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CHAPTER 1

The tower quivered when the dragons roared at the village perimeter, where they guarded the
community of Emath from the jungle beyond and thethingsinit.

The noise gartled Dennis. He didn't much like heights, and he was holding onto therailing of the highest
of the palace's crystalline spires. He'd thought maybe he could see his father's boat from up here.

He'd been wrong. There was no sign of King Hale or the net-tending skiff which the king had rowed to
seadonethismorning and every other morning for the past week. Far out on the horizon, the glittering
needle of Banned Idand pinned the dense gray-green seato the blue-white sky... but there were no sails,
and no little rowboat either.

"The heart which worries," said Chedter, "makesits owner ill."
"Do you have to keep saying things like that, Chester?' Dennis snapped to his companion.

"Indeed | must say them, Dennis," Chester replied smugly. "It isto spesk such wisdom that | was
fashioned.”

Thelilting voice came from somewhere in the featurel ess forty-pound metad egg that served Chester as
head and body combined. Dennis knew his companion well enough to read Chester'stones as clearly as
thefacid expressions of a human speaking... but Chester had aright to be smug; and anyway, it didn't do
any good to get angry with him.

"Well, tdk thenif it satifiesyou," Dennisreplied, haf resgned and haf sulky. "But | don't seethat it's
ever done me any good, your wisdom."

He turned from the sea to watch the dragons. It was market day, so the Wizard Parol was opening a
path for visitors through the concourse which the great beasts prowled—ready to tear and devour
anyone who tried to enter Emath unbidden from the jungle.

Dennis craned his neck, but even so he could barely peer past the new houses of stone, wood, and tile
built right up to the perimeter'sinner edge. Emath was growing, had been growing fast for aslong as
Denniswas old enough to notice. He could remember when the village was only a straggle of shanties
againg thewdls of hisfather's great crystdline palace...

Or he thought he could remember that; but memory was afunny thing. The present bustling community
didn't have much to do with that dim past, when held walked clutching the hands of his parents and
looking up in wonder at anew world.



Emath had changed. Her fishing boats were richly successful. The magnificent harbor—the only good
one on acoast wracked by storms—made her the center of exchange between human traders and the
tribes of lizardfolk from the jungle of theinterior.

And Dennis had changed even more. At sixteen—in three days more—he was as big as a grown man;
as strong as most; and quicker than anyone esein Emath.

Hewas Prince Dennis, who wished his father didn't row out to sea dlone—and that Hale didn't when he
was home snarl as savagely asthe dragons on guard.

"The man who sold meto your father on the day of your birth, Dennis," Chester said, "had intended to
keep mefor himsdf forever; saying that | wasagreat marvel."

"And indeed you are avery great marvel, Chester," the boy agreed, reaching down to stroke the smooth
metal of thelittle cresture's case.

Hewas suddenly glad to have afriend who stayed a friend: who didn't glare a him with unexplained
anger, likeHale; or cling and cry like Queen Selda, and neither of them able to say what waswrong.

Or even admit that something was badly wrong. It was the uncertainty...

Chegter reached up to Denniswith one of his eight ropy limbs, legs when he walked and hands when he
chose they should be. "He said to me, 'Can you not silence your silly wisdom, Chester? And | told him,
"The fault of every character comes from not listening, master.” And he sold meto your father, saying that
| was just the thing for achild babbling nonsense.”

"If you had fur, Chester, | would rumpleit,” Dennis said as hisfingers scrabbled againgt the metdl. " Since
you do nat, | will only tell you that indeed | have gained from your wisdom—if that wisdom made you
becomemine”

Chester's tentacle squeezed the boy'swaist gently, then released him.

Again adragon roared. The beast lurched up on itshind legs, lifting its great-toothed snout afull twenty
feetintheair. Its short forelegs wereflailing at an invisible barrier, the passage that Parol's magic had
armored across the beasts concourse.

Lizardmen waited at the edge of the jungle. Distance made their featuresimpassve to Dennis, but their
heads darted from one side to the other to watch each of the pair of dragons. When Parol signaled, the
lizardfolk would sprint across the perimeter into Emath with their trade goods.

Not so long ago, the native traders would have crossed with stately pomp. Some of them would have
rolled clumsy grest-wheded carts laden with fruits and pelts and timbers, gems washed from the flanks of
distant mountains and items till more wonderful dug from the ruins of incredibly ancient cities. But that
was when the Wizard Serdic controlled the perimeter he had established when first he came to Emath—

And when Parol was only Serdic's most recent apprentice.
Parol was a plump, ill-favored youth, much like the othersin previous years whom Serdic had hired—or

bought—from trading vessals. The gpprentices helped with spells so complex they required two voices,
and they did the physica drudgery in the separate wing of the palace that formed the wizard's



quarters—sweeping the floors, cleaning the equipment, and carrying medsto Serdic's sanctum, which
ordinary servants of the palace were never permitted to enter.

Then, after each few years, Serdic brought in anew apprentice and disposed of the old one. Put the boy
on an outbound trader with awarning never to return, King Hale said; or darker things, as others
whispered, but they never spoke where Serdic might be listening—and where might not so great awizard
find away to ligten if he wished to?

Serdic talked little of himself; talked little to anyone except when he had to, as when he tutored Dennisin
reading and mathematics and astronomy because the king had set that among hiswizard's duties. Serdic
had been cold with Dennis and utterly disdainful of Hale—but held obeyed Hale, in that asin dl things
which the king ordered.

Rumor—manufactured in the parlors and taverns of Emath, or brought in with traderslike other exctic
cargoes—said that there was no wizard in the world more powerful than Serdic, and that Serdic was
three hundred years old. Everyone had been certain that in afew weeks or amonth, Parol would go
whichever way the earlier gpprentices had gone, before they |earned enough to pose a danger to their
master—who was as cautious as he was terrifying.

But insteed, the Wizard Serdic had died.

"It isason'sgood and blessed portion,” said Chester, "to receive ingruction.”

"l wish my dad would come back," said Dennis.

Hetwigted his head around abruptly asif he could trick fateinto giving him aglimpse of what he wanted
to sea A pair of fishing boats were headed in early. Either good fortune had filled their holds or bad luck
had |eft them in need of repairs. Facts were facts, what they meant was in the hands of time or the gods.

King Hale's skiff was not in Sght.

"Y ou can't see him, can you, Chester?' the boy asked in sudden hopefulness.

"From here| cannot see him, Dennis," Chester replied. The robot had no more eyes than mouth, so
Dennis had never been sure how he went about seeing. "If he were to row back over the horizon, |
would seehim.”

"Doesn't matter," the boy lied.

The dragons snarled and lunged from elther side against the magica barrier which restrained them from
the scampering lizardmen. The lithe, gray-scaled traders from the interior carried their packs over their
flat heads asthey crossed, partly as afeeble protection in case the guard beasts broke through the
barrier—and partly so that if the worst occurred, the victimswould be blindfolded by their loads and
wouldn't see what had happened until the greet teeth ended their fear.

"Paral isn't very good, ishe?' Dennis said. Hismind could spin for only so long on uncertainties before it
settled back to practica problems. "We're going to have to get ared wizard to replace him.”

Serdic's death—Serdic no longer alowering, sneering presence in the palace—had exhilarated Dennis
assurely asthe clear, cool sky that followsastorm.



If Serdic redlly was dead. No one had believed it at first.

The wizard had been speaking to Hale in the throne room of the palace in front of ascore of
people—including Dennis. "But raising the port duties from one percent to two won't cut trade, Y our
Maesy," thewizard said. "Magesty" when Serdic's tongue wrapped around it rubbed Dennislike a
handful of nettles. "They have no other port that—"

Serdic stopped. Everyone watched him, waiting for some particularly waspish concluding statement.

Thewizard fdl forward. Hisforehead clunked hollowly against acrystal floor so hard that years of use
had not even dulled its polish.

"It istrue, Dennis, that Parol can barely bridge the barrier for the tradersto come and go," Chester was
saying. "Hewill not be able to expand the perimeter again, as surely it must be expanded lest the folk of
Emeath all be stacked upon one another.”

It took Dennis an instant of shock to remember they were talking about Parol, not the Wizard Serdic
who wasterrible even in memory.

Any thought that the gpprentice might know more than an innocent man should about his master's death
was put to rest when they summoned Paral to the audience hadl immediately—and Parol fell on hisknees
in horror and disbeli€f.

For three days, King Hale kept the wizard's body on abier in the audience hall, dressed initsrichest
robes. Parol insisted that the Wizard Serdic couldn't have died, not truly. Everyone else believed that this
was some sort of sardonic trick with dire implications for those who acted asif Serdic wereredly gone.

Then the body began to decay, and they had to bury it—with honor, near the Founder's Tomb on the
spit of land across the harbor entrance.

It was il hard to believe Serdic was dead, but watching Parol bumble through asmpletask cast a
pinch of dust over his master's memory.

"Of course" Chester went on, "it may be that Parol will learn if he gpplies himsdf. He who is thoughtful
and persevering, that man is chosen among the people.”

"How can Parol learn?' Dennis said. " Serdic isn't around to teach him any more."
Hefrowned. "Ishe?

"Serdic isnot here to teach him, Dennis," Chester replied. "But Serdic's books and the equipment Serdic
brought here to your father's palace, those are here for Parol to use. Only..."

The robot paused thoughtfully. Dennis looked down at him and raised an eyebrow.
"Only," Chester said, "the teaching that comesto thefool, Dennis, is as weightless asthe wind.”

In the same tone, so that it was a moment before the boy understood the words, the robot added, ™Y our
father isreturning now."

The skiff was adot on the horizon, scarcely distinguishable to Dennis eyes from the mast tips of the



dozen or so trawlers sailing in for the evening aso. Dennis blinked back tears.

"Wel," hesaid, "let's go down and meet him. Maybe helll bein a.. better mood than he's been for a
time"

And maybe Hale would even tell his son what was wrong; but the boy didn't believe either of those
things would happen.

CHAPTER 2

Chester could probably seein the darkness, but nobody €l se could; there was nobody else around this
angle of the palace roof anyway; and anyway, Denniswasn't going to break out in agush of tearsagain.

"Does he want meto hit him?* the boy whispered to his hands, flat on the backs of histhighs. "I'm bigger
than heis, now."

Chester murmured, "It does not kill ason to be punished by hisfather.”

"He shouldn't say thingslike that! He told me | could never go out in aboat and that's crazy enough, isn't
it, with him spending dl day in askiff if it's so dangerous? But he never told me not to come down to the
dock to, to welcome him!*"

Hae'sface had been black with sun and fury as he hunched his way up the wooden ladder to the quay.
Dennis bigger than hisfather? Probably, but... Hale had shoulderslike atroll, and watching him climb had
exaggerated the strength of the older man's back and arms besides.

Dennis had aright to be frightened by someone as powerful as Halein abailing rage; but that wasn't
why the tears had started to bubble up when he ran from hisfather.

Chegter stroked Dennis shoulder with atentacle.

"It'sjust so frudtrating,” the boy said. "I must be doing something wrong, but he won't tell mewhat. |
don't know what to do, and nobody will tell me."

Hewasn't angry any more, just mentally tired from spinning between anger and emptiness.

Theair was S0 clear that the stars glittered in reflection on the palace roof. Dennis looked at the sky and
wished that he could draw himsdf up into it, to cover himsdlf in afluffy stellar mist like afeather quilt and
hide from dl the uncertainties on Earth.

Men came from the stars. At least al the books said they did, though not even the Wizard Serdic could
explain how they had come here to Earth. The founder of Dennis family had come from the starsin times
so ancient that even his name was lost. He was buried on the headland opposite the palace and his sword
of star-meta was carried from his hulking rock tomb in the Founder's Day parade every year.

It wasn't Earth that Dennis wanted to leave; just the business of living oniit just now.



"A timein misfortune, Dennis, does not make agood man give up,” Chester said quietly.

"Maybe there's nobody who could tell me what'swrong,” Dennis said. He was still morose, but hewas
thinking about the problem again instead of dreaming it would be nice not to have problems. "'I'm not sure
Dad even knows. It'sjust that he's afraid of something bad.”

In sudden suspicion, the boy said, "Y ou don't know what's wrong, do you, Chester? Y ou aren't just
waiting for meto ask, the way you do?'

"I do not know, Dennis," the robot said. "But it may bethat old friends of your father know."
"Ramaod" Dennis blurted as he jumped to hisfeet. "Why didn't | think of that?*

"Why indeed did you not, Dennis?* Chester replied primly. Hislimbstick-whished as he followed the
boy's swift strides toward the window they'd climbed out to hide here.

CHAPTER 3

The paace wdls carried light the way awick carried lamp-oil: dong their crystal courses, with only the
least seepage along the surface. Dennis was so used to the effect that he walked thelong corridors at a
normd pace, though they were outlined only in the blue shimmer of starlight which the clear night
transmitted.

The palace was huge, far larger than the needs of King Hale and his household. Mot of the
monocrystaline building was empty. Though the village of Emath was crowded—more so every day with
immigrants and the birthrate normal to a peaceful, prosperous environment—there were no squatters
lurking in the glittering back-corridors. Only those who'd been welcomed into the paace flt... welcome.

Nothing unpleasant happened to interlopers, mostly newcomers to Emath who dipped in through a
window or an unguarded entrance with their bindles and ragged offspring. They just didn't fed
comfortablein their new surroundings, and they soon lft.

Ramos belonged in the palace, but...

From the bottom of the stairsleading to Ramas tower room, Dennis could hear the old man singingina
hoarse voice. At first the boy thought the song was a chantey of some sort with arefrain. Ashe and
Chegter climbed thetight, dizzying spiral Dennis began to make out the words.

Ramoswas singing, "Many the shipsthat sail right in..." Over and over, the same words each time,
trailing off into arepetition asunmusica asthe one before.

Unmusical and angry. There could be no doubt of the anger in the cracked, hopeless voice.



The doors of the palace varied. The pand standing gar at the top of the staircase was layered in pastels
and creamy richnesslike the interior of ashell—but the material formed aflat sheet broad enough to
cover the portal without join marks.

Dennis knocked diffidently on the jamb.

"Many the shipsthat sall right in—"

He knocked louder, on the door itsdlf. The lustrous pand quivered alittle farther open.

"—and they never sail out atal!"

"Uncle Ramos?' Denniscalled. "May | comein?It's Dennis.”

"What's stopping you?"' the voice demanded. Glass shattered within the room, then tinkled asthe larger
piecesfdl to the floor and broke further.

Dennis opened the door wide with hisarm before he stepped throughit.
Chedter said, "It isthe great glory of the wise man to be controlled in the manner of hislife.”

The windows of the tower room looked out over the harbor and seain three-quarters of acircle. The
water glowed with tiny life. Froth lifted by the breezes traced ghostly arcs above the surface.

The purity and vibrant motion of the water beyond was in shocking contrast to the squalor of Ramos
room.

A lamp hung from the bracket just insde the door. Itswick was turned low. The rush mats that softened
the floor hadn't been changed in months, perhaps years. Scavenging insects, Sartled by the newcomers,
sank within the woven rusheslike oil being absorbed in filthy sand.

Plates—fine porcelain decorated with gilded rims and the pal ace crest—were scattered on the floor. On
some of them, the food appeared not to have been touched.

"Uncle Ramos...?" whispered Dennis. The stench of the room made him jump as though he'd been
dapped intheface.

"What's the maiter, kid?" Ramos said with heavy irony. "Y ou don't like my singing?"

He hawked and spat. ""For many the ships—" he repested, but hisvoice brokein afit of coughing.
Ramaoswas abig man, tal where Dennis father was broad. He was shockingly gaunt now, but even so
his heavy bones made him look a giant as he sprawled on the bed. He was wearing his state robes,
scarlet and cloth-of-gold; but they were as stained and foul as the floor mats.

There were plates on the bed; but mostly there were bottles, squat green quarts of fortified wine from
Bredabrug far down the south coast. The mats beneath the open windows sparkled with bottles that had
smashed on the casementsinstead of flying out of the room.

""Hob-nobbing with the common folk, are you, kid?' Ramos asked.



He'd turned his head to the door when Dennis entered, but now he let his eyes rock back to an empty
window—aor to nothing. Glass clinked as Ramos rummaged with one arm among the bottles beside him.

Dennis swallowed hard. "Uncle Ramos," he said as he walked toward the bed, pretending he didn't fed
the way the rushes wriggled benegth his boots. "Are you sick? And why haven't the servants...? Why
have they—"

Ramos had found afull bottle among the empties quivering as the bed moved. "Have adrink with
nobody, your Roya Crown-Princeness, air,” he said, dill lying flat on the bed.

He had afolding sailor'sknifein hisright hand. The knot-breaking marlinspike blade was open. He
began worrying at the cork—without effect, because he was using the wrong end of the knife.

Dennisforgot his horror. When he was a child, Ramos had carried him perched on one shoulder like a
pet lizard. Hed fdt taler than the ships masts then—and perfectly safe, because Ramos steadied him
with ahand as solid as carven stone.

Dennis swept bottles avay and sat down on the bed. The mattress squel ched; more debris rolled down
the coverlet in response to hisweight. Dennistook the bottle and knife from Ramos whose fingers didn't
ress.

"I'll get some servants up here at once,” the boy said quietly.

"No guts, these servants, you know that?' Ramos said, glaring truculently for amoment before closing
his eyes and letting his body settle back onto the mattress. "No sporting ingtinct. They stick their headsin,
and if they don't have more wine, | throw empties a ‘em. That's sporting enough, ain't it, Roya Crown
Princding?'

"What's the matter, Uncle Ramos?' Dennis asked softly. The horn-scaled knife clicked against the bottle
when he switched both objectsto hisright hand. He twined the fingers of hisfree hand with those of
Ramos, marveling a how near to a size he was with the man he remembered asa giant.

Ramos opened hiseyes again. "I'm not your uncle, boy," he said; but without the anger that had edged
every word held spoken thus far tonight.

"I've dways cdled you that, Uncle Ramos" Dennissaid.

Ramos made amighty effort to Sit up, but the mattress was too soft and Dennis didn't reglize what the
older man was trying to do until it wastoo late to help.

Ramos let himself flop back. He smiled and said, with something between bitterness and affection, "
didn't dwayscal your father 'king', you know, boy."

"Ismy father angry with you?' Dennis asked. "Isthat why..." He started to gesture to complete the
question, then redlized that he didn't need—or want—to cal attention to the filth in which the old man
wasliving.

"Haeangry with me?' Ramos said. The bed rocked with laughter which became a paroxysm of
coughing without a perceptible transition. He pounded himself on the chest, then rolled onto hisside.

With Dennis help thistime, Ramos|levered himsdf into astting position. He crossed hislong legs



beneath him like a sailor mending nets on shipboard.

Ramos started to spit, then caught himsalf and fumbled for amoment till he found angpkin on the bed.
He cleared the phlegm from histhroat into the linen, which he folded neatly and tucked into a pocket.

"Y our father doesn't care enough about me to be angry, Dennis," he said. His eyes were paeblue,
winking from beneath his bushy eyebrowslike aguamarinesin amatrix of granite. "All Hdewantsisfor
me to keep out of sght and not remind him of what heis."

"What ismy father?' Dennis said with dmost no inflection. By summoning al his concentration, he was
able to keep his eyes meeting the older man's.

"Oh, nothing so very bad, boy," the older man said. There was no mockery in hisvoice, nothing but mild
sadness. "Do you know what | am?"

"Y ou're the Captain of the Guard, Uncle Ramos.”

Ramos ruffled the boy's hair. Hisfingers moved dowly, asif hisjointswere sticking. "What kind of guard
do we need herein Emath, Dennis?' he chided. "1 was asoldier once; but mostly I'm just afisherman.”

His expression hardened, his voice taking on the strength and timbre Dennis remembered from
childhood. "And | would to god,” Ramos continued, "that 1'd realized that years ago and not pretended to
be what I'm not."

His blue eyes held Dennislike pincers. "And | would to god that Hale did the same: told the world he
was afisherman and not pretend to be aking!"

"But—" said Dennis. The bottle and knifein hisright hand rang together asingtinct made him jerk back.
"But heisking, Ramos. Look at the palace.”

Dennis made acircular gesture which freed his hand from the older man'swithout him drawing it away
quite deliberately. "We've always ruled in Emath, aslong as there've been men on Earth. Look at the—"
he gestured again, toward the window facing the other spit of the harbor "—Founder's Tomb."

"Oh, aye," said Ramosironically. He squinted at Chester and said, "Here, you. Give me ahand up and
well look at the tomb, we will."

"Help him, Chester,” Dennis said, for Chester took orders only from his owner—and even then, thelittle
robot had atendency to respond literally rather than according to Dennis broader intent.

"The fool who does not help others," said Chester equably—he braced himsdlf with four tentacleswhile
thetips of the remaining four eased beneath Ramos e bows and the points of hisjutting hip bones
"—losesdl hehas"

Ramos got up from the bed, unfolding like ajacknife. A bottle turned under hisfoot. He kicked it asde
violently; plates and more bottles clashed in its skittering path.

Dennis moved in front of the older man and swept atrack to the window clear with the sde of hisown
boot. Ramos followed him, his second step steadier than the first and the third asfirm asthat of the
laughing, sober giant held been in Dennis earliest memories.



"There, I'mdl right,” he said, running his fingers down the edge of the window casement—not for
support, but for reassurance that the support was there should he need it suddenly.

Chegter released the old man, but two slvery tentacles quivered just short of touching: Dennis, not
Ramos, had ordered him to help.

The Founder's Tomb was of loca rock, the porous laterite limestone used for pillars and thresholdsin
the houses below the palace's crysta walls. By day it was a hulking thing whose red color was as dull
and angry as coals banked in afurnace; but at night, it disappeared into darkness like the jungle beyond.
Only when awave of some size washed the headland did the tomb appear, in Slhouette against the
glowing s=a

"Look a my hands, boy,” Ramos said, raising them beside his shoulders with the pams out. They
trembled, and the calluses that had sheathed them once had doughed away; but the scars from decades
of brutal work gill remained. Dennis remembered with ashock that hisfather had hands like that aso.

"1 built your 'Founder's Tomb' with these hands, boy," Ramos said. Instead of bitterness, his hoarse
voice glowed with pride: pridein a piece of craftsmanship, and pride aswell in the physical labor the job
hed entailed.

"l did it, and your father beside me. Cut the stone, dedged it to the headland, and hoisted it into place.”

Ramos paused, looking out into the night. "Wasn't easy, boy, but we did it. Hale thought he needed it,
that nobody'd take him for aking if he didn't have ancestors back to the Landing. But | don't
know..."—now the voice was bitte—"It seemsto me that they never doubted, not aone; and him no
more than afisherman who owned a boat in shareswith me as grew up with him Downcoagt.”

"But the pdace...?' Dennis whispered.

He couldn't believe what Ramos was telling him—but neither did he doubt it. Dennis mind reviewed the
vision of hisfather rowing out to seaevery day of the past weeks. the practiced motions, theflat arcs his
oars cut above the surface, the minimum of froth and fuss asthey bit and drove him forward on the swell.
Another old fisherman, going out on the seathat was hisliveihood...

Ramos began to shake. Dennis reached to support him, but the older man said, "Wait, no. I'm dl right.”
Heleaned over the casement and vomited into the night.

"Oh!" Dennissaid. "Let me—"

One of Chester'stentacles touched the boy'slips. "Do not let your tongue go where it was not
summoned,” the robot quoted as his touch turned Dennis aside.

"There" Ramos murmured after the third spasm had wracked him. He lowered himsdlf carefully to St on
thewindow ledge. "There, I'm dl right." He smiled ruefully a Dennis.

The boy sat down on the other side of the broad ledge. Shards of green glass twinkled jealoudy on the
ground forty feet below.

Ramos reached over and squeezed the boy's knee gently. "Don't look so stricken, lad. Hal€'sagood
man, always has been. | spoke out of place. It wasthe liquor talking, not your Uncle Ramos."



"Tell me about the palace,” Dennissaid. "Please, Ramos."

Smiling—toward the sea, not his young questioner—and pinching acurl into alock of hair that should
have been cut long since, Ramos said, "We owned the boat together—built her together, near enough,
lad, as bad a shape as she was in when we bought her from old Kilkraus. We named herThe Partners .
Would have liked to call her theSelda , both of us; but we didn't dare, because we didn't know which of
us shed pick when the time came for that.”

"My mother?' Dennissaid.

His body was growing cold. He felt a sort of creepy disorientation. It was asif the ledge on which he sat
had tilted up 30 degrees while he continued to talk in seeming normalcy.

It wasjust that everything looked different from the angle a which he was viewing them since heldd
entered Ramos room.

"Oh, aye, your mother, lad,” Ramos said with his smilefor the night. "Old Kilkraus daughter, and afine
woman for al she chose Hale and not me... but that was | ater."

As Ramostaked, his mind sharpened and histongue gained flexibility. He pointed into the harbor,
leaning forward with an easy certainty of his baance that made Dennis queasy to watch. "Shewasalittle
craft, The Partners , not like those down there at the docks. There were no safe harbors on the coast, so
we had to drag her ashore every night.”

"But there's aharbor here—" Dennis protested, his sense of skewed redlity increasing.

Chester touched the boy's cheek with atentacle. "Do not let yourself be known asthe prettler, Dennis,"
the robot said, "because your tongue is everywhere."

"Therewas no harbor at Emath," said Ramoswith aflat voice and aflat smilefor the boy. "Nothing but
rough red cliffs—and the Banned Idand to seaward, where any boat swamped if it tried to land.”

Hewaited amoment in grim silence, waiting to see if Denniswould object again.

The boy nodded, agreeing that he had heard the words. He was dipping into aredlity different from the
oneinwhich hed lived for dmost sixteen years. It was asfrightening asif the ground had falen away
from himin the darkness; but if he waited and listened, maybeit would al make sense...

"A little craft, as| say," Ramos continued, atouch of humor in hisgrin a last, "and a sweet one. We
worked her together for choice, but either of us could handle her aonein fine weather, and the westher
couldn't have been morefine the day Haetook her out whilel lay on my cot, raving with fever while
Selda sponged my forehead.”

Ramos leaned out into the night, turning toward the searather than the harbor he faced when looking at
Dennis. "Not so very long ago,” hesaid musingly. "But alifetime naytheless.”

"Before | wasborn," Dennis said, afraid to give the words even enough inflection to make them a
question.

"A year before you were born, lad,” Ramos said to the phosphorescent sea. "Exactly ayear.”



Heturned sharply, hard eyesin ahard face—glaring at the bottle Dennis ill held. Then the granite lines
of Ramos visage softened and he smiled again. "Not your fault, lad,” he said. He was answering a
guestion that Dennis couldn't guess, much less ask.

Firmly again but without anger, the older man continued, " That wasin the morning. By noon, my fever
had broken and the sky was black with the storm that had blown up. Boats from our village were flying
back, those who'd sailed south; but Hale had takenThe Partners north, up the coast, and she didn't
come homein the face of the storm that shook the shutters and lifted roof datesfrom our huts.”

"At Emath," Dennis said, forced by his confusion to spike down at least the physicd setting of the new
redlity Ramosforced himinto.

"Therewas no Emath," the older man said harshly. "Only dliffs, boy, bare teeth of rock with raw jungle
abovethem.”

He glared. Dennis nodded, and Dennis fingers wrapped themselvesinto knots as complex as those of
sea-worms breeding.

"Not your fault,” Ramos repeated softly. He cleared histhroat and swallowed instead of spitting.

"Welogt boatsthat day," he continued. "Fully crewed boats. And I'll tell you something you'll understand
some day soon, I'd judge, from the size of you: | cursed mysdlf, lad; because I'd lost my boat and a
friend closer nor ever abrother wasto me—and | was glad in my heart, for it meant that Seldawas
mine"

Ramos bent forward, his eyesfixed on Dennis eyes. The boy did not flinch, even when Ramos reached
out and took Dennis jaw between athumb and forefinger so gnarled with sinew that they looked like net
supports roped in brown seaweed.

Ramos lifted the boy's chin dightly, then turned it to look at the fuzz-downed face from an angle. "Not
yet," he muttered to himsdlf. "But you'll understand soon.”

"What happened to my father?' Dennis said, trying not to choke on his awareness that Ramos light
touch could crack hisneck if afit of madnesstook the big old man. The world was going mad aready, it
seemed...

Ramos jerked his hand back into hislap asif the same thought had danced through his head—and he
found it more horrifying than even the boy did.

"Nothing happened to Hale," he said harshly. " The Partner ssailed back with the next dawn, clean and
as ship-shape asif sheld just been careened. And your father Hale took me and took Selda aboard, and
hetold usthat he was aking now in acrysta paace."

Helooked into the darkness while his hand stroked Dennis knee with the affection of an old man for
something hel's known and loved for years. "We thought he was mad, Dennis; but we went with him
because we loved him, both of us. And he sailed us up the coast to here, to Emath, and it was as you see
it—harbor and palace, al perfect, and nothing but rock and danger three days before when we fished the
same coast together.”

Ramos hand curved up and gripped Dennis, as gently as could be without the least doubt that he meant
the boy to meet hiseyesfor what he said next: "1 will not lieto you, lad. If al the gods stood here before



me, | would tell them the same thing. There was nothing—and when your father came back, there was
Emath. And hewasking of it."

The ledge on which Dennis sat was as solid as dl portions of the palace—beyond wear and apparently
beyond destruction. Hefelt asif he were Sitting instead on a scrap of timber in amaelstrom, whirling
downward toward an end as horrifying astheride.

"Chester?' Dennis said, turning to hisrobot companion. "'Isthis so?"

In hisneed for the information, he ignored the insult he was offering the man beside him; but Ramos only
nodded in haughty assurance.

"It may be so, Dennis," said Chester.
"The people?*

It wasn't clear—even to Dennis—who the boy expected to answer. Chester rested silently on his eight
limbs, the tips dightly raised so that not they but the metallic curves benegth the tips took the robot's
weight.

"Not the people, lad," Ramos said. " The people came after, when | took out word that the harbor was
here. | salledThe Partners up-coast and down."”

Tak of that past prodded the older man into motion again. He stood up, risng dowly to hisfull height
instead of the stoop in which he had shuffled acrossthe room initiadly. He said, "'l went to every little
settlement: where they dragged their boats up a creek-mouth and where they scraped their keelson a
shingle shore. | told them—"

Ramos was sixteen years and alifetime younger now. His voice boomed in the open room and out
acrossthe water.

"—there was harborage that would keep them safe in the worst of storms! Fishing boats and great
high-decked traders, it was al one. They could shelter beneath the crystal walls of apaace like none
they ever dreamed of, beneath the protection of King Hale."

Ramos sagged as though his hamstrings had been cut. The collapse was utterly unexpected. Dennis
jumped up, but far too late to have kept the older man from faling—

Except that Chester had dready caught Ramos and was supporting him with four flexible limbs, because
Dennis had told him to help Ramos, and the robot never forgot an instruction.

"No, no, I'mdl right," said Ramos softly; and perhaps he was, but Chester didn't let go until hed
lowered his charge to the ledge again. Dennis settled back, afraid to appear too concerned about the
older man's sudden collapse.

Ramos met his eyes. With afirmnessthat was amatter of present will rather than past memory, Ramos
said, "l told them they would be under the protection of King Hale and Queen Selda.”

His pause was only to prove that he wasin control of hiswords and hisemations. "And so they have
been, dl who came then a my urging or later as the word spread of its own accord.”



Dennis swallowed. He couldn't absorb dl he had been told, much less accept it. But in this
moment—when the world was shifting around him, and the ageless crysta palace in which held been
born was suddenly a construct younger than many of the fishing boatsin the harbor—Dennis couldn't
doubt the story either.

But while Emath might have been built recently, it had not been built by men.
"Where did the paace come from, Uncle Ramos?' Dennis asked.

The older man shook hishead sadly. "A god, a seademon. There are plenty of demons out on the
water, lad. Besides the ones we men bring with us.”

His hand played with the window frame asif it were the the shroud of asailing vessdl... and dipped
away because it was not, because it was only dick stonewith no life or meaning to him. "Nobody
doubted, Dennis. People wed known al our lives came to Emath—boyswed played with, girlswed
met at night beneath the shelter of the sail spread asatarpaulin. And it was dl King Hae thisand Queen
Sddathat..."

"But surely somebody would have remembered,” Dennis said, letting the doubt he wanted to fed enter
hisvoice.

Ramos amiled. "1 think at first they al remembered,” he said. "But they didn't want to, because they
wouldn't be able to understand it. | didn't want to remember, lad. But | built the tomb with these
hands—"

He raised them. They no longer shook.
"—and nothing can change that.”

Ramos glared at the floor and thefilth in which he had been living these weeks, these months; longer.
"Not even theliquor!"

Dennis made his decision as he sood up. He didn't know what his new knowledge meant, but he was
certain of what he owed Ramos—for himsdlf and for hisfather—in the immediate present.

"You can't stay here," he said briskly, now the prince that he'd been raised to be. "Come on, Uncle
Ramos. Well help you to my room for now. Y ou can bathe and deep there tonight while | have the
servants clean—" he caught the disgust that had almost broken out into words "—clean up.”

Ramos stood obediently. He looked tired, but he was in no need of the help Chester and the boy were
ready to give. Thedrink had burned out of him; and so had the emotion that had staggered Ramaos with
memories of the woman held loved—and had |ost when hisworld shifted, as hed now shifted theworld
of the boy who caled him 'Uncl€.

"I think..." said Denniswonderingly. He put his arm around the older man'sin affection, not for need as
they shuffled together through the debris to the door. "1 think that you can wear some of my clothes,
Uncle Ramos. Until we seewhat kind of shapeyoursarein.”

As Chester opened the door ahead of them unbidden, Dennisrealized that—whatever might be thefull
truth—the world was no longer the place it had been when he entered Ramos room.

And in many ways, it was better.



CHAPTER 4

Dennis gtretched luxuriantly in the sunlight that flooded the spare bedroom of his suite—and leaped up,
shouting, "Oh!" when he redlized that it was three hourslater in the morning than he had intended to rise.

Hale had rowed out to sea before Dennis could demand an explanation—or a deniad—of Ramos story.

"Chegter," the boy said angrily. "Y ou knew | wanted to talk to Dad. Why didn't you wake me up when
you saw | was deeping late?!

"Gentlenessin dl behavior gainsthe praise of awise man, Dennis," said the robot.

"But why didn't you—" Dennis started to repest... and caught sight of his multiple images, reflected in the
prismatic walls of the unfamiliar room... and laughed instead. He had to laugh to see dozens of himself,
wearing pgamas and furioudy waggling fingers againgt an equa number of impassive Chesters.

"All right, Chester," he said ruefully, patting his companion's smooth cargpace. "Y ou didn't wake me
because | didn't tell you to wake me. That was my fault."

"You did not tell meto wakeyou," Chester said. "And you were deeping soundly, Dennis, asyou have
not dept in some weeks past. | am glad that you have dept.”

Dennis had snatched an armload of clothes from the wardrobe when he turned over hisusua room to
Ramos the night before. He'd gotten several blouses, but the only trousers were apair that had grown
too tight for comfort in the past Sx months.

It would've been smpler to keep his usua room, the larger one of the suite, and give his guest the spare;
but—Dennis didn't need Chester spouting atag like "Do not take precedence over an older man,” to
know that he owed honor aswell as help to Ramos.

Dennis had been raised to be aprince.

Whether or not his parents were redlly aking and queen.

The dragons were bellowing again. Parol must have decided to start earlier today. Lizardfolk weren't
permitted to stay overnight within the perimeter of Emath. Almaost no daylight had been available for
trading yesterday, by the time the guard beasts were findly contained.

The apprentice wizard would gain skills quickly—or held have to be replaced. Unless the perimeter

were expanded within amatter of months, people would have to start building on the headland opposite
the palace, displacing the graves there. Even another Serdic looked preferable to that.



King Hale would probably have acted aready... except that he'd spent the past three weeks with the sea
and his own grim thoughts for company, instead of taking care of the business of his kingdom.

Dennis pulled histrousers on, then paused. "I gtill want to talk to him," he said harshly to Chester, glaring
at the argument he expected to hear from the little robot.

"Do not be so impatient when you ask," Chester said, "that you then become angry when you listen.”
"l..." Dennisbegan.

He began doing up the buttons of his blouse so that he didn't have to look at his companion when he
continued, "L ook, Chester. Dad doesn't want to talk to me. HE'd have talked already if he did. So he's

going to get angry—"

The boy raised his eyesto the robot, poised motionlessy on the curves of itseight limbs. "Chester, I'm
going to make him tell me no matter what. Because I've got to know what happened before | was born.
And from what Uncle Ramos says, there's no other way | can learn.”

Chegter swayed dightly from sideto side. Dennis reflection in the robot's dull silver finish seemed to be
shaking its head.

"|sthere another way | can learn?' the boy demanded.

"Thereisanother way you can learn, Dennis," Chester said with salf-satisfied calm. The robot never
exactly volunteered information, but there were times he was more forthcoming than others. When
Denniswas pushy or hostile with hislittle companion, he could expect to be given timeto consder his
behavior.

When Dennis calmed down, as he'd learned to do immediately by now, he knew that was for hisown
good too.

"Please Chester," Dennis said with polite formality. "What istheway that | can learn how Emath cameto
be—without asking my father?' He bowed.

"TheWizard Serdic had adevicethat could tell us, Dennis,”" Chester replied with equal formality. "The
wizard is gone, but the device is not gone from the rooms in which he worked."

"Oh," said Dennis, trying to process the information held just been given. "Oh. But will Parol help us,
Chester?'

The robot raised one tentacle in adelicate gesture that indicated to the boy hisill-temper had been
forgiven. "Parol cannot help us, Dennis," he said, "for Serdic did not teach him the use of the gpparatus.”

Chegter paused. Ingstead of flaring up angrily again, Dennis smiled to show that he knew Chester was
trying to trgp him.

"I know the use of the apparatus, Dennis," Chester said, the approving smilein his voice matching the
boy's reflected expression.

"Then let us see what the gpparatus will tell us, my friend," Dennis said, squeezing the raised tentacle as
he led the way to the door. "If Parol can't help us, well look into his rooms while he's occupied with the



dragons.”

Dennis kept acheerful lilt in hisvoice, while his quivering somach was dl too aware that 'Parol’'srooms
had been the Wizard Serdic's rooms not long before.

But the feding of doom that lay over Emath frightened Dennis more than memory of Serdic could.

CHAPTERDS

Serdic had appropriated a ground-floor wing of the palace. It extended a ong the seacoast rather than
the harbor which the suites of the roya family overlooked, so Dennis and Chester had most of the

building's convoluted length to traverse.

When they started out, the boy fdlt furtive: he was going to sneak into somebody else's private rooms.
Then Dennis noticed that the servants he met jumped and bowed to him with more than their normal

courtesy.

There wasn't agreat deal of work to do about the palace except on specia occasions like the Founder's
Day ceremonies. The servants he ran into in these sprawling corridors where neither he nor hisfamily had
much reason to walk—were here to avoid notice. They didn't expect to be bothered by their superiors

whilethey ate, chatted, or diced in desultory games.
Dennisdidn't expect to find Rifkin, the butler, among the idlers, though.

The butler'svoice, loud and demanding in itstimbre, came from what should have been and empty
room. There was awoman speaking also, but her words were scarcely a breathless whisper beneath the

butler'sinsstence.
The boy paused and cocked an eyebrow at Chester.

"Do not hesitate to do what isright, Dennis,” the robot said tartly.

Dennis rapped on the door with his knuckles.

"Go away, fool, or I'll have you flayed!" Rifkin bellowed from within.

"Rifkin!"

There was a sllence as papable as an indrawn breath. The door flew open. The butler was tugging the
ends of his sash together with one hand and holding the doorknob with the other. He was abig man but

soft, amoon-shaped head above a pear-shaped body, and at the moment his pale fingers had the look of
uncooked sausages.



"Y our highness" he said in amazement. His voice had its usua rounded dignity, but thelook in hiseyes
awaited the garrote.

There was arustle within the room. One of the maids—ayoung girl, younger than Dennis—pushed out
between Rifkin and the doorframe with a gasp. She sprinted down the hall and around a corner, trailing
sobs.

Dennis stared at the butler. "Has Councilor Ramos room been cleared yet, Rifkin?' he said without
emotion.

Rifkin made alittle bow. "It will be seento immediatdy,” he said.
"l woke you last night and asked you to take care of it a oncel” Dennis said.

Instead of thundering with command, Dennis voice was getting high. His skin became prickly-hot dl
over. He was frustrated and angry—and those emotions threw him back to other moments of anger and
frustration, the times held tried to talk as aman with hisfather and had been dapped verbaly asachild.

Hewas afraid hewas going to cry.
"Yes, of course, highness," Rifkin replied as hishands did up his sash and his face pretended it had never
been untied. Thefirst panic had passed, and the butler wasin full control of the Situation again. "And I'll

seetoit a once. Evenin such a—if | may say—humiliating circumstance asthat one, your highness word
isour law."

"Why didn't you—"

"Perhaps your highness might wish to consult hisfather now that your highness has had timeto reflect on
the matter?" Rifkin continued smoothly. He smiled.

"Do asyou're ordered!" Dennis shouted as he turned away. Shouting because a any lesser volume his
voice might have choked, turning because he wasn't sure what his eyes were going to do.

"Yes, of course, your highness," the butler murmured unctuoudy to Dennis back asthe boy ssumbled
toward a staircase to the ground floor.

"Chegter, why can't 1...7" Dennis said with histeeth clenched against his own emotions. "Why won't
anybody...?"

Instead of spouting some scrap of the wisdom programmed into him in afar time on adistant planet,
Chester wrapped atentacle around Dennis waist with atouch as delicate asthat of a spiderweb.

CHAPTERG



The entrance to what had been Serdic's wing of the palace was off asmall rotunda at the base of this
gtaircase. The rotundawas empty except for litter and avague smell. Therewasregular traffic to the
wizard's quarters, meal-trays being brought and removed—nbut the adjacent part of the paace didn't get
cleaned.

Despite that, the circular room had a striking beauty at this hour. Sunlight wicked through twisted prisms
in the high ceiling and framed the western haf of the circumference with columns of pure colors,

In the center of the insubstantial colonnade was atall door of black pearl. It was gar.

"Why isn't it closed, Chester?' Dennis asked as he walked closer. "Isn't Parol down at the other end of
town with the dragons?"

"Parol iswith the dragons, Dennis," said the robot. "And he has wedged the door open so that he can
enter again when hereturnsthisevening.”

Dennis stared at the door. Over the threshold had been shoved a heavy foot-bath. It was of malachite.
The stone's hideous green color clashed with the pure columns of light—and would have looked equally
ugly in dmost any other setting aswell. Dennis could imagine why Parol used the piece as a doorstop.

But he couldn't imagine why a doorstop was needed.

"Can't he open the door to his own rooms?" he asked wonderingly.

"He cannot open the door to the Wizard Serdic's suite from the outsde, Dennis," Chester explained.
"Thereisaspell on the pand that Serdic placed, and it is not within Parol's power to work or changeit.”

Dennis face set at the reminder of Serdic—and that Serdic's death did not necessarily end the wizard's
power. "All right,” he said. "Let'sgo in and, and do what we must do.”

He pushed the panel open againgt the natural tendency to close which al the doorsin the palace shared.
The black pearl was vaguely warm and had awaxy dickness.

Denniswas frightened to enter the wizard's suite, but it was afear he could face and accept. Thefeding
that hisfather's anger struck into him was fear dso—but it was a child'sfear of ultimate power.

Even though Dennisknew that Hale's shouting rage could not itself hurt him—that physicaly the two of
them were at |east a near match by now, father and son—Dennis reacted to his father's moods as
unreasoningly as he had done when he was an infant.

The wizard's gpartments were unfamiliar, and they might be dangerous; but Dennis could face them as
the man he was growing to be.

There was nothing in the anteroom of the suite except an oil lamp burning on a cast-bronze pedestd. The
open flame was backed and doubled by around silver mirror, but even so its gutterings as the door
swung open were dmost invisiblein the flood of light through the crysta walls and celling.

Dennisfrowned at the lamp. "Does he expect to come back after dark then, Chester?' he asked.

"Hemay or may not, Dennis," said the robot. Chester curved atentacle almost to touching the stand.



While the lamp was very plain, the pedestal on which it stood was a ddlicate tracery of cast insects
clinging to one ancther. "The lamp, though, isonly the watchman Serdic left to tell him what happenedin
hissuite while hewasgone.”

"What?' said Dennis, the word away to gain time while his mind worked on the implications of what
he'd just been told. "Will the lamp talk to Parol when he comes back?

Two of Chester'slimbs moved inashrug. "That | do not know, Dennis," he admitted.
"Anyway," said Dennis, "it doesn't matter because we're here now.”

He nodded curtly to the quivering flame and strode further into the apartments, his thumbs hooked
arrogantly in hisbelt.

The design of the palace had no fixed floor-plan. Thiswing consisted of rooms opening directly off one
another ingtead of lying along acorridor.

Only the ail flame furnished the anteroom. The following chamber waslarger with acelling vaulted into
five sections. The pentacle formed by the crystal groins might have had something to do with why Serdic
appropriated this set of rooms, but the room formed amuseum of sortsinstead of amagica workroom.

Along the crystal walls stood bubbles of human-blown glass. In any background but that of the palace,
they would have been amazing for their Sze and the skill of their manufacture.

From the largest bubble glared the lifdike mummy of one of thelizardfolk: his gray scalesbore ahedthy
lugter, and therewas aglint in hisyellow eyes. Dennis couldn't imagine how anyone could have blown a
bottle so large and nearly perfect... but swatches of the glass had amilky sheen, and variationsin
thickness digtorted the lines of the specimen within.

The crystal room was perfect and in its perfection denied any possibility that Emath Palace had been
built by men.

There were scores of other containers—perhaps hundreds, because most of them were tiny and
contained Six- and eight- and many-limbed creatures. Dennis glanced around, curious and suddenly
aware that he didn't know what precisaly he and Chester were looking for.

He recognized most of the larger exhibits—birds and the lizards of various shapesthat skittered into
Emeath across the perimeter, unhindered by the dragons on guard. There was one cregture, though, that
was 0 unfamiliar that Dennis didn't remember ever having seen anything likeit.

Except perhaps for ahuman being.

Only the face was man-like—and that in awizened, sneeringly-angry way. Its muzzle was broad and
flat. Muzzle, lips, and the palms of the creature's hands were bare black skin. The remainder of thelittle
body—it could have weighed no more than afew poundsin life—was covered with coarse hair that
seemed either red or blond depending on how the light struck it.

It was unique and uniquely unpleasant—though Dennis couldn't have explained why it bothered him
more than, say, one of the long-fanged lizards he knew to be poisonous. He turned away, hisface
wrinkling into agrimace like the creature's own, and said, " Chester, what are we looking for?"



"Itisin the next room that we must ook, Dennis," the little robot said nonchaantly as he led the way
through an open doorway decorated with crystal arabesques.

Thewalsand ceiling were swathed in black velvet so that even now, at mid-morning, the sun penetrated
only through the door. A further drape, pinned back at the moment, could be swung to close that opening
aswell.

The circumference of the room wasfilled with machines—things of meta and glassand dull ceramic.
Dennis couldn't imagine ause for any of them.

Thevelvet was solid black, as nighttime in Emath never was. The darkness pressed in on Dennisand
added to the discomfort he'd felt since pushing open the black pearl doorpanel.

The air within the wizard's quarters was as musty as the atmosphere of a deep cave. It wasn't poisonous
or even actively unpleasant; it just hadn't moved very much in al the time Emath existed. The anteroom
amelled of hot oil; around the glass bubbles hung a chlorine tang vagudy reminiscent of the sea.

In thisthird room, the odor of velvet dowly decaying struggled against a sharpness that was lessasmell
than arasp at the back of Dennis throat.

It reminded him of the night lightning had struck a dozen times on the highest towers of Emath. After the
last stroke, a hissing orange globe had floated down a corridor and into the center of the throne room
before exploding. The bal of lightning |eft behind a miasmallike the one which emanated from the
wizard's machines.

"Chegter," Dennissaid.

He took a deep breath and looked around with a haughty expression that protected him from the fear
that would otherwise make him shiver. "Well, get on with it. Arewe going to stay here until Parol gets
back?'

Chester leaned his egg-shaped body back at an angle and said, " The man whose good character makes
him gentle, creates his own fate, Dennis.”

Theboy's nodrilsflared in anger—and he caught himself. "Littlefriend," he said, smiling and reaching for
the tentacle which the robot raised to meet the offered hand. "I don't likeit here. Forgive me my
irrtability.”

"One does not know afriend's heart until one sees him anxious," Chester said with approval. Even ashe
gripped Dennis hand, three more of hislimbs were playing over the case of the nearest machine.

The device had abroad, flat surface like that of a draftsman's easel. For the moment it wastilted up at
45 degrees, but the dender arms supporting the easel seemed to be as capable of movement as Chester's
ownlimbs.

When they'd entered the room, the pedestal and easdl were of the same dull black materid. At the
robot's touch, faint colors—too angry to be called pastdls, the shades that metal takes asit heats and
coolsin aforge—began to streak what had seemed the pedestal's solid interior.

The room began to quiver at afrequency too low for sound. There was afresh whiff of lightning-born
harshness.



"What isit that you wish to know, Dennis?' the robot asked.

"|—" the boy said. "I—Chester, ask it what it wasthat my father did in the storm the night—the storm
Ramostold us abouit."

Instead of speaking, Chester shifted the delicate tips of three tentacles. Colors richened and merged with
one another. Dennis leaned over theflat surface, wondering if he would see letters form there. The
blackness of the easdl was a pa pable thing that sucked in the dim light. It had no reflection.

Theillumination within the chamber increased and changed qudity with a suddenness that made Dennis
whirl. He expected to see the drapes diding back and someone—Paral, rationdly; but momentary terror
filled hismind with avision of the corpse of Serdic—standing in the door that was the only way to escape
from this complex of rooms.

Instead, he didn't seetheroom at al.

Where the velvet and squatting machines had been, the seatossed under a sky of terrifying gray-green
tranducence. Lightning spat from point to point on thewall of encircling clouds; waves shot straight
upward from the sea's surface, dthough there was no wind.

Dennis had never been permitted to board a ship, but he was looking from the deck of one now: an
open fishing boat, sngle-masted and tiny against the lowering circle of clouds. Chester had vanished.
Dennis own body had vanished.

Hisfather clung with corded muscles, thetiller in one hand and amast stay in the other. Rags of sailcloth
snapped from the spar every time the open boat pitched.

Haeshar was black and hisface younger than that of the father Dennisknew in life. His mouth was
open, but he was no longer trying to shout againgt the tumuilt.

The seabecame as ill asthe dead air within the eye of the storm. The water began to change color
beside the boat's starboard rail. Streaks of brown, waving in sinuous ripples; coaescing, spreading wider
and sharpening into burnished purple...

Theripples of color formed acircleforty feet across. A living thing rosein the center of the tendrilsthat
werethe fringe of its body.

"A seahag..." Denniswhispered to Chester; but the boy had no companion to hear him in this place of
storm.

The seahag had the face of abeautiful woman floating in the swirl of her lustrous hair, but the skinwas
gray and the expression was as ill as marble. Benesth the face and seeming hair was a greasy hugeness
over which the ocean shimmered like the surface of awading pool. Thefishing boat steadied.

Nothing moved but the seahag's hair and thewall of storm beyond.

"What isit that you want?' Hale shouted at the creature which gripped the ked of hisboat. Hisvoice
was clear and strong; fear had raised it an octave above its normd pitch.

Dennis had heard of the sea hag as he had heard of ascore of other bogeys from his nurse'simagination



or the ancient past of Earth before men came here from the stars. Imagination surdly, but—

Thething floating in the water opened amouth that split the woman-face and crossed the"hair” floating a
yard to either side. The creature's gullet was arched with bone and otherwise asred as heart's blood.
From corner to corner, the mouth was wider than Denniswastall.

The seahag said in acavernous voice, "King Hae, | would bargain with you."

The huge lips closed and their edges merged. The female features reformed asif they had never been
split and distorted across the head of amongter as great as the boat beside which it floated. The ridges of
brown and purple scaes that counterfeited hair trembled again to complete theillusion.

"Let mego!" Haecried. "Y ou have the wrong man. I'm no king!"

"Would you be aking, Fisherman Hale?' rumbled the sea hag, smearing its human countenance again.

Denniswould have closed his eyes, but he had no eyesin thistime, and no sound came when hetried to
scream.

"Or would you be adrowned corpse that my sea casts up when the fish are done with it?"

The white-red throat growled like the storm. The lightning-shot circle squeezed closer to the motionless
boat.

"What will you bargain, seahag?' Hae demanded with shrill courage that calmed his son to hear. Hale

was frightened, facing death and a monster more shocking than degth; but he was facing them asbest he
could.

Dennis, safe behind avell of time and magic, had hisfather asamodd of how aman should act inthe

find criss. Hae's son could do no lessthan control hisfedings now, when he was only a phantom of
sene and fedings.

"I will make you king of this shore, fisherman,” the seahag said. "King of Emath.”

"Dead man on dead rocks, isthat what you mean?' Hale cried. "Begone, sea-bitch—the storm will
bargain methat.”

"1 will makeyou king inacrysa palaceif you bargain with me, fisherman,” said the seahag. "'l will raise
aharbor safein any storm, and al who use the harbor will be yoursto command under our bargain. All
this... or the rocks and the fish and the birds to peck your bones.”

"You'retoying with me," Hale said, no longer shouting or angry. Helet go of thetiller and stay; the boat
was asfirm asif were dragged its length onto shore. "Why do you talk of bargains, seahag?| haven't
anything but my clothes and this boat—and only ahdf sharein the boat."

The seahag closed itslips. Its woman-face smiled a Hale with the icy visage of a castle courtesan.
"Give meyour firstborn son, King Hae," said the terrible real mouth.

"I haven't awife, | haven't ason,”" said Hale, wringing his hands at the fase hope. "I haven't ason!”



"Give meyour firstborn son when heisayear of age, King Hae," said the seahag. "And | will give you
Emath and your life"

"You can't redly do that," Hde said. Y ou can't make meking..."
Hisvoice had fallen dmost to awhisper. Dennis heard it, and the woman-face smiled again.

Thewrack of storm cloudswas clearing, blowing away in tattersin every direction. The sunwaslow in
the wedt. Itslight streamed in crimson fingers through the remnants of the storm.

"Bargain with me, King Hale," said the seahag.

Hae closed hiseyes. His hands gripped one another so harshly that the blunt nails drew blood.
"Have your bargain then!" he shouted to the creature.

"I have your word, King Hale," said the sea hag. " And when the time comes, | will have our bargain.”
The creature began to sink. The boat trembled as a fresh breeze shook its mast and furled sail.
When the cloud curtain rosg, it diplayed the shore haf amileto leeward. The rocks of the corniche

were dulled by the horizon's shadow, but sunlight till lit the jungle canopy and the rare bright flowers
there.

Hae muttered athankful curse. He dipped aloop of rope over thetiller preparatory to shaking out
enough sall to tack clear of the dliffs.

It was asif neither storm nor sea hag had ever existed. Dennis was suddenly sure that he wasawraithin
atimethat had never existed: that hisfather would sall off into afuture of fish and—

Water began to surge at the shoreline.

Firgt arumble, then adouble spout that threw mist high into rainbow diffraction. The breeze that had
followed the storm now failed, but the boat began to pitch with the violence of the searoaring in the near
distance.

Ropes of glowing rock lifted high enough above the sea that the steam of creation no longer hid the
angry glare. Thelavawasfiercely orange a the moment it gppeared, black theingtant it cooled below
liquescence. Asthe double headlands rose into afirm barrier againgt the might of any storm, their
Sea-washed roots took on the same dull red as the corniche from which they now extended.

A vagrant puff of air blew from theland. It felt hot and smelled of sulphur. Fish floated belly-up on the
surface of the sea. Dennis father held a shroud reeved through the three-fall block at the masthead, ready
to raise the sail; but he hadn't moved since the shore began to boil into a harbor.

For amoment it looked as though steam and mineral-rich vapors were growing thicker over the south
headland. Something like a vortex reached out of the clouded land, climbing higher—

And exploding into brilliant crystalline radiance as it rose into the plane of the sunset. Emath Palace was
growing while Hae and his unseen son watched and wondered and thought about the bargain which the
seahag had sedled in crystd.



For amoment, the light on the sprouting towers was as dazzling as the heart of aruby. Then thelight
faded; the world faded; and Dennis stood in adim, musty room, looking at Chester and shivering.

Dennis started to speak and found he had to cough to clear histhroat of dust from the velvet. "Did it
redlly happen?' he asked quietly.

When Dennis entered the wizard's chamber, held thought he was aman whose father treated him like a
boy. Now that he'd seen what it might mean to be a man, he was no longer sure what he was.

But he knew what he would try to be.

"The device shows only what has happened, Dennis," Chester said, waggling atentacle over the machine
that was again cold and dark. "It showsthat or nothing.”

"Then—" Dennis mind struggled out of the memoriesthat enmeshed it like tendrils of brown and purple
hair gaping into red terror.

"Then," herepeated firmly, "did | have an elder brother who was traded for the kingship?'
"I do not know if you had an elder brother.”

Dennis grimaced toward the doorway, steding himsdlf for what he must do next. He had to demand an
explanation from his mother, despite the tears and waves of guilt with which shewould flood him.

"But," thelittle robot volunteered unexpectedly, "you became my magter at your birth, Dennis; and that
was ayear to the day from when the sea hag bargained with your father, as we saw.”

Dennisfound that his hands were stiff because hed been clenching them since... he wasn't sure how long
he'd been doing that, trying to control hisemotions by keeping atight grip on al hismuscles. He stretched
deliberately, knowing that he couldn't relax but he could keep histension from hurting him.

"Chedter," he said, "you showed me how my father became king. Can you show me what happened
wh-wh-when his son grew to ayear old?"

"I will show you, Dennis," said the robot, his tentacles waking the pedestal to colored life again. Their
motion paused.

"Dennis," he said, "the man who does not resent hisfate hasagood life."

"l..." said Dennis. "Please show me how Hale met hisbargain, friend.”

"1 will show you, Dennis"

There were rooms beyond this onein the wizard's suite—a bedchamber; surely alibrary; and whatever
else only gods or devils knew, and Dennis had no desire to learn. The youth rubbed his pamstogether to
work off nervousness without clenching them again.

The room faded into asky asthick as velvet and aimost as black.

Denniswas on/in/over avessdl again on astormy sea, but thistime the boat was even smdler thanThe



Partners . It was an open net-tending skiff like the one—perhaps the very one—in which Hae had
rowed to sea these three weeks padt.

Hale sat on the midships thwart, resting his oars on the gunwales and |ooking toward the horizon with a
face asgrim asthe encircling storm.

Hale was not yet the man Dennis remembered as hisfather, but neither was he quite the fisherman
standing transfixed by horror on the deck of The Partners . Instead of homespun linen, Haleworeaslk
tunic next to his body and covered that with blue-black wool from the Idands of Hispdia.

Around Hal€'s neck was atriple chain of heavy gold. Though the chain'slower curve was hidden
beneath the garments, Dennis knew that the roya sed of Emath hung there asit dways did when his
father was awake.

Hale's face was fleshier than it had been when he was a fisherman, but emotions pulled it into arictus
amost asinhuman asthe visage of the little creature next door in abubble of glass.

The storm was abruta thing, as savage as any tempest that lashed the seas of Hell; but Halerodein the
eye of it, where the sky shone green and grim and the legping water was disorienting but not dangerous.

No vessd could have survived thewal of wind and lightning which encircled the boat. Even the grestest
of the trading ships which anchored in Emath Harbor during Dennis present would have been torn to bits
by the ravaging weather. Hale was alone except for hisboat, his son'swraith, and the gelatinous shape of
the sea hag, rising from the deep asthe sea dtilled.

The human head broke the cam surface, smiling and making enticing gestures with thearmsthat lay in
the circle of hair. Hale stared at the cresture fiercely without speaking.

The seahag's red mouth gaped open. The arms deformed into barbels at either corner of thejaw. The
gmile smeared itsdlf unrecognizably into scaly horror.

"Welcome, King Hale," said the seahag. Dennis could hear the amusement in the booming voice. "Have
you brought me the price of our bargain two years past?’

When the creature spoke, the air stank of fish and degath.

"Make me another bargain,” Hae blurted. His hands clenched together, releasing the oars. The blades
dipped only an inch or two into the sea, where they rested on something beneath the surface. "I'll give

you anything you want. Anything!"

"You'rearich man, King Hae," chuckled the seahag. "Y ou have everything that trade and power can
bring aman... and everything you have isathing that | have given you—except one. Pay methe price of
our bargain, King Hae."

"Takemy life, damn you!" shouted Dennis father as he lurched upright in the boat. "Take me!”

"The storm had your life two years past, fisherman,” said the creature. "As| saved you then, so | will
have our bargain now. Bring meyour firstborn."

"Oh god," said Hale as he sank back onto the thwart. It was prayer or curse or adespairing g aculation,
and perhaps dl three at once in hisvoice. Though he sat down heavily, the boat barely shuddered.



"What would you have, King Hae?' said the seahag in avoice that rumbled like the bellies of the
dragons—but much louder.

"He'sn..." Haletried to say between the net of fingers with which he covered hisface. By an effort of
will, hejerked his hands down and looked at the monster which taunted him. Tears were dripping down
his weathered cheeks.

Dennisreached out to put hisarm around hisfather's shoulders. He touched nothing, because he had no
body inthisplace.

"l can't let you have Dennis" Hale said smply. "When hismother holds him, she looks... lookslike an
angd, seahag. Are you woman enough to understand that? Take me. | can't give you my son.”

No one could doubt the quiet determination behind the words. Hal€'s tears continued to stream down
hisface. He didn't bother to brush them away.

Dennistried again to clasp him. If held had eyes, Denniswould have been crying aso.

The seahag laughed. ™Y ou think you love your son because heis till aninfant,” the cresture said. " Shall
| giveyou until hisfourth birthday, King Hae? Would you find that merciful ?'

Its laughter boomed and stank around the boat as Hale gaped at the creature's shuddering maw.
"Do you mean that?" he pleaded.

"l will keep my bargain, Hale," said the seahag. Its mouth closed so that the woman-face smiled
momentarily once again.

The sea hag seemed to be sinking. Hale relaxed, and Dennis looked out over the sea to note the storm
breaking as the magica image of an earlier ssorm had broken minutes before.

But before the creature disappeared, it chuckled again and added, "I will keep my bargain, Hale. And
you will keep your bargain too. In good time..."

And asthe sea hag finally disappeared, the velvet drapes and the darkened palace closed Dennisin the
embrace of redlity.

Dennisflexed hisarms, then offered asmile to his companion. "It's hard to do that," he said. "Hard
to—to be there and not be able to, to redlly be there.”

"Shdl we go then, Dennis?' Chester replied, shifting his body doorward on the four of hislimbsthat now
supported him.

"No, |I—" He stopped and put on acalm expression, asif the robot's featurel ess case had eyeswhich a
man could catch and hold. "Chester, will the machine show the future?”

"It will not show the future, Dennis," Chester said. Then, tartly, he added, " Fate does not look
forward—and its blows do not fal wrongfully.”

Dennis hugged his shouldersto remind himsef that he had abody now... and to make sure that memory



was fresh in afew moments, when he re-entered the past through magic.
"] want to see what happened next," he said. "When... wh-when | wasfour yearsold."

Chester's tentacles did not move on the pedestal at once. He twisted to face the door asif he heard
someone coming.

"Parol!" Dennis shouted, resting his knuckles on his hips so that he stood arms akimbo. "Areyou
there?'

"Heisnot hereyet, Dennis," Chester said, easing back on hislimbs at his master's unexpected reaction
to hishint.

"It doesn't matter where heis,” Dennissaid. "1 want to know what happened on my fourth birthday—if
thiswon't tell me what's going to happen on my sixteenth.”

"Thefoal buildsafire and burns himsdf onit, Dennis."

"Chegter, | am your master!" Dennis said, letting fear and uncertainty come out in hisvoice asanger. "'l
have the right to order you to do thisthing!"

The little robot must have made alowances for the emotions that ruled Dennis at this moment. Instead of
the slent insolence that Dennis expected even as the words left his mouth, Chester said, "1 will do this
thing, Dennis..."

Histentacles played on the controls, three of them touching the surface of what seemed metd until it
lighted initsinterior and the fourth poised, waiting for some stimulusthat did not come before Dennis
again sank into adream of storm and darkness.

Hal€'sface was ayounger version of the one Dennis had seen the evening before, ruddy with good
living—and frightened gray beneath that patina of success. He was daubing at his pams as he waited
within the circuit of the protective storm.

Hae's hands had grown soft and held lost his callusesin the three years since his son'simage had
watched him. The oar-looms had raised blisters and then torn them open asthe king—no longer a
fisherman—stroked hisway out of Emath Harbor.

To bargain with the creature who had given that harbor to him—for aprice.

When the sea hag rose, its mouth was aready open. Water streamed back through hidden gills. There
was no hint of humanity in the creature, and little enough of hope.

The fishing boat didn't pitch, because the sea hag's mass already gripped itskedl and held it steady; but
water thrown by the creature's upward rush dapped the wooden sides and filled the air with mist.

Halevery deliberately reached over the gunwales and skimmed his hands through the water, cleaning his
bligersin its sdty bitterness. "I have come, seahag,” he said formaly.

"Y ou have come done, little man-thing,” said the sea hag.

A lightning bolt woveitsinstant snuosities across the storm whedl. The blade of blue-white light threw



the boat into harsh relief and momentarily illuminated the monster beneeth the water's gray surface.
Dennis, looking down from standing height, saw not one mouth but a score of mouths gaping and grinning
from a globe even huger than his nightmares.

The sea hag was nothing that had been born on aworld that bore men.

The thunderclap pounded the ship and Dennis father. The shattering cascade of sound provided the
scream that Dennis had no mouth to uiter.

Hewas not present in this past; hisbody could not be harmed here. But memory of the blue-lit seahag
would never leave hisdreams...

"l have not brought my Dennis" said Hale, forcing the truth as he knew it out in avoice that threatened
to bresk.

"Goodlady—" Hae hadn't looked down into the water as his son did when thelightning illuminated it.
No one who'd seen the sea hag's full redlity could have used the polite human greeting, even now when
the beautiful woman-face smiled out of the waves again.

"—1 beg you, ask for something else. Anything | can give you. My—my ships, they bring cargoes from
every port the sea bounds.”

"Sdt water ismy kingdom," rumbled the creature inits great stinking voice. "Every shore the seabounds
ismineto travel more swiftly than you or your ships can dream, King Hale."

"Caravansfrom the interior bring me jewe s and wondersthat the seas have never known!" Hale said
with desperate brightness. "Things from ancient times, marvelous things. Ask mefor anything, goodlady,

anything!"

He was rubbing his hands unconscioudy. They jerked apart every time pain brought the open blistersto
his attention—and then began washing one another again, because nothing in Haesimmediate physica
redity could Stay in hismind very long.

"Nothing..." said the sea hag—though Dennis thought there was for the first time a hestation in the voice
that had been all arrogant certainty before.

"Nothing, King Hde—" the hesitation was gone "—»buit the price of our bargain, your firstborn. Bring me
the price agreed!™

"G-g-g—" Hale stuttered into the cavern of blood-rich tissues and bone. He covered hiseyeswith his
hands. "Goodlady, | beg you—adeday, please. Not my son. Not now."

The sea hag's booming laughter shook the vessel dmost as the thunder had done moments before. "Ah,
shal | show you mercy again, King Hae?Isthat what you think?"

"Pleas

"Then | will give you twelve years more with your son," said the creature, "'to see how much lessyou
love him after you know him thelonger. But Hale...?"

"Please. Pleae”



"I will have the price of my bargain the next time we meet. Depend oniit."

Asthe creature sank, afurther bolt of lightning raked the sky, making Hales hair sand out and
reopening to view depths that should have remained hidden.

The dght and echoing thunder left Dennis shivering when the velvet room closed in around him and he
had abody again.

Dennis skin was hot and his head buzzed. He felt as though he were about to faint, so he squatted down
on the cold crystal floor and put his head between hisknees.

Chester looped alimb over his master's shoulders and hugged gently.

"What can | do, Chester?' Dennis whispered. He didn't open his eyes, but his hand reached out to
embrace Chester's smooth carapace. "I'll haveto go t-to it."

"Y our father will not give you up, Dennis," said the robot.

Dennisroseto hisfeet, bracing his hand on Chester's body and partly supported by another of the
robot's tentacles. The moment of real collapse had passed, but he didn't trust the strength of his knees
just yet.

"He hasto give me up, Chester," he said quietly. "Everything we have—everything we are—comes from
the seahag. If shetakes back... Emath, the harbor, the paace... there's nothing. Everyone here will
starve. And we're responsible for them b-because were the rulers.”

He squeezed hislipstightly together to keep them from quivering. His eyeslooked unblinkingly at his
companion, but he could not prevent the tears from dribbling down because of what he had seen—and
was sure he must gotojoin.

"Now | know why Dad wouldn't let me go out in the boats," Dennis said. "He beat me when | snesked
aboard one of the big trading shipswhen | waslittle.”

"The man who spoils his son, spoils himself," commented the robot.

"But that didn't matter!" Dennis shouted in sudden anger at the memory. "He can't save mefrom the sea
hag because he can't save Emath!”

"Paral ishere, Dennis" said Chester without any sign of emotion in the words.

CHAPTER 7



A man-sized cloud of light, mauve and blue and angry orange, danced through the opening in the
velvet-shrouded room. " Prepare to meet your doom, interlopers!” it cried.

The cloud's voice was understandable but not right. Its words were speeded up atrifle beyond human
gpeech, turning them into bird-like chirps.

Under norma circumstances the situation would have been artling—even fearful, despite the way the
threat was twittered instead of being boomed. But the doom Dennis had seen in the lightning-lit depths of
the sea had wrung him too thoroughly for anything with the gpprentice magician behind it to arouse fear.

"Parol!" he shouted, hands braced on his hips again. "What do you mean talking to your prince that
way?'

The vaguely-humanoid cloud quivered, turning adull gray with only ahint of color. Thenit shrank inon
itsdlf like a pricked bladder, drooling momentarily aong the crystal floor beforeit vanished completely.
Paral, his mouth open in surprise, sood in the doorway .

"W-what are you doing here?' blurted the apprentice wizard.

Parol had black hair, a pasty complexion, and eyes of different colors—blue-green on the left, muddy
brown on theright. He was dmost astal as Dennis, but the shapel ess black robe he invariably wore
made his soft body blur into the background while hisface hung in the air like the full moon at dusk.

All the Wizard Serdic's apprentices had the look and personality of creatures that entered Emath hidden
in baskets of junglefruit or dredged from the deep sea. Parol was no better than his
predecessors—perhaps even alittle dimier, atrifle more weakly vicious, than the others whom Dennis
had been old enough to remember as persons.

Recallection of how frightened he had been of Serdic added cruel pleasure to confronting the dead
wizard'sflunky thisway. "How dare you question me? Get down on your knees, you little toad!"

"L uck leavesthe harsh man because of his brutality!" Chester said sharply.

Dennis, keyed up from the present confrontation on top of days of strain, whirled with his hand lifting to
dap. His mouth dropped open in horror when his mind realized what his body was doing. "Oh," he said.
"Oh Chester."

Parol had dropped to his knees at the haughty order. He was bowing his forehead to the crystal floor.
"Pardon me, Prince," he babbled. "Oh, pardon my surprise, only my surprise—never disrespect to you,
most noble prince.”

Dennisfet awful. HEd invaded Parol's privacy—sneaked in, knowing the owner was gone and hoping
to leave before Parol returned. And then, because he was caught... and frightened; and disturbed...
Dennis had covered hiswrongdoing with the sort of angry arrogance that bothered him so much when he
saw hisfather do the samething.

Worgt of dl, Parol was fawningly willing to accept that awful behavior.

"Ah, Wizard Paral...?' Dennissaid.

"Pardon, Prince," mumbled the other man—the other youth; he was afew years older than Dennis, but



the only sign of color on hisface were acne pocks. He was speaking to the floor.
"For pity's sake, get up,” Dennissaid.

He was disgusted with his own behavior amoment before, but Parol's behavior would have been
disgusting at any time. The last thing Dennis wanted to do wasto | et hisfedings about the pasty
gpprentice explode into fresh anger again—nbut if Paral didn't stop acting like awhining worm, it would
be very hard not to treat him as one.

Parol didn't react for amoment, but his eyes scanned the reflection of Dennis facein the crystd. He
cautioudy lifted himsdlf, pausing for amoment on al fours while he watched the prince directly—l ooking
like adog ready to scuttle backward from a stranger who may kick.

"Wizard Parol,” Dennis repeated formally asthe apprentice at last ood like aman again. "l want to
apologizefor troubling you thisway. Chester and | had some business here that didn't affect you, but we
should have told you we were coming as, as a courtesy.”

"Oh, your highness needn't speak to me," Parol said, bobbing his head. Either it was just the way hewas
gtanding or hisleft shoulder was higher than the right one. "Only—"

Parol had a disconcerting way of holding his head so that Dennis could see only one of hiseyesat a
time; now it was the brown orb, and both anger and fear glinted on its muddy surface "—some of the, ah,
the devices... can be dangerous. But perhaps—"

Parol's head snapped around like that of abird. ™Y our highness of course studied at length with
th-th-th..."

Hisface logt everything but aglaze of stark terror. "My predecessor taught you, your highness" Parol
continued with his eyes both focused on an empty upper corner of the draperies. "No doubt he taught
your highness the proper use of hisdevices?"

"We're herefor our own reasons,” said Dennis curtly. "Not wizard reasons.”

He had to spit the words out harshly to convince himsdf that what he was saying wastrue... asit was
amost true, if you viewed what he and Chester had done in the right way. They weren't wizards, so they
couldn't have wizard reasons—

Except when they were using magic to watch the past.

"Yes, yes, of course, your highness" said Parol, hisvoice asfase asthe hatred in his hidden, winking
glanceswasred. But—

Parol was something that could have been found under arock; but thiswas his rock, and he had aright
to be angry when somebody moved it and prodded at him needlesdly.

Parol was moving backward, into the room of glass-cased exhibits. Dennis thought the gpprentice was
trying to speed their departure—and there may have been something in that, but there was aring of truth
in Parol's voice as he explained, "Whatever your highness wishes, of course, but—I don't spend much
time here mysdlf. |, my deeping room isthrough there and the, the library, but this—these devices. |
don't—"



He stopped and looked Dennis directly in the eyesfor the first time since held confronted the intruders.
"There are dangersin these devices," Parol said, speaking as closely to blunt honesty asit wasin his
character to manage.

Hewinced away into hisnormd cringing dyness. "Even for those of uswho've been carefully trainedin
their use," he added, the implied lie an obvious one.

"Yes, wdl," said Dennis. "Well, | won't trouble you further, Parol. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

He stepped forward, brushing back the velvet hangings—glad to be back in the norma diffracted
brightness of daytime in the palace, but shocked again by the creatures displayed in glass bubbles.

Dennis skin crawled, feeling the pressure of hundreds—thousands—aof dead eyesglaring a him.
Chedter laid atentacle on Dennis hip bone, afirm, familiar pressure to remind him that even here he had
afriend.

Asthey strode past the gpprentice wizard, Dennis controlled the impulse to twitch his shirt closeto his
body lest its hem touch the fabric of Parol's robe.

"Ah, your highness?' Parol said from behind the two companions as they reached the anteroom.
Dennisturned hishead. "Y es?'

"If your highnesswouldn't mind perhapstelling me what it was that he visited these chambersfor,” Parol
sad with aswvarmy smile, "then perhgps| could hel—"

The apprenticeéswords trailed off. He scuttled back out of sight, looking asfearful as he had when he
tried to speak Serdic's name.

Dennisdidn't understand the reaction until he caught sight of his own facein the reflector of the lamp
beside him in the anteroom. Parol couldn't know that Dennis expression came not from being asked an
impertinent question but rather from being reminded of the seahag.

And her bargain.

Chester siwung open the black pearl door. The draft of air drawn from the rotundawas as enticing as
summer flowers after peculiar miasmaof the wizard's suite.

"Ah, Chester?' the youth said when they had climbed stairs to the second floor and were no longer in
sght of even the black door. "Thelittle—furry anima in a case back there?”

"Thetarder, Dennis?'

Dennis shrugged. "If that'swhat it's called. When | looked back, | thought—" He sucked in hislipsand
chewed on them for amoment. "I thought | saw its head turn.”

Chegter said nothing.
"But | guessthat's crazy.”

They sirode down the disused hallway together. The whicker of the youth's trouser legs brushing



together merged with the swish-click! of the robot's limbs on the crystd.

"Parol does not wish you well, Dennis," said Chester unexpectedly. "It would be wisefor you to watch
yoursdf with him."

Dennis shuddered despite himsdlf. "But it isn't going to matter very long, isit?" he said bitterly. "Not after
tomorrow, when I'm sixteen and my father hasto keep hisbargain.”

He spoke quietly, but for minutes afterward he could hear his words echo in the emptiness of his mind.

CHAPTER S8

The notes of a Pan pipe rosein utter purity from one of the palace courtyards. Air trembled in each
wax-stopped tube of the set, achieving aresonance and precision of harmony possible only to genius
with an open-ended flute.

Pan pipes were alittle too sweet and insstent for Dennis taste; but the servants liked them, and
somebody was aways ready to play in the evening after chores were done, while afew danced and
otherslistened and relaxed.

In the evening. But—

"Chegter, how long were we in Parol's quarters?' Dennis demanded. Because of the shrouded gloom of
the chamber holding the machines, he hadn't noticed earlier that the light shifting through the crystal palace
wasn't the bright noon he expected but rather twilight.

"Seven hours, forty-nine minutes and ahaf, Dennis," said the little robot.

"But—" Dennissaid.

WEéll, of coursethey'd spent that long. Thelight said it was evening; the servants music said it was
evening; and Dennis musclesdl ached with the effort of holding him upright for eight hours without a
break. So the question was—

"Where did the time go, Chester? Wasit atrap of, of one of the wizards—to hold us there?"

"It was not atrap, Dennis. Y ou wished to see certain things, and to show you those things required time.
Thetimeto see them, and the longer time to journey to where they were to be seen.”

Dennisremembered the way his companion had urged him to leave the room of the machines—and how
Dennis had masterfully ingsted on watching Hale's third meeting with the seahag. "'l didn't know that," he
sad.



"You did not ask that, Dennis," Chester said primly.

One of thewadlls of the corridor where they were pausing was atrue window, a plate of perfect clarity
with neither facets nor filamentsto diffuse the view beyond it. That view was of the open sky to seaward,

sulphurous now as the sun set with no cloudsto turn the event into a spectacular.
There would be astorm tomorrow, though. Of that, Dennis was certain.

"I would have stayed even if I'd known how—how long it wastaking,” he said. "But | thought it wasjust

afew minutes we were there."
"That iss0, Dennis," Chester agreed with the same tone of cool disapprova asbefore,

Dennis began waking again. Therobot fell in besde him.

"Chegter?" the youth asked without looking at his companion. "If | didn't ask you aquestion, and it
was—redly important that | know the answer anyway... Would you let me—hurt myself anyway

because | wastoo stupid to ask?"'

Chegter dipped atentacle into the youth's right hand, brushing the palm gently with the hair-finetip.
"Sometimesthe guide," he said in amore diffident tone than he usudly used for his pedantic

catch-phrases, "is not himself awise man.”

Dennis squeezed the tentacle. "So long ashe'safriend," he said.

CHAPTER 9

Three placeswere laid for dinner on the balcony which opened from the anteroom of the roya suite.

Liveried servants waited there in feral nervousness—for diners, for orders; for anything, evena
chewing-out, because that would be better than frightened uncertainty. Nobody knew what waswrong in

Emath Paace; but everyone knew something was wrong.

Nobody knew but King Hale; and now, his son.

The servants legped to attention when Dennis and Chester entered the suite. ™Y our highness,” said the
carver, bowing with awatery shimmer of the blue and silver flounces of her dress.

"Y our highness-ighness-ness," echoed the three placemen—bobbing like birds and dightly out of
synchronousin their haste to do the right thing.

"Will you be dining now, your highness?' asked the carver.
"Not—" Dennis began. Heredized that he hadn't eaten since the night before. He ought to fedl



starved—and probably he would, if his stomach weren't so knotted up with fear.
He wasn't afraid yet of the sea hag—because before he confronted her, he had to face hisfather.

"Not yet, thank you," he said, marveling that, though his face burned with the emotions he felt, hisvoice
remained steedy. "Ah—do you know if the King hasreturned as yet?'

The servants darted quick, side-long glances at one another. A placeman bowed and said, "Y our
highness, | believe one of the cooks did mention that King Hale had entered the suite by the back stairs.”

Dennisredized that he was till limb-in-limb with Chester. He released the tentacle and said, " Thank
you. | can't give you much direction on dinner, I'm afraid.”

Terribly afraid. And what did it matter to them that the prince clung to amechanica toy the way infants
do ablanket or afuzzy doll?

Dennis reached out as he stalked toward his parent's suite. Hisfriend's looping grip waswaiting for his
hand.

Hale's chamberlain was outside the room Dennis parents shared. ™Y our highness," he said, bowing.

The door was crystal with thelook of water in the depths of the sea, dense and an indigo blue scarcely
removed from black. It was as solid asthe wals around it, but Dennis could till hear the angry shouting
from within—Hal€'s deep, booming drumbeats punctuated by Selda's shrill indgstence.

The chamberlain stepped aside, looking off down the corridor asif obliviousto the sounds. Dennis
opened the door, held it for Chester, and closed it behind him on the sudden stillnesswith which his
parents greeted his entry.

"Father, Mother," he said, bowing formaly. "I need to talk to you about tomorrow."

Selda's face was il contorted with the angry words sheld been ready to hurl at her husband. She
remained poised for amoment, Staring at her son and his companion. Then she collgpsed into achair
carved ddicately from asingle giant fishbone and began to cry with her hands over her face.

Selda was a plump woman but on those rare occasions when Dennis could think of his mother asa
human being instead of afixturein hislife, he could see that she was good-looking.

When Denniswas very young, Selda's hair had been a sandy, pleasant red; for the past while, however,
her locks had a harsh vibrancy that nature had intended only for the preparation of crushed leaves that
she used to dye it. She wore increasingly more make-up aswell. Now it was running from benesth her
fingersin streaks of black and scarlet and bleached-flour white.

"Mom," Dennissaid, striding to her. Hefelt her shoulders quake benesth his hands as she cried.

"l don't have anything to talk to you about,” Hale grunted as reached to alacquered sdeboard. "Neither
of you!"

The cabinet stuck. Hale's great shoulder muscles bunched and jerked the brass latchplate out in a
shower of splinters.



The sideboard held an assortment of liquors. Hale took out a square green bottle like the ones Ramos
had been guzzling down. He unstoppered it by pinching the end of the cork with hisfingernails.

"I've seen the seahag,” Dennis said. "Tomorrow I'll go to her as agreed.”
Hale shifted his hand on the bottle, gripping it by the neck.
"What does he mean, Hale?' Sddaasked, looking up fearfully like astartled nestling.

Ha e smashed the bottle against the edge of the sdeboard. Lustrously veneered wood shattered instead
of thethick glass.

Hale swung the bottle at the wall. Fortified wine streamed from the spout as his arm moved, exploding in
bubbles and aroma among the fragments of glass.

He turned to his son. The bottle had broken just below the neck. It winked from the clenched fit like a
lamphrey’'s mouth of jagged, trand ucent teeth—a fisherman's weapon in amadman's hand.

"Y ou will not do that thing," Hale said in avoice of absolute certainty.
For amoment, Dennis thought his father was about to kill him. It wasjust athought, afact, like the
westher or the hour of the day. If Halekilled him, then Denniswouldn't haveto seein life the cresture

whose lightning-lit image had been terror to watch...

"H-hde?' Sddasaid. She got up shakily and faced her husband, standing between thetwo menin the
room. " Put that down. Please put that down."

Hale brushed her aside with hisleft arm—not ablow, but forceful enough to have pushed the woman out
of theway no matter how willing she was to have ressted. Selda caught hersalf on the chair back, then
didwithit to the floor and her sobbing.

Hale threw down the bottleneck. It broke further and skittered in adozen directions. He stared at
Dennis, Dennismet hisfather's eyes.

"Y ou don't think you're aboy any more, isthat it?' Hae said softly. "Well, maybe you're not... But
you're still my son, laddy. And | say you'll not do this—d'ye hear?"

Dennisfdt his expresson tremble. He could face anger, now that he knew what the anger hid; but his
father had undermined his composure by treating him for the first time as an adult. "Father, if | don't

go—"
Ha e shook his shaggy head. "It doesn't matter to you. It's my bargain, and my decison.”
"B

"It'smy decison!”

Dennis spun to the door and jerked it open. It took al hisremaining strength of will to plungeinto the
anteroom again before his own tears joined those of his mother.

Thistime, the cause was more complex than anger and frustration, though; and he haf thought he heard



hisfather start to cry aso asthe thick pand dammed shuit.

CHAPTER 10

"I dways used to like the night, Chester," Dennis said as he watched the sea surge and glow.
"Remember? Wed lie out here and wonder which star men redly came from?”

His back was supported by one of the smooth-contoured crenelations that decorated thisroofline. The
crystd was dightly chilly—it remained cool even in the direct glare of the summer sun.

The metd of the robot's case was warm and reassuring as Dennis reached out to his companion.

"Well, | dill likeit," the youth admitted aoud. "It'sjust that | haven't been having agood time at nights
recently. [—"

He paused and looked at Chester, adull blur againgt the vague light retained by the structure of the
paace. "l don't know what to do, Chester. My father's been agood ruler, aredly great one, even if
he..."

It was hard for a boy who's been raised a prince to find that he is both a man—and afisherman’s son.
Though aprince aswell, of course.

And Denniswas still aboy, too, unless he was careful about the way he reacted to danger and
frudtration.

"If you listen to the judgment of your heart,” the robot said with the pompous weight of wisdom in his
voice, "you will degp untroubled.”

Asafriend in the darkness, Chester added, "What isit that you would do, Dennis?!

"I'd go out to the seahag,” Dennis said smply. Stated that way, he could forget al the doubts and
terrorsthat the decision implied. "But | can't go againgt Dad.”

"Do not leave afool to rule the people,” Chester said; but that was the program talking and not the friend
Dennis had made over sixteen years together.

Haewasheing foolishinthis.
"...al will be yoursto command..." the sea hag had bargained as Hale stood on the deck of The

Partners . Knowing that, Dennis couldn't be sure how much of the way he obeyed hisfather was aresult
of the seahag'smagic...



Chester would ask what Denniswanted to do if he couldn't do the right thing—and even in his princely
willingnessto be sacrificed, Dennisfet an underlying joy that he didn't have to hurl himsdlf into that
waiting, stinking maw. But if he couldn't do that—

"Chedter, | can't stay in Emath,” Dennis said in sudden resolution. "My father never told me not to go out
into thejungle. I'll do that tonight. I'll find—some other placeto live.”

He couldn't live in Emath and watch it be destroyed because of something he hadn't done, something his
father wouldn't permit him to do. Perhapsif he lft, the sea hag would spare the village.

And perhaps one of the jungl€e's hidden monsters would gobble Dennis down; and then he could stop
worrying about what he ought to do.

"Oh—" Dennis said. Death was something he knew only from books, where it seemed noble and heroic.
Being alonewas afear of amuch more serious order.

"C-chegter, would you go with meif | leave Emath?' he asked.

A tentaclelooped his shoulders and tickled the back of hisleft ear. "1 will go with you wherever you
wish, Master Dennis," the robot said softly.

Dennis jumped to hisfeet, peaking quickly so that emaotion wouldn't choke him. "Right," he said, "grest.
I'll need food—I'll get some bread and sausages from the cooks."

Hefrowned. "That's the sort of food people take when they go out in thejungle, isn't it, Chester?”'

Everything Dennis knew about the jungle was from books or the little he saw across the dragon-guarded
perimeter. No human beings | eft the village for the lowering back-country. Occasiondly, men straggled in
wearing rags and alook of fear, but they weren't the sort who got invited to the palace. All theinland
trade was in the scaly hands of the lizardmen.

"People might well take bread and sausage when they went out into the jungle, Dennis;" the robot said.
Dennis couldn't be sure from the tone whether Chester was agreeing with, warning—or gently mocking
his human companion.

"Right, well," the youth said, deciding to take the words at face vaue. "And I'll take afishing linetoo, so
that we can catch our own food. Ah—"

Helooked down at Chester. Dennis first enthusiastic movement had left him still on the roof, poised by
the casement of the window opening to his persond suite. "Ah, theréswater in the jungle, isn't there?|
mean, pools and streams?”

It struck him suddenly that Chester might be asignorant of this business as Denniswas himself. After dl,
thelittle robot had been brought to Emath by seaand hadn't |eft the perimeter since.

"There are pools and streamsin the jungle, Dennis," said Chester, calming that momentary fear. "And
thereisasoran.”

"Sure, but I'm not going to walk around with my mouth turned up,” the youth said while hismind
concentrated on things he thought were more important.



He pursed hislips, squeezed the cool crysta of the transom with both hands, and added, "And I'll need
asword. Chegter, I'm going to take the Founder's Sword from histomb."

He waited for Chester to respond. Nothing happened. Dennislooked down at his side and found the
little robot waiting as motionless ashewas silent.

"Do you think I should do that?' Dennis prodded.

"It isnot mineto think or not think about what you should do, Dennis" Chester said, ascloseto alieas
the youth had ever heard from his mouthless companion; but when Chester continued, "It may be that |
can open the vault without your taking your father's keys," Dennis knew that hed been answered after
al.

"Right," said Dennis buoyantly, hopping into his suite without touching the waist-high transom. "First the
fishing line and the food, then the sword—and then the jungle.”

And escape forever from the sea hag, relief whispered in his mind; but he wasn't proud enough of the
thought to speak it aloud.

CHAPTER 11

The burlap shopping bag brushed Dennis pants leg awkwardly as he waked. The bag's Sde-pands
were embroidered with the Sedl of Emath in blue yarn—alegping fish with awoman's face, too crude to
have festures even in better light than that of the village streets at night.

The Sed of Emath was the sea hag—in the fase, conventiona style that fishermen joked about the
cresture. Now Dennis understood why.

Dennis hadn't redlly thought about how he was going to carry the food until he got to the kitchen. The
rope-handled shopping bag seemed the best alternative there.

Hed collected bread and three different kinds of sausage—summer sausage, liverwurst, and ahard,
spicy pepperoni—because he wasn't sure which was proper. Anyway, it was difficult to makelittle
choices now that his mind wasfilled with the large one, the decision to leave home forever.

Dennis had dso collected the wide-eyed concern of al the kitchen staff, but they'd helped him anyway.
An undercook had even curtsied and offered him an gpple brought from the far north... which Dennis
took to avoid embarrassing her.

He began to crunch it quickly as soon as heleft the palace. An applejust didn't seem the thing to carry
aong on adangeroustrek into the jungle.



Denniswas pretty sure that none of the staff would dip off to tell the king what his son wasdoing. The
way Hae was acting now, the servants were afraid to see him even when they were required to do so.

Dennistossed the apple core into the gutter.

"The man who uses his provisonswisdly, Dennis,” said Chester in atone of cool disgpprovd, "will never
want."

"l didn't ask her for an apple,”" Dennis snapped back.
Then hesaid, "1 fed foolish walking about with a shopping bag, Chester. I'm sorry.”

A group of children were playing around a pool of lantern light in the street, watched by an old womanin
amob cap. "Good evening, your highness!" the woman caled, trembling back and forth on her rocking

chair as shewaved ahand in greeting. "A fine evening to you!"

"Good evening, lady,” Dennisresponded in acheerful voice, waving his own free hand ashe and
Chester passed. The children stared, whispering among themselvesin voicesthat occasionaly rose with

high-pitched awe.

"I don't know who sheis, Chegter," Dennis muttered to his companion as darkness covered them again.
"| didn't think anybody could recognize mein the dark anyway."

He looked down at the clothing held chosen: acloak, aplain cotton tunic, and drab blue trousers.

Of course, the bag did have theroyal sed onit. And—

"It may bethat | can be recognized though you are not, Dennis," said Chester, putting wordsto the
thought that had just struck the youth.

Will, it wouldn't matter in thejungle.

They'd had to tramp amost al the way around the harbor, since the Tomb of the Founder was on the
landspit opposite the paace. Even now, Dennis wasn't willing to disobey hisfather by crossing the harbor
the easy way—on one of the many water taxis available at the piers.

Waan't willing, or wasn't able because of the seahag's magic.

Most of the bars and entertainment areas for seamen were concentrated near the end of the harbor, but
one brightly-lit establishment was doing a cheerful business next to the wall separating the village from the

graves and solemnities of the cemetery.

A woman sat on therail of the third-floor roof with her back to the street, singing to an invisible audience

and accompanying herself on aone-string lute. As Dennis passed the tavern, the singer paused,
stretched, and looked down at him. Her eyes gleamed as her jeweled combsin the light of the sconces at
the tavern's entrance; her breasts were deeper shadows within the pink froth of the chemise shewore,

The singer smiled down. Dennis blushed and walked away quickly.

"He who knows how to hold hisheart,” murmured Chester, "knows the most important thing of al.”



"Just leavethat, dl right?' Dennissaid.
For awonder, Chester said nothing more on the subject.

The cemetery was closed from the remainder of the landspit by afence and gate. Five years before,
Hale had replaced the wooden palings of Dennis youth with wrought iron. Sections of the fence were
aready skewed at dight angles from one another, but the gilt spikes on top glittered bravely inthe
arlight.

The gate was open. Emath was crowded, but there was no need to lock squatters out of the graveyard.
King Hale'slaw forbade anyone degping within the fenced ares; and King Hal€'s protector, hidden in the
deep sea, supported the law with her own powers.

A high swell rumbled againgt the land, silhouetting the tombs againgt a phosphorescent mist. The
Founder's Tomb stood out in rough-hewn majesty from the lesser monuments. It had been easy to
imagine that this pile of red rock wasthe crestion of the earliest men on Earth, far removed from the
crystd refinement of Emath Palace.

| built it, Ramos had said, and your father beside me.

One of the dragons coughed a chalenge to the jungle; the sea dapped awave againgt the headland again
in response.

"Let'sgoin, Chester,” Dennissaid quietly. "And leave.”

Serdic's black marble mausoleum lay beside the path to the old rock tomb. Dennis kept atight hold on
his emotions as he sirode past the entrance, but the tomb didn't give him the thrill of fear that held
expected—that held felt in the wizard's suite of the palace.

None of what was frightening about the Wizard Serdic lay here.

The door of the Founder's Tomb was wooden. Sdt air had shrunk the wood and bleached it gray, so
that it shone like a patch of the skyglow as Dennis gpproached. The straps, hinges and latchplate were
rusted the same color asthe rock, and the black keyhole wasthe size of the last joint of Dennis thumb.

Thetip of one of Chester's tentacles dipped into the blackness like abeam of starlight. The wards
quivered and clicked under the robot's hair-fine manipulation.

The door swung outward against the protest of its hinges. Chester disengaged histentacle.

When Dennistried to open the door afew inches further, he found he had to put his shouldersinto the
effort of overcoming thefriction of rust in the hinge pivots. Therobot's ddlicacy and smdl sze could give
afaseimpresson of the strength avallablein hisslvery limbs.

The only light within was what came through the open door, and there was so little of it that Dennis
couldn't see his own shadow.

"I should have brought alamp,” he muttered.

He remembered that the interior was aimost filled by alimestone sarcophagus and that the sword lay
acrossthe chest of thereclining figure of the Founder on the stone lid; but he would haveto fed his



way—

The darknessrustled. Dennis heart jumped as hisface froze. The Founder's Sword did toward him,
held point-up in its scabbard by one of Chester's tentacles.

Dennistook the great wegpon in his hands for the first time. King Hale dways carried the sword himself
through the crowds on avelvet cushion in the Founder's Day process on—from the tomb, around the arc
of Emath's perimeter, and to the gate of the palace before returning.

The youth stepped backward into the starlight and did the blade from its shegth.

It gleamed like acold gray star itsdlf.

Dennis had been trained in swordsmanship from his earliest childhood. It was part of the education of a
prince, and hisfather had skimped on nothing that would further that idedl. The blade of the Founder's
Sword was just under ayard long and heavy for its considerable length.

Denniswasn't used to asword of quite this sze—but he could handleit. His muscleswere trained, and
hisframewasfilling out daily with the growth spurt of hislate adolescence.

The sword was perfectly balanced. Despite that, the weapon had a crudeness that surprised Dennis until
he thought about it.

The Founder's Sword had been forged out of star-metal, materia ripped from the hulls of the shipsthat
brought men here to Earth. Of course the blade wouldn't have the polished correctness of swords
hammered out by modern wegponsmiths using mere stedl.

This was the weapon of ahero of abygone age. This was the wegpon that Dennis would take into the
jungle heart of the continent.

He shot the wegpon home in its scabbard with aflourish. At last he was thrilled with his decison instead
of just plodding onward, afraid to look at what he was doing.

Seeing hisfather face the sea hag had made Dennis aman. Buckling the Founder's Sword onto his belt
made him ahero—at least in hisown mind.

The guard beasts snarled again: at the night, at nothing, or a one another. Dennis vison of himsdf at the
head of a conquering host, waving his star-meta sword, shivered back down to present redlity.

"All right, Chester," he said as though the robot's dallying were dowing him down. "Let's go."
"When worry arises,”" Chester murmured, "the heart thinks death itself isarelease.”

Dennis grimaced as he picked up the bag of provisons.

"But troubles end,” the robot continued, "and degth does not end, Dennis.”

They didn't bother to close the tomb door asthey set off, Side by sde, toward the perimeter and the
dragonsguarding it.



CHAPTER 12

The newest, largest and most solidly built structures in Emath village were those pressing up againgt the
perimeter.

The Wizard Serdic had expanded the perimeter twice in Dennis memory—having creeted it the day
Emath's prince and heir was born. When housesfilled the space available to them, Serdic moved the
spell which enclosed the dragons farther into the jungle.

As Emath grew, so did the two beasts which paced the perimeter on ceaseless guard.
"Where are they now, Chester?' Dennis asked in awhisper.

"One of them is coming toward us, Dennis," the robot replied—auietly aso, but with aclarity which the
youth found disturbing. Chester's precise words seemed more likely to arouse the guard beasts interest
than a durred whisper would.

The perimeter was alocation, not a thing. Dennis and his companion stood &t the back of athree-story
gpartment block. The wallswere haf-timbered; their whitewashed plagter triangles gleamed softly inthe
garlight. Just in front of Denniswas aline of coarse grass stretching to either Sdein agentle curve
pardld with the buildings

The hundred meters between that grass and the jungle was clear. The earth there had been trampled into
dust—churned to mud in the rain—by the claws of dragons.

As Chester had warned, one of the dragons was snuffling into sght. Dennisfroze. He took his hand off
the hilt of his new sword because he was afraid he might rattle the blade in its scabbard.

The dragon walked on two legs, but there was nothing about it even remotely like aman. The creature's
body and tail formed the cross-bar of a T supported by the legs. Its head was held close to the ground,
S0 that its hips—eight feet in the air—were the highest point on the body when the dragon was walking
normaly. The legsfolded upward like complex shears, then jabbed out claws-first for each strutting,

birdlike step.

The head swung toward Dennis when the dragon was no more than twenty feet away. Its nostrilswere
st a theend of itsflat muzzle. They wrinkled with the odor of the waiting youth. The eyes, gleams of
black starlight, winked as they focused.

"Maybe we ought—" Dennis whispered to his companion as he edged toward the aley between this
building and the next.

The dragon charged.

"Chegter!" Dennis cried, flinging down his bag of provisons as he jumped between the dragon and his



friend. The dragon'slower jaw dropped. Its finger-long teeth dripped ropes of digestive dime asthe
beast bellowed—

And collided with theinvisble barrier.

Dirt sprayed. Serdic's barrier stopped nothing but the guard beasts themsealves. When the dragon's head
banged to an angry halt againgt nothing, its feet skidded in awave of the pulverized earth of the trackway.
The youth coughed and began spitting out amouthful of the dust.

The dragon ambled away, scratching the side of its head with one of the sharp-clawed grasping arms
that were normally folded dongside its chest. The cresture seemed completely to have forgotten Dennis
and his companion. The dragon's head and tail swung sideto side, balancing the torso asthelegslifted in
waking.

Chester picked up the bag of provisions. One of the sausages had spilled out. A tentacle raised it while
thetip of another flicked dust precisdly from the casing. "One does not learn the heart of abrave man,”
the robot murmured, "until hisfriend is attacked.”

"| didn't even think of my sword,” Denniswheezed. He brushed his face with his hands but |et tears and
thelids clear the dust from hiseyes. A sudden sneeze blew his nasal passages open and left him fedling
much better, though his nose began to run.

Far on the other end of the perimeter, the second dragon bellowed in raucous triumph as it pounced on
something—probably an unfortunate lizard which chose the wrong time to scuttle across the cleared
grip.

The guard beasts were intended to keep the dangers of the jungle out of Emath—the tribes of scaly
lizardfolk; rumored bands of human renegades, stalking thejungletrailsin search of loot and dways
willing to pounce on an unprotected settlement; and bogeys still more frightful because no onein Emath
hed fully imagined them.

But the dragons were restrained rather than being controlled. They would attack anything they could get
hold of, just asapit trap would catch even the man who dug it. When thefolk of Emath wanted to let
traders from the jungleinto their village, the wizard had to throw a separate barrier acrossthe perimeter
to prevent the guard beasts from rending the lizardfol k.

And no one from Emath could safdly leave the village by land ether; though that didn't matter, because
nobody wanted to do that—

Until tonight.

Dennis dipped hissword afew inches up and down in its sheath, making sure that he could draw it
eadly. If he remembered to draw it in the next crisis, anyway.

"Arethey..." Dennissad.
When Dennis paused to lick hislips, he found that they were till coated with the dirt the dragon had
kicked over him. He spat with difficulty because of hisdry mouth. "Will we be able to get across safely

now, Chester?"

"Some men trust the moment, Dennis, and it goeswell with them forever,” the robot replied.



Chester ill hed the bag of provisons. If hewaswilling to do that, it would help his master run the next
hundred yards.

"All right," Denniswhispered. "L et'sgo."

Helegped theline of grassthat had survived the feet of both humans and monsters and began sprinting
across the churned-up soil.

It was as difficult as running in shalow water. The soft dirt clung to his boots and spilled over their low
tops. He was off-baance for running anyway, twisting his body to the left to hold his new sword and
scabbard with both hands. Otherwise it would flop and trip him.

He hadn't thought of that when he took the sword.

Denniswas twenty yards out into the trackway when both the dragons sensed him. They hooted with
thunderous delight. Though they were out of Sght for the moment, hidden behind the curve of the
buildings, Dennis could fed the ground shake as the beasts lurched from ashamble to agalop.

Chester was hopping dong beside him, suiting his pace to that of the floundering youth.

Normally Chester's tentacles glided just over the ground, curving as he stepped instead of lifting the way
the jointed legs of animaswould. On this surface, the robot hopped like atoad in thick dust. The strength
of hisslvery limbswas obvioudy sufficient to carry him safely clear of the dragons rush.

When Denniswas halfway across the perimeter, he wished that held never sarted. When he wastwo
strides further, he was sure that he was going to die.

The dragons moved in clouds of the dust their legs kicked up before them. Only their outthrust heads
were vishle asthey grutted toward their human victim from ether side.

Dennis chest burned with the effort that would leave him ten yards short of the jungle when the beasts
fell on him smultaneoudy like scissors with teeth. HEd have thrown the heavy sword away if he could
have, but he didn't dare pause in order to draw the blade without cutting hisleg off.

His panicked mind aso considered fighting the beasts. The ideawas S0 crazy that he would have
laughed—if held had bregth or laughter available. Each of the dragons weighed a half ton, and there were
two of them...

"Not only agreat lord may protect another!" Chester said.

"Help me, Chester!" Denniscried.

Chegter flung sausages high in the air to either sde.

The dragons pivoted like dancers, the heads questing upward while their arms—clutched tight to that
moment—snatched the linked sausages from the air with triple claws.

One of the beasts bugled in triumph. Its breath filled the air with the smdll of fish and fish offd, the food
the dragons got from their keeper to sustain them asthey prowled their magical cage.



Dennisdived to safety. Helay in athicket of flowers and brambles, sobbing with reaction and
remembered fear.

Behind him, the dragons snarled at one another. They were too focused on the thrill of spiced mest to
notice that their prey had escaped them.

"Thereis no more sausage, Dennis," said Chester. "Thereis bread only, now."

"That'sdl right," said Dennis, responding to the words as though they were ared gpology rather than
ddicate way of getting him dert and mobile again. "'l—thank you, friend."

"Y ou are welcome, Dennis."

If Chester hadn't prodded him, he wouldn't have thought to ask for help; and without Chester distracting
the guard beasts—

It wasimportant to be able to do things himsdlf. But it was rea important to know when to ask for help.

The dragons were moving off in opposite directions, darting quick glances over their shouldersand
growling at one another. Dennis started to get up. The thorns that gripped his clothestore at the edge of
his hand as he tried to push himsdlf upright.

He couldn't see the vegetation that held him, though alarge blossom brushed his cheek and bresthed a
rich purple scent into the air. Hetried to pick away the vines clutching hisright cuff. Hisleft arm was
entwined in aknot of bramblesthat anchored it asthoroughly asif he'd been tied.

"Chester—" Dennis began.

Hetried to speak camly. Hismind churned with ghastly tales of treesthat walked in thejungle, just out
of sght of Emath, and of flowersthat drank blood.

Something lanced through his cheek like hot iron.

Dennis screamed and jumped to hisfeet. The bramble jabs were nothing to the pain that spread from his
cheek, encompassing him, devouring him—

Theinsect that had stung the youth buzzed away in the darkness, led by the perfume of another
nightflower.

Dennis stumbled afew paces away from the bramble patch. The ground between two of the larger trees
was reasonably clear. He had hisleft palm raised to his cheek. He wasn't quite touching the skin, but he
could fed the heat from the injured part.

"Chegter," he said, durring the words because the side of his face was beginning to swell. “I'm dl right,
aent1?'

"You aredl right, Dennis," said the robot. "Y ou will be better in aday.
"Perhaps,” Chester added after a pause, "you should hold awet compressto your cheek.”

"I didn't bring any water," Dennis said in sudden concern. "Y ou said there'd be water in the jungle,



Chegter."
"Itisbeginning torain, Dennis.”

As Dennis opened his mouth to argue, the first rush of big raindrops started to hammer down, making
the leaves clatter.

Dennislooked up. A drop dapped the corner of his eye hard enough to hurt; but the rain was cooling
things down, and that felt good after held sprinted away from the dragonsin the humid atmosphere. Dust
was pocking up from the trackway in miniature explosons. In afew minutes, the perimeter would abea
sea of mud—greasy and a deathtrap for anyone who tried to bolt acrossit.

Dennis shuddered. "Let's get out of here" he muttered, more to himsdlf than to his companion.

Chester moved, afaint glimmer and acrackling of brush nearby. "Thereisapath here, Dennis," he said.
"If you chooseto follow it."

"Shouldn't I? Where doesit go?"
"The path goes anywhere, Dennis," the robot said. "It goes away from Emath.”
Dennispursed hislips. Theside of hisfacefdt iff dready. "Sure" hesaid. "Let'sgo.”

Hiscloak fet clammy astherain plastered it to his shoulders. Maybe it'd be drier on thetrail, protected
by the canopy of leaves.

Dennis pushed through the undergrowth, guided by the glint of his companion’s pointing limbs. Hewasa
hero, after dl, going off to seek adventure. That thought should keep him warm.

CHAPTER 13

Therain continued. The canopy didn't stop it; instead, the drops collected on the tips of leaves, then
overbaanced and dropped to thetrail in individual cupfuls.

Dennisfelt cold and wet and nothing at dl of ahero.
"Eveninablameesslife" said therobaot, "there are good days and bad days.”

"Chester, how far have we come?'

Dennis held the scabbard with hisleft hand. If he let the sword swing as he walked, hisbelt chafed the

skin over hisright hip. He was pretty sure hed rubbed himsdlf raw before he realized what was
happening.



"We have come four miles, three hundred and twenty—one yards, Dennis.”

"Arethere—" Dennis began. He grimaced to himsdlf, then asked instead, Do the lizard people have
villages?'

"Thelizardfolk have villages, Dennis," thelittle robot agreed. "But there are no villages nearby.”
"Oh."

A vinewith spikes like awarclub caught at his heed, right at the hairline. Dennis squealed with
frustration—stopped—and freed himself by ducking carefully while his hand disengaged the thornsfrom
hisscalp.

The fresh pain was too minor to affect Dennis genera feding of discomfort. His head was throbbing. He

thought the pulses of heat and pressure were centered on his swollen cheek, but he couldn't be sure even
of that. Maybe some of the thorns that tore him had been poisonous.

Maybe held fed better if he ate something.

Dennis stepped close to atree whose vine-knotted trunk at least pretended to offer shelter. "Give methe
food," he ordered curtly.

The sword shifted. The scabbard-tip rapped hisleft ankle hard enough to hurt.

Chester obediently offered the shopping bag. HEd been carrying it beneath his carapace, but the robot's
body was too smadll to provide much protection.

Wincing in anticipation, Dennisreached in for aloaf of bread. It squished.

Hethrust his hand down fiercely, hoping that at least some of the bread would till be dry.
It was al soaked through, amass of soggy paste.

"All the sausages are gone!™ he shouted. "Did you have to throw al the sausages?’

"I did not haveto throw any of the sausages, Dennis," the robot said mildly.

Dennis hurled the embroidered bag into the jungle. It caught in the vegetation less than ayard from
whereit |eft hishand.

For amoment Dennis breathed hard. Chester remained silent, and the rain spattered them both. Then a
bucketful of water from the tree's disturbed hei ghts cascaded down on the companions.

"Patienceisthe gods greatest gift," Chester said.

"Wemay aswel keep going,” said Dennis, lifting the sheethed sword again with hisleft hand. Therain
would clean the bread mush off his right hand soon enough.

The sword would probably be rusting. And—



"Chegter, will you rus?!

"Inthisrain done, | do not think that | will rust, Dennis;" the robot replied, leading the way asthey
walked because the trail wastoo narrow for them to go sde by side.

"That'sgood," Dennissaid.

"And I'm sorry," he added, but he couldn't be sure that he spoke those words aoud. He was plodding
forward, step after step, and the monotony of even the pain was a defense againgt the misery hefelt.

Things had to get better soon. Things had to get better soon. Things had to get...

CHAPTER 14

Denniswasn't sure how long they'd been walking when he saw the light. It was a soft gleam, yellowish
orange, not far off thetrall.

"There, what'sthat light?' he said excitedly.

When Chester replied, hisvoice held as much puzzlement as the robot was capable of feding: "Thereis
no light that | see, Dennis.”

"Right over here" the youth inssted.

He plunged into the undergrowth, waddling as he forced hisway through the brush that grew most
thickly at thefringes of thetrail. Thelight flickered, but it wastoo saturated to be merely a
will-o-the-wisp—rotting wood or gas glowing asit drifted from fallen vegetation. It looked like fireight;
and when it wasraining likethis, afire meant there was shelter aswell.

Hed half feared that the light would somehow dip away; but as Dennis fought hisway onward, the
orange warmth grew clear enough to have shape through the angles of tree-boles and writhing vine
sems.

There was a cabin hidden herein the jungle, and awedge of light from its fireplace glowed through its
half-open door.

"Oh, thank goodness" Dennis cried as he freed his swordhilt from the loop of vinethat caught it. "I
knew something would turn up!”

The cabin appeared perfectly normal, built of logs like those of the trees dl around; but there was no
path to the door, just tangled jungle like that through which Dennis had thrust hisway. Dennis paused. "Is
this...?" he began. "Ah, Chester? Who lives here?"



"I do not seethat anyone lives here, Dennis," the robot replied coolly from behind him.

Dennis stepped to the door. The threshold was an axe-smoothed log. "Hello?' he called. "Hello?1s
anyone here?'

The rain continued to dribble down.
Inside the cabin was atable holding ajug of cider, apot of aromatic stew, and a single place-setting.

The fire was burning brightly in astone fireplace with a stack of additiona logs ready to be added at
need. In one corner stood atall cabinet, and abed heaped with feathered pelts waited adong the wall

oppositethefire.

No one answered.

"Hello?' Dennis repeated. His scabbard clacked against the door jamb as he stepped inside. He
snatched at the hilt to keep the wegpon from swinging—and redized just too late that anyone who saw
him would take the movement as athredt.

But there was no onein the cabin to see.

Thefireswarmth was as close to bliss as anything this Sde of Paradise could be. Dennisfluffed his shirt
out, shaking droplets of water onto the half-logs of the puncheon floor. He looked around.

Chegter till stood outside.

"Comeonin," the youth directed.

Chester neither moved nor replied.

Dennis shook hishead angrily. "All right," he said. " Suit yoursdf. Maybe you will rust!”

He banged the door closed—after checking that the lesther latch-string was out so that his companion
could get insde a will.

The stew smdlled wonderful.

"Hello?' Dennis called again, hdf-heartedly; and, when the silence answered him, dipped the
horn-handled spoon into the pot and tasted the stew. Carrots and onions; potatoes; and aflavorful meat
that seemed to belamb, dl inarich gravy and just at the right temperature to eat.

He'd apologize to the owner when he came home. Anyway, held leave haf the potful for the owner.

And the owner couldn't possibly need the food more than Dennis did.

The youth unbelted his sword, leaned it against the stone fireplace, and helped himself to the stew
without further ado. He remembered that he was going to leave hdf; but when the pot was half empty,
Dennisfdt as hungry as he had when he started... and after al, the food would just get cold if heleft it...

The room warmed up nicely with the door closed; but as Dennis belly filled, he began to fed the
discomfort of hiswet clothing. The cloth was stiffening where it faced the fire and till clammy over most

of hisbody.



Helooked at the bed. The coverlet was a sngle feathery skin, large enough to have clothed an ox.
Dennis couldn'timaginethat it came from abird... but he couldn't imagine anything but abird having
feathers, either.

Dennisgot up and stripped off his own uncomfortable clothes. He hung them over the chair which he did
nearer thefire. Then he wrapped himself in the coverlet, tossed another log on thefire, and lay downin
front of it.

The feathers were soft and warm and wonderful. Enfolded in them, Dennisforgot the rain and the misery
of the hours since he left Emath. Soon it would be dawn...

And soon he dept.

CHAPTER 15

Someone called him. He swam up from the sea depths, stroking through nightmare toward the sunlit
surface...

Dennisflung off the coverlet. The fire was asunken glow. A jet of gas hissed briefly from the dull orange
cods, providing ablueflicker and the only movement within the silent cabin.

Therain continued as adull patter on the roof shakes.
"Who'sthere?' Dennis caled. He groped for the chair where his clothing dried. "Hello?"

Nothing answered him. The chair was where he remembered it, but his clothes weren't hanging there as
they should have been. Maybein the dim, red light he had the wrong chair.

His sword wasn't leaning againgt the fireplace, ether.
"What will you give mefor your lodging?' boomed avoice.

Denniswhirled around with a scream of startlement, the sort of yelp that anearby thunderbolt would
havejolted out of him. The feather coverlet tangled hisfeet.

No onewaswith himin the cabin.
Dennisran to the door and threw it open. "Hello?' he called. "Here | am. Where are you?'

Rain gpattered him. His naked body was dready shivering, athough the air in the cabin had been
comfortably warm. The night was dark, and nothing visible sood iniit.



"Chester?' Dennis shouted. "Chester! Chester!™

A sream of cold water shifted down the threshold log, over Dennis feet. The voice behind him
repeated, "What will you give mefor your lodging?*

He dammed the door and stood with his back to it, surveying the room by fireglow. He could make out
the table and chair; even the bed across the cabin. His clothes and sword were nowhere to be seen, and
therewas no onedsein the—

Thetall cabinet to Dennis |eft creaked open. A tal figure stepped out, moving as iffly asthe warped
door that had conceded him. "What will you give mefor your lodging, boy?' demanded thefigure,
glaring into Dennis eyes.

It was the Wizard Serdic.
The corpse of the Wizard Serdic.

Serdic's cheeks had sunk in and were blotched with mold. His hair had been black the day he died. It
had continued to grow in coarse tangles, but they were asred-orange as the dim light from thefire.

Serdic'sfingernails were claws aslong as the digits themselves,

Dennis jumped backward and dammed into the cabin door. It knocked him toward Serdic with acrash
of wood. He spun and jerked the door open.

"What will you—" the corpse repesated, tottering forward on stiff, shrunken legs.
Dennis bolted into the night.

Therewasnt atrail, and Dennis couldn't see the trees until he dammed into them. His eyeswere wide
open, but he was s0 blinded by fear that, for the first few minutes, he wouldn't have been able to dodge
obstructions even in broad daylight.

"Chegter!" Denniscried asheran. "Dad! Chester!" Every time avinetripped him or atree knocked him
gprawling, he got up and ran again—alittle dower and with alittle more of adrunken stagger.

The thornstore bright lines across Dennis' consciousness. When rough bark scraped away hisskin, he
throbbed with dull purple pain.

Dennis clothes wouldn't have protected him from the punishment he was taking, but they'd have made
him fedl more like aman. Stumbling naked through the wet, clawing jungle he was only ahunted beast, a
child screaming for his parents...

His parents didn't answer. Chester had disappeared. There was no oneto hear Dennis as he cried for
help with tears of pain and frustration dripping down hisrain-wet cheeks.

At last he ran head-on into atree whose trunk was spongy with rot and fungus. By now Denniswas only
staggering, so theimpact wasn't hard enough to throw him to the ground. He clung to the tree, wheezing
and crying and expecting that at any moment Serdic'slong fingernailswould close on him from behind.

Nothing touched him but a dribble of water; and even the rain seemed to be stopping.



Dennis straightened and turned around, though he kept one hand in contact with the tree bole. He wasn't
sure he could stand unsupported. He had a stitch in his side that hurt like ahot plowshare being driven up
under hisribcage.

The sky had cleared. Enough moonlight filtered down through the canopy that Dennis could glimpse—as
grim, gray giants—the trees surrounding him.

He must not have dept for very long after dl. Without seeing the moons he couldn't be sure, but if both
of them were as high in the ky asit seemed, the time couldn't be later than midnight.

Dennis began to shiver dightly, though the air was growing warm and steamy in the aftermath of therain.
Something bellowed in the distance, ahunting call smilar to that of the dragons guarding Emath.

Thetreethat had finally stopped Dennis wild career through the jungle was amost six feet thick at the
base. Roots spread across the ground in wide convolutions benegth it, and the trunk was ridged by the
serpent tracks of vines.

Dennistouched one of the vines. It was hairy with the filaments that allowed the main sslem to cling to the
bark, but it wasn't defended by thorns.

The beast called again, perhaps alittle closer.

Dennis gripped the vine with both hands. It was dippery from the rain, but the stem's convol utions gave
his bare feet some support aso as he started to climb. His flesh winced every time he brushed againgt the
tendrils. Their touch was unpleasant—animalike but too cold to be dive. Still, they couldn't hurt him the
way so much of the jungle had aready done.

He didn't know what he was hoping to find—perhaps a branch to which he could tie himsdlf with vines,
out of reach of clawed crestures until dawn. To Dennis pleased surprise, the bole split into atriple fork
fifteen feet in the air. The pocket from which the three branches spread was a cup broad enough for him
to curl up safely.

Miniature frogs croaked in startled irritation as Dennis settled himself. The cup held about an inch of
water, tepid and amost comforting asit soaked Dennis battered skin. The gold-and-crimson striped
frogs which had been mating in the raised pond hopped away disgruntled.

A day before, Denniswouldn't have believed that anyone could deep in conditions like these. Now he
settled himself, appreciating the soft, half-decayed texture of the bark beneath his head.

A frog chirruped beside his ear. Dennis thought he felt the touch of webbed feet crawling cautioudy onto
him, but after the events of the night thus far, not even that was going to keep him awake.

CHAPTER 16



The noise of the frogs didn't awaken Dennis, but their sudden silence did. He snapped dert and heard
the grumble of voices below him.

It was dtill night, but his eyes were fully adapted to the moon glimmer. He peered out cautioudly.

Four figures were struggling through the undergrowth, carrying along box. Cursing with the effort, they
lowered the box to the ground directly under the tree where Dennis sheltered.

"Who's got the light?' demanded one in abreathy voice. Dennis redlized with a shock that the spesker
wasalizardman. It shouldn't have surprised him, out herein thejungle, bt...

All four of them were hacking a the brush with long knives, glittersdipping in vicious arcs through the
moonlight. "That's enough,” said one.

"It'snot enough,” said another, and the third speaker at least was human. "He'stoo cold. Well need
more."

While three of them dashed down more fud, the fourth figure knelt and took astick of glowing punk
from the gourd roped to hiswaist. He blew the punk to a bright yellow-orange, then touched it to astem
of gathered brush. Despite therain of only hours before, the brush caught. The fire spread with aily,
crackling intengity.

Any urge Dennisfdt to join the newcomers evaporated when he got agood look at them. If they weren't
robbers, they were worse. The sole human had a patch over one eye. Dangling from hisleft ear wasa
jewel too big to have been acquired honestly by anyone of his appearance.

The lizardmen were worse. What Dennis had thought was agourd to carry the punk wasin fact ahuman
skull. One of the lizardmen wore a collar of spikes around his neck, and the backs of al three bore the
scarsof brutal floggings.

Two of them set up acrude spit, using forked saplings and along pole chopped to a sharp point on one
end. The other pair tipped over the box they'd al been carrying. Thetop fell off.

The corpse of the Wizard Serdic spilled out.
"He'stoo cold,” said one of the lizardmen. "It's going to take along time."
"Shut up and help me," said the one-eyed human as he began to impal e the corpse on the pole.

"Too cold..." the lizardman repeated, hisforked tongue adding to the words a sibilance that couldn't
have come from a human mouth.

Working together despite their grumbling, the four scarred outcasts lifted the pole and the cold, siff
corpse of thewizard onto forked sticks set at either end of the fire. The brush burned with a hard flame
that threw shadows like teeth across the forest. It Sizzled and popped angrily.

"Dont let him burn,” muttered alizardman, giving atwist to one end of the spit where aknot gave some
leverage. The pole creaked againgt both its forked supports asit turned, rotating Serdic's body from
face-down to face-up. The dead eyes stared toward the crotch and the horrified Dennis.



One of the lizardmen tossed some more brush onto the fire. "We're going to haveto leave," he said
morosdly.

"Wecant," sad the human. "Who'l mind Serdic?
"Denniswill mind me," said the corpse of the Wizard Serdic.

Dennisjerked hishead back out of sight. His bare flesh shuddered in streaks, up histhighs and down his
shoulders.

The corpse hadn't really spoken. The bright-colored frogs were poisonous. They'd croaked and
gplashed and padded across Dennis skin as he dept—rubbing him with venemous dime and bringing on
wild hdlucingtions.

"Dennis," caled the one-eyed human in arasping voice. "Come down and mind thefire."

"Dennis, come down," agreed the lizardmen together.

"Dennis, come down," said the Wizard Serdic. "Or | will haveto fetch you down.”

Dennis had heard that hard, disdainful voice dmost every day of hislife. He couldn't mistake it now.

But neither could he possibly be hearing it.

Dennis stretched his head over the edge of the branch, looking down and expecting to see nothing but
tangled brush and darkness. Thefire glittered at him, and the five upturned faces shocked the youth as
bitterly asadap in the mouth.

"Come down, Dennis," said the corpse.

The lizardman holding the knotted end of the spit gaveit aturn, rotating Serdic's face downward again.
The dead voicetrailed off in the sputter of the flames.

Dennis climbed down from what held thought was his hiding place. His chest was so cold and stiff with
fear that hefelt hispulse only in hisears. The vineswere dick with rainweter. Thefire threw shadows
upward, concedling rather than illuminating hand-holds.

Hafway down, Dennis dipped. He fell the remainder of the distance, banging and scraping the insde of
hisright knee on agnarled hump of vines. The pain was sharp and so fierce that it turned his ssomach for
the moment.

Whatever thiswas, it wasn't something that he was dreaming.

The lizardmen hissed in muted amusement; the one-eyed human giggled.

The corpse of the Wizard Serdic wore asmile that broadened. The spit creaked another quarter turn so
that he faced the naked, shivering youth again.

"Here, boy," said alizardman wearing nothing but a belt through which were stuck at least adozen
knives—rusty, notch-bladed wespons whose wooden handles were cracking and wired clumsily onto the



tangs. "Takethe spit."

Dennis stepped forward. His fear pulled him, because if he ran he would haveto turn his back on
these... men.

One of thelizardfolk wastdl, taler than Dennis even if the youth stood straight instead of hunching over
againg hisfear and pain and nakedness. That one rolled ahuman skull in hisleft hand, while hisright palm
rested on the brass hilt of a cutlass. His tongue forked between pointed teeth as he grinned.

Dennis put his hand out to the knotted end of the spit. The bark wasn't as deeply ridged asthat of the
vines down which held just climbed. It felt as though he were stroking the scaled back of alizard...

The human chuckled. "Go on, boy," hesad. "Turnit."
"Dont let me singe, boy," said the grinning corpse. "It'll be the worsefor you if you let mesinge.”

Dennistwisted at the pole. It was hard work: the knot didn't give much leverage, and the corpsewasa
heavy weight to turn against the crude bearing surfaces of the forked sticks.

"That'sright, boy," said one of the lizardmen. "Turn and turn until he thaws. And don't let thefirego

Laughing together in their varied voices, the four scarred outcasts walked back into the jungle the way
they had come. The human had alimp.

Denniswatched their backs, feding rdief at their going—until Serdic repeated, "Don't let me singe,
boy!*

Dennis began to turn the pit. The corpse's ankles were lashed to the pole nearest him; the crue,

glittering eyes stared past the mold-green feet asif they were aframe. Dennisturned hisface toward the
jungle and gave the pit another tug.

The warmth of the brushwood fire thawed the ice-block that was Dennis chest. He began to shudder.
None of this could be happening... but the fire hissed amuted lullaby, and its dull heat dried Dennis skin
and reminded him of how tired he was. Watching the silent motion of shadows on the jungle growth, he
could forget his circumstances, hisfear—

Fat popped asit dripped onto the flames.

"Y ou've burned me, boy!" snarled avoice as vicious and deadly as the expression on Serdic's face when
Dennisjerked his eyes and attention back to hisduties.

"I'm sorry!" Denniswheezed in terror as he turned the pole furioudy. "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry!™
Thewizard'swrists were tied to the middle of the pole. The hands should have flopped loosely asthe
spit turned, but they were held in therigidity of deeth. Tiny mushrooms had sprouted from the knuckles
of theright hand, but they were shriveling in thefire's heet.

Dennistried to meet the corpse's eyes as he struggled with the pole, but there was too much venomiin
Serdic'sglare for him to manage that for long.



At first Dennis ducked his head away to gather more brush for the fire. The vine-roots and saplings
burned hot, but they collapsed to black ash without usable coas. Fresh wood flashed up quickly ina
nimbus of blue flame from the gas driven out to burn a fingers-breadth above the stems.

"Careful, boy..." the corpse whispered in avoice that mimicked the hiss of escaping gas.

A few yardsinto the jungle was a plant whose |eaves were broad as washtubs and streaked both yellow
and green. Lesser vegetation cast quivering shadows on that backdrop. Dennis began to watch aplaylet
inwhich he and Chester walked the hdls of Emath Palace, greeting his parents and talking with servants
and village-folk come to the palace on business. He felt warm and safefor the first timein what seemed a
lifetime, and—

"Boy! You've burned me again!" blazed the corpse's thunder-crackle voice.

Dennis mouth dropped open and his eyesflared so wide that for amoment he couldn't take in what he
saw. He'd stopped turning the pole when the Wizard Serdic was face-down. The corpse'stoes were
black and steaming asif they were about to burst into flames. When Dennis spun the protesting pole
another haf turn, smoke from the shriveled digits coiled away in an awful-smelling spirdl.

"Boy—"
"l won't doit again!" Dennis cried with hiseyes closed. "l won't—"

"Boy," repeated Serdic in atone of chilled sted that drove the length of the youth's spine and pithed him,
leaving him no valition but the corpse's dark will. "If you burn me again, | will come off this stake; and it
will betheworsefor you."

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," Dennis whispered between lips salty with the taste of frightened tears. The bark
had torn the palms of his handswith the effort of turning the pole. He reveled in the pain, because he
could pretend that it was the only punishment he would receive for hislapse. "It won't happen again.”

"...worsefor you..." whispered the wizard, his awful face turned toward the fire once more as Dennis
rotated the it as swiftly asif he were winching abucket out of the well.

The jungle was no longer the haunt of darkness and hidden violence it had been when Dennisfirst
stumbled into its trees and clutching thorns. No one could livein aworld in which there was no peace or
safety... and for Dennis, peace was now just beyond thefirdight, in the shadows that told him of home
and family.

The fire muttered reassuring phrases to the back of his drowsy mind...

CHAPTER 17



The cry that woke Dennisthe third time was wordless and terrible.

He leaped to hisfeet. The Wizard Serdic lay face-up on the pole. Thefirehad falento ashand a
shimmer everywhere but beneath the corpse's hips—where fat had bubbled out to burn with yelow
flames and a soapy odor.

"Now you've doneit, boy," said the corpse. It freed itswrists by twisting them against the withie which
bound them to the pole, then hunched its knees forward and untied its ankles.

"I'm coming for you, boy," said the Wizard Serdic, dead a month and wrapped in amiasmaof decay
and smoldering flesh. He crabbed hislegs sideways and stood up, <till impaled on the spit.

Dennis screamed and ran into the night.

Thejungle had tricked him, enticed him from hisduties and lulled him to deep. Now it was dl clawing
thorns and saw-edged leaves again.

Denniswould have thrown himsdlf willingly into ahedge of spearsif it were the only way to escgpe from
the corpse. Hislast view of Serdic wasamemory of whiteterror: the wizard with hisarmslifted, pulling
out the pole that impaed him, hand over hand.

Trees battered the youth as he clubbed himself on their trunks and fallen branches. His forearms stung
from cuts and scratches, but the pounding the rest of hisbody took during hiswild careen through the
night was ared, dull ache with no end and no location.

That red pulse became the whole universe for him, replacing hope and the memory of Serdic. It was so
omnipresent that when Dennis eyestold him that there was a glow which silhouetted the dark thickets,
the information merged with pain and was lost until hisfeet tripped on the threshold.

Then he sumbled into the cabin he had fled alifetime before.

Denniswould have gotten up and run further, but his body failed him at last. His hands and feet
scrabbled briefly on the floor of smooth hardwood puncheons, but they could raise historso only for a
moment before he flopped down again.

Hewasn't crying; he had no tears | eft.

For minutes, Dennislay on the floor with his breath sobbing in and out while his muscles recovered
themsdves enough to hurt individudly.

Thefireplace held abed of glowing cods. Thelr light seemed brighter than it had earlier, when the
cabinet opened and Dennisran from Serdic thefirst time... but time lacked the redlity it had when this
terrible night began.

The cabinet still stood in the corner, open and empty. The cabin's front door stirred vaguely in abreeze
that made Dennis shiver.

The youth got up, moving like aman who'd lived with pain for decades. A cramp suddenly knotted the
big muscles of hisright thigh. The flesh contorted, taking away Dennis breath with the fresh agony and
amogt throwing him to the floor again.



Almogt. With his eyes ditted, he hopped on his good leg until he caught the edge of the door and
supported haf hisweight on it until the fiery throbbing subsided. He dammed the heavy door; barred it;
and, as an afterthought, tweaked in the latchstring that till hung out through the hole abovethelintdl.
The feathery pelt was gone. Hed probably lost it in the jungle when he bolted out the door.

That didn't matter. Dennis had dept with frogsin apool of rainwater. The warm puncheons were amore
attractive choice now than the bed that in the shadows across the room.

Dennis curled up in front of thefire, cradling his head on his crossed arms. He could fed the aches
draining from him. His muscles relaxed, giving up the tautness which had doubled the pain of hisinjuries.
Hewaslogy with fatigue, drifting into adumber as deep asthe ream of the seahag...

"What will you give mefor your lodging, boy?" demanded the Wizard Serdic from outside the cabin.

Dennisroused. Hefdt asthough his skin were covered with needles which pricked him every time he
moved. His ears buzzed so loudly that for amoment he thought he must be dreaming, because he
couldn't hear any real sound over the roar of blood and exhaustion.

"What will you give me, boy?' the voice demanded.

Dennis stepped to the door. He didn't fedl his scrapes and bruises, but pulses of heat rose until they
expanded away from the top of his head as he moved.

He lifted the bar and pulled the door open. The corpse stared at him with eyeslighted orange by
reflected firdight.

Dennis had been frightened too badly and for too long to have any fear remaining.

"Comein, wizard," he said, moving hisarm in awel coming gesture. He would have bowed if held been
surethat he wouldn't fal over if hetried.

Serdic stepped forward iffly, not from pain but asif he were pieced together out of wood rather than
flesh. Thefire had tangled hislong fingernail sinto amass like knotted hair, giving hishandsthe
appearance of deformed hoofs.

The hole in Serdic's right shoulder—where one end of the spit had been inserted—was puckered and
bloodless.

"Y ou owe me for your lodging, boy," said the corpse. "What isit that you will give me?

Dennis stepped back and let the door swing closed behind Serdic. A greenish fungus traced patternslike
tattoos on the right side of the corpse's face.

Dennisamiled. "I'll giveyou agtory, wizard," he said. The syllables drifted through his consciousnesslike
bubbles glimmering on dark water for the moment before they burst.

"I'll tell you about aboy—aman... A man who enters a cabin open in the night and who finds adead
man there. Doesthisinterest you, wizard? It'sfair pay, isn't it, astory?"



Serdic said nothing. Either Dennis body or his consciousness swayed. He wasn't sure he was il
standing up, but his voice continued, "And the man runs, but the corpse follows him, carried by four
rogues, bloody rogues. The man has to watch the corpse warming on afire, but he doesn't mind it well
and the corpse chases him down again to ask for pay."

The pattern on Serdic's cheek writhed, but Dennis couldn't tell whether it was the flesh or the fungus or
his own reding mind that caused the movement.

"And the man has nothing to pay with," he went on, dmost shouting now. "He's naked and friendless and
the night may never end. And so0 he offersa story, awonderful sory—and that'sfair pay, isn'tit, for it's
dl hehas?'

The corpse didn't move.

"lan'tit, Serdic?' Dennis cried, leaning forward so that his face was only inches from the dead face of the
dead wizard. "And if it isnt—then to Hell with you, where you belong. And to Hell with measwell, if it
must be."

The corpse smiled, an expression made more horrible by the fact that decay had already begun to shrivel
the gums away from the yellow teeth they held. Serdic reached out with one stiff hand, stopping just short
of contact with Dennis cheek.

"Shall we play agame, boy?' he asked in avoice like the paw of acat dabbing at its prey.

Dennislifted his chinin abrusgue nod. He was suddenly afraid to speak.

"Wewill play thisgame, then,” said thewizard. "l will leave you now. But when next my nameis spoken,
boy—then | will come. Understand me, boy?"

"l understand,” Denniswhispered.

He could fed himsdlf dipping away, but he wasn't sure that it was hisbody faling. The Wizard Serdic
was dissolving, but everything was dissolving into the night. At the last, nothing remained but the pattern
of fungus glowing green and hideous though the cheek on which it grew had disappeared.

And then even the pattern was gone, except in Dennis nightmare.

CHAPTER 18

"Good deep isthe greatest of giftsto aman inthetime of hisfeebleness, Dennis," said Chester as
sunlight through the leaf canopy made his master's eyelids quiver.

All of Dennis muscles flashed taut. His body thrashed asif lightning-struck by the sudden surprise.



"Ch-chester!" he gasped. Where have you—where are—"

Dennislooked around. He and the little robot lay beneath atree whose buttress roots spread broadly
out through the lesser growths of the jungle. The bark was smooth, and the contours of the roots made a
comfortable cup to support the youth while he was deegping.

Nothing in the jungle could stay dry. Dennis hipslay in apool of water, and the cloak that he'd pulled
over himsdlf and Chester was as sodden as the surface of a pond. He tweaked the garment back—it
clung because of itsweight and the surface tension of the water—and stroked the smooth, dick carapace
of hisfriend and companion.

"Where did you find my clothes, Chester?' he asked.

"And this?" he added, noticing that the Founder's Sword was with them benegath the cloak aso, belt
wrapped around the hilt and scabbard.

Dennis stood up, lifting the sword with one hand. He ached al over, and both his clothes and skin were
ripped by thorns—but there was no sign of the battering he'd taken when he ran through the jungle
naked, pursued by the corpse of hisfather's wizard.

"Chester?' he repeated in concern, because the robot still hadn't responded.

"Dennis, your clothes and your sword have been with you through this night and dawn,” Chester said.
Concern honed the precision of hiswords.

"But the cabin," Dennissaid. The chain closure of hiscloak cut into his neck with the weight of water in
the garment. He reached up to release it with hisfree hand, but wonder stayed the motion. "Chester, you
remember the cabin, don't you?"

Thelittle robot stretched his own limbs, raising his body on four of them while the other four reached
higher yet. Droplets cascaded down the silvery tentacles, leaving no more sign than if Chester also were
mede of fluid.

"Dennis," he said, "thereis no cabin that | remember.”

The tentacles groping through the sun's dapplings lowered to the ground; the other four rose and shook
themsalves free of water in Silky iridescence.

"Thenwhat...?" said Dennis. His hand completed its motion, loosing the clasp and swinging the cloak
away from his body. He leaned the sword against the tree bole and began to wring out his garment
thoroughly.

He didn't finish his sentence, because he had no ideawhat the rest of the question ought to be.

The ar was muggy, saturated with vapor transpiring from the leaves as sunlight touched them. It was
hard to remember how miserable and chilly it had been afew hours before.

"Didn't you see the—" Dennis began; and before his tongue formed the rest of the words, he recalled the
fungus-knotted smile of the Wizard Serdic saying shdl we play agame, boy?in anightmare voice.

"l wasdreaming,” Dennis muttered to himsdlf aloud. "'l dreamed it dl, Chester. And it was awful.”



Chester coiled atentacle around the youth'swai . ""Happiness comes out of the hardship men undergo,
Dennis" hesad.

Dennisbelted on the sword again. The skin over his hipbone was sill chafed from wearing the wegpon
the night before, but maybe held get calluses or something. It wasn't a problem he remembered hearing
about in tales of past heroes.

"Well..." he said, looking around them.

His heart lesped. They were off the trail—that much of what he remembered from the night before was
true.

But there was no cabin, and no room in the heavy vegetation for acabin ever to have been there.

"Chegter," he said, "can you find thetrail from here?' He was amazed at his own calm. The night he had
spent in his dreams with adead man had burned al the fear out of him.

"I canfind thetrail, Dennis," Chester replied. "And | can find aroad, if you would travel aroad instead.”

Dennislooked at his companion, wondering what the robot's expression would be now if he had aface.
"Then let ustake theroad, Chester," he said. "And—" the grinning fungusin his memory momentarily
wiped the amile from his own expression "—if it leads away from here, it leads uswell.”

Hefollowed the robot through the glittering leaves which showered them again with the night's
raindrops.

CHAPTER 19

Dennisdidn't have a clear idea of what his companion might mean by 'road'. A wider track beaten into
the jungle by scaly feet, perhaps; or, just possibly, a herringbone surface of stone paverslike those King
Hale had ordered afew years before to clothe the streets of Emath.

The road to which Chester led him, only twenty yards from where the pair of them had weathered the
night, was amazingly more durable than ether of those.

The road was soft pink and alittle more than ten feet wide. The surface was pebble-grained for the sake
of traction, but it was so dense that the last night'srain beaded on it with no hint of sinking in.

Andit wasold. Theroot of agresat tree knobbed on one side of the roadway and sprang to the surface
again on the other, bracing the trunk and sucking nutriment from the thin jungle soil. The enormous
hydraulic pressure swelling the root had been unable to crack the pink surface—and thetreeit fed was at
least acentury old.



Chegter'slimbs clicked on the roadway, just asthey had in the hals of Emath Palace. Dennisfollowed
him gingerly. The road was dick despite the grain of itsfinish... but the youth's concern wasfor other
thingsthan merdly hisfooting.

"Did thefirst heroes build this road when men came here to Earth, Chester?' he asked.

"Theroad is older than men on this planet, Dennis,” the robot replied. In the same neutra tone, he
added, "Theroad is older than Man."

"Then—" Dennis began; but if the road was that old, he wasn't sure he wanted to know who had built it.
Hedidn't finish his question.

Thetreesto elther sde of the pavement closed overhead in a canopy gorgeous with flowers, fruits, and
the lizards which darted to snatch up meta-glistening insects. The air was a steam-bath, even though the
light that reached the ground was filtered yellow-green by the leaves through which it poured.

Dennis boots squelched at every step. Finally he stopped and took them and the socks off, wringing the
latter dry and giving all the paraphernaliato Chester to carry in the embroidered shopping bag.

"| thought | threw that away," the youth said suspicioudly. Had the dream started—

"Y ou threw the bag away, Dennis," thelittle robot agreed. "And | retrieved it before | followed you."
The warmth of the pink pavement felt good to Dennis bare feet, but he needed to walk with some care.
He had ahabit of banging his heels down as he strode dong. Theroad had no resilience at dl. Hed
bruise himsdlf badly if he tramped that way here without wool and lesther to cushion the shock.

Hewas getting very hungry. That was probably a sign held recovered from the events of the night—both
redl and imagined.

Dennislooked at an overhanging branch, heavy with fruit of an enticing scarlet—
A color smilar to that of the poisonous frogs of the night before. Or was that only dream, too?
"Chegter," he asked, pausing, "can we egt any of these?”'

"Eat fredly, solong asfood isavailable,” Chester quoted. One of hislimbs snaked up to remove a
globular fruit and offer it to his companion.

Dennis bit down. The pulp benesth the bright rind was mauve and succulent; juice dribbled off hischin
as heresumed waking.

It tasted ddlicious, but he didn't remember ever eating the type in Emath. Forty yards further on, ashe
wasfinishing the fruit, he realized why the lizardmen didn't bring this variety into trade. Evenin that short
time after picking, the pulp had softened further and begun to sour. It was adelicacy for jungle-dwellers
done.

Jungle-dwdlerslike Dennis, Prince of Emath.

Chester continued to pluck fruits and berriesfor Dennis as they strode dong. The youth noticed a cluster



of thumb-sized trand ucent fruitsand said, " These, Chester?"

"Not these, Dennis" said the little robot, guiding Dennis hand away with one of histentacles. "For you
would die, and your bones would rot before your flesh.”

Dennislog al concern over the wholesomeness of what his companion offered him.
The fruitswere tasty and interesting in their variety, but they didn't satiate Dennis appetite even after held
eaten al hisstomach could hold. "Ah, Chester?" he asked, embarrassed that he might sound ungrateful .

"Isthere aplace we could get meat? Ah, or fish?"

"Thereisapond ahead of us, Dennis," therobot said. "It may bethat there arefishin it that you can
catch.”

That | cantry to catch, Dennisthought; but he was looking forward to the chance.

CHAPTER 20

The road swept through the interior of the continent in a series of curves. The pattern had nothing
obviousto do with the terrain. When one gently-radiused arc intersected arare outcrop of hard sonein
the jungl€'s generd flatness, the roadway sheared through and left what remained of the outcrop asagray
wall to either sde of the manufactured pinkness.

The pond was curved a so, acrescent moon of water so large that its horns vanished to either sdeinthe
fringing jungle. The road crossed three feet above the water, unsupported and without guard rails. Asthe
companions approached, Dennis saw touches of pink beneath the mud and reeds of the water's edge.
Whoever built the road had constructed the pond as well.

There was bright, unobstructed sunlight at the center of the shallow arch that bridged the water: the pond
was 0 wide that even the giant trees to either side could not close the sky with their branches. Dennis
had spent hislifein sunlight; but after lessthan aday in the jungle, the sharp purity of an open sky wasas
great awonder astangled greenery had been when he viewed it from acrystal tower.

Dennislooked down into the water—black as shadows except where it reflected the orange ball of the
sun. Insects skimmed the surface, tracing their figures with mechanica repetition.

One circle broke suddenly in asplash and asilver glitter too unexpected to be visudized after the event.
"There arefishindeed, Dennis" said Chester gpprovingly.
"How did you know this pond was here, Chester?" the youth asked.

"l know what | know," said the robot. "And the pond was here.”



Dennis attached his hook and cork float to the line. They'd been in the shopping bag when heflung it
away, furious at the wet bread and missing sausages. If Chester hadn't retrieved the bag...

"Thewise man is praised because he remains calm, Dennis," said the robot—as if he were reading his
magter's thoughts.

Denniswould haveto hold the line by the small stick on which it was spooled unless he cut himsdlf a
pole, and to do that—

"I should have brought alittle knife, Chester,” Dennis said doubtfully. "Or maybe a haichet. | could use
the sword, but it'd be pretty clumsy...?"

Helet hisvoicetrail into aquestion. Chester ignored it.

Well, that was what Dennis deserved. He was unsure of himself and hoping to be told that everything
would work out fine. What he needed to do—what he knew he needed to do—wasto act.

He unbelted the sword and laid it beside him. He'd use the butt to club his catch when held landed it.
Then he started to drop the line into the water—and froze. The large fish that rose and dapped the water
only afew yards out did so in mockery.

"Chegter," Dennissaid, "l forgot bait. We don't have any bait."

"Thereisthering on your finger, Dennis" replied his companion. "It may be that the ring will lurefish.”
Thering wasadiamond in athin band, placed on Dennis thumb for luck in hisinfancy and now worn on
thelittlefinger of hisleft hand. Itsfacets sent the sunlight across the surface of the pond in fiery sparkles
even as Dennisturned hishand to look &t it.

"Sure, that'sagood idea," he said as he worried the ring over hisknuckle. "Thank you, Chester."

"Many are the smal thingsthat are worthy of respect,” quoted the robot smugly.

The line, with the ring attached to the tag end of the leader, plopped into the water at last. The pond was
sorich in dyesleached from the surrounding jungle that the hook disappeared though it was only ahand's
length benesath the bobber. The diamond remained awink of brightness twisting in the dark.

The strike wasimmediate. Dennisamost lost his grip—and the pull was so strong that he nearly pitched
into the water when reflex clamped his hands against the spool.

He staggered backward on the bridge crying, "Weve got one, Chester!" asthe line spun out.

In the back of hismind Denniswas hitterly calling himsdf afool for not cutting apole after dl, eveniif it
would have been ahard job with the sword hisonly tool. A polée's soringiness would have given the fish
something to fight besides the tension fingers put on the pooal... but Dennis hands were strong and
caloused from swordsmanship drills, and the thrill of the struggle quickly replaced desire for ameal as
theforce driving hisactions.

It wasabig fish. It would have been big if it came from the hold of one of the Emath trawlerswhose
catches had al the sat ocean in which to grow.



At first Dennis saw nothing but the cavorting line and the insects drawn by the bubblesin the ling's swift
wake. A spiny fin flicked the air, long and six feet back from where the line cut the water.

The fish broke surfacein aleap, tossing its head in avain attempt to clear the hook fast initsjaw. It was
huge, its head and back iridescent and its belly the white of fresh cream.

Its eyes were black. They sparkled like the diamond flopping at the Sde of its mouth.

Dennislet his catch run againgt the drag of histhumb until the line had wound dmost to the end of the
spool. Then he fought the fish back, 1oop by loop—wishing he had better equipment and proud beyond
words that he was succeeding with what he had.

Denniswas doing thishimsdlf, with neither king nor courtier to ease the task.

For atime, the fish struggled in the pond-edge reeds, but there were no trees growing beyond the pink
margin to break the line on their roots. If the fish came toward him, though, and crossed benesth, the
road's lower edge—an immaculate 90 degrees despite the untold ages the pink materia had been
exposed to the ements—would cut theline as surely asapair of scissors.

"Chegter!" he shouted, dready poising to jump into the pond if the water were knee-deep and its
opaque surface had convinced him that it must be. "How deepisthis?

"Itistwiceyour height, Dennis,”" Chester replied camly. "Or maybe more."
Thefish garted itsrush at the bridge, just as Dennis had feared.

Instead of redling theline, he gathered it in great loops by the handful. He could never pay it out again
smoothly, but—firgt thingsfirgt. It didn't matter whether or not the line were nesetly coiled at the spindle
end, if the hook and the catch that was invauable for Dennis self-respect weretrailing their way
unimpeded on the other side of the bridge, lost forever to him...

"He who thrusts his chest at the spear will surely bedain!™ Chester warned—

But the robot didn't interfere, it wasn't his place to interfere, and Dennis with his blood up wasin no
mood to be warned about the sin of pride.

Almogt thefish beat him. Almog.

Dennis bent with the spindlein hisleft hand as the fish tried to shoot benesth him, itsfin cutting aflat
S-curve of foam in the black surface. When he jerked upright again, the last yard of linewasin hisright
pam, sword pam, and the grest, glittering fish flashed up dso—wiill it or no.

They teetered there together, thefish'stail lashing the water to froth as Dennistried to twist historso
back to balance and safety. The eyeswinked at him and the ring winked; and Dennis dropped the
tangled spindle to thrust the vee of hisindex and middle fingersinto theflaring gill dits.

For amoment it was an open question as to which of them was caught, thefish or Dennis. Then the
youth curvetted, lifting with al the strength of both arms—nearly overbaancing but not quite, whilethe
fish flopped and dapped and flopped back on the bridge.



Dennis panted and groped for the sword with hisright hand. Theline had cut his pam, so heleft
chevrons of blood on the pink surface as he patted toward the hilt.

"Bemy lover, dear one," said the fish in ahuman voice, awoman'svoice.

Dennis squawked and jumped back, snatching away hisleft hand that had pinioned his catch while his
right prepared to finish it. The sharp gill-rakers had cut hisfingers.

" am the Cariad, dear one," said the fish, turning so that both its eyes watched the youth in amost
unfishlikeway. "Bemy lover, will you not?'

"By earth and heaven!" Dennis shouted in amixture of wonder and horror. "Y ou're afish and no more
than my dinner!”

He snatched up the sword, and as he turned with it the fish—glimmered. He didn't see the change, but
ingtead of itstailfins dapping him, bare human legs tangled with hislegs and they both went back over the
sde of the bridge—the youth and what had been afish and was now agirl who clasped him.

Dennis hit the water with his mouth open to shout surprise. The pond was as cold asit was black, and
no better to breathe than water of any other temperature or color. They sank in agout of spray, Dennis
and thegirl. All he could think of as hewent down was.It istwice as deep asyou aretall, Dennis; or
maybe more.

When his body's buoyancy and air trapped in his clothing bobbed Dennisto the surface, the
girl—Cariad—spouted a playful jet of water from her mouth and said, "Now, dear one—won't you give
me the power of awish over you?"'

"Let mego!" Dennis shouted.

He knew an ingtant later that he should have saved his breath instead, because Cariad grinned and
ducked him again with armsthat were dim and white and very strong.

She had a pixie face with high cheekbones and awide mouth. Her eyes were round and the color of
sun-struck amber, while the nipples of her breasts were the same bright cord as her lips.

Dennis lungs were burning before Cariad let him rise the second time. When his head broke surface, he
began to cough and his eyeswere blind with fear of suffocation.

"Give methe power of awish, beloved," the girl murmured in avoice as soft as her naked body pressng
againg him. "So that we may go up upon the firm ground again, you and I..."

"Never will I—" Dennis sputtered, uncertain whether or not he was speaking aloud until the Cariad's
hands gripped his chin and forced him down again backwards, asif she had her will to day him or spare
him—

Asindeed shedid, dip of agirl though shelooked... But Dennis strength was nothing to hersin the
water. White torture seethed in hislungs, and his eyes pulsed red with fire and degth.

When the pressure released for amoment, before Cariad could speak—or he could see the sun for
wha might be hislast glimpse—Dennis gasped, "l give you your wish! Only let me up!”



"But of course | will let you up, dear one, little heart,” the girl crooned as she thrust them over to the
bridge with two stokes of her dim, strong legs. "Of course | will do no harmto my lover."

Dennisreached for thelip of the bridge—low above the water when he stood atop it, but alifetime away
now. When hisarm rose out of the pond, his face sank under the surface.

Help, Chester! hismind wailed. Frustrated exhaustion goaded him, but he'd learned at least not to open
his mouth at such times.

Cariad gripped the youth under one armpit and splayed her free hand onto the bridge. Againgt the pink
gtoniness, Dennis could see the tranducent hint of webbing at the base of her fingers. She lifted him
effortlesdy into the tentacles of Chester, who caught the youth when Dennis own armswould have let
him flop down for want of strength.

Girl-shaped and ed-fluid, the Cariad dipped onto the roadway beside them. Smiling, she curled her legs
benesth her, knees together, and sat in ashimmer of pond water. When she tossed her head, droplets
flew from the tight rings of her hair. Her tresseswere of variable, brilliant colors, like the rainbow dazzle
of afigh'sscaesor light breaking through one of the prisms of Emath Palace.

Cariad'sydlow eyes were ageless, but for the rest she seemed no more than a girl asyoung as Dennis.
Her nudity wasinnocent and utterly unselfconscious.

Dennis hook was caught in her upper lip. Thelinetrailed fromit, back into the pond. As Dennis
watched, sheraised her handsto theinjury and winced as she tried to worry the barbs free.

"Ah.." sid theyouth. "Can|...?"

"Oh, would you help me, my Dennis, my lover?' Cariad replied, giving him asunbright smile that the
barbed steel hook only quirked dightly.

Dennis shifted on the pavement without standing up. His garments felt gluey and uncomfortable. He
gtarted to shrug out of histunic but looked at Chester first. The robot was asimpassive as motionless
Slver could be.

Dennis blushed and | eft the garment on as he leaned toward the Cariad.

The hook was st firmly. Dennistried to keep his eyesfocused on the sted, instead of |etting them drift
down asthey wanted to the girlish breasts. The water that beaded on Cariad's flesh gleamed prismatically
clear, with no hint of the black depths of the pond from which it came.

Hetugged tentatively. Cariad gasped and tears Sarted from the corners of her eyes. Dennisflinched
away.

"No, beloved,” she said, hugging the youth back against her. "No, you must hurt me to save me, isit not
s0? Go ahead, then, my lover."

"I'm not your lover," Dennis muttered to her shimmering hair. The sharpness of histone was meant asa
reminder to hisown body.

"Even awise man can be harmed by desire for awoman,” quoted Chester. His voice was dightly too
distant to be called tart.



The Cariad lifted her face with another broad smile. "Come, my Dennis, you will love meforever, as|
wishit," shesad. "But first the hook."

Dennisfdt the heat of hisblush again. "Therésno help for it but to push the hook through,” he said
firmly. "I'll cut theline and do that, though it will hurt for thetime.”

One of her ddlicate hands played with the back of Dennis neck as he turned to find his sword, the only
cutting tool he had. He kept his eyes down so that he didn't have to look at Chester—though the robot's
meta carapace could have no expression.

The Cariad giggled.

The Founder's Sword was an awkward device at best for cutting fishline, and Dennis muscles il
quivered from being starved for oxygen asthe girlish arms held his head under water. Dennis pinched the
leader between hisleft thumb and forefinger, while the other three fingers momentarily steedied the
cross-guard of the wegpon he held point-up in hisright. Then he cut the stout line.

The Cariad smiled and her hand shot out to snatch the ring Dennis had used asalure. "Beloved..." she
murmured as she dipped the little diamond onto her own fourth finger, the digit whose vein leads sraight
back to the heart with no branchings.

The swordblade was filmed with rust, especially where the sheath rubbed the chinesthat gaveit a

diamond cross-section for strength. Dennis did the weapon back into the scabbard, embarrassed at its
condition.

Embarrassed also at remembering that he'd drawn the sword to knock in the head of thislusciousgirl.

"I'm reedly, little heart," said the Cariad, lifting her face as he gingerly reached for the hook with both
hands. When she arched her chest, her nipples brushed hisforearms.

With hisface set in stony determination, Dennis |eft index finger probed theinsde of Cariad'slip. He
could fed the point, but it hadn't penetrated the skin.

Well, hed haveto push it the rest of the way.

"Thiswill hurt," he said forcefully as he spread the lip with one hand and twisted on the shank with the
other. Her flesh resisted the barbed sted!.

"Push, beloved,” she murmured in avoice blurred by hishands. "I don't—"

The barbs poked clear. Dennis gripped them and pulled the shank the rest of the way out of the Cariad's
lip.

"—mind."
Sweat was dripping from hisface, making him look as though he'd been ducked again in the pond.

Dennistried to give the hook to Chester, who had aready gathered in the line and spindle beforeit could
twirl away in the pond's dow current. His hand was shaking badly, but Chester wrapped the hook with
thetip of one tentacle and wiped it clean on the side of the bag before sarting to re-attach it to the



leader.

Drops of blood from the cut brightened the Cariad's lips so that she smiled even morerichly than before.
"Now I've saved you from the water, beloved,” she said, "and you've saved me from the hook... Come
and kissme, my dearest—"

"No!" Dennis said, shouting to quench his own desire. Standing, the Cariad's body curved, her hipsto
one sde and her bosom to the other. He couldn't imagine how he'd ever thought that she was innocent.

He wanted to hold her so badly; but her ancient yellow eyes seemed to laugh asthey looked into his
soul.

"Only the once, little heart," whispered the Cariad'sripe, red lips. "An then you will go and | will Stay, if
youwould haveit s0."

Dennislooked sdelong at his companion. "That can be no harm, can it, Chester?' he asked asif the
guestion were an idle one and his heart and soul weren't fixed on hearing the proper responsetoit.

"If you taste her blood, Dennis," said the robot coally, "then you will love her forever—for that is her
wish, and the blood will sedl it."

For amoment, Dennis saw hislife sinking into the amber eyes and the dim armsthat reached to embrace
him. Then histhroat made a sound somewhere between a groan and a scream; he began to run the rest
of the way acrossthe bridge, his bare feet dapping the pavement and the long sword clipping hisankle
for dl that hetried to control the swinging with ahand on the pomme!.

"Dennis, my heart," called the girl-thing behind him, the sun an iridescent dazzle in her hair. Her form
quivered at the corner of hiseye and shewas afish, curving back into the water with scarcely a splash,
S0 clean wasthedive.

Chegter was at the youth's Side, loping easily on the harm surface. His bent limbs struck tick-whisk!
tick-whisk! with aregularity that reassured Dennis.

Thefish rolled to the pond surface beside Dennis and his companion. Thering shot spikes of light from
oneray of adorsd fin. "Bemy lover, my Dennis, little heart," the fish called. "Do not leave mewhen |
need you o greatly, my beloved.”

"Run," Dennis gasped to himsdlf. "Run, run..."

Dennis knew he was safe when the reeds of the pond margin brushed the roadway beside him, but he
continued running for another thirty yards—until the tops of the grest trees were a solid canopy above

him, and the undergrowth was awall to either sde.

Gasping for breath, Dennis leaned againgt atreetrunk streaked green by the vines using it as a support to
coil skyward. He looked back the way they had come.

A dim girl sat on the roadway at the pond's edge. The sun jeweled her hair and the water droplets on
her bressts.

She waved the hand which wore the diamond ring.



"Wed best be going,” Dennis said to his companion.

But it was severd moments more before he waswilling to turn his eyesfrom the Cariad and resume
walking aong the road through the jungle.

"And | think, Chester," the youth said when they were wdll out of sight of the pond, "that | will be
satisfied with the fruit and nuts which you tell me are safe to eat. | do not need to try fish again, for the
time"

CHAPTER 21

In the evening, the sky darkened again before sunset. The needlepoint patches of blue became pools of
roiling cloud.

"He who runs abroad from evil, finds evil where heflees," Chester said.

Dennis laughed and patted the robot's caragpace. The cut across his palm still stung, and there seemed to
bealittle swelling in the hand itsdlf. Despite that, he felt surprisingly good. "But can the wanderer find
shelter from therain, my friend?" he asked.

Chester rose cautioudy onto thetips of his eight tentacles. Even so, the robot's egg-shaped body was no
higher than Dennis shoulders. Chester rotated dowly, moving hislimbsin sets of four, afew inches
clockwise at atime,

At last hesaid, "Hereisatree that became hollow beforeit fell, Dennis. It will give us shelter from the
ran."

Dennis couldn't imagine how his companion could see afalen tree or anything e se through the leaves
and gathering darkness, but he followed Chester willingly into the undergrowth. A few yards
away—though each step was a battle—was the bole of aforest giant, just asthe robot had said.

Upright, the tree had been twenty feet across at the base. Now, on its Side, more than half that diameter
was acave whose lip was orange and yellow with the shelf fungus egting its way into the wood which
remained.

Chester paused. Thefirst drops of rain rapped against leaves, but the downpour hadn't yet penetrated
the triple canopy.

Dennisclimbed in. Theinterior of the trunk was damp and had ahint of reptilian sharpness. It made him
wish that hed drawn the sword before entering. Chester followed, abardy-visble glimmer in slhouette
asthe storm thundered down and washed away thelast of the daylight.

The hallow was dimy, and Dennis could hear water running through a knothole somewhere farther back



in the trunk; but in comparison at least to the night before, he was dry and comfortable. The tree was
red, not adream like the dead wizard's cabin, and Chester lay beside him with hislimbs coiled.

Dennislaughed. "How isit that heroes spend the nights between one adventure and the next, Chester,"
he asked.

"You areahero, Dennis," therobot said softly. "And it isin afdlen treethat you are spending the night."
"I'm no hero," the youth murmured. "1 know that now."

But he dept easily, wrapped in the fuzzy warmth of hisfriend's compliment.

CHAPTER 22

For seventeen days they followed the road, while Dennislearned to live from the jungle—if not precisdy
init.

Each midday they rested. Dennistrained himself to lie so till that the lizards skittered past and across
him asif hewereafalenlog. Once he amused himsdlf by flicking lumps of nutmeet from thetip of his
thumb toward the lizard that lay like a purple-black shadow on the underside of a branch ten feet above

him. At last he got abead into the proper position—a hand's breadth from the lizard's blunt nose—and
thelizard's pink tongue snatched in the nutmest.

"Itisnot nuts but insects that the lizard egts, Dennis," said Chester.

"The nuts do not harm me, Chester,” the youth replied. "Will the nuts harm the lizard?

"The nutswill not harm thelizard, that is0."

"Then no harm has been done," Dennis said, smiling up & the little cresture. "For which | am glad.”
Thelizard's throat worked asit swallowed down the pellet instead of spitting it out again as expected.

"Perhaps that's my misson, hey?' Dennis chuckled to his companion. "To convert firsg mysdlf, then the
lizards of thejungle, to adiet of nutmesats?'

"Lowly work and lowly food are better than luxury far from home," the robot grumbled.

But when Dennis thought of Emath, he wasn't sure that a paace or village in the power of the seahag
made a proper home for anything human.



CHAPTER 23

Chester's caragpace shone with a brushed finish applied by thorns and horny bark.

Dennis clothing was reduced to rags, but the cutsin his skin didn't fester as held expected on hisfirst
miserable hours beyond the village perimeter. At Chester's suggestion, he washed them in the citric
agtringence of afruit whose orange pulp wastoo bitter for him to eat. The haf-ripeinteriors of large,
warty-hulled nuts provided a save that seemed to do more than merely keep insects from swarming to
feed on Dennis exposed flesh.

He topped nuts and hacked down fruit-clusters with the Founder's Sword. He waslearning to useits
weight with precison—and to respect the quality of the edgeit would hold.

The blade was burnished, now. Chester had shown his companion agourd which split into a mass of
white rags. Dried for aday on Dennis back as he tramped in the sun, the rags became a coarse cloth
with enough embedded silicato sweep away dl hints of rust.

Dennis cleaned and sharpened the sword every night, astherain fell from the darkness on their
shelte—alog or acave or athatching of tub-great leaves over aframe of vines and saplings. A careful
polish with the gourd he'd prepared during the day, then short, firm strokes with hiswhetstone to grind
any hint of nicks or wear out of the star-metal blade.

Ramos had taught him how to sharpen with a stone; taught him also that even aking's son must keep his
tools—a blade is no more than atool—ready for use at al times.

But for dl thetales of thejungle and itsterrors, Dennis found nothing on which to try the sword save

fruits, and nuts and—uvery occas onaly—sharp-spiked tangles that had managed to grow acrossthe
paved surface.

CHAPTER 24

On the eighteenth day, the road ended.

The jungle grew to the edge of a glassy bowl amile across, roofed with more sky than Dennis had seen
snceleaving Emath. Nothing grew in the bowl'sinterior, though the surface was crazed with amyriad of
tiny cracks, and rainwater pooled in many of the smooth irregularities of the surface.



Weeks of familiarity had taught Dennisthat the road was indestructible; but here the pavement ended in
gobbets burned from pink through al the colors of the spectrum—indistinguishable from the soil fused to

glass beyond.

The air was hot. The unhindered sun blazed down and in reflection from the sides of the bowl. Dennis
fdlt as cold as he had when thinking of the Wizard Serdic.

"What happened here, Chester?' he asked. Hisvoice sounded in hisown earslike that of alittle boy.

"This planet isnot so old asthe universe, Dennis," the robot said quietly. "And the thing that happened
here to the road and the city beyond the road, that was not so old as the planet.

"But they are dl three very old, the universe and the planet and the thing. We must not be troubled by
them now, you and I."

Dennis squinted across the bowl, his eyes struggling with the haze and heat waves. He could see no hint
of the pink road continuing; and eveniif it did, he was no longer sure he wished to walk it.

"All right," he said decisvely. "We haven't seen any of thelizardmen'strails crossing theroad in... Two
days? No, three. WEIl go back to where we last saw atrail and take that to where it leads us.”

His hand reached ingtinctively for the pommel of his sword and lifted the blade and inch or two, making
surethat it ran freein its scabbard. They hadn't met any lizardfolk on the way, save the threein hisdream
of the corpse. Dennis didn't know—no one in Emath had known—how the scaly denizens of the jungle
would react when humans entered their villages instead of the other way around.

"The wise man takes counsd patiently before he acts,” Chester said. Though Dennis knew the robot
could move or seein any direction, the normal ‘front’ of his carapace now looked off into the jungle asif
he wereignoring his companion.

"Well, dl right,” Dennis said in the exasperation he dwaysfet at his companion's unwillingness—or
perhaps inability—to volunteer anything but quoted wisdom. "What would you do?'

"I will do whatever my master wishes meto do, Dennis," Chester said primly. "But—thereisacity not
so far away from here, though it be through the jungle with no trall savethetrail that we make for
oursalves.”

The youth shaded his eyes with his hand as he looked back at the road they had followed so far. "A
village of thelizard people, Chester?' he asked.

"Itisavillage of men, Dennis," Chester replied. "Though it was not made by men or by lizardfolk ether.
Itiscaled Rakastava."

Dennisthought for amoment. "It doesn't mean crossing—that, doesit?" he asked. Histhumb gestured
over his shoulder without looking at the bowl which desth itsalf had excavated.

"It does not," the robot said, and alight-silvered tentacle pointed the way to their right. A clump of
sword-edged leaves with black, spear-shaped tips rimmed the road there for severa yards. "But thereis
notral."

Dennis drew the Founder's Sword and dashed a broad gap through the immediate vegetation. "We can



handlethejungle" he said.

CHAPTER 25

A day and ahdf later, he knew enough to be less positiveif the question came up again. The difficulties
werent particularly from the undergrowth—away from the tunndl of light which the road let fal to the
ground, lesser vegetation was stunted and easy to avoid.

The footing was worse than terrible. Streams; bogs that might be ankle-deep or over hishead; falen
timber that Dennis might have to circle for ahundred yards because it was too soft with rot to climb; and
the rare outcrop of quartz or other faceted stone that would dash through even the calluses his bare feet
had formed tramping the hard, smooth roadway.

Dennisdidn't see Rakastava until he hacked through an unexpected tangle of briars. Beyond them, he
noticed that hisfeet were on grassand hisface in sunlight.

"Thisis Rakastava, Dennis," Chester said neediesdly.
Dennislet hisbreath out dowly.

No one could have doubted that the crystal spires of Emath Palace were artificid, built by the men of old
with tools more wondrous than those they had bequegthed to their progeny. No one could have
doubted—save Hale and later his son, the only men who had seen the palace rise by itself, an organic
part of the headland on which it stood.

Rakastava seemed instead to be a great vaulting hill, brown and barren; wholly athing of the Earth and
not hands... but Denniswondered.

The city or city-huge palace had no gates or windows, only dopestoo steep to climb. They rose
hundreds of feet in complex curves. The exterior of Rakastavawas brown; reddish-brown in its own
shadow, closer to golden in the portions which the sun flooded—but the same color throughout, a
uniformity asfadseto nature asthe oily smoothness of the wals when Dennistested them with one hand.

His other hand held the great sword which he had thought not to shesthe.

"Chegter, how do we—" Dennis began. The shrill, broken note of atrumpet interrupted him and drew
his eyes upward.

Three men were leaning over ahigh battlement to stare down at Dennis and his companion. Their tunics
were splashes of orange, yellow and chartreuse, and their peaked caps were dl bright blue. As Dennis
watched, the man in chartreuse straightened and raised the trumpet to hislips again.

Hewasn't avery skillful trumpeter. It took him three triesto get the effect he wanted; and that (though



clear and loud) was by no meansmusicd.

A section of solid wall near Dennis drew back to either sde in accordian pleats. The movement was
noiseless, but amedley of human sounds came from the opening in advance of more people appearing.

"Do not tie yoursdlf to afiend, though he be powerful,” Chester quoted morosely.

"l don't understand,” Dennis said, glancing from the gateway to his companion—and back to the gate, as
his sword shifted across his body.

"Y ou will understand, Dennis," Chester said. The robot composed his limbs at precise intervas around
his body, asif they were no more mobile than table legs.

Half adozen children scampered out the gate, carrying banners on short poles. They made an effort to
look serious, but one's peaked cap was sideways over her curls. When shetried to straighten it
surreptitioudy, her banner dipped across the back of the boy next to her—who jabbed with hiselbow in
response.

Before agenerd melee could break out, amiddle-aged woman with aflute paced out in timewith the
stately music she played. Unlike the trumpeter, she was expert indeed. Her flushed face suggested that
she aswell asthe children had rushed to get into position to greet the newcomers.

Behind the flautist came—"marched" would imply too much organization—six men wearing swords,
breastplates, and neck-flared helmets. The sheathed swords looked sturdy enough to be real weapons,
though their hilts were gorgeoudy ornamented. None of the swords had the length or heft of Dennis
star-metal blade.

The armor wastoo light to be intended for more than decoration. The tallest of the Six, aman of at least
half again Dennis age, strode forward from his companions. His trousers and tunic were black, and his
armor was plated with black chrome. The sunlight danced on its smooth curves asit had over the surface
of the Cariad's pond.

The flautist paused.

"In the name of King Conall and the people of Rakastava," boomed the man in black, "I welcomeyou,
stranger, to our community. | am Gannon, the King's Champion.”

"I, ah," Dennissaid.

Hedrew himsdlf up straight—he was alittle taller than Gannon, he noted—and said, "I am Dennis,
Prince of Emath. My companion and | are adventuring through the jungle.”

Hiswords sounded impressive—and they were true, though the greatest adventure he/d had outside of
dreamswasto run from afish-girl... But he was barefoot and his clothing hung in tatters. The
splendidly-attired folk of Rakastavamust think him afool and abraggart to speak that way!

Gannon's eyes moved from the great sword to something beyond Dennis. Hisface paled, and there was
no mockery init.

Dennis glanced behind him to see what it was that affected the King's Champion. Had Chester done
something, or had they been followed by amonster? But the robot was motionless, and there was



nothing dse—

Except thewall of thejungleitsdlf.

He'd become used to it in the weeks since held left Emath. 1t was neither friend nor foe, just fringing
undergrowth and the mgjesty of the vine-draped monarchs toward whose peaks Dennis stared while he
lay resting on his back.

Thejungle might have denizens more fearful than the birds and lizards which had brightened its
vegetation and hislife as Dennisjourneyed among them, but—

The Founder's Sword quivered as Dennis grip tightened on it. Theterrors of the jungle might find a
terror of their own to faceif they met him now.

Thefolk of Rakastavafelt the same way about the newcomer. It was on the faces of dl of them, children
and woman and armed men, asthey gazed a Dennisin hisrags.

"Prince Dennis" said Gannon in avoicethat logt its tremul ousness after the first syllable. "Please come
with meto our king, who even now preparesto receive you."

Gannon gestured. The children moved in aflutter of banners and loose clothing. They glanced back over
their shouldersin quick nervousness toward the newcomers—then squealed and scattered forward when
they saw that Chester moved dso. Theflautist took up her measured cadence and followed them.

Denniswaited for further direction. The King's Champion gestured again, thistime with atouch of
irritation in hiseyes.

Dennis sheathed his sword. It rustled againgt the scabbard sides, then chimed asit shot hometo the
cross-guards.

"Asyouwill," he said, striding on after the woman with the flute while Gannon and hisfellows arranged
themselves behind.

"Pride and arrogance are the ruin of their owner," Chester murmured.

Dennis, with thelook of the King's Champion fresh in hismemory, had no doubt at al for whom the
robot meant that bit of wisdom.

CHAPTER 26

Dennis expected a cave. Instead, the interior of Rakastava was brighter than Emath Palace at midday.
Theair, while somehow lifeless, was fresh and moved in gentle currents even after the gate closed behind
them.



Thewals glowed. Light couldn't come through them, theway it did in Emath Palace, so it must be
generated by the materid itsdf. Maybe the air did the same...

The corridor down which the children led Dennis was high-ceilinged and lined with people. More
spectators gppeared at every moment from side halls or doorways that vanished again when they closed,
just as the gate had done.

The citizens blinked at Dennis and gaped at the robot beside him, but their whispered excitement stilled
when the newcomers passed close to them. Gannon was the only inhabitant of Rakastavawho'd actualy
spoken to Dennis.

The youth matched his pace to that of the flautist. HEd have preferred to let hislegstake the full stride
he'd found so natural on the road through the jungle. For awhile hetried to meet the eyes of the people
looking at him, but they ducked away. That made him uncomfortable—he wasn't afregk, for goodness
sakel—and he let hissight rove along the wallsinstead.

The corridor's lines were softened by bands of color, primaries aswell as pastels; but there was no
visud art to give the passageway a human touch.

Nothing in Rakastava was human except the inhabitants.

The corridor opened into a chamber incomparably greater than anything Dennis had expected to find
within abuilding. Even the mountainous bulk of Rakastava as he had first seenit, adick, brown mass
risng sheer from the jungle, seemed inadequate tho hold this—audience chamber, he supposed, because
there were thrones and a carpeted path to them across the expanse of stony floor.

Trumpets sang, high and clear and echoing. Their well-blown notes sounded thin in the huge room.

Gannon strode past Dennis and Chester, marching toward the thrones with his head back and his
armored chest thrust out. The woman with the flute had stepped to the side and vanished among the

spectators.

There weren't as many people as Dennis had at first assumed. There were at |east a score of corridors
like the one he and Chester had followed, and al of them were spilling gaily-dressed peopleinto the
audience chamber now. But the room could hold twenty Emath Villages, and the crowd now assembling
totaed less than Dennis had seen at the Founder's Day parades on any of the past five years.

In Emath, the crowds were dive—coarse, pushy; smelling of fish and spices and the sea—but alive and
sure of their growing success. These folk of Rakastava were good-looking, almost without exception.
They were dressed in clothes of aqudity that in Emath only Hale and hisfamily could afford—and they
worether garments with astylishness that Dennis hadn't imagined existed before he saw it here.

But theflies glittering in circles about a corpse were brilliant to watch dso; and if therewaslivelinessin
the eyes of the folk Dennis saw around him, it was only that. Rakastava was greet, but it was dead; and
the people who inhabited the city spun in their courses over carrion.

The King's Champion quick-stepped toward the thrones. Dennisfollowed, lengthening hisown stride
instead of trying to match Gannon step for step. They reached the end of the carpet. Spectators were
drifting dong beside the newcomers, watching them avidly. There didn't seem to be much formdity inthe
arrangements, despite the way the newcomers had been greeted.



Buzzing flies, Dennis thought again. Aloud though in alow voice he said the Chester, "I don't likethis
place at dl. What'swrong with them?"

"Do not be in haste to quarrdl with apowerful ruler,” the robot quoted sharply. But a tentacle reached
behind the youth and curled affectionately in his pam—his|eft pam, the hand he wouldn't need if he had

to draw the sword abruptly.

The red carpet was thick enough to feel comfortable under Dennis bare feet.

The pair of thrones provided Denniswith something other than vastness on which to focus. Ashe
approached them, the visual scale of the room reduced to human norms. The face of the man seated to

the right had wrinkles only about the eyes, but he was at least as old as Dennis own father.

Certainly he was older than the woman to his|eft. She was the most beautiful girl Dennis had ever seen.

"Most noble King Conal," Gannon shouted, twenty feet from the thrones but till unable to sound
impressivein aroom so large. "Mogt gracious Princess Aria—"

There were ten or so additional men in decorative armor to either side of the thrones. An honor guard,
Dennis supposed, like the one Ramos commanded a Emath.

And equaly needless, it seemed. The men beside the thrones were older and paunchier than the ones
who accompanied Gannon. Dennis suspected that the six who'd greeted him outside the gate were those
who could throw on their accoutrements and race down the corridor in timeto do so.

"1 bring you Dennis of Emath," Gannon was continuing. "A wayfarer who begs your hospitdlity."

Dennis squeezed Chester's limb and stepped past Gannon. His body had gone cold when he redlized
what he was about to do, but it wasn't fear like that with which the dream wizard had struck him.

Thiswas Dennis choice; his decision not to be belittled before strangers... one of whom was named
Aria, and whose blond hair spilled from golden combsto the middle of her back.

"Sir," hesaid, wondering if his own voice seemed asthin asthat of Condl's champion, "I'm indeed
Dennis, and I've come from Emath where my father isking. But while | wish your friendship, | need beg
from no man. The jungle fed and kept me on the way here. It'll keep me again before I'll become a

burden anywhere I'm unwanted.”

Conall laughed and stood up.

"Pardon our insengtivity," he said as he stepped forward, extending his hands toward Dennis. "Vistors
are arare pleasure to those of uswho live in Rakastava. And as for a burden—"

He gestured with one hand while the other clasped Dennisin friendship. "There are no burdens here," he
sad forcefully. "Rekagtavais Paradise on Earth.”

Ariahad stepped down beside her father. Her smile had as much of amusement asgreetinginit. "At the
very least, Prince Dennis," she said in aclear voice pitched like aviola, "won't you dlow usto provide
you with clothing? If only until you return to the jungleto haveit provide for your needs."”



Dennis glanced down and blushed. Hed forgotten how ragged he looked. "L ook," he said, grimacing.
"Weretradersin Emath. Traders and fishermen. Just Dennisisfine, please.”

Ariaherself wore adress of gauzy blue pastel, cinched with awaistbelt. The belt's gold matched her
combs and sandals, while her ring and earrings were clear, faceted jewels.

Around Arias neck was asiver chain. Three carven crysta bals, nested oneinside the other and the
largest no bigger than awalnut, hung between her breasts. The pendant moved when the girl did, but
Dennis realized with a shock that there was no physical connection between the chain and the crystal.
Asfor hisclothing...

"Ah, I'd very much appreciate—something to replace these," Dennis said. "I—the thorns, you know."

"Clothing of course," said Condl heartily. "And amed, at least. Y ou surely won't deprive us of achance
to talk with you during a banquet, will you?'

"Wadl, I..." Dennissaid, losing histrain of thought as he stared a Arids crystd pendant. Thethree balls
were rotating within one another, each on a separate axis. Their carved surfaces made patterns which
changed the way the shadow pictures moved when a breeze tirred the leaves of Dennis dream.

"And maybe Prince Denniswouldn't mind taking abath,” Gannon said harshly from besde Ariawhere
he now stood.

"I'll take him to aroom where he can change, father,” Ariasaid coadlly, turning her head asif the King's
Champion hadn't spoken.

"Certainly, daughter,” Conall agreed, but his eyeswere on Chester. "Ah, Dennis?" the king went on.
"That isa—an artifact from the Age of Settlement, isit not?'

"Yes, Chester," Dennis agreed, reaching back and fedling his pdm warmed by the tentacle it had
snatched itsdlf away from afew moments before. "We came from Emath together. We're friends.”

Gannon smiled.
Flushing again, Dennis said, "Thismay interest you, Champion.”

He did the Founder's Sword a hand's breadth from its scabbard; not quite a threat but enough to show
the blade's rugged lines. "It's from the Age of Settlement too. It's made of star-metal.”

Conall amiled aso. "How interesting,” he said, bending forward to peer more closdly. "May |7

Dennis thought the king was going to take the sword. Instead, Conall flicked his hand so that the nail of
hisindex finger rang againgt theflat of the blade.

He straightened. "How interesting,” he repeated without emotion. "We have many artifacts of the
Settlement here aswell. | see you noticed my daughter's pendant.”

"Isthat what he was staring at?' Ariasaid with atwinkle of amusement.

Dennisflushed. Conall blinked. Gannon looked as though held been dapped.



"Yes, wdl," said theking. "Do please take our guest to aroom. The banquet will begin as soon as he's
refreshed himsdf.”

"In our gpartments, | think," said Aria

Denniswatched the by-play between the princess and her father, but none of it made senseto him.
"I don't think—" Condl began doubtfully.

"It'scloser,” Ariasaid. "And it needn't befor long."

Gannon gave asnort.

"Yes, wel, of course," Conall said at last. "Whatever you think best, child.”

Ariagestured Dennisto come with her. Thewall opened into adoorway just as Denniswas sure that
she was about to walk into something solid.

But as he followed, watching the dress sway againgt her softly-curved body, he was sure of one thing:
Ariawasn't achild.

CHAPTER 27

They were striding down ahalway, narrower and not as high as the corridor through which Dennis had
been led to the assembly chamber. 1t was bland—but bright and cheerful, filled with the same diffused
light asthelarger volumes.

"Here, thiswill do," Ariasaid. Another door opened—would they do that for him?"Just ask for what
you need, bath, clothing—whatever. Everyone's waiting in the assembly hall, but you needn't rush.”

Her facelogt itslook of superiority though not the bitter humor that had dways underlainit. "We have
plenty of time herein Rekastava."

"Ah..." Dennissaid. Chester could help him figure things out. Aria certainly wasn't coming into the room
with him. HEd never thought that she would, never... "Thank you."

He stepped into the room. Itswalls were sand colored, the hue of the shaded side of dunesin late
afternoon.

"You aren't like most of the wanderers we see here," Ariasaid. "Vagabonds, redly.”

"Pardon?'



Sheturned away. Her skirt flowed slently as she swept back up the hdlway. "1t doesn't matter,” she
tossed over her shoulder.

"How do | close the door, Chester?' Dennis whispered to his companion.
"Tell the door to close, Dennis," the robot replied.
"Ah, close, door."

"If you meet abeautiful woman,” Chester went on asthe wall spread itsdlf back over the door opening,
"prove that your control over your body is greater than hers."

"Hush, Chegter.”
The room had abed of modest size and what seemed to be an empty sideboard. There was no bath.
"Ah, bath, pour yoursdlf,” Dennis ordered. One of the beige walls quivered. Water gurgled beyond it.

Denniswhisked aside what turned out to be drapery rather than a solid surface like the other three sides.
A tub shaped in the gentle curves of ahdf clamshell wasfilling, apparently by osmosisthrough its

glistening body.

The tub wasfull by the time the youth had stripped off his clothesto get in. Not much in theway of
clothing had survived the weeks since he left home, he admitted ruefully. He supposed he could wear
leaves or bark... something, a any rate... if he were to spend therest of hislifeinthejungle.

The water was hot but not quite uncomfortable. It had adight scent and astringence which suggested
that it dready contained some sort of cleansing agent. He wished he had a proper bath sponge, but the
multiple scabs and scrapes he could reach with his bare hands softened pleasantly as he rubbed them.

"Chegter," he said. "Should | stay here? Or should | go back to Emath now?"

"The one who asks foolish questions wearies those around him," said the robot, his outline blurred by the
gteam rising from Dennis bath. "Who but yourself knowswhere your heart is?'

"l can't see—spending dl my lifeinthejungle,”" the youth went on. "This place is—very wonderful, in
some ways... But there's something abouit it | don't like. And back home, well, | wasright to leave and |
don't think | want to go back just yet.

"| think—" Dennis closed his eyes and rested his head and arms on the edge of the tub for amoment,
luxuriating in the warm cleanliness. "—that well stay in Rakastavafor awhile and learn alittle more about
it. And then we can go on if we want to."

"If you ask for clothing, it will appear in the cabinet, Dennis," Chester said.

Dennisrose in the tub and stepped out. The level of the water began to drop immediately. "Clothes,
appear,” he said tentetively.

A st of bright yellow garments rose from—through—the bottom of what he had thought was an empty
Sdeboard.



"Wow!" he breathed aloud. "Ah, and atowd ?'

When the towd—dark beige like the room's walls—appeared, he redlized that he should have asked for
asponge before he got into the bath.

The garments were dippers, atunic and loose trousers—all of asoft, dick fabric that was similar to silk;
but not sk, and not any textile with which Denniswas familiar.

"Do you suppose dl theroomsin Rakastava are like this, Chester?' he asked as he did the tunic over his
head.

"All theroomsarelikethis, Dennis," the robot replied. "Except that they may be finer.”
The dippersfit perfectly. "That'samazing,” Dennissaid. "And none of it costs anything.”
Helooked at the blank wall and said, "Door, open!”

Behind Dennis asthey strolled toward the assembly hall, Chester said quietly, "It would indeed be
amazing if there were no cogts, Dennis.”

CHAPTER 28

Dennis hadn't known what to expect in the assembly hall. When the hal door opened for him, he found
that tables were arranged in acirclelarge enough to sest the entire popul ation of the community—well
over athousand faces staring at the newcomers.

The table closest to the door was bright with the polished metalwork of Condl's honor guard. Between
the king himsdlf and his daughter, both of them turning to greet Dennis, was an empty chair.

So far as Dennis could see, it was the only vacant seet in the assembly. The thrones and carpet had
disappeared. It made him somewhat uneasy to redlize that the tables had probably risen from—and the
thrones had vanished into—the floor, much as the clothes he wore had coa esced through asolid
surface.

"Well, come sit down, silly,” Ariadirected with awave of her hand toward the empty chair.

Gannon glared a Dennis from the other side of the king. That was ahuman sort of didike and therefore

less disconcerting than many other things about Rakastava. He sat down and felt Chester creep past to
lie curled and comforting at hisfeet.

There were no—human—servantsin Rakastava. King Condl himsdlf raised thelid of aserving dish and
offered Dennisadice of savory meatloaf. It wasthe first meat Dennis had eaten Snce leaving home. It



amelled delicious, and the taste was wonderful and intriguing—

But he wasn't quite sure that it was mest after dl.

No matter. It was good, and so were the vegetables on the platter beside it... Though these vegetables
weren't anything he'd eaten before, ether, and they had a curious uniformity instead of the layering of
garden truck Dennis had eaten at home.

"I wonder, Prince Dennis," said Condl with a casuanessthat could only be ddliberate. "Theresno
question of you being aburden on us here, of course. But if it would make you more comfortable during

your stay at Rakastava—"

Ariamade amuffled sound and looked down &t her plate, though she didn't lift the forkful of loaf to her
lips.

"Yes, go ahead,” Dennis asked, feding his body tense.

Hed belted the sword on over hisfine new clothing, less because of expected need than because he was
afraid it might vanish into the floor the way histattered garments had if heleft it. Now hewas glad of its
awkward weight.

"l wasthinking,” Condl continued. "A bold lad like you with afine sword, well—"

Gannon was chuckling behind the king's leonine head.

"Y ou see, we keep aherd of cows herein Rakastava. Not for our own use, but for trade with the, ah,
local people”

"The lizardmen?' asked Dennis. "l hadn't expected that. There aren't any trailsleading to
Rakastava—quite unusua, you know."

He grimaced interndly, knowing that he was emphasizing his status as the only expert onthejunglein the
room—in order to keep from open embarrassment at hislack of sophigtication in the ways of this
wonderful place.

"That is," he amended for his conscience sake, "no trails by theway | came.”

"Well, we do sometrading,” Conal continued, looking more worried than Dennis mild comment seemed
to cdl for. "Well. In any case, we have aherd that we like to pasture outside the wdlls. But, ah, none of
us here areredlly comfortablein the—"

Condl'sface grew pae as he remembered something beyond what was before him in the room. "None
of usfed comfortable outside Rakastava, thet is. If you think you'd be able to do this, Prince Dennis,
lead the herd to its pastures...?"

"Of course," the youth said. "For that matter, | can milk them, if you'd like meto. We had some goatsin
Emath, though cows only rarely for the problem of fodder."

There was a catch, but no one in Rakastavawas going to tell him what it was. Hed learn for himself.

Between Ariaswarmth close to hisright e bow, and Gannon smirking from beyond the king, there was



no way Denniswas going to permit himsdf to sound frightened.

"Fine, then, that's settled,” said Condll. The older man seemed relaxed for the first time since Dennis had
seen him. "Firgt thing in the morning, then. Perhaps my daughter will point you on theway?' He leaned
forward to look at Aria.

"I will not," said the princess toward her plate of food.

"I'll be the boy's guide, then,” said Gannon. "Firgt thing in the morning, princding.”

"I'll beready," said Dennis.

For anything, his mind added and his eyes promised.

CHAPTER 29

Thewall opened into adoor. Dawnlight beyond looked like a curtain in contrast to the pure radiance
from the walls of the cow byre. The cows began to lurch forward in the one-at-a-time, dominoes-faling,
manner of their kind.

"Well, theresyour trail," Gannon said. His voice sounded thick, because he was holding a handkerchief
over hisnose and mouth. "Just follow it. I'm getting out of this stinking place.”

Thelarge, low room in which the cows were stabled was as clean as every other part of Rakastava,
though the odor of the animals permested the air. Dennis blinked at the King's Champion, trying to
decide whether the man was serious or just flaunting his"greeter culture.”

Gannon certainly didn't ook well; but the dinner of the night before was turning into amorose drinking
party when Dennis|éeft it to degp away the weariness of the jungle. Perhgpsthe smdl of living things
turned Gannon's tomach, but the cloyingly sweet wine the champion durped down might have more
bearing on the way he felt now.

"Drink brings al manner of illnessto the body,” Chester said primly.

Gannon snatched the kerchief away from hislips. "What did you say?' he blazed at Dennis.

"Isthere good water to drink out there?' the youth said calmly as the cows shouldered their way by the
men. There didn't seem to be any point in explaining that Chester was more than a mobile decoration;
and anyway, the knowledge wouldn't make Gannon less angry about the comment.

"How would I know?" Gannon muttered, dightly mollified. "The cows eat and drink, | suppose.”

Helooked again a Dennis, redlizing suddenly that the youth carried only hissword. "That is..." Gannon



sad. "Tha is—someone will bring your lunch out to you. Yes."

Denniswas cold with the certainty that something was wrong. His elbows pressed his new garments
tightly to hisribs. "That won't be necessary,” he said. "I'm used to the jungle, you know."

Hiseyesight blurred despite the clarity of the artificid light. It would fed good to be out in the fresh air
and daylight.

"None of you redly do anything, do you?' Dennis said, voicing theinsight that had suddenly surprised
him.

"Don't beafool, boy!" Gannon snapped. "Wedl have our duties. I'm here with you, aren't |7

"Yes" theyouth said. "But you're courtiers—not traders or fishermen or anything. And it's not even for a
real king, for Conall. You're courtiersfor Rakastava itsdlf.”

Gannon'sface grew ill. Hisright hand dropped to his swordhilt and lifted the weapon enough that
polished sted glinted above thelip of the scabbard. The handkerchief, caught between hand and
pommd, fluttered absurdly.

Dennis balanced himsdf on the balls of hisfeet. His hand didn't move to his own great sword, but he
could dive away to theright if Gannon attacked and then—

Gannon shot hiswegpon back homein its sheath. Hislifted hishand, noticed the kerchief—and flung it
asdein displaced fury. "Don't talk about what's not your business, boy!" he said. "'l warn you."

"Fine" Dennissaid, turning and putting his hand on the warm, shaggy flank of the last of the herd. It
bleated in bovine surprise, but there was nowhere to go except forward at the speed of the animal ahead.
"Il be back at nightfal, then."

Chegter followed Dennis. If the King's Champion tried to say anything further, hiswordswerelogt asthe
door flowed shut behind them.

Dennisdid fed better outside. It was as though the huge mass of Rakastava had been pressing on his
chegt dl thetime hewasin the city. Benegth al the magic and luxury lay atension that was concealed
until he got beyond the range of its power.

But the folk of Rakastava never stepped more than afew yards from their palace-city.

"If you trust your enemy,” Chester said, "you will cursetheresult in theend.”

"I don't trust him," Dennis said. He shivered inthewarm air. "Chegter, | don't trust any of them. Except
maybe... The girl seemsto be different. Nicer, inaway...?'

Chegter said nothing.
"Don't you think?' Dennising sted.
"It isthrough woman that both good and evil came to mankind,” the robot quoted.

"All right, dl right,” Dennissaid. "It's not something that you can do for me."



He rubbed Chester's carapace with his knuckles; the curve of atentacle caressed the back of his hand.

There wereforty cows and adozen cavesin the herd; al of them short-horned and white with black
markings. The way to the pasture was unmistakeable: the beasts had trampled a path through the jungle.

Thetrall was muddy, green with droppings, and only afoot wide on the ground. Higher up, the cows
wide hips and rib cages had worn the vegetation away to a comfortable distance.

Among thefamiliar plantswas avine that Dennis didn't remember having seen before. It had athin,
purplish stem; small leaves; and broad, black-pointed thorns. He kept a careful eye out for strands that
had crept near enough to snag him—but though the vine was common just off thetrail, it didn't come
threateningly close.

Dennislaughed. "I supposeif | tear up these clothes, the cabinet will give me another s&t," he said.
"Itisnot for your clothes you should be cautious, Dennis," Chester said, "but rather for yourself.”

"Oh, I'll hedl too," the youth remarked gaily. It felt good to be out of—out of sight of, even—the brown
pile of Rekastava.

Dennis began to whistle atune; the tune the tavern girl had been singing when he passed on theway to
get the Founder's Sword.

The pasture, abroad stretch of sunlit grassand, was as obvious as the path leading to it.

Dennis had never seen anything likeit. There were grassed plotsin Emath Village, jealoudy guarded by
their owners—and generally of gpproximately the same dimensions as adoorway. Beyond those small
holdings, greenery meant the jungle rather than grass.

Here was grass on the scale of the jungle: astrip a quarter-mile wide that undulated on out of sight
between walls of trees and clogging brambles. The cows had aready cropped away abroad swath close
to thetrail from Rakastava, but the portion afew hundred yards beyond was knee-high and alush green
that looked delicious even to Dennis.

Scattering now, the herd ambled to its food—each cow choosing the tuft that its great brown eyes
thought most tasty. They let Dennis and Chester come within afew feet of them—if the companions
walked dowly. A closer approach sent the cows bolting some yards further, to stare back doubtfully at
the unfamiliar figures.

Dennis paused, breathing fresh air and fegling the direct sun. It was going to be scorching here at
midday, when the dew burned off and the light plunged straight down with no shadows.

Hefrowned at the black and white backs straggling away from him and each other.

"Chester?' he asked. "How are we going to get them back to the stablesin the evening? They won't let
us get closeto them.”

"They will return of themsdves, Dennis," the robot said quietly, "to be milked by the machines of
Rakastava so that the weight of their udders will not pain them.”



Dennislooked at his companion in puzzlement. "But they didn't need meto drive them here, either,” he
sad. "They knew theway..."

He shrugged. "Well, maybe they just wanted somebody here to guard the cows. They're afraid of the
jungle, after dl.”

"They are araid of many things, Dennis," Chester said. "And who isit to say they arewrong?”

"Let's go get oursalves some breakfast,” the youth said. He sauntered on adanting course toward the
jungle—rather than try to follow the forebodings that Chester seemed determined to rouse.

"Crocodiles eat their portion of the fools who roam, Dennis,” the robot said.

"What's acrocodile, Chester?' Dennis asked with alittle more interest than he had intended to display.
"There are no crocodiles on this Earth, Dennis," Chester replied.

The youth grimaced.

He wondered idly how the pasture was kept in grass. Grass survived hard use better than
broader-lesfed greenery, so heavy cropping by animals would keep the jungle from reclaiming the open
area... but afew score cows weren't by themselves enough to achieve that here. Perhaps the folk of

Rakastava mowed it occasionally.

Perhaps Rakastava itself extended a brown, dick-textured pseudopod that sheared away the
vegetation.

"Fah!" Dennissaid loudly. "I'm away from the place for now."

As hegot nearer, he saw that the jungle was making small inroads aready. Plants with coarse, colorful
leaves spiked up severd yardsinto the grass—springing from deep-buried roots. Vinestrailed
surreptitioudy across the pasture edge, ready to snag Dennis foot if he placed it cardlesdy.

Therewas aboulder, gray and as big asahouse, lying not far ahead at thejungle margin. Thegrassin
front of it had been trampled down.

Dennis glanced over his shoulder. None of the cows had wandered in this direction. The boulder didn't
seemto beasdt lick or—

He waswalking forward and his head was moving, turning toward the boulder, but the boulder moved
aso. Half of itsfront—it was bigger than held thought—did asde in arippling motion.

It was a hut of lichen-gray leaveswoven onto awicker framework. Something shifted acrossthe
opening fromwithin.

This has to be a boulder, humped and gray and rolling out through the doorway toward me...

The humped thing straightened onto two of itsSix legs. Its eyes were faceted red glints. The remainder of
the body was gray and yelowish and fish-belly white.

The creasture was dive and hdf again astall as Dennis. Itsjointed legs had spikes and knife-sharp edges



of chitin. They glittered asthe creature flexed them with scissoring clicks.

"It'stime and past time," the creature said, "that Conall remembered that he owes more than beef to feed
Mabawn."

CHAPTER 30

Dennisdrew his sword. Hiswhole body was trembling.
Malbawn's voice was deep and breathy; the plates of its beak flexed sideways asit spoke.
"Run, Chegter," the youth whispered.

All Dennis could remember was the corpse of the Wizard Serdic lurching toward him asit drew the
sharpened pole from its body. Dennis had run then, and he wanted to run now—

But there was no escape from nightmare.
He would face Mabawn with his star-metal sword; face the creature striding through the grass on
saw-edged limbs, ninefeet tal and armored in chitin. Theinexorable certainty of the corpse had taught

Dennis never to run from fear.

It was only intellectudly that he could grasp the fact that Mabawn would kill him. He knew that, but hed
never been killed before and the concept had no emotional redlity.

The creature paused when its human quarry didn't flee as expected. Ma bawn's head was aflat triangle
with the beak on itsforward point and the fiery eyes behind to either side. The four raised limbs moved
dowly, likethe claws of crabsfencing in the water.

They had triple-bladed pincers. apair of long clawsfolding in opposition to asingle spike.

"My sword's star-meta!" Dennis shouted in sudden bravado. He moved the blade dightly in its on-guard
position so that the sunlight ran across the well-honed edge. "'I'll hack you to bits!"

Malbawn gave a cackling laugh. It dropped its middle pair of legsto the ground and rushed Dennis.

Dennis cut a the creature's head without any attempt at subtlety. A yellow-gray forearm blocked the
sword with aringing crash.

Dennis shifted back. His right pam quivered with the shock of impact. There was anotch in the blade of
the Founder's Sword. Mabawn's forearm feinted toward him, uninjured.



Denniscircled dowly, keeping his sword at mid-chest. The creature lifted onto its hind legs, waving the
other limbs dowly. They spanned three yards or more from tip to clawed tip. It waslike fencing practice
for Dennis, but instead of one of his father's retainers he was facing a creature that—

Malbawn dropped into afour-legged charge again.

Icy and prepared, Dennis thrust with the precision of light glancing from the facets of acrystal. Hewas
using his speed and skill instead of just his strength. Despite Mabawn's attempt to parry, the point of the
Founder's Sword clanged into the center of the creature's chest.

The sted did away without marking the chitinous plastron. Mabawn's wide-spread arms closed like the
spring-loaded jaws of atrap.

Dennis ducked, but he was off-balance and the saw-toothed limbs dammed toward him from either
sde. One of them raked the back of his head and |&ft shoulder.

An acrid odor hung over Ma bawn, making Dennis gag as he grappled with the huge creature. The beak
dipped toward him as the two middle legs lifted off the ground. Their pincersflared.

Dennisflung himsdf backwards, pushing with hisleft hand againgt the limb that had struck him. He
expected the spiked arm to resist like atree trunk or acliffside, too massively powerful to notice Dennis
merely human efforts. But the youth's arm was stronger than that of the monster he fought, for dl the
other's size and horrid 10oks...

Mabawn gave agurgle of frugration. It lurched forward again without first rising onto its hind legs.

Dennis breathed through his open mouth. The left sde of his head felt cold as his blood evaporated in
the open air. He supposed his ear had been torn off. He couldn't fed it. He couldn't fedl anything but cold
and the searingly hot air he drew into hislungs.

There was another bright nick in his swordblade where a set of Mabawn's pincers had closed onit.

Malbawn lumbered only afew steps toward Dennis as the youth back-pedaled. The creature didn't
seem ableto move quickly. It paused and waved itsright foreleg. The sharp chitin was streaked with
Dennis blood.

Dennisthrust, handling the Founder's Sword asiif it were afencing foil. His body made a smooth,
graight line from his|eft foot to the point crushing into thejoint of Mabawn's bloody foreleg.

Dennis knew the blade had gone home even before the creature screamed. He could fedl hismeta grate
into the soft tissue between plates of armor. Mabawn rushed forward, but its own movement completed
the work of destruction. The pincers thrashed convulsively; then the whole forelimb flopped, held to the
body only by a scrap of the gristly connective tissue that permitted Mabawn'sjoints to bend.

Malbawn's remaining foreleg swiped at Dennis. Instead of dodging back as he had done before, the
youth ducked and let the muscles of his back absorb the blow as he thrust at the lowest joint—ankle
joint—aof the creaturesright hind leg.

The spiked arm struck Dennislike afdling treg, driving out his breath in agrunt of pain. HEd
underestimated how much it would hurt.



The middle legs reached for historso asthe fordimb squeezed him againgt the yellow-gray plastron. He
chopped hissword pomme &t thejoint of the limb holding him—fdt it crunch and felt Mabawn release
him asthe hind leg his point had severed gave way.

Greenish fluid oozed from Ma bawn's damaged joints. The grass was spattered with it; so were Dennis
hands and clothing. The creature staggered onto its three good legs. Its beak opened and closed, but the
only sound it made were clicks and a soft hissing.

"I'll hack you to bitd" Dennis heard himsdlf repeet in ahoarse, horrible voice.

Mabawn tried to Sdle away. It lowered itsleft foreleg to the ground so that the middie limb on that Sde
could take a step backwards. The damaged joint collgpsed under the weight. Dennis moved in, thrusting
between the chitinous ridges of the creature's neck and torso.

Malbawn threw all itsmass forward, lurching a Dennislike the rolling boulder he had & first thought it.

Theleft fordimb svung at him, itslast ssgment hanging loose like the end of aflail. It struck him across
the 9de of the head, turning hiswhole universe into heat and bright, roaring pulses...

CHAPTER 31

The blaze of white warmth cooled to sunlight and pain. Dennis had falen forward, hisknees on the
ground and historso sprawled against Mabawn.

One of Mabawn's middie legs was prodding a Dennis with the disconnected duggishness of awindmill
with broken vanes. Sharp nodules on the back of the pincersleft aline of bloody welts over the youth's
ribs every timethey struck him.

Malbawn was dead. Half the length of Dennis sword had did through the neck joint and was buried
within the creature's body. Green ichor oozed from the beak, and the only light in the faceted eyeswas
the sun'sreflection.

One of Chester's tentacles wrapped the twitching leg and prevented its autonomic motions from injuring
Dennisfurther.

"Isit your wish that | continue to run, master?' the robot asked.
Dennis couldn't remember his metal friend ever coming so close to disobeying an ill-conceived order.
"Thank you," the youth whispered.

The creature's acid stench had | eft the inside of Dennis mouth raw. He tried to raise himsdlf, but the
movement caused spasms in the muscles of hisribs and lower back. He couldn't even scream.



Three of Chester's tentacleslifted Dennis gently, taking hisweight and permitting his musclesto quiver
out of their tension.

"Thank you," Dennisrepeated. "Thank you..."

"Hewho loves hisfriends, Dennis, finds his friends around him at atime of need," the robot said. He
stepped back, carrying Dennis without apparent difficulty.

Mabawn's limb twitched once when Chester released it, then stiffened into rigidity. Sparkling insects
gathered in clusters around the creature's dripping wounds.

Dennistried again to stand up. He managed it thistime with his pam braced on Chester's carapace and
one of the robot's tentacles curled about hiswaist for further support.

"Wait," the youth said in avoice so soft that only Chester could have heard the word.

Hetugged at the hilt of the Founder's Sword with hisright hand. The degp-thrust blade resisted. Curling
thefingers of hisleft hand around the cross-guard to spread the effort, Dennis leaned back and let the
weight of hisupper body work for him.

The blade did free. Simy fluid made a sucking gurgle asit gushed from Ma bawn's beak.

"Isit into the shade that you would like meto help you, Dennis?" the robot prompted.

Dennistook adeep breath. He laid the flat of the blade acrossthe fingers of hisleft hand, the only way
he could carry the heavy sword without letting its point drag on the ground. He knew he wouldn't be able
to use the weapon for—he didn't dare think how long. Hiswhole body fdt asif it were encased in bands
of hot iron like abarrel while the hoops were being shrunk onto it.

"They sent me out to die," Denniswhispered.

"That isso, Dennis,” the robot agreed camly. "But you did not die.”

Dennis cautioudy lowered hisleft hand and let hisright take al the weight of the Founder's Sword. Light
shivered across the metal and the dimethat covered haf of it, but he could hold it after al.

"Therés shadein Mabawn's hut,” he said. "Let's seewhat e seiswaiting there.”

Together, atentacle curled in Dennis pam for support and for friendship, the companions strode into the
crestures dwelling.

Dennis had expected a cramped dome. Instead, the interior stretched back into the jungle, carried on
arched sgplings. Light crept through chinksin the leaf-mat covers, but the same openingslet in the daily
rans. The aimosphere within was dank and thickened by the mold growing on the walls and the dirt
floor.

Dennis dipped as something turned beneath hisfoot. Chester steadied him. He looked down, his pupils
dilated inthedim light.

He gagged. If theréd been anything in his ssomach, he would havelogt it.



"Do not let life be spoiled for you because another has died,” Chester quoted.
"I should have expected the bones,” Dennis said.

Most of them were cattle bones, broad ribs and femurs massive enough each to carry its share of a hdf
ton of cow.

The human skull that had almost thrown Dennis now quivered on the packed ground before him, smiling
for therest of eternity.

"How many...?" Dennis started to ask, but he let hisvoicetrail off because he didn't redly know what he
meant by the question. How many deaths? How many men?

How many years had this gone on, Rakastava sending visitors out to have their bones sucked clean by
Mabawn?

Just ingde the door was a pile of wegpons, their metal parts rusty and the wood on many had rotted
away. There were afew swords, but for the most part it was arustic arsend: spears, only afew of which
had stedl points; crude, single-edged knives, flails; and aclub inlaid with sharpened flints...

| can seeyou're a bold lad. You won't mind leading our cattle out in the morning. We keep a herd
for trade with the locals.

But not trade with the lizardfolk. For athing that lived in the jungle and called itsedf Mabawn. And so
long as Rakastava fed Mabawn, Mabawn wouldn't disturb Rakastava.

Dennis vision blurred with tears of anger and frugtration.

The only thing within the hut that wasn't the detritus of a carnivore was the mirror to theleft of the
doorway. It was alarge glass mounted between two piers, as high as Denniswastall. He stared at the
ghost of himself on the surface, vague because of the lighting but not distorted.

"Chegter," the youth asked. "What's this doing here?!

"If you wish to see athing, Dennis, or aplace," the robot replied, "you may ask the mirror and it will
show you."

"Huh?" Dennis said. He blinked. His reflection blinked back.

The sword was getting heavy. He lowered the point carefully, setting it on acow's pelvisrather than the
dimy floor. He didn't want to sheathe the blade until he'd wiped it clean and smoothed the nicksfrom its
edge with hiswhetstone. Gray light trembled on the sword and on the glass beforeit.

"Show me—" and he meant to say 'Emath' but histongue formed instead "—the Princess Aria"

The mirror clouded into dull uniformity, then brightened. It reflected the interior of aroom in Rakastava.
The wallswere mother-of-pearl, sunless but glowing sun-bright with their interna radiance. The

bedspread was the color of red coral.

The princess was sprawled on her face across the bed. She wore a shift as gauzy and tranducent asthe



fan of her blond hair.
She was sobbing into her hands, making the bed and the curves of her body oniit tremble.

Dennisturned hishead. "'l don't want to watch thisany more," he mumbled; but his eyes glanced
sdewaysfor alast look at Ariaasthe glass blanked and then became only amirror again.

"Thefortunate house is praised because of the character of its misiress," Chester said approvingly.

Dennisfdt dizzy. For amoment he wasn't sure he could grip his sword, much lesshold it up. Even after
the spell passed, he knew he was light-headed with weakness.

"Let'sget outside," he said to his companion. "1 need to eat and drink something."

He paused. "I need to get outside.”

The cattle watched uncaring as Chester hel ped his master into abower of broad-leafed fruiting vines at
the jungl€'s edge. Dennis dozed or stared with empty eyes as the robot's tentacl es squeezed juice into the
corner of hismouth and sponged him with leaves till dew-damp from the shade.

Nearby, the insects buzzed and sparkled in their dance above Mabawn's corpse. Their music eased
Dennisinto adeep of pure exhaustion.

CHAPTER 32

"Itistime..." someone whispered to Dennis as hefloated in alake of fire.

Dennisflaled out with hisarms and legs. The hedling nightmare broke into white shards, opening the
youth's eyesto the redlity of the evening-shadowed pasture. The cows, driven only by habit and the
weight of their udders, were drifting back dong the trail to Rakastava.

"It istime that we return to Rakastava," Chester was saying. "'If you wish that we should return to
Rekastava."

"All right," Dennis said, pretending that not he but the robot had made the decision. Then he added,
"Wait."

Chester had dipped off the remnants of the yellow tunic in order to clean the wounds on the youth's
torso. Denniswadded the tail of the garment, relatively unstained by blood and the foul ooze from
Mabawn's wounds. With the cloth he carefully wiped the blade of the Founder's Sword.

The nicks which the chitin edges|eft in the metal were too deep to worry about now. With afew
strokes, he cleaned away the flashing that would make the sword stick in its scabbard; but it would be



the work of hoursto smooth the sword-edges back into the smooth lines they had before he fought
Malbawn.

"Help me..." and Chester's gleaming limbs were lifting the youth to hisfeet even before hislipsformed ...
up, Chester."

The last hdf dozen of the cows, chewing their cud in Sdeways motions as they waited to enter the
narrow trail, shied back as the companions approached.

Dennis planted onefoot in front of the other, taking full strides and knowing that every time hished hit
the ground, the shock would make the top of his head ring like copper cymbals. No matter how careful
he was, he'd have to bear the pain anyway. He strode forward asif he didn't fed it.

After atime, he didn't fed the pain. His eyes weren't focusing properly, but there were no longer
hammer-blows to his skull. He could walk on, guided by the black-and-white blur of the cow ahead of
him and the delicate pressure of Chester'sgrip in hisleft pam.

Dennistripped.

Hedidn't fal, though for amoment he wasn't sure that he hadn't because everything turned gray and
pulsed at the tempo of his heartbeat. Then hisvision cleared and he saw the thorny purple vine over
which he had stumbled.

Even as he watched, the vine's feather-leafed tip retracted toward the side of thetrail on which it was
rooted.

There was duggish motion throughout the undergrowth fringing the trail. More of the spike-armed vines
quivered where there was no wind, pulling back to where they wouldn't be trampled by the returning
herd.

After Dennis passed in the morning, they'd woven their thorny tendrils across the path in anet that
doomed anyone trying to flee Ma bawn's lumbering advance.

If Dennis had run—as so many before him had certainly run—he would have been held screaming on the
thorns while Mabawn's pincers closed on him from behind.

Dennisdrew hissword. The rush of adrenain cooled his body and made supple again his
wound-stiffened muscles.

He dashed at the vegetation. It fluttered and fell before the keen edge of the Founder's Sword.
Dennis stepped into the arc his blade had cleared and brought the sword back in another wide sweep.
Vines squirmed like headless snakes. The trunk of awrist-thick sapling thumped down beside its severed

stump, unableto fall sdeways because its branches were interwoven with those of the trees nearby.

"Going to trap me, weren't you!" Dennis screamed as he cut athird time at the Silent vegetation. "Going
to hold melike agoat being daughtered!”

"Dennis," said the robot behind him in an urgent voice. Y ou know that the vines had no choice but to
obey Mdbawn. It isfor Condl and hisfolk that your anger is meant."



The youth was gasping for breath. "Don't tell me what | mean,” he said, but hed aready paused. The
cowswho'd begun to follow down the trail at a safe distance stared at Dennis with brown, nervous eyes.

Chegter slently offered Dennis the scrap of tunic which held dropped. The youth polished the blade
again, cleaning away the sgp that gummed and might corrode the metd.

Shesthing the weapon, Dennis and his companion followed the trail marked by the herd's seaming
droppings. He lengthened his stride, warned by the gathering darkness.

"Chegter," he said asthe grest pile of Rakastavaloomed before them. "I don't think the people here had
achoice, any morethan the vines did.”

Then, asthey entered the stable with the last of the herd behind them, Dennis added, "It's hard to be
afraid. And they haven't learned that you haveto face fear..."

CHAPTER 33

"My, therés no oneto greet us," Dennis muttered in renewed bitterness as the stable door closed behind
them. The cows were making their own docile way to stals where mechanical fingers milked away the
pain of their udders. ™Y ou'd think they didn't expect usto be back.”

"Indeed, they did not expect usto be back, Dennis," the robot said. "Isit to your room that you wish to
go?'

"They'll be at dinner now, won't they?* Dennis said.

"It may bethat they will," Chester said in qualified agreement. Then he added in adifferent tone, "A fool
who forgets balance is not far from trouble.”

"I've seen trouble, Chester," the youth said quietly. "And now | will see Condl and his people.”

"Wewill goto the hdl, then, Dennis" the robot agreed. "And if they are not there, we will find where
they are.”

The corridors had abright sameness of illumination. It wasn't harsh, but it grated on Dennis eyes
becauseit didn't vary theway light did in anaturdl setting. He was beginning to get dizzy again; or
perhaps that was just the hormond surge of fury wearing off.

Hewas very tired.

"Thisisthe door to the assembly hal, Dennis," the robot said.

Denniscameto full dertness. His skin flashed hot and crawled as though there were tiny bugs crawling



under its surface.
He looked at the blank wall and said, "Door, open.”
He strode forward even as the fabric of thewall stretched itsdlf aside.

The effect of his entrance spread throughout the big room like adrop of oil on apond's surface. A face
turned toward him; then the faces nearest; and then, in expanding circles, dl the population of
Rakastava—staring, rising to their feet, climbing onto the tables to gape and murmur.

Thefirst eyestolook at Denniswere those of the Princess Aria. They were clear and blue and fearless.

Denniswalked toward the king's table. There was no place set for him between Condl and Ariathis
night. Gannon was sitting to the princess other side, his arm raised to not-quite-touch her shoulder ina
proprietary gesture. When he looked at the returning youth, the arm dropped and his staring face went
white.

"Here, here," Cond| babbled, diding sdeways on his bench. The armored courtier beside him got up
hastily to make room and scuttled off, staring over his shoulder.

Dennis smiled at Gannon and drew the Founder's Sword. He flicked afinger at the King's Champion.

No one breathed for amoment; then Gannon redlized that Dennis was demanding his space, not hislife.
He crawled over the bench a so and backed away.

Dennis put hisfoot on the seat and stood the sword point-down beside it. He looked over Arias blond
head at her father. Steadying the pommel with hisleft hand, he began to stroke his whetstone acrossthe
nicksinthemeta.

"I watched your cows," he said, "just asyou told meto do. And they're dl safe, King Conall. Every one
of them. And | am safeaswell.”

Sing! went the stone against the swordblade. Sing! Sing!

"Sit," Condl murmured, patting the bench beside him as he raised hisfine, noble face to the youth with
the naked sword. "Please sit, P-prince Dennis, and welll..."

The king met Dennis eyesinstead of fluttering his gaze across the younger man's bruised foreheed; the
bloody gouges streaking down from his hair and across the bunched muscles of his shoulders, the scabs
and purple swellings on his ribs where Mabawn's corpse had continued to strike Dennis unconscious

body...

"Wedidn't mean—" Condl said in afirm voice; but he broke off the sentence because he couldn't spesk
thelie after he thought about it.

Ariadipped from the bench and stood before Dennis. Thefdl of her hair blocked hisview of the seated
king. She reached out, touching Dennis on the forearm. Her cool fingerstraced along his biceps, just
beneath a scabbed gouge left by Mabawn'sfirst blow.

"Come," she said softly. "These must be bathed.”



She nodded solemnly to Chester, an equal to an equal, and began to lead Dennis back to the door by
her touch on hisarm.

"What?' Gannon blurted.
"Arial" Condl cried.

Shelooked at the men: coldly at the champion; asofter but till inflexible glance toward her father.
"Come," sherepeated to Dennis.

A great babble of sound broke out behind them as the doorway closed. Dennis started to glance back,
but Aria strode on—and he followed, down the hall and into the room that had been assigned to him.

"Fill, bath," she directed with the same assurance with which she had led the youth. "And I'll have
unguents—as well as somefood for later.”

Dennislooked a Chester for support. The robot stood to the side, as ill and silent as a piece of
furniture.

"Well, get into the tub,” the princess said. She was wearing adress of the same bright chicory-flower
blue as her eyes. It had long puffed deeves which she wasrolling up while the nested crystal spheres
spun in her cleavage.

The door opened.

Gannon stood in the frame of the doorway. He stood with his thumbs tucked into his sword-belt, arms
akimbo, with a hectoring expression on hisface and his open to spesk.

Dennis face went blank. Light trembled on the blade of the weapon he still carried barein his hand.

Ariaturned and pointed her index finger at Gannon. "Go," she said in atonelike that of the sword
crunching into Mabawn's throat.

Gannon backed as though steel and not a delicate hand were thrust toward hisface. "Princess," he
blurted, "you—"

Thewadl closed with arushing certainty that cut off any words he meant to add.

Ariaturned to Dennis, too controlled to be cam. "Get your trousers off," she ordered. "No one can
open the door again until | say s0."

"|I—" Dennissaid.
The steam rolling from the warm water was scented. He wasfedling dizzy again and very tired. Without
arguing further, he sheathed his great sword; unbelted the scabbard; and dipped out of historn and

Sained trousars.

The water in the shell-shaped tub was a caress that melted the agony from his strained muscles even asit
dissolved the scabbed blood on his skin.

"Oh..." Dennis breathed, dipping down so that his scalp and whole body were under the surface. His



eyeswere closed and he was on the quivering edge of unconsciousness. "Oh..."

A lemon-pungency of ointment filled the air. He fdt Aridsfingers reaching through the water to work
unguent into the scrapes and tears and punctures that he had accumulated during his weeks of travel and
abattle for hislife. Her touch was cool despite the tub and the hedling sharpness of the ointment.

"Turn now," her voice whispered through the fog of exhaustion and seaming water. "Turn..."

There were flgps of 1oose skin on his shoulders where he had deliberately accepted punishment from the
creature's armored limbs. Ariakneaded the ointment into the wounds, then forced the skin back over
Dennis bare flesh while he rested his chin on the doped rim of the tub. The sudden pain made him suck
in hisbreath... but after thefirst rush, he could fed the injured surfaces starting to knit together.

"I'm beginning to think | survived after adl," Denniswhispered. He wasn't sure whether he was speaking
aoud or only in apink-misted, lemony dream.

"l am glad that you survived, Prince Dennis," murmured the woman's voice from the migt. "Now it istime
for you to get out of the water and to deep.”

The tub was draining into itself. Hands and tentacl es as gentle as hands were helping Dennis, drying his
body with towelsand clothing it again in loose, light garments before lifting him to the bed.

Dennis could see the crysta spheres spinning, so closethat if he blinked his eyelashes might brush them.

"l am glad that you survived,” thevoice said. "And | am very glad that you have returned aswell. Now,
deep..."

His mind obeyed that ingtruction, as Dennis had obeyed every ingtruction Princess Ariahad given him
thisnight.

CHAPTER 34

Dennis saw facesin the nightmare world of the following hours. Ariacameto him—and Condl; Selda
sponged his forehead while King Hae talked earnestly about kingship and necessity...

Serdic'sfungoid sneer gibbered behind them.

Then the fever broke and Dennis awvakened to redlity. Chester was haf supporting historso so that
another tentacle could hold a cup of soup to Dennis mouth.

"Oh!" the youth said. His eyes were prepared for the brightness, but his conscious brain had been
exiging inadim netherworld for...



He swallowed soup, then asked, "How long have | dept?Isit morning?”
"Itismorning, Dennis," the robot said. "And it istwo nights and aday that you have dept.”
"Oh!" Dennis repeated.

"The wise and goodly man may come close to death and yet survive," Chester quoted, "because of his
goodness.”

"l can't dlamthat," the youth muttered. He rotated hislegs over the edge of the bed and stood up. The
fever which purged hisbody had left degp achesin dl hismuscles.

He baanced for amoment, weak and light-headed from the pain. But it was an overpowering thrill to be
able to move after hoursthat were lifetimesin hisdreams...

In dreams he had no control, neither over himsalf nor over the other inhabitants of nightmare. Redlity had
real pain, but he could move; and—

The Founder's Sword leaned againgt the wall beside the bed.

Dennisdipped it out of its sheath. The weight and balance of the weapon brought memories of
Malbawn. The stress, instead of doubling Dennis over with cramped muscles, returned him to strength
and suppleness as the hormones of battle leaked back into his system.

In the waking world, Dennis could affect those around him—no matter how terrifying their form.

He was wearing anightgown of dick fabric, but there were other clothesready in the cabinet. Hed
finished dressng—dacks and atunic of blue, dashed diagonaly with orange—and the sword belted
around hiswaist, when the wall opened into adoor.

"Oh!" said King Conall. "Y ou're, ah, recovered.”

His daughter stood behind him, looking cool in adress of the same yellow-white as her hair. There was
no emotion in her eyes asthey looked at Dennis.

Hed been ddlirious with fever. The fever had brought fanciful imaginings...

"I am recovered enough to go out with your cattle, your highness,” Dennis croaked. Hisvoca cords
were as fiff asdl hisother muscles.

Condll blinked. Arialooked as though Dennis had dapped her.

"Ah, that isn't really necessary..." the king muttered.

"But it is necessary to me, King Conall," Dennis said in atone that even to him seemed to berising
toward madness. "For | undertook as my duty that | should be your cattle-guard and on my honor, King
Conal, | will do that thing. Y ou would have none in Rakastava but honorable men, surely?*

"Yes, yes, of course,” Conal muttered, turning his face down and away. "Wdll, in that case—"

"Since you are recovered and able to make your own decisions, Prince Dennis," said Ariasharply, "then



you are welcome to the hospitality of Rakastava—and we are pleased to have your company.”

Dennis bowed siffly.

"Thereis no further agreement between us, Prince Dennis;" the princess continued. She was on the verge
of tears. The hard set of her face wasthe crust above a pool of flaming lava. "None! If you chooseto go

to the forest, then only your own will sendsyou there!™

Dennis bowed again. "If your highness—" he said to Conal, who was gaping at his daughter, "—and
you, milady, will forgive me, I'm aready behind the herd by some hours. Come dong, Chester.”

"Thefool whoisintheright, Dennis" Chester murmured as he followed his master, "is more annoying
than the one who haswronged him."

CHAPTER 35

The hot, humid air of thejungles margin drew away Dennis strength and |eft him deepy again. The cows
had watched him approach with greater gplomb than they had shown the day before.

Two days before. Hed lost aday.

Insects still buzzed around the corpse of Mabawn. Two of the creature's limbsrose at twisted angles.
The breeze whistled acrosstheir hollow interiors.

Dennisflexed his aching muscles. More had been at risk than aday of fever dreams.

Helooked at the cows, nestled for the most part into bowerstheir bodies had flattened out of the
junglesedge. Their jaws moved in quiet contentment, chewing cuds of the grassthey'd cropped in the
cooler hours of morning.

"Y ou know, Chester...?" the youth said. "If I'd brought apail, | bet | could get some fresh milk. | don't
like depending on the—you know, food in Rakastava."

"I have brought a pail, Dennis," the robot said. He reached into the battered shopping bag from Emath
and came out with alarge bowl of the same smooth, brown materid as Rakastavas surface.

Dennissmiled a hisfriend. "We will gather some fruit, Chester," he said. "And some nuts, may be. And
then wewill try to find out whether to milk acow isthe same as agoat, and whether | remember to do
eventhat."

He paused. "But firgt," he said, looking at the gloomy, cave-like entrance of Mabawn's hut, "we will
look inthe mirror and | will see my father."



When Dennis entered the hut immediately after his battle, hed been keyed up by the fighting and
nervoudy ready to react to any new horror.

The second time he saw the interior, it was dingy and depressing; nothing more. He couldn't imagine
anything willingly living in such squalor, not even a cresture asfoul as Mabawn.

But he couldn't imagine people willingly living in Rakastava, ether; and he waswilling to live there himsdlf
for atime, with itsfood that had no flavor and itsair that had no life.

Dennisthought of Ariaand said, "Mirror, show me my father."
The surface blurred and cleared into the remembered brilliance of Emath Palace.

Halewas on histhrone in the audience hall. Hed aged more than the few weeks since Dennis saw him
last.

A deputation of villagers, leading citizensin their robes and heavy golden chains, sood before the
throne. They were angry and, though no sound came through the mirror's glint, it was obviousthat severa

were shouting at once while they shook their fists at the king.
Nothing like that had ever happened in Emath.
"What...?" Dennis said, moreto himsdlf than to Chegter.

The robot responded anyway. "When afool refuses the service he owes,” Chester quoted, "hewill lose
his goods to another."

Parol stood at the foot of the throne, facing the del egation with aset smile. A merchant whose cheeks
were as ruddy as histhick velvet robe turned from Hale and pointed toward the apprentice wizard.

Of course. The villagers were demanding that the perimeter be expanded—and that meant
replacing Parol with a competent wizard.

Parol's face didn't change. He gestured, and a phantom formed in the air. It had smokey bones and the
head of apig, aso in shadowed outline. It stepped toward the del egation.

Villagers backed, ssumbling on their unfamiliar forma garments. Then they turned and ran. Parol's
expression was the unchanged. Behind him, Hale covered hisface with his hands.

"l don't want to seethis!” Dennis shouted. Hiswords were still ringing in the air when Emath Palace
became the gray reflection of ahut and ayoung man staring back from the glass with an anguished look

on hisface.
"I don't understand why that's happening,” Denniswhispered.

"Y our father was a king because the sea hag made him aking, Dennis;" his companion said. "Now he
must be aking on hisown—or noking at dl..."

Chester's tentacle squeezed Dennis hand.

Dennishadn't looked a himsdlf since he awakened. The ointment had done awonderful job of heding



hiswounds. Pink welts marked the tan of his skin, but he'd expected deep scars at the least...

Dennis left hand rose and tugged at his ear as he watched the mirror. He'd been sure that Mal bawn had
tornit off with hisfirst blow, but the ear wasfine, just twinges of painin it asin dmost every muscle of his

body.
"Show methe Princess Aria," he said softly, and the mirror shimmered in response...

She had st the bracelets and jeweled combs from her hair on the table beside her bed, but she ill
worethe crystal pendant. As Dennis watched, she took off the dress she'd been wearing when she and
Condl visted hisroom.

When Dennis had insulted them both; and they'd deserved it, Dennis knew they'd deserved it... but
they'd been coming to check his condition, and their faces from his delirium were surely memories of
ealier vigts.

She tossed the dress toward the cabinet into which it vanished like fog melting before the sun.

Ariawore nothing beneath the dress. The fine hairs on her body gleamed like liquid gold as she stepped
into the tub. Steam rose as her dim legs stirred the surface.

She settled. The crystals between her breasts spun dancing light over the room and the water asit
bobbed, now beneath the fluid and now aboveit...

"l don't—" Dennis said. He couldn't finish the command until he turned his face toward the doorway. He
was gasping for breath.

"Dont show methiseither,” hesaid in ahusky voice. "Let me—"

He bent at the waist and the rush of blood to his head restored his balance. "Chester," he said, "let's
Elc n

A cow blatted from acrossthefield.
Dennis straightened, looking at his companion.
"Do not undertake aduty unless you have the power to enforceit,” Chester said.

"I've got the power," Dennis grunted, lifting the sword afinger's breadth in its scabbard to prove that it
would dide freely. He stepped out into the sunlight.

Malbawn was dead. The odor of his decay permeated the air around him.

Therefore it wasn't Malbawn who stalked toward Dennis from the other side of the pasture.



CHAPTER 36

The cowswerein restless motion. Their sdling movement away from the creature, dwayswith their
black-and-white heads twisted back to watch for surprises—was punctuated as a half dozen of the
beasts suddenly decided to bolt ahundred yardsin asnorting gallop.

Their eyesrolled when they saw Dennis. They bolted from him aswell.

Dennis drew his sword. The grass the cows had cropped short brushed his ankles as he strode toward
the yellow-gray cresture. He saw Chester in the corner of hisleft eye, following on liquid-rippling
tentacles a pace behind and a pace to the side.

The creature was advancing on al six legs. Fifty yardsfrom Dennisit lifted itself and waved the
saw-edged front and middle pairs.

"Y ou have come to Maduanan, fool!" it croaked through its cruel beek. "Maduanan will drink your
blood!"

Dennisran theindex finger of hisleft hand acrosstheflat of hisblade as he advanced, reminding himself
of the sword's hard redlity and the battleit had fought for him.

"Y our brother'sagtinking corpse!™ he shouted. "I'll kill you too!"

His body fluttered with anticipation and fear of failure, but al the aches and reminders of his previous
fight were gone.

Thiswaswhat he needed. Thiswas what would make him forget hisanger at the folk of Rakastavawho
had sent himto die.

Thisiswhat would make him forget the touch of Ariaon hisbody and the way he felt as he watched her
take off her clothing inthe mirror.

"I'll kill you!" Dennis shouted as he lunged.
Then he nearly died.

Malduanan was bigger than Mabawn. Standing on itshind legs, it was easily twice astal asthe youth.
As Dennisthrugt, the creature toppled forward, letting gravity move its mass faster than Dennis expected
muscle power to do.

Dennis shifted back expertly, a swordsman again and not a boy randy with the thought of anaked
woman more lovely than he had ever dreamed flesh could look. He blocked Maduanan'sright foreleg
with his sword near the guard where the metal was thickest—and till the blade notched like afurrow
before the plowshare.

Malduanan's left foreleg struck from the other side. Its pincers closed over the youth's ribs hard enough
to dice flesn to the bone as they gripped.



Dennis screamed and cut over hisown back. Luck aided skill. The sword cracked the horny integument
at thejoint which permitted the pincersto movein ther plates of armor.

Malduanan wheezed foul air over Dennis and jerked away, lifting theinjured limb high. The single blade
of the pincers sagged at an angle.

The youth staggered several paces backward. He was bresthing in quick, shallow puffs becauseit hurt
to expand his chest fully. He thought arib must be cracked. He was bleeding al over that sde of his
tunic, though the tough fabric itsdf hadn't been cut.

Mal duanan baanced hisweight on the middle pair of legs, amaneuver that Malbawn had never
attempted. Dennis panted, wondering whether or not he dared dart in again. He wouldn't know how
much the pain handicapped him until a sudden stitch cost him his balance and he fell—

Maduanan's hind pair of legsflung aloop of sk at Dennis.

The youth started to parry it the way he would a swordstroke—but he saw the sun gleaming on beads of
adhesivejust intime and dashed hissword away.

The creature moved toward him on its four forward legs. Their jointed scissoring seemed leisurdly, but
the legs were so long that they covered the ground as fast as Dennis could back-pedal.

His hed turned. Another loop arched toward him on aglistening trailer from Ma duanan's spinnerets.

"Help me, Chester!" Dennis shouted as he hunched, turning his misstep into adiving thrust. Hiswhole
body wasin linewith the three-foot blade of the Founder's Sword when its point diced into the knee
joint of Maduanan'sright middle leg. One of Chester's curving tentacles caught the forelimb whose
dashing blow would have gutted Dennis like atrout had it landed as the creature intended.

Malduanan tried to flatten itsdf, but the joint with the sword gticking into it was jammed partway open.
The creature's body stuck at an angle to the ground, wedged by alimb that could neither fold nor help
support the creature.

Dennisrolled sdeways and jerked his point free. Ma duanan's damaged leg flopped loose below the
wound, but the upper limb pivoted in its ball-and-socket joint with the body, asthough it till carried
weight. The youth curled against apincered kick or astab from Maduanan's beak.

Nothing hit him. As he spun to hisfeet he heard the clang of the creature's foreimb batting Chester
through the air like a shuttlecock, swaddled in ribbons of Slk.

There was a gouge thumb-knuckle deep in the metal where Dennis had parried the creature's blow with
his sword. The samelimb had just struck Chester squarely.

Dennis face was white as dead bone. He stabbed. If Chester had been killed or reduced to crippled
impotence for therest of eternity because his master was a boastful foal...

He hadn't thrust for alimb joint thistime. Dennis didn't know how cold a murderous rage could be—not
until he saw the cresture smash down at Chester for amistake that was Dennis own, dl hisown. The
point glided butter-smooth over the armored collar and into Maduanan's neck.



The creature snatched itself aside.
Dennis thought he'd missed, cut only air because his sharp blade hadn't even quivered with contact—

But there was dime on a hand's breadth of the swordpoint and there was a spurt of gray-green ichor
hanging in the air behind Ma duanan's head as the creature lunged forward again—and stumbled.

Chester clung to both undamaged limbs on the right side, and the legs didn't scissor gpart as Malduanan
expected them to.

"Got him!" Denniscried in triumph at hisfriend'slife; but it wasawarrior's cry too, and aswvordsman's.
Hethrugt, ignoring the pain in historn side asheld ignored if ever since he redized that he had to function
normally—even if hisbody didn't think it could.

Malduanan's eyes were pools of glittering blood. Its beak opened asthe legs on itsright side forced
themsealves gpart againgt Chester's metallic grip.

The sword did through Maduanan's beak. The point jarred to ahalt on the inner surface of the
Cregture's armored braincase.

The creatureés Sx limbsflaled in aconvulsive motion swifter than anything they'd managed under
conscious control. Dennis jumped back, dropping the swordhilt of necessity. He stumbled, from
weakness and not because hisfoot had caught on atangle of dry grass.

Theleft Sde of hisgarments, trousers aswell astunic, was sticky with the blood that oozed from cuts
over hisribs.

The ground shook as Maduanan fell. The creature's legs beat adrum-roll that scattered dirt and grass
high enough to throw along shadow.

Dennis sat up. He had to lean on hisarmsto stay upright. His vision was clear, but he saw double
images of everything around him.

Madduanan's armored back arched; then the creature's belly dammed the ground again and itstail lifted,
Spinnerets spewing out gobs of silk that fell over it and the landscape promiscuoudy.

The creature's whole huge body shuddered and grew till.

The doubled imagesin Dennis eyes drew back together. The scene shrank down to apool of white
light.

He barely felt the ground's impact as he collgpsed.



CHAPTER 37

There was something damp and cool over Dennis eyes. All therest of his skin prickled asthough
burning needles were being driven into the surface of hisbody.

"Isthe sword dl right, Chester?' he whispered.

Hislipswere cold and stiff until he moved them. Veins of fire razored through them like lavarisngin the
crevices of aglacier.

"The sword iswith us, Dennis," the little robot said. "It was used hard in the Struggle, as you were used
hard; but both of you will be wdll, that is0."

A sponge mopped Dennis breastbone, then moved cautioudy acrossthe torn left side of his chest. He
shuddered. He was cold to the core.

He knew hewas dying.

"Chedter,” hesaid, "youreadl right, aren't you?'

"Indeed | am well, Dennis," the robot replied. "And you have dain Maduanan.”
"Wekilled him, my friend,” Dennissaid.

When he amiled, hefdt alittle better. The empty cold of hisbody mixed with hisburning skin. He
wondered where hewas lying. He didn't fedl the grass heads tickling him as he expected.

Hissmilefaded. "Youll tell my parents, won't you, Chester?”

"When next we see your parents, | will tell them that you are ahero and have dain Maduanan, Dennis.”

"And—and Arig?'
"What isit that your friend can tell methat | don't see for mysalf, Dennis?’

Dennislurched upright. The cloth fell from hiseyes, but for amoment dizziness blinded him to dl but the
light.

"Oh!" he gasped. Arms enfolded him to keep him from faling—the resilient metal of Chester's tentacles
and Arias soft, warm flesh. She'd dropped the sponge she was using to clean and cool historso—

Pain—genuine, dl-embracing pain—shot through Dennislike athunderbolt striking him in the sde of the
ribs. He gasped and fainted and revived so suddenly that the hot buzzing and disorientation were like

those from a blow on the head.

But he was dive again, not cold and consigned by his own mind to degth.



"Oh," Dennis repeated.

His brain was staggering back to the fight with Ma duanan because he wasn't able to understand his
present surroundings just yet. He looked down at his bare knees, because if he looked up he'd see Arig;
and hesad, "I made amistake, Chester, rushing in likethat. | could've... | thought I'd been..."

"The youth who learns from punishment,” Chester quoted proudly, "need not be punished again.”

Ariaheld acup to Dennis lips. "It'smilk,” she said. "From the cows."

They were in Rakastava. Dennislay in abrown room, on adab that was perhaps not so bare asit
seemed because there were hair-fine pricklings when his skin pulled away from the surface. He looked
down at it doubtfully, but the two of them, Chester and Aria, wouldn't have brought him hereif it weren't
for hisbenefit.

Dennisdrank the warm, sweet milk with care.

The cut in hisside was abad one, and even the dightest shift sent shards of pain quivering away from his
ribs. Chester's touch steadied him, though Aria had moved back atrifle. He thought he could still fed the
warmth of her.

Hemet Aridseyesand smiled. "The herd'sal right, too, then?" he asked.

He thought he was blushing. They'd draped a blue cloth over his midsection after they stripped him, but
the sight of his own bare legs reminded Dennis of watching the girl undressin the mirror.

Watching the woman undress. Her pendant, arelic from the age before men landed on Earth, spun to
draw his eyes and memories.

She looked away; embarrassment hardened her tone unexpectedly. "Y ou didn't have to do that. None
of usknew about the—other one. Nobody had..."

She met hiseyesand pursed her lipsin agrimace, but till she couldn't finish the thought aoud: none of
the visitors we sent out had ever lived that long before.

"I didn't mean that," Dennis protested. "l just—"
He couldnt finish his sentence either, because the thought was so clearly| just wanted to talk about
something harmless, so that | didn't tell you how beautiful your breasts are when the pendant

playsits soft light over their inner curves...

"I told you that whatever you did out there was your own choice," she said hotly. "I didn't send you out
to, to be hurt!"

And she hadn't, but the look in her eyes showed that she thought she had. Dennis knew he'd tramped
out to the pasture the second time from only his own stiff-necked pride.

He finished the milk, letting the cup hide hisface and give him timeto think of what to say. "Can | get up,
now?" he asked quietly, studying the faintly iridescent film which the fluid left in the bottom of the cup.

"Clothing!" Ariadirected the wal brusquely. A suit of silver-patterned red fell in obedience to the dab



besde the youth.

Ariaturned her back courteoudy, though Dennis knew she wasn't modest in the mincing, fearful sense.
She was as firm and willing to do whatever was necessary as the women of Emath Village, fishermen's
wives and tradesfolk who took jostling and occasiona disaster as mere incidents of life.

The only problem wasthat here in Rakastava, life proceeded without incident.

Or it hed, until Dennis arrived.

"Aria" he said as he pulled on the fresh garments. The movement still brought flashes of giddiness, but he
was in much better shape than held expected from the amount of blood held logt. "Princess, | went
outsde the, the city here because it—I wouldn't like to be here dl thetime. But..."

She turned to him, sdelong, when hisvoicetrailed off.

Denniswasfitting hisfeet into the new dippers and wondering how to say what he meant without... "But
I'm glad to be here where you are, too. And the milk was very good.”

Ariasmiled like the sun on acam sea. "Chester taught me to milk acow," she said with coy pride. "He
thought you might like that instead of—"

Her facelogt itsjoy. "It isn't the food that makes us—what we arein Rakastava," she said harshly. "It's
us. | knew that before you came.”

"I—" Dennissaid. "l think | could use aproper med, Aria. There's nothing wrong with the food here, |
know."

"Y ou can eat donein your room, if you like," she said. Thetone of sdf-loathing in her voice hurt Dennis
as much asif the dissatisfaction had been directed toward him.

"I'd rather eat with dl of you," he said humbly. "I that would be dl right?"

She amiled again and took hisarm. "Of courseit'sdl right, slly," shesad. "It'sapleasure.”

CHAPTER 38

When they reached the hal where the whole popul ation was assembled as usua for the evening medl,
Dennisfound that Rakastava had | eft two places on the bench beside King Conall. Theforesight no
longer surprised him.



CHAPTER 39

Denniswent out with the herd the next morning.

Hefdt alittletired and dl his muscles ached, but he wasin amazingly good condition for someone who'd
been near desth from hiswounds |ess than aday before. The room with its dab that pricked his skin had
done much more than speed the hedling of hissurfaceinjuries.

"Rakagtava takes good care of its citizens, Chester,” he commented.

"Rakastava takes good care of itsherd, Dennis,” the robot replied crigply. "But it was the purpose of the
cowsto feed Mabawn and Maduanan.”

Dennis reached out to stroke the flank of the nearest of the cows plodding to fresh grass beyond the arc
they had aready cropped. She twitched aside at the touch. When the cow looked back and saw Dennis,
she made a grumbling sound—»brushed her tail against the youth—and resumed her course.

"They're getting to like me," Dennissaid with quiet satisfaction. "'l think—"

He paused. "—Ariamay like metoo.”

"If afool has no work," Chester snagpped, "hisgroin thinksfor him."

Dennis grimaced. "'l want to see Maduanan's hut," he said. "He came from thisside of thefidld, so
it's—yeah, that must beit."

Another great lump stretched from the pasture edge back into the shadows of the jungle. It was perhaps
larger than Mabawn's hovel, but they were both made of leaves gray with their coating of mildew and
other fungus. The door, a curtain of twigs and woven bark, hung open as Ma duanan had left it to meet
the youth who'd dain Mabawn.

Dennisdrew his sword, though he didn't think he'd need it.

"The best remedy isto prevent trouble by foresght,” Chester quoted gpprovingly.

Dennis stepped inside with his blade chest-high.

Thedirt floor was littered with bones—scrubbed clean of flesh and ligament. Ma duanan's beak had
punched the larger ones with thumbnail-sized holes through which the creature sucked marrow. Some
bones were fresh, and some had rotted away into splinters; but al the bones were cattle bones.

Dennisredized held been holding hisbreath. Helet it out in relief.

"| thought—" he said doud. "l was..." Helooked around the dim interior.



"Maduanan didn't kill people,” Dennis said, finaly managing to organize histhoughts clearly enough that
he could wrap words around them. "'l was afraid theré'd be—"

Sullsto trip over, hismind said.

"—bodies heretoo," his mouth completed.

"But," he added as hisirrationd relief turned to gloom that didn't redly make any sense either—what
was done, was done: "There aren't any men here, because Mabawn killed them al before they could
meet Malduanan.”

"There was aman who met Ma duanan, Dennis," Chester said softly. "It was so long ago that his bones
aredust and the dust of dust; but this—" meta pinged softly as Chester's tentacle touched something in
the shadows "—is not yet dugt.”

The sound was from behind him, beside the door. Dennisturned in curiosity. His blade shifted, point
forward, as his heart jumped in surprise. A figure stood there, astall as Dennis and as silent as Degth.

Meta rang on metd again. "It isnot aman but aman'sarmor, Dennis;" Chester said. "Nothing in this
placeisdive, except the mold on thewalls.”

Dennis scuffled hisway through the beef bonesto see the armor. It was black and so highly polished that
it gleamed evenin thisvague light.

Dennisran hisleft index finger acrossthe metd. It felt cool and water-smooth. There was no dust on his
fingertip when helooked at it closdly. The black surface was more than glassy: not even dust would cling
toit, over these—

"How many years, Chester?' he murmured. "How long has this been here?!

"For fewer years than men have been settled on this planet, Dennis,” the robot said. "But by only a
generation of yearsfewer."

Dennis tapped the breastplate with afingernail. It rang like awind-chime, a high-pitched sound that
resonated in the armor for a dozen heartbests.

The youth could see, from where plates overlapped to let the wearer move hisarms, that the metal was
paper-thin. He shifted his sword to hisleft hand and squeezed the hollow wrist with the full strength of a
grip that could crush the hand of anyone held ever met.

The metd didn't quiver. It was asif Dennis were squeezing asolid stedl bar.

Helet out his bresth again, dowly.

The suit of armor stood on its own legs without external support. The dotted visor wasraised. A glance
within assured Dennisthat there was no framework indgde either.

Nor were there bones. If the suit's owner had been wearing the armor when he died, that had been long
enough ago to permit even ahuman skull to vanish utterly.

Dennis shifted an arm of the suit up and down, as though he were shaking hands with the dead owner.



The hinged plates of the wrist and elbow whispered across one another, amogt frictionlessin their
movement.

"Chedter, thisisbeautiful," Dennissaid. " Should |—"
He thought as he sheathed his sword, freeing both hands. "Ah, Chester? Is this something that | need?’
"Itisnot now that you need it, Dennis," the robot replied in aflat, uncompromising tone.

"Oh," theyouth said. Wéll, he didn't need it. Would he wear it, tramping through the pasture under asun
that would hest black metal like an oven?"Well. | guessit can stay here.”

He poked hisfoot morosaly into apile of debris; but that's dl it was, debris. Garbage, redlly, picked too
clean to smdll. "Let'sgo out and see what elsethereisin this... place”

The sunlight felt good, though Dennis found himsdlf twitching together hisfingersto recapture the ghostly
smoothness of the armor. It had been so beautiful...

Chester offered him acluster of magenta berries. The kernd within each berry waslarge, but the layer of
flesh around it was sweet and tart in trembling dteration.

The berries were delicious—and everything the food of Rakastavawas not. But Rakastava had surely
saved Dennis life the day before...

The cattle were avoiding the areain the center of the pasture, where Maduanan lay inthe grasslike a
gray hillock. The air above the corpse glittered as gorged insects spun in the sunlight.

Dennistouched his sword hilt. Sucking on the last of the berries, he began to walk acrossthefield
toward Mabawn's hut. He would look in the mirror again. He wanted to see what was happening in
Emath.

And he wanted to see Aria.

Malbawn's legs had falen in tattered segmentsto the grass. The gresat plates of the creature'storso were
beginning to separate as well. Denniswondered if the chitinous armor would resist the dements as
effectively asit had the edge of his sword. The pieces might lie there forever, empty reminders of a
mongster the folk of Rakastava had thought must be bribed because it could not be dain.

He shivered. They'd nearly been right.

Chester touched his companion's shoulder and said, "He who perseveresin acrisis makes his own fate,
Dennis™

"If he'slucky," the youth grunted. "And if he hasfriends."

But he was swaggering as he stepped up to the mirror and demanded, " Show me Emath. Show me my
faher."

Asobedient and certain asthe law of gravity, the gleaming surface grayed, then brightened on the turrets
of Emath Palace for amoment before it swooped dizzyingly down through the crystd walls.



King Hale sat in the drawing room of the roya suite. Seldalay on adivan across from him, her face
pressed against the bolster. She seemed to be crying. No servants were present.

"That'sfunny,” Dennis muttered. He peered out the hut's door to make sure that his time sense hadn't
been distorted by hisinjuries and whatever process the city had used to hed them.

The sunwas just short of mid-sky—the time Hae dways spent in the throne room, hearing deputations
and discussing the business of the village with his advisors.

"Show methethroneroom,” Dennis directed. His voice was neutrd, but hisface glowered likea
thundercloud.

The mirror'simage shifted queasily, aseeming motion like that of adiver executing afast back-flip. The
throne room filled the surface when it cameto rest, though at first Dennis thought the mirror had made a
mistake. The bright, sparkling chamber of his recollection couldn't have been transformed into this nest of
shadowed gloom.

But it had been. Thewalls and celling were draped with black cloth: not velvet, like those of the Wizard
Serdic's gpartments, but sailcloth painted black and hung to cover crystal that paint wouldn't stick to
directly.

Parol—pudgy, pock-marked Parol, with his smirk and his cringing agreement with anyone willing to face
him—sat on the throne,

CHAPTER 40

Taksdler, one of Emath'sleading citizens—a merchant whose shop covered a block of the waterfront
and who owned three trading vessdal's himsalf—faced Parol with a shocked expression and very little
clothing. Hed entered the audience hall wearing robes and achain of office. Now he stood in his
undergarments with his vauablesin the hands of guardsin orange livery.

Those were the human guards. At either Sde of the throne shimmered ademon, orange dso but clad in
flames that vanished upward in curls of filthy smoke.

Parol cackled and pointed at the merchant. The guard holding the chain of officein his soft hands
laughed in agreement. He stepped closer and dapped aloop of the heavy gold across Taksder'sface,
then kicked the merchant as he stumbled to his knees.

The guard was Rifkin. King Hale's butler now had new livery and new duties. He seemed comfortablein
both of them.

Parol laughed. The human guardsjoined him.



The demonsraised their snaky heads. Billows of fire surged from their throats, curling so high that they
threatened to blister the painted sailcloth...

"No more!" Dennis shouted, to the mirror and to fate.
Themirror obeyed, showing the youth only areflection of himsdlf.

Fate—the doom which closed on King Hale and his subjects when he determined to cheet the seahag
of her bargain—would be harder to avoid.

Dennis left hand was caressing Chester's carapace. The metal wasn't even scratched by the blow
Malduanan had struck it the day before. It provided Dennis with the touch of something that had stayed
unchanged since his earliest memories.

His parents had aged and shrunken from the wonderful, al-powerful creatures of hisyouth. Emath
Pdace was no longer the glittering wonderland in whose hdls the boy Dennis had gamboled.

Chegter said quietly, "Do not tie yoursdlf to one who is so much greater that your life becomesatoy.”
Dennis rubbed the robot affectionately.
He'd changed too, athough—

He shrugged his shoulders, watching the play of hismusclesin the mirror. A man's muscles, and asword
a hissdethat hed used as a man—uwith the scarsto proveit.

Change wasn't necessarily abad thing.

"Mirror, show methe Princess Aria," he demanded. His chin was lifted and eyes turned resolutely away
from Chester. The robot had no expression, but Dennis knew that he/d imagine alook of disgpproval on
the metd if helet himsdf seeit.

He realized with alurch of dismay that he'd hoped—dreamed, prayed—that Ariawould be bathing
agan. But—

The mirror showed what was rather than what the viewer wished. Aria sat cross-legged on astool, with
atweve-gring lute nestled into her lap. The strings flashed light as her fingers played over them and her
lovely mouth shaped sounds which Dennis couldn't hear.

Gannon could hear them. The King's Champion lounged on the floor, hisright arm leaned acrossthe end
of alow divan.

There were twenty or more people watching Arias performance, young men and women—all the
women beautifully gowned and none of them as beautiful asthe princess.

Gannon, with hisblack garb and dark good looks, wasin the center of the group. His eyeswere on
Aria, and it seemed to Dennisthat she looked back at the champion more than chance would require.

Gannon amiled.

"No!" Denniscried, turning his head.



He'd cometo the mirror for reassurance. The mirror ingtead gave him truth; two truths, and neither of
them reassuring in the lesst.

"No," Dennis repeated as he looked again, his voice now awhisper. Histortured expression gazed back
at him, looking for help that the youth didn't know the wordsto ask for.

His face hardened, and he shrugged loose the sword at his side. " Show me—" he ordered. " Show me
any other hutsthat are, are beside this pasture.”

Denniswas wondering how he could rephrase his question and makeit clear to the mirror—to the
demon or device which controlled the mirror—that he wanted to find another creature like Mabawn or
Malduanan.

"Beforethey find me," Dennis muttered aoud.

Chester made a metdlic snorting sound.

"All right!" the youth snapped as he looked down at his companion. "But it's something | can do
something about. Not like Emath.”

And not like the Princess Aria, who could look at anyone and sing to anyone she pleased. Whether
Dennis, avagabond and visitor to Rakastava, liked it or not.

Dennis was blushing as he turned back to the mirror. Chester knew him too well.
Chester had saved hislife against Maduanan.

The mirror had understood hisingtructions. On it gloomed the image of Maduanan's hut, hunching in the
woods where Dennis had |eft it less than an hour before. The vison had remarkable depth and detail:
when ascarlet lizard scooted up the doorframe, itstail seemed to flick beyond the surface of the glass.

"That'sgood," Dennis said encouragingly, as though he were speaking to another person instead of a
thing of glass and bronze. "But show me adifferent one. Istherea—"

The picture was shifting before Dennis could finish his question. As he blinked at the new scene, he
thought the mirror had made a mistake after dl: thiswas ared house, not ahove of twigs and moldy
leaves.

It was smdll, but no smaller than the old houses in Emath village which had been built before spacein the
bustling community became too vauable to waste on one-story dwellings. The house sat at—in—the
margin of the jungle, the way Malbawn and Maduanan's huts did, but it had a proper, human-sized door
with awindow to either side. The walls seemed to be shingled, and the roof was probably covered with
thatch.

It couldn't be hair, though that was what it |ooked like no matter how carefully Dennis squinted.
"Show metheinside," he ordered.

Hewas getting very used to the mirror. It didn't make him uncomfortable, the way he'd felt when using
the Wizard Serdic'sdevice.



That had put him into an unrea scene—unred because it was part of the past and therefore dead.
Malbawn's mirror was no more than awindow through which Dennis could look. He could understand
the mirror.

Solong as he didn't think too closely about it.

Theimagein the mirror flip-flopped as though a painting were being spun—front-side, back-side, and
both images executed in meticulous detall.

Insde the house, a plump old woman in bonnet and apron was sweeping the floor with atwig broom.

"Oh!" Dennis gasped.

Hed expected some horrific mongter, though why...? Thiswas ahuman dwelling. A man astdl as
Denniswould have to duck to step through the doorway. A creature like Malbawn or Mabawn's
brother—

Wéll, either of those monsters were nearly as big asthiswhole house.

The house had only one room. The woman stood her broom in the corner and checked a pot of
something on the brick stove. Apparently satisfied, she opened the door and finished her sweeping with
firm, quick strokes. Her face was old—lined and gray.

Dennisfdt hisnose wrinklein distaste, then felt embarrassed. His nurse had been old and ugly too, with
aperpetua scowl and a hair-sprouting wart on her chin. No one could have had akinder heart—or have
been dearer to him until her desth when he wasten.

But what were the house and its occupant doing here?

The only thing Dennis saw that disturbed him was the sword resting above the doorway on wooden
pegs. It seemed completely out of placein thishomely dwelling. Asout of place asthe house itsdlf was.

Dennisran hisfinger dong the mirror's bronze frame. It felt much cooler than the humid arr.

"Enough,” he said quietly, and a once hewasfacing his dim reflection in asheet of glass. "Chester," he
went on, still facing the mirror, "can we find that house, or isit too far away?"

"Itisat the end of thefield, Dennis," the robot said. "It isamile from here, or somewhat less." Chester's
voice was empty of inflection or implied advice.

When Dennislet his mind wander, it showed him Gannon smiling and Ariasmiling back at the
champion.

"All right, let'sgo then!" he said harshly.

He strode out of the hut, gripping his sword pomme crushingly. For ahundred yards he walked very
fadt, squinting against sunlight and the tears of frustration that were prickling their way out of the corners
of hiseyes.

Sun and exercise warmed the youth, dowed him; made him calmer. He glanced to the side and smiled to



see Chegter mincing dong with histentaclesfully extended so that the high grass only brushed the bottom
of his carapace.

Dennis reached toward the robot. Chester humphed! internally and ignored the gesture. He was making
it clear to his master that Dennis enthusiasm—for getting into trouble—was no more than away to work
off other frustrations.

Dennis understood. He smiled ruefully and waved hisright pam to the robot. It was blotchy fromits
pressure on the swordhilt.

"The man whoisviolent like the wind will founder in the ssorm heraises, Dennis," the robot said
grumpily, but atentacle snaked up and curled into the offered hand.

"Still," Dennissaid, "it's not a bad thing that we're doing...”

Though to be honest with himsdlf, he wasn't sure what he was doing. Vigting alittle old lady, very
possibly. But it just didn't seem right that a perfectly norma house should be here, where nothing else
was normd.

The pasture rolled and curved through the jungle. The cowswere out of sight before Dennis got hisfirst
direct glimpse of the house nestled into the jungle Sde. The sun was near mid-sky, o the the overhanging
thatch shadowed the front of thelittle building. Flowers grew in little boxes beneeth the shuttered
windows.

Something was very wrong.

Dennis paused and took a deep breath. "Wadll, it won't be anything we can't handle,” he said. "We begt
Malbawn and Maduanan, didn't we?'

"That isso, Dennis," Chester agreed unemotionally.

"And," Denniswent on, dipping the Founder's Sword up in its sheath and letting it ring asit did down
again, "I've got astar-metd blade, have | not, Chester?

"That you have not, Dennis," Chester said in the same cool voice as before. "The Founder's Sword is
gted and smith'swork, forged for your father when he became King of Emath.”

Theyouth'svison went gray, asif for amoment the whole world were Mabawn's mirror in a state of
flux between reflection and distant images. All thistime he'd been sustained by the thought that he had a
wegpon of magical potency, whilein fact—

Dennis drew the long sword, fingering the fresh nicks and notches held tried to grind smooth with the
whetstone. He remembered Condll tapping the blade with hisnail and smiling...

"They knew it wasn't star-metd, didn't they?' he said. "Condl and the rest? They were laughing at me."

"Thereismuch in Rakastavafrom the Age of Settlement, Dennis," the robot replied. "It may be that they
knew the blade was not of star-metal.”

Denniswinced in past embarrassment.



"But Dennis?' Chester continued. "They do not laugh & you now."

"By heaven, they'd better not!" the youth muttered. The sword trembled with the fierceness of hisgrip on
it.

He shook himsalf and managed to chuckle, though the sound aswell was shaky. What was done, was
done.

"At any rate, Chester,” he said, "it'sgood sted.”
"It isthat indeed, Dennis,”" the robot agreed. "And thereisagood man to useit.”

Dennis patted his companion in arush of pride. "Let's go see what thishouseisdoing here" he said.

CHAPTER 41

Thegrassat thisend of the field was uncropped. The long stems were bent in graceful curvesby the
weight of their bristly seed heads. Thistles shot up like dark green pagodas, eight feet high and crowned
with splendid purple flowers. Insects buzzed and quivered within their miniature landscape.

Ten yards from the front of the house, Dennis set hishand on his swordhilt and hesitated while he
decided whether or not to unshegathe the wespon. The door opened.

The Founder's Sword trilled like amating frog as Dennis swept it from its scabbard.

"Oh, heaven save me, noble prince!" gasped the old woman, throwing her handsto her cheeksto
amplify the amazed circle of her mouth. "Oh! Y ou mustn't be so frightening to an old body as
me—bhegging your pardon, that is, for speaking so when it's not my place.”

"Who are you?' Dennis demanded.

Helowered the point of hissword. Had it been smdller, he might have shielded it behind his body; but it
was too long for that, and sheathing the blade again would have been as embarrassing a production as

drawingit inthefirs place.

"Me, noble prince?' the old woman said, pulling out her drab skirts as she curtsied. "Oh, I'm no cdl for
such as one as yoursdlf to notice. Mother Grimes, they cal me—"

She looked up. "Used to cal me, | might better say. When there were folk here, and not al traipsing off
to thefine city and leaving poor Mother Grimesto her londiness.

"Off to Rakastava?' Dennis said, frowning as he tried to understand the Situation. "But then why didn't
you go too?"'



Mother Grimes curtsed again. "Ah, noble prince, but there's the question. It's my sons, you see,
headstrong lads that they are. They left me years ago to find their own way in theworld, but it'shome
they'll return some day, for I'm sure of it. And what will become of them if I'm not here to greet them, tell
methat?"

Dennis shook hishead, asif to clear cobwebs from his brain. He could understand what the old woman
was saying, but... Rakastava had existed for—from before men settled on Earth. And what about
Malbawn and—

"But noble prince," Mother Grimeswas saying. "Forgive me my presumption, for | know my hut is
unworthy of your highness feet, but—will you not come insde and talk with me for only amoment? It
will remind me so of my boys, fine young lads that they were when they |eft me to seek their fortune.”

Dennis opened his mouth to refuse. The old woman held out her work-worn hands. The youth thought
of hisown mother, weeping for her son and for herslf now in Emath.

"I have cider, noble prince," Mother Grimes wheedled. "Fresh squeezed and cool in my root cdlar.”

Denniswiped his brow with the back of hisleft hand. Helooked down at Chester and said, "Wdll, she
seemsglad to see us...?!

"Sheisthat, Dennis.”
"All right," Dennissaid. "A mug of cider would be very good, mistress.”

"After you, then, noble prince," Mother Grimes said, gesturing toward the door. Her beaming expression
was enough to beautify even aface asugly ashers.

Dennis shook his head as natural caution reasserted itself. "No," he said brusquely. "You go firgt."

"It's not for me to take precedence over such asyou," said the old woman with a shake of her head.
"Butif thenoble princeinggts...”

Bowing to him, she stepped back through the doorway.
Dennisfollowed her, looking around sharply. It was just asthe mirror had shown it, except that the lines
of things—the stove, the cracksin the floorboards and walls—didn't seem quite as crisp as they ought

to.

"Sheisvery glad to seeyou," Chester said. "Sheisglad to devour you and revenge her sons, Mabawn
and Mdduanan.”

Mother Grimesturned. Her face wasfull of hideous glee.

Dennis chopped through her neck with a back-handed stroke. The head bounced on the floor and
beganto giggle.

Mother Grimes bent over—he thought she was faling—and picked up the head. She lowered it onto her
dripping neck-stump.

Mother Grimes bodice of dumpy gray homespun split gpart. Two clawed, chitinous arms thrust through



the torn fabric. The pincers of the left arm held ashort baton, black on one end and white on the other.
Dennisraised his sword. His face wore a set expression; he was beyond fear.

While Mother Grimes human arms held the head in place, a pincered limb rubbed the white end of the
baton across the wound. The puckering edges hedled, leaving no sign of injury except the stain of blood
that had already leaked out.

Something tugged at Dennis sword.

He touched hisleft hand to the pommel for ahand-and-a-haf grip and swung the weapon with al his
strength. The sword pulled out of his grasp anyway and clanged flat againgt the celling. It began to glow
red.

Mother Grimes chuckled and minced toward the youth, holding out her baton.

Dennis scabbard twisted as the same power that drew the blade to the ceiling gripped the sheath's sted!
tip.

Dennis screamed in horror. His handswrenched at hisbelt, but hiswhole weight hung from it and his
fingers couldn't release the brass buckle. He watched like a cricket in a spider's web as Mother Grimes
approached.

Reason overcame horror at last. "Chester! Hold her!" Dennis shouted.

The Founder's Sword and the scabbard tip exploded in white fire. Showers of sparks danced
promiscuoudy across the room. They burned holesin Mother Grimes garments aswell asblistering
Dennis skin and meting knotsin his hair with an awful stench.

Chegter gripped Mother Grimesin ashimmer of metal, wrapping her dight formin four of the tentacles
which had proved strong enough to hold Ma duanan. Her grinning face turned; her chitin-armored pincer
twisted; and the black end of the baton brushed the robot's carapace.

Chester dumped away. Histentacles fell dack and threatened to separate asif their ssgments were the
beads of a necklace which had come unstrung. The robot's carapace had retained its smooth sheen for dl
the youth's lifetime—and the life of every man on Earth since the Settlement. Now a greenish corrosion
grew acrossthe surface like mold on fruit, etching deep pitsin the metd.

Mother Grimes laughed deep in her throat.

The scabbard tip burned away, freeing Dennisto move. He dodged as the baton thrust a him... but that
was aplayful gesture anyway, not ared attack. He was to provide entertainment—

Before he was eaten.
Thewalls of the room werelosing definition. Individua floor boards and stove bricks were blurring into
one another. Pale dime oozed through al the surfaces;, some of it dripped from the ceiling and burned

Dennis as badly as the blazing sparks had done amoment before.

Hewouldn't have been ableto tell where the doorway had been, except that the ancient sword still hung
onthewall.



Dennis spun away from Mother Grimes and snatched at the sword.

Hedidn't expect to be able to move the weapon, but it came away easily into his hand. Only gravity held
the blade onto the pegs, not the fierce magnetic flux which had stripped the Founder's Sword from
Dennisand devoured it.

Mother Grimes moved closer. Her foot brushed Chester's carapace. The metal rang hollowly.

Dennis shouted and siwung his new sword in aglittering arc. The blade was lighter than stedl, sharper
than thought. It razored through Mother Grimes torso from shoulder to breastbone, whickering in and
out as though nothing but empty air impeded the stroke. Blood misted the air.

Thissword redly wasforged from star-metdl.
Mother Grimes giggled and sealed the gaping wound with the white end of the baton.

Dennis backed—bumped the wdll. Shifted sideways as the baton twitched toward him like an adder's
black tongue—bumped what had |ooked like a stove when he entered the room and was now afungoid
lump. The dime beading its surface burned asit began to devour Dennis skin.

Hethrust for Mother Grimes mouth. The sharp point flicked her grin into half asmilethat continued up
the side of her skull and tore her bonnet away in aflutter of cloth. The black end of the baton missed
Dennis hand by o little that he thought the breeze ruffling the hairs of hiswrist was the touch that had
danhim.

Giggling maniacally, Mother Grimes began to hedl the horrible cut before coming after Dennisagain. The
wallsand ceiling of the room were clearly drawingin.

The redization wasn't clear in Dennis mind before ingtinct guided the next quick cut. The Star-metal
blade diced chitin as easily asit had the human-looking flesh of Mother Grimes neck and torso.

One of the creature's middie limbs spun to the floor with the baton till locked inits pincers.
Mother Grimes screamed. The sound became awhistling sigh when the youth's keen blade dashed
across her cheek and throat again in ablood-spray. She stumbled back, her foot dipping on the greenish

ruin of one of Chester's tentacles.

"Hewas myfriend! " Dennis shouted as he swung overhand. The swordtip dit aline through the celling
as the blade cut over and down.

Mother Grimes body fdl intwo haves.

On thefloor, the ebow of the arm holding the baton straightened and bent; straightened and bent.
Dennis stabbed at the pincersjoint. The sectionsflew apart, letting the baton roll clear. The sword drove
sx inchesdeep in the flooring, but aquick tug cleared it eeslly.

Mother Grimes five remaining limbs were scrabbling weskly. Most of her head was il attached to the
right side of the torso. Everything was covered in blood—Dennis, the walls, and the remains of Chester.

With the dress dashed to rags, Dennis could see Mother Grimes had ajointed exoskeleton like that of



Malbawn and Maduanan. A thin filament attached the creature'sright hed to the floor.

Dennis diced through the filament. Mother Grimes thrashed momentarily. Then al the pieces, am and
body halves, became as till as meat in alocker.

"Myfriend! " Dennisrepeated. In arush of loathing, he began to dash at the quiescent body, grunting
with the effort of blowsthat sent his sword deep into the floor and walls.

When he paused, he was gasping for breath. Hisbody felt asif it were crawling. When he looked down,
he found his clothing wasin rags, dissolving in the juicesthat till dripped from thewal. Angry blotches
rose wherever the dime had touched his skin.

Mother Grimes baton lay between hisfeet, not far from the hollow shell that had been Chester.

Dennis gasped with the suddenness of the thought that struck him. For amoment he remained frozen in
the dump to which exhaugtion had reduced him. Then he straightened and cut an opening in the front wall
with four long, deliberate strokes. What fell away |ooked like the rind of agourd.

He paused again, gtill panting.

Light had seeped through the walls of the hut, but the opening brightened the interior considerably. For
this, Dennis had to see what he was doing very clearly...

He picked up the baton between hisleft thumb and forefinger. The surface was sticky with blood, but
gpart from that, the baton felt as though it were a piece of wood.

Dennis gingerly moved the white end toward the robot's carapace. Just before the two touched, he
looked away. He couldn't let himself watch the failure of a hope that meant so much to him.

The baton wentchank! on the hollow metdl.
"l want to die," the youth whispered through histears.
"Do not turn away from life because someone ese has died, Dennis," said Chester in across voice.

"Chegter!" the youth shouted. He started to hug the robot, then remembered the baton he held. If the
black end touched him or the robot—

Grimacing with horror, Dennisflung the object through the opening held hacked in the wall. Then he
clutched hislife-long companion with hisfree hand and the elbow of his sword arm, holding the weapon
point-up and safe during the embrace.

"I thought I'd killed you," he babbled. "I thought I'd never see you again, Chester, and | wanted to die.”

There was afaint wash of verdigris on the robot's limbs and carapace, but the metal was whole again
and the tentacles that encircled Dennis shoulders were as smooth and supple as ever before.

"Whether we stay here or go back isup to you, Dennis," Chester said quietly.

The digestive juices were burning amost the whole of the youth's body by now, as though Mother
Grimes had surrounded him with fire before he dew her.



"Oh," Dennissaid. "Of course."

He reached his sword arm out through the opening, then cocked his body free like acontortionist
avoiding further contact with the house.

Avoiding contact with the creature that looked like ahouse with alittle old lady inside.

The new sword fit well into the scabbard made for the old one. The smith who'd hammered out the
Founder's Sword for King Hale must have seen the real thing somewhere to copy the style and
dimensions so accurately.

Dennis sheathed the weapon, stripped off his ragged clothes, and rubbed his body with handfuls of dry
grass. The ssems and leaves prickled, but they scraped away the fluids that smeared him and seemed
even to reduce the redness and swelling which the dime had dready caused.

The exterior of what had been Mother Grimes|ooked like a puffball, haf-deflated and aready rotting.
Dennis couldn't imagine how held thought it was ahouse.

"Let's go back to Rakastava, Chester,” Dennis said. Now that things were calm, his body sagged with
the effort it had delivered.

Heleft hisclothing whereit lay. The garments were till crumbling, though the weight of direct sunlight
seemed to be dowing the process. He carried the belt, the damaged scabbard, and the star-meta sword
instead of wearing them againgt hisbare, swollen skin.

"Isit me or yourself that you would have carry the baton, Dennis?' the robot prompted.

"There's nothing of men in that thing, Chester,” the youth replied with a vehemence that surprised even
him. "I'll take the sword, for it'safine sword and I'velost the one | came with. But that other thing—"

He gpat. "1 want it no more than | want Ma duanan tramping at my side, Chester."
"Do not dight alittle thing, lest you suffer for itslack,” Chester murmured.

But one of histentacles |ooped around the scabbard, taking the weight from his exhausted master as
they trudged back to Rakastava.

CHAPTER 42

Rakastava was so underpopulated that Dennis encountered only three of its citizens on hisway to his
room.



He expected to be laughed at. He was aludicrous figure, tired, naked and blotched with swellings.

The woman and men who faced Dennis, from around corners or adoorway, fled in the opposite
direction as soon astheir eyestook himin. A naked wildman might frighten anybody, but there was more

to it than that. One of the men bobbed a nervous bow, and the woman muttered, "Prince Dennis," before
she bolted away.

They werein awe of him. Not even because he'd killed mongters.
Thefolk of Rekastavawere in awe of Dennis willingnessto go well beyond the city'swalls.

"They'redl cowards," he muttered as the door of his room opened with its promise of bath and balm.
He wastoo exhausted to put real venom into the observation.

"Not dl of them are cowards, Dennis," Chester disagreed in amild tone. Then he added, "The Princess
Ariawill bea med in the assembly hall when you have bathed.”
Dennisgrinned. "Not al of them," he agreed.

But the cheerful expression faded when he remembered the way Gannon'simage looked at the
princess—and the way the princess looked back.

CHAPTER 43

The evening medl had started by the time Dennis joined the gathering. There was an empty space on the
bench between Conall and his blond daughter.

Ariaglanced around as Dennis approached. Theway her face brightened to see him made memories of
her mirrored image less bitter.

Condll peered a the youth. "Y ou've been—" he said, then looked down and took another forkful of
'meat’.

"Always glad to have you with us, boy," he said gruffly.

Ariasfinger traced a splotch on the side of Dennis neck where adrop of dime had splashed the youth
soon after Mother Grimes' door shut behind him. The swelling had gone down, but the skin was till

tender.
He turned. Shetouched asimilar blotch on hisforehead.
"Y ou've been fighting again,” she said. If her touch was coal, then her voice was cold, clinicd. "Did you
have agood time?'



A disnterested adult talking down to a Six-year-old.
"Well, |..." Dennis said, taken aback by thiskind of hodtility, from—from Aria

Shewas concentrating on her plate again, though a certain stiffnessin the line of her back suggested that
shewas no less aware of his presence than she'd been before.

Will, 1... Dennisthought; but he couldn't find a useful way to finish the sentence evenin hismind, so he
didn't attempt it doud.

They'd seen the damage Mother Grimes had done him. It wasn't their fault, hadn't anything to do with
Rakastava and her people; but it reminded them of those they'd sent to die in the past. King Condl was
embarrassed. And Aria—

Dennis blushed. He didn't understand Aria, but he suspected the fault wasin the way he felt about the
princess.

"Say, boy," said the King's Champion, leaning forward to speak past Conall. "Some more flotsam
tossed up in Rakastava. See them?”

He pointed to the next down of the circular arc of tables risng from Rakastavas floor.

A couple, brightly dressed but obvious from their emaciation, sat gawping at the splendor around them.
They looked ancient, though after staring at them, Dennis decided neither was more than thirty. Their
faces were smeared with gravy from the food they'd shoveled in—with their bare hands, from the look of
them. Thetimethey'd spent in the jungle had |eft them with no more table mannersthan thelizards.

If they'd ever had table mannersto lose.

"Maybeyoud like to go join them, boy," Gannon continued. " They're more your type, aren't they?"

"Gannon,” Condl murmured to hisplate.

"What will you do with them?' Dennis asked. There was no more emotion in hisvoice than therewas on
the edge of hissword.

"Well, they'll stay, | suppose,” Condl said in surprise. "I don't imagine they'll want to leave again, now
that they've found safe—"

He broke off when he redlized exactly what Dennis meant. "Oh, good heavend!" the king blurted. ™Y ou
mustn't think we did—the things that happened, that is, because we wanted to. Rakastava welcomes
strangers. It was only necessity that caused usto..."

Dennis thought of the weapons piled in Mabawn's hut, clubs and knives and spears of sharpened wood.
The sort of weapons smplefolk, like the ones at the next table, would carry if some catastrophe sent
them wandering through thejungle.

"You'reright,” Dennissaid. "It doesn't matter now."

He began to eat, uncomfortably aware of theway Conal stared at the cup he held in both hands and



Ariaturned her torso at such an angle that Dennis had only her back to look at when he glanced to his
right Sde.

Thelightsdimmed.

Dennis continued eating. He was hungry, even for the bland offerings of the city's table, and there was
gtill enough light to see the food. He didn't know why the glow from al the room's surfaces had shrunk to
afraction of itsusua intengity, but there wasn't very much about Rakastavathat he did know.

Hewas going to have to leave this place. Despite Aria.

Because of Aria

Therewas along, hushed sound, a combination of wailing and sobbing, from the people in the assembly
hall.

Dennis set down hisfork and dropped his hand to the pommel of his new sword.

All around him, the citizens of Rakastavawere covering their eyes or saring fixedly at theempty air in
the huge room's center. The other newcomersto the city, the stragglers a the next table, were as
confused as Dennis—though they reacted by clutching one another and hunching down asif they were
about to dip under thetable.

There was something in the hollow air after dll.

It glowed with apae green light, expanding dowly—the way a puffbdl swelsin the hours before it
bursts. It had a snake's body and three heads from which snake-like tongues dipped and forked asthe

creature grew.

It hung twenty feet inthe air; and it waan't real. Dennis could see celling moldings through the glowing
shadow of the creature's body.

"Humans," said the head on the left. The voice thundered with echoes from ahollow even greater than
that of the assembly hdl. "It istimeto pay Rakastavaagain.”

One of the guards a Dennis table began to sob in terror.
"Who shall it be thistime, humans, that you send to Rakastava?' asked the head on theright.

There was a serpentine hissin the way the creature pronounced sibilants. The voice was more than
ampleto be heard throughout the hal which Dennis had thought was too large for sound tofill.

Therewasagenerd cry of terror, muted by the very fear which wrung it from the throats of the
cowering citizens.

Dennis hand dipped from the pommel to the hilt of his sword, though he didn't draw the weapon for the
moment. It wastime for a sacrifice, and he knew where the folk of Rakastava looked for sacrifices...

"Thistime, humans," boomed the center head, appearing to stare straight at Dennis, "it iswith the
Princess Ariathat you will pay Rakastavafor your lives and the comfort in which you live them.”



The assembled citizens gasped. Though horror may have been apart of the sound, most of it wasrelief.

The citizens chose the ones who went out to keep Mabawn at bay. But this creature chose hisown
victims...

"Shewill meet mein themorning—" said the left head.
"—with asingle champion,” said the right heed.
"If she hasachampion,” the centra head concluded with mocking emphasis.

The shadowy creature began to fade, or perhaps the increasing brightness of the room made it seem that
way. But the vison was gone before the last echoes of its voice had vanished from the assembly hall.

Everyone was babbling to their neighbors with covert looks toward the king and princess. The volume of
the creature's voice was underscored by the relative hush that a thousand humans talking brought to the
big room.

"Daughter,” Conal said in achoked voice. Hisface was turned toward Aria, but Dennis—between
them—doubted the king could see anything through histears.

"Wl of coursel'll go," said Aria, answering aquestion that hadn't been asked aoud. She carefully
folded the napkin in her lap, set it beside her plate, and stood up.

Gannon had gotten up aready and was walking toward the door behind them with tiny steps as though
he were a statue being pulled on casters.

"Wel, Gannon," the king said—briskly, royaly. "Thistimeit'll have the tablesturned on it, won' it?
Youll haveitsheads off inatrice.

Gannon looked like aman who'd just heard the twang of the crosshow aimed at his chest. "Indeed,
gre" hesad. "l wasjust going off to prepare mysalf to meet Rakastavain the morning.”

Dennis put hishand on Ariadswrigt. "Please," he said, looking up at the standing woman. "I don't
understand. Thisis Rakastava What's going on.”

Ariasmiled & him sadly. "Thisis Rakastavas city," shesaid. "That—" her index finger pointed toward
the vault, empty air again "—was Rakastava; and every so often, we pay him for the use of hiscity.”

Her smile grew coldly hitter. "At aprice of hischoosing, asisfair."

"But that'saghost!" Dennissaid. "A shadow! Theres nothing redly there, it'sjust a—"
Hedidn't have the wordsto finish, but his companion—

"Chegter!" Dennis said, "tell them that Rakastavaisn't ared thing."

Thelittle robot dipped from beneath Dennis seet at the bench. "What you have seen, Dennisand
Princess," hesad, "isnot redl but a projection—light interrupting light in the air.”

"Y ou see?' Dennis crowed. He jumped to his feet, straddling the bench, and took each of Arias hands



in oneof hisown.

"But beneath the city, Rakastavais very red," Chester continued inexorably, asif he were unaware of his
magter'sfasejoy. "And it isto Rakastava, not his projection, that the princessisto go in the morning.”

Part-eaten dishes had disappeared into the tables. Goblets of strong, sweet wine rose from the surfacein
place of the food—many goblets, and the citizens attacked the wine with enthusiasm and relief.

From the corner of his eye, Dennis saw the King's Champion drain one cup, then—after amoment's
hestation—replace it with the full one Sitting unnoticed before Conall's bent head.

"Wait aminute!” Denniscried. "If it'sred, this Rakastava, then I'll fight him!"

The youth'sloud voice carried to the immediate circle of the king's table and those standing neer it.
Gannon looked at him, and for aflashing instant Dennis was sure that he saw hope and agreement in the
champion's eyes.

Ariatook her handsfrom Dennis and turned away.

"Y ou're avery brave young man, Prince Dennis," Conall said with kind formdity. "But thisisatask for
one with more experience.”

"Go back to your cows, boy," Gannon cried harshly. "Leave man'swork to aman.”

"A ruler ispunished for giving honor to afool!" Chester rasped in the same hectoring tone. Gannon
jumped in surprise.

But pride had more of agrip on the King's Champion than fear. He straightened and struck a heroic
pose, knuckles againgt the points of his hips, beneath his polished armor, and his elbows splayed out to
the sdes.

"Gannon, theré's no need to be—" the king said mildly.

"Wait!" Dennis repeated. He put ahand on Arias shoulder with enough pressure to beg, though not
force, her toturn. "Aria Tdl them you want meto fight Rakastavawith you."

Ariamet Dennis pleading gaze. There was no warmth in her eyes, but she put a hand over the youth's

whereit rested on her shoulder. "Many champions have gone down to fight Rakastava, Dennis," she said
quietly.

Sheturned to her father, squeezing Dennis hand as she lifted it away. "I desire that Gannon be my
champion and companion in themorning,” shesaid in aclear, ringing voice. "When | go to meet
Rekastava."

Gannon winced. Dennis didn't notice, because he was stumbling toward the door in blind humiliation.

There were cheers behind him in the assembly hdl, but he doubted many of the citizens could have given
areason for their enthusasm—

Beyond the fact that someone e se would feed the monster thistime.



CHAPTER 44

The cows breath sweetened the morning air with the scent of the fodder they'd grazed the day before.
One of the calves rubbed its black-and-white head against Dennisin afriendly gesture before frisking off
after itsmother.

The sun hadn't risen over the fringing jungle, but the sky above the pasture was aready bright.

Dennisrubbed hisface with hispams.

"Dennis?' said the little robot.

"Yes, Chester?'

"Itisnow that you have need of the armor in Maduanan's hut.”

"To dowhat?' Dennis asked in amazemen.

"To wear, Dennis," Chester replied. "To watch, and to wait.”

The jungle was reclaiming Maduanan's hut. The woven leaves of the roof were tattered, creeting pools
of light. Plants were beginning to sprout among the bones.

The black armor stood in cam magnificence. Chester's tentacles worked the catches with a speed and
ease beyond that of a human attendant, dressing his master piece by piece while another pair of limbs
readied the next of the accouterments.

The armor covered Dennis completely. Each piecefit as perfectly asif it had been made for him instead
of some long-dead hero.

Where the armor touched bare flesh—his wrists and neck, and his hands which flexed and rd eased
within the gauntlets—the meta had the fed of satin. It seemed to weigh no more than the ordinary clothes
he wore benesath it.

"Thisisstar-metd, isn't it, Chester?' Dennis said in awe. He worked the hemet's dotted visor with his
left hand while the robot fitted the swordbelt around the diding bands that permitted him to bend at the
wad.

"Itisstar-metd, Dennis," Chester agreed smugly. The robot backed a pace asif to view his handiwork.
"And now," he continued, "we will go to Mabawn's hut."

Dennis swalowed. "To—watch the Princess Aria?' he said.



"Yes, Dennis. And to wait."

CHAPTER 45

The back of Mabawn's hut had collapsed from the weight of evening rains and a branch therain had
brought with it. Vineswere crawling through the sagging remainder of the structure, but the mirror was
dill clear.

Dennis stood before the glass—if it was glass—with his visor raised, waiting for Chester to prompt him.
"There arethose," the robot quoted acidly, "who know the path but do not takeit.”

Dennis blushed. "Mirror, show me the Princess Aria," he ordered.

He needed Chester's help to guide him through this. But he aso needed to act on his own when he
could.

Themirror shimmered, but for amoment Dennisthought it was till displaying theinterior of the hut and
the shadowed jungle beyond. Then his eyes focused on the new scene; he recognized Aria. She stood at

the bottom of adoping staircase. There was alamp in her hand and alook of mastered fear to make her
lipsquiver.

Therewasillumination beyond the sphere of lamplight which hung in the humid air. The haf-light wasa
gray ambiance, scarcely bright enough to be called aglow. It soaked the floor—and perhapsthe walls as
well, but they were too inconceivably distant for Dennisto see them.

The staircase down which Ariahad come was made of stone, not the dick material from which most of
the city was congtructed. The treads had been worn hollow in the center, though Dennis couldn't imagine
that anyone came by this path except a Rakastava's demand.

Ariaslips moved as she cdled out.

"Chester, wheré's Gannon?' Dennis demanded. "He's supposed to be with her.”

"Gannon came with the princess to the bottom of the stairs,”" Chester explained camly. "And now heisin
the darkness behind her, where she does not see him... and he hopes Rakastava will not see him ether.”

"W—"Dennissad. "Will it ssehim?"

"Rakastava cares nothing for Gannon, Dennis," the robot said. "Rakastavas business is with the Princess
Aria"

The youth's eyes stung with tears. " She should've taken me," he mumbled. "I wouldn't have run.”



""She knew you would not run, Dennis. And she did not want you to die."

Ariastepped forward carefully. Only afew yards from the base of the stairs was a stone coping.
Beyond that was water, smooth and black and limitlessin expanse.

The glow from the walls fell on this underground sea as on glass. The princess was awhite blur, astatue
of Grief reflected in acemetery pool.

The water rose, dopped over the coping and the princess sandals. Her lamp bobbled as she took a
startled step backwards. She covered her mouth with her free hand.

The sudden wave receded, then rushed forward again and soaked the lower treads of the staircase.
Ariadropped the lamp to sputter and die in the foam as she clapped both hands to her ears. Dennis
couldn't hear the bellow—>but held heard Rakastava's voice in the assembly hall, and he could imagine

the thunder that was beating on the princess now.

"Chegter," he moaned, "why did you let me leave her?1 should have—I should have gotten down
there..."

His eyeswere closed and his mind was so concerned with punishing him for hisfalure—cowardice, he
should have found a way—that he didn't for amoment understand the words when Chester said, "Y ou
can go there now, Dennis.”

"Y ou mean?' the youth said as his eyes flew open and flashed around him, somehow expecting to find
that he wasin the city instead of the hut amile away. "No, it'stoo far to get therein time!”

Something was moving in the distance glimpsed through the mirror. It was as black asthe water, but the
water surged away from it; and above were its eyes, Sx sparks as bright as rubies from the floor of Hell.

"Y ou can be there now, Dennis" Chester said, "if you step through the mirror.”

Dennisdrew his sword and stepped through the mirror. He didn't ask or question, because Chester had
told him what he wanted to hear.

The youth'sleft elbow rang on the bronze mirror-frame, but of the glass there was no hint or hindrance.
The atmosphere was humid and sticky with sdlt, and the air rebounded with monstrous bellowing.

Rakastavawas coming.
The creature's scaly breast raised atide on the underground sea, washing Dennis knee-high as hisfeet
clanked down onto the stones. The star-metal armor sealed hislegs against the seels rush, but the

pressure of the water made his footing chancy for amoment.

God in heaven! but the monster's roars were loud. Even when the triple throats were silent, the distant
echoes competed with the dap of water against stone.

"Gannon?"' cdled the Princess Aria. "Gannon? Who are you?”'

Shewasacloud of virgina white, but Dennis didn't dare let hismind dwell on her.



"Get back!" he shouted through the bars of hisvisor. "I've more to think of now than you!"

Dennis clenched and unclenched hisleft figt, proving to himsdlf that his hands moved fredly in their metd
gauntlets. He lifted the point of his sword another inch.

Rakastava was bigger than its projection in the assembly hdl, though most of the creature's
dragon-length was hidden by the water. The body moved snake fashion, side-to-side loops that drove it
forward and made the saw-edged comb on its back waobble.

The creature's eyes were red and burning. Behind its serpent necks streamed manes. They burned too,
but with asickly light deep into the violet end of the spectrum. The headsto right and left wove complex
patterns as Rakastava approached, but the head in the center drove aline as direct as abeam of light.

The rippling dowed and the body straightened out, |etting Rakastavas mass glide forward like that of a
boat nearing dock. More of the back rose out of the water, danting upward in aline which paralleled that
of the shelving sea-bottom. Asit moved closer, Dennis saw that Rakastava had short, clawed limbs at
the base of itstriple throats, where the pectord fins of afish would have been.

"Step adide, little man,” the center head rumbled. The eyes glared ten feet above the water and ten feet
away from Dennis, so that he had to look up to meet them. "1 will take the Princess Aria, and | will let
youlive"

Dennissaid, "Y ou won't take—" and the head on Rakastavas | eft struck at him.

The hdmet cut off some of Dennis peripherd vison so he didn't react quickly enough to meet the attack
with hispoint, but reflex lifted the cross-guard and the megt of his blade againgt the rushing jaws. Though
the impact dammed him back, his star-metal edge cut a notch from Rakastavaslip.

Blood with orangefire at its heart spattered. The head drew back and jaws from the other side clamped
Dennisaround thewai <.

Teeth squealed on star-metal armor. Neither broke or flexed, but Rakastava began to lift Dennis off the
ground.

The youth swung, aiming down near the base of the neck where his arm had the leverage of afull stroke.
The creature's scaes were rock-hard and rock-strong, but they split under the force behind Dennis new
sword. Shattered bits splashed into the water, and more glowing blood oozed out to brighten the scene.

The head bellowed and dropped him. Rakastava lunged forward, using its weight to dam Dennis back.
The claws on the right foot splayed open asthey raked down historso, sparking and pinging without
being able to penetrate the armor.

All three sets of jaws opened. Their forked tongues jabbed out, armed with suckers and spiked nodules
likethestinging cdls of jdlyfish.

Dennis was off-balance but he stabbed anyway, as much to give himsdf time asto do real harm to
Rakastava.

His point glanced off. The star-meta blade was sharper than fear, but Rakastavas sces were very
nearly the blade's equal. Only awell-aimed stroke would cut them—and even that they resisted.



A tongue curled around Dennis right ankle. He swung for it but the center head was dipping toward
him...

Dennis struck upward, but the neck was dready swinging away. The youth's eft leg shot out from under
him: Rakastava's right tongue had curled and gripped during the center head'sfeint.

The center head lifted. Its laughter boomed. Dennis crashed backwards onto the wet stone asthe
creature drew up on both hislegs.

Dennis armor transmitted the shock of impact in anumbing flash from the base of his spine. Rakastava
spread the youth'slegs Ssdeways aswell aslifting them, asif the creature were a sailor preparing rope for
splicing. The youth's groin muscles began to blaze as Rakastava stretched them more than even fencing
exercises had donein the past.

Dennis reached out with hisleft hand, trying to grip one of the heads. His gauntlet did off the armored
muzzle, then groped with the tongue holding hisleft ankle. Even Rakastava's tongues had the texture of
quartz, not soft, spongy flesh.

Fery painfilled Dennis eyes. He swung into the center of it, judging where the head must be from where
the tongue pulsed within his grip. He felt his sword strike, but in his spasm of hysterica strength, he
couldn't be sure whether the blade bit, glanced off, or flew from his hand.

Hedidn't fed the floor when hefell back on it, but salt water spattered his cheeks through the helmet
visor. Rekastava was roaring like an earthquake through its two remaining throats.

The stump of the third neck spouted like an orange-lit fountain.

Dennisroseto hisknees. He hadn't lost his grip on his sword. Histhighs clicked together in their armor.
Thefed of hisoverstretched musclesrelaxing gave him afeding of success grester even than seeing one
of Rakastava's heads on the coping before him.

Rakastavawas diding its body backwards. Its two remaining heads were high, but the third neck trailed
limp in the water and the third head was Dennis prize.

"Oneisoff, but two are on, human," Rakastava's main head called as the creature backed into darkness.
"I will return for the princess—and for you."

The seaboiled. Dennis braced himself to receive Rakastava's rush and vengeance. The water surged
instead—breast-high as the youth knelt and staggering in itsimpact, but only water and the cresture'sred
farewdl asit dived to whatever depthsit called home.

Denniswaited on hisknees and |eft hand while his body gasped its bresth back. His eyes were focused
on hissword.

The blade still smoothly reflected the cavern'slight. No nicks or scratches marred the palid metd,
despite the battering it had taken in thefight.

Neither salt water nor Rakastava's glowing blood beaded on the flats. The star-metal sword was as
perfect asit had remained through the millennia before it came into Dennis hands.



"Oh..." the youth whispered.
Arids motion was awhite shimmer where water pooled in the low spots of the sone floor. Dennis

turned and tried to stand—then decided that hed stay where he was instead. He balanced on one foot
and one knee with hisleft hand near enough the ground for athird point of contact if he became that

dizzy.

"Areyou al right?' she asked as she knelt beside him. She touched his shoulder with the fingers of one
hand, but the metd's unearthly fed made her flinch away.

"Better than heis," Dennis grunted. He prodded the severed head with his sword-point.

The eyes were dead black now, and the mane had lost much of itsviolet fire. Dennis leaned forward and
ran hisfingersthrough the seeming hair. It rustled like glass againgt his gauntlet.

"Areyou really Gannon?' the princess asked. Her hands framed Dennis face as she Sarted to raise the
visor of hishelmet.

He stood up suddenly, pulling away from her touch. He dammed his sword into its sheeth, hismotion
driving Ariaback astep.

The underground sea had grown as il as volcanic glass. On its surface Dennis could see the reflection
of something that wasn't there—the mirror in Mabawn's hut, and Chester waiting at the edge of it.

He stepped toward the coping.
"Wait!" Ariacdled. Her dim, smooth hand was pale on the armored elbow.

Dennisturned. He wanted to clasp her; but there was nothing in that for him except the thought, and
nothing for her beyond pressure from adick, grim casing of star-metal.

"Givemeyour ring," he said, wondering for how long the visor and the cavernous echoes of this
underworld would hide hisvoice from the princess.

She obeyed without hesitation, twisting the ring off her little finger to put it in Dennis metal pam. Itwasa
circle of carven crystal which matched her earrings and complemented the triple pendant between Arias
breasts.

"Now will you—" she said; but Dennis, hoping that he understood what he saw, stepped back toward
the reflection—

And into Mabawn's hut, where Chester's quick support kept him from faling as his boots hit the floor.
"There are men who trust their moment,” said the robot, "and for whom it goeswell forever, Dennis."

"Just get me out of this suit, Chester,” the youth said. He could hear the meta-to-metal whisper of
Chester dready beginning to loosen the catches of the black armor.

The mirror was only amirror again. Dennis decided he liked it that way.

At least for the moment.



CHAPTER 46

Ariagasped. The water didn't tremble when the man in armor stepped into it. He and the rectangular
shimmer—reflection, she would have said, but there was nothing to be reflected—disappeared as
suddenly asif they'd never existed.

But Rakastava's head, larger than that of ahorse, lay at her feet. The neck-stump was still 0ozing blood.

She bent to touch the head. The scales were hard and as dick as the armor of the hero who'd | eft the
gridy trophy behind when he vanished.

Gannon's step was S0 soft that his hand was on her arm before Aria heard him. She leaped upright. She
was too shocked to scream.

Gannon amiled at her, hisface unreadableinthedim light. "A pretty thing, isnt it?' hesad, lifting the
head by the mane. "A pretty thing to show the folk who didn't think Rakastava could be defested, even
by me"

"It wasn't you who fought..." Ariawhispered. Even she couldn't be certain whether she was denying his
statement or begging him to confirmiit. It had been dark...

Gannon gtill held her arm. His grip tightened. "Not me, Aria? Not me? Princess, | fought amonster that
no one else could face, much less defedt. It was aterrible fight, though | won it, and—were anyoneto
deny me my honor, Princess, | can't answer for what | might do to them in afit of righteousindignation.
To anyone, Princess.”

Gannon'sfingers continued to squeeze, harder and harder as he spoke. Aria's face worked in pain,
expecting the big man's thumb and fingers to meet through the flesh of her arm.

He released her suddenly. "We wouldn't want that, would we, Aria?" he said as softly asacat purring.
Helifted Rakastava's head, staring at it instead of at the princess. "That wouldn't be agood thing at al."

Ariawasn't sure whether or not Gannon was the hero who had saved her.

But she was quite sure that he meant his velvet threat to murder her if she spoke her doubts to anyone
dse

"No," shesad in acam voice, massaging her smarting arm with her other hand. "That won't happen,
Champion Gannon."

Gannon'steeth were agleam in the paelighting. "Not so formal, my dearest,” he said. "Now, let'sgo
and display my triumph to the others.



CHAPTER 47

Dennis smoothed the new trousers over his thighs as he and Chester walked down the corridor to the
assembly hall. He squeezed the big muscles at the back of histhighs, trying to rub some of the ache out of
them.

"Even with the armor and the sword," he said softly, "I thought | was gone there, Cheter. | thought it
would..."

Histongue didn't finish the sentence. Clear in his mind was the image of a chicken's wishbone, being
pulled apart between the fingers of two children.

"Hewho runsfrom evil," the robot said, "finds evil waiting for him."
"I ran from Emath's evil, Chester," Dennisreplied. "Not my own."
The door opened, just as cheering filled the assembly hdl as thoroughly as human throats could manage.

"Rakastavais dead!" Gannon shouted. He raised the severed head so that everyonein the room could
understand him, whether or not they could hear hiswords.

Dennis paused. Gannon, Conall, and Ariawere alone at the table where Dennis had sat on previous
nights. The remainder of Condl's glittering 'guards were divided among the tablesto either sde; and
Gannon stood now between the seated king and princess.

Conal glanced back and saw Dennis. He gestured the youth to a seat among the guards.

"And now, King Conall," cried the champion, turning to the older man beside him. Helowered
Rakastavas head so that its weight rested on the table. The ssump smudged the smooth surface.

"In recognition of my saving your daughter—and in saving dl of usfor the future from the monster's
exactions—I clam the Princess Ariain marriage.”

"No!" gasped Dennis.
"Hurrah!" cried the nearest citizens.

"Hurrah!" the shout went on in an arc expanding around the circle of tables. Someonethrew a hat; the air
began to spin with bright cloth.

Gannon took Aria's hand. She resisted his pull for amoment, then rose to her feet. Her face was turned
aside and toward the floor.



"I request that our wedding be held at—"
The assembly hall was growing darker.
Rakastava's laughter boomed through the sudden hush.

"Humans, humans," cdlled the monster's glowing image from the center of the hdll. "Y ou are not yet free
of Rekastava."

Gannon tried to release the severed head. Hisfingers were wrapped in strands of the mane. His hand
twitched with increasing violence, like that of aman who's touched something foul and sticky.

"Inthemorning," continued theimage, "the Princess Ariamust return to me... and with her must return
my heed."

Only the head on the creature's central neck was speaking. The stump hung limp, though at least in
hologram there was no sign of the blood that had spurted from it earlier.

Dennisthrugt hisright hand into the sidepocket of histrousers as he watched Rakastava

"And the champion who fights for the princess may come or may not come," said Rakastavain avoice
asclosetoacaressasaroar could be. "It isdl the sameto me. But if he comes, hewill stay.”

"Ooh..." murmured the crowd as the lights brightened and the threatening image faded away. All eyes
were on Gannon.

The King's Champion was shaking.

And in his pocket, Dennisfingered Arids crystd ring.

CHAPTER 48

Chester's tentacles closed the two halves of the star-meta helmet over his master's head.
"Gannon sneersat me," the youth said. "He and | both know he's a coward, but he sneersat me.”

"Thereisno remedy for the sting of afool'stongue, Dennis,” the robot quoted. A latch clicked asit
locked together the helmet's hinged segments.

The mirror showed the cavern beneath Rakastava—beneath Rakastavas city. It seemed even darker



than it had the morning before; but Dennis eyes had adapted then, and they would adapt again today, he

was sure.
It wasn't as though he had to see for any distance, after all.
Ariawas waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The severed head lay on the stone beside her, but Gannon

was nowhere to be seen.
Dennis shifted his stance, making surethat al the joints and fastenings of hisarmor were firm but flexible.
He did his sword, aribbon of reflected gray dawnlight, from its battered sheath.

"Chester," he said without looking at his companion. "I wonder if you'd—you know, help metoday if |
need help.”
"If you ask my help, Dennis, | will giveit," Chester replied.

"I didn't think to do that yesterday," Dennis admitted, skirting the question of whether Chester would
have cometo hisaid without being asked. "l—anyway, it won't be as bad today. He's—it's been

wounded.”
"Today's fight will betwice asfierce asyesterday's fight, Dennis," said Chester quietly. "If you struggled
then, then you will strain indeed today.”

"It'stime," said the youth, gripping his sword as he stepped into the cavern washed by the waves of the
monster's approach. Sound echoed crushingly about him.

Ariastepped forward when the youth in black armor splashed out of the darkness. Her lips moved as
she called something, but the words were inaudible and unnecessary.

Dennis motioned her back with an imperious wave of his sword, toward the darkness that hid Gannon
and would preserve Ariafrom the wild thrashings of the battle to come.

Rakastava's whole body glowed a deep red, like the surface of abanked fire in the early morning.

The stump had withered like a snake's cast skin. The cregture did forward with its two remaining heads
raised high, agreat one and alesser oneto the side. The tongues flickered, and the manes flowed with

the dark sheen of cobdt glaze.
Asbefore, the creature glided to ahdt just short of the coping. "Did you bring my heed, little human?"

the central head asked Dennis.
"Your head is here, Rakastava," Dennis shouted through hisvisor.

"And | will put the otherswith it when | take them.”

The mouth of the lesser head opened so wide that the lower jaw pointed to the water and the upper jaw
to the cavern's distance-shrouded roof. Dennis braced himsdif.

Instead of gtriking directly at him, the open gullet spewed an arc of liquid againgt his chest.

Dennis staggered. Where the heavy fluid spattered onto the sea, water fizzed and sputtered.



Whereit struck the floor and coping, stone cracked and bubbled away in white foam.

The main head opened itsjaws part-way. Dennis advanced, raising his sword for astroke, not athrust,
at the knot of scale-armored muscle where the head met the neck.

Lightning bathed him; his ears rang with the shock of thunder.
Dennis armor protected him from the worst effects of the thunderbolt asit had from the gout of acid, but
his eyes were flash-stunned and his skin was momentarily too full of needle-prickling pain to have any

fedling. He stabbed out blindly, knowing he was about to be swept beneath Rakastavas rush—

And amazed, an ingtant later when he could see, to find the monster in the dim, serpentine tentacles of
Chester who was trying to clamp shut both fanged mouths at the sametime,

Rakastava's forepaw gripped the robot's carapace and dammed Chester down in the shalow water.
Dennisrocked forward, aiming his sword again for the blow the shock had forestaled.

The forked, suckered tongue from the lesser head caught Dennis sword-wrist. The stroke chopped
scales and drew blood from the main neck, but it didn't bite deeply enough to do fatal harm.

Lightning blasted Chester asthe robot writhed in Rakastava's clawed grip.

A scalop of seavaporized in the Szzling flash. Instead of anatural shore, Dennis could see a pavement
of fitted stones extending outward at a steep dope.

The blast threw Chester into the air. The robot's limbs thrashed in mindless convulsions with blue sparks
popping from their tips.

Dennisdidn' let his conscious mind consider what the battle might aready have cost him. Hiseyes
gauged the distance and angle. Then, with al his strength and the pull of Rakastavas own tongueto aid,
he struck a backhand blow at the neck of the head which held him.

The core of the stroke was his heart's memory of Chester flailing in bluefire.

The sword bit clean and deep. The tongue gripping Dennis jerked the youth to his kneesin the instant
before the retracting muscles went limp and thefire died from the two blazing eyes.

The newly-severed neck spasmed. Acid sprayed out as from ahose; Dennis covered the dotsin his
visor with hisleft forearm, hearing the droplets snap and burn asthey runneled off the armor.

Rakastavas remaining head reared. Dennis braced himsdf againgt the lightning he expected when the
mouth opened.

"Two are off, but oneison, human," the mongter thundered. "The third day ismy day."

The serpent body pulsed a brighter red with each syllable; the sea around Rakastava began to steam. As
the mongter sank into the degps, Dennis could follow its glowing descent for hundreds of feet through the
dark water.

Chester curled atentacle around his master's armored ankle and pulled himsdlf up onto the coping. The



robot's cargpace was unscarred, but the eight limbs trembled noticesably as Chester lifted himsdlf.
"Water extinguishesthefire" he muttered. "But the water boilsaswell."
Dennishugged him.

Echoes died; the sea settled back to turgid cam. The loudest sounds in the cavern were Dennis
dragging breaths. His sword trilled as he sheathed it.

Ariawaswaking toward them. Her dippers whispered on the wet stone, and the jewe between her
breasts spun with alight as clean and yellow asthe sun.

"Go back!" Denniscaled.

The cavern was very dark now. The princess was a blur without shape, dress and streaming blond hair
merged in paleness.

"Areyou al right?" she asked. She continued to approach.

The seawas not yet the mirror by which Dennis could make his escape. He lifted Rakastava's two heads
and carried them toward the princess. He stepped dowly and his boots rang on the pavement, weighted
by the trophies and the youth's exhaustion.

Arias hand touched hisarmor, hisvisor.

"Go back," he repeated.

Dennis bent and began to knot together the manes. There was gill atinge of glowing color in the Strands
from the head he taken off minutes before, but the other mane was as lifel ess as asbestos fibers growing
from adliff face.

"Please" Ariasaid. "Come back with me."

He shook his head violently. The dotted visor brushed her away.

"Goon," hesaid. "Taketheseand go."

Helifted her hand in one of hisand transferred the weight of the joined trophiesto her. The manes hard
strands pressed deep into her bare pam.

"Wait," she said as Dennis backed from her. She reached up with her free hand, too proud to drop the
headsfirgt, and fussed within her hair.

"Here," she said. The earring she handed him chinked against the black armor of Dennis pam.

The youth turned and strode for the reflection on the water. Chester waited for his master, much ashe
had the day before; but thistime on the cavern-side of the mirror.

Together, hand and tentacle linked, they stepped into the water—

And stumbled out in the hut that had been Mabawn's.



Dennisraised hisvisor and rested, panting, while Chester clicked and tapped and spun the armor's
fastenings. The earring was of crystal so brilliant that at some anglesits core seemed to move the way the
pendant nestled on Arias breast did.

Chedter lifted the helmet off.
"Tonight at the banquet,” Dennis said. "Gannon'll brag again that he's dain the mongter.”

"The donkey isnot praised for braying whileit carriesaload, Dennis," the robot said. He dipped off the
left gauntlet, then paused with the right while the youth transferred the earring to his bare hand.

"HEll be praised,” Dennissaid grimly. "And shell... Chester, when that lying coward sneersat me, I'd
liketo split him al the way open!™

"It is better to bless someone than to harm one who hasinsulted you, Dennis," said Chester ashe
snicked away the brassard, cubitiere, and vambrace from his master's [eft arm, leaving it bare from
shoulder to wrist.

"Why does sheliefor him, Chester?' Dennis said, closing his eyes because he was afraid he might begin
to cry with frustration.
"Ariatdlsnolies, Dennis," Chester replied, stripping the youth's right arm with two tentacles while two

othersfreed the gorget and epaulets from Dennis neck and shoulders. "And if it is not the whole truth she
tells—then the princess knows nothing for a certainty, and little enough even by conjecture.”

Dennissighed. "If | told them the truth, Chester,” he said, "they'd cdl mealiar.”

"Would the princess call you aliar, Dennis?" the robot asked softly. He unfastened the hinged plates that
had covered Dennis back and chest.

When Dennis torso was free again to expand and twist without the armor's constriction, memory of the
battle he'd fought began to blur away. It was asif held dreamed it, the acid and the vision of Chester
flailling in the blue-white grip of athunderbolt...

"What good would that do, Chester?' Denniswhispered. "Her knowing and me knowing... There's
nothing we could do to change the others minds.”

"Lift your foot," said the robot, "that | may take off your boots, Dennis."

"WEell go back to thecity," the youth said in areverie. His mind was melding what had happened
yesterday and today with what would happen tomorrow. "Well see. And if Rakastava returns—"

"As Rakastavawill return, Dennis, depend oniit.”

"_then they'll all see”



CHAPTER 49

Dennis sat at the end of atable adjacent to the one now reserved for Gannon, Conall—and Aria

The trophies, their manes knotted together, rested on the board before the King's Champion. The jaws
of the head severed the day before were open. The tongue had lolled out and was beginning to shrivel. A
faint odor of decay permesated the air near Gannon.

"Say," said the middle-aged man next to Dennis on the bench. ™Y ou're the boy who herds the cows,
arent you?'

Dennislooked a him. "I herd the cows, yes" he said softly. "What isit that you do?"

The man's hair swept back like the waves of acam, gray sea. His moustache and beard were full and
perfectly kept. "Why," he said, tapping his breastplate, "I'm Daquin. I'm amember of the King's Guard.”

The breastplate was silver, delicately etched with scenes of hunting. Dennis couldn't recognize many of
the animal s being pursued through the stylized forest, nor were the shapes of the treesfamiliar to him.

The slver was soft and thin enough to pierce with adinner fork. It flexed dightly where it attempted to
confine Daquin's paunch.

"Yes" Dennissad. "But what do you do?"

Before the non-plussed citizen could find an answer, Gannon stood up at the royal table. Rakastavas
heads wobbled as Gannon lifted them as high as his arm could reach, buoyed by the cheering room.

Dennislooked from the champion to Aria, seated at Gannon's eft Side as though she were dready his
gueen. She met Dennis eyes briefly, then stared at her folded hands instead.

Gannon let the heads drop with athump. King Condl jumped alittle. He wore asmile that became a
little doubtful whenever his control dipped.

"l have defeated the mongter again,” Gannon cried, pausing for the enthusiastic response from citizens
whose hearts turned cold at the very thought of following the steps down into the dank, deadly cavern
benegath the city.

"When the monster redlized that | was getting the better of him again,” the champion continued with a
meaningful glance at Aria, "hetried to dip past and take the princessinstead of facing me. | forestaled
him—but it was anear thing."

Aridsfingerswere interlaced in her 1ap. The tips squeezed white dimples on the backs of the opposite
hand. In dl the great hal, only she and Gannon understood the threst—

And Dennis, watching them and toying with the pomme of hissword.

"If the mongter dares return—" Gannon continued; but his voice broke and his face went sallow asthe



lights dimmed.

The champion sat down as suddenly asif held been hamstrung. Everyone watched the center of the hall.
Everyone except Ariaand Dennis.

"Little men, little men," Rakastava thundered. "Do you think you've cause to cheer?'

Nothing but echoes answered the creature.

Dennisraised hiseyesfrom Arias perfect beauty. Both of Rakastavasinjured necks had shriveled away
to stubs that wobbled when the creature's body moved. The right forelimb extended dowly, shooting out
itsglittering claws asif for the citizensto admire them.

Rakastavas body was an orange blaze. The eyesin its remaining head were pits down to the red heart
of anger.

"Mark the Princess Ariawd| tonight,” said the glowing image. "'For tomorrow morning she must cometo
me, and you will never see her again... or her champion.”

The hot orange light beating from Rakastavas image was brighter than the normd lighting that returned
asthe cresture faded back into the air.

Citizens got up from their benches and began to mill and stretch. Dalquin walked over to Gannon and
clapped the champion on the shoulder, blustering words of congratulation and certainty.

At least Daquin could be sure that he wouldn't be facing Rakastava a one in the morning.

Wll, Gannon wouldn't be facing the monster alone elther; but Gannon couldn't be sure of that or of
anything except hisown fear.

"Chegter," the youth said to the robot curled at hisfeet, "I think it'stime for us—"

"Prince Dennis," said Aria. "How are you finding your stay in our city?"

She was standing beside him. Dennis hadn't seen her get up from her seat. From the black look the
King's Champion was giving the pair of them, Gannon hadn't noticed either—until Ariawas aready
beyond his ahility to stop her without a public scene.

"Comfortable, lady," the youth replied. He avoided a stutter by not looking up into Arias eyesuntil hed
gotten thefird syllables out. "Very comfortable.”

"I'm glad to hear that," she said. "Y ou'relooking worn, you see. | wouldn't want it on my conscience—in
the morning, you see—that we of this city had been remissin the way we dealt with an honored guest.”

Dennisfet hisface color. He wanted to get up, but Ariawas standing so close that he/d bump her if he
tried. He did afew inches down the bench, into the area Dalquin had vacated.

Golden combs caught Arias hair and swept it across her right ear and shoulder, concealing the fact that
shewore only one earring. She toyed with the thick, lustrous strands as she continued, ™Y ou know, it
was rather odd. | thought | saw your little friend, there, battling Rakastava this morning.”



Her open-toed sandal indicated but did not quite touch Chester's carapace.

"I'm sorry, lady," Dennis said, rising as he now had room to do. ™Y ou must be mistaken. Chester was
with me thismorning; and | wasin the pasture as dways, with the herd.”

"No doubt," the princess agreed with icy unconcern. She tossed her head. "I must be getting back to
Gannon. After dl, he's saved my lifetwice aready. It'sasmdl thing, isnt it, that he have my body in
exchange?'

Dennis expresson shrank into abony grimace. "Asyou wish, milady," he managed to say.

When Ariadid not move for amoment, he added, "Princess? | wish you well in the morning.”

Her face softened. "Thank you, Dennis," she said. "And | wish you and your friend well."

Sheturned around very quickly; but Dennisthought, as he strode for the door and hisroom, that Aria
had begun to cry.

CHAPTER 50

The helmet locked over Dennis head.

"Wel, thisisit,” he muttered to himsdf. “I'll finish it, kill it for good and dl, or—or..."

"The fool who wanders, Dennis," Chester quoted sharply, "loves neither peace nor the man of peace.”
Dennisdrew hissword. "I'm sorry, Chester," he said. "'l don't—know what | want."

"Isit loging that you want, Dennis?" the robot asked.

"No. No, I'm not hereto lose. Not that."

"Then you know what you want, Dennis, and the rest will follow."

The mirror's surface was dmost black. The ambient light in the cavern had faded with each blow Dennis
struck Rekastava. Ariawas asfantly visble asatuft of thistiedown floating over adark sea.

Something sunbright appeared in the cavern's distance.

Dennislocked hisvisor down. "Chester," he said softly. "Come with me, my friend, and well finish



Rekagtavathis morning.”

"Asfatewillsit," the robot said. He touched agauntlet.

The companions stepped together into battle and a darkness aready thundering with Rakastava's voice.
The serpent body glided inacloud of steam, like abead of sodium skittering in abowl of water.
Rakastava glowed a bright yellow-white. It was afierce, foul color like that of gases blazing above the
crevice of avolcano.

Rakastavas eyes had no texture. They were pure light and pure hatred.

Ariatouched Dennis on the shoulder.

If she wastrying to speak, he couldn't hear the words over the monster's wordless threatening; but
Denniswasn't sure that she spoke, just touched him.

Hewaved her back. Ariabent closer and kissed the bars of his visor, then stepped away to give Dennis
the room he needed for daughter.

Raekastava blazed like sour daylight asit came closer, illuminating angles of the cavern that had been
dark for al previous eternity. The severed heads glinted where they lay on the coping, scales catching
light and reflecting it asif they crawled with life and not decay.

Water surged ahead of Rakastava's approach. It caught and tumbled the trophies, then receded. The
dead jaws gaped and the tongues lolled out—flaccid, now, and harmless.

Chegter gave back the light with a sheen like gold, and Dennis could see Rekastava's glowing reflection
elongated in the star-metal blade of his sword.

"I have not cometo kill you, human,” the creature boomed. "Let me past and | will et you live.”
"Youwont kill me, Rakastava," Dennis shouted. "And if you try to passme, you will surely die!”

Rakastavas neck swayed dowly, sideto side. Thevertical bars of Dennis visor turned the movements
into dotsof dark and light at the corners of his eyes, threatening to mesmerize the youth. He blinked.

Rekastavalunged at him.
Chester looped atentacle around the blunt, scaly muzzle and kept the jaws from opening. The head
struck Dennislike thetide racing through abore, damming him down. Hisarmor rang with the impact

and on the stone he fell back againgt.

Dennis couldn't remember where he was. It was too bright. Hewasin a cavern of gray, dripping stone
that he'd never seen before, struggling with afiery serpent instead of athing of shadow.

Heroseto hisfeet. Hisskin prickled al over, but his muscles responded like the parts of amachine.
Like amachine. Rakastava's mouth was open. The suckers of his tongue clasped Chester's body while

the robot's metd tentacles wrapped around the monster's neck. Chester wastrying to prevent Rakastava
from twisting him down so that aforefoot could crush his cargpace against the stone.



Dennis, seeing that the monster was fully occupied, took one step forward and thrust with asurgeon's
precison at the joint of Rakastava's head and neck.

Sullen red beams shot from the mongter's eyes. They clung to Dennislike streams of bird-lime. He cried
out, but his movements were as dow as aswimmer's. He tried to reach Rakastava before—

Foreclaws locked around the small metal egg of Chester's body. The robot's tentacles resisted for a
moment, but the mongter's relentless grip broke them loose @t last.

Rakastava banged Chester down on the coping like alizard smashing open abird's egg. Chips of stone
spalled away. Chester wrapped his tentacles around the foreleg that held him, trying to pry loose the
claws.

Rakastava struck the robot again while the red eyes glared a Dennis.

Wherethe light touched hisarmor, the star-metal grew hot. Dennis twisted.

The beams from Rakastava's eyes dipped from the polished black surface, alowing the youth to lunge
forward unexpectedly. Dennis was off-ba ance and dmost as surprised as the monster, so his stroke was
an inexpert one—

But driven by the hysterica strength of hisfear for his companion. The sword's keen edge split scales
and the flesh of Rakastavas forearm. It stuck in one of the bonesinstead of dicing through the gristie of a
joint asit would have done had skill rather than desperation aimed the blow.

But the bone cracked.

Rakastava howled like sheets of rock diding past one another in an earthquake.

Chester rolled free, scuttling asif he were amouse after the cat has gouged it deep. Dennis braced
himsdlf, panting and flexing hisarms. Hisarmor cooled dowly; and, in cooling, it hested the flesh it had
protected.

Rakastava squirmed toward the youth. The movement might have been intended as afeint, because
when Dennis stood his ground, the monster didn't press the attack home.

The eyesfocused on Dennis. The youth trembled with adrenain, waiting for the light and the hest,
waiting to squirm free of theimmeateria grip before he cooked in his casing of undamaged metal.

Waiting to strike home and fed his blade grate through the vertebrae of Rakastava's remaining neck.
The beams of light pinned Chester to the ground.

Dennislunged. Rakastavas | eft foreleg hung useless, oozing fiery blood, but the right leg shot out and
hooked its claws around Dennis foot as he did forward to support histhrust.

The youth skidded. His sword cut ajagged, empty arc in the air above him.,

Rakastavas eyes drew Chester, rasping and sparking on the stone, close to the massive serpent body
while Dennis struggled to get up. When the robot was directly in front of Rekastava, the good foreleg



clamped firmly around Chester's carapace.
Dennis swung, but the eyes red beams jerked at hisarm. He ssumbled forward; the stroke went aside.

Rakastava's eyes held the sword arm up at an angle. "Now you will die, little human,” the creature said
asitsjaws crashed shut on Dennis neck and torso.

Theblack metal belled but didn't give under the pressure. Rakastavas teeth squedled vainly againgt the
armor.

Denniswas swesting from heat and exertion. The vambrace covering hisright forearm looked red when
he saw it through the visor dots. He couldn't be sure whether the metal was glowing or just colored by
the bloody light that bathed it.

The mongter stopped chewing on the refractory metal and jerked its head back while the eyes till pulled
at Dennis wrist. The two antagonists were only inches apart, both panting. Rakastava's breath was a hot,
moist cloud through the visor.

"Could | but close your eyes, Rakastava," Dennis shouted as hisarm pulsed, "'I'd have your head off."

"Could I but wrench your helmet off, human," Rakastavaboomed, "I'd suck you from your armor like
the meat from ashrimp. And so | shal!”

The sucker-knobbed tongue flicked out. One fork groped to either side of Dennis neck.
He heard the click of alatch opening. The suckers began to tug apart the halves of the helmet.
Something fell over the combatants heads like awhite cloud.

Dennisthought he'd been blinded by panic—or else his vision went white when the monster's tongue
broke his neck—

But his sword arm was free, and he brought the blade around with al the strength held put into vainly
fighting the grip of Rekastavas eyes.

He expected the monster to scream as the blade bit deep, but there was silence except for the banging
of scales on stone and the crash Dennis own body made when Rakastava thrust him away convulsively.

Dennislay on hisback. Hed logt hishelmet. He pushed himsdlf up into areclining position on his|eft
elbow.

Hisright arm burned, but there was nothing he could do for it except ignore the pain.

Rakastava was awrithing shape where the sea met stone. The harsh, damning light had faded almost
entirely from the supple body.

The hologram in the assembly hall had been deceptive: Rakastava was much longer than Dennis had
guessed. Now he saw thetall flailing againgt the cavern roof, ahundred feet inthe air.

Rakastava hadn't roared at the fina sword-stroke, because its third head lay on the stone beside Dennis.
Wrapping the head was the white gauize dress of the Princess Aria.



Dennislooked around. The only light in the cavern was the purple glow of Rakastava's mane, and even
that was dying asthe cresture itself had died.

Ariawasrising to her feet. Foul, faint illumination could not make her naked body look |ess than
beautiful.

There was blood on her face.

"You'rehurt!" Dennis blurted, forgetting his own pain for the moment. He got up, and the effort of
moving hisright arm reminded him of everything.

Ariatouched two fingersto her lips. They came down dabbed with blood. "I didn't fedl anything," she
said. "You sad, 'Could | closeyour eyes...' And so | covered itseyes.”

Darkness hid the princess, but Dennisfelt the warmth of her body—through hisarmor, through his pain.
His hand reached for her; then he remembered that he wore star-metal gauntlets, and that she wore
nothing but golden sandas.

Dennisturned and, with hisleft hand, lifted the newly-severed head by its mane. He unwrapped the
dress as carefully as he could from the angles and pointed scales. The gossamer fabric was dready torn,
and dim light made the task still harder.

"Ah, here," he said, holding the rescued garment with his eyes averted—though Ariawas only apae
shape in the shadows, and held stared at her nude body in clear light through the mirror.

But then she didn't know.

Dennis busied himsdlf with knotting together the manes of al three heads. The whisk of air indicated the
princess was dressing beside him.

She stepped very close. "Come up with me," she said. "Now."

"No," Denniswhispered. His voice caught in histhroat, making it sound like agrowl. "G-give me your
earing.”

Ariareached into the cascade of her hair and came down with afaint sparkle that clinked into Dennis
gauntlet. Then she put both arms around his neck and kissed him.

"Oh!" Dennis said, backing as though she wore armor and he only gauze. "Oh," and he turned, striding to
the sed's edge. Rakastava was stone silent, but waves kicked and spattered like the echoes of its
thrashing.

A low spot on the stone floor had collected a puddle, shalow and still. Chester crouched besideit,
holding Dennis helmet; and beyond him, silhouetting his egg-shaped body, was the faint rectangle on the
mirroring water. They stepped through together without leaving even asplash in the cavern behind them.

Dennis sat on the mud and dried bones of Mabawn's hut, his head bent and his elbows resting on his
knees. He knew he'd have to stand up for Chester to finish stripping off the armor, but for now...

Helicked hislips and tasted blood.



"Sherisked her life, Chester," he said. "I had armor and my sword, but she had nothing at al when she
closed with Rakastava.”

"That is 0, Dennis," the robot agreed as catches snicked and loosened beneath histouch. Dennis
redlized how warm the right vambrace still remained when it came away and cool air bathed hisforearm

agan.

He stood up. When Chester had lifted clear the cuisses that guarded his thighs, Dennisreached into his
side pocket and brought out the other bits of jewdry to join the earring in his palm. Looking at them and
not his companion, the youth said, "Chester, | think | love her.”

"Oh, aye," Chester agreed as he loosened the greaves. "And will love her forever, Dennis; for that was
the spell of Cariad, wasit not? And you tasted her blood on your lips, to sedl the spdll.”

Dennislicked hislipsagain. Only the sty memory remained.

"Whatever," hesaid. But loveremained aso.

CHAPTER 31

The assembly hall was vibrant with banners and the boisterous enthusiasm of the citizens of Rekastava.
Dennis had not been sure the city would survive the degth of its ancient ruler, but the tables arranged
themsalves with food and beveragesjust as before.

Daquin nudged Dennis and pointed to Gannon as the champion stood up at theroya table. "Truly a
great hero," the guardsman murmured. "To tell the truth, lad—Gannon has afinefigure, but | wouldn't
have thought he had that in him. Rose to the occasion, you might say."

"Oh, the true Gannon must be asurprise to many," Dennis said in what the citizen thought was
agreement.

Dennis had expected to be nervous. Instead he felt |oose and dangerous, much as he had done the
morning he swaggered into the hut of Mother Grimes. Something was going to happen. He wasn't sure
what; but he was sure that held bein the middle of it.

And that it was better than standing by, leaving eventsto others.

The cheersthat greeted Gannon'srise died away. King Conall still had a doubtful expression ashe
looked up at the champion.

Ariasupper lip was swollen and dightly cut. Theinjury made an odd background to her sardonic amile.



The princesswasn't staring at her folded hands this evening. Her gaze wandered acrossthe hal; to the
serpent heads on the table; and occasiondly to the King's Champion, standing beside her.

When she looked up at Gannon, her smile grew broader.

"Fdlow citizend" Gannon cried. "I have dain the monger!™

The assembly cheered, as though their cheersin the past two days had been only practice for the redl
victory. Dennis noted afew furtive glances toward the center of the hall. Some of the citizens wondered
whether this celebration, too, might not be premature.

The doubters werewrong. Thistime, Rakastavawas redly dead.

"King Conal," Gannon continued, looking down at histitular monarch, "I claim your daughter asmy
bride tonight!"

Ariastood up, unsummoned. Shelifted her hair away from her shoulders with both hands, displaying her
lack of earrings.

"Father," shesaid in aclear voice, "l gave my crysta ring and earrings to the hero who dew Rakastava.
Gannon, will you return the jewel s to me now?"

Gannon's face went dark with blood and fury. "Later, Princess," he said. "In our bedroom."
Arialet her hair fal.

"Very well," she agreed. "But do me one thing, noble Gannon. The hero who dew Rakastava bound the
manes of the three trophies. Do thou separate them here, so that all can see proof of thy prowess.”

Gannon drew his sword.

Denniswas on hisfest, but the champion'sintent was not the murder he had threstened if Ariadenied
him. He waved the shining blade high and called to the assembly, "Indeed, | will separate the heads—as|
separated themiin lifefrom the living mongter!”

He brought his blade down with a crash, hacking the knot againgt the table like a butcher jointing meat
on achopping block.

When Gannon lifted his sword again, the sted edge was notched and the glass-hard manes were asthey
had been before the vain stroke. The King's Champion gaped at his blade.

Dennis stepped forward, remembering his own shock when he cut at Mabawn's forearm with the
Founder's Sword and succeeded only in putting athumb-deep notch in the stedl. Now the blade he held
bare wastruly star-meta, and in hisleft hand—

"Princess Aria" Denniscaled. "l believethese areyours.”

He held hisleft hand high. When he opened hisfigt, everyonein the hal could seethe crystd jewelry
tumbleinto her cupped pam.

There was agasp so generd that it seemed the room itself drew in abregth.



"And these—" Denniswent on.

He expected Gannon to try to stop him as he reached for the joined heads. Instead, the King's
Champion only watched. Perhaps he was sill stunned by events; perhaps he was arrogant enough to
think hisfailure was everyoné's certain fallure.

Theweight of Rakastavas lifeless heads was nothing to muscles as charged with adrenalin as Dennis
were. Helifted them high, histhumb and forefinger locked in the nodtrils of the freshest trophy and the
other two dangling like charms from abracelet.

Dennis brought his sword around. The knot sang like alute-string parting. Two heads bumped and
jounced onto the table, then rolled to the floor. Dennis waved the third higher yet, then hurled it toward
the center of the hdll.

"Dennigd" Ariascreamed.

He turned, and Gannon cut down at his skull.

But Gannon was a courtier, while Dennis was a swordsman whose skill and reflexes had been honed to
awire edge around and benegth this city. He raised his own long blade without having to think about it, a
blocking motion and not alethal siroke.

Dennisdidn't need to kill the King's Champion. Gannon had nothing, and Dennis had everything his heart
desired.

The swords met at the cross-guards, the thickest part of the metal. Gannon's blade rang in two notes,
the ssump in his hand vibrating at one frequency and the rest of the stedl quivering an undamped song asiit
spun to thefloor.

Dennis put hisleft arm around the princess. "King Conal," he said formally. "I guarded your herds. |
dew Rakastavato save your daughter. Now | ask you for your daughter's hand, for | love her."

Helooked at Aria, nestled againgt hisside. "If shewill have me," he added.
Ariaput her arms around Dennis neck again and kissed himin the Sight of all.

Gannon flung down the hilt of hisweapon and ran toward a door. The remainder of the honor guard had
been seated nearby. With Daquin in the lead, half adozen of them grabbed their one-time champion.

"Kill him!" somebody called. A thousand throats echoed the demand.

Dennisraised his sword so that its point seemed to threaten the high celling. "Wait!" he cried; and asthe
hal quieted, "Wait!" again.

"Y ou don't need Gannon here," he said to the faces watching him fervently. "But you don't need his
blood on your hands either.”

Hewaslikedl the rest of you, Dennisthought but did not say. Only more so.

"Put himinthejungle. Hell survive, if hewantsto. And maybeitll even makeaman of him."



Asitdid me.
King Condl looked Dennis, then at Gannon. He nodded toward the guards. "Yes," he said. "Do s0."

The guards hustled Gannon toward an archway, the corridor by which Dennis had first been led into the
assembly hdl. Gannon began to kick, but they lifted him off the ground with many hands. Then he began

to scream, but the sound was drunk by the vast hall and the loud joy of al those around him.

Dennis sheathed his sword so that he could put both arms around Aria. Citizens were crowding the
couple on three sdes—but not the fourth, where Chester perched high on hislimbs.

"Areyou smiling, my friend?' Dennis said to the robot's feeturel ess carapace.
"Thereisno blamein using the portion of happinessfate gives you, Dennis," quoted Chester
aoprovingly.

And the crowd cheered its enthusiastic gpprova of the royd wedding.

CHAPTER 32

Gannon was in shadow.

Something caled out in thejungle. The sun was il high, but it was behind the massive pile of
Rakastava.

Gannon looked over his shoulder. Therewas no help in dark vegetation and vines with spikeslike
spearpoints. He battered hisfists at the dick surface of the city in which he had been born and raised, the

city that had been hiswholelife.

He pounded while he had the strength in hisarms, and he screamed aslong as his voice lasted. The
shadows lengthened. The sky grew black.

And the jungle behind Gannon began to whisper with more than the sound of wind rustling the leaves.

CHAPTER 33



Thewalls of the bedchamber counterfeited morning light. Dennis stretched luxurioudy as Arianuzzled his
chest.

Ashiswifenuzzled him.
"I'd like to go see the, the pasture, thismorning,” he said.
Arialifted her head and pouted, mostly asajoke. "Two days and tired of me dready?' she said.

Dennistouched the white line on her upper lip, the only remaining sign of the cut she had received there.
"Never, my love" hesad. "Never."

She didn't understand the significance of histouching her lip, but no one could doubt the sincerity in
Dennis voice.

"Anyway," Denniswent on, "I thought you might come with me. There are some thingsI'd like to show
you."

"Qutdsde..." Ariasaid in atonethat Dennis couldn't read.

"It, ah..." Dennissaid. "I supposeit could be dangerous. It could be dangerous.”

"More dangerous than beneath the city, with Rakastava?"

"No, not—" he started to reply, but she smothered his seriousness with laughter and akiss.

After atime, they both got dressed.

CHAPTER %4

One of the cows mooed in approva as Dennisled Ariaand Chester into the clearing. The princess
gasped and shaded her face with her hands.

"Areyou dl right?' Dennis asked quickly.
"Yes I'm..." shesaid. "It'sjust that | never saw this before. The sun, directly.”
Then she added, "Dennis? Could you be happy, living in Rakastava?'

"Do not let your tongue differ from your heart when you are asked for counsdl, Dennis," Chester said.



Dennislaughed without humor.

"Love," hesaid, "I can be adequately happy wherever you are. But if that means Rakastava, | will be
happy despite the city.”

"Then perhaps we should go back to where you came from, Dennis," Ariasaid coolly. She put her arm
around him. "Would that be better?"

"l don't know," he admitted. "L et's—look at something in Mabawn'shut. | came hereto do that
anyway."

Scavengers and decay had scoured Ma bawn's corpse into a heap of chitinous plates, yellowish and
tranducent. Aria paused by the hut's opening and stared at them.

"That was...?' shesaid.
IIYSIII
Shetook adeep breath. "I'm sorry," she said without emotion.

"Love, that was thefirst. There were two more that were no one's choice but my own." Dennis kissed
her and held her soft body in hisarms.

"| left Emath thinking that only a great hero would dare the jungle—and | waswrong. But don't be sorry
because—your community gave me the chance to bewhat | 1eft home saying | wanted.”

Ariagasped when she saw the armor standing articulated, to the left of the sagging doorway. "Oh!™ she
sad. "He'sthe one who—"

Chester tapped the armor with atentacle so that the hollow meta rang.
"Oh," the princess repested, but with understanding. "It's empty.”
"It'sthe armor | wore—when you saw me," Dennis explained.

"But how did you...?" Ariabegan, pausing at her husband's broad smile.

"Y ou wanted to see where | came from,” Dennis said. He was proud that what he could now
demonstrate would amaze even a princess familiar with Rakastava's sophitication. "Mirror, show us

Emath.”

The glass clouded and cleared, above the sun-struck crystal beauty of Emath Palace. The pendant on
Arids breast spun more swiftly, asif it were trying to match the dazzling scene in the mirror.

"Oh..." the princess breathed. From the way she looked aside to him, Dennis knew that in her heart
she'd doubted until now histales of the palace in which held been raised.

"Closer," Dennis ordered. "Show usthe village."

The mirror's point of view shifted down, toward the shingled roofs and haf-timbered houses that had
grown up around the pal ace and the prosperity of community Hale ruled. A twelve-foot demon of smoke



and orange flames turned to face them.

Ariastarted but did not cry out. Dennis had his sword drawn a hand's breadth before intellect overruled
reflex. The demon was not here...

Two men in orange livery were entering a shop. The demon followed them asfar asthe door, bending to
gsare within asit gripped the jamb with either hand. No one else was visible on the street, though faces
peered furtively through upper-floor shutters.

After amoment, the liverymen returned. Both were laughing as one dropped coinsinto the fat purse on
his belt. They walked around the corner, the hulking demon behind them. Only when the trio was out of
sight did other citizens appear cautioudy from doorways.

"That'swhere you lived?' Ariaasked, as careful as she could be to keep the distaste out of her voice.

"That isnt wherel lived," Dennis said, his hand still playing with the pomme of hissword. "It's—what's
become of the placeinwhich | lived.

"Show memy father!" he added harshly.

The mirrored scenetilted dizzyingly through angles and thewalls of the paace. It settled on King Hale,
gtaring from abacony out at the harbor. There was trash and litter on the floor with him. Beyond the
double doorsinto the royal suite was awrack of garbage and clothing left where it had been cast aside.
Hale's cheeks were sunken; there were dark rings around his eyes.

As Denniswatched, hisfather took adrink from the squat green bottle in hisright hand; but there was no
lifein hisface, even at that.

"Enough!™ Dennis shouted.
He didn't have to ask to see the throne room. He knew what—and who—he would find there.

Arialeaned softly againgt hisarm. "Can you show me Rakastava, Dennis?"' she asked, asthough she
were unaware of the tumbling fury in the mind of the man who loved her.

Dennistook ashuddering breath. "Mirror, show usKing Conal," he directed, aswilling as sheto get his
mind away from what was hgppening in Emath.

Conall was on histhronein the assembly hall, watching what seemed to be a dramatic performance by a
score of costumed actors. A hundred or so other citizens watched with their king.

Pointless, but harmless; and a further reminder of Parol on Emath'sthrone.

"Do you want to see your own room?" Dennis said, forcing hismouth into asmile. The mirror responded
to hisintent before he sated it as an order—clearing and freezing again on the gold and white chamber in
which he had watched Aria bathe.

Ashed intended, that sght and its memories rushed al grimmer thoughts from Dennis mind.

Ariagrinned. "Y ou watched me—didn't you?' she said.



Dennis nodded, his eyes on the mirrored scene. A smile of embarrassment played with hislips.

Arianestied closer to him. "Y ou have abeautiful body, my husband,” she whispered. "Perfectly
beautiful "

"Ah," said Dennis. "Isthere something ese you'd like to see? Anything?"

"I'd seen nothing of the world before you came, Dennis," Ariareplied honestly. "This—hut—isas
wonderful and new as anything else could be. But..."

She looked over to the suit of armor. "I don't understand how you came to me benesth the city. Y our
armor was here—and there aren't any steps down to Rakastava's cavern except the staircase that was
locked behind me and, and Gannon.”

"Mirror, show usthe cavern,” Dennis directed with asmile. "Now, we may not be able to see anything
there, because the light faded when I'd killed the—"

But there waslight. The water flickered with aclinging, gray phosphorescence like the rich sea beyond
Emath harbor. Thelong shape of Rakastava, headless and till, was aline of shadow... but beyond it,
where the water was deegper—

"Closer!" Dennis ordered.

In the water, the woman that was not awoman waved her human arms.

"Have you cometo me, Prince Dennis," said the seahag, "to pay your father's debt?"

Dennis gtared transfixed.

"Dennis?’ said Ariain concern.

"Dennigl” cried Chester infear.

The sea hag extended her arms through the mirror and grasped Dennis around the waist. At the last
ingtant hetried to cling to the mirror's frame, but the cresture'sinexorable grip pulled him away from the

bronze as easily as a starfish opensclams.

The grest maw gaped. For amoment the youth dangled above it. Then the armsreleased him and heféll,
into the gullet of bone and blood-red tissue.

The sea hag closed her mouth. The lovely girl-face smiled. An arm waved up to Ariaand Chedter.
And with the dow certainty of lavamoving, the seahag sank out of sight.

In Mabawn's hut, the mirror cleared and its surface turned to glass again. Only then did the princess
begin to scream.



CHAPTER 55

"No!" Ariacried. She turned away from the mirrored image of her horrified face and kicked the nearest
object—acow's thighbone. It rolled; but the bone was past hurt, and the open toe of Arias gilt sandal

gave her foot no protection.
"No," Ariarepeated, but the word was agasp of pain.

"It isnot good to be angry a ahard fate," Chester said.
"How can you say that?" the princess demanded. " Chester, 1've only known him for aweek, but you've
been with him dl hislife. Wasn't he your friend? Don't you care about him?"

"Do not be heartsore over a matter when its course comesto a halt,” the robot said, quoting again—but
therewas atone of gppraisa in hisvoice that Denniswould have recognized if he had heard it.

"l.." Ariasad.
She gtarted to wring her hands, but will and royal training restrained her. Instead she walked into the
sunlight, stepping with measured precision and using the pain jabbing her right foot asareminder to

control hersdf.
"Chegter," she said, facing the bright meadow. "Is there no way that we can get him back?'

Cows watched her, their jaws moving side to side. Their ears snapped audibly asthey flicked at insects.

"Thereisaway you can get him back, Princess," the robot behind her said.
Ariaspun onto him, beautiful and imperious. "Then what isit?' she demanded. "What can | do?"

"The seahag likes pretty things,” Chester said softly.

Thetip of one tentacle touched or did not quite touch the pendant spinning unsupported between the
princess breadts. "It might be that if you went to the sea beneath Rakastavawith dl your jewelry... and
with your lute to summon the sea hag, for your voiceisapretty thing aswell, Princess... It might be that

shewould come, and—who can say what might happen then...?"

CHAPTER 56



"Oh," murmured Da quin. The pleasant, middle-aged man had become King's Champion by default
when Gannon vacated the position. He adjusted the lens of his lantern to concentrate the beam and throw
it farther.

Even so, the lantern could scarcely hint at the size of Rakastava's half-submerged corpse. "Oh..."
Da quin repested.

"Aria, | wish you wouldn't ingst on coming down here," said King Condl. He could fed the size of the
cavern, but though he craned his neck in an attempt to see the celling, darkness hid al the boundaries.

Ariaremembered the morning Rekastava blazed like incandescent sted and the light of the cresture's
body glared from dripping stone. Dennis had stood before her then, his sword drawn and hisarmor in
harsh silhouette againgt the monster which would have her lifeif it could...

"Father, | didn't ask you to come herewith me," Ariasaid. Her voice was as cold and hard as the sword
which saved her that morning. "Go back, and I'll join you when I'm finished.”

Condll looked doubtfully at the cloak which he and Dalquin had arranged on the coping under Arias
direction. Lowering hisvoice atrifle (though Da quin was politely distant and the huge room drank voices
anyway), theking said, "Isit because you and, ah, Dennis are having a problem? Believe me, deares,
you mustn't be concerned about alittle awkwardness early in a mar—"

"Father!" Ariasnapped. "l gppreciate your helping me, but it'stime now for you to go."

"I.... well, whatever you want, dearest... But | do wish—" Conall looked at his daughter directly for the
first time since they'd entered the cavern beneath the city he ruled "—that you'd at least keep the
lantern.”

"Thank you, father," Ariasaid, "but I'll do thisas|'ve planned.”

Clutching her lute, she watched the backs of the men who retreated to the bright upper world of the city.
Just before they disappeared up the stairs, Ariaheard Dalquin say, "Just where is Prince Dennis,
anyway? | haven't seen him..."

Blinking back tears, Aria seated herself cross-legged on the coping beside the haf-folded cloak and
tuned her lute with practiced fingers. With the lantern gone, the glow of her spinning pendant was enough
to cast faint shadows onto the mother-of-pearl and exotic woodsinlaying the sound chamber.

But the seawas beginning to hint at gray light aso.

Ariabegan to sing, her fingers plucking the strings with perfect, plangent timing in her own
accompaniment. The words were ancient, older than the settlement of Earth by men:

The dead are gone and with them we cannot speak;
The living are here and ought to have our love.
Leaving the city gate | look ahead
And see before me only mounds and tombs...



The seds tirring was so faint that at first it could have been driven onto the water by the lute-strings
themselves. But it brightened; and, with amotion so gentle that the water didn't rush over the coping, the
sea hag surfaced.

The woman-face looked at the princess. Ariasat transfixed. For amoment, she felt that she was looking
a hersdlf reflected in afrost-etched mirror.

"Sing," said the sea hag; and when the creature spoke, al semblance to humanity was lost forever.

Ariastruck achord:

In the white aspens, sad winds sing
Their long murmuring kills my heart with grief.

"Why have you come to me, Princess of Rakastava's City?" the sea hag asked. Its voice was as hollow
asthe caverninwhich it and Ariawere the only living things.

"Givememy lover, seahag,” Ariasaid. "Return my Dennisto me." Her fingers drew ame odious
arpeggio from the lute strings. Her heart wasfilled with terror and blueice,

The sea hag laughed, its great mouth gaping to pour out notesthat filled the cavern asthe roars of
Rakastava had filled it—before Dennis and his sword ended the roaring forever.

"Y ou will not have your lover, woman," the seahag said. "Heis mine by abargain older than his soul.”

Arialifted the chain from her neck. The pendant followed the meta links as though there were a physica
connection between them and the carven crystals, each nested at the heart of the next larger.

"I will bargain with you, then," Ariasad. "Give me asght of my husband, my lover, and | will giveyou
this"

The sea hag sghed like the wind driving through amountain gorge. "Giveit to me, then,” the cresture
sad. "Throw itto me..."”

The bauble was an heirloom from the days of Earth'sfirst human settlement. It had been as much apart
of her life as Chester wasto Dennis.

Ariaobeyed without hesitation.
The sea hag caught the chain in one"human” hand. For amoment, the crystal dangled inthe air.

The creature's real mouth opened; the face and the hand smeared into the scaly visage of the monster
that they only decorated; and the pendant dropped into the bone-ribbed gape.

Dennisrose out of the sea hag's mouith.



Ariacouldn't see how he was being lifted. Denniswore the same clothes that he had when the cresture
snatched him from her Sde, and his sword sill hung in its sheeth... but there was no expression on his
face, and no light in hiseyes.

"Seahag!" Ariacried. Sheflipped back the top of the cloak folded beside her. All her jewelry lay there,
gold and crystal and pieces of ancient work with fiery hearts as bright as sars. "All that you see hereis
yours—if you let my Dennisgo."

The creature Sghed again. Dennis began to move forward—dide forward, motionless himself but resting
on atranducent membrane like the ssomach of a starfish belched out to digest what the creature could
not swallow whole.

Denniswas asrigid as a statue until he reached the stone coping. Then, like aman moving in hisdeep,
he took one hesitant step—and another—to stand on solid ground. He blinked, raising ahand to rub his

eyes.
Ariawould have embraced him, but she couldn't move—couldn't spesk.
"| accept your bargain, Princess Aria," said the sea hag.

The flattened membrane spread, extending sill further. 1t covered the jewelry, the gold and things far
more precious... covered the cloak...

Flowed over the Princess Ariaand drew her back into the open maw—uwith her lute, and with dl the
things she had meant to offer in trade to the sea hag.

Dennisturned. His eyesweretrying to focus on aredity he had left utterly from the moment in which the
sea hag engulfed him. He could hear Chester's tentacl es clicking on the stone stairs, coming to greet his
master's return, but there was something moving on the phosphorescent sea, and Denniswas sure that it
must be important.

"Whoisit?' hecdled. "Who areyou?'

But the seahag and her treasures had submerged so softly that not even the dap of waves on the stone
answered Dennis cries.

CHAPTER 57

"But how could she do that?' Dennis muttered, sitting on the coping with hisface in hishands. HEd
suspected that the ripples in the sea were—something wrong. If held just rushed them, perhaps with his
sword he could have...

Donelittle or nothing, to belogical. The seahag had been in water too deep for Dennisto reach the



cregture, much lessfor him to use hisblade effectively.

"She can't have thought 1'd want her to do that, to sacrifice hersdlf.”

"One never knows the heart of awoman,”" Chester said smugly, "any more than one knows the sky."
Dennislooked up sharply. The phosphorescence was fading from the water, but there was till enough
light for him to peer a his companion as though there were something to be read in the metallic
countenance.

"Did you put her up to this?* he demanded. "Did you tdll her to throw herself away, Chester?"
"Madter..." the robot replied with an unexpected hesitation. "There were questions that she asked me,
the Princess Aria. | answered those questions... and now you are back with me, as| would wish if my
makers had permitted me to wish."

Dennisface grew very gill. Then he nodded and hugged the robot's smooth body to him.

"It'snot what I'd have wanted, Chester," he whispered. "But it'sdl right. It'sdl right." He paused. "So
long as we get her back."

"It may be, Dennis," Chester said in ameek voice, "that you will wish to day the sea hag after the
Princess Ariaisreturned to you."

The youth straightened to look at his companion, though he could barely make out the robot's shape. "I
don't care about killing it, Chester," he said. "So long asit gives me back my Aria—and leaves usaone.”

"Do not trust your enemy," Chester quoted, "lest his heart contrive your destruction.”

Dennis got up. His companion's tentacle curled into his palm and led the way through darkness toward
the gairs. It struck him forcibly that Chester was showing more initiative than his human builders, so many
generations ago, might have intended.

"All right, Chester," he said dloud. "Maybe well finish the thing for good and dll, if that'swhat you think
we must do. But first, we must freemy Aria...”

CHAPTER 58

"Prince Dennis," Conall said as he and Daquin quickened their stride to keep up with the younger, taler
man. "l don't mean to intrude, but redly | must know what has happened to my daughter.”

"Sir," said Dennis, "she's no longer here, through no will of my own. And Chester and | are going to get
her back immediately.”



The youth knew he was belng uncommunicative not o much because time was short, but because he
didn't want to tell Conall what had befalen the princess. Conall would blame Dennis—

And Dennis aready blamed himself, whatever Chester or reason might say.

Even reason admitted that if Ariahad never met a vagabond named Dennis, she wouldn't bein the sea
hag's gullet now.

"Yes, but—" said Condl, looking about him in awkward concern. The cattle byreswere clean, as
everything in Rakastavawas clean: but thewarm, anima odor of cowsill hung intheair.

"Open," Dennis said to the wall. Direct sunlight drew wordless gasps from the two citizens of Rakastava,
though Condl and Dalquin had seen the sun before.

Had seen the sun severd times during their lives, in fact.

Dennis strode onto the cow path, knowing that Conall would not follow with his questioning.
"Do not be called, ‘the rude on€, Dennis," Chester said, "because of your disregard for others.”
Dennisturned. "Sir," hesad, "I—"

Histongue touched hislips, and he remembered the salty taste of Ariasblood. "I love your daughter. |
will have her back from, from where sheis. On my life, | promiseyou.”

He bowed, hoping the king didn't redlize that in Dennis mind, the forfeit of hislifewasat least as
probable as the success held promised. His duty to courtesy done, Dennis and Chester continued down
thetrall.

Behind them, they heard Dalquin saying, "Now Dennisisagood lad and abrave one, sir. HEll not let
your daughter cometo any harm.”

Around a corner of the path, Dennis shook his head sadly. If only he could be so confident.

"What if the sea hag stays deep in the sea, Chester?* he asked. "It doesn't matter that we can—go to her
through the mirror if we, if | drown before...”

"It isnot to the sea hag that we will go, Dennis," the robot replied camly, "but to itslife, whichison the
Banned Idand beyond the jaws of Emath Harbor."

"Y ou mean the hag will be on the Banned Idand,” Dennis said, haf in question as he tried to make sense
of Chester'swords.

"The creature may be there and may not," Chester explained with anote of exasperation. "But itslifeis
ontheidand, and it will cometo itslife when you hold that in your hands.”

Dennisfrowned. "Chester, how can the seahag's life be separate from her?' he asked.

"Because sheisnot redly dive, Dennis"



"That can't be!" Dennis said with unintended firmness.

"Am| dive, Dennis?'

"Of courseyou are!"

"Then the seahag isdive, Dennis, but her lifeis on the Banned Idand.”

The pasture was bright and afriend to Dennis by now, al the things Rakastava was not. Some of the
differences—the way the grasstickled and could cut; the insects that buzzed and sometimes stabbed; the

excessve heat when the sun was full in the sky—uwere discomforts and bad from any logical standpoint,
but...

But lifewasn't a sterile endeavor, and life wasn't truly possible in an environment as sterile asthat of
Rakastava.

"Wewon't stay in Rakastava," Dennis said aoud. "In the city. Well go back to Emath or build ahouse
in this pasture or something."

"After you have dain the seahag, Dennis," Chester reminded. "And first, it isto Mother Grimes and not
Mabawn's mirror that we must go."

Dennisloosened his sword in its scabbard. " She's dead, isn't she, Chester?' he asked, remembering the

way his companion had let him enter Mother Grimes house unwarned—because he had not asked for
advice as he should have done.

"Sheisdead, Dennis," the robot agreed. "But her baton is there where you | eft it, and you will need it

Dennisstopped inthetall grass. "l said | didn't want anything to do with that."
"Do not squander thelittle you have when there is no one ese to support you," Chester quoted sharply.

"Chegdter, | saw what that, that stick did to you," the youth pleaded. "I don't want to touch it. Look, my
sword isgood enough.”

He drew the long blade, as though sunlight dancing on the meta were an argument.

"Dennis," the robot said gently, "on theidand, the seahag will try to stop you. Shewill send out things
that are of her and not of life; and for those you might trust your sword, though it ismy mind that the
sword would fail you."

Dennis swallowed. "But—" he began.

"But the sea hag has Htill greater powers," Chester continued, ignoring his master'sinterruption. " She will
send things that have the semblance of persons... but it may be that she will send the persons themselves.
If she doesthat, Dennis, and you trust your sword... you will wish it was on yourself instead that you had
used your blade.”

Dennis closed his eyesfor amoment, trying to shut out the vison he had just seen—Avriafalingin two
parts, a shocked look on her face as she died; and blood, so much blood...



"Right," hesaid. "Let'sgo find the baton.”

CHAPTER 39

Dennis expected Mother Grimes house to look more westhered, but essentialy the way it had been
when he glanced back at it after hacking hisway clear.

"Oh..." he murmured in distaste and horror when he saw theredlity. "Oh. | should have known."

The "house" was Mother Grimes, a chitinous shell to draw in the unwary. Dead, Mother Grimes
decayed as quickly as her sons had rotted where Dennis | eft their corpses sprawled in the grass.

The roof had falen in; the upper portions of the wallswere bare and white. The layer of flesh which had
pretended to be wood and brick and stone was now dumped onto the ground as a pond of thick green
fluid in which maggots swam and feasted.

Dennis stared at what he had seen and walked into, thinking it was ahouse. He nibbled at hislower lip,
wondering what kind of deceptions he would face on the Banned Idand.

"The baton is here, Dennis," Chester said from a short distance away. One tentacle pointed to the
ground, where the object had falen when Dennis hurled it away from him. "Do you wish that | should
cary it?'

Theyouth shivered in the sunlight.

"No," hesadinafirmvoice. "Il carry it, Chester. It's part of my duty, | think."

The robot didn't respond directly, but Dennis thought he read approva in the expressionless features.

CHAPTER 60

When they reached Mabawn's hut, Dennis sweat-sticky skin prickled dl over from grass-cuts and
nervousness. The shade of the sagging roof was comforting.



Chester wasn't unlatching the pieces of star-metal armor so that Dennis could put it on. The youth
gestured toward the suit and said, "Ah, won't 1...?"

"The armor will be of no useto you today, Dennis," Chester said. There was no compromisein histone,
though he added, ™Y ou may weer it if you wish, to shield your fear if not your body."

"No, | don't need that,” Dennis said coldly. Chester's cal culated insult had frozen away the nervous
flutterings that nibbled Dennis mind the way insects and itching had worked on his skin in the pasture.

Chegter touched Dennis wrist with atentacle, then withdrew it. "He whose good character makeshim
gentle," therobot said, "is master of hisown fate.”

Dennistook hisright hand from the pommel of his sword and rubbed the robot's carapace, the way he'd
donefor friendship and reassurance dl hislife.

"I'm frightened, Chester," he said quietly. "But I'll bedl right. What do we do now?"

"It isnow that we must go to the Banned Idand, Dennis," the robot replied.

Dennis opened his mouth to give the order, but the mirror was aready shifting and clearing on—
A sght asdtriking, and as clearly artificid, asthe glitter of Emath Paace.

The Banned Idand rose out of the sealike a poplar spiking upward from a close-mown lawn. There was
aforest fringe at theidand's base, and that in itsef was ahint of unnatural power.

Thejungle, as dense and green asthat of the hinterland beyond Emath Village, grew down to thetide
line. There was no raised corniche to protect the vegetation from waves tossed high by storms, yet some
of thetreesvisible were centuries old.

Dennislicked hisdry lips, remembering Hale the Fisherman, wrapped in storm and certain doom when
he first met the creature to whom he bargained an unborn son.

The sea hag ruled the Banned Idand; and she ruled aso the tempests which would have devastated it.

Beyond the jungle was a spire of porous rock, reddish-brown and probably laterite like the stone of the
Emath headlands. The spire was five or six hundred feet high, tall enough to dwarf the greatest of the
forest giants at itsfeet.

Even in the mirror's shrunken and foreshortened view, Dennis could see that the rock's crumbling surface
made the spireimpossible to climb. It waslittle more than avertica grave pile, with no hand- or foothold
that would take ahuman's weight.

A circular glass saircase was built dong—or grew from—one side of the rock. Emath Palace was dl
facets and lines, while this staircase seemed to have dripped down likeicicles. All its parts were smooth
and rounded, but they spread in abaroque profusion of landings and bal conies buttressed to the spire by
shining cantilevers.

The top of the spire was covered with adome of smooth crystal.

Dennisdrew his sword, gripping the hilt firmly to prevent his hand from trembling. "Closer," he ordered,



and the mirrored vision swooped down obediently.

Dennis il couldn't see through the glass dome. It reflected the sky and, he redlized with ajolt of fear,
showed him and Chester distorted in the curves of the surface. Memory of the seahag's arms extending
for him raised the youth's voice an octave as he shouted, "Back! Take me away from the dome!”

The companions viewpoint flip-flopped in two sudden stages. The idand was athorn sticking out of the
sted-gray sea, visble mostly for thering of froth its margin scraped from the gentle surf.

Dennistook adeep breath. He had no reason to suppose the dome's reflection was as dangerous as his
inginct had told him... but hewaswilling to trust ingtinct when it told him to fear anything connected with
the seahag.

"Chegter," he said in a controlled voice, "is the sea hag benesth the dome?

"Thelife of the seahag isthere, Dennis, that isso," Chester agreed.

"Then that's where we—" Dennis began, but Chester interrupted him by continuing, "But the mirror will
not take us benesth the dome.”

IIB.]?I

"Themirror will carry us only within the dome's surface, where we will stay so long asthe seahag
wishes, or for eternity; and eternity will end firdt, it ismy belief.”

"Then how areweto—" Dennis blazed; and caught himself, because he was venting anger instead of
thinking or even asking for help. He didn't need Chester to tell him the answer, not if he thought for
himsaf.

"Themirror will set uson the shore of theidand,” Dennissaid formally. Hisface worethe smilethat cadm
hed returned to him. "From the shore we will climb the stairs to the dome, where we will take the sea
heg'slife, beitin her body or apart fromit."

"Her lifeisnot in her body, Dennis," Chester said with equal cam.

"And wewill rdeasethe Princess Aria," Dennis continued. "As she rel eased me."

"Sowe shdl do," the robot said. "'If you are as bold as you showed yoursdlf in Rakastava, Dennis; and if
you are aswise asyou are bold.”

"Mirror, show usthe shoreling," Dennis ordered. And, astheir viewpoint rushed down like afunnel's
sides doping to the throat, the companions stepped forward onto a shore of coarse red shingle crumbled
from theidand's rock.

The sealapped Dennis feet. He looked around him and jumped in surprise at what he hadn't seen
through the mirror because of the angle. "Chester!" he blurted. "Theré's aboat here on the shore!l”

"Why should there not be aboat, Dennis?"' the robot replied coolly.

Dennisran hishand over the sun-cracked wood of the gunwale. It was ordinary enough, a net-tending
skiff like the onein which hisfather had made hislonely journeys; but it was properly drawn onto the



shore, not cast up by astorm surge, and thiswas—
"But Chester, no boats can land on the Banned Idand. Anyone who tries foundersin astorm or, or—"

"Or isdrawn down by the sea hag, that may be," Chester said, completing the thought. "But the choiceis
the choice of the sea hag; and the sea hag may choose to dlow alanding.”

"Well, it doesn't concern us," Dennis said; but it concerned him very much to know who might be on the
idand, with him and with the sea hag.

He couldn't see the stairs because of the foliage overhanging the narrow beach. A faint path—bruised
leaves and twigs broken here and there—led into the vegetation.

To himsdf and to Chester, he said, "Well find the sea hag'slife. And well tradeit to her for Aria. And
then welll leave™

"The crocodileis merciless, Dennis. Thereisno trucewith it."
Dennis shrugged his shoulders.

The sea hag had bargained and had kept her bargains. However dangerous it might be to let the creature
live, Dennisknew in his heart that he would keep any bargain he made with her.

He could look at hisfather and see what came of trying to chest.

Careful not to let the baton in hisleft hand brush him when he siwvung his arms, Dennis strode forward.

CHAPTER 61

The undergrowth caught at them initsfamiliar way. Dennis could have cut his path broadly with afew
swipesof hissword: histhick, practiced wrigts driving the star-metal edge would lop down anything
smdler than afull-grown tree. But... once past the jungle's sunlit fringe, Dennis could walk without ared
sruggle.

Thejungle and its denizens had been friendsto him. The birds that hooted away in explosions of brilliant
color were areminder of the life and beauty in the world. The lizards counsdlled patience with their rigid
bodies and bright, darting eyes.

And even the bark and leaves had a ddlicate architecture which Dennis redlized was beyond the ability
of men—or the sea hag—to duplicate.

So ingtead of dashing hisway through the jungle, he stepped with care; twisting free of thornsif he hadn't
dodged them in time; accepting that his clotheswould be torn by the time he reached his destination—but



that torn clothes wouldn't matter, whether he survived the day or did not survive.

Dennis had proved he could kill. If he chose to prove that he spared life wherever possble, that that was
nobody's business but his own.

"A wise man avoids harming others so that he not be harmed himself,” Chester quoted from behind him.

Dennislaughed. "No, it's not because of that, Chester,” he said. "What | do to this bush or that lizard
doesn't affect how the sea hag treats me—or whether alimb fals down and knocks my brains out. But it
makes me fedl good, so that's reason enough.”

And in the back of hismind, Dennis prayed (despite his words) that someone was keeping ataly; that
someone was saying,Well, thisis a good boy. We'll free his wife and make sure that heisn't killed or
horribly maimed...

Something crashed through the woods toward them.

The canopy was very dense, choking the ferns and bushes of the undergrowth with lack of sunlight.
Nothing to hinder a swordstroke.

Dennis eyeswere wide and his mouth was haf open. Hisleft arm held the baton to the Ssde whereiit
wouldn't interfere if he dashed; and his sword, with an edge like whispering death, was poised to let the
life out of any opponent at al.

Dennis mother burst from behind a screen of ferns.

Sdldasface till wore the remnants of cosmetics, streaked by hard use and the tears of fright shewas
gtill shedding. She ssumbled over aroot and fell, ten feet from Dennis, but she didn't see her son until she
tried to get up—and from her scream, she didn't recognize Dennis even then.

"M... mother?' Dennissaid.

Selda peered through the mat of her disarranged hair. It had grown out several inches since the last time
sheld dyed it, leaving the roots of mixture of gray and mousy brown against the fading orange nearer the
tips. Dennis recognized the dress as one of her favorites, rose pink with abright green sash.

After aweek in Rakastava, he dso knew that the colors made an ugly combination with each other and
with his mother's ruddy complexion.

"Oh thank goodness, Dennis, you're hereto save me!" Selda said. Shetried to struggle to her feet, but
she seemed to have twisted her ankleinfaling. "1 fled here to escape Paral. [t—it's been terrible since
you've been gone!”

Selda stretched out ahand to her son. Instead of stepping forward to lift her, Dennis stood transfixed.
Histongue licked hislips, but his mouth wastoo dry for that to help.

It had to be his mother, but—

Shocked, fearful again a hislack of response, Seldalifted herself and hobbled forward. "Dennis?
Daling?' shesad. "Why areyou—"



"Don't come closer!" Dennis screamed. His sword lifted of its own volition. He remembered theway it
sheared through Mother Grimes body, the way the blood sprayed him and thewalls as sheféll...

"Dennigl" Seldacried in horror, staggering toward her son with both hands out and alook of disbelief on
her worn, familiar face.

Dennisthrust with sudden ingtinct and practiced skill, hisbody blending into the motion of hisarm.

Hisleft arm. The baton's white tip touched and flicked away from Seldas fingers as Dennis stepped
away.

It wasn't Selda standing before him. It wasn't even anything dive.

A thing of sputtering wires, like asculptor's armature on which to smear clay asthefirst stage of casting
ahuman statue.

A datue of Queen Selda, perhaps; but the wires were featureless, fleshless. All they had was the spit
and sparkle of lightning coursing through them, clothing them in blue haze and whispering menace.

"Oh..." Dennis murmured.

The creature now stood naked and quiescent before him. If he'd used his sword on it, hed have
received ablast like the one Rakastava had used to stun Chester as they battled in the cavern.

Dennislooked back at his companion.

"It will not harm you now, Dennis," Chester assured him. "It isapart of the seahag, but you have drawn
itswill toinjureyou.”

"Butitsamachine. It isnt divel"
"The seahag isnot dive, Dennis," the robot repeated.

"I think | see the staircase through the trees, Chester," the youth said, trying to get his pulse under
control. He moved on, giving the thing of wires awide berth.

It followed them; but Chester said nothing, so Dennis said nothing further.

The staircase was only aglint. Its base was hidden benegath the creepers which used the structure as
support to mount toward the sky; but something had broken through the mass of greenery in the past few
days, trampling down the vines and leaving foliage to yellow asitstorn tips starved.

Dennistouched hisleft index finger to ahandrail that looked as though it had been spun by two sources
which dripped molten glassin opposing circles. He rubbed it, noticing the friction. Hisfingertip felt hot
instead of gliding along the surface asit would on thewalls of Emath Paace.

"A long way up," Dennis murmured as he started to climb. He'd have to be careful not to dip onthe
glasstreads, but he no longer regretted not having ahand freeto grip therail.

Chester'stentacles click-clicked along with Dennis, sounding just asthey had in childhood in the halls of
Emath Palace; and behind both of them, the wire cresture paced. Where its feet touched the vegetation,



juices szzled and the green leaves turned black.

The glass tower was built in danted bands aong the side of the rock. The stairs themsalves twisted and
rose more sharply than the structure that enclosed them, treads meeting "floor supports' at acute angles
and increasing the sense of unease with which Dennis climbed higher.

Dennis paused frequently, not so much because he wastired but for safety's sake. His eyes drew down
inginctively after afew minutes of climbing the steep, quickly turning, stairs, and whatever danger he
faced would come from above him.

Hewasn't—he didn't think he needed to be—in ahurry. By stopping for amoment and getting his
breath, he was a so able to shake away the mesmerizing numbnessinduced by the helica staircase.

At first when Dennislooked out, he could see nothing but jungle through the arches of the latticework
tower. As he mounted higher, flashes of seafoam and brilliantly blue water became visible through the
leaves. Then, when he guessed he was hafway up (though the spird of light turned blue by theway it
wicked down through the glass stairs gave him no certain measure), his eyes caught aglint beyond the
sea.

"That isthe paace, Dennis," Chester said in answer to the question his master hadn't asked. "It is Emath
that you see.”

"Well, well..." the youth muttered. He wasn't sure how he wanted to end the sentence. "When were
done here, welll... Well, that doesn't matter until we're done here.”

A door creaked open above them.

The star-metal sword was much lighter than asted blade of equal size, but it ill had considerable
weight and leverage. Dennis arm tired, so that the point dipped dowly as he climbed. Twice dready it
had ticked against the higher treads, sparking without harm to either meta or the glass.

At the sound of the door, adrenalin lifted Dennis arm and blade as though he were perfectly fresh. He
thought of waiting for further motion above—but from where he stood, he couldn't see anything except
the bottom of stair-treads.

Dennisrushed the sound, trusting Chester to cover his back.

A man had come out of adoor of wood and strap-iron, set into the rock. The door opened onto a
landing, hdf aturn of the staircase above where Dennis had climbed when he heard the sound; and the
landing itsalf spread into abroad, icy balcony which overlooked the sea. The man stood, squeezing the
rall of twisted glasswith his broad, powerful hands when Dennis burst onto the landing.

"Father!" Dennis gasped. His blade wavered.

"Dennis?’ theman said. "Dennis My prayers were answered!"

King Hale'sface was gray; he looked thinner than Dennis remembered him being, eveninthe last days
before Hale was due to pay his debt to the seahag. Hisright hand trembled as he held it out toward
Dennis—half in greeting, haf to ward off a shocking apparition.

The sword trembled in Dennis hand a so.



"Son?' Hade sad. "Paral exiled me here—he's made his own bargain with the seahag. Areyou hereto
freeme?'

He started forward, stepping doubtfully.
"No!" Dennis shouted. "Y ou're not my father!”

"Oh, son," Hale whispered. The old man—older than hisyears, now; older than Dennis had ever
dreamed his strong, hot-tempered father could look—fdll to hisknees.

For amoment Hale pressed his hands to his face. Then he lowered them and said, "Dennis, | can
understand why you'd fed that way. A true father would never have madethe bargain | did. But—"

He started to rise again, his eyesimploring and one of hiswork-roughened hands reaching out toward
Dennis"—can't you find it in your heart to forgive me now, my son?'

Hisfather had never hugged him. Dennislooked at the open arms and pleading expression, feding al the
years of hurt and fear and anger melt out of his heart. He shesthed his sword and stepped forward.

Behind Dennis, aspark went tsk! across two wires of the manikin which had followed him.

Dennis hadn't dropped the baton because he hadn't remembered it. HEd been aboy again, offered the
affection held dways hoped—and never received—from hisfather. The white end touched King Hale's
forehead—

And therewas no King Hale: only aclear sack, man-shaped and filled with bubbling, yelowish fluid. The
sack was featurel ess, asthe wire thing had been; but it rose from its knees, the membrane folding and
bulging like human skin, and stood with itslumpish amsat itsSide.

Trembling as though he stood in an arctic wind, Dennis stepped back from the creature—the
construct—which held amaost embraced. He drew his sword and, after amoment's consideration,
sheathed it again.

Chester had been right: the sword would be no help to him here.
"Chegter," the youth whispered, "I knew that wasn't redlly my father. | knew it mustn't be, but..."

"Y ou did not know, Dennis," the robot said gently. "Y our father could be here. Even | can not tell truth
from imagein this place that isthe seahag's place.”

"Chegter, do people do what they want to do, even when they know they mustn't? Do other people...?"
"People see what they hopeto see, Dennis," Chester replied, stroking his master's shoulders. "People
know what they wish to know, and they act on that truth which they create for themselves. And it may
be..." but here the robot's voice grew so soft that Dennis was not sure of the words he was hearing
"...that they are happier tolivelies."

Dennislooked out over the sea, sun-struck and faceted with choppy waves. He was higher than held
ever been before, evenin thetalest of the palace towers. The brilliant openness of everything
before—and bel ow—the ba cony gave him atouch of vertigo.



"All right," he said under his breath. "Therésalong way yet to go."

He was not surprised when the thing of fluid shuffled along behind them, following the thing of wire. The
foot membranes squelched as they settled on each tread. Bubbles continued to rise through the yellow
fluid.

Dennis knew he must be nearing the dome, because the jungle was very far below when he leaned out
and looked. If he turned his head to peer upward, he saw nothing but sky and the sun-dazzling eave
molding of the tower's next layer above.

Denniswas bresthing quickly now. Tired from the climb, he was sure, but—nervous aso. Very
nervous.

Helooked a Chester. "Do you have any wisdom for an old pupil, my friend?" he asked jokingly.
"Do not undertake any task and then carry it out badly,” the robot obediently quoted.

The youth'swry smile became ared one. "Wewon't do it badly,” he said, squeezing the tentacle
Chegter offered him. "Well do it right.”

If it killsme, hismind added.

Three steps higher, and Dennis saw the stairs meet afloor of rainbow glass. There was no door at the
top, only arectangular dot.

Through the dot, Dennis could see his own distorted features reflected from the concave inner surface of
the dome which covered the spire of rock.

"Therell be something waiting right there for us" Dennis said musingly. "Ready to get us as soon asour
heads come over the edge of the floor."

"Do you wish meto go before you, Dennis?' Chester asked.
Dennisthought... Thought of Chester flying through the air, struck by Maduanan'sleg as he lunged to
save hismadter'slife; Chester wresthed in bluefire, hislimbsflaling wildly as he blocked the lightning bolt

Rakastava meant for Dennis.

Chester crumbling into rugt, struck by the baton as Dennis dangled helplesdy from the celling that was
part of Mother Grimes.

"No," hesaid quietly. "Thank you, Chester. But thisones mine.”

He poised, then rushed up the remaining stairs with the robot behind him.

CHAPTER 62



Nothing attacked as they burst out onto the smooth glassfloor.
Ariaran toward them from the large pavilion benegth the center of the dome.
"Oh, Dennidl" she called as her dipperstwinkled over the mirroring floor. "Oh my love, you've won!"

The glass above Dennis had a pebbled appearance. Its outer surface was beaded with water wrung
from low clouds and the wind-lifted spray. The youth glanced up, saw himself shrunken and
foreshortened; and looked back with ahard expression at what seemed to be hiswife.

The only structure within the dome was the one from which Ariahad come, aflat-roofed circle of
ornamented marble columns. The pavilion was reflected from the concave dome to the floor and back
again—hundreds of times—in arosette, like the pattern of redlity glimpsed through abee's eye.

And in every image, adistorted princess scuttled to meet an equally monstrous youth.

"Wait!" Dennis shouted. Hisright hand touched his sword hilt—snatched itsdlf away asintellect
overcameingtinct—and patted back, though without drawing the weapon.

Ariapaused with alook of amazement on her face. "Darling?’ she said. Then, "Ooh! What are those?"

The manikins had shuffled up the last of the Saircase. They hissed and bubbled softly, their faceless
visages turned toward Dennis like the eyes of retainersin Emath Palace.

"What are you?' Dennissaid harshly. "Just like them, aren't you? One moretrick.”

Ariasfacejerked back asthough Dennis had dapped her. "What do you mean?' she said. "'I—Oh. Did
you lose your memory when the sea hag held you? I'm your wife, darling. Y ou've saved me from the sea

heg"
She stepped toward Dennis again with aradiant expression and her arms spread wide.

"Wait!" Dennis screamed. He thrust the baton out in front of him to ward away the princess. "Y ou're not
redly Aria"

"Dennis?' Ariasaid in bewilderment. "Of course I'm Aria. Y ou've reached the heart of the seahag's
power, and she's surrendered me to get you to leave. There's aboat on the shore that we can take
wherever we please.”

Dennis mouth was dry. The baton was shaking so badly that he clasped hisright hand over hisleft to
contral it. "l don't think you'reredlly Arig" he said, enunciating very carefully. "I think you're another,
another sending from the seahag, like, likethose."

He nodded toward the manikins with an awkward twitch of hishead, but he couldn't bring himsdif to
take his eyes away from Aria—what looked to them to be Aria.

"Thosethings?' Ariasaidin horror and amazement. "Dennis, areyou al—"

"Now, I'm going to touch you with this," Dennissaid firmly. He stared at the end of the baton, so that the



princesssfigure blurred beyond it. "1t won't hurt you if you, if you're Aria..."

"It will just turn me into something like—them," the woman said with icy unconcern. "Very well, Dennis.
| waswilling to forfeit my lifeto save yours. | just didn't redlize that you'd be the one to destroy me
yoursdlf."

"No, it'snot like that!" the youth said desperately.

"Dennis," Ariasaid. He met her eyes.

Intones as precise asif she were cutting them out of stone, shewent on, "If your heart has so little love
init that you can't tell me from those things, then go ahead—strike me with your wegpon. But if you do
that..."

The look Ariagave him was by turns pitying and hurt. "But if you do that," she repeated, "you and | are
through forever. | can't love aman who truss me so little.”

Dennis heart froze and shrank away from him, until there seemed to be nothing in his chest but amote as
frigid asthe dust between the stars.

"The fiend overcomes the wise man through cunning,” Chester murmured.

"Thewoman | love wouldn't have offered that choice," Dennissaid quietly. "It remainsto be seen
whether | loved areal woman or awoman my mind imagined.”

The baton darted out. At the last instant, the princesstried to dodge past and embrace him—but Dennis
had awarrior's eye and a swordsman's hand. The baton's white tip brushed Arias cheek; and it wasn't
Aria, just athing of gray-white metal that creaked asits outstretched arms settled back against its sides.

Even on this manikin there was no hint of aface. The metal was smooth, not molded into features. It
wasn't polished enough to reflect theiron certainty of Dennis stare.

"Where now do we go, Chester?' Denniswhispered as he watched the thing that was not Ariaand felt
his heart start to beet again.

"Thelife of the seahag iswithin the pavilion, Dennis," the robot said.

"Thenwewill gointo the pavilion," the youth said. Hisvoice till lacked emotion, but the color was
beginning to return to his cheeks.

Holding the baton ready, Dennis and Chester walked ddliberately into the pillared structure. The feet of
the manikinsfollowed with amuted spat!/squel ch/click!

There were two rows of pillars—the inner circuit offset from the outer one, equd in number but dimmer;
S0 delicate, in fact, that they looked scarcely able to stand, much less support part of the roof'sweight.

The columns were porcelain, not marble; colored and patterned, but glass like the dome and staircase
uptoit.

The center of the pavilion was sunken. Dennistook the steps down to a surface three feet below the
floor on which the pillars rested. Within that, a shaft thirty feet in diameter that seemed to drop to Hell or



the center of the Earth, whichever was farther.

Machinery was built into the waist-high wall: dias and gauges, buttons and levers, platesthat were
nothing until someone touched them in the correct way o that they became—anything at al.

The apparatus didn't frighten Dennis now, the way he'd been frightened by similar artifacts when he saw
them for thefirgt timein the Wizard Serdic'slaboratory; but he didn't understand them, and the machines
weren't anything he particularly wanted to understand.

In an acove set across the shaft from Dennis, acrysta egg spunintheair.

Hethought at first glimpse that it was Arias pendant—fear made his heart legp—but Chester said, "That
isthe seahag'slife, Dennis. Takeit and she will bargain with you."

The circular walkway was broad enough for the youth to walk counter-clockwise around it without need
to fear the shaft gaping to hisleft—but it made him uneasy nonetheless. Chester walked behind him—and
the three manikins, non-hand in non-hand, followed, the thing of meta in the center.

Dennis swallowed; but they could do him no harm. Chester had said so...

Dennis reached for the globe spinning unsupported in the a cove. The shaft gave agreat Sgh that ruffled
the youth's garments and echoed throughout the dome.

Crisply, asthough he had practiced the action and his heart was not hammering in his breast, Dennis
dropped the baton on the floor and seized the crystal in both hands. It fought him for amoment, but his
grip tightened—

And masgtered it.

He stepped to the edge of the shaft and looked down.

The shaft was no longer bottomless. Water winked in it, no farther down than the seawas beneath the
dome; and in the water was ablob of color that could only be the sea hag.

CHAPTER 63

"I haveyour life" Dennis shouted, cringing insde himsalf for the deep, thundering echoes of hisown
voice.

The water and the thing within it rose higher, driving the air ahead of it with another pistoning sigh.

"I will bargain for my life, King Dennis," said the gape that was the sea hag's throat—glimpsed from
above, and hinting at a depth equal to that of the shaft before the creature entered it. "'l will make you



King of Emath, and dl in Emath will obey you asthey did your father under our bargain.”

"Return Ariato me unharmed,” Dennis said, suddenly exultant to realize that he had won, that he
controlled the sea hag as surely as her storm and threats had ruled Hale the Fisherman on that day before
Denniswas conceived. "Leave usadone and I'll return your lifeto you."

The seahag laughed. It was rising closer, so that for the moment when the real mouth closed, the face
and torso of ahuman female smiled and waved a Dennis.

"Dennis, son of Hale" said the creature in avoice of mocking thunder. "Dennis, liar's son! Y ou will
bargain and try to cheat me, boy."

"I will kegp my word, seahag,” Dennissaid.

Heraised hisleft fist over hishead. "And thistoo, | promise: if you do not return my Ariaat once, | will
shatter what | hold asif it werean egg.”

The seahag rose higher yet, dmost to the leve of the wakway. Its mouth opened.

Ariadid up to her husband's side on the trand ucent membrane that had freed Dennisin the cavern.
Dennisreached out hisfree hand. "D-darling?' he said. Arias eyeswere blank.

Her arm felt cool, but it was human flesh—and it warmed to Dennis touch.

"Return my life, Dennid" said the seahag.

The water in the shaft was receding, leaving a sdt tang behind. The creature's voi ce degpened with
echoes as the sea hag plunged as swiftly asit had risen.

"Dennis?" Ariamurmured. She moved her head and took a cautious step to prove that her legs ill
worked. "Dennis?lsit redly you?'
Return my life... echoed in the dome and in Dennis memory.

He squeezed Arid's shoulder to indicate that he wasn't leaving her; and he stepped toward the alcove
from which he had wrenched the crystal.

"Do not trust your enemy, lest you die curaing!” said Chedter.

"Dennis," said Ariain concern for which she didn't know enough to have areason. "Are you going
to...?"

"Return my lifel" thundered the deep organ-note of the seahag'svoice.

"What the seahag doesis her businessl" Dennis shouted over his shoulder to his companions, through
the reverberating echoes. "I'll keep my word!"

He turned. The three manikins stood between him and the alcove. Each extended its right arm toward
him.

"What...?' Dennis said. His head twitched as he started to glance back at Chester—and caught himsdlf,



unwilling to look away from the manikins.

"They are of the seahag, Dennis," said the robot behind him. "Givethem the crystal.”

Return my life... said the echoes.

"We control them now, you and I," Chester said. "I have asked them to return the life to their maker."

Dennis stretched out hisleft hand, with the crystal which glowed and quivered and sometimes seemed to
whisper to his bones.

The manikins didn't have hands, but the lumpswhich illusion had clothed with the semblance of hands
now reached out together and took the fragile crystal. They moved with a ddlicacy which belied their
appearance, touching neither Dennis nor one another as they gripped the object with balanced pressure.

The hairs on the back of Dennis arm prickled as the sparkling wires brushed close—but the youth didn't
move until the crystd wasfirmly in the joined grip of the manikins.

Dennislooked at the festurdless voids; and for just an ingtant, he thought he saw Ariasmiling a him
again from the blank metal that had mimicked her.

But that wasillusion, and it was gone before Dennis could be sure it had existed at al. He stepped
away.

The manikins moved forward in jerky unison.

"Watch out!" Dennis said, reaching to block Ariabehind him; but she dipped into the crook of his elbow
and encircled hiswaist with her own soft arm.

The manikinsignored them. Holding the crystal before them, they stepped; and stepped; and—
"Return my lifdl"
—gtepped again, into the shaft together.

"The sea hag haswhat it demanded, Dennis,” said Chester in ametallic shout through the echoes. "Now
we must go, and quickly.”

"What's going to hap—" Ariasaid as she and Dennis, arm in arm, followed the robot up the stepsto the
main floor.

Water splashed, far below.
Il_m,]?l
Blue lightning flashed and sparkled up the shaft.

"Run fagter,” Chester said. One of his tentacles snaked out to support Dennis as the youth's foot dipped
on smooth glass. "The acid will mix smoothly with water, but when it touches the seahag—"

Dennis paused, passing Ariaahead of him into the narrow stairwell. The shaft belched yellow-green



vapor—

And the dazzling white glare of magnesium burning in the shaft made the interior of the dome blaze as
though the sun had come down from the heavens. The pavilion's porcelain columns shattered from the
reflected heat.

Dennis plunged down the staircase. Ariawas well ahead of him. Barefoot: she'd kicked off her dippers
and was bouncing down, hitting only each third or fourth of the wedge-shaped steps. Dennis gripped the
centrd rail and followed, knowing that the worst which could happen if hefell wasthat held be bruised or
break some bones.

Gobbets of molten glasswere rained past the arched openings like the first bresth of avolcanic eruption.
If Dennisand his companions didn't get off the Banned Idand soon, he was pretty sure that they would
melt; or burn; or smother.

Dennisthought of the creature which told him it was Ariaand which demanded that he enter its embrace.
At least desth would have been quick when the arms encircling him blazed sun-bright.

Therock spire shook. Bits of laterite flaked off the stairwell'sinner face, pattering down the steps beside
the fleeing companions. The air filled with aroar too grest to be called a sound. Dennis wasn't sure
whether it came from thefire, the seahag—

Or the core of the planet.

Dennis spun around the bal cony where held found the manikin which looked like hisfather. A loud
crack! broke the omnipresent thunder. He didn't look back.

Hedidn't haveto. Two lines split their way down the outer surface of the stairwell—ribbons of irregular
thickness, dancing with thelight they spilled out in an iridescent variety of wavelengths.

Then the stairwe I's multi-arched exterior dipped in an increasing rush: crumbling, chanting glassy hymns
to thewind, and painting al the world nearby in adazzling rainbow coruscance.

Faster, Dennis mind whispered.

There was no reason to speak the word aloud. Ariaaready took ten stepsto his nine, and Chester
ddiberately dowed his pace to keep from getting too far ahead of his human companions.

They were down among the trees, now. Thetrunks of the nearest were waving, their leaves and
branches stripped away by the tons of glass which had cascaded through them moments before.

Birds spun and squawked in the air in colorful confusion. An occasiond lizard clung to an idand of bark
on astripped trunk, its eyes wide and its throat-pouch fluttering.

Something thumped from the top of the spire. Again Dennis refused to look behind him, but the sun
dimmed asit tried to shine through the cloud of gas and debris which puffed out of the shaft.

They were among the cregpers, now, very close to the ground. Dennis saw bright, fresh blood on a step.
His heart jJumped. Ariasfoot, spiked by athorn—but she continued to bound forward in awave of
blond hair, ignoring her hurt and the chance of hurting hersdf again.



Denniswould have drawn his sword when he hit the ground, but there was dready aflurry of vegetation
inthe direction of the shore. Chester stalked ahead on four limbs, spinning the tips of the other four like
cutting blades. Foliage and small stlems disintegrated.

Dennislifted Ariain both arms and ran after the robot. He was saving her bare feet from further harm;
and he was holding her close, because he loved her, would dwayslove her, from the Cariad's magic or
Arias own, and they might not have very long to live.

Thetop of the laterite spire pulverized itself in a staggering blast. A second explosion took a bite of f
what remained, pelting the leaf canopy with pebbles and whipping the seato momentary foam asthe
companions reached the shore.

Ariasguirmed out of Dennis grasp and set her shoulder against the boat's gunwale to push if off even
before he did. Chester pushed aswell, but the narrow curves of his tentacles ground deep in the shingle
asthe robot put strain on them.

It was Dennis boots and the flexing of his powerful calf musclesthat broke the ked's grip on the land
and kept it jouncing and diding down to the water.

Chester and Ariadipped over the weathered gunwae. Dennis continued to stride forward, knee-degp in
the water, as he pushed the fishing boat ahead of him.

Another explosion spattered bits of rock. The chunks weretoo light to hurt serioudy, but they flew hard
enough to sing.

"It istime that come aboard with us, Dennis," Chester said.

"No, | want to get—" Dennisingsted, and the last of the sentence drowned in the seawhen he stepped
off theidand's underwater edge—as abrupt as had been the spire pointing up into heaven.

Chedter'stentacle, prepared for the event, looped under the youth's armpits and lifted him aboard
Spluttering. "Small advice, if heeded, can prevent great harm, Dennis," the robot chided.

A deeper explosion shook the Banned Idand. Nothing more flew from the truncated spire, but the sea
lifted in aswell that flattened the chop as it expanded from the shore. The boat rocked.

Dennis settled onto the center thwart and took the oars. He looked over his shoulder and his destination,
then began stroking. He tried to remember the motions he had watched hisfather make so many times.

Inthe stern sat Aria, her hands demurely in her [ap. She seemed none the worse for being swallowed
down by the sea hag. The nested pendant spun merrily between her breasts.

Ariacombed a hand through her loose hair, lifting out abit of twig. "Where are we going, darling?' she
asked. A faint tremor in her voice warned Dennisthat reaction was beginning to catch up with the
princess now that sheld timeto rest.

"We're going to Emath, my love," Dennis said. He glanced over his shoulder again. "We're going to my
home."

In asofter voice he added, "Maybeit's sill my home."



CHAPTER 64

The seawas cdm, and there was very little current along this stretch of coast... but there was some, and
that was enough to throw off an carsman astotaly inexperienced as Dennis was. He redlized before held
pulled haf way that the boat was drifting north of the the north headland.

Unlessthey got help from apassing vessd, they were going to land at the foot of the jungle instead of
rowing into Emath Harbor directly.

"There ought to be other boats out, Chester," the youth said doubtfully as he rested his carsfor a
moment. "At least ordinary traffic, even if nobody put out to see what was happening to the Banned
Idand.”

His palms were calloused, but the oar-looms stressed the skin in a pattern different from that of a
swordhilt or any other work he had done with his hands. He was going to have some bad blisters soon...

"It may be," said Chester, "that Parol does not permit citizensto leave Emath, for fear that none would
return to beruled by him."

Dennis had shifted hissword so that it didn't interfere with his clumsy attemptsto row. He touched the
pomme and said, "It may bethat | will have questionsto discuss with Parol—before | put him out of
Emath for good and dll."

Their boat grounded at the base of the corniche, the ten-foot cliff which waves had diced from the Sde
of the continent. The rock was porous—an easy climb up to thelevel of the jungle, even without the help
Chester gave Dennis boots and Arias bare fedt.

Flowers bloomed with a saffron pungence. When a cresture hooted from the far depths of the jungle,
Dennis smiled as though held been greeted by afriend.

"We—go through this?' Ariaasked. Her glance indicated the profusion of flowers and broad leaves
around them, filling the clifftop.

"Oh!" Dennissaid, startled out of hisreverie. None of the immediate stems and creepers were thorny,
and the ground would open out as soon as they got within the jungle's sunlit margin, buit...

"Here," he said, grasping his sword. "I'll cut—"

"No need," Ariasaid, touching hisarm with asmile. She pushed forward, into the mass of foliage which
gave before her.

"Youredly lovethis, don't you," she added without looking over her shoulder.



"The, the jungle?' Dennis said. He put his arm around the princess's shoulders and hugged her, then
stepped past. "Here, I'll lead."

Denniswalked on, handing aside whippy twigs so that they didn't snap back at Aria. "It wasthefirst
time | was on my own—"

He paused, smiled, and reached back for the tentacle he was correctly sure that Chester would be ready
to curl into hishand.

"On my own with Chester," he corrected himsdf. " And that brought me many things, most importantly
you, my love"

"It brought you to yoursdlf, Dennis," the robot said. "Is not that aso of importance?’

"Important to me," Ariasaid with asmilein her voice, joining her hand briefly with Dennis and Chester
before they al separated to get on with the business of moving through heavy cover.

One of the dragons roared from the perimeter of Emath Village.

"Y ou know," Dennissaid, "l think that was abad ideato begin with. Cutting the village off from the,
from everything but the seg, redly.”

He loosened the sword in its scabbard, thinking of the way he had crept—and scuttled—across the
perimeter only weeks before.

"It'll be different from now on," Dennis muttered under his breath.

CHAPTER 65

The vegetation surrounding the magical perimeter formed ahogtilewall.
Nets of vine and brambles cloaked sword-shaped leaves whose tips would spike al the way to an
unwary man's shin-bone. Ants with mandibleslike wire-cutters patrolled paths through the foliage. The

bees which frequented the blossoms rose when the compani ons approached. They buzzed and hovered,
flexing their abdomens under them to point their stings forward.

Dennis paused. "1 thought it was dl anightmare,” he mused doud. "What | remembered from the first
night in thejungle. Along with the, with the ghost in my dream. But thisistheway | rememberedit.”

"Wizard'swork?' Ariaasked.

"l don't think it's—" Dennissaid.



"Wizard'swork imposed on theland, Princess," Chester said flatly. "And the land responding, asdl
things respond to hodtility. 'He who loves his neighbor, finds afamily around him.™

The dragons on guard had heard them talking. One of the beasts snuffled closeto theinvisible barrier
and began to scratch with itsforeclaws. Its body was awall of black scaleswhich blocked therare
openingsthrough the leaves.

The dragons breath, redolent of the fish they were fed and not wholly unpleasant to Dennis after so
many yearsin afishing community, oozed heavily through thefoliage.

Dennisdrew hissword. "All right,” he said, eyeing the bees with the caution they deserved. "Let'sgo.”

He brought his star-meta blade up in a curve that sheared amass of briars as though they were cobweb,
then made the second cut which turned the dice into a pathway. Chester moved ahead of the youith,
pushing aside the diced vegetation whose thorns could do him no harm.

It was as though they'd planned the maneuver; and perhaps they had, during the battles they'd fought
together since leaving Emath. Chester waited; Dennis dashed the rest of the way through the barrier—

And Arias white mantilla snapped once, twice, overhead, sartling back the insects which were
preparing to buzz down in attack.

Both dragons roared as the companions pushed toward them through the jungle wall. Dennis, in the lead
again, waslaughing in exultation.

They'd shrunk. These guard-beasts weren't aslarge asthe pair when Dennis fled Emath.

Heflicked his sword at the nearer dragon. It snatched at the blade—and snatched back itsinjured
fordegwithayelp.

Dennis dapped the beast's snout with the flat of hisweagpon. "Chester!" the youth cried. "These aren't the
same dragons. Has Parol replaced the old ones with these little fellows?"

Chester wasraised to hisfull height on four limbs, spinning the others above him to weave afdse slvery
bulk that kept back the other guard-beast.

"They are not so great as Ma bawn and Ma duanan, Dennis," the robot said, advancing through dust that
was ankle-deep on the humans. The three companions were within the dragons perimeter by now. "Nor
yet so great as Rakastava... but they are the beasts that have guarded Emath for al your life.”

The dragon which had cut itsalf on Dennis sword made another lunge at him. Dennis shifted hisarm
dightly. The beast blatted and scrambled back, pricked between the nostrils by the star-meta point.

In sudden determination, the injured guard-beast rushed its fellow from the side and knocked it down.
The pair of dragons began to bellow and claw and one another, rolling across the perimeter in ahuge
cloud of the dust they had pulverized during their years of pacing.

Dennis and his companions began to step with care and reasonable quickness across the remainder of
the trackway. It struck the youth that you could be very brave and very well-armed—and till be crushed
to death by acouple of dragons battling in frustrated fury.



"Fortune goes as fate commands,” Chester called, over the dragons roars; but the beasts were flopping
and snarling in the opposite direction, and the three of them could sprint the last yardsinto Emath Village
if they had to...

Dennislooked toward Emath, taking his eyes off the dragonsfor the first time since held dashed hisway
into the perimeter they patrolled. The streets, roofs and windows were full of people who stared back at
him.

Somebody shouted, "I1t's Dennidl It'sthe prince!”

Thugsin orange tried to struggle through the crowd to get to the speaker.

At the head of the central street which led from the palace to the perimeter was aline of men in Parol's
orange livery. They were supported by a pair of demonswhose hair of smoke and flame billowed as high

asthe nearest eaves.

Rifkin stood in the middle of them; even fatter than Dennis remembered him, and carrying apolished
black staff astall ashewas.

"Go away!" shouted the ex-butler.

"Rifkin, who are you to tell meto do anything?' Dennisreplied. Only ten feet separated them, but those
within Emath were treating the perimeter asaphysica barier.

"Get away from herel" Rifkin shouted back. "Whoever you are, you're not wanted in Emath!”

He gestured with his staff of office. The two demons bent toward Dennis. Their rippling bodies breathed
with the soft, sucking sound of flames.

"Chedter," Dennissaid quietly. He waswell aware that his boots were still sunken in the dust of the
perimeter, and that the dragons might rush back at any moment. “"How may wekill these demons?*
"The demons cannot be killed, Dennis," the robot explained, "because they are but images, asempty as
the features of those with whom the sea hag greeted you on theidand.”

"That'll do," Dennis muttered.

Before he could act, Ariastepped closer to one of the demons and waved her mantillain itsinsubstantia
face. "Begonel" she cried. "Out of the prince'sway!"

The huge figure quivered like a picture projected on smoke when the breeze blows. Then it was gone.
Rifkin jumped back, and Ariabegan to laugh like mocking silver bells.

Dennis strode forward. There were twenty liveried guards, al of them armed, and Arias scrap of lace
wouldn't stop asword-cut. The remaining demon floated toward him, hot and dry and blurring the
youth'svison of Rifkin asif through afiery screen.

If Dennis could take out the leader of Parol's men with hisfirst stroke, perhaps the rest would—

"All hail Prince Dennisl" boomed a voice from the crowd. The same voice, Ramos voice—and Hale's
old friend raised high both of the guards who had goneto silence him.



Ramos great calloused hands were locked on each guard's right wrist. One of the men still waggled his
sword vanly.

It acted as a banner to rally the people of Emath Village against their orange-clad oppressors.

A roofing tile struck down aguard, but the rush by hundreds of citizens was too sudden and
overwhelming for further missilesto be necessary. The second demon vanished, an empty phantasm
which |eft behind no trace of its passage.

Rifkin dropped his staff. He jJumped backward, away from the mob—and bumped into Dennis, who
scarcely had timeto turn his sword and avoid cutting the ex-butler apart by accident. Rifkin saw what
he'd done and screamed, plunging back the way held fled. He was starting to tear off his orangetunic, as
though that could save him.

It did give the people a useful idea, though. As Dennis and his companions stepped into Emath, the mob
began to wave flags of orange fabric asthey shouted, "Hail Prince Dennigl”

Ramos had gotten rid of histwo captives. He swept his arms around Dennis—till bigger than the youth
and far too careless of the drawn sword. One of Chester's tentacles whisked the blade aside to avoid
disagter.

"I never thought you'd return, lad,” the old man blurted. "1 thought that little swine Parol had made away
with you."

"None of hisdoing,” Dennis said, hugging Ramaos hard with hisleft arm. "Are—are my parents...?"

"He's got them in the palace," Ramos said. Even though their heads were close together, they both had
to raise their voices to be heard over the maob.

"To the pdace!™ somebody cried, taking up the words.

"King Dennisto the palace!" hundreds of throats replied in abuilding chant. The crowd surged back
down the street, parting to let Dennis and his companions through to its head.

"King Dennigl" the people roared.

CHAPTER 66

Chester walked in front of them, his glittering tentacles providing a breathing space for the others without
threatening the members of the friendly mob.

"How many more guards are there, Ramos?' Dennis asked. The old man strode at hisright Sde as Aria
did at hisleft.



"No more," Ramos replied. "Parol must have sent them dl out when he redlized that it was you coming.”
Dennislooked around in amazement. "Twenty men couldn't force their rule on Emath,” he protested.
"Fear can forceits rule on any number of men, Dennis," said Chester before Ramaos could respond.
Some of the ex-guards, disarmed and stripped to underwear or less, were skulking aong at the edges of
the crowd. Those who met Dennis eyes|ooked away infear... but they were more afraid not to be a
part of the event.

Part of the triumphal return of Prince Dennisto the palace in which hed been born and raised.

Dennis sheathed his sword. It had won him a princessfor wife, but now he redlized that he might never
need the star-metal blade again. There were accounts yet to settle with Parol—

But Parol wouldn't fight him with swords. Of that he could be certain.

The palace was agarden of pure light refracted in sprays of color. It didn't look large to Dennis, now
that he'd stood at the glowering foot of Rakastava.

But it wasjust as beautiful as he remembered it being; and it was hishome.

The doors of the main entrance hung gar. The arch in front of them was covered with what |ooked like
cobwebs—except that the strands were each asthick asaman'slittle finger.

Dennislooked up the palace facade. Other openings—windows, doors onto balconies; everything large
enough to pass an adult—were smilarly blocked.

"Chedter, isthere some sort of trick?" Dennis asked in puzzlement. "Will—lightning strike mewhen | cut
the cords or something like that?"

Thetip of one of Chester's tentacles hovered close to the webbing, looking for al theworld likeamale
spider gingerly approaching thelair of a possible mate.

"Thereisno trick, Dennis," he said. "It may bethat Parol thinks you will not be able to cut the web; and
it may bethat Parol has no better way to prevent you, however long he thinks this obstacle will delay
you."

"Not very long," Dennis murmured, drawing his sword again after all.

The mob had stopped, whispering at the web's uncanniness. The glitter of the wegpon threw them back
fractionally, each row shifting a body's breadth toward the resr—bumping into the row behind it and

shifting again.

Dennis swept the blade down. The edge that had taken off Rakastava's heads found the web no
hindrance, though the strands parted like heavy wire.

Dennis stepped into Emath Palace. He felt as though held been gone alifetime.

The pillared hdl to the throne room smelled sour. Arias nose wrinkled inginctively, though she quickly



blanked her face and glanced over to see whether Dennis had noticed her expression.
He had, but he couldn't blame her. The palace had the odor of a snake den.

The mob stopped outside. A glance behind him showed Dennis a block of doubtful faces staring through
the doors, past the remnants of webbing.

Heforced asmile at them. They couldn't help. And he couldn't blame them for being afraid.

"Thefirg thing wéell do..." Dennissaid quietly to his companions. His boots and Ramos thudded on the
crystd, while Chester's many limbs clicked a subtle counterpoint. Ariawaked in silence, acloud of
warmth a Dennis sdeandin hismind.

"...isto air the place out and get it back to norma.”

"Comein, wanderer!" called ahigh, nervous voice from the throne room. "Come into my sanctum!”

The door-leaves were of mother-of-pearl. Usualy there would have been an attendant here to control
theflow of petitioners seeking King Hale.

But Hale was gone; the attendants were gone; and the doors were gar. Dennis pushed the leaves fully
open, using hisleft hand and right foot.

"Put up your sword!" the voice screamed from the dim interior.

"I don't need asword for you, Paral,” Dennis said, sheathing the wegpon with a single smooth mation.
Usudly the point caught on the scabbard lip, or the blade bound halfway down. Not thistime.

Dennis had seen in the mirror the drapes of painted sailcloth with which Parol had covered the throne
room. Until he entered the chamber, he hadn't appreciated how cramped and oppressive the place
becamewith al its scintillant crystal hidden.

"Only Dennismay enter!" the voice cried. "'l warn you!"

Ribbons of sooty flame roseto either side of the throne, barely illuminating the figure seeted there to eyes
adapted to the sun outdoors.

Dennis gripped the edge of one of the sailcloth hangings and pulled.
"What are you doing?" the voice demanded.

Something cracked above. A broad sheet of canvas billowed and rushed down with fragments of flimsy
scaffolding. Rainbow light filled the back wall and the throne room.

Dennis parents kndlt at the foot of the throne. They were bound and gagged. The creature behind them
was squat, black, and vaguely man-shaped, though even in the brighter light it had no more features than
the sea hag's manikins.

The sword it held was long enough to lie across the throats of Hale and Selda together.



CHAPTER 67

Parol giggled from two mouths, his own and that of the greeat-eyed creature clinging to his shoulder.
"Thetarser," Dennis muttered under his breath, remembering the little beast whose ugliness had struck
him the day he entered the wizard's apartments. It had been in aglass bubble, then, like dl the other
creatures he'd thought were dead...

"S0..." said Parol. "We have an impasse, do we not. A situation not as either of uswould wishiit,
Dennis™

The hood was flopped over much of Perol's face, but what wasn't covered had aged the way soft wood
ages at thetide-line: gray and wrinkled so deeply that the skin seemed to be cracking down to the
bone...

"I want nothing of yours, Parol," Dennis said steadily, looking past the imploring grimaces of his parents.
"Y ou can leave with everything of yours. Everything of, of your predecessor, too. But you have to
leave”

Thetarser chittered something.

The black figure—its color was an absence of light, not a shade of its own—tugged at Selda's faded
hair, raisng her chin and baring her neck more obvioudy to hisblade.

"Must I, boy?" Parol whispered. "I've learned things, you see. I'm very p-powerful..."

His glance darted around the room as he spoke, faling on the sunlit wall, on the eyes of the youth facing
him. Thelie stuck in Parol's throat and choked off hisvoice,

"Giveit up—" Dennissaid, but the tarsier was whispering into Parol's ear.

"No!" thewizard cried from the throne. "No," in alower voice, nervous but seductive, "well gamefor it,
Dennis, well gamefor Emath. That'sfair, isn't it?"

Hiseyesflicked around, never lighting for long, never comfortable where they lighted.
"What sort of agame," Dennis asked quietly.

Chester was quoting some warning from the doorway, but this was between the two of them,
boy-prince and boy-wizard as they had been when Dennisleft Emath...

Parol stood up. The base of the throne raised him three steps above the crystal floor, but he ill seemed
to have shrunk within hisrobes since Dennis saw him last.



"Y ou will ask me questions,” Parol said in a sing-song voi ce as though he were repeeting the words from
rote. Thetarser's mouth was working, but if it was making sounds they were too soft to be heard at any
distance from Parol's shoul der.

"Y ou will ask methree questions, any questionsyou please... and if | fail to answer them, dl three of
them, then | will leave. And you will be Prince of Emath, Dennisthe Wanderer."

Parol began to giggle again. His cowl had fallen back and his face looked like adead man's.

"Youwill beprince," thewizard resumed, hisvoice still quivering with humor or hysteria "But if |
succeed, little Dennis—then | will haveyour life. That'safair offer, isnt it?"

Stark terror flashed from Parol's eyes. "lan't it?"

"That's not afair bargain,” Dennis said as his mind raced, sure there was a catch somewhere in the offer.
"Exilefor exile: whoever loses, leaves Emath forever.”

"Y ou know I'll never be safe herewhileyou live!" Parol blazed. "L ook at them out there!”

His arm gestured toward the door and the hal beyond which the citizens of Emath watched. "L ook at
them!"

Thetarser chittered again, audible but not words.

Parol shivered and closed his eyes. Hiswrist had looked skeletd when it shot from beneath the deeve of
hisrobe.

"No, Dennis, no," thewizard said with his voice composed. He opened hiseyes. "I offer you two lives
for alife. That'sfair, isn't it, don't you think that'sfair?"

Sddawhimpered through her gag.

Denniswalked to acovered portion of thewall and ddliberately ripped down more of the canvas.
Flecks of paint fluttered away from the hangings asthey fell.

There wasn't a better choice. Therewasn't another choice at al.
Heturned again to the throne.

"All right, Parol," hesaid. Thefaseflamestill hung intheair, but the prismatic wash of sunlight through
thewalls had faded them to vague shimmers.

"Swear on your soul, Dennigl" the one-time gpprentice demanded. " Swear that | may have your lifeif |
succeed!”

"l swear that on my soul!" Dennis shouted back, unable to control hisvoicein thetension. "Now areyou
ready, or shdl | tear your heart out with my hands, for dl your false bogeys?'

But he knew there was nothing fal se about the black creature which delicately brushed itsknife againgt
the throats of Hale and Selda, asif it were stropping the blade.



"Ask," Parol said amply. His eyes were wide open.
It was easy to find a question whose answer Parol couldn't know. "Where is the seahag?"
The tarser whispered.

Paral cried, "Dead!" but when his earstook in the words his tongue had uttered, al the blood drained
from hisface and his hands began to tremble.

"Oh..." someone whispered, Ariaor Ramos or Dennis himsdif.

"Who isit clamed the Princess Aria unless a champion should save her?"

Asthetardger whispered, Parol lurched down one of the three steps on which the throne stood.
"Rakagtava," the wizard shouted, "and you dew Rakastavatoo, Dennis, but you won't escape me!”

Dennis couldn't think for terror. Fear for Ariaand his parents, fear for thefolk of Emath Village who
were hisfolk and hisresponshility snce heled them in revolt. Fear of failure—

But not fear for himself, because dl that had been burned out of him when he dreamed in thejungle.

And that was his question, the answer the tarsier couldn't know because it had never happened outside
of Dennis mind.

"Towhomdid | tel astory in my dreamsthe night | left Emath, Parol 7"

Parol stepped to the crystd floor, shouting the words of histarser familiar, " Serdic! Serdic! And | have
your—"

The apprentice's hand was stretched out to deliver the bolt of flame to which Dennis oath had bound
him. Something formed inthe air behind him.

"—ife”

The arms of the Wizard Serdic closed about the pasty boy who had been his apprentice. Parol had
gpoken the name that closed the bargain Serdic offered Dennisin the rain-soaked jungle.

The flesh had dumped away from Serdic's hands and the right Sde of hisface, but haf hissmile
remained; and the scribbling of fungus acrossit.

Thetarser tried to legp clear, but one of the wizard's bony hands caught it in the air. The little beast
screamed, louder even than Parol—

And they disappeared, wizard and apprentice and familiar, leaving only the fetid odor of decay where
they had been.

The knife clanged to the floor. The black creature had vanished, as though it never was.

"All hail King Dennid" Ramos shouted.



Dennisturned in shocked amazement. "What?' hesaid. "No!"
"All hall King Dennid" Ariacried in her clear Slver voice,

"All hail King Dennisl" roared the crowd, mob no longer, asit burst into the crystal corridorsthat were
clear a last of magic and the horrors that magic spawned.

Denniswanted to cut his parents free, but Ramos was doing that already with a blunt-tipped bait-cutting
knife. Other hands were ripping down the last of the painted cloth with which Parol had tried to blot out
the sun whoselight hefeared.

"Look, | can't —" Dennis protested, knowing that he couldn't even hear himsdlf with the cheerful tumult
filling theroom.

Ariareached for his hand, took it, and walked her husband backward up the steps to the throne.
"But I—"
"Hail, King Dennid"

In the end, King Dennisraised hisarms high to acknowledge the cheers of his new subjects.

THE END
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