there."

Tirsa agreed. "Yet | fathonmed his

"Maybe he didn't know," Seth said. "The best decoys are those who think
they're the real thing. So if the Enpire strategists tell the Enperor one
thing, and plan another, that keeps himhonest, and naybe | eads the spies
astray too. The Enperor has what on ny plane is called '"deniability.' If
somet hi ng goes wrong, he knows not hing about it."

"I was never quite sure about the Enpire," Vidav growl ed. "Now | think I know
why. "

"The Enmpire is inperfect," Rightwos said. "Yet it is better than what
Nef arious plans. It is better to support it."

Seth | ooked again at Tirsa's nedallion, where it hung on her bosom It

remai ned bright. No lies, here. "So what do we do?" he asked. "Go on and be
good decoys, until Nefarious catches us and tortures us to death? O quit
now?"

"I do not like the Enpire nuch," Vidav said. "But | like quitting less."

Set h agreed whol eheartedly with that! "So why don't we go ahead and astound
everyone by conpleting the mission? Maybe the Enpire's other thrust will turn
out to be the decoy, and we'll be the one that succeeds."

"But to do that, to even nmake the attenpt," Rame said, "we have to cone at
Nef ari ous fromthe one direction he won't anticipate, because it's inpassable.
The north."

"But how can _we_ pass it?" Tirsa asked.

"I have no experience with ice," Vidav said. "But after facing the fire, |
have no fear of the opposite! | could forge through it at an excellent rate."

"The di stance you woul d have to travel is approximtely five thousand
kilometers,"” Rightwos said. "Even with the boots multiplying your speed
tenfold, you could make only three hundred or three hundred and fifty a day,
because of the violence of the terrain, and storns would slow you further. It
woul d take you at least fifteen days to get there, and Nefarious woul d know
that, and be waiting for your arrival."

"But you said he would not expect that!" Tirsa protested.



"I said he would not be watching that route,” R ghtwos corrected her. "Because
he has no need to. He knows that you will come fromthe south, which is the
nost direct and navigable route, and that if you try the north you will either
perish in the effort or take |onger than two weeks to get there, which neans
he need have no concern.”

"No concern?" she asked, irritated. "Does it matter when we arrive, so long as
we surprise hinP"

"Two weeks fromnow he will have made his nove to nullify the Teuton Empire,
so that there will be no barrier to his assunption of power on the plane,"”

Ri ght wos expl ai ned. "Thereafter your effort will be irrelevant. Enperor Towk
will be dead and the Enpire will answer to new | eadership. Even if you killed
Nef ari ous, you would not be able to reverse the damage; you woul d only hasten
t he onset of the anarchy and chaos that will destroy all four planes."

Tirsa paled. "But if we cannot make it in time through the ice, and not at al
by the southerly route, how can we acconplish our m ssion?"

"By being good decoys," Rane said. "We'll have to hope that while Nefarious is
wat chi ng us, the real Chosen are getting through.”

"I'f we can't, how can they?" she demanded.

Ri ght wos nodded. "An excellent question, to which | have no satisfactory
answer . "

"W _have to_ do it!" Seth exclainmed. "I don't care if we were supposed to be
dupes, the only way we can be sure of saving our frames is by doing it
our sel ves. "

"But if the only way is through the ice, and that's too sl ow-"
"I know how to nake it faster."
She gazed at him "But your phobia--"

Seth gul ped. "Yes. But Vidav walked into the fire, and | can walk into the
ice." Yet he wasn't sure he could.

~We will be with you, _ her thought cane, echoed by the others. _You hel ped ne,
and Rarme, and Vidav; we will help you sinmlarly.

Seth hoped that woul d be enough. He dreaded the notion of heading into five

t housand kil ometers--that woul d be about three thousand nmiles--of arctic

wi | derness, though before his death he had enjoyed wi nter sports of all types.
He could ski well, and skate well, and had tried his hand at ice-boating. That
was how to nake it faster: to use the tools of winter sports to speed up their
travel i ng.

"But we don't know how to do those things,"
t hought s and speaking for the rest of them

Tirsa said, picking up his

"You can do it--if you link minds with ne while | do it," he said. "That way I
can teach you instantly."

"Why not teach ne," Rame said, "and | will carry the rest of you in ny
whistle, until | arrive? That way you need have no fear of the ice.”



"Because you couldn't make it three thousand niles al one, even with boots,"
Vidav said gruffly. "You will need ny strength and endurance. | have not been
much in snow, but |I know this: it is |like nountain clinbing, in that you need
nore than one person, tied together by a rope, so than when one falls, the

ot her saves him"

"True," Seth said. "And several are better than two. | can teach you to sk
and skate, but there is expertise | cannot teach because | won't know what is
required until | see the situation. | must go too, even if | wish | could
avoid it."

"Better than a rope linkage is a nental |inkage, so you can act as one

t hroughout,"” Tirsa pointed out. "There will be tines when storns prevent you
from seeing or hearing each other, and perfect coordination will be necessary

wi t hout reference to the physical senses. Therefore | too nust go."

They | ooked at each other and nodded. They were a team they had to do it as a
team each contributing his ability to the whole.

"Then let's get planning," Seth said. "Even with the best equi pnent and
training, we will be hard put to it to get there in tine. W nust know exactly
what we're doing."

To that they readily agreed.

* k%

Next day they set out. The golenms wearing their boots went out first, heading
directly toward Nefarious's castle a week's march di stant. Then, when R ghtwos
i ndi cated that the way was clear, Rame went out, wearing his new boots, nasked
by the spell of undetectability. He hurried north until hidden within a deep
forest, at dusk. Then he played his whistle, and Vidav appeared, asleep. Rane
said the spell the wi zard had given him and Vi dav woke.

Vi dav had a huge pack. He lifted Rame onto it, and put a strap around the
faun. Then he forged on northward, carrying Rane, who slept. He avoi ded

popul ated regions, following the route marked on Rane's map. The | and was
relatively open here, and soon it became tundra, with w de desol ate spaces
that were ideal for rapid straight-line travel. Vidav pushed his boots to the
utnost, and made al nost the velocity that one of the others m ght have made
with the original thirty-pace boots. They were gaining on their schedule, and
there was no sign that anyone knew where they were.

Vi dav hiked all night, for he had the hermit's ring and was well rested.

I ndeed, he enjoyed indul ging his strength, having so recently recovered it. At
dawn he paused, about six hundred kilonmeters farther north than Rane had

whi stl ed hi mout.

Rame woke, and played his whistle, conjuring food for his friend. Vidav ate as
he wal ked. Then the faun gave himone of R ghtwos's potions, and he fel

i mediately to sleep. Rane played his whistle, and Vidav di sappeared. Once
nore the faun traveled alone, it seened.

In this manner, in two days and nights they traversed fifteen hundred
kilometers, and were at the fringe of the northern barrens, well ahead of a
normal schedule. Furthernore, two of their nunber renained well rested.

But once they cane to the snows, it was tinme for the full party to manifest.
Rame whistled them out, and woke them At this point Seth becane aware that
their plan was working; to himand Tirsa the transition had seenmed an instant.



They had taken the potion, and then woke at the fringe of the barrens.

"Now we can use the sled," Seth said. R ghtwos had used his magic to build
items to Seth's specification; the wizard' s magi c m ght be reduced, but he had
been formidable in his day, and even his minor remaining magic was quite an
asset for routine chores. Wat mght have taken several days manual |y had been
done in several hours magically. R ghtwos had conjured wood and nmetal of the
appropriate shapes, and the four of them had worked as a teamto assenble the
units. Tirsa's ability to link their m nds had hel ped greatly; Seth had not
had to explain nuch, he had sinmply visualized each itemand its place in the
whol e.

Rame played the sled into solidity. It was crude, for Seth had had to work
frommenory and no particul ar expertise at construction, but it had clean
runners and a solid surface, w th handhol ds al ong the sides and a nechanismto
steer it in front. If they found thenselves at the top of a | ong snowy sl ope,
this would slide themdown it handily.

Rame and Vidav got on, lying flat. It was their turn to rest, for Vidav had
gotten little in the whistle--he had progressed seenmingly instantly from night
to night--and Rame had not had the best of it riding on the bobbing pack. Seth
and Tirsa took the cord, hooked it to their belts, and started forward,
hauling it. The sled noved well, even as they | engthened their stride in
tandem and noved ten paces for one. So they were traveling at the predictable
speed, but providing two of their nunber good rest. By shifting off, they
could travel much of the day and night, effectively doubling their average
pace.

* k%

| becone increasingly inpressed with you, Tirsa thought as they noved. _|I
regret | do not have nore to offer in return._

_Who cares about your mind?_ he returned jokingly. _Your body is enough._ Not
that he had touched her body; her interest was what really counted.

_If only that were so! _ Yet she was pl eased.

The terrain becanme col der and rougher. A chill wi nd cane up, cutting slantw se
at them They were wearing warmsuits so that they were not cold, but it stil
wasn't fun. Then they cane to a frozen |lake. "ldeal!" Seth excl ai ned.

He had to wake Rame briefly, so that the faun could conjure the sail they had
fashi oned. Seth nmounted this on the sled, and angled it to take advantage of
the wind. For this purpose a side wind was fine; Seth tacked against it. The
sl ed began to nove, driven by the air. Fortunately Rame had returned to sleep
i medi ately; he would not have felt secure about depending on air.

"This is marvel ous!" Tirsa exclaimed as they picked up speed. "I was sure you
knew what you had in nmind, but somehow | could not quite believe it! W are
having a free ride!"

"Just so long as this doesn't work into a storm" Seth said, watching the sky
warily.

There was no storm but they did cone to the end of the | ake and had to resune
haul i ng. Neverthel ess, they had gained nore tinme, and Seth's nervousness about
the ice had hardly manifested. It wasn't ice that scared him he realized, it
was thin ice, and being in icy water; this was thick ice, and therefore safe.
Maybe he woul d get through all right!



Then they canme to nountai nous country, and were unable to haul the sled
efficiently. But they had given their conpani ons several hours of deserved
rest, while making excellent progress. Ranme whistled the sled away; it was
time for the boots again.

Now t he goi ng became nore difficult. There were steep slopes and tw sting
gullies that Seth didn't trust. They had to use the ropes. They tied
thenselves in a line, and Seth | ed the way, poking ahead of himwth a

net al - poi nted stick he had packed for the purpose. Tirsa kept themnentally
linked too; they marched in step, so that the boots would not jerk them about
i f one stepped while anot her paused. Seth wasn't sure how long this would
wor k; there was bound to be a place where speed was i npossi bl e.

Sure enough, he soon found a filled depression; the covering of snow made the
surface even, but he could not plunb the bottomof it with the pole. They had
to wait while he poked to the side, finding firmfooting. Now they were | osing
time, as he had known they woul d sonewhere along the way. It was their average
speed that counted, and anything could destroy that average--if they got
car el ess.

They made it to the top of a ridge, and there ahead was a | ong curving sl ope
down. Now it was time for the skis.
Rame conjured four sets. "Follow nme," Seth said. Tirsa kept themlinked as he
set off downslope; it was as if all four of themwere Seth Warner, al
conpetent skiers, though Rame and Tirsa had never skied before, and Vidav's
experience was limted. They were maki ng good time again--until they cane to
the foot of the slope.

Now t hey faced another ascent, and the snow was too deep for the boots; they
sank in up to their thighs. "Conjure the snowshoes,"” Seth told Rane. Soon they
were trekking up on the snowshoes, taking several paces at a time; the magic
boots coordi nated well enough, once they got the hang of it.

"Wthout your expertise, we would be only half as far as we are,” Tirsa told
Set h.

"Don't bel abor the obvious," he retorted, and they |aughed. The snow was col d,
but his heart felt warmin her presence.

Near nightfall they cane to a bleak, |level, snowswept plain. It extended as
far as the horizon, and the footing under several inches of |oose snow seened
secure. Rame conjured the sled, and Vidav hauled the three of themon it, so
that they could eat and sleep without stopping their forward progress. They
were gai ning on their schedul e again.

When they |lay down, Tirsa wordl essly enbraced Seth. Bundl ed as they were in
their winter outfits, it didn't mean nmuch physically, but as a gesture it was
wonderful . Yet he remenbered what she had sai d about her secret passion, which
had not been for her fiancé of her hone plane, and was not for Seth in this
one. To love this woman coul d be asking for heartbreak

It seened to be what he was destined for, however.

In this manner, constantly changing off, they proceeded for several days.
Sonetimes they skated along a winding frozen river, linked by Tirsa and gui ded
by Seth's experience with skates. Sometines they used hanmmers and pitons to
climb steep icy cliffs. Mdstly they just slogged al ong through the snow, roped
together. If any of them had considered the rope unnecessary, this changed



when the snow gave way beneath Tirsa, who was taking her turn | eading, and she
di sappeared into an icy cave. The other three braced and held, and Vi dav
haul ed her back up. Shaken, they proceeded around the cave, saying nothing,

but the point had been made.

One night, when they slept on the noving sled, nightnares cane. But this tinme
t hey recogni zed the source, and resisted themnore readily than before.

Nef ari ous, aware that they had escaped his trap and were on their way, was
trying to take themout nmentally, and not succeeding. That was a good sign

Then the stormcane up. Ranme was terrified, for this was too nmuch like the one
that had al nost carried himaway. Seth felt nervous, but was able to handl e
it; it was icy water that really got to him

They had two choices: either build a snowigloo to hide in to ride out the
storm or keep moving. They knew they couldn't afford to stop noving; the
stormm ght last for days, and that would ruin their schedule. But it was
dangerous to keep noving; they could be swept over sonme cliff to their deaths.
"This is where we need your strength, Vidav," Tirsa said. "W nust each be
strong enough to plow on through the stormthe way you can."

Vi dav nodded. They had drawn on Seth's expertise with skis and skates, and on
Rame's ability with the reed whistle; now they would draw on Vidav's strength.
They put spikes on their boots, and held poles with which to brace thensel ves.
Then Tirsa tied themin with Vidav's strength, and each had the ability to
forge onward at what woul d ot herwi se have been superhuman force.

The stormdid its utnost. Rane got blown off his feet, because his boots were
not as secure as his hoofs woul d have been. Tirsa, next in line, sinply haul ed
himin hand over hand until he was secure, while Seth and Vidav braced to
support her. "I think I amlosing my fear of the air," the faun remarked.

Anot her time the wind started themall sliding down a slope--in the wong
direction. "Hup!" Seth cried, nmentally as well as verbally, and as one they
jamred their poles down into the snow and stopped the slide. After that they
used their poles like pitons, janmng themin as anchors, and kept traveling
upslope. It was slow, but it was a |lot better than nothing. The storm had been
unable to stop them

They came to a valley where large aninmals grazed. Tirsa did a doubl etake. "How
can they graze in snow?"

"They look a bit like caribou," Seth said. "They probably sniff out noss on

t he rocks beneath the snow, and eat that. They should be harmess if we |eave
them al one."” He renmenbered his canpi ng excursions on his home plane; he had
been aware that the human party was intruding in the domains of the wild
creatures, and had been careful not to do any avoidable harm It had becone a
habit. Only when the creatures attacked did his attitude change. Here in this
fantasy real mof Earth Plane 4 a nunber of the wild creatures did attack--but
a nunber did not.

They were on skis at the nonment, traveling fairly well on fairly |evel
terrain. They headed for the region where the caribou weren't grazing, so as
not to disturb them

"Seth--1ook at your sword,"” Tirsa said urgently.

Set h | ooked--and saw t he tassel turning dark. Qops--danger! But where was it?
He saw not hing threateni ng here.



"Maybe sonething is coming," he said. "W had better find sone cover." But
t here was not hi ng.

They noved on--and the tassel turned black. "W seemto be heading right into
it," Rame commented nervously.

"The snow is solid here, and not deep," Vidav said, ramm ng his pole down
hard. It struck rocky soil. There were no hidden pitfalls here.

Ti rsa brushed something away from her face. "We'd better get on past here
qui ckly."

They tried to keep moving, but sonething was wong. Tirsa was beconing
agitated, and Seth felt cold down his spine. Vidav was turning his head this
way and that. "Cold wind!" he remarked.

"There's no wind," Ranme said. But he too | ooked unconfortable.

"Well, _sonething's_ cold!" Tirsa said. Indeed her |ips were blue, and a
webbi ng of ice was form ng across her furry hood.

"It's as if the wind is cutting right through our clothing," Seth said. But he
had to agree with Rane: there was no wind. The day was calm

"What are spiders doing here?" Tirsa asked, with a flurry of brushing at her
face.

Seth began to get a glinmer of something. "Let ne |ook." He peered into her
face.

Sure enough, it was franed by what |ooked |ike cobwebs. "Mist have been a nest
of little spiders in the suit," he said, hoping that was all there was to it.
"Now they're running about, leaving their little lines so they won't fall."

"I"'minfested with spiders?" she asked, al arned.
"Something like that." Now he saw one: a tiny white eight-|egged creature.
"Let me nmove it away for you." He renoved his glove and put his hand up to

i ntercept the spider, who was descending a bit of line. He didn't want to hurt
it.

But as his finger touched the white body, a jolt of cold went up it, numnbing
it. He jerked back

Rame cane close. "What is it?"

"I's there any type of spider on this plane that can generate col d?" Seth
asked, flexing his hand to restore feeling.

"Yes, |'ve heard of the arctic ice spider,"” Rane said. "It quick-freezes its
prey. Not only does that immbilize the victim it keeps the food fresh
indefinitely. But that spider is rare, and it stays away from warm creatures
because it can't stand the heat."

"Suppose there were a lot of themin one place?"

"Then | suppose they could inmobilize |arger prey, and could collectively go
after--" Rame broke off, | ooking unconfortable.



"Suppose Nefarious had a spider farmor sonething," Seth continued
relentlessly, "and bred thousands or mllions of such spiders, and dunped them
into the northern reaches just above his stronghol d?"

Vi dav overheard that. "No wonder he doesn't fear an approach fromthe north!"
he exclaimed. "The spiders will freeze any living thing that passes through!"

"That was ny thought,"” Seth said. "And I think we just blundered into it. |
know | ' ve got them down ny back."

"How can we get rid of then?" Tirsa asked, her teeth chattering.

"Heat," Ranme said. "They can't endure heat. So if we make it hotter than they
can stand, they'll retreat."

"But our bodies aren't hot enough!" Tirsa said. "Not in this snow, with so
many of them | can feel them nunbing my skin all over!"

"Fire!" Seth exclaimed. _"That_ w |l be hot enough!"

"I can't conjure fire," Rane said. "Or wood to burn; | didn't think to whistle
any into storage. Qur food won't burn well; it's too noist."

"That pocket knife | gave you will strike fire," Seth rem nded him "But the
wood is a problem"” Seth | ooked desperately around. There were no trees here,
only snow. "The noss!" he cried. "W can fetch noss! It should be pretty dry,
under the snow. "

"You nean what the aninmals eat?" Rane asked. "Were do we find it?"

"Where the caribou are; _they_know where it is.

They turned and headed for the herd. The ani mal s spooked at their approach and
bounded away, but the marks of their prior grazing remained. Seth and the

ot hers poked through the snow there, and canme up with handful s of spongy
frozen noss.

"Clear a place!" Seth said. "Once we start it burning--"

They swept a place clear of snow, baring the frozen ground bel ow. Rane brought
out the knife, with its flint and nagnesiumrod, and a few scraps of paper

and struck some sparks. Soon a scrap caught, and he used it to heat a piece of
noss. The noss was porous, and the flame licked through it and started it

burni ng. This becane the base for a larger fire, as they carefully heaped nore
noss around it.

"But there's not enough for a big fire!" Tirsa protested, shivering so
violently she was al nbost danci ng.

"Ranme!" Seth said. "Conjure some noss into your whistle--then conjure it out
again."

The faun nodded. He played his whistle over a mound of npbss, and the npss

di sappeared. Then he played again, and it reappeared--and as he conti nued

pl ayi ng, anot her nound appeared, and another. Soon it was piling up high. Then
he conjured that larger pile into the whistle--and brought it out again. Now
he could pipe it out by the peck. Their problemof fuel had been sol ved.

The fire blazed high. They crowded around it, but still they were cold. "The
ice spiders are inside our suits!" Tirsa said. "The suits protect themfrom



the firel"
"We'| | have to get themout," Seth said grimy. "Take off your outfit, Tirsa."

W thout hesitation she stripped. He skin was blue with cold, but it was now
war ner outside her suit than inside it. She stood naked by the fire, slowy
turning to warm each side. "Ah, that feels so good!" she said.

They took the itens of her clothing and held themclose to the fire, turning
theminside out. The little spiders danced out and scranbl ed away. As each
pi ece was clear, she donned it again: panties, bra, socks, shirt, furred
trousers, jacket, hood and boots. They worked hardest over the outer pieces,
because they had many nore nooks for spiders to hide in; nothing could be
ski nmped.

Then Seth stripped simlarly, and they toasted his clothing at the fire. Then
Rame, whose natural fur was now buttressed by unnatural furs, and finally

Vi dav, who had been able to hold out |ongest against the cold. They were al

cl ean, and warm

"But how are we going to travel ?" Tirsa asked, her cheeks now rosy instead of
bl ue. "The nonent we | eave our fire, they'll be back!"

That probl em had occurred to Seth. "We'lIl just have to take the fire with us,"
he deci ded. "W can put sone dirt on the sled, to protect it, and put the fire
on that."

"But this isn't sledding country,” Rame pointed out "We're using skis."

"We can still haul the sled behind," he said. "It may slow us, but it's
necessary. This may even be an advantage, because Nefarious w |l never expect
us to get through in tinme."

_"WIIl we?"_ Tirsa asked pointedly.

"W've got to!"

She didn't argue.

But it wasn't easy. Wioever left the inmmediate vicinity of the fire got

qui ckly infested and had to return, strip, and get del oused. That neant they
had to spend nore tinme stalled than noving. They couldn't do it while

traveling; the sled bunped over the rough snow, and it was inpossible to run
al ong beside and hold out itenms of clothing without getting themreinfested as

fast as they were cleared. When they cane to a downhill slope they all piled
on the sled, around the fire, and rode down--but then there was the uphil
haul . It was soon evident that they were not going to make it in tinme, this
way.

"Ch for sone firefish!" Tirsa said with irony.

"You know, that might work," Seth said. But of course Rame hadn't conjured any
firefish into his whistle.

Rame | ooked at his map. "We are not far fromthe castle,” he said. "In fact,

it should be right beyond that mountain range." He pointed to a towering range
ahead of them "If we could just nove at top speed, we could pass it in a day
and be there in time."

But they couldn't nove at top speed, or even at noderate speed, because of the



spiders. If they tried, they would all be dead of the cold in short order
Nef arious's |l ast ploy seenmed to be his best; they could not get through in
tine.

"There's got to be a way!" Seth exclaimed angrily.

Rame pored over the map. "There may be. There's a river that supplies water
for the castle, and to irrigate the surrounding farnmsteads. It draws fromthe
gl aciers of the north, but magic keeps it liquid. It tunnels under the
nmount ai n range and cones out right at the castle reservoir."

"We could sail down that river!" Tirsa exclained. "Fire and all!"

"No. | said it tunnels. It's an underground river."

Seth felt a chill not of the weather--the sane one he had felt when he | earned
of this arctic route, only worse. Cold, dark water, under the ice...

"Well, we have a water-breathing spell R ghtwss gave us," she said. "W could
swim-" Then she realized how this was affecting Seth. "Ch."

He tried to say sonething brave, but could not. The very notion of entering
such a river appalled him It had killed himonce; how could he risk it again?

"Seth," she said earnestly. "This is the only way. But you don't have to do it
directly; Rane can pipe you into his whistle--"

"No," he said with difficulty. "I've done sonme scuba diving. This is simlar
I"ve got to do it. In fact, | should do it while you and Vidav ride in the
whi stle.”

"I think we shall do it ourselves, or not at all," she said. Then, in a
private thought _Seth, we know this is dangerous, and that we may not survive
it. Perhaps it is time for you and I to_--

_What ?_ he thought, alarned.

_To clarify our understanding, _ she continued. _|I so nuch regret that | cannot
conmit to you conpletely, but want you to know that if there were any way for
me to be free of that other passion, | would gladly eradicate it. | think
you're a fine young man, fully worthy of any woman, and it is ny hope that in
some manner it will become possible for_--

_Here | am being cowardly, and you are telling ne how wonderful | am _

_You are not being cowardly, you are facing your legitimte fear. You hel ped
each of the rest of us to get through our fears, |ending your strength to us,
and now we shall lend ours to you. But what | mean is that in case | don't
have opportunity later, | nust tell you nowthat it is nmy hope to find a way
to abolish ny fault and commit to you conpletely. To be able to tell you I

| ove you. _

Seth stood as if rocked in a storm This wasn't at all the way he had inagi ned
romance to be, but of course he had never before had a relationship with a
mature tel epathic woman. Tirsa said or thought exactly what was on her m nd
lucidly, sensibly, honestly. There was no evasion, no softening, just the
truth. When she had had no romantic interest in him she had said so directly;
now she said the opposite, and he could believe it. But she had not used the
term"l ove" before, when speaking of herself. Even if this wasn't a conplete
conmitrment, it was an inpressive one.



_Well,  he thought, I don't have to wait to tell you I _--
No, she thought. _You nust not, until | can._
But - -

_For now, this._ And she sent hima nmental kiss of such enconpassi ng passion
that it was as if the world inploded, turning himpleasantly inside out.

After a noment he recovered his equilibrium He was standing in the snow,
amazed that it hadn't nmelted around him Ranme and Vidav were poring over the
map; either they had not been aware of his nmental dialogue with Tirsa, or they
were politely ignoring it.

"I can do it," he said. For now his vision of dark icy water was overlaid by
the feeling Tirsa had put there: her wish to love him He had fear, yes, but
he al so had | ove, and his horror of dying under the ice was bal anced by his
delight in living with what she of fered. Perhaps she had done this
deliberately, in the manner he had ki ssed her in the cave, tining it
appropriately. It was a nice thing, and nice tuning.

"Here," Ranme said, touching the map. "It has to be here, in this basin."
"I agree," Vidav said. "W nust go there and dig, and we shall find it."

Seth | ooked at the map. The spot they marked was only a few mles fromwhere
they were now canped. It was certainly feasible.

They trekked to it. For this hop, they tried a new ploy: Vidav haul ed the
sled, stripped, while the other three rode by its fire and held bl azing
torches on |l ong poles. These they held near Vidav, passing themup and down
his body to drive away the ice spiders. It worked tolerably well, but was not
confortable for him They knew this, because they were linked to his nmind; his
sensations of cold guided their torches. But the ride was jerky, and
inevitably they cane too close and burned him and there were al so pl aces
their |ong-range torches couldn't effectively reach. Only his great strength
carried himthrough.

Ti rsa extended her nental awareness, tuning in on the water bel ow the snow.
"It is here," she said. "Rivulets percol ati ng down through the porous earth
and rock, form ng pools and sl ow nmoving streanms below. But | can't fix on it
preci sely." Rame brought out his whistle. "Maybe | can help." He played, and
the nel ody was pretty but faint: the water was good but not copious. But as
t hey noved, the whistle becane louder. Finally it becane al nost deafening:
they had found the main river.

By the time they reached this spot, Vidav was al nost dead on his feet. He
col l apsed in the snow, and they hauled himonto the sled and carefully burned
away all the spiders, and then put salve on his burns, and dressed himin
decont am nat ed cl ot hi ng.

Tirsa watched Vidav, while Seth and Rane started di ggi ng. They soon cleared a
round region of snow, and were faced with the frozen ground bel ow. How were
they going to get through that? Vidav m ght have the strength to break up the
rockl i ke ground, but he had done his part and had to recover.

"The firel" Seth said. "W don't need to nove it any nore. It should nelt the
ground, or at least soften it enough so that we can dig it."



They noved the fire to the ground, and added nore nmpbss, so that it blazed
high. Its heat radiated out, nelting the snow and turning the ground to nud.
They had to scrape the nmud away so it wouldn't drown the fire. Gadually the
fire sank, formng a pit. Then, suddenly, it dropped into a wet hole and

si zzl ed out.

"Ch, no!" Seth exclained. "W've |ost our digging tool!"
Vi dav sat up. "That's because you' ve found the river!" he pointed out.

Seth felt foolish. O course! The fire had nelted through, and fallen into the
underground water. They no | onger needed it.

Rame played his reed whistle again. The notes were true. This was what they
want ed.

Seth gazed into the dark pool, and shivered. Then he thought of Tirsa's |ove,
and felt warmagain. It mght be death, a second tinme, but he was going to do
it.

Rame whistled, and a package appeared. This was another of Rightwos's gifts:
fish pills. They would be good for only one use, for the wi zard | acked the
power to make replenishable fish magic. But that should be enough. Once they
were out of the water, they would be on their own.

What woul d they do then? Seth had little notion. He did not |like the idea of

killing a man, but he saw no other way to stop so powerful and unscrupul ous a
sorcerer. Probably they would sinply sneak into Nefarious's home and strike
hi m down any way they coul d. \Wat about the sorcerer's guards? Wll, Ri ghtwos

had provided a sleep potion that mght help.

The whol e thing seemed unconfortably uncertain, now. But if the river carried
themthrough as it should, they would arrive at night, when the defensive
guard shoul d be down, and at |east a day before expected--if Nefarious thought
they would make it at all. So they had a chance.

"W have a chance," Tirsa agreed.

They took the pills, while Tirsa kept themnentally Iinked. They hoped that
they would be able to retain that |inkage throughout, because they had no idea
exactly how |l ong or rough their trip down the river would be. How woul d one
know wher e anot her | anded? Suppose there were dangers; they wanted to be able
to warn each ot her.

Seth found hinmself breathing rapidly. H s neck itched. He felt dizzy. Wat was
the matter?

_We're growing gills!_Rame thought, nore accustoned to the ways of magic than
the others were. Get in the water!

That made sense! Seth scranbled out of his clothing and junped in, discovering
that his fear of icy water was gone. In fact, the water felt good. He ducked
hi s head under and exhal ed, blowing out all the air. Then he took in water

t hrough his nmouth, and it passed on out through his gills, and he was
breat hi ng again. He discovered that he no | onger had to breathe in and out; he
just had to keep the water flowing into his nouth. That was easier to do if he
nmoved, so he started sw nmi ng--and di scovered that his hands were webbed.

The others were with him They | ooked like thenmselves, but with gill-slits
al ong the sides of their necks, and the webbing on their hands and feet. They



had become fish-nmen
_Fish-MEN?_ Tirsa thought.

Seth | ooked at her. She wasn't a nmermaid, for she had legs instead of a tail,
but she definitely wasn't nmale. Even with the fisheye | enses of his new eyes,
that was too obvious to be bel abored. _Fish-folk,_ he thought, correcting

hi nmsel f.

_We had better nove, _ Vidav thought.

They noved. Vidav had recovered fromhis chill ordeal, thanks to his i mense
reserves of strength, and now |l ed the way. They swam single file down into the
dark stream Deep down, they found the main current, and it hel ped carry them
al ong. This channel was lined by ice, but Nefarious's magic kept the water
[iquid.

Seth privately reveled in his freedomfromthe fear of icy water; that

ni ght mare woul d no | onger haunt him Just as Vidav's experience with the
healing fire abolished his fear of fire, so that he had hardly reacted even
when burned by their torches, this fish spell had ended Seth's fear. From now
on, he was sure, he would be able to go through the ice w thout concern

Their fishy eyes enabled themto see in the darkness, and they were able to

swimwell, though not as well as a true fish could. The nether river did not
constrict; instead it grew larger, as nore water flowed in fromicy
tributaries. It was an artificial river, intended to fill the reservoir, so it

had no twists or confusions. This was al nbst too easy.

_My thought too,  Tirsa agreed. _Surely Nefarious has not left this avenue
unprotected. _

But they really had no choice except to proceed. They swam downstream making
good tine. Seth judged that they were al ready passing beneath the nountai ns,
and woul d soon energe beyond. |If they nmade it unobserved--

They did not. Suddenly there were tentacles in the water. Sone huge squidlike
creature was here, grabbing for fish

_Retreat! Vidav thought, drawi ng the knife he wore. Knives were the only
weapons they had been able to take along, for this final |eg of the journey.
Rame had his whistle, but that was inoperative under water.

They tried, but the current bore themon, and the best they could do was
remain in place. The tentacles sought themout. They slashed with their

kni ves, but the tentacles were not soft but hard; they seened to be arnored.
There were many of them reaching in now fromall directions.

_It's got ne! _ Tirsa thought despairingly.

Seth struggled furiously to reach her, but the tentacles caught himtoo. In a
nmonent he was being dragged through the water, helpless to hold back. The evil
sorcerer _had_ put in a defense, and they had fallen prey to it.

They were captives of the nmonster. Was this the end?

Twel ve

_Nefarious_



Seth found hinself hauled out of the water. Inmediately the spell faded. He
choked as his gills closed up and his lungs tried to resunme their
function--full of water. He heaved out the water, took in sone air, and heaved
out nore water. The tentacles obligingly suspended hi m upsi de down,
facilitating this. In a short time, objectively, but |ong subjectively, he was
fully human agai n.

Then tentacl es set himdown on a platformbeside the water. He was naked and
shivering; what had been confortable for fish was not so for warnbl ooded fol k!
In a nmoment his conpanions joined him in simlar condition. The tentacles

wi t hdr ew.

"I think Nefarious was ready for us," Rame said bl eakly.

I ndeed, there was a noise, and a door lighted in the wall. It slid open on an
el evator. They had either to wait here and shiver, or to try to make a break
for it through the icy water, or to step into the elevator; there was nowhere
el se. Since the other two choices prom sed cold disaster, they stepped through
t he door.

The el evator cl osed, and noved up. The others were startled, but Seth sent a
reassuring thought; he was used to this sort of thing. It brought themto a
warm room where clothing was waiting: four conpletely different outfits. One
was exactly like the clothing in Seth's honme plane: trousers, shirt, jacket,
shoes, and associated itens such as underwear and socks. Another was sinply a
pair of shaggy green pants, simlar to those Rane had seenmed to wear in the
forest.

"Why, that's a three-quarter sarong!" Tirsa exclained. She picked up the |ong
band of red cloth and wapped it around herself. Evidently this was her nornal
node of dress. Seth now realized that she had seenmed slightly diffident about
donni ng what Ri ghtwos had provided; that clothing had been alien to her normal
experi ence.

Set h went ahead and donned the cl othes he recogni zed, and Rane and Vi dav did
the sane. How had the sorcerer known their home-nodes?

_There is something strange about this, Tirsa thought, answering his thought.
_Nefarious seens to know nuch nore about us than he shoul d. _

Soon they stood dressed. Vidav wore what struck Seth as a mlitary outfit,
with gray trousers tucked into heavy boots and a belted jacket extending to
the knees; it was alnost like a Civil War officer's uniform Rane wore
trousers and little else; his hoofs were free. Tirsa--

"My appearance bothers you?" she inquired

"Uh--" For her three-quarter sarong, as she called it, did cover three
quarters of her torso. All but the upper right quarter. He had seen her fully
cl ot hed, and he had seen her naked, but sonehow this conpromni se made her nore
striking than either. Yet it was evidently the standard garb of her culture.
"I, er, like it." That was a sonewhat guilty understatenment!

_Qbvi ously wonen cannot read m nds on your plane. _

Now he was bl ushing. He kept getting caught by her m nd-readi ng, even though
he had pretty much | earned howto do it hinself. He read her m nd--and
encount ered amusenent. She had anticipated his reaction, and felt no shane.
Her culture had no secrets and no hangups about sex.



"Hello."

The four of them junped. There stood a man behind them of niddle age,
handsome, in a bright white cloak

"Nef arious!" Tirsa excl ai ned.

The sorcerer smled. "So it is true: you can read nmy mind." H's gaze passed
coolly across them "Attack ne."

Dunbf ounded, Seth was notionl ess. "You know we canme to--"

"It will be easier if you satisfy yourselves at the outset that you have no
chance to do me harm" Nefarious said. "Do your worst, Chosen."

_Let's take himat his word, _ Seth thought. He nay be overconfident._

Then, acting as one, they attacked. Vidav | eaped at the sorcerer, sw nging a
fist at his head. Tirsa dived for the knife she spied at his hip. Rane swept

up his reed whistle to conjure their weapons. Seth held back, waiting for his
opportunity.

Vi dav screaned and fell back w thout touching Nefarious. So did Tirsa.
Meanwhi |l e a sword appeared, conjured fromthe whistle. Seth grabbed it and
hurled it at Nefarious's chest.

Hs aimwas true, but the sword never got there. It bounced. In a nonent it
was flying back at Seth. Had he not been moving when he threwit, so that his
body was no | onger where it had been, his own weapon woul d have skewered him

_It'"s no good! _ Tirsa thought. _|I can see it in his mnd: he is invul nerable
to anything we can do. His magic protects himfromall physical threats. _

_What happened to you and Vidav? Seth_ thought.

_Nightmare horrors! The earth was crushing nme much worse; | would have died
before | could touch him _

_And the flame consumed ne, _ Vidav added. _The closer we get to him the worse
it is.

Nef ari ous smled, unruffled. "You are reading ny nind, | believe. | cannot
read yours, but | trust you are satisfied: you can neither harm ne nor
conspire successfully to harmme, physically or magically. You may continue
trying if you wish, but it will be easier to converse if you desist. You are
no threat to nme."

Now Seth read the man's mnd directly, and found verification. Nefarious had
absol ute confidence in his security, and it seened justified. He had the nost
potent magic on the plane, and it protected himabsolutely, awake and asl eep
and wherever he went. They had never had any chance agai nst him

Di sgruntl ed, they desisted. "Excellent,"” Nefarious said. "Now we shall eat,
for | amsure you are hungry. Then we shall settle in confort, and | wll
explain why | sumoned you here in this tinely fashion."

"Sumoned us!" Vidav exclaimed angrily. "W are the Chosen!"

"I ndeed you are," the sorcerer agreed. "Chosen by ne. | have been nost eagerly



awai ting your arrival. Had you not come today, | would have had to fetch you
in tonorrow, for the critical tine is near. But please, |let the business wait
an hour, while we get to know each other better."

Tight-1ipped, they followed the man to the elevator. They entered, standing
cl ose together, not nmaking any further attenpt on the man's life. What a
rever sal

The el evator brought themto a small dining hall, where places for five were
already set. In fact, the banquet was set out too: roasts and puddi ngs and

wi ne and sal ads and soups. In fact, Seth realized, the cuisine was different
for each place, according to the standards of the plane from which each guest
derived. How could the sorcerer know them so well, when they did not even know
each other's custons?

Rame hesitated, still holding his whistle. "Go ahead, play it!" Nefarious said
to the faun. "Or read it in ny mind: if | wanted to be rid of you, | have no
need to poison you. | could do it nore readily by magic. This food is safe.”

Rame did play, and Seth did read it in the nman's nind: there was no threat
here. Still, it was hard to believe: they had cone to kill Nefarious, and the
sorcerer knewit. Wiy was he treating themlike honored guests? Seth tried to
fathomthe answer fromthe man's mind, but could not; Nefarious's conscious

t houghts were only of the welfare of the visitors, and it wasn't possible to
read unconsci ous thoughts.

So they ate, ill at ease, but resigned. There was no question that they were
in the power of the eneny, so it didn't seemworth agonizing over at the
monent. But if any opportunity came to change things, they would act

i nstantly.

Seth had a good neal, but sonehow never tuned in on exactly what he was
eating. He was too busy watching the others with their strange repasts, and
wonderi ng what was going to happen to them He saw Vidav drink his soup from
the bowl, and sip his wine froma spoon. Tirsa m xed bean curds with dark
jelly and ate themdelicately with S-shaped chopsticks. He saw her gl ance at
his fork as if it were a barnyard tool. They canme fromdifferent cultures, al
right! But it didn't matter; they were a team and they knew each other in
ways that hardly mattered at the dining table.

They finished with dessert. Rane had what | ooked |ike a candied slug, while
Vi dav chewed on sonething |ike wooden nails. Seth | ooked at his chocol ate
cake, saw Tirsa shudder, and deci ded he could live w thout dessert. By nutua
consent they did not share their thoughts at this point; it could have made
one of them get sick

After the nmeal they adjourned to a pleasant open court with a fountain in the
center. Chairs were around the fountain, and Iight cane froma crystalline
arched ceiling. Exotic plants bordered the pool, their nodes angling to spy on
the visiting party.

"I will speak to the point," Nefarious said. "You could read it in my mnd,
but I think it best if I sinmply present it my own way, while you verify it.
Let me start by clarifying that you are not decoys; you really are the Chosen
You may have been told that you were brought here by prophecy to elimnate ne
as a threat to the Teuton Enpire. That is only partly true. There is a
prophecy, but it does not specify the side the Chosen are to assist. In his
arrogance, Enperor Towk assuned you would help him M magic is nore
penetrating than any the Enpire can nuster, so | saw further into the

pr ophecy. "



Seth read his mind, and found no dissenbling there. He glanced at Tirsa, who
nodded.

"It al so does not specify the manner that the Chosen are to participate,”

Nef ari ous continued. "The Enperor assuned that you were to kill his eneny, but
that is only one interpretation of many, and not the npbst sophisticated one.
It could be that the Chosen's destiny is nore positive: to hel p one side,
rather than hinder the other."

Still he seened to be speaking the truth, but there were levels and levels in
the man's mnd that Seth could not fathom Tirsa had a simlar doubt. She
reached into her pocket--Seth had not known that her spectacul ar w aparound
had one!--and brought out her medallion. She put its chain over her head, so
that the nedallion hung at her bosom It glowed white.

Nef arious smled. "I nmust advise you that the nagic of R ghtwos is not as
potent as mne. You can not trust that device in my presence. Note: Black is
white."

It was an obvious lie, but the medallion remained bright.

"You are beautiful," Nefarious said to Tirsa. Now the nedallion turned

m dni ght bl ack.

Rame coughed. The sorcerer had certainly made his point: the medallion had
given the lie to an obvious truth.

"You are ugly," Nefarious said. And the nedallion turned bright red.

They stared. They had not realized that it was capable of color!
"It isn't," the sorcerer said. "No, | amnot reading your mnds; | sinply know
what you must be thinking at this stage. That sinple anulet is very linmted,
but my magic can transformit to whatever I wish." He glanced at it, and
abruptly it was a giant white spider.

Tirsa stiffened. But then the spider becane a tiny yellow bird, which flewto
Nef ari ous's hand. The chain on which the nedal lion had hung becane a thin
green snake, its nouth clanped on its tail. It let go, and slithered into her
lap and on to the floor, where it disappeared in a puff of snoke.

"Read nmy mind," Nefarious said. "That is the one talent you have which is not
subject to nmy power; you can trust it."

| mpressed, Tirsa nodded. So did Seth. They had underestimated this man
phenorenal | y!

"The prophecy says that the influence of the Chosen will be decisive,"

Nef ari ous continued. "That is all it says. Since it is apparent that | cannot
prevail in my quest for ultimte power without assistance, | assune that the
Chosen will decide the issue in my favor. Actually, | have been able to fathom
the prophecy to a small additional extent: in the original |anguage, which was
poorly translated, it said that _one of _ the Chosen woul d be decisive. But |

do not know whi ch one."

He | eaned back, his eyes neeting each of theirs briefly. "And this is why I
arranged to bring you here. Ch yes, it is true; verify it in my mnd! | |ack
your ability of m nd-reading, but | have managed to develop the ability to
send a mental signal. | realized that if one of the Chosen were to help ne, |



woul d have to nmake sure that all of the Chosen were of my own choosing. Since
they had to be fromthe four separate planes, this was difficult, but not
i mpossi ble. So six years ago, when ny research indicated that there was a key

nexus spanni ng the planes, | sent the nmost powerful signal | could, to touch
the potential Chosen and attune only those who woul d be useful to ne. Exactly
i n what manner that signal had effect | do not know, | only know that it

reoriented the situation in whatever slight way was necessary to set apart the
four | required. It may be that you are aware of that change."

Suddenly it registered. "That was when ny father died!" Seth exclainmed. "It
changed ny life--"

Bl ack rage cl ouded Vidav's face. "Wen | was passed over with prejudice for
appoi ntnent to the board of planning, destroying the dreamof ny youth, no
reason given, so that | had to go instead into the conbat pool--"

"Six years, that was when sonething first nade ne realize that | was a faun
rather than a satyr," Rane said. "Fromthat point on, | questioned the ways of
O an-Satyr, despite the warnings of the Elders, until finally the rift becane
open and | had to | eave. That early realization was to cost nme everything
then hel d dear, though the mschief was long in the fruition."

"When | felt the first stir of that illicit passion,” Tirsa said, "I dismnssed
it as girlish fancy, being just fourteen at the tine, but sonmehow it persisted
long after | thought it gone. That was the root of ny failure inlife."

Nef ari ous nodded. "That was my signal, seeking each of you, changing your
lives in dramatic or subtle manner, but with simlar force. That marked you as
Chosen, though you did not know it then. Mdre recently ny second signa
actual ly brought you here."

"But it was sheer coincidence!" Seth protested. "I ran afoul of punkers, and
fell in a frozen | ake, and drowned. That doesn't nake ne anyone special!"

"So Emperor Towk may have suggested," Nefarious said. "But his information is
i nconpl ete. There was no coi nci dence to the sel ection of Chosen, no chance;
you were Chosen six years before, and recently Called. The circunstances of
the Calling may have seened coincidental, but had you had a w der perspective
you woul d have known it was not. You were destined to come to ne, and now you
have. The Enmperor was foolish enough to think that you came to facilitate his
side, but that was not the case. My nminions tracked you throughout, seeking to
capture you and bring you to me without harm as it happened, you proved to be
elusive. So | tried herding you instead, and this turned out to be nore
effective.”

"Herding!" Vidav exclaimed angrily.

"By allowing you to depart R ghtwos's castle in peace, and distracting you
wi th dream sendi ngs which | trust you found interesting. At last you did
arrive. This is the hour of reckoning."

Seth, reading the man's mind, still found that bew | dering conplexity of

t hought, but truth as far as it was possible to grasp the pattern. He felt as
if he were a grade-schooler tackling the concepts of cal cul us, know ng they
made sense, but unable to fathom _how_ they nmade sense. Nefarious was
dangerous in a far nore conplex way than they had thought. They were not j ust
magi cal | y overmat ched, but conceptually too.

"I think we have a score to settle with you," Vidav said grimy.



"Do you?" Nefarious shrugged. "Let's explore this for a nmonent, as it may
facilitate understanding. You say you were passed over for an appoi ntnent,

whi ch | gather would have been a prestigious thing, so that you had to

undert ake | esser work. | gather that you were qualified and should have had

t he appoi ntnent, and woul d have done well for yourself and your culture there.
Now | ask you: had you had that appointment, would you have had any interest
in comng to this frame?"

"I had no interest as it was!" Vidav growmed. "I was married, with a child--"
" Happi | y?"

"That is not relevant!"”

"I believe it is," Nefarious said. "You were Chosen because you were fit for
the office, and part of that fitness was the devel opi ng probl em of your

exi stence on your plane. The | oss of your aspired appoi ntment rmade it possible
for you to give up that life, and the unsatisfactory marriage. It renai ned
only for the second signal to free you for the newlife here.”

Vidav glared at him but did not argue.

"Now | et us try whether you are the one | require,” Nefarious said. "I do not
know in what way | need the help of one of you Chosen, but perhaps it is in

the formof a virtually indefatigable warrior."

"I amnot going to help you!" Vidav exclained angrily.

"I am being open with you, so | will explain what | am doing," Nefarious said.
"Though | lack your ability to read mnds, | amnot as yet clear with which
one of you that talent originates--1 can send certain enotions, as | have
denonstrated, and can block out certain qualities of character. | am now goi ng
to bl ock out what you call your conscience, your preconceptions of right and
wrong. You will be obliged to fall back on nore basic values, and | think you
will find it worth your while to join ne."

"Never!" Vidav snapped.

Nef ari ous gazed at him and made a seeningly negligent gesture with one hand.
Vi dav' s defiant manner rel axed.

_Vidav!_ Tirsa thought with alarm _Don't |let himenchant you! _

Vi dav gl anced at her. "You are beautiful, but your judgnent is distorted," he
sai d.

Seth read Vidav's nind--and found there a conpl ete change of attitude. The man
cared nothing for their welfare, only his own. The enchantnent had taken over.

_Seth! We nust stop this instantly! Tirsa thought _He has the power to
corrupt us by force! _

The three of us nmust act together, Seth thought. _Go for him one, two,
three!

They | eaped as one for the sorcerer--and fell withing to the floor as the
terrible visions overcame them They were hel pl ess agai nst Nefarious's power.
"Fool s, "
budged.

Vidav remarked mildly. He had been aware of their effort, but had not



"What is your salient desire?" the sorcerer inquired.
Vi dav considered. "Power," he said, as the remmining three of them craw ed
back away fromthe sorcerer, bedraggl ed.

"I'f you join me, you shall have it," Nefarious said. "You shall be ny chief

i eutenant, supervising the conquest of the Enpire. Anything you need or w sh,
whet her great or whinsical, you will sinply take. My subject Donela, who Iikes
you very well already, will be your concubine, for you and she are now on the
same side. Or you may take any other female or fenales you desire, at any
tinme."

"Excellent," Vidav said.

"However, we have not yet determ ned whether you are the Chosen One. Wat have
you to reconmend you to this trust?"

Vi dav was surprised. "I thought it was obvious. | have unparalleled physica
strength and endurance and constancy in nmy chosen pursuit."

"How woul d physical strength assist me in a magical effort?"

"Why, | assune there would be a need for physical effort too, in the actua
storm ng of the battlenents, the transport of supplies--"

"No. My magic will handle that nore expeditiously. I do not plan to waste good
troops foolishly stormng battlements! | will sinply denmolish those defenses
with a spell, and send a poisonous fog to kill all those who seek to resist."

Vi dav pondered the matter. "Then | may not be of nuch use to you."

"I agree. | think you are not the One.'
abruptly becane tense again.

He | ooked away from Vi dav, and the nman

"How could | have--" Vidav said.

But Nefarious was al ready focusing on Rane, and the faun's aspect abruptly
changed from i ncredul ous to submi ssive.

_Don't let himdo it to you! Tirsa thought desperately, but it was already
too late; Rame's mind was different.

Seth, well aware of the foolishness of any further physical or nental effort,
resumed his seat and watched. They were up agai nst superior power, w thout
guestion--but there had to be some way to get around it! If only he could find
that way, in tine!

"What is your salient desire?" the sorcerer inquired, exactly as he had
bef ore.

Now Rane pondered. "To have my powers of magic restored, and anplified, so
that they are limtless," he replied.

"I'f you join me, you shall have virtually limtless powers of magic,"

Nef arious said. "Linited only by the linmt of nmine; | cannot give you nore
than | mysel f possess. But you will have access to the ancient texts, so that
you may by study and practice increase themto whatever extent you are able.
Your nynph Mal ape will be at your side; | can free her of her attachment to
her tree."



"That's good enough," the faun said.

"What do you have to recomend you to this trust?"

Rame considered. "l understand the ways of the wild magic creatures of this
pl ane, and can enlist their support for you. | also have an excellent reed

whi stl e, which can conjure nmany useful things."

"I have no need for the support of wild creatures, nor the reed whistle, as ny
magi c is superior,” Nefarious said. "All creatures will be ny slaves."

"Then | have nothing sufficient to offer you."

"I agree." Nefarious's gaze left him Rame, |ike Vidav, |ooked appalled as his
consci ence returned.

The sorcerer gazed at Tirsa, who gazed back defiantly. But then she nelted.
She coul d not hold out against his power.

"What is your salient desire?" the sorcerer inquired a third tine.

"To be free of ny illicit passion,"” she replied wthout hesitation. "So that |
can love truly."

Nefarious smled. "If you join me, | will grant you better than that. Your
passion will remain, but will no longer be illicit. | amits object."
Tirsa's jaw dropped. "Way so it is! | never realized!'" She stood and wal ked

toward him "All these six years | tried to extinguish it, wthout
understanding its nature. Let nme | ove you, Nefarious!"

Set h wat ched, appalled. How could she do this with the eneny? Yet she had told
hi m of her passion, and its persistence. Wiat a |ogical yet awful thing!

The sorcerer lifted a hand, and she halted as if stunned. "Not yet. | rmust
ascertain whether you are the One. If you are, not only will you love me, |
will love you."

"Ch, | amthe One, | am" she breathed, reaching for his hand and kissing it.
"I have the origin of the power to read minds, and to enable others to do the
same. | can open the minds of your enem es to you, so that you can never be
betrayed. The one power you lack will now be yours, through ne!"

Now Nef ari ous considered. "All this, and beauty too," he murmured. "Yet

think I can have it all regardl ess, by making you nmy slave and returning your
consci ence to you. Rather than see your friends suffer, you will do whatever |
ask."

"That is true," she agreed. "You can have it all wi thout granting ne any
status. Only allow nme to | ove you."

"I think not. | really have no need of |ove, when |I have power, and | would
not trust a person with your power of the mnd with too nuch freedom You see,
you m ght discover how to influence _ny_ mnd, and beconme the true naster."

"That is possible," she agreed sadly, and Seth realized that the sorcerer had
neatly avoided a very real trap. "Then do whatever you feel is necessary, only
let me be close to you, in any capacity you desire."



"Perhaps, for ny tenporary pleasure only," he said, and | ooked away from her
Tirsa's expression congealed into a mask of rage and horror. Suddenly she was
Wman Scorned, and hel pl ess to do anything about it. But she was al so

conpl etely disgusted with herself. She had learned the origin of her illicit
passion, and found it to be worse than she had i nagi ned.

Now Nef ari ous gazed at Seth. Seth tried to avoid the man's eyes, but could not
he sinply refused to take the cowardly way out. So he met that gaze/

/And his reality changed. Suddenly the principles that had gui ded hi m seened

i napplicable. What had seened inmportant on his home plane had no rel evance
here; he was in a different world, with different rules, and if he was to
survive, he had to work with the current situation. He did want to survive and
prosper; nothing else nattered.

"What is your salient desire?" Nefarious inquired. It was a reasonable
guesti on.

"To be hone again," Seth answered. Then he had to qualify it, for his prior
life really had little meaning for himnow "That is, to be able to go
hone--to cross the planes at will, and be where | choose to be."

"I'f you join me, you shall have the power to cross between the planes,"”

Nef ari ous said. "I have not chosen to cross nysel f, because | have business
here, but | was able to send ny signals across. It is but a matter of
exchanging identities with your alternate persona there. Wth sone
preparation, you will also be able to arrange for visits to the renmaining two
pl anes, and to return to any at any tine."

"That seens sufficient," Seth said, for he realized that this was a very
speci al power. No prison could hold a man who coul d nove between pl anes, and
no i nformati on could be denied him if he managed the transitions aptly.

"What have you to recommend you to this trust?"

Agai n, the question was reasonable; nothing was given without its price. "An

obj ective perspective," he replied. "I have a logical mnd, and can reason
things out, and come at the truth wthout bias, nowthat | amfree of the
di stortion caused by conscience. There will be nany instances when you need to

make a correct judgnent, and this | can do for you

"Why, when | shall have conplete power? | w
will be whatever is in accordance with ny w

Il define what is correct, which
M.

"Not so," Seth said. "When you invoke magic, you rmust followits rules

precisely, or it will be ineffective or counterproductive. Wen you appoi nt
subordi nates, you mnust select the best for the particular position, or your
interests will not be well served. You cannot do it all yourself; you mnust

have an apparatus that magnifies your inpact by adding to it the effort of
correct tools. Wen you cone to a difficult decision, such as how nuch of your
resources nust be allocated to which tasks for maxi num effect, you need a
concurring opinion. Just as the distance of an object can be judged because
you have two eyes instead of one, providing by their interaction the
percepti on of depth, you need two minds for effective judgment. Wthout this
bal ance of perspectives, you will inevitably go astray, and your efforts wll
in the end cone to nothing, or perhaps lead to your destruction.”

Now Nef ari ous considered. "A nost intriguing concept! | had not thought of
this, but | believe it is true. | have made errors in the past, that set back



my progress; | wish to make no nore. But | amnot sure that your mind is the
best for this purpose. Can you give nme an exanpl e where your perspective would
have profited ne?"

"Your attenpt to bring the four Chosen to you was clunsy," Seth said. "You

al l owed us to neander all over the plane. For exanple, your Sateons were
supposed to capture us, but they alnmost killed us by driving us into the river
where we coul d have drowned. \Where would you have been if that one of us you
needed had died on the way? As it was, we survived as much by chance as by
skill."

Nef ari ous nodded. "How would you have arranged to bring in such a group?"

"I woul d have sent a spy to represent hinmself as a guide. In fact, he would
have believed exactly that, so that his secret mnd could not betray his
nature. But he would lead the party not to a secret entrance, but to this
chanmber, where you would be awaiting us. One sinple betrayal, elimnating
virtually all risk."

The sorcerer pursed his lips. "I |like your approach. It is true; | have been
muddl i ng al ong, when | coul d have proceeded nore effectively. | believe you
are the One."

"I amthe One," Seth agreed. "But | shall not serve you."

For the first tine, Nefarious was startled. "Wat?"

"As | informed you, | have perspective. | can see that it is not to ny
| ong-range interest to serve any will but ny own. Therefore | shall not serve
you. "

"I can destroy you!" the sorcerer said angrily.

"And with nme, your only hope of |ong-range success. That woul d be the second
of your serious errors with respect to us. Your first was to tell us of your
direct need for the Chosen, for that provided me with the power of information
which | am already exploiting. Your judgnent may be flawed, but not to the
extent of making that second error at this tine."

The three others were gazing at himw th amazenent. He was surprised hinself;
he had never before been this logical or direct. It had always taken himtine
to come to fundanmental revelations. Evidently his conscience had inhibited or
di storted his judgnent.

Nef ari ous | ooked at himappraisingly. "Howis it that you can defy ne, when ny
magi ¢ governs your m nd?"

"I think you would have difficulty conmprehendi ng the answer." Indeed, it had
cone to Seth hinself only as the question was asked. It made such phenonena
sense that he nmarvel ed that he had not understood it before encountering the
sorcerer.

"Tell me anyway," the sorcerer said grimy
"It is ny heritage, and the inmage of a dead deer."
"What nonsense is this?"

"I warned you that you would have dif--"



"Tell mel"

"My heritage is that of a mnority group that | believe has no parallel in
this plane,” Seth said. "There are precepts that we |learn earlier and
understand better than others, because of our awareness of a very long history
of pride and error and persecution. Even those of us whose ties with this
group are |l oose, which group sone call a religion and some call a race, retain
t he awareness of its origin and nature. W renmenber, for exanple, an episode
we call the Hol ocaust, in which perhaps a third of our nunmber on the plane
were destroyed. W renenber how the menbers of other groups chose to pretend
that this horror was not happening, or did not concern thensel ves about it
because it did not seemto affect thempersonally. It did affect them and in
time, to protect their own interests, they had to wage a savage war to destroy
the hostile power responsible for the Hol ocaust. In that war as many of them
died as our total dead, and they knew that they should never have tol erated
the presence and growth of that evil power. \Wat they had taken to be in their
short-range interest had proved to be against their |ong-range interest.

"They soon enough forgot that |esson, and went on to other m sjudgnents and
ot her wars, but we who had suffered nost did not forget. Each of us, | think
has had to answer for hinself the question "Wy did it happen? How can it be
prevented next tinme?' For there is always a next tinme, no matter how far away
the | ast episode is or how safe we seemto be; the mllennia of persecution
have taught us that. Gthers may tune it out, but we dare not; we mnust always
be vigilant, for it is our only hope of survival. And so | too thought it out,
and came to ny own answer, and it is this answer that now enables ne to see
the illogic of serving you. In the short range | mght benefit, but in the
long range | would find such benefit neaningless. As it is witten in a book
you woul d not understand, what does it profit a man to gain the world, if he
| ose his own soul ?"

"Soul ?" Nefarious asked sharply. "Wat is that?"

"A concept it would require volumes to explain," Seth said. "But | use it
figuratively. It applied to ne in this way: | concluded that | could not live
my life rightly while ignoring distant wongs. | realized that eventually

t hose di stant wongs would come to affect my own situation. It did not matter
that | did not approve those wongs, and was not responsible for them | stil
had to be aware of them and to do what | could to guard against them even if
all | could do was to prepare nyself intellectually. This was not an ethica
concl usion, but a rational one: the toleration of distant wongs was bad for
nmy long-termsurvival. This boiled down to the realization that it was ny best
policy to do what | judged to be right, at all times, because this was
appropriate usually to ny short-termconfort and always to nmy long-term

survi val

"The i mage of the dead deer confirned this judgnent, for it gave a direct
personal touch to a cold objective concept. The deer had been slain only for
sport; there was no fairness about it. In the short range, m ght had made
right; the hunter with a gun had brought down the innocent animal. But in the
long range this is a facet of disaster. The hunter was doing at close range
what mankind is doing at | ong range on ny plane: destroying the ecol ogica

balance. In tinme there will be no wild life, and no wilderness; there wll
only be man. Then it will be too late for man, for the planet needs diversity
and bal ance of life. Wthout it, man will suffocate, having destroyed all that

sustained him as a parasite run ampk destroys its host and dies itself. So
knew, even wi thout conscience, that the slaying of the deer was wong, and it
was a thing | had to oppose when | was able to. Now | amable.”

Seth | ooked levelly at Nefarious. "You will not be good for this plane, so



will not serve you, and therefore you will fail. Your power of magic cannot
change that."

"So you would have it that | would be best off sinply to destroy the four of
you now, " Nefarious said.

"No. You woul d be best off to renounce your plan of conquest and turn your
energies instead to positive things, so that the four planes can be saved."

Nefarious smled. "I think not | prefer to do it ny way. Tirsa."

Tirsa | ooked at him disgusted. "Any feeling | had for you is gone," she said.

"Your invocation of it extirpated it. You will have to force ne to do your
will."
"And so | shall. "You will do nmy will because otherwise | will torture your

friends to death in front of you." Nefarious lifted a finger, and abruptly
several Sateons entered the chanmber. They surrounded Rane and Vi dav, hol ding
spears to their necks.

"I feel it fair to advise you that you are nmaking a m stake,"” Seth said. "You
have nothing to gain by such a ploy, and perhaps a good deal to |ose."

Nef arious's smle had no trace of humor. "Wen you become ny adviser, | hope
to make no nore such mi stakes. Wiich of the two remaining males is nore
i mportant to you, Tirsa?"

Tirsa didn't answer. The sorcerer | ooked at her. Then her aspect changed, and
t he defiance drained away. "Rane. | have known him | onger, because he did not
spend time unconsci ous from poi soning."

Nef ari ous gl anced at the Sateons hol di ng Rane. "Make him hurt, slowy."

One lizard-man held the faun from behind. Another lifted a clawed hand, set
the claws at Rame's forehead, and began to draw them down. Four channel s of
bl ood appeared as that hand sl owy noved.

"I warn you again," Seth said. "You are making an error that may cost you your
power . "

"And you are surely ready with another lecture on the |ong-term di sadvant age
of using force to achieve a short-term objective," the sorcerer said
cont enpt uousl y.

"It is nore specific than that. | strongly suggest that you heed ny caution.”

"I can wait." The claws were now conming to Rane's eyes. The faun neither
flinched nor made a sound; he had the courage of his convictions, now that his

consci ence was his own.

Tirsa broke. "Don't!" she cried, and it sounded |ike a whinper.

The cl aws stopped nmoving, but did not w thdraw

"Open Seth's mind to mne," Nefarious said. "Gve us a direct |inkage, of the
ki nd you have given your associates, so that | can do directly what | do

indirectly through the eyes. H's mnd subject to mine, with no inefficiency."

"Ch, Seth, I'msorry!" Tirsa said, tears conming to her eyes. "I |ove you, and
will lose you, but I can withstand neither his magic nor his cruelty."



"Do what you have to do," Seth said. "He refuses to heed nmy warning, so brings
his destruction on hinself."

"I must give you credit for an excellent bluff," the sorcerer remarked,

unworri ed.

Then he felt the presence of Nefarious; their two m nds were conpletely open
to each other. _Now you will do my will,_ the sorcerer thought. _You cannot
resist, for your mnd is part of mne._ Indeed, what the man had done with his
magi ¢ before, he nowdid with his m nd, absorbing the essence of Seth's nind
into his own. The magi c had been potent on a tenporary basis; this was far
nore effective, and permanent. Tirsa herself only connected them she had
never actually nerged the m nds she |linked. Nefarious was |ike a juggernaut,
feeding on everything, fitting it into his own framework, establishing
connections of his own that would prevent this forced union fromever being
di ssol ved. He was a conqueror who took the best elements of the conquered
country and incorporated theminto his system so that they served himtruly.
After this, Tirsa's participation would no | onger matter; Nefarious and Seth

woul d al ways have nmental contact, and the will of the naster would be served
implicitly.
| tried to warn you, _ Seth returned as this process occurred. _| did not fee

it was fair to trick you, for an advantage gained by trickery may be simlarly
| ost.

_Your tricks have no rel evance. | have crushed your independence.... _
_Not exactly.

Nef ari ous gl anced at Tirsa. "Desist; you are done." He gl anced at the Sateons
hol di ng Ranme. "You al so. Depart."

Tirsa hid her face, ashamed. The Sateons |eft the chamber. Rame found a
handker chi ef and wi ped up the blood on his face. Vidav sinply glared.

"Now, Seth," Nefarious said pleasantly. "What was it you wi shed to warn ne
about ?"

"Your drive for power is at an end," Seth said. "You will turn your energies
to positive matters, seeking to make this plane the best possible one for al
who are part of it."

"And why should | do that?"

"Because when you absorbed ny mnd, you absorbed ny values too. You now have
what will pass for a conscience."

"That is absurd!" the sorcerer snapped.

"You forgot that full mental nergence is a two-way street. Before, you used
your magic to deprive others of their conscience and will; this tinme you
allowed me to give you nore than you intended. You cannot eradicate what is
now part of your own mind."

"This is nonsense! | retain full free will!"

Set h shrugged. "Then do sonething | wouldn't do. Torture Rane."

"Seth!" Tirsa cried, appalled.



Nef ari ous | ooked at Rane. He took a step toward him lifting his hand. Then he
paused, startled and di smayed. "Ch, no!" he breat hed.

Tirsa stared. "You nean it's true?"
Nefarious fell back. "It _is_true! | cannot do it!"

Seth nodded. "I think, until you get used to this, you had better accept our
gui dance. W have lived with conscience all our lives; it is natural to us. In
time it will becone natural for you. But at present you will have to ponder
every act you take, to discover whether it is in accord with your new val ues.
It will be nore efficient if you accept our word w thout question."

Nef ari ous's face worked. "Yes--it will."

"Or perhaps sinply instruct your top lieutenants to obey us as they would you.
Then you can retire until you are confortable with your own thoughts."

Dazed, Nefarious lifted a finger. A man appeared, evidently of high rank
"These folk will take charge of my affairs,"” he said. "Obey them as you woul d
ne."

The man's eyes wi dened. "Sir?"

Nef ari ous sinmply | ooked at him Seth knew that he was exercising his magic,
maki ng the man's will disappear. "As you direct, master," the man said. He
turned to the Chosen.

"Take us to a residential suite,” Seth said. "Have a nmap of the prem ses
prepared for us, and inform subordinates that we are to be treated with
respect. Have your military and econonic directors report to us in one hour
for briefing."

"This way, sir." The man |l ed the way.

* k%

Seth sat up, and saw the sun streaming in. "Quch! W overslept!" he excl ai ned.
He tickled the woman beside him "Conme on, we have business!"

Tirsa stirred. "Well, if you hadn't kept ne up so late last night..." she

gr unped.

"Well, it _was_ our anniversary, you know "

She grabbed hi m and haul ed himdown for a kiss. _|I know, |over! You thought
you were still seventeen!

"Well, I"'monly twenty-two now," he protested. "And you're--"

"Never mind," she said, hitting himwith a pillow. _"I love you!"_she added

in both speech and thought.
"Do not state the obvious," he replied--and got whammed with the pill ow again,
bef ore they went down in another kissing and tickling bout.

Then she focused on her closet, and one of her intriguing dresses floated out
and came to her. Seth concentrated on his own clothing, and it fl oated
simlarly close. He still rather enjoyed the magic they had | earned, even if



it really didn't speed things up nuch.

This was their vacation, and it was good to relax, even if they both |oved the
work they were doing. Both the enpires of Nefarious and Teutonia were fading
as prosperity and peace spread across the frame, but it required constant work
to keep things on-course. Tonorrow they woul d get back in harness.

In due course they conjured thenselves to the deep forest. Three children
charged out of the cave beneath a huge tree. "Mmmy! Daddy!" the girl with
striped hair cried. "See what Funny can do!"

"That's Fauny," Tirsa corrected her as she hugged her

"Sure, | know And |I'm Thirsty! Look!"

For the little girl with goatlike feet had a little reed whistle. She played a
note, and a nudbal | appeared and pl opped to the ground.

Set h shook his head. H s daughter was Thirzi, but enjoyed confusing it.

Rame hurried out. The four |ines showed as faint scars on his forehead; he
wore them as a badge of honor. "Mal ape won't let her do that inside the cave,"
he expl ai ned, enbarrassed, as he shook Seth's hand.

Seth squatted down to talk with the other boy. "Were's your dad, Doney?" he
asked.

"That's Dunmy!" the boy protested.

Seth smiled. "No, | think I had it right the first time. You were naned after
your nmother."

"I guess.” The lad idly squeezed a pebbl e between two fingers. The pebble
crunbl ed to sand. Even at this age, no one called him"dumy" w thout smling.

At that point a nan cane forging rapidly through the forest, covering ten
paces at a step. "Daddy!" Domey excl ai ned.

"Donel a insisted on a | ast nonment cleaning of the house," Vidav explained as
he picked up his son. "So she sent nme on ahead, with the boots."

"Let's go clinmb Lape's Tree!" Thirzi said, tiring of such | ong-w nded
expl anati ons.

"No you don't!" Seth said, catching her before she could scranble away. "You
have to go to the other plane to visit your Aunt Ferne, renenber?"

"Ch, yes!" she agreed, renmenbering. "Can Funny and Dunmy come too?"
"Not this tine. Maybe one day we will know how to | et anyone cross between
pl anes, but right nowit's just ne--and you, when |I carry you. W still have a

ot to learn about magic."

"Well, hurry up and learn it!" she told him Then, mentally: _| |ove you,
Daddy. _

Seth al nost dropped her. _Wen did you learn mnd tal k?_ he demanded, anazed.

_Momy wanted to surprise you,  she thought cheerily. _Did |, Daddy?_



_You sure did!_ Then he hugged her. If only he had known what a wonderful life
he was going to, despite a few bad nonents al ong the way, that night he fel
t hrough the ice!

Aut hor's Note

| suspect you are wondering how col | aborations cone about. Well, it varies,
but | think this one is unusual even within the genre of collaborative novels.
| assune you have read it before coming to this Note, so you will know that it
is a fairly standard adventure fantasy with, | trust, sone touches that wll
make you remenber it and perhaps think a little. It is what is known as a
juvenile genre novel, featuring a main character in his teens, and it does not
dwell unduly on sex or bl oodshed.

| am Piers Anthony, and ny work may have been known to you before you
encountered this novel; | think I need no special introduction. M

col | aborator, Robert Kornwi se, has had no novel published before, so | wll
tell you sonething about him and about the stages of this collaboration. Let
me phrase this as a story, as if he is a character in it.

Rob was a handsone yout h whose description might be sinmilar to that of the
mai n character of his novel, Seth Warner. He was tall--six feet three or four
i nches--and rmuscul ar. He had brown hair and serious brown eyes whose effect
was ruined by his frequent |aughter. He sniled often. H's nose was |ong, and
really not his favorite feature, though his sister called it "interesting."
H s sister also called him"Robby," which bothered himin public but perhaps
not privately. He tried various hairstyles, but finally settled on short and
clean-cut, so that he could get out of the shower and shake it dry quickly.

Rob started this novel, | believe, at the age of fifteen, encouraged by his
Engli sh teacher, Judy Hite. Many teenagers (and many who are ol der, too) have
the aspiration to wite, to nake a story conme to life, and to be published. It
is a desire | understand; | went through it nyself, though |I was twenty before
| got serious about it, and twenty-eight by the time | made my first sale.
Oten the hopeful witer is a msfit: someone who doesn't get along well with
the existing system so retreats to his private fantasy world. This was not
the case with Rob. He was popular in school, with many friends of both sexes.
He was a good student, and athletic, and interested in music. In fact, he took
classes in the Ckinawan formof martial art, Ryu Kyu No Te, literally "hands
and feet"; there is a picture of himin his high school yearbook executing a
ki ck. Rob did not speak of this directly to nme, but my own experience wth
Kodokan Judo, a different martial art, helped ne to understand his interest. A
serious martial artist does not swagger around picking fights on the street;
the first things he I earns are discipline and respect, and this was Rob's
approach. Neither did he just dabble in music; he played three instrunents:
saxophone, harnonica, and the synthesizer. He was al so an amateur conposer and
songwiter. You can see these interests in his novel; to that extent he was
writing about what he knew. He wote the novel outside of class, for his own
enjoyment. He had an interest in nythology, and | think it shows in the
setting for the fantasy, with a satyr as a major character, and his magica
reed whistle.

Sone people turn inward because of a bad famly life. There is nore division
m sunder st andi ng, and outri ght abuse in our society than we care to think
about, but often it is hidden, buried within the famly, a guilty secret. It
woul d be understandabl e that a teenager would turn to his private world to
escape such a situation. This may have been true with me, though |I was not
abused; fantasy becane nore sustaining in certain respects than reality, and
cannot be certain that situation ever changed. But this was not the case with



Rob. His family life was close and supportive, and he returned the favor. His
father had nultiple sclerosis, and Rob was always at his side when needed, and
did the same for his mother. "If you were able to draw a picture of what you
wanted as a son," his father said, "it would have been a picture of Rob." He
even got along well with his sister--any teenager with a sibling wll

appreci ate how tough that can be!--and indeed regarded her as his best friend.
He loved to tease Jill, because she always fell for his jokes, though she was
two and a half years ol der than he. Sonetinmes he would junp out of some dark
pl ace and scare her, just to hear her penetrating scream She couldn't stay
angry with himlong! Wen younger, they used to pretend they were "Cheerios,"
rolling along the floor and giggling as they sang out "Cheer-i-oo00!" O he
woul d pretend he was a fisherman, and she was his pet fish named "Okie" whom
he caught and threw back into the water, over and over. O they night be tw ns
wi th super-powers. They woul d read each other bedtine stories, or wite songs
toget her, or make forts and haunted houses. They woul d exchange secrets about
their boyfriends, girlfriends, love life and all, to their parents'
frustration. No, his interest in witing did not stemfromany alienation
within the famly

Sonetimes the larger environnent is restrictive. Wien | was cooped up in the
city, | dreaned of the country, and | dreaned of the city when | was in the
country. A person nmight wite about his dreamof a better |and, one he m ght
like to visit. But Rob was not restricted; he may have had the best of both,
living in Mchigan but not in the big city. He didn't Iike honmework (who
does?) but would read things on his own, and was politically and socially

aware. He loved to canp, hike and canoe, to get away fromit all, but | don't
t hi nk he had any aversion to his regular life. He liked building fires, making
tools, and just plain _living._ He revered life, and when he found a spider in

the house he would gently take it out and set it free. Wen he found a hurt
ani mal he would adopt it and nurse it back to health. So | think he was
writing about what he knew as nmuch as about what he dreaned of; he extended
his experience of the country into a conplete fantasy |and, but he was not
dependent on it psychol ogi cal ly.

The truth is, he did not finish his novel. | think this is the liability of
too full alife; there are many calls on one's tine, and the long hours with a
conput er can becone tedious, even though the story being devel oped is not. He
read ny novels, yes, | was his favorite author, and wanted to do the same. So
he started in, but the distractions of a busy |life nmade progress slow. His
friends commented on the ongoing text, correcting his spelling (no one worth
his salt finds spelling easy: | speak as one who was an original speller

al nrost fromthe start) and maki ng suggestions. Then disaster: a full chapter
was | ost through a conputer foulup. Conputers are like that; they wait unti
you | east expect it, and gobble up your material. It was his |ongest and

per haps nost significant chapter--gone beyond recovery. That sort of thing can
make even a veteran witer ponder the meaning of life.

But chapters can be rewitten, galling as it may be to have to do it, even if
they can never be restored precisely as they were. | think in time Rob would
have gotten down to it, but I can't blame himfor waiting. There were, after
all, so many other things to do, and he was sensitive to the needs of others.
Hs sister Jill went away to college, an English Major at the University of

M chi gan, and he visited her there, and talked to her when she was in the
throes of adjusting to their father's illness and her new |life away from hone.
Activity at school was constant. He organi zed a band, and he hoped to be a

di sc jockey on the school radio, and he worked at a nature center, and he set
up his own conputer sales business with a friend. He had boundl ess energy, and
was constantly getting into new things. He |iked creative games and i ndi vi dua
sports; he and his friends would play simnmulated adventure ganes they created

t hensel ves. He enjoyed conputer science fantasy games too, and |l oved to create



his own. He was able to "lucid dreant and kept a dreamjournal. He had, he
felt, two "out of body" experiences.

He cared about people, too. He had friends everywhere, but also a quick tenper
whi ch he was handling better as he got older. There were things that rmade him
angry, such as prejudice and racism liars, cheats, thieves. He hated poverty,
di sease, injustice, and things which divided people, religion being guilty of
that, too. Drunk drivers, bad drugs, alcohol, snoking, nuclear war. He was a
strong advocate of social justice. He wanted to be a politician or a judge, or
an FBlI agent, or even just a policeman who enforced the | aw and hel ped ot hers.
Anyt hing but a confortable idiot! He wanted to change and make changes. He was
i mpatient with conventional education; he knew it was inmportant to |earn, but
at times school seened repressive and nore like a prison. But he val ued the
excel l ent teachers, and was chal |l enged by good projects.

So it continued, with his busy life, as whiter came. In early Decenber he went
on a skiing trip with some friends, for he was into wi nter sports too.

Thur sday ni ght, Decenber 4, 1987, he phoned his sister, as he so often did,
staying in touch. "Jill, | love you," he concluded. Friday he started honme. He
was in the passenger seat, wearing his seat belt, while the vehicle was
waiting for a light. Another vehicle struck them from behind, traveling at
something like fifty or sixty mles per hour. The collision was such that
apparently Rob's vehicle bounced around and was struck again, on the right

si de. The passenger side. He received a blow on the right side of his head,
that didn't ook too serious; it was just a laceration of the scalp. But it
was far worse than it | ooked; he had sustained a massive injury to the brain,
and he was dead. He was sixteen

* k%

On January 26 Rob's friends wote a letter to me, in care of a publisher
asking ne to read Rob's unfinished manuscript. | received it the foll ow ng
nmont h, and answered with a quick card, agreeing to | ook at the novel. The
truth is, I was not eager to do this, for my tinme was exceedingly pressed.
had answered a total of 221 letters in January, and was getting ready to nove,
and was about a month behind on my witing schedule. | was soon to get a
secretary to help with the correspondence, but still, things were janmed.
About the last thing | wanted to do was read amateur fiction, which normally
has hi gh hopes and execrabl e execution; | was all too likely to be stuck with
the chore of trying to make sone positive conment on awful fiction, so as to
avoid hurting feelings. But | renmenbered sonething.

When | was sixteen, in 1950, ny closest cousin, fifteen, died of cancer. He
had been a cheerful boy, bright, popular, with everything to live for, in
contrast to ne. Suddenly he was gone, while |I remmined, at Westtown Friends
School where we both were students. It seened like a nistake; obviously I
shoul d have been the one to go. That shock, and the continuing questions it
generated in my mnd, changed ny life. At first | couldn't accept it; I

dreaned that it had been a confusion, that he had only been ill, and had
recovered. | papered it over, as it were, and went on with ny life; ny
roommate of the tine says | hardly nentioned the matter. After all, | had
known Ted in life as a child, his strengths and his weaknesses. | renenbered
when he had tal ked ne into pulling himon his wagon; | struggled, but hardly
made progress. Then | saw that he was holding the brake tight, laughing. | was
a poor sport; | quit in a huff. I shouldn't have; it was a joke, and he was a

fun person. How could such a _human_ boy die? It didn't make sense. But |
visited his fanmly, serving in a manner in lieu of a brother for his younger
sister, and | slept in his bedroomand saw all the little artifacts of his
life as he had left them | sawthe terrible grief of his famly. It was as if
a giant hammer had cone out of a clear sky and smashed it, |eaving only the



pi eces. Where was the justice in this? | never was able to resolve this
guestion, and remain an agnostic today: | cannot believe in a God who all ows
this sort of thing, and I don't know what rationale remains, but |I hope that
in sone way it is justified. To an extent, ny life and career have been an
effort to conpensate. To find some meaning in what seens to be the horrible
unfai rness of the universe. Now there was _déja vu,_ as another good boy that
age was dead. No, | could not turn this request down.

In March the manuscript arrived. It was about 21,000 words |ong, consisting of
Chapters 1 to 8, wth #5 missing. | read it--and found that it had potential
This put ne in another quandary.

What the friends of Robert Kornw se wanted, of course, was publication, as
this would be a fitting menorial for their friend. | understand this well; ny
own claimto imortality consists of the body of ny published work, where ny

t hought s and dreans are displayed. Death nmay be part of the natural order, but
it remains a nasty business. There are things worse than death, and one of
themis death out of turn: the death of a child. | had a hint howthis felt,
too, for ny wife and I lost our first three babies: two stillborn, the third
living for an hour. At |east we never knew them our suffering was relatively
m nimal . Even so, it haunts me: what m ght our son and two daughters have
been, had they had their fair chances in life? | take enormous joy in our
fourth and fifth children, Penny and Cheryl, but | can never quite forget
those others, struck down in their conplete innocence w thout having any
chance at life. So Rob's friends were right, and they had cone to the right
person, for | had no doubt of my ability both to conplete the novel and to get

it into print. | have two overwhel m ng advant ages that begi nners |ack: over
twenty years' experience as a novelist, and nane recognition that makes
publishers take nme seriously. Cnh yes, | could do it, and do it well. But I
still was not eager to take on such a project.

Why not? There was a conpl ex of reasons, sonme |egal, sone technical, sone
nmonet ary, some ethical, sone emptional. Let nme take these in order. Legally I
could not sinply take Rob's manuscript and make it my own. Original fiction is
protected by statute deriving fromconmon |law, it has an inherent copyright,
and belongs to the author, until a certain nunber of copies are published.
Normal |y a publisher takes out an official copyright at the tine of
publication, keeping the literary rights tight. |I was not about to pirate
Rob' s novel

My technical reasons related to the state of the text: it was inconplete, and
woul d require a good deal of work for conpletion. It was also amateur, wth
probl ems of spelling, syntax, and devel oprment. | could correct these, but in
the process | would have to change virtually every sentence, in addition to
creating new scenes fromwhole cloth. Thus the original author's words would

be lost. In the process of rescuing it, | would be destroying much of its
original nature. | remenber the ironic joke: the operation was a success, but
the patient died. | was loath to do that.

The nonetary situation was form dable. I ama highly successful witer who can

conmmand si x figure advances per novel for ny individual work. But not for ny
col | aborative projects, which was what this would have to be: that is, a
shared byline. My collaborations range froma quarter to a tenth as nuch in
advances, which is the publisher's guarantee, and a fair guide to how a novel
will do comercially. | normally split the noney evenly with nmy coll aborator;
that seenms only fair. That cuts it in half again. No, | do not save half the
work; it can take just as much tinme to do a collaboration as an individua
novel , because of the difficulty in agreeing on scenes and neshing styles. In
this case, | would have no input fromthe collaborator. But even if | kept al
t he noney mysel f, such a project would be at a | oss of perhaps 75% conpared



to what | could get for a solo Piers Anthony project. | don't want to seem
overly nercenary, but that gave ne pause for thought.

That leads into the ethical considerations. About the only way | could
consider it at all, was to do what | didn't |like, and keep all the noney. But
that is manifestly not fair to the other party. Ch, | know, some amateurs are
SO eager to get their names into print that they will give up all the noney,
and i ndeed, even pay for publication. Vanity publishers thrive on that: for
several thousand dollars they will publish a few hundred copies of anyone's
book. The witer can then proudly show off his (often abysmal) novel and get
his name into one of those paid-listing author's directories, pretending he is
an author of note. There are Ph.D. mills that do nuch the same for those who
want phony doctorates. But | won't touch this sort of thing. Wat, then, was I
to do in this case, where Rob's folks had no interest in any nmoney fromthe
project, but only wanted a nmenorial for their son? Indeed, they had not asked
me; this project had been initiated by Rob's friends, to whom | have dedicated
it, who wanted to fulfill his dream of publication. Wuld anyone under st and
that | was not being greedy, but nerely trying to cut nmy loss so that | could
justify taking the tine for the project? It wasn't just the noney. | have been
denmurring while publishers have been eager for ny material, as the editors at
Avon, Berkley and Tor can confirm Should | delay things yet nore?

And the emotional level. | knewthat if |I did this project, | would have to
cone to know Robert Kornw se well--knowi ng that he was dead. | would be
confronted again with the desolation |I had seen when ny cousin died. Death is
not some distant specter to me; it is a close conpanion that | would prefer to

see go el sewhere. | have witten often of death, and Death is a main character
in one of ny novels. |I did not relish the prospect of another experience |like
this.

But when push cones to shove, ny conscience governs, and | do what | have to
do. | agreed to do the novel. | tackled and conproni sed on the probl ematica
consi derations. Sanford Kornw se, the executor of his son's estate, gave ne
notarized authority to work with the novel. | scheduled a time to work on it,
follow ng the novel | was then amidst, _And Eternity, and nmade notes for the
conpl etion of the manuscript. | concluded that though | would have to change
just about every sentence to some degree, and to wite new material that was
unlikely to be the sane as what Rob would have witten, or _had_ witten, in
the case of Chapter 5, | would save as nmuch as | could of his text. Thus I
nodi fied by addition: virtually everything he wote is here, and his
characters and story line are intact. | del eted al nbst nothing; instead
anplified and clarified, doing what |I believe he would have done, had he lived
and grown and reviewed his text hinself. | tried to keep the spirit of his
story. Oten the finished text was quite close to the original

| did keep the noney, but not in an ordinary way. | decided to do this as a

| ow budget project, so that the noney would not be a factor for sone tinme. |
wote to the publisher Underwood-M Il er, explaining the situation and asking
whet her they would be interested in an Ant hony/ Kornwi se fantasy novel. Tim
Underwood agreed that they would be interested. | did not ask for a contract,
only that willingness to |ook. The fact is, | could readily sell the project
to a nore conmercial publisher, but Underwood-MIler is a small genre
publ i sher dedicated to really nice hardcover volunmes, with acid-free paper and
quality bindings, and that was the kind | wanted for this. An edition that the
famly and friends of Robert Kornwi se would be glad to have in their homes. W
did not discuss nmoney, but | had sold a novel to U-M before, for an advance of
$2,000, and it seenmed to nme that this would be appropriate for this one. |
donated $1,000 to the fund set up in Rob's nenory, in effect sharing the
advance as in a normal collaboration. Probably U-Ms hardcover edition will be
licensed for five years; after that | will be free to sell the paperback



rights to one of ny regular publishers for a nuch |arger sum (Publisher's
note: The license was indeed for five years, but Baen and U-Mreached a
separate agreenent shortcutting U-Ms period of exclusivity.) So | started by
payi ng out money, but later | expect to get nore back. In this manner | have
tried to bal ance the concern | have for doing right by all parties involved,
wi th what success | may never be sure.

There was no conprom se on the enotional aspect. | sinmply went through the
novel , fleshing out Rob's text, trying to know his nind--and it was a good

m nd, conpatible. He had a good feel for the dynamics of story-telling, and he
had some serious things to say along the way. That dead deer--that strikes
right to the heart of it, his deep respect for life. |I hurt with him and for
him for he was as pointlessly killed hinself. The pain was not in having to
conpl ete unfinished work, but in trying to feel what he felt, while know ng
that he was dead. In knowing that | could not conplete his story his way,
because | ama different person, with different experience; no matter how hard
| mght try, it would be to sone degree untrue. Even as | edited ny text,

saw errors | had nmade; | think now that he intended Tirsa to be younger than |
had her, and | had reversed the two nmedals the hernmt gave Tirsa and Rame: he
was supposed to have the truth-showi ng one. | was al so constrained by the need

to make the novel commercial: that is, one that many people woul d enjoy

readi ng. Somet hi ng al ways had to be happening. | could only hope that if Rob
could see what | did, he would approve. | knew it would be worse when | cane
to the Author's Note, and it was. Letters fromhis father, his nother, his
sister, his teacher, his friends, telling of him loving him and suffering. I
drew fromthemall, trying to make him cone alive for the audience for his
novel , you who are reading this Note, as he canme alive for me. Then | had to
tell you that he was dead.

| amnot able to describe all of what | |earned of Rob, because sone of it

m ght enbarrass others whom he hel ped, and because he was nodest and woul d
have been enbarrassed hinself to be praised for his successes or for doing
things he felt were only comobn decency. Yet perhaps | can cone at it
obliquely, by telling not what he did but what | know he woul d have done. Wen
nmy daughter Penny was younger there was an epi sode involving a group of
students her age. She wanted to participate, and this group was open to all

we encouraged her to join. But she was hyperactive and dyslexic, and children
can be cruel about any such differences. They so arranged it that Penny was
deni ed wi t hout proper reason, apparently because she was different. After
trying several tines to join, she cane hone on the bus in tears, rejected.

was outraged by this, but we did not make an issue because it seenmed pointless
to force her acceptance into a group that evidently didn't want her. So she
never joined. Today, as an adult, she works for an agency that hel ps outcast
or runaway children; she understands. But if Robert Kornw se had been a nmenber
of that group, he would have stood in protest on the spot, and shaned the
others for their attitude, and she woul d have been accepted. He did not seek
quarrels, but there were sonme things he sinply didn't tol erate.

This, then, was the background of this collaboration. It is Rob's novel, even
t hough I nade his 21,000 words into over 75,000. The chapters he did are 1 to
4 and 7 to 9; | replaced the lost Chapter 5 with two of nmy own, and then
concluded with three nmore. Some el enments of his chapters | added; sone

el ements of mne were based on his notions, so it should be very hard to tel
exactly who wote which words. But there need be no nystery about it. Here is
t he openi ng paragraph of the second chapter, which was quoted in his schoo
year book, so that you can see what it was and what | did with it.

_Seth was acutely aware of the hot sun beating down on himin his heavy w nter
clothes. Lifting a hand to his face, he felt a long stinging gash but did not
renmenber being hit. The ice rmust have cut ne when | fell through, Seth



t hought. Lying on his side he opened his eyes. A pearl white beach stretched
out under him in length, it stretched as far as he could see. The beach | ed
up to a brilliantly blue ocean with snmall rippling waves. About fifteen feet
behi nd hi mwas a tremendously thick jungle. Al though Seth was no bot ani st,
not hi ng | ooked renotely Iike a Mchigan | andscape. If anything, it was nore
like a tropical rainforest. The bark on the trees was not brown. A good nunber
of them were blue, green, or white. There was al so a peculiar yellow tree

whi ch appeared to have no bark at all, and was sonewhat disturbing to | ook at.
Most of the | eaves were |arger than what he was accustomed to seeing. Not
quite green, they were alnmost enerald with veins of incandescent pink and
violet. The overall effect was dazzling. _

As you can see by looking at nmy Chapter 2, | did things toit. | broke it up
into smal |l er paragraphs, | nodified words, | changed sentences to add drama, |
added comments. But it remains his text. This is typical of the way it went.
This is Rob's novel, as it mght have been had he had opportunity to revise
and conplete it hinself.

There are ironies. The protagonist is evidently Rob, as he expected to be in
two years (renmenber, he was fifteen when he started witing), but he changed
the famly in the manner that witers do, so as not to enbarrass |iving
people. Hi s sister becane younger than he, instead of older, and his father

died. This should not be taken as any ill will toward his real father, just a
di vergence fromthe starting point, perhaps occasioned by his effort to relate
to the fact of his father's illness. My novel _Shade of the Tree_ simlarly
excluded ny wife; she likes to say that she gave her life for that novel.

made Ferne resenble Rob's sister Jill, as she was when younger. But perhaps
some of Jill's spirit came through in Tirsa, too. In the novel, the father is

dead; in reality, the father lived--and Rob died. There was an accident in a
notor vehicle in the novel, a rear-end collision--and a simlar one in life,
far nore serious. It was as if he foretold his own death, mistaking only the
nature of it: a car collision instead of drowning. It renm nded nme of ny own
auto accident, at the age of twenty-two, sailing off a six-foot drop-off at 40
mles per hour and rolling over. It mght have killed me, but only bashed ny
shoul der and knocked nme out a few seconds, thanks to the luck of the draw
Thus | lived to conplete the novel of the one who died. In the novel, Seth
died, but lived on in another world. In reality, Rob died--and | hope lives on
inawrldIlike the one he made for _Through the Ice._ | wote the happy
ending; | had to do it, for Rob, so as to be able to picture himthere.

Per haps the greatest irony is that he never knew that he was to work closely
with ne, and to beconme a published author, after his death.

When | queried Ti m Underwood about this project, | learned that he too had
suffered a death in the famly. H s brother had been gunned down in the night
by an Eskino while canping near the arctic ocean, a decade before. There
didn't seemto be any reason for it; apparently it was just because he and his
girlfriend were there. "The living need nmenorials,” Timwote, "as valuable
synmbols, to replace what is nmissing." So he too understood, because of his own
experi ence. Thus Rob's friends chose to query the right author, and I chose to
query the right publisher--none of us know ng the background that nade this
particul ar project personal. Rob's friends queried ne because | was Rob's
favorite author; | queried U M because | knew themand liked their attitude

t oward books. Coi nci dence, perhaps.

There is of course no obligation, but if any reader w shes to contribute to
the menorial fund I nmentioned, the address is the Robert Kornw se Menori al
Fund, c/o Adat Shal om Synagogue, 29901 M ddlebelt Rd., Farmington Hills,

M chi gan, 48018. This is a yearly function open to all, of topical interest,
whi ch may be directed toward young peopl e of Rob's age.



_Through the Ice_is a nenorial for one who died young. The final irony is
that | wish it had never happened. | w sh he had lived instead.
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