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"There are two fundamental principles of magic. Thefirst is that like produces like and effect resembles cause. The
second is that things that have once been in contact ever afterward act on each other. Number Oneisthe law of
similarity, Number Two isthe law of contagion. Practices based upon the law of similarity may be termed Homeopathic
magic: those on the law of contagion, Contagious magic."* Both derive, in the final analysis, from afalse conception
of natural law. The primitive magician, however, never examines the assumptions upon which his performanceis
based—never reflects upon the abstract principles involved. With him, as with the vast majority of sentient life, logic
isimplicit, not explicit; he knows magic only asapractical thing. And to him it isawaysan art, never a science. The

very idea of scienceis quite alien to histhinking.
*Sir James Frazer, The New Golden Bough (Anno: circa 2000) Introduction, p. 35.

The road was asmple, well-traveled cart path, undulating gracefully through the forested hills and deep
valeysthat led to the distant river. Birds sang in the afternoon sunlight, their voices blending with the
sound of bees and insects, completing a picture of summer quietude in a countryside that seemed both
wild and virgin.

It was something like Vermont-land, | mused, thinking of Earth and the Foundation Center. Or better yet,
England-1de. They were both like this. | shifted my weight from one hedl to the other while | crouched
lower on the flat rock of the promontory that overlooked the road some hundred yards below. Y es, they
were likethis: England-1de naturdly so, and Vermont-land deliberately, artificidly. Infact, | recalled,
there were great keeps and castles of runic and €ld taste al over Vermont-land today, and they were
owned by the most obvioudy "opportuned” people. | Sghed inwardly.

But, hey! Wouldn't those same yokd s be purple with envy at the wondrous rockpile which | estimated to
be but a short twenty miles distant? My eyelids focused purple contact lenses to six magnitudeswhile |
admired the crenel ated ramparts, great turrets dour aeries, and brave pennonsfluttering against a
background of mountain crag and heavy, blue-black forest. Then | took a deep breath and returned
regretfully to the cleft in the hill through which the road came,

Just asthe sun was sinking on the far horizon of late afternoon, so clouds were beginning to appear now,
especidly in the direction of the forested hills and the castle.

Anyonelooking in my direction from the road below would see asomewhat tdl, rangy-looking Earth
male (disguised), sporting a heavily tanned face and an air of smug complaisance. | was dressed—from
the point of view of my adopted milieu—Iloudly and romanticaly. | wore green ski pantstucked into soft
leather boots with golden spursto show that | wasafull heggle—or knight; aheavy green shirt opened
to thewaist in the purported style of the country, and a green jacket and green cap with acontrasting
bright red feather. Over my left shoulder and around my waist, respectively, was asix-foot bow with a
quiver of arrows, a broadsword, adagger, and aleather pouch. It had been suggested aboard the
Deneb-3 afew short hoursago that | could easily be from the mythical Sherwood Forest, or from
fabulous Gabtsville on Procyon-4. Kriloy and Ragan, the Adjusters, and Foundation crewmeates of the
garship Deneb-3, had most envioudy concurred. But just asthe forest ensemblethat dicited envy was
not the natura State of affairs, neither were alot of other things which just might put adamper to both



their envy and my pleasure.

The blue-purple contact lenses covered a pair of worried brown eyes—mine. The bow and the
sword—except for neura preconditioning—were strangers to my hands. The ground | trod was dien to
my feet. And, in just afew minutes perhaps, | would be witness to something which al the science of the
Gdaxy would deem impossible. The "something” was a part of abigger thing that | was either to prevent
or to control. | wasto play it by ear, actudly, for in terms of aternatives we of the Foundation were at a
loss. Thefacts were that we did not know where failure would lead. We could only surmise, and our
conclusions were anything but pleasant.

The planet, in Galactic listings, was Camelat; to the nativesit was Fregis. The Stuation, as stated, wasa
mixed-up mess. | was Kyrie Fern, thirty Earth years old, Foundation graduate cum-spectacular, and
expert in the lore, customs, mores, and idiosyncrasies of feuda societies. | had been chosen asthe
Adjugter.

We had known of Camelot for sometime. Over aperiod of two Galactic centuries, ten pairs of
Watchers had spent an equal number of monthsthere. Unlike Adjusters, Watchersworked in
opposite-sexed pairs of high compatibility potentid. Their work was what their name implied—to
observe, to avoid boredom and frustration (thus the pair), and to report accordingly.

Thisthey had done. And to read a Camelot report was a joy indeed; that is except the last one. Thefun
and games, it seemed, were over. Bloody war, though seemingly the usua state of affairs, was now of a
scopeto involve the entire planet. The circumstances were such that al we had watched, dl that had
evolved, in apositive sense, might well be destroyed.

And how did we know dl this?

Well, that's an introductory point, you see. For our last pair of Watchers—living in the guise of wedthy
tavernkeepersin the seacoast village of Klimpingein theland of Marack— had witnessed the unfolding
of apredicted, most perilous series of eventsin which Camelot'sforces for progress were ruined, driven
back upon their heartland by dark hordes, so that extinction threatened. . . . And all thisin the crystal
ball of a wandering soothsayer .

But sincethe planet was Camelot-Fregis, second of the sun-star Fomahautt, they believed it.

And, since all the zaniness of the preceding nine reports, across two centuries of Camelot time, inclusve
of prophesies, had proved true—we believed it, too.

Evento thefind point—that sorcery would pluck the princess Murie Nigaard, daughter of King Caronne
of Marack, from the king's highway on thisvery day. It would somehow be the opening gambit of the
dark forces of Om for the disruption of the land of Marack, asapart of thetotal plan for planetary
conquest. ... | was hereto prevent this—or at least to come up with an explanation asto how it was
done.

All things consdered—the black artswere never apart of my curriculum asfact—I felt abysmaly
inadequate | awaited my fate with most ambivaent fegings The musicd tinkle of bells preceded the fact.
Thenwithin s space of seconds, there came over the hill a dappled low-dung, and ponderous six-legged
steed trotting dog fashion and followed by another, then by three morein singlefile.

| got to my feet and quickly pressed one of aseries of brightly colored stonesthat adorned my bdt. It
glowed warmly pink. "Contact,” | said softly. "Contact, dear hearts. The sacrifice—to wit, me—is about
to offer histhroat to the fal-dirk. I'm going in now. The princess has arrived—with entourage.”



"Why, the Adjuster's papitating,” avoice sang blithely in my brain. "His nerves are shot aready.”

The voice, coming like awebbed aurafrom the metal node imbedded at the base of my skull, was
Ragan's. "Inthearchaic,”" he continued, "the princessisawoolly little dolly, and you are an ungrateful,
cowardly flimpl."

"Blessyou,” | said. Then | ignored him. "The lifeboat's been damped,” | reported. "If you wish to
recover, in case | can't, the grid numbers are three-seven, two-nine, four-one."

Kriloy asked "Any butterflies? Any regrets?’

"Lotsof both." | said. "But, Srsand gentlemen, the moment is one of action.” | was heading down the
steep bank to theroad below as | talked. "And I'm going to have to cut out. I'll check back as arranged.
K eep me open on the sixth hour, Greenwich. That'sit. Blessyou again.”

"Blessyou.”

Ragan and Kriloy echoed my farewell just as the stone Went cold and the redlities of apredicted peril
closed around me. | paused to gaze for afleeting second at the blue sky, trying to penetrateits depthsto
the primal dark beyond, where a great ship became trand ucent, then disappeared from the environs of
the second planet, Camelot, of the sun-star Fomal hait.

Thelagt thirty feet was aseemingly solid wall of vines and brush. When | came out on theroad, | was
breathless. | hated to wipe the bits of dirt and leaves from the fur of my throat and chest. | had made it
jugtintime. Thefirst animd, al white, was rounding the bend. On itslacquered, wooden saddle sat a
petite, .well-rounded, pouting young femaein resplendent traveling attire. She had golden hair, golden
fur, languid purple eyesthat were dmost blue, an fish face, and an imperious demanding tilt to her chin.

Behind her rode asomewhat dumpy, middie-aged femdein austere gray; behind her ayoung girl,
black-eyed and frowning. Two armored heggles, or knights, completed the company. At sight of methey
shouted, snatched swords from then-scabbards, and instantly pushed their mounts to the fore. Right then
and there | learned what | had dready been taught: that fighting on Camel ot was akin to eating and
deeping. If you didn't swing at somebody at least once aday, you weren't completely dive.

| bresthed deeply to still the pounding of my heart and moved arrogantly to the center of the road. " Stay
your wegpons, drs" | cdled loudly. "I am afriend and | mean you no harm.” My accent, syntax, and
degree of sincerity were perfect. But if | had thought to halt them with mere words, | was dead wrong.

Their advance was swift, slent, and purposeful. | barely had time to draw my own sword, throw the bow
to the ground, whirl the siword once around my head and shout the equivaent of "Slow down, damniit!"
when they were upon me.

Though the broadsword was strange to my hand, amonth of preconditioning with every known wespon
of the planet had actudly put mein the category of "expert." | was expert, too, with the longbow and the
fd-dirk, with the heavy lance in full suit armor, with mace, cudgd, ding—with everything, even the
throwing sticks. And all of this expertise without once handling asingle weapon . . . patterned, imposed
neural conditioning, infused during the hours of deep. It worked . . . and it worked well.

| crouched low asif to avoid the sweep of thefirst blade. My opponent, as signified by the herddry of his
shield and embossed armor, was alord of some stature. He was aso huge, bearded, and grinning. At the
moment he was leaning far out of the saddle, sword held for aflat vicious sweep. He was confident thet |
could not escape. One small thing he wastotally unaware of, however, was that my muscular superiority
was as much as one hundred percent of even hisgreat hulk, sincel came from a planet with more than



twice the mass of Camelot.

When hisblow came, | aroseto meet it, tossing my blade to my left hand and dashing up and out. The
force of my sword's swing amost broke the man's arm. And while he bellowed and tried to hold to his
wesgpon with fast numbing fingers, | sprang to the back of his clumsy saddle, holding my dagger to his
throat while | smultaneoudy brought his mount to a hat with my knees and spun it around to face the
second adversary.

| now used the bearded bellower asashield. ™Y ou will shesthe your wegpon,” | said sternly to my new
opponent, "else | will sheathe minein thethroat of thisidiot—and in yours, too, | promiseyou.”

The second knight was young, dark, dender, and possessed of aspring-sted tautness. The flash of
untarnished spurs a his heels proclaimed him to have been but newly heggled, or knighted. And he did
not lack for courage.

He maneuvered his mount to circle me. "Oh, think you so, Sir?" he said calmly. "Y ou have bested but one
man. Now let him go, aswould befit your honor. Then we shal see whose throat will sheathe afa-dirk."

| pushed my man to the ground, placed my foot at the back of his neck, and shoved. Then | pivoted my
mount to face the young stranger.

"It would be better," said a sweetly imperious voice, "that you stay your arms—both of you. And that isa

| remained poised but cam, watching the eyes of my would-be opponent, which he finaly lowered while
he backed away. | pulled my own mount up sharply and aso backed away from their circle,

| had known that she would be lovely.

| had actualy been quite close to her for an entire week. In between treetop-level scanning of the land
area of Camelot —and that took some doing—I had also watched her assduoudly. The rather interesting
result was that despite my programmed objective conditioning to the matter at hand, | had become
intrigued with everything about her. In effect, | had never met anyone quite like the princess.

And here shewas, dive and vibrantly red. My breath came hard again, and for seconds| foolishly stared
and lost adecided measure of control. | shrugged, bresthed deeply, and then began strongly: "You," |
said, "arethe princess Murie Nigaard. And | am Hart Lenti, son of Kerl Lenti, onus[earl], but of the
least of your nobles. | meant no harm, my lady, and | truly beg your pardon and your grace.” | madea
most artful bow from the clumsy saddle, and smultaneoudy whirled my festhered cap from my head in
the intricate pattern of greeting and homage. "It was my intention,” | finished, "to be of some serviceto
you."

| smiled boldly then as | straightened. | focused atwinklein the contact lenses, calculated to put her at
ease 0 that the beginnings of Adjuster control could beinitiated. The young knight had reined in with the
others and they had placed themsdavesin asemicircle around me—the old lady, the maid, thetwo menin
suit armor (one afoot now and glaring), and the princessin the center.

She stared haughtily back at me.

My mention of the name"Lenti" should have connected meingtantly in their minds with the fabled
"Callin," afolk hero dated to show up in Marack'stime of need. By their expressions, however, they
hadn't made the connection—either that or they wereignorant of the facts.

But there was aHarl Lenti, and he did have afather, an earl or onus, so therole | played wasrea



enough. He was but one peg up the ladder of nobility, however. Hisdomain, if one could cal it that,
conssted of afew barns, astone"big house," and a peasant village of but fifty inhabitants. Itssole clam
to fame wasthat in ancient timesit had been the birthplace of the Callin. | had had apersona peek at it
aswdl asitsinhabitants. It was a bleak place, located far to the north of the heartland of King Garonne's
far-flung kingdom. | wore my "father's’ inggniaat my shirt tab, asprig of violetson afield of gold. . ..

"I know naught of you, Sir," the princess announced, "nor of your father. Nor why you stand herein
mid-road when the bans of travel have been proclaimed throughout the land of Marack. Y ou are without
steed, Sr. And you carry neither theinsigniaof my father, your lord, nor do you wear hislivery asthose
upon the highway during the ban must do. What means your presence here?' The purple-blue eyesheld
minein asteady gaze. They were guileess, naive—but ins stently questioning.

The bearded one stepped forward. His eyes continued hot, angry. He surveyed me with open hatred
while he hdd hisinjured arm with hisgood hand. "Y ou should have acare, mllady," he grumbled. "My
blows are not to be turned asde so lightly. I'll warrant theré's the strength of magicin hisarm.”

"Hesright,” | said quickly. "Thereismagic here. But not of my making."

The faces of the three women blanched. The scowls of the two men grew darker ill. ... "And," |
perssted, "l repeat, my lady, | am not here by accident.”

"Then you will perhgpsexplain, Sr?'

| let my gaze rest solidly upon each of them in turn before beginning. | sought to calm them, to dominate
whatever might ensue. "When | told you of my person,” | said quietly, "I explained that my father was of
theleast of your nobles; so much so that I, his son and only heir, have never appeared a Glagmaron
castle and your father's court. We are land-poor, my lady, and cannot afford the luxuries of court
daliance. Thisiswhy you do not know me, and why | do not wear your livery, nor the sign of your
father, my lord's grace. Nevertheless, asto my story: My mother, who isfey and with second sight,
received avison nine nights ago in which it seemed agreet bird perched upon the lattice of her window
and spoke of storms, red-war, men and blood, and an enjoining of enemies againgt your father, King
Caronne, Within this alignment was the lady Elioseen, witch and sorceress. The bird of evil said that
within nine days—this day my lady— you would be seized upon the road while journeying to your sister,
thelady Percillés manor. | have no mount now, my lady, becauseit lies dead of aburst heart, the result
of amost wearisomeride. | have only my sword now. And | pray you accept it and that we turn back to
your father's castle without further delay.”

The story, too, of the wicked bird and his predilection to prophesy was straight from the crystd ball. Not
aword had been changed; nor any added.

The princesss eyes were wide now with puzzled anger. She said, "What say you to this?' directing her
guery to the older woman, who drew close to answer.

It seemed that as of that very moment the swift-formed clouds changed to awhirling vortex of lowering
mists, smacking aso of magic. They touched the forested hilltops. . . black, purple; roiling with a pent-up
fury that spoke of tempests, and acoming night in which al should seek shelter. Lightning flashed toward
the setting sun, followed by great thunder. The two knights made the circular sign of their god, Ormon,
upon their chests, then touched their lips. The old lady did likewise, as did the maid. The princess sat
quietly, holding tight to the reins of her mount, regarding them dl with afrown of indecision.

, too, made the sign of Ormon upon my chest.

They accepted the idea of abduction by magic asavery red possibility. They would .question my rolein



that which would or would not happen—but the intervention of magic? Certainly not | That was
commonplace. And the damnable part of it wasthat they were right in thinking that way. Because it was
real. According to ten pairs of Watchers across two centuries, it was apart of their very lives. In amatter
of minutes, in fact, | wasto be awitness, if not a participant, to the actuaity of asorcery to confound all
scientific law, as advanced by Galactic Contral. . . .

The old lady's eyes remained closed while she talked. Her voice was soft, amonotone; it seemed atelling
of runes. Shesaid, "I would ask you, m'lady, to heed the words of this young man. Thereis something of
thisthat | cannot scan. The auras are thick, mlady. And the mists are such as | have never seen them.
This| know. The young lord means you no harm, thought he seems as awraith—not of magic—but also,
not of thisworld.”

Her concluding sentence startled me. The jolt was further enhanced when | saw, for thefirst time, that a
smal and most peculiar anima had been peering at me from behind the delectable figure of the princess.
Its shape was round, symmetricd, hardly two feet in height. It had short Sturdy legs and arms. Two
fur-tufted ears graced a puff-bal head punctured with curious, friendly, shoebutton eyes. It reminded me,
| thought whimsically, of acuddly toy | had owned long ago in the dreams or the play of my childhood. . .
. Then | remembered what it was—a Pug-Boo. | smiled. | had been briefed on them, too—like the
dottles, the six-legged steeds, and a half hundred other lower-order species—but | hadn't expected to
meet with one so quickly. For the moment it clung to the princesss small waist, watching intently, almost
asif it knew what were taking place and must needs be informed of al pertinent particulars.

The thunder came again and the five mounts shied wildly. Their front legs lifted and forced their deek,
thick-furred bodies back upon the remaining four, while ther greet blue eyesrolled to catch the attention
of their riders, and to thusindicate their fear and their desire to be esawhere.

And they had reason to be afraid.

"My lord," the princess said, and in oddly submissive tones, "if my Watcher, the sweet dame Mdion,
seestruth in the things you say and virtue and goodwill in your person, then we have naught but to follow
your advice—if—"

That wasasfar asshegot. . ..

Though expected, | mused later, it came so suddenly that my own reaction was amost one of
amusement. Not so the others. ...

It was like a page from the book of the mythica Earth Sorcerer Merlin. Thefirst sensation was
al-encompassing. The prick of aneedle accompanied by the smell of fire, the roar of thunder, and an
ingantaneousinundation of rain. | inginctively knew what to do. | literdly flung myself at the princess,
pulled her from the saddle, and encircled her small body with the strength of my arms. . . . Wherever the
princesswas going, | would go, too. There was an immediate physical numbness and disorientation. It
was asif we were at the bottom of adeep lake, held in place, asit were, by countless tons of water. The
great forms of the dottles, the dame Malion, the two knights, and the maid assumed a vague but
noticeable transfiguration. They then became amorphous, transparent, receded before my rapidly dulling
visgon. Asmy brain whirled before thisfirst ondaught of the magic of the planet Camelot, only onething
continued real to me; that was the soft flesh and the heady, perfumed warmth of the Princess Nigaard. |
had wondered how red fur would fed (minewas artificid, naturally). | can only say it was wonderful. |
was pleasantly aware, too, as| sank into oblivion, that ft was not just a question of my arms around her
wast—she held me, too. Pressed tightly against me, in fact, with her small head buried deep in the
protection of the hollow of my shoulder. Hold! | thought. The stimulus of fear hasits redeeming
features.



That wasthelast | remembered.

"Where did you come from, baby dear?"

The Pug-Boo's voice came softly, ingdioudy from the edge of darkness. Hisfat little body reclinedin
midair, or so it gppeared in the gray mist of my semiconsciousness.

"Great Himpls!" | managed to groan in reply. | made an effort to shut my eyes, only to find that they were
dready shut. Thiswhen you think about it, suggests a frightening Situation indeed. | relaxed then, into the
dream. Who's afraid of Pug-Boos?

"You'rethe only flimpl here," the Pug-Boo informed me. "And besides, | asked you aquestion.” One
shoebutton eye was about an inch from my own. But, as| said, mine were closed. So | was safe.

"I'm an Adjugter,” | confessed to the little black nose and the fuzzy ears—thereby breaking thefirst law
of the Foundation: never to reveal one's presence, or the nature of onesbusiness. . . . "I'm abonafide
graduate of the Galactic Foundation. | hold four degrees and sundries. I've got an 1.Q. that can be
equaled but never surpassed. Y ou have to be chosen from five thousand of the best even to be
considered for the Foundation. An Adjuster is atroubleshooter, aman with athousand skills. Likethe
Earth's chameleon, he can adjust to any leve of adeveloping civilization, merge completely with the
fauna. And our purposeisnot idle games, drrah. . . . Weintervene only after carefully considering the
following. One: Isthere acrisis sufficient to demand our aid? Two: Can it be 'intervened’ safely? Three:
Will theintervention be beneficid, and if not, will it at least prevent apotentid disaster and preserve the
status quo? Y ou see, my fuzzy-headed friend, our real purpose, other than crisis control, isto judge the
level of development of asociety, find an area where influence can be exerted—and then go to work.
With alittle sweat, blood, and luck, we can sometimes advance a specific civilization asmuch asa
thousand years with no awareness on their part of any untoward influence.”

All thetimel wasrunning off a the mouth | wasthinking, Great Galaxies! What am | doing? But |
couldn't stop. It was asif | had been turned on; that | had become some sort of uncontrollable wind-up
doll. The only factor to reassure methat | hadn't actudly flipped was that, after al, | was adeep; |
definitdly was adeep.

"That'sal very wdll," the Pug-Boo said. "But you've not answered my question—where did you come
from, baby dear?’

"| told you, Butterbal."

"No you didn't. And you've not told me why you came here, to Fregis, ether.”
"And | never will, Button-Nose," | said. "What do you think of that?'

"Don' you love Pug-Boos?"

"Should 17"

"Should you? Should you? Great Flimpls, everybody loves a Pug-Boo."

| tried to snap my eyes open, and | did—but | didn't. The Pug-Boo was there, anyway. Thistime he
wore glasses and amortar-board on his head. He said, "'If you don't tell me why you cameto visit me
today, you won't go to the head of the class. Asamaitter of fact I'll drum you out of the regiment. I'll Strip
you of your red feather. And what's more, I'll seeto it that you never get a crack at the princess.”



"Hold it!" | yelled slently, trying desperately to open my wide-opened eyes. "L eave the princess out of
this. Or better, leave her init and you get out."

Forcing my somnolent thoughts to dwell upon the princess, the image of the Pug-Boo began to fade. But
not without astruggle. Just before | completely hallucinated—kissing the princesss softly furred tummy
and straining her to me—the Pug-Boo managed an archaic nose-to-thumb at me. Then it got gray again,
gray and black. . . .

Thistimeit lasted longer. So long that when | came out of it, | felt asif | had been encapsulated for a
myriad of parsecs of space-time.

The gray remained gray. But it wasn't in my head. | could see clearly that | wasin some sort of g, a
part of astable. There was the equivdent of straw beneath me. | could fed it, wet. And | could smell it |
felt itchy-dirty. My rather fine pelt of quarter-inch black fur that laid soflat | looked like amink didn't
help. | must smell, | thought, like some Farkelian peasant. So beit. My hands were bound loosdly, my
feet not at dl. | moved to the edge of the stall and peered out.

Inonedirection it was dl black, night, with pouring rain. | tried infrared with the contacts. It wasworse
than normal. | switched back to twenty-twenty. There were no doorsto the place, just alarge opening,
free to thewind and rain. There was a clump-clumping on either sde of meand | surmised that dottles
occupied .those stdls. There were additiona stdls across the way, but it was much too dark to see
anything. To my left, away from the rain-swept entrance, was the gargantuan guts of the place. It
-seemed, actually, that | wasin agreat cave, hollowed from the base of a mountain; which, in effect, told
me exactly where | was. ... In my week-long treetop scanning of Camelot, | had not only checked itstwo
great continents thoroughly—Camelot was largely awater world—I had aso checked the towns and
villages, castles and keeps; the ice-world; the grest swamps and deserts; and the far "terror-land” of
Om—called that, according to Watcher data, because from it sprang all evil, death, and horror. Therein
were the hordes of the dead-alives and the mutated spawn of the Y ornswho served Om'srulers; therein,
and again according to the Watchers soothsayer, was the very vortex of the gathering storm that
threatened all Camelot. Oddly enough, | had seen none of this through the scanners. Only volcanoes,
dank, mist-shrouded valeys, seatownswith plodding, gray peopleliving in squat, salt-encrusted
buildings, and greet lonesome moors.

| had scanned other areas pertinent to the supposed data of the princess's abduction, however; especialy
inthe great aerie, the Castle-Gortfin of the witch and sorceress, thelady Elioseen. . . . Therefore, | knew
where we were. But, strange thought—uwe had been but twenty miles from King Caronne's Glagmaron
when we were seized. Aerie-Gortfin was some two hundred milesto the east of Glagmaron.

Wall to wal, near the entrance of the cavern, it was at least one hundred and fifty feet. Insde, toward the
great room's farthest depths, | would have sworn it was carved from the solid rock had | not seen the
great and shadowy arches reaching aoft to adistant roof, the floor of Gortfin itsalf. Two fires burnedin
the hal's depths. One of them outlined asinging, sprawling, drunken group of men-at-arms and some
otherswho seemed only vaguely human. These last cast weird shadows, bestid, deformed, against afar
wall. Some of them sat around amassive table, hulking, brutal. Otherslay about on the cold stone floor.
It wasdifficult to tell if they were drunk, adeep—or just plain dead.

The second fire, the one nearest us (because the entrance to this huge tomb wasto one sideand not in
the center), outlined asmaler tableau. A heavily muscled man—or thing— sat cross-legged upon the
stone. Hisforehead deepily touched a naked sword which he had placed across his knees. Directly
beyond him was asmall table with food and alow couch covered with furs. On this couch wasthe
reclining figure of the princess Nigaard. She seemed gtill adeep. Her maid, the young girl with the
frowning face, was nowhere to be seen; neither was the Pug-Boo. The good dame Madion, however,



was there and awake. She sat on the couch's edge, stared at the fire, and swiped halfheartedly at the
princesss heavy tresses with abrush.

Onelast "scene" from the soothsayer's ball had been forwarded to us by the Watchers. It was one which
showed me asfleeing through a night-darkened forest valey, and into ared-gray dawn of today,
tomorrow, or next year—crystal balls seldom give dates. There would be Harl Lenti (me), the princess's
cocky young knight. Dame Mdion, and the princess. So said the picture. For the moment, however,
there was no picture, only aredlity, and adevel oping chess game that had amomentum and a purpose dl
itsown.

Keeping close to the wood of the stdls, and dwaysin the direction of the princess, | explored each one
of them. Inthelast one found her young knight. Again the soothsayer had been correct. His hands were
astightly bound as mine had been, and he was il out. Thistime, with my handsfree, | used a
detachable part of the belt. | ran acardiovascular check on him to determine what condition hewasin.
He checked out reasonably hedlthy, so that | gave him ashot in the arm to bring him out of it that would
have brought his great-grandfather to full sute.

His blue eyes opened, gartled and wide. "Sirrah!" he shouted before | could get my hand over his mouth.

Fortunately hisyell coincided with agreat peal of thunder. And, as there seemed no reaction beyond the
ddls, I cautioned him to Slence and took my hand away.

"Heed me," | said fiercely. "I do not know where your loudmouthed companion is, nor the maid of the
princess Nigaard. But the princess and her dame arejust yonder, in the great room beyond the wall of
thismanger. . . . Voiceshavetold me" | improvised, "that thishall is guardroom, cellar, storehouse, and
stable to agreat castle—possibly of asorceress, the lady Elioseen. What lieswithout, | do not know. But
whether it bewdl or moat, you, me, and the princess will soon know; for | proposeto leave this place.
So up, and to your feet, sir! And | will unbind you."

He stared coolly back at me, and there was something of pleasurein his eyes. There was aso, and for
thefirg time, something of fear.

He said curioudy, softly, ™Y ou would go into the night, Sir Hart?'Y ou would risk your immortd soul ?*

| had forgotten their aversion, if not terror, of the night's darkness; predicated, so Watcher data said,
upon the belief that they would be killed by sorcery, and their bodies taken across the thousands of miles
of unknown lands to Om—there to become adave, adead-dive. Consdering their conditioning in this
matter, | marveled that the young knight had concedled hisfear to the extent that he did.

"l amnot afraid, sr," | told him bluntly. "1 would do much for the princess, my lady, and for the brave
land of Marack."

"Wdl say you 50, then, Sir Harl. And if it isfor the Princess, my sweet cousin, | would share the danger
with you. My name, Sir, Since we have not been introduced, isRawl Fergis, of thefief of Rawl. My
father, the onus, is brother to the Princess's queen and mother, and the lady Tyndil. . . . But onelast
thing—how do you know so much, strange lord? And since when do you give me orders?”

At that point he peered around the stall's Side to the fires and the guards beyond. His' eyes narrowed.
Hisjawsclenched. "Yorns," hesad. "Devil's spawvn.”

He started to stumble forward, being off balance; but | grabbed him, lifted him bodily, as a feather, back
into the stall where | tackled the fibers of his bonds.



"By Ormon,” he said when | had freed him. ™Y ou seem possessed of the strength of a'Y orn yourself.
Whence comesit, Sir?Isit more of your cursed magic?'

"Wrong on both counts,” | said tersely. "I smply live according to Ormon'sgrace. . . . Now if you are
with meinthis, you may follow after until such fortune as| may have provides you with abroadsword.”

He tried once more with the "who is subordinate to who" business. But | ignored him, saying smply,
"Prepare four dottles—then follow or not, as your courage pleases you." At that he blanched angrily, but
thought better of it and ran to the stals behind us, returning dmost ingtantly to tell me that four stood

ready.

How would | do this so asto leave no questions of akind that would betray my presence? A few guards
would be dain. Theforces of King Caronne would be forewarned of the terrible dangers of the gathering
storm. That | would achieve thiswas beyond question. Fool's Mate would be blocked. And King's
Pawn—in this case, the princess Murie Nigaard— would be rescued. This, so that the opening gambit of
the forces of chaos on the planet Camelot would be met and checked. The problem remained, however,
that the Galactic Foundation, even now, had only the smallest knowledge of the nature of the power of
Om. That it exigted, yes! That its overt manifestations were as yet Smply bloody war between opposing
feuda factions, yes! But thiswar could well decide the control of the planet'sland surface. And sncewe
knew of Camelot's magic, and that the forces of King Caronne depended not so much upon this power
asuponthefew_exiging feudd univergtieswith their rudimentary offeringsin the artsand "sciences,” we
knew, too, that if he and otherslike him were destroyed, dl of Camelot would likewise go down—and
with them al of civilization asit was now known.

What would then ensue we could only guess.

There were those of the Foundation who suggested ominoudly that since the nature of theforcesin
opposition were at best obscure, then the threat might extend beyond Camel ot —to the very Galaxy
itsdlf.

During the interim of Rawl's preparing the four dottles for flight, aguard had detached himsdlf from the
main group and stalked acrossthe great hdl in the direction of the princess. The Situation, thereby, grew
dightly moredifficuilt.

One would suggest, perhaps, that | smply switch the ion-laser at my belt to full power and destroy them
al. That would have been the easy way. But it was taboo. It was dso impossible. | could neither do it,
use othersto do it, nor even suggest that it be done. This, too, was a part of the preconditioning
process—huilt-in limitationsto the use of any and al equipment | carried. Thefind limitation, to keep me
completdly in line, was blackout. Before my hand ever could touch astone for death or sentient
destruction, | mysalf would be made instantly immobile; protection for the natura devel opment of
Camelot and, indeed, the evolutionary process of life on any intervened planet. Needlessto say, | was
both aware of these limitations, and in complete agreement asto the need for them. In effect, the
Foundation would spawn no proconsuls. ...

Rawl had moved close to me; he stood peering into the double fireglow and breathing hard on my cheek.

"Takecare" | cautioned. "WEeIl make our move now. Y ou will follow a adistance of thirty paces. What
must be done, | will do. If | fail, you will proceed on your own. If | succeed, but am wounded unto
death, you will do methe kindness of killing me. Y ou will then flee with the princess Nigaard. Do you
understand?" | looked him squarely inthe eye.

My bravado was overwhelming. Despite hiswarrior's background, | waswilling to bet he had never
heard anything as unequivocal and as carefree asthat. He gulped, stared in awe, and just nodded



dumbly. I knew then by his acquiescence and the light in hiseyesthat if | succeeded | would have a
follower and afriend for life.

| smiled boldly and held up acasud hand. "Good," | said. "Remember! Thirty paces.

Then | gtrolled out over the earthen floor asif | were the very owner of Castle-Gortfin. | walked with
such absol ute assurance that even when | was but twenty feet from the two guards, their gaze was smply
curious, without concern. | came on quickly, noting from a corner of my eye that the princess, too, was
awake. She stared a me, | might add, with acuriosity to equa that of the guards. Then she recognized
me, and her interest turned to heart-warming concern.

The guards were huge and heavily muscled. One of them, the man seated on the floor, looked
Neandertha—to borrow an adjective from Earth. He had a great prognathous jaw and beetle brows.
Hisfeatures were grotesque. | assumed he was one of the Y orns of which Rawl spoke. | was seeing one
for thefirgt time, snce | had spotted none through my scanning of the lands of Om.

They continued, curious, absolutely unawarethat | brought them their death.

It was quite smple. My reflexes and my superior strength were more than adequate. The newly arrived
guard had time only to ask, "Who are you?" before | chopped him alightning blow to the throat which
crushed hislarynx. | smultaneoudy dropped to one knee, snatched the naked sword from the hulking
Y orn, and plunged it through hisbody so that it stuck out aforearm'slength beyond the muscles of his
shoulders. Then, without pause, | withdrew the blade, stood up, and whirled it once to catch the first
man. Hisface was aready blue, though he sill fought for air and fumbled desperately for hissword. He
needn't have bothered. | did him aservice, actudly. | brought the stedl solidly down upon his helmet,
cleaving both head and helmet to the shoulders—and this with one hand. ...

Rawl had kept histhirty pacesto my rear, though at the instant of action he had increased his speed. By
the time he had reached my side | had stripped the guard's quivering carcass of hisgear. | tossed it to my
young companion. "Y our sword, s, as| promised,” | shouted, smultaneoudy reaching for the Xear of
the Y orn—the bedlt, the fal-dirk, and the sheath of the sword that | aready held. . . . "See quickly to the
dame Madion now," | said. | moved toward the princess. "Wewill carry them both." He was looking at
me in awe. But thiswas no time to bask in the aura of hero-worship. "Quick, man,” | shouted, "or our
luck will have avalled us naught.”

Acrossthe hdl at adistance of some three hundred feet, the singing and the brawling had stopped.
Silencefilled the vacuum. Those standing, Sitting, even those on the floor gtill capable of movement were
looking in our direction. There were at least ahundred men-at-arms, with half again as many
house-servants and handlers of the castle. But there were no liveried knights.

| looked to the princess. Her blue-purple eyes stared boldly back at me. t said, "Come, my princess, yon
group of oafswill not stand idle long. We're for the night and away from here, the four of us."

Asshearose, | noted her szefor thefirst time. By Earth standards she was about five feet two. She
weighed, perhaps, ahundred and five pounds. She was without her furred cloak, though she hastily
snatched it up. Shewore a sort of velvet ski suit—shimmering purple-gold—uwith soft leather fur-topped
boots that reached to just below her knees. Dark fur trimmed the neck of the suit so that her own, quite
golden fur stood out in bright contrast.

Rawl had tossed the aged dame Mdion to his shoulder. He was dready moving, running, with giant steps
toward the stalls. | thought to do likewise. | bowed to the princess. "My lady,” | said. "I offer you my arm
and my shoulder. In that way we will move much faster." My right hand still clutched the naked, bloodied
sword.



She barely had time to ask, "What manner of man are you, Harl Lenti?" before | scooped her up and
over my left shoulder with my freearm.

"Not just aman, my lady,” | said, moving quickly toward Rawl and the gdls. "Consider me your knight."

"It may bethat you presume too much, sir. And it may be, too, that you are not aman at al." Her voice
camejerkily from over my shoulder, edged, | thought, with adight note of anger at her helplessand
rather undignified position.

| ignored her remark. There was no time to talk. Besides, though dire peril threatened—since behind usa
hue and cry and the first sounds of pursuit were clearly audible—I was most content with the perfumed
warmth of her dight body so closeto my cheek ... o warmly clasped against my chest.

The dottleswere out of their stals and ready.

The dame Malion was perched upon the wooden saddle of one, looking dightly dazed. Rawl Fergis
straddled the great bulk of a second, holding the reins of two more. He controlled his dottle with his
knees.

The ensuing action encompassed only seconds. | placed my disheveled princessin one of the saddles and
gave amighty dap to the rumps of the princesss and Dame Malion's steeds. Then | leaped aboard the
fourth dottle. Rawl, who had ridden back perhaps ten paces to face the oncoming horde, was whirling his
broadsword above his head in ashimmering, chalenging arc, and ydling the equivdent of "Go! Go! Go!"
Then he turned sharply, came up behind me, and gave my dottle the same thumping whack | had given
the others, so that the four of us streamed out into the rain and darknessin one seemingly liquid current of
dottlesand riders.

A fina surprisewasthat Rawl had thought to free most of the remaining dottles so that they followed
after. There were some elghteen of them in one large pounding herd.

Looking back through the herd and beyond Rawl to the great entrance. | saw a screaming horde of
mixed Y orns and-humans. They brandished swords, axes, pikes, and whatever weapons had come to
hand. | wondered if, sSince they were on the side of dark magic, they, too, would be afraid of the night's
darkness. They were. For with or without dottles, none ventured forth beyond the great hall's entrance.
... A smdll voicetold me, however, that this observation need not be wholly true.

Exactly how Camelot's magic worked, | didn't know. | therefore wished to put as much distance
between oursalves and the sorcery of Elioseen's Castle-Gortfin as| possibly could. After dl, if she had
managed to transfer the four of usthe two hundred miles from Glagmaron by "witcheraft," what wasto
prevent her from doing it again?

Onwe went. The road was afacamile of the cart path of the day before—aswere al roadsin Camelot.
Great crags of dripping black stone loomed beyond the expanse of bowered trees on either side, al
visblein themyriad flashes of bluelightning. The path led downward, adow descent from Gortfin. We
rode on, pressing slently through therain and the lightning. A keening wind began to blow, and to howl
then like al the banshees of Earth'sHell.

After many hoursthe road began to rise again. Wearily we followed it until, in the faint pearling of what
seemed the coming dawn, we arrived at the apex of agreat crest or pass.

We halted then to survey each other and to look back across the thirty mileswe had ridden to the
shadowy bulk of far Gortfin. It wasas| had seen it in the scanners, huge, darkly beautiful—and darkly
ominous. No pun intended.



The herd of dottles gathered around as would the dogs of a pack as indeed other than the fact that they
were herbivorous, they actually were. We sat our mountsin the herd's center and looked at each other.

The princess, observing me, laughed doud and said, "Y ou are now amost sorry-looking knight, my lord.
| would that | had comb and brush to take to you. And you, my sweet cousin"—she turned to
Rawl—"look hardly the better."

Rawl grinned. He, too, had the flashing blue-purple eyes, though his fur was a saffron orange. "No better
a dl, my lady. But," he admonished usdl, "we areinfull view here. So let usaway, at least beyond the
height of thispass.”

"My lady." | said, "I agree with your good cousin. Let usleave this place where al can seeus.” | forged
ahead in the act of talking, leading the others at a dower pace down the far dope. "We must rest, too," |
continued. The princess and Rawl rode on ether sde of me now. "Full daylight is soon here and they
could be upon us by midmorning.”

"Rest our steeds, Srrah? Y ou certainly are no rider, for we now have al of these to choose from.” The
princess smiled at me curioudy and indicated our pack of dottleswho, by their friendly blue eyesand
congtant gentle pushing for atention, seemed forever fresh. "Even our good dame Malion has not
complained, Sr.”

Shewasright. The fact that | wastired and they were not reminded me that strength and stamina are two
widely separate things. The dame Maion had come through the ordeal undaunted, | saw her now as
something of sted and leather— aswerethey dl.

"Good," | sad. "But after we move some small distance, | shall rest. For if the dottles aretirdess,
madam, | am not."

Murie Nigaard lowered her pretty head. "Well then, indeed,” she murmured aswe rode on, "you are
humen after dl.”

A hilious sun tried hard. It peeked through various shifting holesin the low, scudding cloud mass; to no
avail. Thetotd effect was nondescript gray. Despite the missng sun—sinceit was summer on
Camdot—it was il quite warm.

We presented a most peaceful tableau. The four of us half reclined on greet flat stones some two hundred
yards off theroad. It was the only dry spot in the whole area of dripping floraand rain-soaked soil. It
was aso somewhat hidden from the highway. Our dottles peacefully browsed, glancing at usfrom timeto
time to see that we had not gone off without them. . . . they had a security problem.

All wooden saddles on Camelot, so | found, are kept stocked with important sundries such asflint and
stedl, needle and thread, honing stone, salt, fishhooks, arrowheads, and a jerked meat that tasteslike
sun-dried leather. At the moment, to dl of us, it tasted like anything we chose to imagine. We chewed it
with gusto.

Seated unassumingly closeto the princesswhile we ate, | engaged her in small talk about the toughness
of the mest, the duration and intengity of the rain, the whereabouts of the missing maid, the bettle-browed
knight, and the fat-fannied Pug-Boo. From timeto time, Rawl glanced angrily at the road asif spoiling for
afight.

| sad findly, "My limited knowledge tels me, my princess, that we gill havefar to go. We are as many as
three days from your father's castle.”



"That istrue," she said. "I have been on thisroad in pleasanter days. But with our many dottles, we
should makeit in two. Now tell me more of yoursdf, sir. For | would fain have knowledge of you when
weinform my lord of your protection.”

| rolled tomy belly. | had taken off my wet shirt, as had Rawl and the princess, and even now they were
spread to dry on the body heat of the first three mounts. Only the dame Malion had chosen not to do
this, though the princess's del ectable upper half gave no indication of agenerd coynessin the displaying
of parts.

"My lady," | said, and | let agentleripple run up my back musclesto fix her attention, "l anwho | said |
am; which isindeed not much in oneway, but could be much in others since there are things about mysdlf
of which even| am unaware.”

Thislast was adeliberate ploy designed to titillate their imaginationsin case | needed an explanation for a
lack of memory regarding things | knew nothing about, or to explain, perhaps, any other unorthodox
potentids | might haveto display. "I confessto both you, my lady, and to you, my lord Rawl," |
continued, "that | have been much out of the world. So rather than discuss my dull sef, | would much
prefer atelling to me of dl that happens now in our great land of Marack. | have heard, for instance, of
much war on our borders, and of war beyond that; and on the high seas, too, from the marauders of
Kerch and Sdigd. Why, my princess, if thereis so much unrest in the world, inclusive of theland of
Marack, do you fed so freeto travel upon the highway?'

"My journey wasfor but afew milesonly, sirrah! And though it was aready afternoon, we had but five
more to go. Other than the witch and sorceress, the lady Elioseen, ruler of Dunging in Marack—about
which thelord, my father, will soon have something to say—no part of our kingdom isinvaded or taken.
Nor actudly are we a war. Therefore, my lord, wefdt it not strange at al to travel upon our persona

highway."
"If weare not invaded," | asked, "how account then for the presence of Y orns? Are those beast-men not
of theforces of distant Om and her vassals?'

"They areindeed.” Rawl muttered. "1 have fought them in thefar lands where | served my apprenticeship
but oneyear ago . . . but never have | seen one acrosstheriver-sea, let donein our sweet land.”

"Y et there have been rumors,” Murie Nigaard said.
"All too many," Rawl agreed. "And acountry grows not strong on rumors.”
"What are these rumors?' | asked softly, and with the proper tone of harmless curiosity.

"That Om massesiitsforces, that many of the kingdoms to the south and west are, in fear, making peace
with the hordes of Om and itsruler, the dark one, the Kaleen; that those who even now fight among
themsalves, asisour tradition, do so a the hidden ingtigation of Om; and that black sorcery moves upon
usand dl that isgood in the world of Fregis. ... | would say, Sir Harl," hefinished bluntly, "that thislast
be not rumor, since we ourselves have beenitsvictims.™

"They are not rumors, great Sir," came the high voice of Dame Madion. "We of Marack, greatest of the
countriesto the north of theriver-sea, are too prone to make light of danger, asisour wont. Thistime,
however, the clouds gather quickly.nAnd it may be that our world will not survive. We belittle that which
istrue. And we deny, even to oursalves, that which isfact.”

"But what is other than cloud and rumor?' | asked. "What is fact?"



"Kelb and Great Ortmund have aready made their peace,” Rawl said bitterly. "And it wasin those lands,
guarding the roads from theriver-sea, in which | earned my spurslast year. Now they are at peace with
Om, which accounts, perhaps, for the Y orns and other dark soldiery who may, even now, be garrisoning
thefair ports of those greet lands.”

"Asfor other thingsthat have not been before, the lands of Ferlach and Cheese arein bloody war with
each other—asistraditiond—but while fighting smultaneoudy with the first columns of Om upon their
borders. One rumor hasit that sorcery caused blindness to knights and men-at-arms alike who guarded a
pass from the river-seain Gheese, so that now Om sits astride that pass and gazes down into the fairest
valeysin Gheese—and bidesitstime.”

"A question, good Lenti! Asbehooves our knightly prerogetives: from whence were your own spurs
won?'

| knew, s0 | told him. "From the sea battles off Reenin Ferlach,” | said. "That wasthree years ago, and
we fought off the raiders of the Sdligs, from theides of theriver-sea. | have snce'—I smiled
wryly—"been bloody bored with distaff and gog-pen.”

"Didaff, you say, Sr?" the princessinterjected hotly. "Are you married, then?!

"Nay, my lady." | laughed. "I but speak of my mother and the rigors of the household she runs. She has
forced me, betimes, to milk nine gogsin arow asahelp to the serving wenches."

The princess smiled and blushed—and it is possible to know this because though the fur of the body,
short, soft, and lying flat upon the skin, isfairly congstent, it fades somewhat at breast and throat and
face so that there is but afine down to note its continuance.

Rawl laughed, too, and | made note of hisaertness. Then he said, "I have heard of your sea beattle, my
lord, and that it was hard, with more than one engagement. | have heard something, too, of your insggnia,
which | cannot quite remember.”

"Dubot!" the princess exclamed. Shereferred to asmdl, rather silly animd. "It isthe herddry of the
Callin, the greatest of chieftains. Four families claim his blood and hisblazonry in oneform or
another—but | recall not yours, Sir Lenti," she said to me.

She said thislast sharply, and turned to me with bold questionsin her blue eyes. Asan Adjuster,
however, | knew the fine points of her history better than she.

"Thereare six families, my lady,” | explained. "Weregard our claim as of thefirs . . . snce he of whom
we speak, the Great Collin. was born in the manor of our village some five hundred years ago. | might
add that he was born where 1, too, was born."

They looked at me strangely then, and with good reason. For the Collin waslegend, aswas Earth's El
Cid, Arthur Pendragon, Quetzalcoatl, and Kim |1 Sung. . . . All had been of great serviceto their people,
and dl wereto return in the hour of the indigenous nation's greatest peril. ...

The princess said findly, againgt abackground of noise from four quarreling dottles, "Would you then
choose hisactud name, srrah?"

"I have no suchillusons, my lady." "Perhagps we could use a Collin now," Rawl put in, as| had hoped he
would.

Then Dame Mdion'svoice came asif from far away. "Hey!" shesaid. "Heisnot the Collin. But this|
seem to know. He is more of the Collin now than any other may ever be. Thisissothat you use hm



thudy." She stared hard at the princess, then turned away.

The fighting dottles were roaring at this point, and the princess arose and pointed a finger and shouted at
the most belligerent one so that it ceased its brawling and sneaked off, ashamed, to hideitself in the herd.

"| repest,” Rawl said strongly, "Marack could use the Collin now! How say you, Sir Lenti? Let us
present you as his potential. Grest Ormon, man! We need but tell your story straight.”

"Sir Fergis,” | said with feigned severity, "to even think thudy makes mock of the Callin.”

"Not s0." The princess spoke up. "If we present you, and you take his name in good faith—and for no
evil or self-gain —thereisthen no lack of honor."

"But for my small deeds?’ | asked. "My lady, pleasel” But there was no stopping her, the young knight,
or the semi-ethereal dame Mdion. A few more minutes of conversation and the idea of presenting meto
the court of King Caronne as someone possibly imbued with the powers of their legendary hero, the
Coallin, became quitered. " Tisasacrilege," | said, baiting them more. "What doesit matter?' Rawl
ingsted firmly. "If you fdl in thefird battle, Marack at least will have had ahero around whichto rdly.”

"l do not likeit," | said stubbornly.

"What matter your likes," the princess exclamed. "Thereis much at stake, and if my father acceptsthe
idea, s0 beit, srrah!” Her voice had turned haughty so that | smiled at her in such away that she soon
smiled back. And then | agreed . . . especidly sincetheideawas minein thefirst place.

Higtorically the Situation then and now was similar—except that now, what with the magic of the Kaleen,
it wasworse. Theorigina Callin had been instrumentd in defesting the invading forces of Selig who, at
that time, had conquered al the lands to the north of the river-sea so that only a section of Marack itself
.continued free. His persond feats of arms had become like the greatest thing since the invention of
Flegian sviss. ... | agreed again and we mounted our dottles with the intention of developing the details as
to just how we would do thisthing on the still long voyage home. Barring, of course, any new attempt by
Om and the sorcery of Elioseen to prevent us.

Aswe approached the highway, or cart path, the princess exclaimed sharply and dashed to the fore, her
small hedls beating against the ribs™of her dottle. For brief seconds | was unable to see the reason for her
excitement. But when she halted within afew feet of the cart path, dl became clear. For there, Sitting
upon an upright stone marker, grimy and smudged and with avariety of leaves and whatever stuck to his
fur, was the Pug-Boo. He had a most happy smile on hislittle round face. And as the princess
dismounted to gather him up into her ams with sundry croonings of Hooli, you naughty-naughty . . .
where have you been, you wicked Hooli?* hewinked at me over her shoulder. He actually winked at
me.

Then we were off—the princess, Dame Mdion, mysdf and Rawl, who |ooked defiantly over his shoulder
from timeto time, and our eighteen happy, cavorting dottles. | played with the stones of my belt and
wondered whatever happened to the sixth hour, Greenwich time and whether the town and castle of
Glagmaron, the land of Marack, and the whole damn planet, for that matter, was worth the proverbia
candle. . . . Looking beyond Dame Malion to the petite figure of Murie Nigaard, | knew indubitably that
it was.

The great sun Fomahaut blazed away.



Camelot-Fregis had arotation period of twenty-six hours. The extra sunlight contributed greetly to the
accumulated heat of the day. though thiswas offset by the extrahours of night The extremes of noon and
midnight were more pronounced, however. This held true for the entire year in that Snce Came-lot's orbit
was some 283 million miles from nuclear center, the four seasons encompassed 490 days.

All thisprovided, actualy, for agenerdly temperate climate in the northern and southern hemispheres.
Marack wasto the north, Om to the south. The tropical zone covered only a part of Om, its extreme
southern section and the Dark Lands beyond being temperate, too. Frigid zones existed to the north and
south, directly below the two ice caps which resembled those of Terra as, indeed, did Fregis-Camelot
itsdf inSze and dengty.

Kriloy, Ragan, and | had remarked upon this similarity aboard the Deneb-3, when the starship had
warped into the total aegis of the Foma haut system.

There were sixteen planetsin dl, two with multicolored rings. Camel ot was a blue-green—white with
clouds—water world. Its earth was distinct from its sess, spiraling around the body of the planet from
poleto pole. It had gleamed like an opaine jewe againgt the background of star cluster and yawning
void. But Fomalhaut was abinary; at adistance of two degrees, but within the same pardlax, a
companion star, Fomahaut 11, shone as agreet blue flame, brighter than al the planets of the system.
Fomalhaut 11 possessed but three planets, one of which a cursory scanning had long ago shown as having
been ravaged by some nuclear holocaust. Whatever thelife-form in past millennia, it waslong since
dead—obliterated, to be precise.

The heat mounted. Sweet ran through the black mink hairs of my chest and waist Werode onin silence
until finaly | asked what had happened to the bearded one | had flattened at our first meeting—who was
he, who was the maid, and where did they think the both of them had gone? | dso questioned them asto
the stated "ban of travel" about which the princess had cautioned me, and why the Pug-Boo had not been
with us a Castle-Gortfin. . . .

My first adversary, Rawl explained, was Fon Twesdl, Kolb (lord) of Bigt, aprovince of Marack. He had
been with the princess smply because he had court seniority. Fancying himsdlf a suitor, he had demanded
theright to act as protector of the princess for the short distance of her journey.

Murie then let me know by certain gestures, frowns, and moues that she considered Lord Fon Twed a
bore and a dubot. Asfor themaid . . . well, she was daughter to the onus Felm of Krabash, another of
Marack's provinces. She was lady-in-waiting to Muri€'s mother, Queen Tyndil. Where the maid and
knight had gone, asfar as they were concerned, was anybody's guess. And further, | gathered by Muri€'s
disnterest that she cared not a Terran fig. The ban on travel was smply explained. Thiswaslate spring, a
time of agathering of young knights from acrossthe land—all to meet in Glagmaron, and dl to go off to
the wars. They would "blood" themsalves, asit were, in Gheese, Ferlach, Great Ortmund,
Keb—wherever, in fact, there was blood to be shed. The ban on travel merely protected a knowledge
of their numbers from wandering spies of the above-mentioned countries. Asto the Pug-Boo's
regppearance, they were at alossthere, too. So | let it pass for the moment.

Silence reigned again, and we continued on beneath a sheltering bower of enormous deciduous trees,
with here and there aclump of, conifers dive with birds of varied Sze and hue. Dainty antelope-type
ruminants and sundry small animals preened, gawked, and peered at us from their particular bit of turf,
each indicating amost beautiful and balanced ecology.

The sixth hour, Greenwich. My Galactic chronometer, imbedded in one of the jewels of my |eft
wrist-band, told me that it was now the twelfth hour. The question | asked mysdlf was"How many sixth
hours had passed me by while I lay in the dungeons of Gortfin?"



At times| rode side by side with the princess and Rawl, and at times by mysdif. | had become quite
aware of her physicaly, which, aswas my wont, | made no effort to conceal. Her reaction to thiswasa
smug satisfaction, together with a series of purple-eyed side-glances to make sure she had conclusively
"hooked" me. That she so readily assumed me to be the potentia, sweating facsimile of an enamored
swan—adaveto her softly furred tummy and her round little bottom— was something of aletdown. |
could only conclude that suitors at Glagmaron had accustomed her to think in thisway so that what |
sensed was Smply conditioned reflex.

| was keenly conscious of the Pug-Boo, too. The reason being that whenever he saw that | donewas
watching, hewould ddliberately wriggle hisfat little ears, roll his eyes counterclockwise, or wrinkle his
nosein aseries of rabhit twitches. Once he ditted his eyes and Sared at me—just stared. Almost
ingtantly | had the spine-chilling sensation of having been weighed, judged, and filed in some strange
Pug-Boo cabinet of the mind.

Another rather outlandish phenomenon was that the dottles, thought they seemed to love dl of usto
digtraction (I wondered at thetime if they were dso asfriendly to Y orns and such), they loved the
Pug-Boo most of all. Thiswas made evident when from time to time one of those closest to the Boo
would give him abig kisswith adoppy, blubbery, wet muzzle, and promptly prance off in averitable
frenzy of anima ecdtasy.

Murie and Rawl wereright. The dottles could seemingly sustain afast gallop forever. The mud and wet
sand from their great paws on the cart path was a constant rain around us. The hegt continued to rise.
The clouds gill hung low. And, though | knew thislast was but atentative state of affairs, | was thankful
for itsilluson of protection.

There was no pursuit, however. Indeed, by late afternoon | was ready to assume that there would be
none.

At times we passed from deep forest to broad meadow, with here and there a cluster of bright-eyed
peasants to view us as we thundered by on the "great road.” There were even afew rough-hewn bridges
to cross, where | thought of trolls and sundry goblinswhich ,Camelot might just be capable of producing.

Just before dusk, while we looked for awoodgirt meadow in which to spend the night, we cameto
another smdll bridge. Beyond it was the very meadow we sought; the idea being, according to Rawl, that
in ameadow we could ring oursalves with dottles as protection againgt the night. The dottleswould
smultaneoudy be able to rest and to browse.

This meadow, however, was aready occupied.

Two tents were up, topped with herddic pennonsthat fluttered in the late afternoon breeze. A dozen
dottles were grazing and at least four men-at-arms could be seen lolling before the tents. At our approach
they sprang to their fet, called to usto hdlt, then yelled to someone inside the tents.

Almogt ingtantly two figures came out to confront us, both in light body armor. Two dottles, saddied and
waiting, were brought to them. They mounted and rode briskly toward us.

One of them was dender and small, the other huge to the point of being gigantic. We remained on our
sde of the bridge and in line—mysdlf, the princess and Rawl, and the good dame Madlion to the rear.

They pulled to ahdt just opposite us, and with agreet flourish of hardware. The giant's booming voice
sounded over the meadow: "Oh kerls," he shouted. " Oh, oafs or sorry sword-hands that you be—and
you must needs be something since you dare ride noble dottles—we do now and hereby bar your path.
Weare of amindto play flats, ere the sun sets. And | confessthat 'tis my intention to gog-tie you for the



future amusement of my good host-to-be, his mgjesty. King Caronne.” At this point the big man ceased
his shouting and made severd circles upon his chest as obel sance to Ormon and explained this by yelling
further: "We, of course, do seek the favor of Great Ormon in our venture, as no doubt do you.
Therefore, oh kerls, it ismeet that you join usin prayer— which |, of course, will lead.”

With thislast statement the man genuflected by bowing from the saddle, and began some chanting
monotone in which he truly expected usto join.

Wedidn't. But he kept &t it anyway, filling the meadow with an interminablelist of Camelot's saints and
aves. It seemed after awhile, since he was intent upon hisworship, that he had forgotten our existence
atogether.

At one point, while he shouted paeansto the sky, the female dottle supporting the smaler of the two
riders pranced daintily, showing off, asit were, to our quietly watching herd. Itsrider was hard put to
hold it in check.

| was secretly amused, and | remained slent throughiit al.

But the princess Murie Nigaard was of adifferent breed. She had watched me through most of the
praying and prancing. And since | made no move, she hersalf took up the cudgel. She yelled angrily
above the booming aves, "Oh, stay your prayersfor but one single second, pious oaf—" her tone was
one of pure sarcasm—"and you will know and instantly that those you bar from the king's road, and
make reference to as kerls, are none other than the king's daughter and her knight protectors.”

At this outburst the huge one stopped, cut off in mid-ave-Wimbily. (Wimbily being shewho stsa
Ormon'sright hand and isthe mother of Harris of the Trinity.) He sputtered and advanced to the bridge
peering and shading his eyes againgt the orb of fast-setting Fomalhautt. It was at that point that he made
his second and most foolish blunder. He concluded, after looking us over, that the cloaked figure of
Dame Mdion was the princess, while Murie was smply a part of the escort.

"Hol" heyelled. "My greetings then to the most demure and ladylike daughter of the king, for she seems
of royad demeanor indeed, while you, young sir," he was directing hiswordsto Murie, "are an impious
loudmouth. Great Ormon is not unaware," he cautioned, "of how you dight him, and the Gods, generdly,
towhom we dl—and this is written—for each and every second of the day and night do owe our lives,
our goods, our families hedth—our—"

"Ceasg, idiot!" Muriefairly screamed. "I am the princess!" She outshouted the giant in her anger, which
was athing to see and hear. "I am the princess, Sir Knight. And more for your dull-witted arrogance than
for your impertinence, we shal deign to play theflatswith you. . . . Would you gog-tie others? Indeed!
Srrah! Well, we shadl see”

With that she gestured most imperioudy and I, her chainpion, rode forward on cue, for there seemed not
the dightest doubt in the princesss mind that | would do that. And | would not |et her down.

The game of flats was but another form of dueling, designed asa " sport” to limit death wounds.
Remembered research told me, however, that this " sport”"—used when no jousting spears or suit armor
was available—had contributed to many a broken head, spine, or limb. For flats meant smply the flat of
the sword instead of the edge.

The four men-at-arms had mounted, too. They were now gtting their dottles behind the giant and hislithe
companion.

At the bridge's center | halted. And, asif to confound the princess and show her just who, actualy, was



head man, | did not draw my sword. Instead | addressed the big man ddliberately. "Sinceit isquite
obvious, sirrah,” | said, "that you have achieved great error by alack of knowledge, it may bethat a
smple apology from you to our princesswill suffice. Thistactic will also save your bonesfor future

battles. For | would not needlessly harm aliege of our lord in these timeswhen al men are needed.”

"Apology? Apology!"

The big man ran trueto form. Heignored al e se but that single word. Histone had become ingtantly that
of onewho has suffered amost sudden and unbearable offense. "Oh, m'lady,” he said contritely to Murie,
"though | now acknowledge you, it iseasly seen that what | first said istrue—that you are accompanied
by oafsand kerls. . . . Know you, silly bumpkin"—he switched his attention to me—"that | am the lord
Breen Hoggle-Fitz, driven from Great Ortmund by my own fase king, and bound to present my sword
and fortune to King Caronne, and to aly mysdlf with him. That | should now be put upon by animpious
snotnose such as yoursdlf is beyond endurance! Have at you, sirrah!™

| drew my sword, let it dangle, hung my head, and said softly—but not so softly that he shouldn't
hear—"Itisagain, that | do not wish to hurt you, Sir Loudmouith. ..." ,

"Greet Ormon!" Heliterdly roared. "Did you hear him, m'lady? | cannot now in dl truth forgive him. With
your permission | shdl flat him to the turf and beyond, asis my prowess—and | shdl do that wow/"

With that, and with no more ado, he came charging mightily toward the bridge.

My dottle of the moment was ayoung female, both graceful and capricious. She weighed at least three
hundred pounds less than the great beast who bore the bulk of Breen Hoggle-Fitz. And, since
Hoggle-Fitz was hdf again my weight, we were, suetwise, "heavily" outnumbered. All in al, however, my
needling had worked and Fitz was now amindless bull to my potential as matador.

We met a the bridge's end. Hoggle-Fitz, moving forward at express-train speed, stood tall in his stirrups,
whirled agigantic sword, and roared again. |, too, stood high from the saddle. | held my sword loosely
until that very tenth of a second when he swung. Then | wasingtantly down and over, to cling to the side
of my sweet-smdlling dottl€'s belly, while overhead Hoggle-Fitz's metal broke the sound barrier. Rawl
swore later that there was actually a"boom™ where his stedl had passed.

The very momentum of this mighty sweep turned him halfway around in his saddle. My dottle, under
pressure from my legs, sSmultaneoudy threw on the brakes so that the two animals were halted rump to
rump. It wasthen that | rose up and almost casualy gave the big man awhacking thump on the back of
his head with the flat of my sword, so that hefell forward across his dottl€'s neck. And then, because his
dottle chose to move ahead with this new transgression, he tumbled to the grass directly before the
marveling figure of the princess Nigaard.

The collage of whirlwind action then expanded to include the man's dender companion who, thinking that
Fitz was gravely injured, dashed by me and acrossthe bridge to hisaid. At which point, inthis
completely mad charade, Rawl placed himsdf before the princess and whacked the giant's companion
acrossthe belly, tumbling the dender figure from the saddle.

All action took place in aspace of seconds. But the last scenewas, by far, the wildest. Upon sailing
through space the woven metal hood of the companion fell back, releasing a veritable wedlth of bright red
hair, plus accompanying fema e festures to match amost feminine scream of outrage.

| wasingtantly back across the bridge to seize her, which | did, and this benesth the sudden glare of
Murie Nigaard. But | couldn't hold on to her. For despite Rawl's tummy-whack, her wind was good and
her squirming abilities beyond belief. And, too, with Murie watching, | dared not cling too tight. Within



seconds she was away and after Rawl, who had dismounted and started to approach us. He, however,
seeing the absolute rage in the girl's eyes, and not wanting to whack such adainty creature again, took to
hisheds.

It wasthat, | think, that saved usfurther nonsense: Rawl running in circles and yelling for mercy, though
laughingly; the girl in hot pursuit shouting blasphemies which were later most diplomatically overlooked by
her fanatic father. Shefinaly managed to dip hisleft hed with her toe, sending him sprawling; upon which
she straddled his back and began to pumme him. . . . Hoggle-Fitz, now awake and sitting up, Murie
Nigaard, the four men-at-arms, the dame Mdion, and mysdlf roared with laughter.

It was Dame Mdion who findly saw fit to rescue Rawl, and to bring the young lady to her senses so that
we al, without further ado, crossed the bridge, dismounted before the tents, and flung ourselves down
upon the meadow grass before the largest.

The three women, sitting side by side, made their mutua adjustmentsto the situation. The redhead had
been introduced to us by Hoggle-Fitz—after he had been lifted to hisfeet, brushed, and smiled at—as
the lady Caroween, last of histen children, who, he pronounced sagely, was somewhat of awarrior, too.
This boast caused the maid to blush, Rawl to utter an introduction of himsdf, and the princessand | to
button our lips as was appropriate. The four men-at-arms smply smiled and said nothing.

The odd thing was that the previous claim to insult, or to any of the events leading to the altercation, was
smply not mentioned again. The habits of Camelot being what they were, the culture had of necessity to
produce this most peculiar form of safety vave, e se the whole population would have long since
daughtered each other.

Over bowls of lukewarm sviss (the local mead), which Hoggle-Fitz had served, aong with food, he made
proper obeisance to the princess. And we were told of hisreason for being in Marack.

He had not, nor would he ever, he explained, accept the peace with Om that King Feglyn had
proclaimed. He had regjected it, in fact, to the point of open rebellion. Four of his sons had been killed, as
had many hundreds of his household. Four other sons and one daughter, together with her husband and
children, were now in hiding. And he, Breen Hoggle-Fitz, kolb of Durst in Great Ortmund, had been
forcedtoflee. ...

"How s0," | asked, "in this matter of Om? Are there forces of Om's soldiery even now in Great
Ortmund? We have heard that they garrison Ortmund's port cities.”

"No 0, young Sr," Hoggle-Fitz said. "At least not to my knowledge. Our peace was Smply that we
would not war with Om, or Kelb, or Kerch, in return for Om's support in certain claims against Marack
which havelong existed.”

The princesss eyes ditted at this, but she said never aword. Then we told them of our abduction to
Gortfin; of the presence there of Y orns, and findly of the pattern that seemed to be developing againgt
Ferlach and Gheese. At this point the princess did ask about—as she put it—"these so-cdlled claims
againg Marack,” and how Lord Hoggle-Fitz stood in the matter.

He flushed, but answered boldly, "Our king Feglynisnot of hisfather's blood. Of the ‘clams,’ m'lady, |
would gladly have goneto war againgt you to settle them, but not with the support of Om. | am
somewhat dull-witted at times, m'lady, but not so much that | would sacrifice dl Fregisto Om and to the
Kaleen of the Dark Lands—and that iswhere such an dliance would lead.”



| watched Murie and Rawl asthey pondered this. And for thefirst time | was actually pleased with the
bumbling, pious, boasting—but oh-so-brave-and-honest—Hoggle-Fitz.

We continued in this vein, sparring with words and exchanging views and bans mots until darkness
surrounded us aong with a swift and penetrating cold.

Wedrew closer to thefires, wrapped in our various fine-woven saddle blankets.

It wasthen | noticed that they al seemed to be waiting for something, athing wherein my research had
apparently falled me. ... | moved to Muri€s Sdein agesture of intimacy and asked her when she would
deep. She said smply, frowning, asif | should have known, "Well, after, m'lord—after Hooli plays.”

| said nothing more so as not to disclose my ignorance. | withdrew instead to the half-circle of men,
facing the women on the other side of thefire.

The Pug-Boo made his appearance. He smply wandered into the circle of firelight, seated hislittle fat
body upon aflat stone, and placed atiny metallic object to hislips. Then he began to play atune.

| watched and listened, fascinated. The Pug-Boo was actualy playing amusica indrument. | couldn't
bieveit!

The Pug-Boo was an animd, alittle fat furry facsmile of a Terran honey-bear with raccoon hands; yet
there he sat, playing music such as | had never heard—nor ever would again, except by Pug-Boos—on
any tape, disk or crystal gauge. And | findlly knew, too, as| listened to the introductory bars, why
"Everybody loves aPug-Boo." Pug-Boos were the planet's mingtrels, the only ones, perhaps, that
Camelot had ever known.

Thefire-pit gleamed in dancing, hypnotic yellows and reds. The night clouds parted and one of Camelot's
two moons shone dl slvery bright through the limbs of the grest trees. Light splashed on the placid wash
of water of the small river, and on the sheen of the grassy meadow. The dottles, too, stopped then-
browsing to listen. And they sat around us— thirty now—on haunches and at full length, like gigantic
dogsat rest. And al wasslent.

The music was symphonic: amedley of every reed or brass or string or pipe that had ever played in any
part of the Galaxy. Therewas no explaining it or its source, or how it wasdone. | learned later that the
Pug-Boo's instrument was a smple hollow tube of some unknown meta upon which no one ese could
produce asingle note.

And so | listened—we listened, rather. And my mind was invaded with sound and color and mood and
imagery, each facet avariation of athousand themes, melding, growing, expanding to explode findly into
great bursts of light that was not light, in a blackness of gpace that was not space. And throughiit al a
thread emerged. A story of worlds and suns shattered and ruined in seas of cosmic fission, of a
Holocaust beyond dl understanding. There was arepetitive image, too— of ahumanoid planet
resembling Terra, Camelot-Fregis, and ten thousand kindred worlds The planet was of an indescribable
beauty. The events depicted were of its death in the great cataclysm and a hint of tota evil beyond the
very limits of time. The suggested horror was so enormous, so al-pervasive, asto blast the mind that
sought to understand it.

Y et «ill another thread ran through this montage of imagery and sound It was one of beauty peace, and
abovedl, hope. And | thought as| listened that those around me, even the dottles could quite likely find
ameasure of themselves here—as it was no doubt planned that they should do. It would be atapestry,
perhaps, dim viewed, of afairy world which once was theirs, though they knew it not. For them it would
smply be apersond contact, agossamer thread of liaison between themselves and the essence of thelr



god. There was no precedent for thisin the Gaactic history of humankind, no counterpart in the patterns
of evolution. The thought was frightening. For it spoke of the manipulation of the life-forms of a planet, of
asystem—and perhaps of an entire galaxy.

The Pug-Boo was more than a bridge to their past, more than their race memory. Somehow | knew that
hewould play hissong until that new time when they would understand its meaning: and when that time
came they would be ready for a destiny worthy of any gods who had ever possessed the minds of
humans. And thinking in thiswav | redlized, too. that what | now knew—that they were of an elder
race—I, like the Pug-Boo, could not tell them. Indeed, thissmall scenein which | wasto play aminor
role was but a page of aplay so gigantic asto numb the very processes of reason. Knowing this, the
musi ¢ became suddenly filled with unbearable pain; with arushing al-pervasive sadness; aharbinger of a
world death that had either been—or was still to be: afrightening thought. | pushed the concept, inits
future tense, from my mind. After al, had | not seen the Pug-Boo's version of the Holocaust? And surely
that was then and not now—and certainly not tomorrow.

The others sat gazing hypnotically into the flames. In dl their faces was a sublime peace, an ectatic
reverie—because they did not know. But I, Kyrie Fern, Harl Lenti, the Adjuster, "the Callin," dared
not listen longer. | blanked out the music with its beauty and its horror and waited numb and corpse-like
until the Pug-Boo finished, until the otherslaid down upon their respective beds and the fire died and only
the second moon shone to define our lonely position in the meadow. Then |, too, dept. . . .

| was awakened in the small hours by the soft wet muzzle of my last "charger” of the afternoon, the young
femal e dottle. She wheeed softly and then whooooed, too, in my ear, so that | sat up to see dl the
dottles quiet, though aert and watching. They stared in the direction of the road and over the bridge to
far Gortfin.

And then | heard the sound—the oncoming noise of amyriad of dottles, of the Erl-King of my
childhood—all thundering through the night. | awakened Rawl, who dept a my sde. Heinturn
awakened Hoggle-Fitz and the men-at-arms. Then we secured our weapons, remained prone, and
slently watched the bridge.

At one point Rawl moved to adert the princess, but | cautioned him and he returned to our group. . . .
Then they wereon us.

It was my first experience, my first Sight of organized Camelot cavary. Even though it was night, it was
still abeauteous thing to see. On they came, two abreast, short spears at the tirrup, shields dung,
swords and other weapons across the shoulders according to their tastes—and their armor all twinkling
and jingling in the moonlight. . . . Rawl and the men-at-arms had collgpsed our tents, and since they
thundered on we had only to assume that they saw us not. Our shadowy dottles, yes! But aherd of
dottles, though certainly uncommon, was, at least in this case, not athing to delay them.

"Now, by Great Ormon!" Hoggle-Fitz was saying in choked tones. "L ook there! Yorng Y orns and men!
Yornsin Marack!" Therewas such hatred in his voice that | moved to restrain him, but he hald himsdf in
check.

Rawl's expression mirrored that of Hoggle-Fitz, and thiswas true, too, of the men-at-arms.

We counted one hundred riders and three hundred dottles. And at the end of their cavalcade there
seemed to be aflying thing, something that passed overhead with great wings, and that |eft such astench
that dl the meadow wasfilled with it for severd minutes.

| looked to Hoggle-Fitz. His eyeswere bulging, red now with an absolute insanity. "By dl the Gods," he
breathed in gutturd tones, "Om s here, youngsr! Omisin Marack!"



"Aye," Rawl echoed him, and histone was equdly fierce. "And never in the history of man hasaVVuun
been north of theriver-sea”

They seemed dmogt to ignore me then, sensing that | was aoof and not apart of their anger. "They are
resurrected,” Hoggle said " They have come again." He began to pray. He rose to his knees, bowed his
head, and made the triple circle of obelsance anumber of times: | unobtrusively joined them, aert,
watching from the corners of my eyes. | tapped my programmed memory and found that a Vuun wasa
creature long thought to be extinct on Camelot-Fregis. It was amammaian, winged, of afifty-foot span
and &kin to the Terran bat, though with a great beak and rending talons. History had it that in the ancient
wars Vuuns had been used by some forces as alies and cohorts, for they, too, were possessed of
intelligence on the order of mankind.

"They ride at night,” | stated bluntly, when the praying was over. "Their fears are not those of true men.”

"Nor should they be," Hoggle-Fitz answered, looking a me strangely. "For they are apart of Om's
dominion and need not fear the dead-alives."

"| fear not the night. Sir Lenti," Rawl said with aburst of courage. "And | would follow to see where they
leed."

"No," | admonished. "It is not meet. We will know soon enough, so let us go to deep again. Whatever
the morrow brings, and | truly think that all our morrowswill now be like none that haveever gone
before, we must be ready."”

Surprisingly, they did as| suggested. And | had the premonition that, for whatever reason, individualy or
collectively, they would continue to grant me leadership. Hoggle-Fitz was my senior in station and in age,
but he, too, deferred to me. Possibly, | thought, before I, too, returned to deep, for the simple reason
that | had bested him.

Dawn broke with mists shrouding the grest trees and the smal river so that the road was not visble from
our camp.

The onething dl species of humankind on Camelot had in common, other than fighting, was an inordinate
compulsion to cleanliness. Thisfact found usdl at theriver'sedge to plunge and revel initsstingingly icy
water. After that came a mutua rubdown and sundry pats of fragrant oil in the appropriate places. Then
we were off again.

Since the events of the night were il clear in our minds, and since we knew not where the one hundred
riders had gone, | sent Rawl ahead for a distance of many paces. He would be our advance guard. He
wasto have four dottlesin front of him and four in back as protection against sudden attack: We—mysdlf
and Hoggle-Fitz—were to ride with the women. The four men-at-arms were to ride to the front of us.
They would be preceded by ahalf dozen dottles, while the remainder of the herd brought up our rear.
Thus did we proceed at a brisk gallop toward the castle and city of far Glagmaron—uwith one exception:
thelitheand airy lady Caroween, still in mesh armor and with small sword sheathed across her back,
rodeto thefront to join Rawl Fergis. She said, with astraight face and twinkling auburn eyes, that snce
she had bested him the day before, it was now most seemly that she act as his protector.

Murie Nigaard smiled at this. And watching her closaly, | had the odd impression that though she seemed
softer and less prone to aflexing of feminine muscles, she could no doubt hold her own with any fledgling
warrior. . . .



| gazed, too, at the Pug-Boo, and with new respect. He stared calmly back at me asif he knew that |
had psyched a part of him, and glimpsed a purposein hisbeing, asmall part of theiceberg. It bothered
him not awhit. After holding my gaze for atime he clutched Muriéswais, leaned hisfat round head
againg the smal of her back, and went to deep.

The migslifted. Fomahaut shone brightly; al around us were the scenes and smells and rustlings of
yesterday. On a promontory, a one point, we were camly observed by ahuge, sx-legged striped
creature which caused the dottles to roll their big blue eyes and feign indifferencein their fear. At another
point agreat creature browsed in cane thicket and long grass. It resembled adottle, but seemed half
againits Sze and strength. 1t had amassive double horn protruding from the front of its heavy head.

"Have you ever ridden agerd, Sir Lend?' Hoggle-Fritz asked, as we passed the cresture by.
"I havenot,” | said.

"l have, good g, and dl that you may know of them istrue. They are absolute devils of Ghast. At this,
since he had mentioned the name of Ghast, Ormon's competitor for the souls of men, he madethetriple
circleand mumbled afew words.

"They are verily Vuunsfrom Best [Camelot's Hell]. But once conquered, they areloyad to the death.” he
finished.

"Wasit so with the one you rode?’

"Aye. And | rode him unto death, and that but recently. We fought, my supportersand I, on the fields
outsdefair Durst, which was my fief in Great Ortmund. We fought &l one day and into another. And in
the end the thousand-man guard of the false king Feglyn, fresh and unused until that moment, did drive us
from thefield. And they did daughter my brave gerd, using two squadrons of spearmen to do it. But even

so | escaped.”

Hoggle-Fitz fel silent then, no doubt reviewing, in hismind's eye, that bloody battle. ... | looked back at
the great gerd, who, from hisfar distance, seemed staring camly back at me. It wasindeed anoble
besdt.

We passed through our first village an hour after dawn, then another and another, spaced but one half
hour apart. In each were those who told of agreat thudding of dottle pawsin the night, and of the muffled
cdls of men. We knew then that Om had passed thisway. Almost at high noon we thundered over thelip
of agreat valey in which, at some ten miles distance, we saw afar-sized city. It was Gleglyn, according
to the princess. It was the last town before Great Glagmaron, though many villages still lay between.
Halfway across the plain the north-south branches of a crossroad pardlded afast-running river. We
gathered then with Rawl and the lady Caroween at its apex and sought for signs of where the men and

Y orns of Om had gone.

Though the tracks of a dewy morning had dried with the sun of noon, the path was easily evident. They
had gone south. In the direction, Rawl said, of the borders of Gheese. . . . And we wondered why.

Wedined in Gleglyn, being ushered through the great wals and into the town by the king's garrison
captain, who had been called to the gate. We ate at the town'sfairest inn, but we did not linger long. |

had suggested, and the princess agreed, that we make al haste to Glagmaron. Since she had told me
whileriding of the powers of her father's sorcerers, and since the sixth hour, Greenwich, had passed
again twice with never aburn of the transmitter, | wished immediately for a place of some safety. | had no
doubt that this, too, would be anillusion like the safety of mistsand clouds. But at least we could take
stock and plot what moves were available.



There had been much movement through the town. Y oung knights and squires, student warriors from the
local Collegium, aswell as others who were passing through for the spring gathering, thronged the streets.
Many were headed for Glagmaron castle and the great, equinoctia tournament of the morrow. Little had
been said of thisby Rawl or Murie. And |, therefore, assumed that perhapsit did not touch upon the
court. But during lunch Rawl suggested casudly that we enter the ligts. | was noncommittal, but
Hoggle-Fitz wasingtantly for some sort of murderous "Onset of Fifties," ashe caled it, with himsalf
leading the charge.

Some twenty students most happily attached themsalves to our entourage—honored to be so privileged.
The troop was assgned to the command of Lord Hoggle-Fitz, who spaced them appropriately in front
and rear, dividing them with Rawl. For thefirgt time | wastruly aonewith Murie Nigaard —thiswith the
exception of the dozing dame Malion and the sound-adegp Pug-Boo. | used the time to good advantage.

Werode side by side, each dottle matching perfectly the gait of the other. | could tell that Murie was as
pleased as|. Her feminine arrogance of the previous day had waned somewhat. Her glances now
seemed quite intimate and her countenance most warm and friendly. | sensed, knew actually, that with
but the dightest pressure a conquest could be made here.

And this, together with the memory of her soft-furred figurein my armsin the race for the entrance to
Cadtle-Gortfin, was heady mead indeed.

| told her more of Harl Lenti—all that | knew, infact. And | hinted a other things. | told her truthfully of
the imminence of great danger to al Marack; that somehow | knew this, and that she and Rawl and |,
and others, were destined to share an adventure such as had been given to few menin al time. She
listened, wide-eyed, thrilled. | spoke of memoriesthat were not mine, but which were mine of a
knowledge of destiny and fate likened only to that of the old gods before the Trinity of Ormon, Wimbily,
and Harris. . . . Shebdievedit dl. | haf did mysdf. Then, as our shadows lengthened to the rear, the
forests parted again to disclose in the distance the great walls and myriad faceted windows of the city of
Glagmaron.

Werode so close, Murieand |, that my lipsas| talked were at timeswithin inches of either her ear or the
nape of her neck. That she was aware of thiswas evident, for at such moments she would stare straight
ahead, afraid to turn and look at me and risk the chance of further contact. At each instance she heard
me laugh softly so that once | caught her smiling, too, and knew thereby that we had much indeed in
common.

The lady Caroween and Rawl came up once, drew near, and laughed together. Murie Nigaard blushed a
bright red againgt the gold, and they then withdrew with discretion.

Other than the hundreds of stone houses and market-stalls clustered at the base of the mighty,
hundred-foot walls, Glagmaron was afairy city to rival Glagmaron castle, high onitsgrest hill to the
south. | recalled that it was from that same south road that | had first seen it while awaiting the entourage
of the princess. The pennons of the castle were now equaled by those of the city in display, variety, and
color. Only those of the king's household were at half-mast. This, we concluded quickly, was because of
Muri€'s disappearance.

| sgnaled Lord Hoggle-Fitz, my arm held high. He galloped to my side and we broke together from the
center of the train and thundered to the fore to join Rawl and the lady Caroween. Then we rode across
the plain to adistance of three hundred paces from Glagmaron's mighty gates. We were followed by our
men-at-arms, our twenty young student knights, and our dottles. At that point we hoisted the princesss
colors, made with silk sundries found in Hoggle-Fitz's baggage. And these, together with those of Lord
Hoggle-Fitz and Rawl, caused somewhat of astir among the rapidly assembling squadrons of the great



garrison, pluswhole coveys of excited citizenry, peering from thewalls.

Our dottles -wheed and -whooed, greeting the dottles of the garrison. And it was not long before a
young knight in resplendent attire rode forth. He leaped from the saddle before the princess, made a
sweeping bow with cap and outstretched hand, offering her, as was the custom, her father's city.

Asif on cue, heralds appeared. Silver horns blew amedley of pomp and acclaim. And al of us, tothe
very last dottle, made our weary but proud way into the sprawling, beauteous feudal sanctuary of
Glagmaron city. ...

| glanced to my wrist as we passed beneath the great arch of the gate, noting with some interest that once
again it was the sixth hour, Greenwich.

We rode through the teeming city and beyond to the winding, stone-hewn highway that led to the castle.
For onelong length of ahalf-mile or more, it was cut from the very granite cliffs upon which the castle
rested, with the awesome sight of the rushing river named the Cyr some hundreds of feet below. The
river had not been visible on our approach to the city, being on its opposite S de beneath a bluff that fell
off toward the south and west.

Thecity itsdlf, | noted, was like every museum print, sketch, or woodcut that | had ever seen of medieva
architecture. There were cobbled streets and stone, wood and date-roofed houses and buildings. Some
were as high asfive stories. Here and there was a great square with afountain, statuary, and amarket;
and dl of it ringed by the city homes of noblemen and merchants. One great building had carved above
itsamogt gothic entrance, in Glaedic, the root language of dl Camelot: Marack Collegium. Home of
Scholars, Sudents, Poets, Minstrels, and Those Who Teach. Below thiswasalist of courses offered.
| had little time to study them since we went by so quickly. But my previous scanning had told me that
they encompassed mingirelism, the playing of instruments;, thetelling of tales, therecita of poetry and
snging; smple medicine; philosophy, as expounded by certain Game-lot sages; the law. And, sincethis
was Camelot-Fregis, "Introductory Stepsto Magick, Sorcery, and Astrology.”

Across the great square was another ingtitute devoted to the study of theology and the Trinity. Despite
their pardld existence there seemed to be no competition here.

The Collegium was coeducationd. The square waslliterdly filled with groups of young men and girls, dl in
light dress, though with some mesh armor. They were socidizing, eating and drinking, or were being
addressed in groups by alecturer or an individual reading from avellum textbook. Each student carried a
dateboard and asmal packet of waxed vellum sheetswith stylus and chalk.

| thought as they cheered us with ayouthful exuberance that here, indeed, was evidence of Camelot's real
worth. But | remembered, too, that though a contradiction existed in terms of the feuda society in which
the Collegium functioned, still it presented no threet to the hierarchy, for it was but amotein the total
scheme of things.

Aswe passed through each great square that punctuated the maze of streets, dl hailed the return of the
princess, the students, seemingly, most of al. And all hailed the presence of Hooli the Pug-Boo. Hooli
sat apart now as he rode with Murie Nigaard. Hisfat little legs bounced far back on the round rump of
the dottle, while hisfurry round face was wreathed with a dimpled, haf-moon amile. His eyes secemed to
emote, to twinkle, to exude an aura of benign if not smug benevolence. And | sensed as| watched him
and the crowds around usthat the role he played far transcended what the Watchers had told us. | was
determined, at the earliest, to find out why. ...

| asked Rawl what he had mgjored in, in his Collegium. For | was aware that al the sons and daughters
of aristocrats attended collegiums for from one to two years. The "trades'— such asthose of the



ironmongers, armorers, weavers, fletchers, tailors, masons, and carpenters—were |eft to the sons of
burghers, guildsmen, and peasants. The dternative to these diverse schoals, for everyone, werethe
parochid or theologica seminaries of Ormon and the priesthood of the Trinity.

Rawl looked a me, hisblue eyestwinkling. "Thelute," he confessed blithely. "Certain rounddlays. A few
poems—and abit of magic. . . . And yoursdf, Sir Harl?'

| grinned. "The same—except we had no single sorcerer in far Timlake, the nearest city to my village. So
| have no magic. But what of yours? What can you do?"

"A spdll. A spell for love which lasts two weeks, and can be used three times—and one other.”

| stared, one eyebrow cocked quizzically, until he grinned and sheepishly said, "I can turn gog-milk into
sviss...."

"Great Ormon,” | said. "Always?'
"Almogt dways"

"For awarrior,” | said, "in this matter of the sviss, you have avaue beyond that of the weight of your
sword. How do you do it?!

"Thewords, Sir Harl. The words, pronounced properly.”

"Aye" | sad. Then | wasslent, hoping to hide my so foolishly displayed ignorance of the power of the
words. The problemwasthat | had trested the idea of words, anormal concomitant of forensic magic,
disparagingly—in my own mind that is. | shouldn't have. For, as stated, on Gamel ot they worked.

Rawl looked a me strangely and was about to say something, but his dottle chose that very moment to
look at him fondly over her left shoulder, and thus distracted him. Murie was staring likewisein my
direction. No doubt she wondered how | was making out in this great metropolis of some hundred
thousand souls.

| smiled boldly back at her and we continued on.

The granite-hewn ledge above the Cyr was dso alengthy site for meditation and soul-searching, since the
roar from the river below precluded al conversation.

But it was soon passed. Indeed, before | knew it there was suddenly nothing before us but a grest field
fronting the castle gates. In size it seemed a square mile or more, covered with avelvet carpet of grass
upon which many hundreds of dottles grazed. Here and there were pleasant stands of broad-leaved

trees, surrounded by carpets of wildflowers at their roots. To our right, as we progressed, wasthefield in
which the tournament and sundry other battles would take place on the morrow. Silken tentswith
banners, flags, and pennons of heradry were aready spotted here and there around its periphery. On the
sde of the field nearest the castle a series of interlocking tiers of seats had been erected. And al was
covered by agreat canvased canopy. From moment to moment our ears were deafened by trumpet
blasts. Thiswas explained by Hoggle-Fitz, who said the custom was such that when one grest lord
sgnded histrumpetersto blast, for some imagined reason or other, each of his neighborsreplied in kind;
their reason being that they would not be outdone in any way. Already certain knights, would-be heroes,
and student warriors were to be seen going over the ground to check it for the morrow. We rode on and
through them to the castle gate. These, though there was no moat, were beyond a sudden deep ravine
fronted by aportcullisand drawbridge in classica style. Acrossthis now-lowered bridge there thundered
ahaf hundred knights and men-at-armsto join our aready unwieldy entourage.



We were escorted across the bridge and through the gates to find that, once inside, the first great wall
was paralleled by a second of equal size. We swung to the right for afull three hundred meters before
reaching the second gate. Seeing the lay of this| wondered at what would happen within that narrow
aley to ahorde of invaders who had pierced the outer defense only.

In the ensuing melee of some two hundred wheeing dottles and shouting ridersin the great cagtle
courtyard, we were sorted for bed and station. The circumstances were recognized as such that there
would smply have been no chance for agreeting by the king and queen. We were taken in hand, our
dottlesthat is, and thereafter went Straight to the chambers assigned to us.

Rawl clamed me as his persond guest.

After alabyrinth of grest sone halls and sairs, we found oursalvesin the apartment assigned to him,
befitting hisrank as nephew to the queen. It was large and airy, overlooking a section of the winding Cyr
some three hundred feet below. And because it occupied one of the many jutting cornices, we were aso
given aview of the great flagstoned courtyard. The rooms possessed wal| tapestries, and enormous beds
with deeping furs, afireplace of immense proportions, and sundry closets and skin rugs. It was, indeed,
quitelivable.

Glagmaron cadlle, like dl other castles, buildings, and keeps throughout Camel ot-Fregis claimed
ownership, too, to athing few feuda societiesin al the Galaxy would deem important—plumbing! The
aforestated inordinate compulsion to cleanliness was such that long ago a crude pumping device had been
invented. This, together with the use of sunlight and rooftop reservoirs, plus a veritable web of hollow
cane-pole conduits, gave Glagmaron castle a plentitude of differently temperatured weter.

Adventures over for the moment, we showered and soaped in an atmosphere akin to euphoria. We were
like acouple of student-warriors, fresh from the Collegium. All this, despite the fact that a part of my
mind was gpart from the scene and into the mesh of the job | had to do. There had still been no glow of
stud upon my belt or wrist-band, nor voice of caution or advice from the metd node within my skull.

We dept then, taking advantage of the last hours of |ate afternoon. The bed was large enough for ten.
Indeed, the citizenry oftentimes dept in just that way.

But again, desired deep did not come. And when it did, it was forthwith interrupted by the image of the
Pug-Boo which intruded dong with sunlit patterns of laced sonework against the date dabs of thefloor,
and thefaint whoooing of dottles from the meadows beyond thewalls. . . .

Wewerein asmall star-taxi, the Pug-Boo and me, released (I supposed) from some great mother-ship.
We were self-strapped into cushioned contour seats while we gazed through viewports and gyrated
within the gravitationd influence of agreat ringed world with acovey of satdlites, each with an
amaosphericfilm.

"Y ou can have that onethere,” the Pug-Boo said serioudly. "The one just tacking around the night-side.
It'slisted as Miocene, lower primates only. It'sdl yours, you and the princess.”

"Most magnanimous,” | grunted, accepting the scene asredlity.
"Y ou could say that."
"What will | dowithit?"

"Livethere, idiot—away from 'the madding crowd.



"Thomas Hardy," | mused reflectively. "It'sasif | weretalking to myself, Master Boo."
"Youare! Youare! I'm only the intermediary—the 'marriage counsdlor,” asit were."
"Great Godd!" | said.

And we were no longer in the star-taxi. Now the scene wasthat of a Cameot-Fregisfield of grassand
trees. We were picnicking. ...

"Would you like some wine?" the Pug-Boo asked.
"Room temperature?
"But of course.”

"Look!" I informed him, sipping atepid Rieding. "I'm suddenly aware thet this dream, asone might call it,
isnot exactly of my choosing.”

"And that'sindicative, right?'

"Of what?'

"Of the fact that you're something e se, baby.”
"What do you want with me?" | asked bluntly.

"To know who you are.”

Why?

The Pug-Boo leaned forward above the white linen and the lunch basket, across which there now
marched afile of ants. Hislittle spine wasrigid, hisround button eyes snappingly sharp. "Because you are
not of Fregis, Great Collin. And because in the things which will soon happen, you will most certainly die
if you do not have my help."

Of asudden my flippant, raised-eyebrow, tongue-in-cheek attitude (it wasredl in part) came an absolute
cropper. For something happened. It was asif an icy, soul-destroying breeze swept softly over the
dream meadow so that the nonexistent sound of insects became truly nonexistent. A monstroustension
grew within me. My features turned hard, stone cold. My pulse beat heavy, fast. It seemed, in what was
left of my mind'seye, that | would shortly witness my own degth. . . .

"Oh, say you s0," | said dowly, in the vernacular and above the keening of that odd death wind. "How
would | know then—if my demiseis near—that it did not come from you?"

The non-wind in the non-meadow died as swiftly asit had been born. Inits place came agreat wave, a
fog of horror, amind-eating fear of an unfathomable something, intruding, reaching out to me, into me, so
that the grass and the sceneitself began to fade. My dream seemed now athree-way thing. And the
Pug-Boo's eyes became wide, strange, and wavering. A voice other than his—which was il
mine—came on with alow humming: amoon-gibbering hysteriafaint but al-pervasive. And there were
words. But they seemed of alanguage such as banshees might have used between shrieks, had they a
language, withal. | felt dread sickness seize my body. A nausea encompassed my very mind. It was such
that | had never fet in dl my life before. Then the Pug-Boo's features, which had faded, became suddenly
solid again. And he was staring listening, too. Apparently to something | could not hear. He spoke
grangely again, with my voice, forced himsdf into my new dream. "Awaken, Harl Lenti," he demanded.



"For your life's sake, awaken!"

And, imbued with his quite obvious concern and my own fear, | tried to do just that. But it wastoo late.
The soul sickness persisted so that the greater part of me wished only to die, to alow whatever was
plaguing meto prevail. Then, before | succumbed entirely to this death-wish, a strobe-flashing crept into
the sckness's outer rim. It was a sun-laced, 3-D still of Murie Nigaard. It became animated and the
scenewas a section of our trip to Glagmaron, and she was peeping back at me over her shoulder as her
dottle forged ahead. Her smilewas dfish, and oh, so intimate; her blue-purple eyes and bouncing
page-boy bob, an absolute of warmth and beauty. Each strobe-flash lasted but secondslonger. And the
nausea and the sickness waned and the scene began to hold. | helped by concentrating on the face and
thought of Murie, for | knew this was the Pug-Boo's doing.

Then | awoke.

Though naked beneath the breeze from the window, | was bathed in sweet; trembling, too. | lay till for
seconds, breathing hard. | walked to the opened windows, paused en route to pour mysalf aglass of
water from an earthen jug.

| leaned on the balustrade, drank, breathed deeply again, and scanned with unseeing eyesthe view
below. | had seen, | was sure—abeit, it was asmall enough peek indeed—the very Hell of the Terran
world, plusthat of dl the Godswho had ever evoked an "opposite” of their particular heaven. | thought,
too, that for this very reason, what | had experienced, had seen, was not a product of Camelot aone.
And if that was true, what then of the origins of Om? For the Kaleen and the Y orns of the Dark Lands
were still—or were they— humanoid, indigenousto the planet. A thought came again, and it was dmost
an dienintruson: | wondered suddenly just what the " opposite" of Pug-Booswould be. ...

Then, below in the courtyard, there was a great shouting of men, a wheeing of dottles, and the blast from
ascore of trumpets. A most important personage had evidently arrived. Thefact failed to stir me,
however. | was determined to know more of the other—and now!

| crossed the room to the saffron-colored, lustily snoring hegp that was Rawl Fergis. | shook him roughly
50 that he came wide awake, amost as| had done.

"Ha, |a" he exclaimed, rubbing hiseyesfurioudy, and then, "Great Ormon, Sir Lenti. Isit time already?
Have the hours so soon fled?

"Indeed they have," | replied. "But not in the way that you mean. | am sorely troubled, Sir Fergis. | have
dreamed strange dreams of sicknessand evil. And it seemsthat al that has happened since my mother
received her bird of ill omen will be as naught to that which will happen now. Tell me of the Pug-Boos,
Sir Fergis, al that you know of them. For they will play amost important rolein that which will cometo

pess.”

As| had done previoudy, Rawl stretched to the breeze, breathed deeply. He then went to the earthen
jugs on thetable, for there was more than one. He chose the mild, cool wine of Fregis, made from the
filkafruit. It had afantly maple taste and bubbled like champagne.

He drank and then said sharply, "It would appear, Sir Lenti, that after knowing you for four dayswe ill
know you not. All know of Pug-Boos. Why not yourself?'

"In sooth, | do not know," | said. And | answered just as sharply: "Buit let be! If there are areasin which
my memory fails me, thisfact decrees no harm to you or Marack. If thismemory is not refreshed,
however, then, perchance, great harm can come. Trust me, Sir Fergis. Trust me, Rawl! For | am indeed
atruefriend of Marack and of Fregis."



"You arenot of Fregisthen? Areyou from our moons?' Rawl's grin wasimpish.
"Letbe" | ssid again.

And s0 betold me. And we sat in great fur-draped chairs before amiddling fire and drank jointly from
the jug of filkawine, passing it back and forth between us.

"Pug-Boos." Rawl explained, "as your memory would tell you, had you amemory to spesk, are sacred in
every way throughout al the lands to the north of the river-sea—though, and this must be understood,
they are not of Ormon and the Trinity. To harm aPug-Boo isto court ingtant desth—and this to dl and
from al citizenry. There are but three Boos in Marack; two each in the lands of Ferlach, Gheese, et dl.
The Boosin Maracl are Hooli. who iswith the princess; Jndil, who stays solely with the king; and Pawbi,
who resides with the great sorcerer in the snow-lands to the north. In Gheese, Great Ortmund, and the
like, the Pug-Boos were with the king and the court wizard, ways. Hooli, | would point out to you, Sir
Lenti, cameto uswith the birth of the Princess.”

"Fromwhere?"

Helooked a melong and steadily and said, "And now | truly believe that what | said in jest wastrue.
You arenot of Fregis, Sr Lenti. It remainsto be seen if you are of Best itsdlf . . . though somehow, | do
not think so. No one knows, sirrah, where a Pug-Boo comes from. And he who seeks to know will most
cetanly find hisdesth.”

"And they are aways with our king and sorcerer?”’
“Indeed.”

"Why, dways?'

"Becausethat isthe way it hasbeen.”

| mulled that over and then said dowly, "Thereisaquestion, Sir Rawl, which we—you and I—must ask
the noble Hoggle-Fitz tonight.”

"Whichis?'

"If the Pug-Boos of Feglyn, king of Great Ortmund, and of his court wizard have been seen at any time
since the pact with the Kadeen of Om and the Dark Lands."

Rawl's eyes glittered briefly, but he said smply, "Pug-Boos, as your memory would have told you, do not
campaign to thewars.”

"Aye" | said. "This| know. But sSince there is no Boo above theriver-sea, would one remain when the
river-sea came north to Marack?'

There was aknocking then upon the door. Two pages, resplendent in house livery, appeared bearing
new raiment for the both of us—though Rawl's wardrobes seemed aready bursting with cloaks and hose
and pantaloons and such.

One of these young men informed us that we were to be received by the king and queen prior to the
great feast, which now honored both the princess Murie Nigaard's safe return, and the advent of
tomorrow's tournament.

| had thought that we—Rawl, Hoggle-Fitz, and mysdlf— were to be presented during the medl itself. The



princess had so told us.

We were informed by the same page that the hubbub and bustle which | had heard in the courtyard
below had been nothing less than the arrival of the heir to the throne of Kelb, Prince Kellweir. He had
come with an entourage of a hundred men-at-arms and sundry knights. Rumors aready swept the castle,
our page informed us, that thisfair prince, in accordance with al custom, would seek the princess Murie
Nigaard's hand in marriage. He meant to bring her home with him.

Atthislast Rawl glanced quickly a me, but managed to hold histongue. To hide my own
discomfiture—a sudden odd dissatisfaction that | had never thought to fee—I bent quickly to the page's
ear and whispered some ingtructions. At this he looked at me and grinned and then withdrew with his
companion.

We dropped the subject of the Pug-Boos and dressed, while outside dusk fell swiftly. Rawl had been
given asuit of rich dark brown trimmed in heather blue. 1t went well with his saffron pdlt. 1, for my mink
black, was given an outfit in ebony and silver; linen undergarments, hose, full shirt with plested ruffles,
boots of a soft and silken leather, and athickly slvered jacket, hussarlikeinitsfit. Thefina itemwasa
court saber. Thisweapon, to me, could very easily have been the deadliest blade on al Camelot; but to
those who knew only the great broadsword, it was but aweapon of dalliance. | attached it to my
many-stoned, slvered belt.

Rawl choseto say, while running acomb and oil through my matted but cleanly washed hair (we
exchanged this grooming favor), that he doubted, that the princess would favor this bold prince of Kelb.
Towhich | smiled and said that | thought not, either.

From our aerie windows, we could see atrueriver of torches and lanterns accompanying what seemed
to be the wedlth of Glagmaron city, plusthe knights and lords from all the tentsaround. Therewasa
wheeing of dottles such asto cause the very air to thrum like acloud of locusts. This feast night promised
to beamost gdadffair.

Then we wereready. The crude water clock gave usthe proper time—something on the order of the
fourth hour, Greenwich, or 7:00 P.M., Sderedl. Just prior to this moment the page to whom | had given
ingtructions returned. He carried a platter upon which was a cup covered with alinen napkin.

| flipped the ngpkin off and nodded to Rawl. "Gog-milk," | informed him, and | grinned from ear to ear.
"I would see your skill, Sir Sorcerer.”

He shook his head, saying, "If | had doubted you, Sir, and thought you athing of Best, | take it back, for
you have a certain childlike humor untainted by Om's blackness. . . ."

| laughed and took the tray and held it out to him. He placed his hands upon the cup, screwed up his
eyes, and intoned what seemed afunerd dirge of words, impossible to duplicate. Then he bent to the cup
and sniffed.

Helooked up smugly.
| raised it to my mouth arid sipped. It was sviss. He had doneit! | smacked my lips. "Not bad,” | said.
Then we shared it and | eft.

Though Rawl knew well the way to the king's reception chambers, protocol demanded that we be
preceded by the page. It seemed afull fifteen-minute walk, through halls, courtyards, and grest,
tapestried rooms; al well-guarded by stalwart men-at-arms of the household troops. These saluted us



smartly, while throngs of citizens and such promenaded and eyed usin bold speculation.

The atmosphere of the king's reception room reflected aroya informality of the king and queen.
Splendor wastheir costume and splendor becamethem. . . . From there, dl together, we would moveto
the great banquet room.

The lord Breen Hoggle-Fitz was dready present and he gave us aloud hello of greeting and seized my
hand and pumped it vigoroudy. He looked as a great beribboned parakeet, so resplendent was his dttire.
Lady Caroween was present, too, an auburn-furred dainty wisp of peacock. | knew now who had
chosen Rawl's brown and heather clothes, for they matched the lady Caroween's attire. She seized upon
his arm possessively while he gazed back at mein feigned helplessness.

But Hoggle-Fitz, the lady Caroween, the king and queen— all faded before the utterly etheredl
iridescence of the gold, milk, and purple apparition that was Murie Nigaard. The one thing that the
Gdactic Foundation had not prepared me for wasthat | should be so smitten. At that very ingtant, had
the Princess but crooked her finger in command, | would have taken on the prince of Kelb and dl his
entourage.

| dropped to one knee instead, shook my head of silvered cobwebs, and sought composure. | brushed
her small hand with my lips. Peering up a her to spesk | saw that my attire, countenance, physique,
general person, and twinkling contacts had had alike effect, and perhaps more. For | was the object of a
possessive femd e gaze the like of which | had not seen before.

And her thoughts affected her person. For when she sought to speak, to say: "Arise, Sir Lenti, it isbest
that your obei sance be given the king, my father, rather than myself,” her words came soft and trembling.

"Ha, 13" | said boldly. "My very presence assures your father of my utmost loyalty. | bend my kneeto
you, my lady, as offer of mysdf to dl your needs.”

The princess blushed quite pinkly and the king, catching the faintest of humor in my voice, laughed loudly.
"Now hereindeed,” he admonished Murie, "isboth agallant and awarrior beyond your taming. And |
want not your knee, young sir." He had turned to me. "Rather would | have your hand. | welcome you as
doesmy queen. And | giveyou our roya and fatherly thanksfor the life of our daughter.”

| bowed deeply to them both, making the intricate sweep of leg. plumed cap, and arm that | had made
the princess four days before on the great south road. King Caronne was the bluff and hearty type—in
contrast to the light and airy queen Tyndil. She was as blond as the king was dark. And | could see that
though Murie favored her physically, it was her father's ways that she had taken as her own.

And Hooli wasthere, too. And he was not alone. He had a companion aslike to himsdf astwo toysona
rack. They sat Side by side on agreat fur-covered couch and watched us benignly—amusedly. Alike as
two peas? Not exactly. At second glance | hardly believed what | saw, for the other Pug-Boo, known as
Jindil, according to Rawl, had alarge black circle around one eye. ... | was reminded again of the dreams
of my childhood.

Directly behind the seated Pug-Boos there stood atall and patriarchal individua whom | assumed to be
the court sorcerer —which indeed he was. He waited silently until we, following the king's suggestion,
seated ourselvesin something of acircle. The guards and the page were then ordered from the room, and
the sorcerer, introduced as Fairwyn, and the king, began to talk.

"Young sir," the king began, "my good nephew, and, you, Lord Hoggle-Fitz and daughter, | bidyou dl a
hearty welcome to Glagmaron. Thereisno question now that cruel and harsh winds are blowing from the
river-sea. So speaks our sorcerer and seer, good Fairwyn; and so, indeed, does al that hastranspired. |



had not thought to see or hear of Y ornsand men of Omin our fair parts. But these things have cometo
pass—and even a Vuun of the dark creatures. | had not thought to see or hear of vile treachery such as
that which livesin Castle-Gortfin—and with such rulers as Feglyn of Great Ortmund and Harlach of
Kelb, who have bowed their necksto Om. | had not thought to hear these things. But now that | have
heard and have taken council with certain lords of the redlm, known to my nephew and to you, Sir
Hoggle-Fitz, | will say to you dl that Marack has picked up this gauntlet so devioudy and so cowardly
thrown. . . . Know this, young sirs, and dl of you: Tentatively, and prior to your own good council, we
have sent couriers so that within three days Castle-Gortfin will be under siege of men and magic.

"Om has sought to use our princessinthisgame. It failed. But in Smilar waysit pursuesitsgod. This
prince of Kelb is quite obvioudy here to achieve that which the dark power of the lady Elioseen could
not.

"I charge dl of you therefore to forbear your anger at what may be said by them tonight. The prince
comes to us under the Trinity Host of Peace, and so shall he be received. For we will not show our
hand." He paused then and drank from acrysta goblet.

"May | have leaveto speak, my lord?' | asked.
"Indeed, young Sir."

"Wheat thought your council of the Y orns and the VVuun who passed usin the night, and who seemingly
turned south in the direction of Cheese?"

He studied me carefully before he answered. Hefindly said, "That this force seeksto penetrate both our
land and Cheese, to scout from therear. For Omis till held in the mountain passes. Perhaps, too, they
would move through usto Ferlach, for like purpose.”

"And if they have remained in Marack?'
"Towhat purpose?’

"I know not. But it occursto me, my lord, that they are afighting force rather than scouts. Why dsethe
Vuun?'

"Aseyes young sr," the king said tedtily, "from aoft”

"Nay, dre," | sad boldly. "We—Sir Rawl, mysdf, and the good lord Hoggle-Fitz—have seen thisforce
which, in all sooth, the princess and the lady Caroween did not. They were great Y orns and men-at-arms
and knights. They traveled not lightly, lord, asisthe way of scouts, but with strong weaponry and three
hundred dottles. The Vuun, | warrant, has a purpose other than 'eyes a oft™

" And that would be?"'

"To fly with something they have taken—out of theland of Marack; something of great value which, once
captured, they could not trust themsdlvesto hold.”

"What say you, Fairwyn?' Theking spoke bluntly to his sorcerer, who sill stood watch behind the flatly
staring Pug-Boos. | thought as | glanced to Fairwyn and caught Hooli's eye—he being the one without
the circle—that he was keenly aert to al that went on. Indeed, seeing that | saw him, | will swear that he
deliberately dlowed aquicksiver smileto touch hisfurry lips.

Fairwyn had amost thin and reedy voice. It was direct, however, and without pretense or guile. He said
samply, "It seems as the runes suggested, my lord. But | would add now, in view of thisyoung man's



words, that not only isthe princess endangered by this prince of Kelb—»buit it is quite possiblethat the
Vuun ismeant to carry aliving human captive.”

Queen Tyndil gasped. Murie's hand went to her throat and her eyes grew big. Hoggle-Fitz lunged to his
feet, an oath on hislips and his hand on the hilt of his court saber. Hislithesome daughter fled the arm of
Rawl Fergisto moveto the side of Murie Nigaard.

The king then turned again to me. "It would appear,” he said sharply, "that there may be something of the
Collininyou &fter dl. But no mind. Wewill leave this now, to talk again when we have dined and seen
thisprince of Kelb." He arose, bowed to us dl, and said, "My lords, my ladies. We ask that you
accompany usto thedining hal." Hetouched asmall silver bell, then took the queen’s hand and led off
toward the now opening doors. . . .

| would not let this chance go by. | moved instantly to the princess, offered my arm, and said smply, "My
lacly”"

Murie smiled, her visons of the Vuun erased. She put her smal hand on mine and wefdl in behind the
king, the queen, and the Pug-Boos, who had somehow managed to step in front of us. | knew without
looking that Rawl and his auburn-haired vixen were directly in back of us, with the towering Hoggle-Fitz
and the amost ethereal sorcerer, Fairwyn, bringing up the rear.

We went down one short hal to the king's private entrance and waited for the forma blare of trumpetsto
announce us. We then stepped boldly forward as the great doors opened.

The banquet hall of Glagmaron castle on tournament night was asight to see. Hereindeed wasthe true
panoply of feudalism. All that epitomized the most romantic but bruta phase of the socioeconomic
evolution of humankind was present. It was dazzling; it was dso tinsel and running dye. It wasthe
absolute in insouciance for those who sat above the sdt. Rank upon rank of lords and ladies, knights and
squires, banners and pennons were gathered. And on the periphery of it al were even anumber of tables
for the graduating class of student-warriors. To say the scene was less than fantastic would be to deny al
reason. . ..

We advanced down a great aide separating adouble row of tables, to the king'stable. It wason araised
platform and at right anglesto those below. Theroars and avesfor therulers, for the princess, and yes,
for me, too—for they had heard somewhat of our adventures—were deafening.

But protocol was such that | was not to eat with Murie. She st at her father'stable, to hisleft; the queen,
her mother, was on hisright. On either side of them were ahalf dozen grest lords of therealm,
including—and | stared in surprise— the lord Fon Twed, kolb of Bist, whom | had bested prior to our
abduction.

He scowled darkly when he saw me. | bowed ever so dightly and sneered back at him. Then Rawl,
Caroween, Hoggle-Fitz, and | were shunted to the first table to the right, below that of the king.

Behind each diner was aliveried servant. The feast had needed only the king's arriva to begin. Indeed, at
the very point of the king's seating himself a veritable parade of trays and service poured from the
kitchens. greet roasts and shanks of meat from al manner of strange beests; tureens of gravies sufficient
to drown a child; huge pasties of a conglomerate of fish and fowl; vegetable puddings; birdsin every
shape and size, and each with itsfeathers returned for dress-up; fruits and ices; degp-dish pies and
curries. There seemed no end to it. And certainly there was no end to the varied wines and the sviss that
swept liketheriver Cyr through that monstrous hdl.

For one brief moment | felt the heavy hand of Hoggle-Fitz upon my shoulder. Hisvoice rose, booming



above the bedlam, saying, "How now, Sir Collin. We shdl seeif you are as good atrencherman as you
are swordsman and gd lant. | would beseech you to honor our God, good sir, by eating al that is placed
before you—for food istruly the end product of &l hisworks." Upon saying this, Hoggle-Fitz sat down,
said grace quickly, and fell to. ...

| wasravenous, and | ate wolfishly with knife and fingers. The roar around us subsided to ahum, with but
here and there a shriek or scream to denote some conversational point or well-placed bon mot.

What with the flow of wines and such, | drank agoodly quantity. So much so that had | not esten as
Hoggle-Fitz suggested, | would have, indeed, been drunk.

Through it al my eyes but seldom left the princess. And only then to view the table opposite to my own.
There sat Keilweir, prince of Kelb, surrounded by hislords and entourage. No court gallantsthey, but
obvious fighting men, aswas the prince himsdlf. Hewastall, dender of wait, and heavy of shoulder.
And, too, he was no down-faced youth. He was past thirty. His tanned and weathered features were
marked with two great sword dashes. | noted that my companions were also intensaly dert to thetable
of the prince of Kelb.

Astime passed and eating died—to be replaced by drinking only—the hum increased to roar again.
Here and there were shouted challenges for the morrow's games. Napkins were brought and bowls of
water. We cleaned our hands and faces. Relaxed and at my ease | turned to Rawl. "What do you think
of those men of Kelb?" | asked.

"That they areless of court-train and sweet reason than one would hopeto see," he replied pointedly.

"Aye, and aye again," Hoggle-Fitz put in. "Where|, for one, would hope to see aroya wedding party, |
seeinstead most hardened warriors. And, Master Lend, the oneto the left of the prince, he with the
spade beard, is not of Kelb but of Great Ortmund. Heisthe onus of Hilless, atruly stout and resolute
sword."

"Why would aknight of Ortmund be with a prince of Kelb?' Rawl asked.
"l know not," said Hoggle-Fitz.

"The Y orns and the hundred riders came, too, from Kelb's direction,” | pointed out. "' Perhaps they have
much in common. For they are all, as our worthy Hoggle-Fitz observes, most seasoned warriors."

"Y ou sugges, S, that perhaps they are not two groups, but truly one?" Rawl asked.

"| do; or that if they aretruly two, they will soon be one. If thisistrue, however, it may be that we can
dent their power. A chalenge or two for tomorrow, for example.”

"Better," Hoggle-Fitz indsted fiercely, his eyes upon the onus of Hilless, "though it is somewhat avkward
to do thisto awedding party, that we ask for an Onset of Fifties, and strike down half of them."”

""Tisnot meet, Father,” Caroween put in bluntly. "It isagaing dl laws of chivary. A visting prince who
comes awooing beneath aflag of peace? For shame!™

"Y on pennants are peaceful 7' Rawl almost shouted. "I do adore you, m'lady, but | would remind you that
al istopsy-turvy now. Omisin Kelb. And the laws no longer hold."

"We could," Hoggle-Fitz continued, ignoring his spitfire daughter, "and with the help of Ormon, of course,
provoke them to chdlenge us.”



"A point," Rawl said with enthusiaam. "And it will not be difficult. | warrant there will be sufficient insult,
for the atmosphere between here and there already reeks of it Look! The prince's ambassador asks

leave to speak.”

Certain young knights were even now before the king, petitioning the roya favor for the morrow's
assgnmentsin tourney listings. Their pleas for redress againgt supposed discrimination had become quite
loud. With the advance of the prince's ambassador, the prince, and two stalwarts to the place before the
king'stable, dl thiswas swept aside.

A great and sudden hush seemed all-pervasive now. Those seated knew quite well what was afoot, and
dearly welcomed the interplay that would ensue.

At the ambassador's approach, Fairwyn, the king's sorcerer, arose. His hands worked rapidly at some
invisible web and he intoned what seemed alitany. When he had finished | was not surprised to seean
intrusive skein of fog surrounding himself, the Pug-Boos, and theroya family. ... No one so much as
batted an eye. And | knew that this magic—for that's exactly what it was—was both an expected,
protective thing, and at the same time commonplace.

There then began an exchange of compliments and formd folderal, including alisting of the king'slineege,
that of hiswife, plustheillustrious background of the prince of Kelb. This done—and while the prince
was gtill dightly bent in protocol obeisance to the king—the ambassador began the purpose of their vigt.

The bluntness of hisfirst few words were indicative of the tactic he would follow. "And now, oh mighty
dre" hesaid, "we do, upon the orders of our king Harlach, present his son for other than your grace and
scrutiny. The prince Keilweir, of Kelb, being desirous of abride of his class and blood does sttle his
choice upon your daughter, the most beauteous and demure of creatures, the princess Murie Nigaard. To
firmly base his suit in something el se than talk, he asksthat your princess, together with agoodly train and
entourage, return with him to Kelb, whereby, and during the duration of her stay, she will be made most
welcome and satisfied of the person and intention of our prince. . . . We ask thisin the name of Kelb and
of her rightful ruler, Harlach. . . ."

No brida go-between had ever been more curt, nor arequest more terse than that It had been, in fact,
more of adirective than arequest. | looked to the othersfor affirmation of my thoughts. A hissing of
indrawn breath al around us gave voice to the silent tension. Then the silence began again so that the
patter of adubot's feet would have been thunderous had they been there.

The princess had arisen, her face white, her two hands clenched; Rawl, likewise. And two hundred
others at the tables nearest us. Each great lord around the king was aso on hisfeet.

The reedy voice of Fairwyn camefloating over this baited throng—diplomatic, soothing, and delicioudy

negative. "We hear, oh gentlesirs,” he said. "And though we be honored at your request and continence,
we would suggest to you and yours that such pursuit of marriage bears thought and much discovery. We
ask, in sooth, that time be spent on this. And that you, good sirs, do spend your timewith usin likewise
contemplation.”

Hurrah for Fairwyn! He had managed to say exactly nothing, and say it well. But if | had thought that
even he could assuage the tender skins of Marack—or of my princess—I had forgotten Camelot . . .

Murie's voice rang out insultingly above the resultant murmurs. " Oh, gentle Sir from Kelb. Would you
have sufficient gogs for meto milk upon my visit? For in sooth it seemsthat awife of yours must need to
learn such artsand more. And tell me of your fair land. Has H plumbing for my daily bath, or would
|—sinceyou are at least in that way favored—be forced to use the open sea upon your shores?’



Her sdly was greeted with aroar of laughter from al that great hall, so that the knights of Kelb and those
of Marack, too, clapped hands to court sabers.

"Most gracious sire," the voice of the ambassador called put "We seek no quarrel here. We comein
peace and good intent. Isthisthen to be our answer?' Hewaved an idle band at the aroused revelers.

"You camein peace, and so ‘tistrue," Fairwyn replied. "And in like manner you may go—whatever is
your wish, good sirs. Y our point is made and we, in duetime, will give our sudied answer. A toast," he
cried out suddenly, "to your good choice, Sir Prince, and to all those who, in honor, seek our princess.”
Helifted afrail hand with crystal cup and wine. And, the tension punctured, a thousand hands did
likewise

"Nay," Rawl muttered. "We cannot |et them go like this™ | watched the others quietly—for Rawl, like
Hoggle-Fitz and the king and Fairwyn, too, sensed what | now knew. The "tactic* wassmply to
provoke and thereby distract, to focus Marack's anger upon Kelb alone for whatever days would then
ensue. During thistime of amisdirection of energies, other peripheral and important actionswould be
brought to fruition, including that of the hundred riders and the VVuun. Om's methods were not only
skillfully divergent but manyfold, sdlective, and masterful. That Om'stools were composed of lesser clay
was something elseagain. . . .

"Well, let us provoke them further then,” | suggested, above the shouting of the prince.

Kelwer, given aglassfrom the king'stable, drank it down, recovering from the princesss sdly. Refilled,
he held the flagon high and said above the bedlam, "' A second toast to the fairest of damsdls, our
princess, who | would hope will honor our request, and soon.”

"Stay your glasses one sweet second,” Murie called out "For if we must toast, then let's have done with
tedious gdlantry. Sirsand my lordsdl. | would sdute atruly brave and worthwhile knight without whose
strong arm | would still be locked in Castle-Gortfin." Sheraised her glass. To Sir Harl
Lend—descendant of the Collin!"

Wl done! | chuckled mentaly. My princesswas, indeed, amaster of the dudl. While drinks were
tossed | rose and bowed in the direction of the prince of Kelb, who had been put aside most prettily. His
face was astorm cloud as were those of his cohorts. At that very moment Rawl choseto force our
move. He, too, arose, stepped forth from between the tables, and shouted loud for dl to hear.

"As one of those who shared adventures with Sir Collin [he was getting them al accustomed to the
name], and my sweet cousin, | beg your leave, my liege, to speak.”

The king answered loudly, brushing aside the mutterings of Fairwyn, "It appears, my nephew, that you
have done just that. Say on. Y ou have my leave."

And indeed he did. Ingtinctively, | think, even the sorcerer Fairwyn and the lords at the king'stable
deferred to those of uswho knew of Om in Kelb, the witchcraft of the lady Elioseen, and the mystery of
the VVuun and the hundred riders. Except for the frowning Fon Twed the floor was left to Rawl. Indeed,
there was such a deep understanding among al those close to King Caronne, such unspoken unity, that
onewould suspect an outside influence.

| thought of this phenomenon as Rawl began to speak. | was certain of two things, and knew that through
some strange telepathy the others were certain of them, too. These were that the men of Prince Keilweir
and the hundred riders had a purpose in Marack other than wedding feasts and scouting; and that to
circumvent or blunt this effort—uwhile smultaneoudy planning a counteraction of our own—we had to
deal with them. We would haveto do thisin away that would reflect just the usud Camelot-Fregis



reaction to dight and dur, namely, with bravado, challenge, and clouted heads— and nothing more.

"My lords," said Rawl, "though al of Marack knows of the pact of mutua aid concluded between foul
Om and those of Kelb and Great Ortmund, do they know, too," and he raised hisvoice, "that Yarns
and dead-alives are seated now inthose fair lands?"

Aningant roar grew to a crashing wave around us, and al eyeswere focused in rage upon the men of
Kelb.

The princesface clouded. He shouted in defiance: "Thisisafoul and viciouslie."

"Indeed, srrah?' Rawl laughed. "With mine own eyes| have seen them: first in Castle-Gortfin and then
last night Last night on the great road—Y orns and men of Kelb. Where are they now, Sir Keilweir? And
tell ustrue, who rulesin Kelb? Y our father, Harlach, or that miserable fiend from below the river-sea?"

"| say againthat you lie," Keilweir screamed. "How could you know that those were men of Kelb?'

"My lord," Rawl addressed' the king, ignoring Kellweir. "Have you heard? | offer now my challengeto
the prince— and he will prove hisinsult on my body, or | on his, and all else who would support himin
thismatter."

Theroar had ebbed to heavy silence, with each pair of ears Strained for every word.

The ambassador, white-faced and acutely aware of what was happening, laid arestraining hand upon
Kelwer'sarm. "We accept no challenge, my lord," he said loudly and firmly. "And certainly not from
sniveling glory-seekers with their basaess charges. It was our honorable intent to seek the princess
Nigaard's hand in marriage for our prince—that only. Now, with your gracious permission, Sre, we will
go to the road again and |leave this matter for another day."

Anintake of breath like a soughing wind swept through the gathered throng. The trap had been sprung,
but the baited flig was about to escape the hunter, albeit againgt itswill, for the prince of Kelb was
literdly frothing a the mouth.

Whether he would win over his ambassador or not, | did not know. It was a chance, however, that we
could not risk. | moved out to stand with Rawl before the king.

"Oh, gre," | asked camly, "since much that does not meet the eye seems astir here, | beg one question of
thisman of Kelb."

Theking glared down at me. The unity of telepathic urgings had apparently left him, for he said harshly,
"Wewould have done with this, and now! But you, young Sir, have earned your single question. Say it!"

| turned dowly to the prince, caught hiseye and held it. "My lord,” | said, "what | may lack in courtly
knowledge, | make up for in folksy wisdom. It isknown, for instance, that gentle Pug-Booslive only in
the lands above the river-sea. Neither the Dark Land of Om, nor any vassal state thereof has ever seena
Pug-Boo. ... | now submit to al within thishall that snce Om has moved beyond theriver-ses, there are
no longer Boosin either Kelb or Great Ortmund—they have gone to whence they came. Isthis not
true, my lord?"

The quiet was heavier ill. The prince was shaken. And by thisvery fact | knew that | wasright. He
finaly addressed the king, saying, "It isnot true, Sire.”

"Itistruel” | stated loudly. "And we shdl proveit on your bodies. It iswritten,” | improvised, "that those
who have no friendly Pug-Boos for the singing and the council are less than men. | seetogether with



you here ahundred warriors, which in itself is passing strange company for he who bringsamarriage
vow. No matter. If you are less than men, then |, with this good knight, Rawl Fergis, the noble Breen
Hoggle-Fitz of Great Ortmund—and forty-seven untried students from the Collegium of
Glagmaron— do chalenge the haf of you to an Onset of Fifties, for that isal that isalowed. We
propose—if | am right and you are less than men—to thrash you soundly. If | am wrong, good prince, if
suchistruly not the case, then we commend ourselves to Ormon, and may our God have mercy on our
souls. .. "

The roar arose again, deafening now, especially from the student tables to the rear of the great hall. |
knew that upon the instant of my word they would be at dice for entry to our ranks.

Never had such a challenge been issued—students against seasoned knights. If | were wrong, though
blades were dulled and points the same, we would lead our studentsto a daughter. But | thought not.
Already, just the thought of what | said had reached them—for, as stated, they knew there were no
longer Pug-Boosin Kelb, and they were sore afraid.

Only the prince and his hundred had remained silent amid the hubbub. They knew they were trapped,
and that if they failed before so unlikely afoe, and if the populace of Kelb and Ortmund got wind of
it—assumed the loss of Boos to be the reason—then Om would aready be less solid upon our shores.

Touche! Check! And check again!

All waited for Prince Kellwer'sreply. It was not long in coming. He looked at his ambassador and at his
hundred lords and knights. He then stepped forward, saying smply, for he had no choice, "Oh, sire, what
was ajolly wedding party isnow achallenged company. We do, to clear our name, accept this offer of
the strange knight. And further, now, and for this reason, we do beg your leave to withdraw to choose
our heroesfor the morrow."

Permission was granted.

Amid the ensuing bedlam of cheers and catcals following them through the hdl, my eyesturned to Murie.
Her hands were clasped benegth her chin. Her head was back, and from her throat came pedl after ped
of delighted girlish laughter. Thefact that |, too, could easily be killed had apparently escaped her. But no
matter. | was hooked. And | would not have had it any other way. When she quieted down, | grinned
and winked from where | stood. She shook her head from sheer exuberance and dared throw me a kiss.

Over her dainty shoulder the Pug-Boo without the circle around his eye winked, too. . . .

When the history of Camelot-Fregisisfinaly written it will most definitely include the famed Onset, The
Battle of the Fifties. For no more outlandish or preposterous a bickering has yet been seenin dl the
Gdaxy. It began with magic. It may well have ended that way. But throughout the charade there was an
element, too, of pure and smple guts.

By morning dl of Glagmaron city and many outlying villages had heard of the greeat chalenge. Therefore,
where normaly half the countryside would rally to attendance, now it seemed that all had come. The
area of battle, the lists, was gpproximately one hundred yards by fifty. Thetiers of seatswould hold ten
thousand and no more. The tents of lords were placed to north and south. But fortunately al the areato
the east doped gently up from thelists, so that the fifty thousand gathered here could also see. Theking's
guard patrolled the peripherd areas so that the peasants and tradesmen did not intrude upon the tents of
thelords, or upon thefidd itsdlf. All wascarniva. All was pageantry. There seemed as many piemen,



venders, sviss peddlers, and whatever, asto equa again the gathering itsdlf.

Rawl, Hoggle-Fitz, myself, and our forty-seven chosen students—and a choice bunch of
heavy-shouldered, thick-necked street fighters they were—were gathered at the southeast point of the
greensward. Kelb'sforces were at the northeast We had been given armor, a choice of dulled weapons,
and shields—which we had hurriedly painted for the Sudents with an amagam of our three colors—and
one great knobbed jousting lance each. Behind us, crouched and saddled, some belly-Sat upon the
grass, were our fifty dottles. We were at ease.

At quarter-day (10:00 A.M., Greenwich), the jousting and dueling would begin—but not for us. We
were last on the card, the feature event A few minutes prior to quarter the king appeared at the castle
gate. With hisretinue he looked down upon the dark sea of heads, brightened here and there by the garb
of women and the sparkling headpieces of archers and men-at-arms. Thelists, from his vantage point,
was but anarrow strip of green, marked only with the banners, pennons, and flags of heraldry. A path
had been cleared to the tiered stands and down this he came, followed by the queen, the princess,
Fairwyn, and all the great lords of the privy council. The Pug-Boos did not attend.

Once the king was seated, to the blare of the trumpets and the roar of the crowd, the tournament began.

For those familiar with afeuda culture and its concomitant nuances, that which then ensued was by no
means new or strange. Greset lords and knights rode forth fulfilling certain pledges, vows, and/or in
answer to some challenge or fancied insult, and battlewasjoined. . . . Through al the morning men in suit
armor went sailing through the air at the hefty nudge of ajousting lance; were besten to the ground by
sword or mace; were pounded to a pulp by other means so that they staggered dazedly in circles—and
all to the congtant blare of slvered trumpets, fanatic cheers of wagering supporters, and the
accompanying roar of the crowd that will cheer any onset. They fought in singles, doubles, and sixes; on
dottles, in chariots, and sometimes afoot When lunch wasfindly caled the tents of the chirurgeonswere
aready stuffed with those with broken limbs, cracked pates, and wounds of a hundred kinds.

It was just then that Murie choseto visit us. She came with Caroween, five pretty maidens—which set
our student crowd to roar their pleasure—and an armed guard to force away through the crowd. They
looked alovely sight indeed, before us on their knedling dottles. Actudly it wasthefirst chance | had had
to bewith Murie since our arrival. Shelooked delectable, as did the othersin their furred and velvet
jumpsuits of varied colors. Muries was milk white, matching the armor she had sent me.

"How now, my lord," shesaid in greeting, "we meet again." She stepped from the knedling dottle with a
certain boldness and took my hand. The lady Caroween did likewise with Sir Rawl; while Hoggle-Fitz,
somewhat perplexed by al this coupling, retired to St beside his dottle. The young student-warriors
pressed around admiringly till | shooed them off.

| looked down into the purple eyes and said smply, "Murie, | would spesk with you without the
nonsense of court and custom.” | drew her to one side, to where my dottle rested. We leaned together
againg its rump and gazed out to the deserted lists.

"I am ill the princess, sir," she chided me. "And it may be that you grow too bold.”

For answer | drew her gently close. She stiffened, then relaxed, but made no move to draw away.
"Enough,” | said softly. "I would rather be with you in silence for one second, than an hour with the
childishness of protocol.”

"Y ou speak but srangdy, ar.”
"Do, indeed? Do you redly believe that?'



"No, my lord." She seemed suddenly subdued.
"Then agree with methat our stars cross strongly. For | think, perforce, that we will be together.”

She pressed closer at that so that | could fed the length of arm and thigh against me. Her voice was
hardly audible. "1 do agree, my lord."

| smiled at that, looked down into the purple eyes and dfish face, and said, "And sincetruly | do accept
you asmy lady, am |, indeed, your lord?"

"In sooth you are.”
"Well. Were we not in dead center of dl of Glagmaron | would take you in my arms."
"And | would come, but, gladly."

"Great Gods," | said. Then, "Look, my princess. This comes so sudden. After thisnonsenseis
through—if my head not decorate alance—I would see you alone, and for a space of time. Thereis
much to say and | would say it."

Shelooked up a me and held my gaze. "That chance will come, my lord, more quickly than you think.
For thereis council of war of which you will beinformed; 'tissaid that it will encompassall our world.
But other than that, runes, too, have been cast. They tell of serious danger to mysdlf if | remainin
Glagmaron. My father, for this reason, sends me tomorrow morn to the great sorcerer in the snow-lands.
Therein hiskeep, they say, liesmy only safety. You are to head my escort, my lord—for | would have
no other."

Her words prompted the possessive look of yesterday. The shock was overwhelming. That this small
fur-tummied femae could so befuddle my eighteen years of Gaactic training in dl thelogics was beyond
belief. But at the moment | wanted nothing else, nor would | have it any other way.

Acrossthefigd the trumpets blared again.
"You will see my father tonight,” Murie said. "And you will see me, too."

"Astothat lagt," | murmured, "1 would hope for nothing ese.” Still holding her hand boldly, before dl the
others, | walked her to her dottle. . . .

Caroween had dready mounted. She now sat tiff-spined in the saddle, saying loudly to Rawl, "My lord,
| shdl watch you closely. And if it go againgt you and these good knights and my gracious father, then
expect meon thefield. For | do not hold with ritual nonsense; and | will thrash them al who daretowin
agang us”"

"Have done!" Theroar wasthat of Hoggle-Fitz. He had just bussed his daughter roundly in fond
good-bye. But even he who knew her was not prepared for this. "I warn you, Caroween,”" he shouted.
"If you shame us, if you set your meddling foot upon yon green ere al these men of Kelb are soundly
whipped, it will be your bottom that will receive the thrashing. Now think on that, and off with you."

The gathered students roared and Murie smiled. The five maidens smiled, too, and they, together with the
escorts, saluted us. | stood at Muries stirrup; Rawl at Caroween's. Undaunted, the lithe and headstrong
redhead damned us al with her eyes, bent down to Rawl's surprised face, and kissed him soundly.

Murie followed suit—so swift, so soft, however, that her lips had barely touched my mouth ere they were
gone. All in aSash of lively color and painted dottle paws, to the cheers of our line of student-warriors



and those who had gathered to watch.

We moved together closdly then, myself, Breen Hoggle-Fitz, and Rawl. They had not questioned my
leadership, nor my commitment of their bodiesto what might be asuicidd battle. In fact, they relished
both the ideathat | had madeit, and that they were apart of it. Such was the conditioning of
Camelot-Fregis. Oursdlves and forty-seven untried warrior-students againgt the cream of Kelbic chivalry.
Insanity? No one but me seemed to think so. | had said the loss of Pug-Boos would make our enemy
less than men—and that was sufficient. Our students believed me—as did Rawl and Hoggle-Fitz. The
deck was stacked, so they concluded. It but needed their courage now to tip the scales completely and
thisthey were prepared to give.

We had agreed on tactics and strategy. Thisbeing to use alight armor, asmaller shield, and to avoid, but
lure, their ondaught. The jousting we could do nothing about. But after, well, wewould bait themto a
frenzy, tire them, and then smash them down—and we had chosen blunted swords and wesapons but half
theweight of theirs.

A fresh breeze blew acrossthefield, clouds gathered to our rear. And, since | had planned a bit of magic
al my own, | frowned. | needed sunlight.

"How now, Sir Lenti," Rawl exclaimed softly. "It seemsour timeis come. Y on sortie of five knights of
Glagmaron againgt those five from Klimpings appearsto be the last.”

"They are thelast," Hoggle-Fitz said. "And | for oneam glad to seeit.”

"Then arm and mount,” | said curtly. And fifty students other than our forty-seven helped usto do just
that. | wore white armor, Rawl, red, and Hoggle-Fitz, black; and all the students, green. | felt most
smugly proud to see my heradry upon their shields. It dripped in gaudy colors on my own. As stated, it
was agprig of violets upon afidd of gold. Rawl's blazonry was three scarlet bars upon an azure field, and
thet

of Hoggle-Fitz, the dainty Dernim Tulip of fair Durst in Ortmund; as stated, too, al students wore our
three designs upon their shidlds, for as yet they had none of their own. . . .

"Once confronted with our enemy upon the green,” | said to Hoggle-Fitz, when we were mounted and al
inline, "l wish that you, sir, would step forward and lead us dl in prayer for both ourselves and Marack.”

Hoggle-Fitz's eyes, in hisgnarled and craggy face, flashed gratitude for thisrequest. "I will indeed,” he
sad. "But dso for Great Ortmund.”

| nodded. "Asagreed, | will take the center; yoursdlf to the right and Rawl to the left And, an of you
would-be heroes" | shouted, standing in my stirrups and moving my gresat dottle out and down theline,
"remember well what we have agreed upon. Strike for their weapons, e bows, knees, or throat—and in
that order. Above dl ese, let them attack; protect each other. But once your ondaught—at whatever
target—rfollow through to the end. And so shal wewin over thisweghty mess of kitchenware from
Keb!"

If nothing €lse my humor aone would have been sufficient inspiration for the first few minutes. With this
gang, though, it was hardly needed. Rawl rode out, then Hoggle-Fitz, both standing in their sirrups.
Beyond, on thefield, thelast of the knights of Klimpinge were either nobbling or being dragged away,
whilethe victors of Glagmaron received gifts and prizes from the king and hislords.

We spaced oursalves dong the line of students aswe had planned, made aturn, and headed single-file
through the swarms of peasants, gentry, knights, and archers. Wedl stood tall in our stirrups, gripping



our lancesfirmly. Asour first rider paced out upon the green, Rawl bellowed in avoice |l never knew he
hed: "For Marack! For the Collin! For Marack! For the Collin!" Our warrior-students picked it up,
forty-seven strong and lusty voices bellowing in cadence. Long before wewerein line and facing north it
seemed that all the acreage and tiers of seats were echoing the same—only the hundred knights of Kelb
wereslent, and, | thought, somewhat morose.

My interest in Hoggle-Fitz's religious adminisirations was anything but pious. | was still Kyrie Fern, the
Adjuster. | had abit of personal parlor magic up my deeve. And with someluck . . . The cloudswere
gathering ill, however, which meant my luck was bad. In fact, the very moment that the king's heralds
rode forth with trumpet blare and scroll to proclam in ritual the reason for our argument, awash of rain
swept across thefidd. Other than lousing up my magic it would be to our advantage, snce we werethe
lighter force.

The heralds were through with their ritua pronouncements and the trumpeters stepped forward. But
before they could lift their instruments to their mouths to blow, our Hoggle-Fitz rode forth. Hisarms were
raised above hishead, hisleft arm held his sword, hisright, hislance. He said nothing. But the trumpeters,
seeing him, stayed their horns. A grest Slencefell over the field. Hoggle-Fitz turned around, dismounted,
placed lance and sword beside his standing dottle, and knelt upon the greensward.

And then it happened. Hoggle-Fitz's knees had hardly touched grass when, with a clap of instant thunder
and adazzling glare, abolt of lightning struck within ten feet of him. . . . The great crowd moaned, seeing
inthisamark, an omen that perhaps the question of the Pug-Boos and Ormon's grace did not favor our
cause after dl. Before this Sighing moan had reached its end, however, an equaly glaring bolt smashed
down within but afew feet of the prince of Kelb.

| smiled. Tit-for-tat Camelot's magic wasindeed much in evidence. And if the power of Om had stood
forth to dedl thefirst blow, the power that favored our own—whatever or whoever it was—had matched
that blow, exactly. | smiled again. For at that very moment the clouds parted and the sun shone through,
touching upon my forty-seven students and my two brave knights. | seized my chance, pressed the
ion-beam at my belt, widened its focus so no damage could be done, and directed it full upon the praying
Hoggle-Fitz.

What | had hoped would happen, happened. All hisarmor, and ingtantly, gave forth agolden glow so
that he seemed clothed in an aureole of shining light. If Hoggle-Fitz, with histedious but pious mouthings,
had ever hoped for sainthood, he had found it now. And the hissing gasps of the grest
multitude—crossing themselves the while for Ormon's sske—was athing to hear. Thefact that the
ion-beam had smply activated the high sulfur content of the stedl of Fitz'sarmor, causing aglow akinto
that of phosphorescence, was something else. My forty-seven knelt; so did the crowds—so did the men
from Kelb. And Fitz glowed like the fabled, pious Galahad of Terra, though he knew it not. Indeed of al
that gathering he done was not to know till the game waswon. ...

With the glowing and sainted Hoggle-Fitz bellowing aves and prayers, | dismounted, too, and walked
quickly to knedl by the sde of Rawl. | interrupted his mumbled cantosto say softly, "We are much
favored, my friend. But 'tis said that Ormon best hel ps those who hel p themsdlves. Om, too, is strongly at
work here. Witnessthat first lightning bolt. And more of this magic will come, though inwhat form |

know not. But be not afraid and pass the word that al that transpires against us will simultaneously
happen to the enemy. If we bear thisin mind, we cannot lose."

Rawl eyed mesdilently. "Yes" hesaid findly. "1 know now, indeed, that you are not of Fregis.”

| shrugged. "Ask that of my mother when you meet. Shelll quickly tell you." Hoggle-Fitz was on hisfeet
again. | rose, too, and so did Rawl. In back of us the forty-seven were up and mounting their dottles. The



word | had given Rawl spread quickly down theline. And, when | glanced back at their fresh, eager
faces, | knew we had madeit. | switched off the ion-beam. Hoggle-Fitz ceased to glow and returned to
his place on the right. | must admit that the aves, mumblings, and the drawing of circles upon breasts, on
al sdes— generated by his short-term halo—had caused him to glow with persond, religious, stigmata
that seemed for abrief second to equal that of the sulfur-treated stedl. . . . The great crowd sighed.

And then it was time. The sun had gone. The rain began. And there we were. The trumpets blared a
soggy blast and we went hurtling down the green.

One hundred pounding, madly wheeeing dottles; couched lances and shields to the fore—two hundred
yards of space. The touch of magic continued so that even as | settled to the job at hand the opposing,
oncoming line wavered, grew dim. But | kept my eyes focused on the prince—and saw him hesitate. |
knew then that | had been right. We, too, had grown dim to our adversaries. Whatever. It wastoo late
for dl concerned. Prince Keilweir'slance missed me completely.

| caught him squarely upon the shield, my knobbed lance driving him backward with such force asto
snap his saddle girth and send him headlong over his dottle's rump. One down and forty-nineto go. | was
conscious of amighty cheer from the crowd. All down the line it was the same. | had expected, sncethe
exchange of lance thrusts was our weakest area, that we would lose here. But we did not . . . Amid the
crash of splintered shafts, wheeeing, screaming dottles, and cadenced shoutsto every saint that Camelot
possessed, | could seethat afull twenty of the men of Kelb were down, as opposed to but eighteen of
ours. Mogt, on either Side, were up again, afoot, blunted swords and maces hacking away in awhirlwind
collage of brutal, no-quarter battle which, had the weapons been honed and heavy instead of dull and
light, would have brought desth to every man who fell. The prince remained prone, out of it Hoggle-Fitz
had downed his man, as had Rawl. And now the red and black crests of each were seen as the center of
afuriousmeee.

Lance aside, 1, too, used broadsword. And, | must confess, since al went well, that | held back
deliberately in the first whirl of swords, light mace, and hammer. But even then it was | who hurled the
lord of Ortmund to the ground, breaking his sword arm in two places so that he would not fight again for
many months

The pace grew heavy, crud. And I now knew how Hoggle-Fitz had fought clear of al the armored
strength of Great Ortmund. For with one single charge he cleared the Kelbic saddles of four knights
whose surcoats and blazonry proclaimed their worth as equal to the best that Marack could produce.
Rawl, aswas hisfortune, had in the meantime struck the prince's brawny ambassador to the turf.

There were more dottles with empty saddles now than full; knights from both sides were being pulled
from the saddle to the ground. It wasthen | noted that the dottles, wise in the ways of humanoids, when
lightened of their load would run off to the sde. There with their fellows, they formed agrest circle
around usto watch the remainder of the battle. Being amused at the dottles | was suddenly taken
unawares, many hands seized me from the rear, and a sudden blow againgt the sde of my helm caused
the world to ring and to disappear in a.wall of blackness.

| awoke to find myself ringed with greaved legs and a cadenced shouting of "The Callin! The Callin!™
from adozen lusty student throats. | seized aleg and pulled myself up, helped further to my feet by willing
hands. Then with no shield, but with a great two-handed sword tendered me by some unknown student
hand, | laid about me and picked up the cry, "The Callin! The Collin!" Where my smdl group had been
ringed around, we now ringed them. And the clash of sword and mace againgt suit armor and shield was
such asto deafen dl. Three men went down before my Kelbian sword in just three strokes; each with a
broken rib or limb, or both; one man with a broken head—and time passed.



Theranfdl hard while we strove mightily against those seasoned warriors. We were three knots of
swirling blades, wet turf, and mud. All around uslay thefdlen. There remained but thirty of oursto
twenty of theirs, and no man wasrider now. Through it dl, where one would confront afoe in a panting,
heaving, sweating, streaming exchange of blood and bruises, that foe might suddenly disappear, to be
seen seconds later at another spot afew feet removed from the original. And, too, if one observed the
expressions of one's opponent, he would note that in that same opponent's eyes he, likewise, had

disappeared.

The remaining knights of Kelb fought desperately. And | thought as| stood back and leaned upon my
sword that those aready prone around us were the better off, Since no man standing—ours or
theirs—remained unscathed.

| sought to end it. | had €leven mud-covered, panting sudents; Hoggle-Fitz, eight; and Rawl, ten. Rawl's
helmet was off, one arm hung limp, and blood bathed his face from a degp gash above hisleft eye.

Though they fought bravely, despairing of victory, four more of the Kelbian knights were down ere the
king's herads moved forward to blow the finish. Before this could happen, however, we had, perforce,
aswasour plan, to cripple more. Reluctantly then, for | would not harm good men were it not necessary,
| sgnaed Hoggle-Fitz and Rawl for one last effort. We charged their bloody circle of sixteen knights
from three sdes. The blunted swords and lightened maces swung, blindly in some cases, on friend and
foe dike, the rain and mud obscuring shields and blazonry. And our cheers and their screams of defiance
were hoarse and wild. When the king's trumpets sounded there were but six of Kelb left standing, and
twenty-two of ours. . . .

So there were twenty-two of us to stand before the king and al the pomp of Marack; twenty-four,
actudly, snce two student-warriors with a broken leg apiece were held up and brought along by their
comrades.

King Caronne then announced in the most forma of court language that we had won; therefore our cause
had been proved just and our charges correct. He offered us the thanks of all Marack for our servicesto
his crown and to his daughter. And on al sides there were cheers of admiration for the Callin, for Lord
Breen Hoggle-Fitz, who though from Great Ortmund had still fought well for Marack, and for young
Rawl Fergis, cousin to the princess Murie Nigaard. It was understood that a number of the
student-warriors would be heggled as aresult of their valor, and that Rawl and | and Fitz would name
these men.

The sx knights of Kelb, representing the wounded and the remaining fifty—for they alone had
fought—were given the order for banishment from Marack with dl their entourage: Until suchtimeas
Pug-Boos came back to Kelb and Ortmund; and this proved by those countries kings.

Smdll gain, | thought aswe mounted our dottles and retired from thefield. Of the knights of Kelb, at least
sixteen were dead; of our students, twelve. Of the remainder of both sides, the bruises, scars, and badly
mended limbs would long remind the participants of the Onset of Fifties at the great tournament of
Glagmaron.

Like Rawl, |, too, bled from ear and nose. Indeed, | wanted nothing now but warm water, a soft bed,
some food at alater hour—and to see Murie. Great Flimpls, | thought, as we wended our way back to
the castle, how one does take up with the color and the substance of the country!

Halfway to the drawbridge | felt an odd persistent buzzing at the base of my skull and | wondered if the
blow | had received had caused concussion. But nol | pressed the stud upon my belt to activate the



circuit. . . .
"Wel!" | sad mentaly. "W, it'sabout time! It'sdamned well about time.”

"Look who'stalking!" Ragan's voice came from the node at the base of my skull. "Y ou've been damped
out, Buby. No fault of ours. Wevetried. Great whoozits, we've tried. But you should have known. Y ou
should have ... Look! Here we are. There you are. We've contacted a Watcher and got some
information that al isnot well; that things are, in fact, pretty damned bad. Brief us, Buby."

"Wdl," | began dowly, asmy dottle cantered along, "it'slikethis. ..."

And | told them everything, including the menta picnic with Hooli the Pug-Boo; about the maglstrom into
which we had inadvertently descended; about Camelot magic, generally —and | gave my summation.

"It ssemsobviousto me," | said, "that what we assumed to be smple growing pains—with asingular

twist which we could control or influence accordingly—is nothing of the kind. Asametter of fact, the
dageis set herefor onelast dramétic act sansthe deus ex machina The curtain's coming down. The

imagery the Pug-Boo creates—world destruction and whatever—really happened somewhere. I'm
guessing it was on one of Fomahaut I1'sthree planets. I'm guessing that it can happen again.

"Theindication isthat the Holocaust was but one single event in the tota strategy of an antagonist who
remains unknown—whaose ultimate god, for that very reason, may be something other than just
Camelot-Fregis. | saw the destruction of the planet, remember?| saw it through the Pug-Boo's eyes.
Only aforce equaling, or superior to the Foundation, itself, could wield such power."

Kriloy's voice came softly, soothing, and palligtive to my intensity. | mentally pictured him and Ragan in
the Deneb 3's"Foundation Center," as apart from the ship itsdf: Ragan, tall, graying, with the touch of
cynicism to hisvoice and person that display al who have been with the Foundation for any length of
time; Kriloy, dark, dender, ebullient, afacsmile of mysdf in that he, too, was dive to "the wonder of it
al”

The starship would be positioned directly above Glagmaron city, orbiting with Camelot's axia spin. But
how long had it been there? Somehow, though long-sought contact had been made, it gave me no
comfort. How many times had they tried and failed? And why had they failed? It was quite possible that
they served no purpose now at al; that that which was about to happen was beyond their ability to
influence; that essentialy, their very presence created a great and unnecessary danger for Camel ot—and
perhaps themsaves.

Kriloy was saying: "We've not found the reason why you've been impossible to contact. Weve beenin
touch with the Watchers of Klimpinge, but they've added nothing to their previous report, except that a
deadly peril seems now to vibrate in the very air. We don't even know why we've been able to reach you

"Whatever," | said. "I'm asmuch in the dark asyou."
"Sheee!" Kriloy's exclamation was sarcadtic.

"All right!" 1 said. "But now that we've made contact, you'll agree that I'm in the soup, and that | need
some answers, bad. Have you been scanning?!

"Off and on."

"What's happening? What's in the southern hemisphere— the good old land of Om? How's the traffic on
the roads? The seas? The segports? What have you seen?”



"No 'ghost’ armies, only rea ones. And no hallucinating cloud banks or dark wizardry—at least from an
dtitude of two hundred miles. To the south of the river-sea, asyou know, it's mostly jungle and savannah
until the rise of the highlands. From there on it's early winter—rain, deet, snow. The Dark Lands are no
longer dark. At the moment they are covered with fog, clouds, snow, the works. Across the savannahs,
through the jungles, and into dl the ports, there is troop movement, cavary hordes of between five and
ten thousand men: double that in men-at-arms, archers, and thelike. Y our Y orns, asyou cdl them, are
some kind of mutants; they live mostly in savannah areas. The men, inland, seacoast, wherever, are
smply rounded up, given weagpons, drilled in their use for afew days, and then marched down to the
boats. Other than Om's dlite, the mgjority are poorly trained and led.

"We suspect that the port cities are full to bursting, though many ships have dready sailed north, to your
area. Thetota figure is somewhere between two hundred thousand and two hundred and fifty thousand
warriors, which suggests that you are, indeed, 'in the soup.™

"Good God," | said.

Ragan laughed. "A few hundred thousand, more or less, shouldn't upset the mighty Callin. ... We
watched you, you know, in your little melee. | won fifty credits on you, Buby."

"Y ou mean there was someone to bet against me?"

"We drew straws. The longs got the prince of Kelb—we know who he is now—and the shorts got you
and that senior, student crew with the buster-brown haircuts.”

"Skipit," | saidflatly. Their cavdier attitude concerning my bones and my future left mealittle cold. "To
get back to the south: 1t's my opinion that things are going to get worse before they get better. We need
someone badly down there."

"Areyou suggesting aWatcher?'

"Why not?'

"From what you'vetold us, it would be much too late to help you."
"Fine! So put onethereto help you."

"You'realittle testy, you know," Ragan said softly. "L ooks like the Situation's getting to you. Sureyou
don't want to be withdrawn?"

"No," | said tersdly.
"Y ou sound much too involved, and that's not good.”

| controlled an instant anger, derived of the fact that he was reaching me because he wasright The last
thing | wanted now wasto risk withdrawa. "Shoveit," | said bluntly. "I'm ontop of it, and I've no
intention of leaving now."

. Ragan laughed, dissolving the tension. "Weve kept a close eye on you. The vibesfrom you and that
pussycat princess are something to feel. On the scope, it's like colorama.”

| cursed them for a couple of double-damned voyeurs. "Look!" | said strongly. "I'm till the assigned
Adjuster, which meansthat I'min charge. That being the case, from this moment on no scanning, no
orbiting! You'l warp in and out of the Fomahaut-Fregis matrix every sixth hour, for exactly two minutes.
I'll turn full on to catch you. Well exchange bons mots. Meanwhile, play games. One of them being that



you check out Fomahaut's binary and its three-planet
system. That's an order! And you'll handle this search-and-peek job with discretion—Iike your next trip
to Camelot-Fregis, in and out, with al detection systems given but two minutes of exposure.”

"You'replaying it pretty damn close" Ragan's voice held anote of anger now.

"I got agterling hunch, children; likeit's quite possible that we are being scanned right now."
"Youthink s0?'

"Consdering what happened to the Pug-Boo's planet, yeah."

"Y ou through?"

"l suream,” | said. "Fade now!"

"Now fade," Ragan echoed reluctantly.

Andthey did. And | was|eft done, except for the press of fifty thousand shouting, beaming aficionados
from Glagmaron city. These continued to swarm like beesto see their tournament heroes—Rawl,
Breen-Hoggle-Fitz (who was most pontificaly distributing benedictionsto everyonein hailing distance),
and mysdlf, the Collin, their hero-mythos, cometo life.

| was human enough, and still young enough, so that every square-inch of my bruised body was suffused
with awarm and pleasant glow of self-satisfaction at this show of mass support.

Our dottles wheeed, whooooed, and pranced, delighted to be apart of such downright adulation. My
personal charger, who had enabled me to topple the mighty prince Keilweir, was a castle mount. And his
name—for dottles were given names— was Henery.

Henery was amale, bigger than mogt, heavily muscled and mentaly sharp—like a Terran dog is sharp.
Hewas aso a bit of asnob. If he were humanoid, he would most definitely be a name-dropper. From
timeto time he would look to me possessively, prance, roll hisbig blue and dightly bloodshot eyes, and
wave his huge doggy-dottletall like apennant. Hisfat paws matched his eyes, for they had been painted
blue for the occasion.

Lackeys, | had found, were not as profuse in Camelot society asin other feudal orders. Witnessthe fact
that prior to yesterday's dinner, Rawl and | had been |eft done to take care of oursalves. Such was not
the case now, however. We were very shortly being bathed and gently massaged while various ails,
hedling salves, and unguents were being rubbed into our bodies. Thiswas donein alarge common room
benegth the castle. Apothecary bottles lined the walls, aswell as various saws, knives, mallets, and
whatever—the tools of the chirurgeon. The chirurgeons, lackeys, and masseurs, of course, were
themselvesin attendance.

Thisatmosphereof T.L.C. was S0 conducive to relaxation and deep, that that is exactly what | did. And
thistimewith no disturbing terror dreams from intruding Pug-Boos.

| awoke in Rawl's gpartment As before, Rawl was beside me snoring lustily. And, as before, the breeze
through the stone-laced windows of the three-hundred-foot aerie was fresh, sweet, and soul-serving.

| arose and walked to the balustrade. History was repesting itself. For in the distance, | saw the prince
Kellweir with his entourage, minus the sixteen dead knights. They were departing now, however, two



abreast in along line, with the prince and his ambassador to the fore. Even from adistance they seemed a
dgected lot. As| watched in the swift-falling twilight, awash of wind and rain swept the great meadow
beyond the castle walls, touching the grassin such away asto remind me of the beginnings of asqudl at
seadfter atimeof cam. . . . The prince would stop in thefirst village, | thought, as protection against the
night and the dead-dives—-or would he?

Rawl and | were ordered to the king's privy dining room to sup and to take conference. Thistimethere
was no formality, some pomp, but no ceremony.

Present were the king, the queen, the twelve lords and ladies of the realm; Fairwvn and a skinny, almost
trangparent young neophyte sorcerer named Ongus, a handful of hardened knightsthat | had not seen
before; and Murie and Caroween and the two Pug-Boos.

We ate at the king'stable. The hall was redolent with the smdll of food; of wet flagstones and strav—all
cold with the lowered temperature; of the sweet rain-washed wind which penetrated the hal to blow
gently around our seated persons, pat the tapestries upon the wall, and cause thefiresto roar ludtily.

Murie sat directly opposite me as did Caroween to Rawl. Supping being what h was on Camelot—a
literd recharging of energies so wantonly spent in brawling, arguing, and in just plain saying dive—I fell
into line and began stuffing mysdlf, too. Lord knows | needed it!

Twice wewereinterrupted by young, lightly armored courierswho burst in, fell to one knee, and
tendered messagesto the king and hislords. The atmosphere, in contrast to the festivity of the preceding
night, was absolutdly warlike in its tense and abrupt urgency.

Theking arose to inform us of the contents of the last note. "My lords," he said. " There has been heavy
fighting at Castle-Gortfin. In answer to our mirror Sgnals the nearest garrison—in the town of
Feldic—marched upon Gortfin but afew hours after the return of my daughter. The forces of my 'siger,’
the lady Elioseen, were driven quickly back to within the castle walls. But thissmal victory cost us
dearly. Indeed, the commander of our thousand, the young sir Bricht of Klimpinge, statesthat al this day
they did but contain the enemy under Sege. And that snce there wasllittle timefor burid on the previous
day, they were attacked |ast night by dead-dives. The Stuation is perilous.”

Therewas adtir of darm at this—the fact that the dead were apparently being used against us. For,
though | had noted much fear of supposed dead-alives, | had yet to meet the knight or warrior who had
ever seen one. | had reached the point, in fact, where | had begun to doubt the matter. But here was
proof.

They fell to discussing this new event without once breaking the rhythm of knife and meset from platter to
jowl. . .. Through seven courses of sdlads, soups, meet, and fowl, | wastotally conscious of the purple
eyes of my most undainty (at sup at least) princess. At times she gazed at me with the same intensity as
she had used upon thefirst platter of succulent pastiesto pass her way. | wasflattered. And, since | was
now fully imbued with the true Camel ot spirit, | understood. | beamed fiercely back at her and she loved
it, even to the point of blushing. .

But yet another pair of eyes were upon me. Thelord Fon Twed's. His stare was not welcome. | had yet
to question him asto how he had arrived at Castle-Glagmaron while we wound up at Castle-Gortfin.

But time was passing, and | was acutely aware that just as| had sparked the move against Kelb the
previous night, so must | force things now. There would be either aunity of purpose between the States
of Cheese, Ferlach, and Marack, as opposed to Kelb and Great Ortmund, or Om would certainly
prevail—and the sooner adiscussion of dl this, the better.



Thewind had risen. It keened savagely outside and guttered the candlesinsde. Lackeys rushed to draw
drapes over the ditted windows and to close tight the great wooden doors. | arose, wiped some kind of
antelope grease from my face with a coarse napkin, and without further ado begged leave to spesk.

It was granted meand | said, "Y our mgjesty, asyou well know | am new to these parts, and certainly
new to court affairs and the ordering of armies. If thiswas not so, | would not be talking now, but would
abide by protocol. But sinceit istrue, may | beg leave to ask that we not delay one single second in
approaching your neighbors of Gheese and Ferlach with offers of mediation—between the two of
them—of support, generdly, and of the creation of a unified fighting front to move ingtantly to the attack
againgt Omin Kelb and Great Ortmund. | would ask, too, if Prince Kellweir received proper escort.
For, since| have been given a certain task, according to your gracious daughter, | would know al of
those who might chose to interfere, be they Vuuns, Y orns—or princes.”

Therewas ardttle of laughter. The king smiled, too, and said, "Y oung Sir, you areright in your concern.
The knights of Kelb are escorted, even to the very borders of Kelb, though at a distance. Wewill know
if aught transpires that does not meet our wish."

"Andinthenight?’
"There are ways, young Sir.”

"Praisebe" | said. | honored them with a crossed Ormon circle. "But," | persisted, "since thereis much
magic about these days—of which | have truly had my share—isit not possible, consdering the stakes,
that dark sorcery will ad the prince Kellwer again?”

A great lord arose from his striped skin-bedecked chair. He had been introduced to me as Per-Rondin,
kolb of Blin. His hand was raised to the king. Caronne nodded and Per-Rondin spoke. His voice was
strong as were his features. He was Hoggle-Fitz's double in height and girth. Y oung Gallin," he
sad—and hisready smilewasfriendly. "Y ou have traveled far from your dour province of Fleege with its
moaors, its snows, and its dark forests. | knew your father, young sir, though | remember him asadower
man than you. Y ou honor him well. But to get to it. The ways of war are such that we oft lose much by
panic and too hurried judgment; likewise, though studied countermoves are made, we cannot dways
foretdl the movements of our enemies. Y ou speak of magic. Well, so it has been. We cannot negate this
phenomenon. So let there be magicl—magic on dl sdes. And if we are so fortunate asto have thismagic
work for us, wewill truly thank our God—as you should thank him for hisaid to you thisvery day.
Conversdy, if the magic of the cursed Kaeen prevails over ours, then we will fight him with our blood
and with our heartsdone. And thuswill we still prevail!

"We are entering into abloody war, young sir, of a scope such as has not been seen since men first
formed citiesin thisgreat world. All information brought by you, our noble cousin, Sir Rawl Fergis, and
the gresat lord Breen Hoggle-Fitz, is substantiated. We shall decide now, with your counsd, for you have
earned it, what we will do. With my lord, the king's permission, | bid you welcometo our deliberations.”

Per-Rondin bowed deeply. And there was such a smattering of handclapsthat, since Rawl and Fitz had
both been mentioned, they stood up, too, to take their bows with me.

And then we talked and talked—and talked. Great quantities of svisswere drunk and certain wines, but
not enough to boggle our minds. Most of the women left. Not so Caroween and my princess; nor the
gueen and two or three of the wives of the lords, including the lady Brist, wifeto Lord Per-Rondin. Inthe
ensuing discussion they proved by their brains and their courage that they were by no means mere
chattels of their lordlings. The Adjuster in me welcomed thisfact asasign of hedlth in the Fregisian body

palitic. . . .



Thetwo Pug-Boos, Hooli and Jindil, sat slently watching. And there was such afeding of well-being
around us, of peace, and, yes, of protection, that | wondered if, perhaps it was not their doing; that this
was the thing they could best provide, if one were but within their proximity—asanctuary against evil.
But | remembered Murie's abduction, and knew that it could not be ... and yet ...

Despite the drapes and the closed shutters we were made aware of the mounting storm without by an
absolute crescendo of lashing water, causing arumbling thunder throughout the mains of the castle. And
there devel oped such ahowling of wind asto dmost prevent the exchange of ideas about our plansfor
total mobilization. But we persevered.

And once, between therise and fal of thewind's howl, avoice—like Hooli's, like my own—spoke softly
inmy ear. "Go not to the snow-lands, Harl Lenti. For your life—go not there!” | looked instantly to the
Pug-Boos. But there was nothing in Hooli's shoebutton eyes or placid, smiling mouth to tell methat it was
he who gave the warning. Then the voice was gone, asif it had never been.

| was given command of awing of the center army, which wasto march immediately upon Kelb. This
task | would assume upon my return from having delivered the princessto her place of sanctuary. No
one suggested that | be replaced as escort to Murie—in view of the urgency of the move on Kelb—not
even Fon Twed, which | thought was passing strange. | was obvioudy in no position to make such a
practica suggestion mysdf.

There would be three armies. Thefirg, of twenty thousand men, was to advance upon Great Ortmund,
with the Marackian warlords of the provinces of Keeng, Fleege, and Klim-pinge in command. Breen
Hoggle-Fitz, lord of Durst in Ortmund, was appointed to the council of thisarmy, and wasto reenter
Ortmund with five thousand men in advance of the main forces and rouse the countryside againgt thefalse
king, Feglyn. This he accepted with great gusto. The second army, aso of twenty thousand men, would
advance directly on Kelb. Thelord Per-Rondin, of Glagmaron, would command it Two other lords, the
king, and mysdif, the Collin, would be hiswar council. It was expected that | would arrive on the scene
long before the crucid battle had been joined. Asthisarmy advanced it would settle Castle-Gortfin's
hash asan extrabonus. . . . Lastly, an army of thirty thousand was to march in the direction of Gheese. It
would be under the direct command of Lord Fon Twedl, with astaff of three warlords of the southern
provinces. Their objective would be to seek an immediate truce between the waning parties of Ferlach
and Oheese, and to then direct those forces, concurrently, upon the flank of Kelb and the hordes of Om.

There were thirty thousand men-at-arms, archers, and knightsin the proximity of Glagmaron at this
moment Twenty thousand of these would be assigned to thefirst two armies, who would then complete
their muster with border troops and levies gathered along the way. The cal for muster had gone out by
courier and mirror two days ago, upon Murie's council with her father. Fon Twed wasto wait in
Glagmaron with the remaining ten thousand until his forces were augmented to full strength by leviesfrom
the countryside.

Andfindly, Sr Rawl Fergiswas given the unenviable job of riding on the morrow with the entourage of
but one hundred knights and students—he had especially asked for some of those who had fought so
bravely with us againgt the knights of Kelb—to Ferlach. He would act as direct emissary of King
Caronne, and would petition the highly respected Dradich, king of Ferlach, to dso desist in hisatercation
with Gheese, and to join in thefind effort to drive the hordes of Om into the river-sea.

Asthe finishing touch to our deliberations, it was decided that the Marackian flegt, smaler than those of
Ferlach or Gheese, would sail down the west coast from Klimpinge to Ferlach, to join with that country's
shipsintheassault . ..

And thus did we ddliberate.



And it seemed to me, while we did this, that there was no longer any starship, no Foundation—and no
influences, malign or otherwise, to affect our course. When | spoke—and | spoke loud and often—I
imagined mysdlf asalord of the house of Plantagenet during the Terran feudal wars, about which | had
studied. It was asif our world depended upon our council, our deliberations, and upon our ahility to
carry them out. Thus, | imagined, too, would those who planned crusades have acted and, conversely,
from the Mohammedan point of view, thus would those have aso done who sought courageoudy to
defend Idam from the depredations of the heathen.

Then it was over and we retired to our quarters through corridors wet with the rain's penetration, and
cold with the touch of the north wind.

Oncethere, Rawl said gruffly, grinning thewhilelike anidiot dubot, "Well, I'll leave you now, Sirrah 1
Y ou may plague but yoursdlf thisnight, with your snores. .. ."

"How 0?7

His grin became amost ridiculous. "Because | seek fairer company than you, great oaf. | would remind
you that you are not the daintiest of bedfellows, and,” he finished dyly, "admit it. Y ou serve me no
purpose between the sheets.”

"I wishyouwel," | said, laughing; thinking, too, that he was off, perhaps to pleasure some serving wench
with hisboots on. "But turn meajug of milk," I admonished, "before you go. I'll then be reminded that
you do serve a purpose.”

Helooked at me owlishly. "Wdll, hey and hey then! Tis, perhaps, for meto tell you, Sir Collin, that did |
remain in thisroom you would hate me beyond al reason. | do but |eave to guarantee—among other

things—your undying affection.”
"You spek inriddles.”

"Then divine them. Good night, Sir Lenti, Sir Callin. I wish you the pleasantest of dreams, though | doubt
not that that which will happen in your waking momentswill be the better.”

| shook my head. "Have done then. And since | seethejug aready holds my sviss, | have no need of you
adl"

After aquick shower and a change of clothes, he bowed out, ill grinning. And, | thought, seeing him go,
and showering mysdlf with the now freezing water from the castle pipes, it was bard to believe that but
ten short hours ago we had baitled to exhaustion upon the field of Glagmaron. My skin felt unbruised.
The shdlow gash upon my forehead waswell on itsway to heding—atestimonia to the salves of
Camelot not derived of magic but rather from her budding science. All this| pondered, then doused the
candles and retired to the great fur-covered bed.

| deliberatdly left the windows undraped. The keening north wind in and around the aerie was of the
proportions of ababy hurricane.

| loved it

| had but clasped my hands behind my head upon the pillow when | sensed the presence of someone else
in the great room. My sword hung from its belt by the bed's coping— an awvkward position. | instantly
flung myself toward it to draw.

"Stay your impetuous hand, mlord!"



The voice was softly intimate—as intimate as the instant and total caress| received from the small body
of Murie Nigaard as she dived from wherever she had been hiding into the welter of furs and bedclothing
to seize mein an embrace that was truly awesome.

| responded inkind. It was asif al Camelot's magic, white, black, and piebald, had united for one greet
web of rainbows. | had experienced nothing likeit | inginctively knew that | would probably not
experience itslike again—except, perhaps, with Murie. Humanoid women have the &bility, if they but
dareto exploit it, to so weld the male of their choice to them that said male will seek no other. To say
that | welcomed thisfantadtically warm bundle of sweet-smelling fema e pul chritude would be the
undergtatement of the millennium.

Murie, al one hundred and five pounds of her, was mother-naked. Though, if one be softly furred in the
most peculiar places, thismay come under the heading of quasi-quas. Whatever. | was quasi-quas, too,
and it was the kind of nakednessthat dreams are made of, if one but has the imagination,

"Hey, my lord?' Murie had finaly straddled me between clutches and was holding me by the earsand
looking down into my eyes. ™Y ou look surprised. Did you not expect me?"

"No, | did not," | said.

| reached up to pull dl that squeding, squirming, sweet-scented, soft-fleshed mystique down upon me
agan.

There was no moon, or moons; only clouds reflecting the strobelike flashes of blue lightning to silver the
room and our faces. In al the Galaxy, | thought, there could hardly be amore romantic setting than this. |
was eighteen again, and it was senior prom with the scent of girl-flesh and Venusan Kablis. ... | wasa
number of things, each representative of everything "great” that had ever happened to me. Then, findly, |
was again Harl Lend, the Callin. | was aknight, awarrior, afeudal lord, a mythos cometo life, so that
small furry creatures such asthe onel how held in my armswould continue to people the green valesand
wine-dark mountains of this so-fair world of Camelot-Fregis.

| looked down into her purple eyes—she was beneath me now, held strongly againgt me, and holding just
asdrongly. "My princess," | said, "'l know naught of palace dalliance. But if you wereto repesat but a
tenth of this—even in thought— with anyone e se, | would flay, stuff, and mount you, so that you would

ride forever on my dottle€'s rump, as Pug-Boos do. For know you well that | am the possessive type.
And shewho | most desire above al women, having cometo thisbed of her own free will, may not just
leaveit a her pleasure.” | was only haf teasing. | gripped her tighter till and buried my face in the soft
curve of her neck and shoulder.

"Oh, Sir Callin." Her voice came muffled. "Y ou think yourself possessive? | would warn you, Sr, that the
women of our family lovefiercely or not at al. They choose not idly either. And when they do, thelord of
their choice had best not yearn for chambermaids and bar girls, else he be flayed, tanned, and worked
into agrestcoat for winter outings. Y ou have my love, my lord, and that isthat." At thislast she reached
up and covered my mouth with hers, held for brief seconds, then dipped down the length of my throat to
ank her smal white teeth into my shoulder.

Abovemy indant yel shesaid, "And that ismy mark. Do you likewise upon my body, so that | may
know that you love me."

| sat up aghast. "Murie" | said. "l cannot I'm not an animal. | would not hurt you."

"Nor am | ananimd, stupid oaf. But | do love you. And if you have forgotten that in these brief seconds
sgncethe making of my mark, | will do it again—and again—until you love me."



And s0 saying she gripped me with arms, legs, and teeth, so that | was driven somewhat wild with the
absolute sensuousness of it dl. And we became what we truly were. And the great, fur-strewn bed was a
welter of Murie, the Collin, and sundry remains of various pelts and treated skins. It was like nothing |

had ever experienced. And intheend | knew, at least from one point of view, what it wasto love. |
would learn of other waysin the perilous days ahead. But of thisnight | learned that which few are given
to know—and in the end she had her teeth-marks. So help me, Ormon, but she had them! And welay
back then, her curlsin the curve of my shoulder, arms and legs thrown across my body, and al around us
the screaming of thewind and rain and the blue-white lightning of a prima sky such asonly the Furies
themsalves could cregte. ... A fitting stage, | thought, for thiswelding of myself and the efish princess
from aworld that was now mine, too.

Wetdked. We murmured nonsense. We made love. Caroween, Murie told me, as| worried one of her
dightly pointed ears with lips and teeth, was even now with her cousin, Rawl. And it was because of this
that he had suspected that 1, too, would be so honored.

"And what of your father?' | murmured againgt her bresst.
"That you are my chosen.”
"He was not opposed?’

"Opposed?' She leaned upon adainty elbow, her eyes but alash's distance from my own. ... "'l would
think you not of Marack, my lord. Why oppose? | am his daughter. Were | not soin fact, then it would
be otherwise. But | am. And that, too, isthat."

| pondered her satement. | said mildly, "But are marriage vows, at least, followed by certain ceremony?
In our case, Snce you have arranged thisjoining, am | to assume you have arranged that, too?"

"In good tune, my lord,” she said, and kissed me. "We are a war now, however. But since al will know
soon enough that you are to wed me, it will be sufficient for the moment.”

"Godg!" | grinned, and she grinned back a me.

| felt just dightly off-balance, though. Without a doubt prerogatives had been used without my gainsay. |
said softly again, "It would appear, my most ddicioustidhit, that though my counsel issought inwar, itis
not sought in matters of our persond union.”

"Whichisasit should be" she answered pertly. "The question of marriageisthe sole province of women,
plusthe ordering of the household—or has this news not reached that frozen mudhole wherein you claim
your birthright?"

"Whatever," | said. "Onething'sfor sure, and that isthat my 'mudhol€ will see no more dull moments.” |
bowed to her without getting up. "Y our servant, mlady. . . ." Then | ran my fingersaong the length of her
ingtantly reactivated body —and tried to hold her. "You," | exclaimed, panting, "are like a bucket of
eds”

"Eds my lord?' Shewriggled delicioudy. "What are eels?"
"Smdl fish," | sammered. "In the north, in my province of Fleege."

"I know not of them." She looked at me closely and stopped her sexy squirming. "Which suggests again
the matter of the mystery in you—athing of the Callin, that you have hinted. My cousin, Rawl, has said
that you are not wholly of thisworld, though what he meant, | know not. Hetold thisto hislove, the lady
Caroween—and sheto me."



"Induetime” | said gruffly. "Be patient and know onething, whichisthat | do love you, and that al that |
doisapart of thelovel bear for you."

Sheraised above me again, stared into my eyes, then seized me in an embrace to equal al that had gone
before. Findly there were but three brief hourstill the pearling of aFregisdawn. So | cautioned her, and
wrapped in each other'sarms, we dept. . . .

She was gonewhen | awoke. Y et, when | met her later in the gray and storm-lashed courtyard, she was
asfresh asababe. Only the intimate sparkle in her eyesremained to tell me of our night's adventure. We
spoke but briefly, though she leaned to kiss me upon the cheek before dl that gathered assembly—and
thereby established our relationship for dl to see. She was with Caroween, which was surprising sincel
had quite expected the good dame Malion to be her journey companion. But, asit turned out, the dame
was soreill, and of asudden, so that Caroween took her place. They were both in light armor, dainty
surcoats, and furred capes againgt the cold. They looked most appealing upon their quietly kneeling
dottles. The skinny sorcerer neophyte named Ongus was with them. He, too, was dressed warmly for the
journey. Other than abag of tricks, herbs and such, he dso carried amusica instrument consisting of a
series of smal pipesand abelows. | had heard asmilar one but yesterday, upon the tournament field. It
had a strange, monotonous, and skirling noise— somewhat hypnotic.

The great flagstoned courtyard was dive to men, mounts, puddles of rain, and the shouts of hostlers and
lackeys. | wasdl business now. | had but three daysto deliver Murie to her sanctuary—three daysto
cover four hundred miles, and three more to reach the king's army on the frontiers of Kelb. The
ground-eating lope of adottle was at twenty miles per hour, so thisfeat was not asimpossible asit may
seem.

Rawl and Hoggle-Fitz joined mein abrief ingpection of our men: Rawl's hundred in one Corner of the
courtyard; mine in another. | had been granted but ten men-at-arms and ten students. All werea
menacing panoply of leather, stedl, and weapons. | matched them in grimness. Even Rawl remarked that
inthe dawn'slight | looked most huge and black and evil. His statement seemed molded somewhat by his
surprise at seeing Caroween with Murie. Indeed, since they, too, had spent the night together, | had no
doubt that he had planned to keep her with him.

Griswal, amember of the king's own household guard, and a heavily bearded knight of -many seasons,
commanded my men-at-arms; Charney, ablue-eyed, red-furred scamp of ayouth, led the sudents. |
learned later that Charney had listed among histen, three of his brothers. All had participated in the
melee. | welcomed them, shook each proffered hand in turn. We were twenty-six in al. We had aherd
of ahundred dottles, five of them burdened with foodstuffs, baggage, and the like.

There were no trumpetsto hail our .departure, only the muffled martia cadence of kettledrums, echoing
hollowly to the padded beet of our prancing dottles paws. The fulsome clouds lowered till further so
that amost evil and penetrating mist seemed to descend upon us. | led off, with Murie at my side, down
the distance between the walls and through the outer gate to the great meadow beyond. The mist was
dest, actualy, akin to the cold of my own, supposed, northland. | reached across my dottle's middie—I
was riding Henery—to touch Muri€'s hand, wondering if the snow-land to which we traveled was like the
hell of theice-world of Fenin the Cygnus system, where | had spent amost miserable six months.

Once through the portcullis and across the moat, we bid good-bye to Rawl and Fitz. We clasped hands
and armsto do this, leather and armor all atinkling. | even felt somewhat choked up as| received the
"sainted" Ftz'sblessng, and wished him well in turn. After dl, the chance that | would seethem again
soon, considering, was questionable.

Caroween clung to Rawl for the space of minutes, tearful, feminine; her natura, warlike gplomb was now



worn to anub. Hoggle-Fitz stared fiercely and paternaly at the both of them, but said never aword. ... |
wondered, at that last moment of parting, about Hooli; why he was not with us. | had not asked, for |
was sufficiently suspect in that areadready. But ill, as our dottles broke into their first long strides, |
remembered the voice of last night and became obsessed with the premonition of a gathering fate wherein
the web had suddenly gone awry. . . .

All that day we thundered north and west, siopping only for the four-hour, midday dottle
browsing-period. We crossed the Cyr three times dong its sinuous course until it fell away to south and
east. Some miles beyond Glagmaron city the forest began again in earnest, thick, impenetrable. At one
point great rock falslined the winding road that paralleled atributary of the Cyr. The middle-aged knight,
Griswall, led the way with his group of ten. He, like his men, was familiar with the road, having been born
in those mountains bordering the plateau of the snow-lands.

With the steady drizzle, the advent of early summer, or "late spring” as some would cdl it, seemed
premature. Therain-filled clouds were no harbingers of sunshine. Greet birds flew overhead, waterfowl
and predators of the winged variety, while dl around usin the underbrush, outlined on wild promontories,
and sometimes in the very road itself, was the fauna indigenous to Fregis. Some were sabertoothed,
carnivorous, and almost ready to dispute our passage. Though, &t the very last moment, if they werein
the road, they would stand aside, or if watching us from a close deer-meadow, they would turn and
disappear into the brush. One great anima resembled a Terran grizzly, but was six-limbed, as, seemingly,
were most animals of Fregis. The thought caused me to wonder a the dominant humanoids with their
four limbs; for suddenly it was something to think about. The"grizzly" waslarger than the Terran modd.
He stood at |east fourteen feet. He rose from the heavy grass beside asmall stream to watch our passage
with tiny eyes of abright and laser red. He made no move to approach our thundering herd, though. And
our dottles streamed past him with rolling eyes and bared teeth.

In the late afternoon the road wound between low hills and rocky promontories. It began to climb more
steeply. Three timeswe passed hard-riding couriers, their dottles wild-eyed, dripping swaths of foam and
swest. Twice we passed large contingents of cavary, archers, and footmen with heavy hardwood spears
and pikelike wegpons. There were at |east two thousand to each contingent. Their captains saluted us
gravely, bowing their heads briefly in obe sance to the princess. On one flat and rocky mass of crisp,
short grass and wind-gnarled trees we found a crossroad. It led east to another road that, | knew, would
meet one which would lead to my own, supposed, province of Fleege. To the west it wound down to
Klimpinge province and Klimpinge city, on the shores of the western sea. One hour beyond the
crossroads, and in the light of the fast-setting sun, we made our camp. Again we were ringed around with
dottlesagaingt the night.

Murie and Caroween dept to themselves, though Murie came to me briefly before retiring. We leaned
againg the bole of agrest tree, and | held her closaly and we talked of Marack and of Fregis, and of
ourselves and what we would do when the forces of Om were no longer on the northern shores. And
once she spoke of strong sonsto further our cause in distant battles. And while she talked | thought
myself possessed of averitable Vakyrie. | wondered, too, snce my mink pelt— its growth had been
atificidly simulated—waswhat it was, just what she would think of our somewhat "shorn" progeny.
Then | walked her to her tent.

We—Griswall, Charney, and |—set pickets for the fires and aswatchers. And in thiswe included
oursaves. During one of my hour-long stints—it was amost the time of the false dawn and the clouds
had disappeared and the second moon shone whitely—I dared to walk beyond the knedling, deeping



dottles to astony outcropping that overlooked the road we would take on the morrow. As| stared out
aong itslength and then up to the fast-hurtling moon, | saw what seemed to be the great bat wings of the
Vuun, skimming low, away from the mesa. Had it been here? | wondered. Settled and watching from
acrossthat silvered road? Or over there, perhaps, in that large grove? Then adight breeze stirred and a
amd| of carrion, of rotting human flesh—I knew this because of the sick-sweet stench of it—touched
briefly upon my nogtrils.

My sword sprang instantly to my hand, and with never asound, so well-oiled had | made both sheath
and metal. A great boulder, half again astdl asaman, lay on the downdope of the hill. | approached it
stedlthily and rounded its prominence to come face to face with three creatures. They were astall as
myself, white-furred, muscular; naked, except for aleathern harness with sword and dagger. But the
resemblance ended there. A single look into their eyestold me that they werewhat | had not believed to
exis. The eyeswere white-filmed, the mouths open, dack. . . . It was from these open mouthsthat the
foulest of carrion stenches came. They were dead-alives, and they had been named correctly.

| drew aquick breath, crouched, knees flexed—and waited. Were there othersin that far grove; behind
the boul ders strewn around? Then they advanced upon me, awkward, hideous, sumbling, pulling their
swords from their sheaths with stiff and labored movements. | did not wait for their clumsy assault. Inas
many strokes as it took me to do it—and with an indescribable repugnance for the job—I literdly
dashed them limb from limb. Two fina strokesand | had hewn the white arms from the last onée's body.
Then | cleft the head down through (he shoulders to below the waist, from which there poured entrails
and sundry putrescent effluvia containing a second life of maggots and yelow filth, to drench itsknees
and lower parts until the whole tottered and toppled. | did the same to the carcasses of the remaining
two, so that, but for afew ill jerky movements, they were reasonably dead a second time.

| stood apart from this moon-splashed scene of horror to find that my sword and legs were splashed with
areeking, stinking mass of pus and matter. | couldn't stand it | backed away, retched, and gave the
contents of my stomach to the ground. Were| again attacked in so defenseless aposition, | would
indeed be easy prey. My mind was dazed. The smell, no longer encapsulated by the cadaver containers,
had reached the sengitive nostrils of the dottles some three hundred yards away, and they were up and
wheeeeing in horror and fear.

| woodenly retraced my stepstoward our circle; saw Griswall, Charney, and the others. They were
armed and staring white-faced through thering of dottles.

"Stay your wegpond!” | cautioned. "Thereis naught to do now. Those who would walk the night are
dain again. Bring mewater. And bring it outsde the circle, for | would not subject you to the filth of the
things | have destroyed.” | stood some fifty feet from the wheeing dottles as| talked. They brought water
but hesitated to come beyond the circle—even Griswall. But Murie, who had awakened, snatched a
bucket and said, "'l come, my lord," and walked bravely out to me. The others sheepishly followed.

Of thefact that | truly loved her, there was no doubt; that | loved her then above dl else was astrue as
the stars of our Galaxy. | disrobed before them, threw my clothes to the ground, cleansed my sword, my
belt, and my body and walked back naked through the circle, with Murie most proudly at my side.

"The dead-dives" | announced, while one of the students fetched fresh clothes, "were brought here by
the Vuun; for what purpose we can only guess—certainly not for pying sncethe Vuun itself has better
eyesfor that. Have you seen dead-divesbefore?" | asked dyly, knowing full well that they had not.

"Nay, my lord." Griswall wasthefirst to answer. "They are passing rare. But whenever one appearsit is
usually to seize upon acaptive to be spirited to the Dark Lands."



"This | know, except for the spiriting. | warrant that those three out there are dead-dives from Marack
and not from Om. The Vuun isther trangportation. They are brought to life here—as at
Castle-Gortfin—by sorcery of the Kaeen. The Vuun then takes them to a place where one of ours can
be captured. It isthat smple. It was said last night in council that those who had fought and died and not
been buried at Gortfin were up to fight again that night, though their weekness was such that they were
but sscumbling blobs of flesh. ... Be not afraid of them,” | finished bluntly, "for they are mindless, weak, s0
that any man here could easily carve hisway through athousand. Indeed, sirs,” and | laughed, "their
genchistheir grestest weapon.”

My arrogance was sufficient to the task. And it was a pleasure to see that Charney and Griswall and the
otherswho, but moments before, had been terrified of something unspeakable, horrible, now frowned,
chagrined, and walked out to the cadavers by the boulder to see for themsalves, unafraid. They returned,
gasping for breasth. And Charney said, Y ou are right, most noble gir, in that their grestest wegpon is
indeed their stink. Chivalry gainslittle with such opponents.”

The true dawn was showing again, and with apromise of bright sun. | gave the order to break camp and
prepare to march. We would breakfast, | told them—with nose held high—in some other spot, for | had,
in sooth, logt dl stomach for thisone.

Werode out in silence and the rocky mesa changed swiftly to the lower dopes of agreat range of
mountains al covered with adense forest of conifers. At breskfast, on agrassy mound by afast-flowing
stream of cold, sweet water, we talked of the VVuun and what its presence meant. And it was then that |
guestioned Ongus, the skinny sorcerer, asto his purpose with us.

"Thekey, my lord," he answered shyly. "The word key for the opening of the circle before the keep of
the great wizard. Without it we could not enter.”

| looked to Murie. "Isnot the wizard informed of our coming?"
"How 0, my lord?"

"Has Fairwyn no magic? No crysta balls within which to send and receive thoughts? Are' there no mirror
messages?"

"I know naught of crystal balls, my lord. And the snow-land isaland of mistsand clouds, usudly, where
mirrorsdo network. . . ."

"Birds," Ongus put in. "We have sent acarrier bird to Goolbie. But he might not have successfully flown
the distance.”

"Enough,” | said, and then to Griswall and Charney, "Have you truly never seen adead-dive before?’

"My lord," Griswall replied, and he looked me squardly in the eye for doubting him. "In al my forty years
| have met none who have seen one, |et done fought with one. No one would, of their own accord, leave
the confines of adottlecircle

"But since the dottles also fear them,” | suggested dyly, though with astraight face, "why cannot these
walking bladders of putrescence just walk right through acircle and cut you down?”

"Butitiswritten" Charney quoted, brimming with student lore, "that no dead-dive will crossadottle
arde”

"True," | said tersely. "But it occursto me that the reason may be other than mystic. For example, those
who manipulate the dead-alives may be aware, even if you are not, that if the creatures entered the cirde



they would then meet their true end; for despite your fear, | warrant you would destroy it— just asthose
at Gortfin were destroyed. And you would find it passing smple, as Om would know full well. As

agreed, other than its ability to ingtill terror, and thus prevail, the single wegpon of the dead-diveisits
gtink. Now what think you of the Vuun?' (1 had briefed them dl the previous night asto the coming of the
hundred riders.)

"The question would be," Griswall had said, "are they in pursuit? Do they lie ahead in ambush—or are
they after usat al?"

Now Charney said, "It would appear that the VVuun, alone, doesfollow in our tracks.”

Griswall sad, "That makes sense. The Vuunistheir ‘eyes.’ He hastold them of our presence on this
road. They have created dead-alivesfor the Vuun to take to us—in the hope, perhaps, that the creatures
might succeed in ajob of abduction.”

| smiled.

"But thereisthe chance of treason, too," Charney put in. "Black betraya. How else would the hundred
riders know of our specific whereabouts, or of our purpose?’

"Do you think they seek to stampede us back to Glagmaron?' | asked softly.

"The question then iswho will bein Glagmaron tonight The king marchesfor Kelb. Only Fon Twedl
remainsin Glagmaron." Griswall's question and answer wererhetorical.

"Then"—Muri€s voice came strongly above the sound of the rushing stream—"if only Fon Twed isin
Glagmaron city, | am for the snow-lands.-1 will not return to Glagmaron.”

| think she sensed what | now knew. The others sensed it, too. Something wasrottenly awry in the state
of Marack. "Good grs" | said. "The sun risesfast, and we should follow the thinking of our princess." So
saying, | arose and walked her to our waiting dottles. WWe mounted up. | was on Henery again, Murie on
alovely femade. We waited for the somewhat glum Caroween to join us, then followed Griswall'sten up
the ascending mountin road.

The wind from the northeast blew strong. And when we had thundered till farther over the ever-risng
path, it seemed snow-laden, with the frost of glacier and perma-ice. We rode with our cloaksraised to
our eyes, and our furred capsto below our ears. The lush deer-meadows soon disappeared. We
stopped in the last one for afull four hours. In thisway the dottles were alowed to fully browse while we
rested.

There would be no stopping at al tomorrow for the smple reason that there would be nothing to stop
for. All would beice and iron-stone; al would be bare and windswept. A reason for the limited size of
our party was that, though forage was kept in readiness at the keep, it was only enough for a hundred
dottles a asingle entry. Other than that, they would go without food for one full day—coming and going.

| asked Murie, aswerode, to tell me something of the sorcerer Goolbie, and why he had chosen the
cruel isolation of the snow-lands as opposed to the court or the Collegium. "Heisold," she sad, "amost
two hundred years." (I would point out that a Camelot life-gpan iswell over ahundred—the first eighty
years, what with cold stedl, and dl that, being the hardest.) He had asked her grandfather, King Iblis,
Murie explained, to create the keep of the snow-lands as a place of purification, meditation: wherethe
great ones of the realm could seek the peace of quiet and tranquility, if so desired. He, Goolbie, sought
the samething but for different reasons. According to her father, Goolbie searched "for the meaning of it
al," why magic worked, especidly his own, and from whence came Ormon and the Gods.



"A mogt noble research,” | said, "for aman to question the Gods themsdlves, and his own ahilities.” And
weleftit a that.

The pace was abit dower now. From twenty miles an hour, wefell to fifteen. At one point, and for a
period of two hours or more, we literdly clung to the Side of agreat precipitous canyon from which the
road had been hewn from solid granite. Below us, on the final stretch of this perilous nightmare, wasa
sheer drop of well over five thousand feet to aroaring, boulder-strewn maelstrom of frothing water. "A
freshet"—Griswval smiled—"from the snows above."

Wewere silent in the last hours of the day, laboring mentally with our dottles as they pounded ahead.
They would not deliberately dow their pace unless absolutely forced to. To them, it seemed thet all
ground was a challenge; that the distance between two points was forever to be shortened and
conquered by forging dottle paws. Toward twilight | was once again mounted on Henery. And his gredt,
smoothly coordinated muscles had carried me across the hump, asit were, of the crest of the pass. Great
snow peaks till rose on all sides. But now, too, there was an endless expanse, adesert of snow andice
before usthat seemed to go on forever.

We had brought fuel for the night. We camped and set up our cooking pots. All around us were broad
patches of wind-whipped snow, hard black earth, and equally black boulders. Goolbie, | thought, had
certainly chosen amost Ghast-forsaken bit of terrain to cal his persond fief and keep. But, despite the
piercing cold, the night was pleasant. We made awondrous stew of gog-meset and vegetables, itsaroma
enhanced by our labors of the day. We sat and talked for awhile, cleaned our weapons, and prepared
for the morrow. | sat with my arm about Murie. Caroween had perked up somewhat, the sudden loss of
Rawl put to one side. We relaxed, while in the degpening darkness our skinny Ongus played upon his
pipes and bellows to produce awild and blood-charging rhythm of notes and sound. He then recited in
singsong, poetic, minstrel cadence, the sagaof agreat court of knights and ladies who had sacrificed
themsealvesin gigantic battle with sundry ogres, dragons, fiends of Ghast, and warlocks in that time when
the world of Camelot-Fregiswas till young.

| fell adeep, being reminded of the Terran chronicler Malory, in the question and sequence of "who
smote down who, and when. ..."

Just before | kissed Murie soundly and retired to my heavy saddle blankets—we had again put our
pickets out for the night—I was pleased to see one of our first guards, a student of Charney'sten, step
boldly beyond the dottle ring for at least ahundred yards to show his courage. | waited until he returned.
Hewas grinning broadly. | grinned, too, and went to deep.

And Hooli camel And it wasHoali. | know it now, though 8t the time, what with my mixed-up imagery of
dreams, irrational thoughts, and whatever, | was not sure. Just the voice, that was my own, as before; no
gtarship, no picnic, and no fat-fannied honey-bear floating in air with amotarboard on hishead. The
voice announced itsdlf once or twice, intruding like acandlesflicker: "Callin! Callin! Bewareagain. . . !

Y ou are alone and thereis great danger, and | cannot help you. Turn back! Turn back for your life's
sakel™

| awoke again and, as before, in aswedt, trying to string the words together as they had cometo me.
Had it indeed been Hooli? If so, why had he not appeared as strongly as before? Wasit rather a
manifestation of Om—such as that moon-gibering hysteriaof the previous bout? If o, did Omwish to
drive me back to Glagmaron and Fon Twed? Conversdly, if it was redlly the Pug-Boo, did he, indeed,
wish meto withdraw from the protection of the sanctuary offered by Goolbie? Why? | woke Charney,
Griswall, Murie, al of them. | ordered everyone to deep with chain-mail shut and weapons at the ready,
and | gave them no explanation. | asked, too, that each man deep by asingle saddled dottle, and that
Murie and Caroween deep next to me. | was curt, taciturn in my orders, so that even Murie frowned.



Wedept fitfully again, rolled tightly in our fur blankets. Thistime there were no dreams.

We awoke to adow-moving wind, raw and bone-piercing. Wewere dl glum, slently preoccupied with
our gear and our saddle-cups of sviss. It was asif aspell had been cast upon us. | findly managed a
smilefor Murie, and she one for me, and that was the extent of it. We mounted, and once again were off.

And now theroad, if one could cal it that, was one freezing monotony of blesk ice and rock-hard earth.
The dottles set atruly mile-egting pace, asif to make up for the delay in the climbing of the mountains.
Early morning had seen bright sunshine. By coon clouds had gathered. We halted briefly to heat svissand
to mix hot snow-water with honey asatreat and an instant energy jolt for the dottles. We rested for
minutes, then went on. | was quite sure by now, and the others concurred in this, that there was neither
pursuit nor ambush in the offing; concomitantly, since there had been nothing behind, nor dong the way,
the chance of anything ahead seemed small.

The .terrain, as sated, was generally flat, but with great snowcapped peaks dwaysto the right and left,
and to the rear. Thisflatness, however, did not exclude an occasiond hill over which the road passed. To
either Sde, too, there were sometimes low-lying hillocks of stone and snow, and with here and there an
ice-locked gully.

It waslate in the afternoon when we mounted the rise of alast hill. For on the other Sde, dmost at the
epicenter of amile's square, shalow basin, we sighted the keep of Goolbie, the great sorcerer. It was il
afew milesdigtant. But even in this camouflaged stillness of stark whites and blacks, we could seethat it
was by no meanssmdll.

It waswell engineered of stone and mortar. It had agreat wall, adrawbridge, portcullis, and gate. Above
and beyond thewall two towers arose. Upon one of these flew the blue and white banner—strewn with
an abracadabra of cabalistic sgns—that was the chosen heraldry of Goolbie. A haze of blue smoke
hovered above the towers. We assumed by this that Goolbie and the Pug-Boo, Pawbi, were dive and
well on sone mountain.

We drove ahead with the clouds faling lower and random snowflakes twisting cottonlike through the now
gl ar. The dottles had began arunning prance again. They sensed rest, forage, and warmth, and
gretched their Six pairs of thumping legs accordingly.

Since we had come over the dight rise precipitoudy, we could not tell if Goolbi€'s pennant had been run
up specifically to greet us, or whether it had been there dl along. Five hundred yards from the raised
drawbridge—it, too, spanned agully like the one at Glagmaron—we were forced to halt. Griswall had
recognized the two large stones, smilar to Terran menhirs, which stood up-end, facing each other across
theroad. And beyond these, according to Ongus and he, we could not go without the words.

| held up my hand, moved ingtantly to the fore, and to the utter horror of Ongus, stepped deliberately
between the two stones, touching a stone of my belt as| did so. | felt what could belikened to a
magnetic field in that the metal of my mailed shirt hested instantly with resstance. The Soneregis-ered a
plus category. | withdrew and put my arm back into the field, sansany metal. | then experienced amild
shock, which | knew would be far more intense had | not warped the field dightly with my belt's sone.
On ether sde of the menhirsthe effect was the same. So, satisfied that Goolbie had created a magnetic
field of no mean proportions as a protective device againgt intruders, | then withdrew. It was notable that,
though the road led to the castle and beyond, a side road made a perfect haf-circle to the far sde,
pardleing, | surmised, the actud periphery of thefield.

| returned to the others. Murie and Caroween were smiling. They had long since ceased to wonder a my
audacity. My men were grinning, too. Only Ongus remained somewhat miffed.



| nodded and he stepped forward to the double menhirs. He clasped his hands, over which were draped
astring of opaline beads, and began to chant. | listened intently, noting that the chant had a pronounced
gtaccato rhythm. He did it once. He did it twice. He did it three times; though | thought he had actudly
cracked the field on thefirst time. He looked awfully young and intense as he stood there muttering. |
thought, too, that his sorcery, linked findly with Ormon, asdl magic isto some deity or other, gavehima
feeling of power; of control, such as hisdight body and amost feminine gestures could not gainfor himin
any other way.

"Praisebe!" | said loudly and suddenly, as Ongus returned to mount his dottle. "Now let usbeto yon
friendly shelter. For though we no longer fear dead-alives—and any of those would most certainly freeze
solidly here—yet would | like warm food, rest, and baths for my lady, and for usdll. ..." So saying, |
leaned smartly across my saddle and kissed Muri€e's cheek asasign that the journey was well done. We
had only to go those last few hundred fet.

A light swirl of snow swept gently across our path, but quickly subsided to intermittent flakes. | ordered
shieldsto the fore as we cantered two-by-two, in cadence, so asto present the usual Marackian military
gplendor and readiness for battle. For we were amilitary guard. Griswall led out histen. Then Murrie,
Caroween, and | to the center, with mysdlf in the lead. After me, shields hugged tight to furred cloaks,
came Charney and his students.

Aswe gpproached the walls, the bridge across the gully dropped, snapping icicleswith brittle, glasdike
pops inthe dill ar; the portcullis raised, the double-gates opened, and we set up acheer.

We streamed across the bridge and entered upon a courtyard that, though large, was ill less than atenth
of the size of Glagmaron. We boreto the right keeping close to the inner wall, moving toward the
entrance to the main hal from which the lights of many candles shone, since the doorswere haf open.
Without, it was till daylight, though dusk was fadt faling; within, what with the clouds, it would be
darksomeindeed. Halfway to the entrance—and we riders were al within the courtyard now—the great
gates dammed shut and the portcullis rattled down to its teethed position: thiswith our herd of unmounted
dottles dtill outsde.

At that very moment, |, like the others, ingtinctively halted my forward movement. In our few brief
seconds of entry one thing was certain: no single soul had come forward to greet us, and the damming of
the gates seemed done by unseen hands. We turned our backs to the wall and faced toward the entrance
to the keep. | motioned to Griswal and that hoary knight stood high in his stirrups and bellowed: "Ho!
Cagtellan! Lackeys! Great Sorcerer, Goolbie! Isthisthe manner in which you greet your princess? Step
forth, and now! For we are weary and sore in need of sustenance and roof!"

His voice echoed above the metdlic snick-snack of broadswords plucked from their sheathes at my
sgnd. In theimmediate and continuing silence | so ordered dl to dismount, upon which we sent our
dottles with whacking rump pats to the protection of the arch of the gates. A Fregisian cussomisnot to
have gentle dottles daughtered neediesdly.....

And there we stood and waited, al shieldsto thefore. We drew closein atight linein that cold and
ice-bound courtyard.

Then, likewraiths, beyond thefal of sporadic snowflakes, there appeared a group of warriorsto our left
and from behind an arch across the yard. Smultaneoudy a second group moved forward from the
protection of asimilar arch to our right. Then the great doors of the hall's entrance were thrown fully open
and there issued forth a company of heavily armored men. They ranged themsalves across the broad
sepsfacing us. The deegp bresthing of my twenty-two warriors at this ghostly challenge was athing to
hear. Our sllent adversaries stood quietly. Great Y orns were with them. This| could tell, despite the fact



that features and bodieswere, at best, indistinct

Murie and Caroween, swords aso drawn, thrust forward on either side of metojoin our line. But |
ingtantly thrust them back to stand with Ongus, who was now fingering his'set of pipes and frowning.
Swest stood out upon his pale forehead. | said to Murie, who angrily pushed back against my restraining
arm, "Nay, my princess. If dl thisbewhat | think it is, the battle will eventualy cometo you, never fear!
For there, finally, are the one hundred riders—and more! And we are but twenty-three. So hold back,
and now! And you, my lady Caroween, guard her, asisyour vaunted prowess."

We, our line of twenty-three, shuffled closer, forming a half-circle around the two maids and the sorcerer.
Then the sllent company of warriors before the entrance parted to alow two others through.

Both were resplendent in heavy mail and flashing, jeweled swords. One strode before the other and
stopped at twenty pacesfrom me. | wasnot at all surprised to seethat it wasthe prince of Kelb with his
ambassador.

"Greetings, oh mighty Callin," the prince said loudly and sarcagticdly. "We meet again. | to collect my
bride-to-be so that Marack will then join with Kelb; you to pay the price of insolence. ... If you surrender
the princess now, sir, we, on my honor, will grant you aquick deeth. If not—and remember, in battle you
risk the princess, too—when taken, you and yourswill wish for death athousand times before you die.”

Muriés sibilant whisper came ingtantly to my ear. "Do not surrender me, my lord, for | would die with
you; and if taken | would end my own life. Trust him naught in any way."

But | sought time and knowledge. His men drew nearer and | could see that agoodly quarter of them
wereYorns. | caled out sharply, "Stay! All! Or you will meet your deaths before your appointed time. |
will speak now with your master —this boasting traitor to truemen. . . . Hey, now," | said directly to the
black-browed prince, while a smattering of chuckles ran down our line. "1 take it VVuun passage brought
you here; perhaps with only remnants of your entourage, since | see that though the origind hundred
riders are here, thisisnot true of yours. . . . Now tell me: Where is the sainted sorcerer, Ooolbie, and his
familiar, the Pug-Boo, Pawbi? And where, too, are the retainers of the castle? Before | die—if dig, |
must—I would have knowledge of how the magic of the dark Kaeen did prevail againg that of
Ooolbie"

The dowly encroaching line had hated upon my ringing command. They looked now to their leader.
Their numbers were evident There were one hundred and fifty men and Y orns arrayed againgt us. The.
princesfeatures, while | talked, grew blacker ill, assuming a Ghast-like look. And he seemed suddenly
not the same man as had appeared at the council hall of Glagmaron. He seemed possessed.

"The magic of your sorcerer," he shouted, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth, "was powerless
before that of Om and the Kaeen." He seemed to grow visibly in stature when he said thisand hisvoice
had the ring of insanity. His eyes, too, | thought, flashed fire. . . . "Just SO were the powers of the wizards
of my father and of Feglyn aso brought to naught. Y ou ask of the castleretainers. . ." He hdf turned to
hiswarriors who then joined him in what | assumed was amutually shared joke, in that they al roared
with laughter. "Know you, you sorry odf, that the three you destroyed the other night were but a part of
the castlesfifty retainers who, but for poor timing on our part, would all have been upon the spot to do
then what we do now. Our regret isthat even the VVuun, who waitsin yonder stable, is not sufficient
carryal to hoist an army. And of the Pug-Boo, Pawbi? Where else do 'sainted' Pug-Boos go, who are
but aform of rodent after al? To holes stupid sr—to holes and away, and that isthat. If he were here,
and if you lived, you would no doubt nave timeto find him. But since you win not, you will not And that
too, isthat . . . Enough! Will you surrender the princess?’



| stared straight into his eyes for the space of seconds, looked quickly then to right and left and back to
him again, and said loudly inthe crisp air, "1 will not, sr!*

| had caught Griswal's and Charney's eyes. During al the shouts and threeats, except for afirst long sigh,
then the deep breathing of awarrior entering battle, they and the others had not flinched. They stood
stoutly, legs apart, well grounded, with room on either sdeto swing: asolid shield wall. | continued,
louder 4till, baiting them: "So come dl, sirsand gentle Y orns. But know thiswell: We do not ask for
quarter—nor will wegiveit ...."

My bold statement had its designed effect, for some in the now advancing line hesitated, and somefedll
back. To face an outnumbered and terrified enemy is one thing; to face potential berserkerswho are
absolutely not afraid to dieis another. It wasthen that Prince Keilweir decided for them. He turned,
faced them, whirled his sword around his head just once, and screamed, "On them! On them now! Or
you shall suffer such afate a the hands of Om that degth itself would be a thousand times more pleasant.
On them! On them now!"

Only thirty paces separated us. It took but three seconds for them to crossit Instantly, al wasahellish
maelstrom of swords, shidds, and clanging armor. | cleaved my first man's shield in haf, hacked his
surprised head from his squat body. | whirled then, full circle for added sword weight, and caught my first
great Y orn square on the shoulder, and cut him to the heart. Not pausing, even for asingle breeth, |
plunged still forward, my sword a glittering sweep of absolute death for anyone within my reach. For |
knew full well that could | but achieve what | sought—an instant and deadly fear of me—my men who
fought for their very liveswould not only take heart, but might even sense apossibility for victory, far
fetched as that may-seem.

| killed ten men In as many seconds—and saw the entire Kelbian linefal back before our swordsin
abject horror. Indl, twenty of theirs had been dain, and but two of ours. Their charge had been
hystericd; our defense the cold calm of hate. Griswall had dain two men; Charney, aY orn, pulling his
sword from the creature's throat even as the others withdrew. My lusty students and warriors had
accounted for the other seven—and more, since severed limbs and great gobbets of blood remained
upon the flagstonesto tell of wounded who would not fight again.

| pursued our advantage.

| stepped ten paces out before my shield line and yelled a persond challenge—knowing that our
opponents were till men and Y orns of Camelot, and therefore conditioned by their very manhood to
respond accordingly. | then killed five more. Thefirg, the ambassador of Kelb himself, when | beat his
shield to hisknees and with one lightening blow cut him in half at thewaist. A second knight, who
charged straight forward blindly, was dispatched with asmple, iron-hard chop. My third opponent wasa
Y orn, of moreintelligence and skill than most It availed him naught. | treated him as| did the second
opponent; | shortened him by both legs, so that he toppled over and filled the courtyard with his
bellowing. The last two came a me together, dazed by their own temerity. | killed them both so quickly
that | surprised mysdlf. They had not the heart for it Their arms and legs were leaden with their fear. |
took no pleasure in their daughter. Then no more came forward. The Prince of Kelb stood back to
watch me, white-faced, trembling with hate and anger. My men, emboldened, aso challenged. One
student was answered, aswere Griswall and Charney: each killed his man. And the space on the
flagstonesto our front ran crimson with blood. Only the torches gave uslight now, for the sun was dmost
St

"Come, my sweet Kellweir, prince of Kelb," | ydled, thinking to lure him out againgt his better judgment
"Come taste the magic of the Callin's sword which defies you and calls you coward!" But he would not
come. Indeed, a no time did he actudly enter battle, but rather stayed behind hisline to urge the others



on.

At asigna, they doused the torches and charged again. Their ondaught, despite their superior numbers,
was one of desperation, now. For, psychologicdly, we were superior and acted so, whereas they were
sore afraid. The second assault was afantastic melee of grunting, sweeting, hewing, howling men and
swords and shidddsand armor. Again | killed to right and | eft in the half-light, as did my stawarts. Once |
dipped in areeking mess of blood .and entrails; heard a shout from the enemy who charged over what
they thought was my fallen body. But | arose mightily and cut down those who had made It beyond
me—all but one, who had seized Murie, dropping his shield to do so. | need not have feared for her. For
smultaneoudy with Murie's shortsword to his heart, my other Vakyrie, Rawl's shield-maiden,
Caroween, drove her sword, with both hands, straight between his eyes, so that it stood out a
hand's-breadth beyond his skull.

Whilewe fought | heard Onguss pipes. The bellows began suddenly, at first low, then risng quickly to a
ghrieking skirl so that the very wildness of the music set our blood afire and lent arhythmic cadenceto
our blows. We hacked, dashed, and butchered until the bodies around us looked like a charnel house.
There were so many upon the stonethat | gathered my remnant, formed a circle with Murie, Caroween,
and Ongus in the center, and moved out across the courtyard.

There then began athing that passes dl belief. Two of the hardened veterans that followed Grisval—and
we were but twelve now, with four of Griswal's men and five of Chamey's still stlanding—began the
desth chant used only when some greet warrior isborne to hisgrave. They chanted for themselves, |
knew. And, considering the circumstances, they had earned the right to do this. We, al of us, picked up
the hoarse, soul-smashing best of the words—'A-la-larla A-lalala A-lalalal™ And over it dl came
thewildly shrieking, screaming, skirling, maniacal pipes of Ongus.

We cut our way through them and back again. Wekilled till our arms and armor and surcoats were
literally drenched with blood. We marched through them again and again, hacking and daying—we drove
full around the inner circle of the courtyard and none stood against us. . . . "A-lalala A-la-lalal
A-lalala" And the accompanying skirl—always the skirl. We crossed the flagstones, mounted the steps
to the very entrance, and came down again. And the snow fell, and the torches, relighted, dimmed so
that, finding it more difficult to see, we daughtered the wounded, re-killed the dead, and destroyed the
living dike. Wewere no longer human.

They ran from us and we sought them out and killed them. They bore down upon us screaming their
fear—and we hacked them to the ground, those Y orns and men of Kelb. Until finaly, when there
seemed no one | eft dive within the courtyard, we paused in its very center and leaned upon our bloodied,
steaming wegpons.

There was agreat stillness. There had been a stillness, redlly. For our chant had ceased some time ago,
and the sound of Ongus's pipes had died. The last minutes had seen uskill slently, horribly, with the
detachment of cold fury. . .. The snow fel gently aswe gasped and panted until our hearts dowed, until
we were once more in possession of ourselves. But four torches placed in niches remained to illuminate
that carnage, that abattoir of the courtyard of Goolbie's keep.

Prince Keillweir and eight men were dl that survived of the one hundred and fifty who, but ashort hour
before, had so confidently sought to take our lives. They stood in sheer terror now, huddled upon the
steps before the great hall.

And we? Though conscious of athinning of our ranks, | had had no time, or reason, to look before. | did
s0 now. Griswall was dive. So Charney. But both were sorely wounded. Of Griswall's men, all were
dead; of Charney's, only one redheaded brother named Hargis was on hisfeet, plusatroll-like



student-warrior named Tober. Tober, squat and heavily muscled, now leaned upon an ax. When |
looked a him he winked and whispered hoarsdly, "Now are we indeed safely arrived, Sir Collin. And |
would take that bath and rest we spoke of, and eat my fill"

| nodded, mutely.

Our piper Onguswas no longer with us. He lay across the courtyard, skinny figure in monkish garb. His
gtill white fingers clutched the now silent bellows and pipes. The bellows, like his very heart and body,
had been pierced with many sword thrusts. And finaly | looked down to see afierce-eyed Murie
Nigaard, whose shield il linked with that of the read-head Caroween. Murie's small sword was, and
had been, a my left Sde. It, too, was red with blood. They had been apart of our "circle’ in our last
charge, and | knew it not | thanked whatever gods that watched over strong-willed, stubborn females
that they were dtill dive.

My sngle mistake was my last mistake. And it was Smply that in pausing now instead of dispatching
them dl, we gave Kellweir, prince of Kelb, timeto do that which he could not do before. . . . Perhapshe
could have, on second thought. But there had been thisto say him nay: If he had made apleato the
Kdeen for help while he fill had thrice fifty warriorsat his cdl, the shame would have been too much.
But now, indeed, when all were dead, it was not so.

And | stood stupidly—yes, stupidly—drugged with the smell of death around me, and let it happen.

Hesad hiswords! He screamed them aoud before my very eyes, and | made no move until it wastoo
late, until there came athrumming in the air and the first touch of numbnessto my body. | knew ingtantly
that al that had been won was lost, and that the magic of the Kaleen, if not opposed, would bring my
death. But how oppose? The others, just as |, now knew it, too. They, with Murie, looked to me with
frozen horror.

| had no choice. | pressed the usaless stud of emergency contact upon my belt, though | knew full well
that unlessthe Deneb-3 was directly overhead there was no chance—and damned little if it was. |
mentally shouted acrossthe void: "Ragan! Kriloy! Ragan! Kriloy!" But there was no answer. | knew with
afast-gnking heart that there would be none. | cursed the fact that the powersthat lay within my belt
were usdless. | could not destroy—for | would first be destroyed.

And then, in the very second of the first needles of pardysis, the weak but steady voice of Hooli—or his
facsmile— cameto me. "Benot afraid, Harl Lenti. Y ou will not die here. Y ou will lose the princess, for
inthat | cannot help you. But neither you nor those now living will die here.”

| closed my eyes, breathed deeply, then opened them again. Then | echoed the words of Hooli, softly,
briefly, to the others—not fully believing, not fully disbdieving. It was Ssmply that | had no other recourse.
But they believed me! And ameasure of peace came to the stricken features of Griswall and the
students. And as great thunder rose and blue-white lightning flashed to signa the absolute arrivd,, the
presence of the untoward, the unexpected, | had time to look into Muries terror-filled eyes and say with
the downess of near pardysis, "Whatever happens, be not afraid. For if | liveand | am with you, | will
win. Andif I am not, and live—I shall cometo you. Wherever you are, | shal cometo you. Remember
that.”

Tears sprang to her eyes and her lips moved. And though | could no longer hear, | knew that they
formed the words:

"I do believeyou, my lord—and | will wait." And | was satified.

And now all the castle courtyard with its dead and its blood was filled with a strange and unredl



blackness. It was asif a shroudlike, ebony patinalay over dl. Black figures moved toward us, the men of
the prince of Kelb. And through the great arch to the | eft of the massive keep came the Vuun, dragging its
ponderous, stinking hulk, its leathern wings held tight to its hairy Sides. Asit moved across the bodies of
the dain, its monstrous head, with reddened eyeslike the pits of Best itself, turned dowly thisway and
that And our craven dottles, hiding within the dubious protection of the arched passage to the portcullis,
screamed and moaned their terror.

Welay wherewefdl, Griswall, Charney, Tober, Hargis, and I. And the prince and three others lifted the
bodies of Murie and Caroween and carried them to the Vuun. Thefour remaining Kelbian warriors
approached us, swords drawn.

So now, | thought, we shall truly know the proof of this proverbial "pudding.” For either | hear
voices and aminsane, or 1 hear A voice, and am sane. And If | am sane, then | must indubitably
have a date in time with a certain miserable Pug-Boo. | thought this, for a the moment | cared not
who or what the Pug-Boo was—or what hisrolg, if any, in the unraveling of the skein of fate of
Camelot-Fregis. | knew only that if he did have the power—and till allowed my princessto be
taken—then indeed we had adate intime. . ..

| had noted that when Keilweir and the others carried Murie and Caroween to the Vuun, the very act of
contact caused their movements to become somewhat duggish, asif contaminated by the spell of Om. So
it was with those who sought our lives—but more so.

My woul d-be executioner—and he gill stared fearfully at me—had thrust histrembling sword toward my
throat. But it touched me not. In hisvery closeness to me his movements had become awvkward, weak,
without control, so that hisweapon was like a straw in his hand and could harm nothing. | doubted that
he could successfully part my hair with it. So wasit likewise with the others.

They shouted back to the prince, their voices trembling, that the magic of Om wastruly greet in that the
enchantment reached out to touch them, too.

"Then leave them," the prince screamed, "for they will belong dead of cold ere ever strength returns.
Come! We must not tarry longer.”

At that the great VVuun dowly spread hisleathern wings, which when fully expanded measured two
hundred feet or more. Those who would have killed usleft and ran to him, and climbed the webbed
harness around his middle, to which the others clung and to which Murie and Caroween weretied.

And it literdly leaped into the air, afull hundred feet or more before the first thunderclap of monstrous
wings seized upon the leaden air to driveit skyward. . . . Then dl was quiet.

The snow fell and the black patinawaned and died. | wondered if the prince of Kelb had not been right
in that we would soon freeze to death in the now bone-biting chill. We could not even whistle for the
protective warmth of dottles, which were clearly peeking at us from their archway. No doubt they
thought us dead.

And then, within the space of the opened doors of Goolbi€e's keep, a small figure appeared. The candle,
torch, or firdight from within outlined him perfectly where he stood: small, brown-furred, inoffensive. It
was the Pug-Boo, Pawbi— amirror image of Hooli. And as he casualy walked toward us and the
tingling nerve pardysiswaned, | thought, You little bastard. You miserable, fat-fannied cowardly little
bastard....

And that, for the moment, wasthe end of it, for suddenly I, and the others, too, were encompassed in a
veritable aura of well-being and encroaching Lethe, bringing clouds of relaxed "goodness." But before |



fell into line and accepted it completely, | had timeto hear the Pug-Boo's voice insde my head. He said
bluntly, "Y ou're not so smart yoursdlf, you know. Indeed, in my book you're something of anidiot . . ."

It took but seconds for release from the sorcery of the Kaeen of Om. The accompanying memory lapse
was negligible; the therapy, excellent. It was asif we had awakened from along deep, refreshed,
rested—and famished.

We arose, the five of us, from the bloodied flagstones, to stare curioudy, dmost in awe, at each other.
For we knew what we had accomplished, and that now there was a bond between us such asfew men
would ever know. We grasped hands, gave each other the arm-to-shoulder simile of the Terran
embrace. Words would come later. The smell of blood, despite the cold, still lay heavy upon our nogtrils.

Then we whistled the wide-eyed, skittish—they had thought us dead—dottlesto us, retrieving our
saddlebags and furred cloaks. Henery trembled when | touched him and he would not meet my eyes.
Dottles most definitely possessed amuch higher intelligence quotient than most animals. But though they
had the average destrier's modicum of courage, to face aVuun, or the carnage al around us, was
something else again.

| gave Henery afriendly pat on the rump to help assuage his guilt. Then he trotted off with the othersto
the warmth and food of the stables. The muscular Tober offered himsdlf as dottle-warden. He held them
in the courtyard until he had opened the gates so that the remainder of our herd could join them.

In the hal we found tableslaid for afeast. And indeed, such would have been the case had we smply
surrendered our throats to the fa-dirk and alowed the princess to be taken without a struggle. Our
coming had caught them at the very moment of dinner, for the table groaned with still warm tureens of
gog-stew, vegetables, bread, and sviss....

We staggered then to the great room of the Chirurgeons, masseurs, and gnostics—and found what we
had hoped for: baths with heated water from great ceramic cisterns. We soaked, bathed, and tended
each other'swounds. Mine were a shallow gash across right forearm and shoul der—our armor was
dashed, torn, and otherwise in sad shape—and a deep sword thrust through the thigh muscles of my left
leg. It wasjust now beginning to stiffen. The soaking, the mutual massaging, and the salves and
unguents—plus, | am convinced, some of the Pug-Boo's juggling about with our cell structure and blood
chemistry—did wondersfor al of us. Tober and Hargis had fleshwounds like myself. Not so Charney
and Griswall. Besides bleeding from a dozen gashes each, they had aso sustained anumber of dangerous
sword thrusts. Charney, through chest and body; Griswall, a deep thrust to midriff, and an ax biteto
sever the shoulder muscles of hisleft arm.

... We were dexterous indeed with gut and needle. No seamstress, | thought, had ever sewn anester line
than | in putting Oriswall back together, this after dl cuts had been cleansed, treated, and salved. Neither
of the two complained of interna bleeding—only of a soreness, which wasto be expected. And again, |
thought, Thisis the Pug-Boo's doing. Since, if it were not, both of them would be well on the way to
being dead by now.

The proof of the pudding here, | think, wasthat after these attentive and thorough abl utions we went
graight to the hall and quite ddliberately sat down to table to eat our fill.

There were three draped and fur-strewn chairs at the center table which, | thought, had doubtless been
the seats of the Prince of Kelb and hisfavorites. Pawhbi, the Pug-Boo, now lay on hisback in the seat of
the center chair. Hislittle round feet were draped over one arm, his head againgt the other; hislittle
raccoon-teddy-bear arms were folded across his fur-dimpled belly—and he was sound adeep.



Tober, coming from the stables, made a point of brushing snow from his surcoat so that we would know
that a storm now raged without. He quickly returned from the bathsto join us. We continued to et in
dlence. | had the most peculiar sensation, asthe warm stew entered my belly, of being recharged with
energy. It was asif my ssomach and sundry auxiliary organs were miraculously converting the gog-mest
to "instant blood."

After that we retired to the fire-blazing warmth of an anteroom, replete with fur-blanketed couches. We
built up the fire with dottle briquettes and then, without further ado, and regardless of the fact that thefire
might die so that the cold of the storm would penetrate each nook and cranny of our retreat, we dept.

| awoke anumber of hourslater. | knew this, for though it was till dark beyond the heavily draped
windows, the fire had been replenished more than once. Indeed, the stack of dottle briquettes had
dwindled considerably. | felt possessed of afantastic euphoriaof well-being. The fire, my relaxed Sate,
the added warmth of the deeping furs, the knowledge that we had survived and that our myriad wounds
were as pinpricksin therapidity of their healing—all served to enhance thisfeding. Then | thought of
Murie and what | must do; though, indeed, my thoughts had never Ieft her. | had made no idie promise. |
dill had the lifeboat from the Deneb-3 hidden at the spot where | had first met them on the road. True, it
had been damped from tempora space. | had but to say the numbers dloud—Hey! Ah, hah! the
numbers—the words— the words! Hey! and hey again. . . . Seep had indeed cleared my brain! | had,
perforce, found Camelot's Rosetta Stone, and more, perhaps. And now in effect, and for sure, Kelb,
Vuun-land, the Kaeen himself—whoever, in fact, held the princess Murie Nigaard and the lady
Caroween in thrall—would have avisitor, and soon.

My newfound knowledge spurred me to instant action. | sat up on the couch, thrust out my
sword-pierced thigh to find it not so tiff at al, and stood up. | tested the leg. Good! There would be no
problem there. The degping couches of my companions, illuminated by firelight only, for we had doused
our candles and our oil lamps, were still occupied.

We had changed to fresh, warm clothing after bathing and dressing our wounds, so that | wasfully
dressed now. | reached for my cloak, drew it tight around me, attached sword and scabbard to belt, and
dlently left my companionsto continued, heding deep.

Inthe hal and in the center chair at the great table, Pawbi was now wide awake. | marched directly
forward to confront him across the boards. | said ddliberately, "I would visit the rooms of Goolbie, the
great sorcerer. | would see the place where he died.”

Pawbi merely stared at me.
"No more games, you little bastard.”" | grasped my sword's haft. "I would visit Goolbie now!"

Pawbi then legped to the flagstones and rushes, where he remained on al fours, though | knew he could
just aseasily walk erect. For minutes he darted thisway and that, as a puppy would, or akitten with a
plaything. He even stopped once to worry agog-bone, staring stupidly up a me over knobbed
protuberances. | Smply waited.

Then suddenly he stood up and left the hall. | followed. We went by a narrow passage directly to the
south tower where we climbed a spiral stone stair without handrailsto the very top of its
hundred-foot-height. The room we entered was smdll, round, with two windows, open now to the chill of
black night and white storm. The room, or study, included adeeping couch with furs, adesk, achair, a
table, and sundry shelveswith dl the parapherndiaof the practicing warlock, the sorcerer, the chemist.
Other shelves around the interior of the wallswere lined with books.

And there was Goolbie!



Helay where he had falen, benesth the eerie dark south window. His corpse was blackened, twisted.
Helooked asif he had been hit with a hundred thousand volts. The room till stank of ozone.

| wasted no time. | had none to waste, and Goolbie helped. The information | sought was a part of
Goolbiestreasure: the last thing he had touched before being blasted by the Kaeen—his Great Book.
Hisfindings. His conclusons and summations.

It lay now upon the table, opened to the very page of hislast entry. | risked laser heat from my belt to
light two lamps and to get afiregoing. | did thisin Pawbi's presence. There was no time for tedious flint
and sted and shavings. He had seated himsalf upon Goolbie's couch and his eyes had ditted; he dozed.

| pulled my cloak around me and settled to the contents of Goolbie's book.

Hehad given it agrondoisetitle, typica of thetimes. It was something like: A historee and an
encyclopeedee of the Fregisian world and the inhabitants thereof; and the Two Lands and the
Great Water. And all that otherwise therein do dwell and do have converse and effect, one to the
other—plus the Gods and the things of magick and from whence it comes....

Goolbie was, without adoubt, Camelot-Fregissfirst librarian, first true encyclopedist, and first true
"Webgter," since, unlike the few Fregisan notesor sgns| had read to date, his spelling had some
congstency.

He had divided his great book into what he presumed were pertinent and specific sections. The sections
were subdivided to points of information in aphabetical order. Each subdivision remained incomplete,
however, indicating that he was till adding to everything.

| spent the remaining time between black night and pearling dawn studying Goolbieswork. | journeyed
through his eyes and thoughts, to Gheese, Ferlach, the Seligs of theriver-sea, the great jungles, and
beyond those far Dark Lands—to the world of Om, The two great continents, north and south, which
spiraled around the water-world of Fregis-Camelot, were landmasses to be considered. Marack and the
countries to the north ranged three thousand miles from snowcap to river-seatropics. The sea—or
section of the total ocean dividing the two continents—was another three hundred to five hundred milesin
width, with amyraid of idands dotting its expanse. Then came the two lands of the southern continent's
northern shores, Seligal and Kerch, each athousand milesin length and breadth. They were mostly
jungle. Beyond them were the savannahs, the mountains, the moorlands and tundras of Om. . . . From the
river-sea to the southern pole, another three thousand miles could be counted.

The history of Fregiswasthe history of itswarsand of its trading ships. most of this but recent, in the last
thousand years. Like most worlds of plus-ten sentients, it was most difficult to spearate myth from fact
and Goolbi€'s depiction of things was a most wonderful admixture of both. . . . Had Om always been the
center of evil? No. Only in the last three hundred years or so. Men of the north had been to Om; those of
Om had sailed to the north. Theriver-seaiitsalf precluded, at least in the past, any truly large-scae war.
Cities dotted the lands of Om, Sdligal, and Kerch, just as they dotted Ferlach, Kelb, and Cheese, and
theidand empire of the Seligs. Most all, at one time or another, had been raided by war parties, fleets,
and armies, so essentially al knew of each other as either the looter or the looted. Only Marack and the
lands of the north, however, had shown thefirst faint Sgns of a socioeconomic evolutionary process—the
Collegiums and the rising tradesmen and guildsmen. Beyond the river-sea there waslittle or none of this.
And each time such possihilities arose—philosophers creating schools of discourse; artisans going
beyond the accepted craftswork: daring to invent, to explore, to indulge in primitive research—all was
destroyed. The god, Ormon, was but one of many in Saligal and Kerch. But in Om itself there ruled the
living god, the K& een, seen by no one; administered to only by his priesthood and the subordinates of his
governing class, themselves kings and princelings and petty lords. . . . The Kaleen ruled from the Dark



Lands, so named, according to Goolbie, because of the black earth, moors, fens, and mists of its greeat
rolling hillsand deep valeys. The Kaleen ruled in Hish, city of silence, city of priests, of warriors, of
daves, wherein dl that was planned for Om and Fregis was brought to fruition, and where the thoughts of
the Kaleen prevailed above dl dse.

Despite Goolbi€'s reference to the cities of the world of Fregis, imparting to the gentle reader a picture of
agreat and metropolitan world, such was not the case. | knew this better than he, for | had seen the
greater part of it. Fregis-Camelot was smply awater-world of two great continents, each with but afew
million humanoids at best, and each agenerdly savage, unexplored, and primitive world of endless
forests, mountains, and dark rivers. The grest cities of Goolbie's book were, like Glagmaron of Marack,
populated at most with fifty thousand people. And if adozen of these existed, inclusive of Hishin Om, all
elsewere villages, seacoast and river-mouth habitations, dependent upon trade and a minimum of
agriculturein the hinterland. -

All below theriver-seawere controlled by Omnian warriorsand Y orns, plus the dead-dives of the
priesthood, and ablack pall of death-dealing magic—which | now knew was but the adroit
manipulation of the planet's magnetic field.

For how did Goolbie handle thisfact of Fregisian magio— Omnian or Marackian?" Tisathinge," he
wrote, "of sounde. For if one do not save the words aloude, the effect of the witchery is not sooth—twill
cometo naught. .. ."

He had truly hit upon the secret. For, as| mysdlf now knew, other than the admixture of Smple chemistry
to the words and their proper pronunciation, Camelot-Fregis magic was just so much mishmash. That it
existed at dl was because of itssngular rolein plans formulated across the ages—in this case by forces
which were active now. Right now! The Kaeen was but apart of it al. What, or who wasbehind it, |
had yet to find out. The answer, in part, was obvioudy the Pug-Boos. But could one redly trust the
obvious? Could not that other power smply be using the Pug-Boos as the medium whereby itswill or
plan, or counterplan, was put to action? After al, what, really, was a Pug-Boo? | looked up to check the
deegping figure of Pawhi, thet fat, furry, daintily snoring "rodent,” as he had been strangely cdled by
Prince Keillweir. He continued snoring, but in my mind's eye | remembered him walking toward us
through al that horror of the courtyard, and the fegling of goodness and protection that accompanied his
every step, when al seemed logt.

| remembered, too, the voice of Hooli, soothing, assuaging. Why Hooli? Hooli's voice was so my
voice, thoughit was his, too. Could the voice have been Pawbi's? Was Pawbi, Hooli? Were there any
other Pug-Boos than the ones we knew to exist? Could they somehow be asingle entity, acollective? It
was obvious that they knew of the Kaeen and, in their way, opposed him. Did the Kaeen, in turn, know
of Pug-Boos? | waswilling to bet, remembering the prince's statement, that the Kaleen did not. So then,
inthe midst of thisworld magic, created by the Kaeen, worked as a series of events operative when the
proper sounds were emitted. Asaresult wholefields of force, matrices of energy, wererearranged in
finest detall: water became wine; gog-milk became sviss; force fields protected kings from harm; materia
and living things were atomized and recreated according to their origina structures; the transmutation of
meta s became afact; the dead were, activated; love potionsin the form of hyperactivated genitdiawere
red; sormswere childish games. Andin dl thisthe equally powerful (?) Pug-Boosremained hidden. . . .
Why had not the Kaeen prevailed over these many centuries? After aperiod of pondering, | dmost had
the answer to that, too. | had learned alot, enough to know where | must go now, and what | must do
and how | would doiit. | woke Pawhbi, took his paw in mine. Together we descended the winding stairs
of the great tower and made our way through the deserted hall to the others.

Outsde was awhite hdll of bowling wind and snow. Despite this we managed to bury our dead with



honor. And we erected agreat stone cromlech to mark their heroes graves. The Y orns and men of Kelb
were |eft for another time. They would keep well in that natura refrigerator of acourtyard.

Then Tober fetched our herd, brought forage for the dottles while we provided ourselves with foodstuff
for our journey back. Pawbi rode behind me on fat Henery's rump. | marveled that the cold seemed not
to bother him.

Theride was anightmare. If we had averaged twenty miles per hour before, we did better than haf again
that speed thistime. The dottlesliteraly flew through the storm, pausing only to shake theice of the keep,
with dl its horror, from their paws. The road across the white wastes and down the precipitous
stone-hewn path of the mountains was amaelstrom, amadly flowing stream of dottles. Wedid in one
day what had taken ustwo days before, so that at the end of our first day we were again beside the
stream where | had re-dain the dead-dives.

And it was the sixth hour, Greenwich, and | was asready as| would ever be. | had sought the excuse; of
needed privacy. It was granted me by the otherswho, | suspect now, had long concluded that | wastruly
something other than aman of Fregis-Camelot . . .

| moved out some three hundred yards from the fires to a series of upright stones and seated mysdlf upon
one of them. Thetimewasright. | would make contact in exactly two. minutes, no more. |, mysdf, had
arranged it. Not that we would be reduced to but two minutes message-wise. They would have taped
what there was to tape—I likewise. Thisinformation would be fed instantaneoudy back and forth to be
checked later. The two minutes werefor us. By my ring chronometer the countdown was now thirty
seconds. | pressed the appropriate stud and waited.

"Inl" It was Kriloy'svoice, flat, curt, and mechanical.

"In," | echoed him, resigned to proper formula. "Question. Are there Pug-Boos anywhere else on
Fregis?'

"Certainly! Thewoods arefull of themin Y orn territory. They livein family groups, spend most of their
livesin select trees, and are about grade '0' on the |.Q. chart. Question. Can you be prepared to leave,

Spaceboat-wise, a emergency sgna?'

"Nope. I've sgned on for the duration. Question. Isthe planetary mag field broken in the area of Hish?"
"Yesl Question. Isyour presence in your true capacity now known by the 'baddies?!

"No! Question. Can you release me from penaty of equipment use?'

"No! And you damnwell know why."

"Question. Have you included coordinates from Vuun territory in your tapes?”

"Yesl Time's up. Contact in seventy-two hours, Greenwich. Fade now."

"Fade now."

And that wasthat. | had brought asmal skin of svisswithme. | put it to my lipsand downed afull third
of it Then | relaxed on the stone to hear the message.

The receiver was a so the belt, the circuit attuned to the node at the base of my skull. | activated the
circuit The message began:

Aboard the Deneb-3—Fomalhaut |, five parsecs from Foundation Center: We came into the atmosphere of Fomal haut



[I'sthird planet (call it Alpha) counterposed to its axial spin; this, within two hundred miles of surface so that,
atmospherically, there was but little resistance ' to temporal mass. A planned circumnavigation was made within the
two-minute span, al systems open. The following information is hereby listed for general application to existing
problems, excluding the normal, standard trivia.

As previously noted the planet is bereft of life, with the effects of a nuclear holocaust most evident. What had not
been noted until now isthat the planet is also completely sterile. No single amoeba, spore, bacillus, in any form, exists.
Previouslifeis evidenced in that the shells of great cities and other marks of a humanoid civilization abound—metal
bridges, canals, great roads. The marks of forests also remain, though, as stated, no life existsin any form. The planet
is an absolute anachronism in that it has an atmosphere and land and great oceans—but no life. It is also extragalactic
inthat it has no magnetic field.

Jack-pot on that one, | thought, and continued to listen.

Since there is no magnetic field, Foma haut's Alpha can be said—in terms of temporal space—to be nonexistent or, to
put it differently, to exist simultaneously in hyper and temporal space. Fomalhaut's Alpha can therefore be likened to a
window, away station, a bridge from somewhere else to here—to this galactic isand.

Whatever the reasons, the facts of planetary destruction, the absence of life, and a consequent and total sterility must
play some vital role—somewhere.

An instant conclusion is that extrauniversal, alien contact may have been made; may even now be working through
thisway station; and further, that according to information from you, Camelot-Fregis may even now beinvolved. Y ou
are therefore directed by the Foundation to proceed with caution. Under no circumstances are the life-forms of Fregis,
in opposition or otherwise, to be aware of your existence. Thisdirective isfinal until we have exact knowledge
regarding the question of Alphaand/ or of the tie-in with Camelot-Fregis.

Latest data on the movement of Omnian forcesisthat afleet of some three thousand ships, mustered in the port cities
of Seligal and Kerch, have embarked for the north. They should arrive in Kelb within two days. It is estimated that
some two hundred thousand warriors and twenty thousand cavalry comprise these contingents. Few dottles were
seen boarding ships and it is estimated that the twenty thousand Omnian cavalrymen will receive their mountsin the
subverted areas of Kelb and Ortmund. ...

The message then continued and ended with alot of trivia—interesting, but most of it known to me.

| returned to the campfire and Pawbi. We didn't post aguard. Somehow | knew that with Pawbi around
we had asmall degree of protection—this, despite the fact that Hooli had been with the princess at the
time of her abduction. If the Kaeen had amind to check us out, | was sure he would be met with
aufficient interference to come a cropper—which he would attribute to natural causes and switch his
attention elsewhere. Thisdidn't mean that Pawbi would step in if the Kaleen'sinterest was sufficient for a
complete effort. Un-unh! Theway | had it psyched, the Pug-Boos, for whatever their reasons, would
interfere only to the extent that their efforts would not be recognized as such. Example: It was quite true
that the Kaleen's magic at Goolbie's keep was sufficiently strong so asto encompassdl who fell withinits
foca area. We have noted dready the dow movements of the prince and his cohorts. It was absolutely
insufficient, however, in that it did not allow the princes men to kill us. That'swhere Pawbi played his
game. He smply added to the Kaeen's own strength so that those who would have killed us were
powerlessto do so. He did thisin away that no outside force would be suspected. In effect, the
Pug-Boo's game was to influence, to control, to perhaps direct But not at the expense of exposure. And
they would continue to work in such away that their presence remained hidden, until . . . Well, that was
the big question. And it remained exactly that Who and what was the force of the Kaleen? Who and
what were Pug-Boos? Was| redly, by siding with Marack and the countries of the north, on the side of
the angels? | continued to think s0. So much so that | knew in my heart, as we pounded the last few miles
toward Olagmaron on the following day, that | would not heed the directive of the Foundation to

proceed with al caution.

| had concluded that | knew better than they what the devel oping "something” was. And that |, better



than they, could best thwart, or otherwise provide the quite necessary fly in the ointment

Werode into Olagmaron city at dusk, or rather we rode around it, taking the granite road above the Cyr
to the castle. | wanted above dl elseto avoid ameeting with Lord Fon Twed.

"An additiona caution, Srs," | told Griswal and the others as we gpproached the castle drawbridge. "We
must see that our rooms are next to each other's. For it may be that with the lord Fon Twed in charge at
Glagmaron, we might have to fight our way from this courtyard, too."

Griswall rode ahead to talk to the commander of the gate. All of the palace guards, a skeleton remnant
now, werefriends of Griswall. He wastold that the lord Fon Twed was camped on the great plain to the
east of the city. The rogter of histhirty thousand men had been completed yesterday.

But Fon Twed had yet-to prepare for the ride south to Gheese and Ferlach. Griswall cautioned the
commander, in the king's name, to make no mention of our presence. And, since hewasther senior, and
asowdl liked, they promised to do this.

| had dared the castle for one reason: This night there would be three Pug-Boos together—Hooali, Jindil,
and Pawhbi. | meant to have converse with the three of them.

Wetook Rawl's now vacant apartment, and another next to that Charney and Hargis stayed with me.
Tober stayed with Griswall. We dined in an adjunct to the great hal, were massaged and bathed in the
room of the chirurgeons, then retired to our beds for much needed degp—or so my men thought.

But it was not to be that way. "Sirsand friends,” | told them in the hdlway, "these last days have seen us
sworn to the king, to the princess, and to Marack. From now on and to the end thiswill be totally so. Be
ready then,” | admonished, "to ride thisvery night. For | promise you that such things will happen soon
that if you live your deedswill be sagaand song throughout the agesin every hearth and hall indl our
land. Sleep now and | will wakeyou.”

Griswdl asked bluntly, "When, my lord?'

"l do not know asyet."

"And will you deep, Sir Collin?' Charney's concern was obvious.
| smiled. "I meanto do that"

We clasped hands and entered our rooms. Charney and Hargis took the great bed and were amost
instantly adeep. | chose afur-covered couch which | pulled close to the stone-laced windows and lay
down and closed my eyes.

But not to deep—to relax, yed To prepare mysdlf for acontact that | could only hope would come.

And it did. The doors werefinally opened to what had been hidden. Inthe end | knew that if my message
to-my stawarts bad suggested song and sagawhether they lived or died, so now | knew thisto be true.
Aboveadl dseit would betrue.

We had doused the candles, and the largest of the two moons, free now from the rain-filled clouds which
had fled to the far horizons, peered curioudy in a me. | stared back, unwinking, until my eyes grew

tired. Relax. Relax, 1 told mysdlf, breathing deeply of the scented night air. Relax, and |et that which
will be, be. . .. Timepassed, and | felt adow "goodness' then, throughout my body. It was asif each
muscle were suspended, individualy, free of tenson, nonexistent, every bit of mefree, so that my mind
no longer had a body—so that my mind, too, wasfree.



| closed my eyes.

And Hooli came, and Pawhbi and Jindil, and their voices were as one voice, and that voice, as before,
wasmy own. . . .

"Callin!" the voice cdled. "Callin! It istime now for you and for us. And you were correct to think that
we would cometo you. A page has been turned, Collin, and a step has been taken. It matters not if the
step was ours or theirs— itisirrevocable.”

"At what point are we, then?' | asked. My question implied aknowledgethat | did not possess. Beyond
the blackness of my closed eyes| could see them Sitting in midair, out beyond the lace of stone—three
pairsof legsflat out, pudgy pawsover pudgy tummies. . . . Their shoebutton eyes seemed to gleamin
unison and three pink tongues made a circular swipe around the blunted laughter of three brown and
grinning muzzles

"Y our question has no answer, Callin," my voice echoed back to me. "Since you know neither the
beginning nor the end—or even the now of it dl. Y ou are here for asingle purpose, and the timefor that
has come.”

"Oh?" | said. "And who are you to say this?'

"We sent for you, Buby."

"Did you now? Redlly. Just how did you do that?"
"Through your Watcher, my dear."

"The soothsayer and the crystd bal at Klimpinge?!
"eg"

| Sghed. "But when you first appeared—when | was a prisoner in Castle-Gortfin—you asked me where
| came from; who | was."

"Wewould know if you knew or suspected us.”

| sghed again. "But me. How did you know you would get me?"

"Wedidn't. Whoever! 1t would have made no difference. It makes none now."
"l see" | said dowly, though | didn't, redly. "But the

variables—mysdlf, the princess. How could you know?What if | had been killed at Gortfln, in the
tournament, at Goolbie's keep?'

"The chances were that you would not Asfor thekeep . . . well, wetried to warn you."
"The chancesthat | would bekilled at the keep—they, too, were dim?”

"Wes"

"That's hard to believe. But say | waskilled—"

"There are dways dternatives.”

"Another page?’ | asked sarcastically.



"Something likethat."
"And perhaps another thousand years?"
"That, too, ispossible.”

"Great Goddl" | exclaimed inirony. And then, "1 know of you. | suspected, and now | know that there
are other Pug-Boos on Camelot-Fregis.”

Thethree of them just smiled.

"All right,” | said. "Then tell mewhat | am to do, sinceyouve arranged it dl. | will then decide whether to
doit But first check meto seeif I've psyched you properly. To begin with: Y ou are not of Fregisand you
have taken the form of Pug-Boos for the smple reason that they aone are the most harmless and
inoffensive of Fregisan mammals. Y ou do thisto concedl your presence from the force of the Kaeen
—and, smultaneoudy, to gain entry to the presence of the kings and lords of the northlands as harmless
pets. Thisgivesyou entry to their council, to then- thinking, and to al that will transpire by their hands. All
thisyou use againg the Kaeen. . . ."

The Pug-Boos amiled.

"Except," | continued, "that you act as the people's mingtrels, too. Y our music telsthem of their
past—the past of Fomalhaut's Alpha. Therefore they know and love you, and see you as something other
than smple Pug-Boos. ..."

"Not true." The Pug-Boos smiled. "They hear the sound of music, nothing else. Have you ever been told
by anyone of the history which you read into the music? It remains solely in their subconscious. We do
but serveto keep it there so that, geneticaly, it will be as an ingrained memory pattern, to be
used—someday."

"But don't you risk discovery in the playing of thismusic?'

"Thelisenersare shielded at the time of the playing and nothing remainsin their conscious minds. As of
this moment, friend Hart Lenti, in dl of the north there are no memories of a Pug-Boo's song.”

| tried another tack. "I would know," | asked, "if the Kaeen, too, isan anima or humanoid of
Camelot-Fregis, possessed perhaps by another dien force, but in opposition to your own."

"The Kdeenisaforce unto itsdf. It is but afragmented part of the whole, but acts for the whole."

"And are you but the fragmented part of awhole, so that you, too, act for it in the guise of gentle
Pug-Boos?!

They eyed me solemnly, then their voices came again: "Have done, Sir Callin. Y ou shdl betold so that
you will know Lapart al that you need to know. Though we are of acommon gaaxy, oursisalife-form
older by millenniathan dl that you know. We have long known of theforce called the Kaleen on this
planet which you have humoroudy dubbed Camelot We deem it aforce beyond your present power to
comprehend; beyond, in part, even ours. It is extragaactic, of another universe whose gateway isthe
planet Alphaof Fomahaut |1. Beyond that gaeteway, in that other universe, a battle has raged for
uncounted millennia. The forceis but one of the antagonists; of its opponent, we know nothing. Sufficeit
to say that the force sought an escape, away perhapsto avoid fina destruction. The unthinkable,
energies of an entire galaxy were directed to the single purpose of creating awarp through hyperspace,
to saize upon asingle planet in asingle system, and to substitute itself for the life-form of that planet, and
S0 escape the holocaust that pursued it



"Alpha, the planet of Fomalhaut, was chosen. The space warp was created. So, too, wasthe life-form of
Alphasdected for transmigration. . . . But we, born of this galaxy, cameto know of the warp, and our
powers were such that we transferred al that was sentient life to Fregis Three, and destroyed by sterility
al that remained on Alpha. And thus, though the gateway remained, its potentia for exploitation wasin
part destroyed. We say 'in part' for the smple reason that in the transfer, asingle, ement of the force,
dormant in the body of adeeper, was dso transferred. And it is here now. It iswesk, without the
strength to recross space to the gateway; with strength only to stay dive, to maintain contact, and to
prepare for the time when a path from Fregisto Alphais created so that the potentia of the gateway will
again be available. Then will the life of Came ot-Fregis— survivors of Alpha—be utilized again, asthe
force had intended in the very beginning.”

"But how," | asked, "were they not aware of your interference, of your cregtion of a sterile planet? Surely
they must have suspected?’

"The answer liesin that smultaneoudy with their invasion —for thistook place acrossthe space of a
hundred Gaactic years—nuclear war broke out between opposing factions on Alpha, dong with first
attempts at space travel. The resultant Holocaust, though falling short of complete planetary destruction,
presented alogical reason for the serility. Asfor Alphas remnants, taken to Fregis-Camelot in the few
shipsavailable. . . well, we destroyed their memories; this, so that they would not again return to Alpha
until such time as a solution had been found to the problem of theintruder, the force. We would point out
that in the absence of amagnetic fied, destroyed by the force in the creation of the space warp, sterility
was easy to achieve."

"And it was not aware of your interference.”

"All was attributed to both the warp and the nuclear Holocaust. From that, they supposed, camethe
Serility."

"In Hooli's music there was ahint of gaactic destruction beyond that of just the single planet, Alpha."

"Thiswas asuggestion of the struggle in terms of that other universe; a suggestion of what may well
happen hereif theforcein thelong run wasto prevail."

"Sounds pretty pat"
"Itispat."

"All right," | said. "Here comesthe big one. Why have you not just destroyed the gateway and the force,
yourselves? Y ou, seemingly, have the power. . . ."

"That isaquestion, Harl Lenti, Sir Collin, that we are not prepared to answer. Think what you will—that
we are wesek, that we have other gamesto play. We say only this: That our goa isa Camelot-Fregisfree
of theforce; aplanet Alphafertile and with aproper field; and agateway closed until suchtimeas
controls can be ingtituted over any contact with that aien universe so asto guarantee the safety of our
own..."

"Thereisalot unanswered.”
"And 0 it will reman."
"Y ou know, then, of us, of the Galactic Foundation?"

"Wedo."



"What if we isolate Alphafor total destruction, asa precautionary measure?”

"Wewould prevent you. But your Foundation will not do this. For you cannot tell them what we have
told you."

"| dready have—an instantaneous tape a my last message period.”

The Pug-Boo's smileswere wider still and their auras hao-like. " There was no message. Y our tape was
blank."

"Y ou bastards."

"And dso, Sir Callin, what you now know of us can be imparted to no one either. Such an effort, in your
idiom, would boggle your mind, bring on an instantaneous mental paralysis. We caution you not to try it"

"Youdirty bastards" | said again. Thenfindly | sighed. "All right Y ou sent for me. I've been subjected to
athousand bits of nonsense. Now let's have done with it What's the denouement? What isthis'smple
job that I am to do, that you cannot do?"

"Thereis nothing that we ‘cannot do." We smply prefer that you do it—for our own reasons.”

"Great Godd!" | said glumly, and to no onein particular. "Six years with the Foundation, the rank of
Adjuster, and I've just been reduced to the rank of apawn on the chessboard by atrio of teddy bears. . .

"But," said Hooli—and | knew it was he, for he leaned toward me and winked in the saying—"the pawn
has aready taken the princess, who will someday be queen. Isnot that single thing worth al therest to
you?"

"Y ou sure know how to reach aguy,” | said. "Yed! It damnwell isworth 'al the rest’ to me. Now speak
up. What's the pawn's next move. . . 7'

"Exactly what you yourself aready intend doing. Rescue the princess. . . . You will return to your small
ship and thence to the mountains of lit. The Vuun has most wisdly, after returning Prince Kellwelr to
Kelb, kept your princess and her companion as hostage in their game with Om. While rescuing the
princess you will aso dissuade the Vuuns from participating in the coming battle. Thiswill be adisastrous
ploy against the Kaeen, who counts heavily on their support”

"And how does one explain my ahility to fly through the air?'

"The Vuuns need no explanation. They areasold astime. They know of space travel—and more. We
even susgpect that they know of the Kaleen'strue origin. Asfor the princess— well, 'tis magic that you
practice, Srrah! What else?

"You'rejust the greatest.” | Sghed.
"Wethink so, t0o," Hooli said.

"And dl of thisisto happen judt likethat?"
"If you don't blow the game, Buby."

They had begun to fade, so | shouted mentally: "Thanks, you bastards. Thanks at least for the hedled
wounds. Maybe that's what you really are—a bunch of smdl-planet pharmecidts. . ."



"No trouble," Hoali's voice camefaintly. "It was no trouble at all.”

The relaxation came again. An hour of it, two hours. Every fiber in my body—asin those brief moments
on the flagstones of Goolbi€'s courtyard—was washed with a"goodness' of peace, arebuilding of tired
and weary cdlls, areplenishing of bright red blood. ... | let it happen.

Then | arose and woke Charney and Hargis, who awakened Griswall and Tober. And we dressed,
attending to each other's armor. Fresh surcoats, underdress and padded long-shirts, buckled swords and
fa-dirks. We made our way through the dark hallsto the yard and the men-at-arms around the gate
warden | asked for but tea dottles, including Henery. My stalwarts were surprised at this, for they did not
know what | knew. Then we rode out across the bridge and into the silvery night. And the gate -warden
was surprised at that, for he till feared dead-alives.

The path took us down from the field before Glagmaron castle and onto the " Great South Road.” Aswe
came off the castle hill we could see to our northeast, spread before the walls of Olagmaron city, the
rows of tents and dottle rings of the gathered army of the lord Fon Twedl. Fires blazed so that thefield
seemed an acreage sown with flaming embers.

My men asked no questions. | told them nothing. That isthe way h had to be. We had but twenty miles
to travel. We reached the area of the starship in exactly one hour. | led them off the road and up the bluff
to where, but ashort ten days ago, | had awaited the coming of the princess Murie Nigaard and
entourage. At thetop, inasmall hollow at the base of a stand of trees, | asked them to unsaddle their
dottles and let them forage, and to gather around me.

They did this, and the second moon illuminated our little group in such away that we were as satuary in
awild and primitive garden.

| made use of the one weapon—if one could cdl it that-allowed me by the Foundation: the weapon of
hypnosis. It wasasmpletrick of misdirection, of concentration, and of fina control so that within the
gpace of minutesthey lay around mein degp deep. | made them as comfortable as | could then,
wrapping each in his saddle blanket against the cold of the night and the heat of tomorrow's sun. The
trees would offer some protection, and the dottles would stay close. Whatever. They would be here for
sometime—until | wasready for them.

Then | went to the back of the hill where | had |eft the ship. | pressed abelt stud to activate thefield
around it. Once done | gave the numbers, aloud and strongly (shades of Camelot): "Three-seven.. . .
two-nine... four-one-" | waited, and dowly, dowly, before my eyesthelittle starship took form, first
wavering, then becoming solid. And thereit was, dl thirty feet of it, snub-nosed and competent. . . .

A smple movement in time; ashift in perspective. It waslike coming home. ... | entered, and once again |
was Kyrie Fern, Adjuster. Damn the Pug-Boos to Hell—and the Ka een, and dl the controlled variables
that dared to name me pawn! | had played the game al the way. What had the Boos done to date?
Other than a propitious Band-Aid, al achievement had been my doing—mine and the Foundation's. And
why should | believe them in their claim to power over the Foundation—though | recalled that they hadn't
exactly said that | then chosein my anger to forget that my death had been somewhat delayed in
Goolbi€e's courtyard; that in al that had happened the Pug-Boos manipulation had indeed been shaking
the web. In one thing, however, | was right My quite positive contribution so far was based on my own
initiative. Whatever the Boos were up to, without me and the Foundation that first page might never have
been turned at an. So let it be then, | concluded. There was till ajob to do, indeed, "aworld towin," as
intheold cliche. But | would play it my way—asif there were no Boos at dl.



| settled into the contour seat before the control panel. Within seconds | was a shimmering, silvered dot
above the brooding green of Marack's forests. | followed the great road, scanning, enlarging wherever a
point of interest appeared, but checking each aspect of that well-traveled path. Camelot-Fregis looked
more beautiful from aoft, if such could be possible, than from the ground. | had not appreciated it before.
| did now. | would not run to my princessimmediately as the Boos had suggested. For though | truly
loved her | thought her sufficiently strong to stand Vuun stink for afew more tens of hours. | would apply
the Foundation Adjuster Kyrie Fern-Sir Callin finger to the now baking piein my own way. | would tie
the strings of our far-flung battle lines together, first The Kaeen saw the board as awhole. The forces of
Marack did not I damn well intended to provide that service despite the cautioning of the Foundation to
retreat to the game of hide-and-seek, and the smug suggestion of the Boosthat | play the game as they
saw it.

Best damn them dl! | would indeed by the hero-mythos Callin, and that was that!

Over forests and rivers, across villages, fields, and sparkling lakes. The ship was asilvered blue with a
metd skin of chameleon potential. | could see and not be seen.

Smoke rose over the dour aerie of great Castle-Gortfin. | learned later that it had fallen because those of
Garonne'sloya subjectswithin itswalls had taken and held the gatesin aid of an attack from without The
Y orns and soldiery pledged to Lady Elioseen had fought to the last for each room, each gtair, each
cavernous hall benegath that great stone mass. The magic of Elioseen had been evenly matched by that of
the king's sorcerer, Fairwyn. The magic of Camelot, created by the Kaeen, and known equally well by
north and south, had canceled itsalf out again, and the lady Elioseen was now a prisoner. The gatesto
Gortfin were open, too; the drawbridge was down. A few hundred men had been | eft to garrison the
walls, and the banners of the king floated from its highest towers. The Marackian army had moved south
as of four days before; they had not waited for Oortfin'sfall. When | spotted them, they were breaking
camp (it was till early morning). Pickets were out. Small parties of cavary were aready moving through
the countryside. They were many milesfrom Gortfin.

| then passed over many aKelbian town and village, agreet plain ringed with rocky hills and one
burned-out smd| volcanic cone known asthe plain of Dunguring, and finally the main port city and capita
of Corchoon. The mixed Omnian-Sdigian-Kerchian fleet had not yet arrived. This| knew by the rather
sparse shipping in the quite beautiful, natura harbor. But a Kelbian army was encamped on the flat and
grassy plain to thewest of Corchoon. | estimated its strength at twenty thousand. And the herds of fat
dottlesto their rear spoke of anumerous cavalry.

Focusing on theroya Kebian tents, | spied King Harlach and Kellweir himsdlf, an aglitter in slvered
armor. Two companies of Y ornswere camped on their right, along with an equa number of Omnian
soldiery. They were calmly playing at stits, agame of balls and spears and shields. Their appearance
suggested that they hadn't acarein theworld. This, despite the fact that their spies must certainly have
told them of the advancing Marackian army.

| studied them closely and saw that their lineswere well disposed for ether attack or defense, depending
upon their strength and Strategy.

With Omnian forces arriving shortly, the deck was definitely stacked. Om's muster of two hundred and
fifty thousand men, plusthistwenty thousand of Kelb, pluswhatever Great Ortmund would bring to
bear—plus the possible participation of the VVuuns—all of it together boded no good for Marack. One
would be afoal to think otherwise. | suspected that al thisforce would move forward to that greet plain
of Dunguring for thefina confrontation.

| sent my little craft to north and west then, over the lush coastd valleys and plains, and inland. | crossed



the borders between Great Ortmund and Kelb at some three hundred miles from Corchoon. Already
masses of Ortmundian warriors could be seen making their way toward Kelb's capital. Then more towns.
Morevillages. And finaly, Janblink, capital of Grest Ortmund. Like Corchoon and Glagmaron, any town
that could be caled such was protected by a castle. Janblink castle was athing of absolute beauty, an
aras, asculptured totdity of dl things medieva. Perched on agranite hill overlooking arushing river, with
adozen gredt turrets, amonstrous encircling ravine with a veritable "bi-frost bridge" asan entry to
portcullis and gate—I could only marvel and stare.

Further scanning revealed it to be well defended. And | knew that the Marackian warlords of Keeng,
Fleege, and Klimpinge would make no attempt to take it, but rather would bypassit for alater storming.

Likeagadfly, | zipped further inland. Ten milesto thefoot, beyond Castle Janblink, | came upon the
beginnings of asmdl battle. Lord Breen Hoggle-Fitz's five thousand had caught the Ortmundian rear
guard with its back against a craggy pass. They were deployed on the fields before this pass now. And
Camelot's rising sun, Fomalhaut, shone upon a scene in which Hoggle-Fitz was preparing to advance
againg themin classical array: awing of archersto either flank; foot soldiers and men-at-armsin the
center, and aphaanx of heavy cavary to the front—with Hoggle, himsdlf, at point.

| could see that the Ortmundian rear guard would meet them with asmaller force, but smilarly
deployed—or so it would seem to Hoggle. From my mile-high vantage, however, | knew better. To
Hoggle-Ftz'sright, hidden inasmal valley, were additional squadrons of heavy cavary, haf of them
Yorns, eadly sufficient to turn Fitz'sflank. His archers could never sustain the charge they would mount.
The ground doped down from the valey in such away that the horde's momentum, at the point of
impact, would be terrible indeed.

A small creek split thefield, shalow, easly forded, with banks about five feet from water leve. It was
about forty feet wide. It would present no obstacle to aforce prepared for it. Sinceit was closer to
Hoggle-Fitz's array than to that of the enemy, it was dear that his entire line would crossthis creek long
before contact was made.

| had twenty minutes a best to interfere. Two of them were used in landing behind aridge in agrove of
broad-leafed trees. | damped the ship, and moved off, carrying my colorswith me. | noted as | topped
the rise above Fitz's base camp that anumber of animaswere aso on theridge. They bad chosen this
vantage point to watch the battle. All Game-lot's mammal's seemed to possess this curious prodlivity. |
grabbed alikely looking dottle from the herd, had him saddled by the herd-master, chose alance from a
aufficiency of such at Hoggl€e's armory, attached my colorsto itstip, and rode off to smite the heathen.
Since the event of Glagmaron's tournament was gtill fresh in the minds of the Marackian warriors, | even
recelved asmaitering of cheersas| rode through the first ranks on theright flank of Hoggle's now
advancing force. The commander of these five hundred archers with hissmal covey of men-at-arms
welcomed mewarmly.

"Ho-la, my lord," he said, laughing. They werein good spirits. Y ou come in good moment. We are
about to force yonder pass, which should take but afistful of minutes. Indeed, sirrah! Though we
welcome your prowess, we need it not. Rest here, Sir, and from this vantage point you may observe dl
that will cometo pass.”

| raised asted-gauntleted hand. "Two thingsfirst,” | cautioned. " Send amessage to our lord Hoggle-Fitz
that you will hold to thisside of thet little creek, and that hein turn should alow theright wing of his
center to lag somewhat. Thiswill present afront to afew squadrons of cavary which will comeat you
from yon"—and | gestured—"hidden valley. With this precaution, and with your archers positioned to
feather their hideswith your shaftsfrom this side of the creek, their disposition will then be upset And the
advance you spesk of will then continue without peril. . . . Hurry! For thereislittletime.”



He didn't bother to ask me how | knew this. He just shook bis head and grinned. Within seconds two
riders were streaking to the center van where Hoggle-Fitz's pennons waved arrogantly.

We drew up to the creek and positioned oursalves, passing the word down the front of our thousand. |
focused my contacts to as many magnitudes as were necessary for aclear scanning of the valley mouth,
and waited. The newly risen sun being againgt us, our young commander—I found later that he was Sir
Mordi Tornweedi, nephew to the lord Per-Rondin, captain of the king's center—was shielding his eyes
now. Hisridersand archers did likewise. And the dottles, sengitive to the Situation, slamped their paws
and whoooed. Then | saw the enemy squadrons. They emerged from the hidden valey at adow but
quickening gdlop, so that when afull five hundred riders had come into view they were already streaking
toward theflank of our advancing army in athundering, shrieking froth of leveled lances and swinging
swords. They wereindeed abeautiful sght. They wore heavy armor, most of them being heggles mixed
with Y orns. Therewould be, | thought, no stopping them short of amatching force. But that force was
there.

"They see usnow," | said to young Tornweedi. "But it is much too late. They no doubt thought uslax in
spirit so that we held behind. Now they are not so sure. Look, you! They dow even now to guard
agang us”

"Aye" Tornweedi answered exultantly. "And look, you, my lord. Fitz of Great Ortmund has svung bis
flank to hold."

And Hoggle-Fitz had done just that. In those few short minutes we reversed what could have been a
signal defeat for Marackian arms. The charge across our front dowed, since they saw too late that we
had not moved, and did not know whether to face us or to continue on. Their momentum logt, they were
easy prey to the flights of arrows loosed in good order by our bowmen, to the shouts of the sergeants.
From five hundred bows there flew as many arrows, and then again, and again, and again; each flight
taking but five seconds for the notching, the draw, and the release. The distance was at some two
hundred paces, agoodly shot for an archer. But though ours, like dl Fregisian warriors, were careful so
asto target riders only and not gentle dottles, the distance was too great for accuracy. The sun, too, was
aso an obstacle. Thisbeing true, tens of riders and dottles were aready down and screaming.

Fitz'sflank did give somewhat at the impact of the Ortmundian charge. But it held. And becauseit did,
that was the end for Ortmund. By dowing his center amost to ahalt the bulk of Fitz'sfive thousand had
remained outsde of arrow range. Om and Great Ortmund had but one meaningful aternative then: to fling
their remaining three thousand in headlong assault of Fitz's superior mass. They were confused. They
hesitated at A time when to waver meant certain defeat or death.

Then we, too, moved forward, crossing the creek in along green ling; loosing flight after deedly flight into
the dwindling ranks of the Ortmundian-Omnian soldiery, so that when the bulk of Ortmund's rear guard
could no longer contain themselves at the daughter of their own, and moved againgt Fitz's center and |eft,
it wasfar, far too late. We moved with the men-at-arms and archers. We were gpproximately one
hundred dottles and riders strong. Once through the screen of archers, we smashed into the melee with
its remnants of mounted knights and men-at-arms. They were courageous, those warriors of Ortmund
and Om. Either that or possessed of the sorcery of the Kaleen. They asked no quarter and gave none.

Through dl the great dust cloud of battle, the wheeeing of the dottles, the desth shouts of men, and the
screaming of the wounded, | held back. | fought only to defend myself, keeping to the side of the young
nephew of Per-Rondin. Strange paradox that | could not keep him from his death. He had, after bearing
himsdlf bravely in the hacking fests, been challenged by ahulking Y ornin armor of bronze and sted!
chain. He accepted the challenge. And, as was Fregisian custom, those who were not battling in close
proximity stayed their weapons to see the outcome.



Tornweedi choseto rely upon his quickness and the point of his blade rather than compete in the hefty
broadsword exchange of shattering blows, and the pate-cracking thump of mace and hammer. It proved
hisundoing in that after they had circled with afast exchange of stedl, he bent benesth hisshidld for a
thrust of point to the armor chink between breastplate and greave. He missed in hisforward lunge, and
the Y orn, ahuge, white-browed, and intelligently evil specimen, brought his great sword from across his
left shoulder in one whistling sweep to dash the head from poor Tornweedi's body. He then bent, ran
sword through waxen cheeks, and shook it mightily above that bloodstained field for dl to see.

| could say herethat | avenged Tornweedi. But it would not betrue. | didn't haveto. Indeed, | was not
alowed to. The Y orn was attacked from al sides. And though he dew three more, be was brought
down—aswere al the others of that fated troop. They had asked no quarter. They received none. And,
in the end, when the field was won and the pass open, | saw that at best there were ahundred prisoners.
Thefidd, for afull fifty acres around, was littered with the bodies of Marackians, Great Ortmundians,
and Yornsdike.

It was high noon when the battle ended. Strange how time playsitstricks on the threshold of dezath.
There are periods which are but minutes, but seem like hours. There are otherswhich seem as
minutes—such as our fighting before the pass. But four hours had gone by since the squadrons of cavary
hed first burst from their ravine.

| accompanied Tornweedi's guard to where the lord Breen Hoggle-Fitz waited on that stricken field. He
leaned from the painted saddle of his great dottle to grip my hand and place an arm about my shoulder.
His hdm was off, hismop of gray hair awrathful aureole. There weretearsin his eyes, too, and he stank
of blood.

"By Ormon, most noble Collin," he shouted, to those hardened, black-furred warriors around him, as
well asto mysdf. "By Wimbily and by Harris. Blessthem! Blessed betheir names! Blessthem! And
blessusdl who have survived thisfield! And blessthose—" He seemed carried away with himsdlf again
and | said softly, interjecting, "Ah, m'lord and most courageous companion, my confessor—" He beamed
at that one. "'l have bad news of the lady Caroween."

Hisface paed. It wasthefirg time | had seen this happen, asure sgn of where his heart lay. Hetook my
arm. " Say you s0? But how, and where?'

We rode back toward the base camp and | told bun aswe rode. Tears rolled down his rugged,
blustering face to such adegree that, | must confess, | was touched and shed afew mysdf. Intheend |
boasted of Caroween's prowess in-that battle of the courtyard, so that he called all to gather around and
bade me repest the story to hiswarriors.

Asl told the tale my voice took on the cadence of amingtrel. And that which came from my mouth as
prose became poetry. Before the ending of it instruments accompanied me—alute and a set of pipes
such as Ongus had used so well. And dl thisin the bright light of Fomahaut and itsfar binary. It wasa
strange thing, too, in that | spoke to men who had themsalves just fought a noble battle; yet here they
listened to salute the courage and prowess of another.

Then we held awar council and | told them what | had cometo tell them in thefirst place: "Go not to
Janblink city or Janblink castle," | admonished them. "For the armies of Great Ortmund are not there.
The king Feglynison hisway now with al his host to join with Harlach before the gates of Corchoonin
Keb."

"To which site there goes our noble king Garonne," a doughty young warrior shouted.

"Aye" | said. "And to which site, too, there now comes from across the river-seathe greatest horde of



Omnian soldiery that the world has ever seen.”
No one asked me, "How do you know this?' They asked instead, "How many?' And | told them.

Therewasagreat girring then, and asilence while dl pondered. Thefirgt puffs of an early afternoon
breeze blew around us, bringing a scent of wet earth and spring wild-flowersto cancel the blood of the
field and the smdll of the sweat of our bodies. A flight of tuckle-birdsflew over, too, with a pate of
mel odious chirps—like raindrops. The whole scene was highly incongruous.

Thelord Hoggle-Fitz, in full command of the knights around him, then said, "It seemsthen that we go
now to Corchoon or, as young Collin would haveit, to the plain of Dunguring by the oblique south road
beyond the pass. We shdll of course send to those who follow, the lords of Fleege, Keeng, and
Klimpinge with their fifteen thousand, that they do likewise—and ingtantly.”

"l would indeed suggest thet,” | echoed him, smiling.
"And what of our lord Fon Twed?' Fitz eyed me keenly.

"Wewill see, sr," | answered softly. "And | promise you here and now that histhirty thousand will dso
be a Dunguring.”

Fitz stared hard at me, then lowered hiseyes and hisvoice, and said smply, "Wewill await them."

The others, too, looked at the ground. But no one questioned me. ... | had their attention and they were
waiting, so | spoke up and told them what they needed to know. "There will be agreat battle,” | enjoined
them. "It will be soon. Tomorrow, the next day, the day &fter. ... It will last for aslong asis needed to
drive the hordes of Om from the northern shores of theriver-sea. Y our twenty thousand— inclusive of
the fifteen till to arrive—will join with the twenty thousand of our Marackian king Garonne. Y ou must
then hold until the full force of thelord Fon Twed, plusthe warriors of Oheese and Ferlach, arrive upon
thefield. Even then you will be but one hundred and ten thousand againgt perhaps three times as many.”

If I had thought they would be frightened, | would have been less blunt. But | now knew Camelot and its
warriors. All around me eyes had lifted. They literdly sparkled with afierce and warlike joy. "And so
then, Sir Collin"—ayoung knight spoke up boldly—"in no other battle could ever such glory befound.
And thisfor us only; not for them, for we are the fewer. 1, sir, would have it no other way."

"Nor I Nor I!" A full hundred voices shouted. | looked at the beaming countenance of Hoggle-Fitz and
amiled.

Hesad, "Indeed, | join with them, Sir Collin. | would that my sonswere diveto seethis”
"Well, drrah,” | assured him, "though they be not there— your daughter will be."

Tears sprang to hiseyes, for he remained what he was other than awarrior of some courage and
skill—namely an emotional, fanatica, and lovable old fool. | stepped forward and put my arms around
him again. The otherstook this as some sort of signdl in that they instantly moved to disperse. The camp
came dive again with the saddling of dottles, the striking of tents, and the packing of gear. | waked then
to my dottle, and Hoggle-Fitz followed.

"Do you not ride with us?'
His question was rhetorical, and he knew it.

"No," | said. "l go to fetch the princess and your daughter. The lord Rawl, who has given your moppet to



my safekeeping, would not forgive me were it otherwise; nor would the king—nor would you, my good
friend...."

"You arewrong, Callin. And | shdl pray for you. For though | know not where you go, of a certainty,
wherever itis, there lies great danger.”

"Asdated," | said, "1 think the battle will be fought on Dunguring plain. If so, it isthere that we shall meet
agan.”

"So beit, Callin." Fitz stared after me as | kicked my dottle's belly with both heel's so that she pranced off
through the camp to the south and east, and up the small hill and beyond to the grove of broad-leafed
trees. ...

Strange, | thought, as | dismounted and dapped her rump so that she would return to the others, the
animds that had gathered to watch the battle still [ay about, hypnotized by the man-made carnage. Were
any of these of the planet Alpha? Had just one of those fleeing ships been, perhaps, an ark? Then | said
the words to phasein the starship.

| lifted straight up for somefifty miles; ahigh parabola. The city and castle of Glagmaron were directly
below on reentry. | hovered at one mile, scanned at sufficient magnitudes to be dmost at ground level. It
was as | expected. The great camp had not been broken. Fon Twed's thirty thousand were at ease.
They played a skits and fiats, they gambled away their mustering fees, and they dueled in the sun. And
that was about the extent of ft. As expected, Fon Twed had no intention of going anywhere; neither to
Gheese and Ferlach, to impress upon the rulers of those countries the urgency of ther joining with
Marack against Om—nor to Dunguring before Corchoon to the aid of King Caronne. Thoseloyal in the
camp—and | supposed these generally to encompass the whole—would not know of histreachery until
it wastoo late.

So beit | would return, for | had amost singular message for Fon Tweel . ..

| maintained an dtitude of one mile, sweeping over theterrain in asoutherly direction at dow speed. |

had time. The countryside continued wild: great forests of oak and pine, wide rivers and serrated
mountain chains which swept, | knew, down to theriver-sea. These | naturaly rose above, and down
again until finally 1 had crossed into Gheese where its border joins both Marack and Ferlach. It was here,
| knew,

Chat a battle was being fought. And it was here | hoped to find Rawl, hobnobbing with Oradich,
Ferlach's king; waiting, perhaps, until Fon Twed arrived, to do the same with Chitar of Cheese so that,
impressed with Marack's call to common cause and the strength of Fon Twed'sarmy, amesting of
conciliation could then take place.

| wasright in only onething. Sir Fergiss blazonry topped afield tent in the proximity of King Dradich,
with both on a broad and boulder-strewn field overlooking a sparkling stream. Acrossthat stream wasa
second army. The colors of the king of Oheese, Chitar, stretched for fully amile over an equally grassy
and boulder-strewn field. Here and there on both banks spears and lances stood erect in the ground,
marking the spot where afalen hero had been buried. From my vantage point | could see additional
hundreds of unburied dead. The inconclusive fighting had been going on for quite sometime. | brought
the starship down as before in an area surroundered by wild clumps of bracken and' heavy forest, careful
so that | would come to ground on the far Sde of ahilL

It was done. | took timeto bathe away the sweat and stiffness of the morning's battle. Then, armor
reburnished, surcoat and furred cloak most carefully cleaned and spotted, plus sundry other
preparations—and | must say that | had thetime for thissince | had no intention of springing mysalf upon



Rawl until dusk fell—I stepped forth. Again | was fully armed, with fal-dirk, shield, broadsword, and
smdl mace. | waved the starship back to its exclusive warp and walked to the crest of theridge.

It was most pleasant, like that first day when | had awaited the coming of the princess on the south road.
Thethought of Murie now—and that she was aone and miserablein aVVuun cave, awaiting my
ariva—made me somewhat ill.

Oh, that magic did prevail, | thought. For then it would truly be that best of al worlds so sought after by
humanoids across all space and time. A release from needed knowledge, from the constant search for the
why and wherefore of it all. How smplelife would beif that were so—no " Congtant H," no law of
inverse squares—to be surrounded forever by the world of childhood with its ogres, itsfairies, its
deeping princesses, and its never-never lands. . . .

| lay mysdlf down on abroad and heavy spread of grass overlooking the martial camp of Ferlach'sking.
Herds of dottles foraged below me. Beyond them were tents and cooking pots and fires. Above, inthe
bowl of atill azure ky, was avast pattern of cirrus-cumulus clouds. Flights of strange birdsand
flitterings of smaller winged creatureswere dl around me. At one point during the afternoon's progress |
felt eyes upon me and clapped hand to sword and sat up smartly. Peering through aclump of heavy
foliage was the double-horned head of a massive gerd, such as Hoggle-Fitz had used asasteed. He
seemed possessed of a strange intelligence.

Then | dozed, to be awakened later by ablast of trumpet upon the till air. | noted with alarm that the sun
was setting fast. | arose on both elbows to peer over the ridge. Of the two river fords visible from my
vantage point, agroup of knights were gathered at one—and this on the Ferlach side. From the tents of
the Gheesian army, aline of mounted knights and warriors were trotting to the ford. At the head of the
line were the banners of Chitar and sundry lords of Cheese. And, to Chitar'sright, waving splendidly and
bravely on asingle lancetip, there flew the three scarlet bars upon an azure field of Rawl Fergis. Good
lad! | mentally cheered him. He was not waiting for the strength of Fon Tweel. How he had managed this
tete-4-tete, | knew not. But he had achieved what | had planned—set the stage for a meeting between
Chitar and Dradlich. Even as| watched the royal banners of Dradich—an oak tree againgt a blood-red
sky— moved out to greet the black-swan pennons of Chitar in midstream. Protocol, | remembered,
demanded no less.

There was another round of trumpet blasts then, and a cheering and hurrahing. And someone, perhaps,
nipped a Ferlachian obsol, and Chitar lost so that both sdes then retired with al pomp and ceremony in
the direction of Dradich'swar tent.

Asdated, | had dozed far too long. Dusk wasfdling. It was obvious that they feared no dead-divesin
such war camps as these, nor treachery ether. For Camelot's chivalry and its code said that Chitar would
gtay with Dradich and no fal-dirk would find hisribsin the smal hours.

Bdow me, and in halling distance, was asmal group of foraging dottles. | whistled shrilly and they
looked up and wagged their doggy-ears and tailsin unison, peering anxioudy around them. | stood full
up. Darkness was gathering so rapidly that just as the camp itself was dim to me now, | was, perhaps,
equally dim to the dottles. | whistled again and they advanced toward me. One fat-tummied femae
gpproached me brazenly, her big blue eyesinviting nose pats and friendly thigh rubs. They gathered
around and | spoke gently to them and mounted the female after tossing my furred cloak over her back
for asaddle, so that my armor would not hurt her. Then we led off, and pranced our way down to the
great camp with itsteeming warriors.

Aboard the starship | had touched up the heraldry upon my shield so that the sprig of violets againgt its
field of gold now glowed with amaost delightful luminescence. Two other things had | done: One, the



creation of anull magnetic field about my person which, if | had had the wisdom to useit before, might
well have protected me from the power of the Kadeen at Goolbie's keep. | doubted it on second thought,
however, snce Pawbi would not have alowed such an overt indication of the presence of an anti-Kaeen
power. Two, | activated the ion-beam upon my belt and turned it upon mysdlf so that my armor, like
Hoggle-Fitz's a the great tourney, glowed with aslvered brilliance. To say that my arriva in the camp of
King Dradlich evoked a measure of interest would be an understatement indeed.

| rode straight and tall, glowing shield dung from my -back. My left hand was buried in my dottl€s fluffy
mane to guide her. My right hand was on the hilt of-my great sword. They fel awvay from mein awe, first
cooks and helpers, then whole coveys of archers and men-at-arms. Most made the circle and the cross
of Ormon; some kneeled and bent their heads. Findly, at the great block of tents surrounding that of the
king, | was given escort. Knights and lords not summoned to the council ringed around me—not closely
but at adistance. Nevertheless| was ringed. And | wondered if, despite then- magic and/or gods, they
would attack meif they deemed it necessary. The answer was undoubtedly "Y es." For, asthelord
Per-Rondin had said, "And if their magic prevail over ours, then will we fight them with our blood and
with our hearts" And so it was on Camelot.

Asl| neared the entrance to the king's tent, those in front turned around and ranged themselves before
me, swords drawn. They would defy me. Indde, the kings council, attracted by the hubbub, sent forth
certain lordsto inquire asto the reason. Needlessto say, the guard of Chitar, also in the proximity of the
royd tent, drew their swords, too, in defense of aught that might befall their king. | sat my small dottle
dlently, stared boldly at thelot of them. Then | dismounted, shooed my petite one off, turned around,
placed my two hands upon my belt, leaned back my head, and bellowed: "Wow hear me all! Great
lords, knights, and warriors! | amthe Collin of Marack, come to have converse with your kings
and with my friend. Sr Rawl Fergis, who is even now within that tent. . . . In thislast respect, |
would have him forth, and instantly!.

The name of the Callin was known throughout the northern lands. Indeed, it was a mythos owned by dl
above theriver-seg; therefore my presumption struck home. Some fell back and some drew sword in
anger a my quite, to them, audacious claim. One knight stepped forward, threw back his cloak, held his
sword in readiness, and demanded loudly, "How dare you, sir, to take the name of Collin, andto
approach us thudy? Speak out and clear yourself, or | shal clear your head from your body despiteits
gowworm shine

Hewasabrave man and | didn't wish to kill him. | didn't haveto. ...

"Leave bel" The voice was Rawl's. He had stepped from the tent's interior followed by two broadly
grinning students of the tournament of Glagmaron. | noted then that there were others of Rawl's hundred
scattered through the crowd. They made way for him, my saffron-furred friend; even the lord who had
challenged me. For Rawl was the emissary of Marack, which gave him much stature and substance. He
came directly to methrough the line provided, sared me fully in the eyes, his own haf twinkling a my
shining, haf fearful of what he did not understand. He asked ssimply, "How now, my lord?" and fell to one
knee before me. His students did likewise. Then he arose and faced the others. "Whatever you may
think," he cautioned them bluntly, “this great warrior is the Collin! Hewill now join mein council, and |
offer my lifein forfeit that he comesin goodwill; that no harm but rather sooth shal reign throughout for
thefact of his presence here. Now make usway, my lords."

"Indeed make way!"

The voice was strong and came from agiant of aman with black eyes, agreat curling beard, and amop
of ebon hair with rampant fur to match. Thus had | heard Dradich described. "1 would seethis Callin," he
continued, shouting, "about which our young lord of Marack has spoken so well. And so would my bold



companion here." He nodded in the direction of asquat and heavily muscled torso topped by aleonine
head with piercing eyes. This| took to be Chitar, king of Cheese. Behind the both of them two tall,
cloaked figures stood: kings sorcerers by their garb. Though their presence canceled each other, | had
time to wonder whether they would try their tricks on me. | was glad for the dightly ruptured field around
me, for if they tried they would soon seethat dl their wiles would come a cropper.

Rawl reached to take my hand, felt the strange dissonance of the field, and dropped it sharply. " Fear
not." | looked himintheeye. " Tisbut apassing thing." He nodded and Dradich bade us enter the tent,
so that heled off and | followed.

All and sundry had been a sup. And, in true Camelot-Fregis style, after | had seated myself between
Rawl and Chibu, one of our newly heggled students, the meal commenced again. | truly think thet if the
Kaeen himsdlf had joined a Marackian, Gheesian, Ferlachian, Kelbian, and Great Ortmundian dinner,
naught would be said about sundry quarrels and differences until after the final course of fruit and sviss. |
wasindeed hungry. My dight magnetic rupture hindered in no way the passing of gog-mest to gullet. . . .

| noted, too, that neither of the Pug-Boos, Mool of Fer-lach or Riis of Gheese, were present. Then |
remembered that Pug-Boos did not go to war.

There had to be an end to the feasting, however. And when it came, King Dradlich wasted no timein
dissmulation. He smply arose, begged Chitar's permission, as was proper, and spoke directly to me.

"Sir Callin," he said—and there was no hint of sarcasm in hisvoice. "We have heard something of you
from yon young emissary of our brother, King Caronne. So we think that we know you, somewhat. . . .
We are gathered here this night —with our common sport most sadly interrupted.” He looked around the
seated hogt at thissally, for expected applause, and got it "We are gathered here at the call of your young
lord who, we might add, is most persuasive. He hastold us on the one hand of athregt to al the lands
above theriver-sea. He has a so suggested that there be forces from Marack on the way here
which"—he smiled broadly—"could add influence to a settling of differences so that Cheese and Ferlach
would see Marack's wisdom in asking for unity in the face of acommon peril. To date, Sir Collin, and
you, Sir Rawl Fergis, though we are aware of the danger from the forces of the Kaeen, we have yet to
seethe arriva of our brother's thirty thousand under the lord Fon Twedl. In fact, if the circumstances
were not what they supposedly are, we would find ft difficult to forgive our brother king this overt
pressure. In short, Sirs, though we have been told of deadly peril, we gill see only thisyoung man with his
command of youthful knights and squires—and now you, Sir Callin, al aglow, to emphasize Marack's
concern. Perhaps now, Collin, you can inform usfurther of the intricacies of these strange
happenings—inclusive of your arriva upon a saddlel ess dottle—and where, mayhaps, al thiswill lead.”

He sat down and there were shouts dl around, friendly and otherwise, making me aware, and strongly,
that thiswas not the feast hall of Olagmaron, but the campaign tent of two waning kings. Rawl looked to
me anxioudy, as did his Marackian student-heggles. | smiled benignly back at them to give them
confidence. | rose dowly. When fully on my feet | moved from the table to the open space within the
largeinverted "U" of wood and trestled tables.

Again | placed my hands on my hips and stared them straight in the eyes; not with arrogance, but with an
intensity and a seriousness which | hoped would serveto set them all on edge. | began: "My good king of
theland of Ferlach, my good king of the land of Gheese, my lords dl, and knights, and dl true warriors
within my voice's- range—hear me. lust asthere betraitorsin Kelb and Great Ortmund—and | speak of
the kings Harlach and Feglyn—so are there othersin Marack, and perhapsin your own tight domains. In
Marack's case, | refer specificaly to Fon Twed, lord of Bist Six days have passed since decisonswere
made in Glagmaron castle. The armies of Marack have aready been in battle, at Gortfin, and this day,
too, before the Veldian Passin Great Ortmund. King Garonne's major forces are even now deploying



before the grest plain of Dunguring in Kelb. But even now, forsooth, I, too, see no king's
emissary—other than Sir Fergis—at your council; nor do | see this emissary's minions camped beyond
the hills. Nay, sresl Thelord Fon Twed is not here. And hewill not be here. For hisforces have yet to
decamp from Glagmaron—and there is no longer time. | say to al of you, therefore, that thisis treason of
the foulest sort; not just to Marack, asyou shall see, but to al the lands of the north."

| took adeep breath and held them silently with what | hoped was a stedly, commanding glare. Adjusters
are, abovedl dse, consummate actors. "So beit!" | then announced firmly. "It is enough that you now
know that King Caronne, his sorcerer Fairwyn, the great lord Per-Rondin, and sundry other councillors
were most wisein sending our gracious young knight, Sir Rawl Fergis, to implement the diplomacy of
Fon Twed. Perhapsthey knew of Fon Twed's leanings. And Sir Fergis, it appears, has done hisjob,
andwell.

"But now | say to you al, Sr Knights and my lords and kings—there ts no more time to waste! For at
this very moment there comes to our northern coadts, to the great harbor of Corchoon in Kelb, thrice one
thousand long-ships—with two hundred and fifty thousand Omnian warriors; among which are somefifty
thousand Y orns with sundry cavary. Thisforce, added to that of Kelb and Ortmund—an additiond fifty
thousand men-at-arms, archers, and belted knights—e should be something for al to ponder.”

A murmuring swept the assemblage ingde the tent and beyond. . . . "And confronting this mighty host, my
lords," | continued, "barring the road to Marack, and to Gheese and Ferlach-—and, yes, to the
domination of al our foes and northern shores—there now stand but forty thousand noble warriors of our
brave Marackian king." | paused again, then said, "And thisisit, my lords—and | be blunt and brief.

Y ou know the enemy. Y ou know now the stakes—namely your lives and your countries! Will you st idly
herein daliance with but sundry games of flats across yon creek whilethis greatest bettle of dl timeis
fought? Will you, indeed, when dl is done, present your necks likeidiot gogs at daughter timefor the
Kaeen's pleasure? Will you allow this glory to be Marack's alone—f victory comes and you be not
there to share it? What say you to this, my lords?'

| stepped back, raised my two hands, fists clenched dramaticaly, and dowly pivoted to facethem all.
The ydling was thunderous. And some were againgt me for what they said was my insulting tone. Their
hands even went to sword hilts, but others held them back. Outside the tent, the word having been
passed ingtantly with the telling, additiona howls mixed with shouts of gpprobation, and defiance of Om
came like waves from the farthest perimeter of the camps.

The sorcerers of Ferlach and Gheese had arisen. And as they moved around the tables the yelling quieted
so that an equal wave of slence followed their gliding figures. They were of the same mold as Marsck's
Fairwyn and Goolbie, skinny, ethered, self-contained, wary—and curious. Their hands were upraised.
And thusthe silence. They gpproached to within afew feet of me and halted. One could haveliteraly
heard a dubot squeak. . . .

They looked mein the eye, and there was no fear in them. "The auras," the tallest of the two said findly
and in aclear, high voice, "are most evident here, my lords. But thereis no evil. Thisyoung man, who
glowswith the light of Ormon and Harris, seems not quite of thisworld.”

There was amuittered roll of "ahs' and "ohs' at that and the shorter of the two stepped one pace
forward. Apparently they had arranged some test between them for, just asthey had thrown afield of
force about their kings and another around themselves, they sought to do some thing to me. This second
sorcerer—he was of Ferlach and his name was Gaazi, and histaler companion was called Plati—began
hiswords, to be joined in measured cadence by Plati. They watched me sharply. | smiled evenly back at
them. Their own protective aurawas something other than the null magnetism | was using. What they
intended was powerful, though not deadly; this | found out later. Whatever it was, however, did not



work. After the required number of seconds, so that they would know they had been given every chance,
| smiled and stepped back. | then, bowed in the graceful sweep, swirl, dip, and genera genuflection
which was Fregiss gesture of respect and, in some cases, obeisance ...

"Itisnot wise" | said to them, "to tarry longer with your enchantments. They will have no effect on me,
though | know not why. Indeed, as our good sir Rawl Fergiswill tell you, there are things about me that |
do not know at all. Perhaps 'tistrue that | am possessed, that in thistime of need and peril for al apart of
that ancient Collin's power has been given to me. And perhaps ‘'tistrue that for this specid time |l am as|
did proclam—the Collin."

At thislast—said somewhat more softly, you may be sure— dropped my head in amost humble
attitude, and al began to cheer again.

Dradich arose, tall, black, and commanding. He waved a hand and a cushioned chair was brought to me.
A flagon of svisswas brought, too, and | drank. "Sir Harl! Sir Collin!" the king said. "My lord Gane of
our greet city port of Keen" —and he gestured toward a black-furred grinning giant— "tells me that you
fought bravely with him some three years ago againgt the Sdlig pirates. He says he remembersyou asa
loudmouthed, courageous youth with much spirit and few brains. He informs me'—the king smiled—"that
you are much changed.”

Laughter spread around like summer rain, and | joined in. "Refer mekindly tomy lord,” | said. "He may
il beright. Indeed, when this affair isover | just may revert to being as addle-pated as before. If such
the case, or otherwise, | would still call him friend, and he but call mehis.”" | basked in the resultant
smattering of applause.

Chitar arose then, red hair aflaming aureole about his equaly flaming face. He paused to finish adraft of
sviss before speaking, then wiped hislipswith adeeved am. "'l would smply ask," he said quietly, "how
you know al this. | have seen much magic in my day. ... | doubt not that the Kaeen preparesfor battle,
nor that your king, Caronne, intends to oppose him. But how know you, sir, the scope of the present
fighting? And how know you of the ships and men of Om, and of the mustering of thewarriors of Kelb
and Great Ortmund? How know you al these things?*

"My lord," | answered bluntly. "I know not how | know, except to say that with these eyes| saw the
force of Marack and Kelb this very morning. And if perchance you were to meet the lord Breen
Hoggle-Fitz of Durst in Grest Ortmund at some future date, he will tell you that | fought a hisside on this
very day before the pass of the VVeldian mountains. Think on that But not for long. For if | know not the
answer, sirrah, how can you?"

At that exact moment | caused theion-beam to intensify so that my armor glowed more brilliantly. Then ||
let it die; but not before achorus of "ohs' and "ahs' came from my audience at both my glowing and my
words. . . . And this, too, in agrowing candlelight, snce al without wastotal darkness now.

| stood up again to continue—strongly, asif in anger and frustration. "Thereisthis, too, oh great king of
Gheese. If your warriors do not leave in haste and at once for thefield of Dunguring, then, come what
may, to Marack will fal the total honor. And if we go down to bloody desth—alone— yours will bethe
shame, in that the countries of the north-lands were put in Omnian chains by you, for al eternity.”

There was aroar then from those inside and from the others beyond the tent And some were for instant
departure. And some were for persond battle with me. | stood silently until findly, above the crash of
sword on shield and pike butt against hardened earth, the voices of Dradich and Chitar prevailed.
Dradich, after short consultation, summed it up in one brief paragraph. "We shall go to Dunguring, Sir
Callin," he said. Together we are ahost of forty thousand. We shdl arrive on the eve of thethird day, for



tisafull sx hundred miles, and even noble dottles cannot travel faster, though we mount al our men asis
our wont"

"If it will bethreedays,”" | said solemnly, "you will most likely arriveto astricken fiedld. Om and the
Kaeen have counted on the fact that the five countries of the northland be split; that if they dojoin finaly
inmutual pact, that it cannot be implemented in sufficient time to matter. Marack stands before
Dunguring now! 1t marshasitsarray for battle, now! Our king has but twenty thousand men. Thelord
Hoggle-Fitz ridesto him with the lords of Keeng, Fleege, and Klimpinge, and another twenty thousand.
They will joinin two days. However, my. lords, the forces of Om will land in Corchoon on the morrow.
And | suspect that on the third day agreat joining of battle will take place. And if all— induding you—
can hold through that third day, then will / arrive with the thirty thousand who now camp before fair
Olagmaron under thefalselord, Fon Twed."

All at the tables had seated themsel ves again, since councfl had seemingly begun in earnest Chitar, chin
cupped on palm, asked curioudly, trying to probe behind my eyes, "Y ou have not said, Sir Knight, how
wemay cross six hundred milesin but two days. | would be apprised of this."

"Y ou have sufficient dottle herdsfor hard riding?"

"Wedo indeed."

Then, my lords, you ride a night aswell.”

"At night?"

"Aye"

"Areyou some fiend of Ghast? What are you, truly, Sir?"

"I amthe Collin! And if you truly seek to aid the north, then, great Sirs, you will ride at night—"

When | think back on it now, | am surethat not until that very moment were they fully aware of the
seriousness of the Situation. That | had asked them to ride at night brought it home. All were silent, their
faces strained and white. | called for sviss. The othersdid likewise. And the quiet continued. It was asif
wewere in the eye of agreat hurricane. Then Chitar glanced at Dradich and Dradich nodded and Chitar
arose.

"My lordsadl," he began solemnly. "Bear with usfor we are your liegelords. It would seem from whet the
Collin hastold usthat dl that has been will be as naught, do we not follow where Marack leads. Itisaso
true that our northland will not survive our absence from the field of Dunguring—if it survivesat all.
Therefore would we be there to lift our swords against the might of Om. It promisesto be abattle unlike
to anything our world has ever known. And it will be a place where— thinking on some future time—all
who now cal themsalves men will curse their absence, whatever the reason, did they not go to
Dunguring. So findly, noble sirs, if this be sooth—then, in the matter of the dottles and the night, what,
indeed, is one more broken shibboleth?

"That we will truly fight the might of Om should first be seen in that we dare to ride the blackness of
tomorrow's night. . . . For we will ride tomorrow, sirs, and on tomorrow's night, and the day after! And
inthat way will we arrive for one night's deep, and to battle on the third day's morning! And if we hold,
asthisyoung man prays we do, then on the morn of the fourth day will we receive the thirty thousand of
Glagmaron for the battle's end, whatever that may be. ... How say you now, sirs? Stand up and give me
voice!"



If there had been clamor before, it was as nothing to the shouting and hurrahing that now arose. A greet
fever, akinto an dmost rdigious frenzy, swept dl the tent and the massed warriors outside. | learned later
that Chitar's twenty thousand had even marched to the river bank to hear the news from the shouted
words of men strung down to the water's edge. | knew then what holy wars were like—crusades, and
theinfantileidiocy of the cdl to "flag and country.” In Camelot's Situation, however, the stakes did have
merit In effect, and even the Boos would agree with me, whatever our means— they would most
certainly be structured to envison due and perilous ends. . . .

| switched off theion-beam and instantly ceased to glow. | glanced at my two sorcerers; they smiled
back at me, too caught up in the emotion of it dl to notice my fal from purity. | was about to cancel the
null magnetic warp, too, but thought better of it Though harm would no longer come from the sorcerers,
the Kaleen still loomed large on my persona horizon. | sgnaled to Rawl, arose, and went to my origina
place a the grest table. Then, while Dradich and Chitar and the grest lords of the two countries planned
their march—afull one-hundred and twenty-thousand dottles and forty-thousand men in athundering
charge across Sx hundred miles of mountain, plain, and river—I told him of hislady, Caroween, of our
trip to the snow-lands, and of the great fight in the courtyard of Ooolbie'skeep. | put my arm around him
when | cameto theloss of hislady, and my own. And well | did. For in thetdling he grew hot eyed,
clapped ahand to hisfat-dirk, and in his anger would have sought some quarrel with me had not my
presence and hisreasoning prevailed.

"Well, what now then, Callin?" he asked bluntly, hisanger hardly assuaged. "Where go you now? With
us? To Glagmaron? To Vuunland? Where go you, sr—for | would go there, too."

lle w,]rntll
"Indeed?"

"Aye, indeed! The Marackian fleet of some five hundred ships, come down from Klimpinge, should be
off Ferlach's port city of Keen now. Y ou will ride with your hundred to join it; to tell of dl that has
transpired so that they will know; to seethat al remainswell in that the greatest unity isforged then with
the fleets of Ferlach and Gheese, so that—and they should number at least two thousand, all
gathered—when you gppear off Corchoon four days from now, the Omnian fleet will know your
grength. Itisdesired,” | improvised smply, "that no ship of the Omnian fleet will ever see the southern
continent again.”

"l am no sailor, and | would go with you."
"Y ou cannot.”

"Callin," Rawl said softly, and his purple eyes againgt the bold saffron of hisfur were deeply unhappy, "
was not born to tread the planks of ships. | would fight Vuuns and rescue Caroween and your lady. |
believe you in that you did this day fight in the battle of the VVeldian Pass. | would go with you to
Vuunland, for I know you go there, though | know not how you go."

"It cannot be," | said again.

We were being ignored now by the very dynamics of the situation, and therefore jostled by the shouting,
milling throng around us, with couriers coming and going and dl the marks of agrest movement beginning
to develop. Thetwo kings were no novicesin the marshaling of armies. "It cannot be," | repested. "But |
promise you one thing, good friend.”

"Whichis?"



"That you will see me again—and that after that you will be with the lady Caroween and the princess
Murie Nigaard, and Lord Hoggle-Fitz, and all the great lords of Marack on the plain of Dunguring—if
al goeswdl."

"What mean you—if dl goeswd|?"

"Why, smply that despite what things may seem to be, | am as human and therefore as vulnerable to
death asyou, Sr."

Rawl clutched my arm then, hard. His eyes gleamed fiercely, with joy of my knowledge. "Well then,
Collin—see, gr, that you stay alive. We, al of us, have astakein you. And, too, Sir, mayhaps there will
be much to do—even beyond thiswar.”

| frowned. "And what meansthat?"
"That if wewin thereis il agreat and unknown world beyond that river-sea. And the Kdeenis there.”
| laughed. "Let uswin herefirg”

We were interrupted by Rawl's two student guards. They had heard my ordersto Rawl, that he wasto
go with the fleet from Reen in Ferlach to Saksin Cheese, and thence to Corchoon in Kelb. They liked it
not; nor did the remainder of the hundred. "Do not deny us, Sir," they begged, "the privilege of

Dunguring.”

| could not say them nay. "Cast lots," | told them. "The ten of you who lose will accompany Sir Rawl to
the fleet; the remainder will join my lords of Gheese and Ferlach for the ride to Marack and Dunguring.”

We left them to go joyoudy off to gamble while wejoined the two kings at the greet table. | cut the null
magnetic field so that where | touched but the faintest tingle would befdt. Thisfor my continued safety,
and their surprise. We shook hands. The eyes of Dradich and Chitar lifted in astonishment, and
amusement. . . .

"Y ou have indeed summoned a something," Dradich said. "If it bethe Callin, | know not. But | will cal
you friend, withd. For | think you good liege to my brother king, Caronne.”

Chitar mumbled smilar kudos and then asked sharply, "And do you ridewith us, Sir Collin?"

"No," | said, and stepped back a pace or two. "No, m'lords. | go to another place, and now—and then
to Glagmaron. Recal?| said to you that | would bring al Fon Twed'sthirty thousand—plus his head—to

Dunguring.”
Dradich took my cue. He asked, smiling, "Y ou make asif to leave us now?
"That | do, mlords—with your permissons.”

"Or without them." Chitar grinned. "Nay, nay!" He raised amuscular arm whilelaughing. "L et the
deliberations of kings not delay you, oh Collin. . . . Just do your promised thing, and bring usthe thirty
thousand—else, | warn you, sr, you will answer to me when next | seeyou.”

| bowed deeply, saluting al with the intricacies of sweep, swirl, and dip. Then | pressed theion-beam to
glow again, walked with Sir Rawl Fergisto my fat and wheeeing dottle (he had ordered a dottle saddled
for himsdlf), vaulted upon her fur-cloaked back, and bid the gathered throng within and without the tent a

hearty farewdl.



In a sense what followed was like running agauntlet Though the long double line to the edge of the
cooking tents brandished no clubs, they did hold swords and spears a oft, which they then brought
crashing down upon their shieldsin thunderous cadence. The cheering was desfening, too. And | kept my
amrased in sdute as| rode, my armor dl ablaze.

At one point a herd-warden—~by the insgniaupon hisjupon—yeled over the clamor al around him:
"Where did you find my lovely dottle, Zelpha, Great Collin?' " Twas she who searched for me," |
shouted back. "Then keep close rein, witha," he cautioned loudly. "For like my wife, shetendsto Stray.”

The ensuing roar of laughter was followed by more"hails’ and "aves," and Rawl and | continued on. At
the edge of the tents, and therefore at the edge of darkness, we halted. "I would leave you here, Sir
Fergis” | told him. "Just likethat, mlord?' "Exactly."

"So let it be—if we meet again a Dunguring.” "Wewill," | said. "And mayhaps before. | promiseyou.”
We shook handsand | turned and left him there; and beyond him al the others who had ringed the fires
to watch.

As| kneed my dottle, Zelpha, toward the darkness of the grassy fields and the small hill beyond, |
damped theion-beam so that | would begin to fade; so that in their eyes| would now dowly disappesr. .

Minutes later, a the top of the hill, I dismounted and gave that overly friendly Zelphaarump pat to send
her on her way. | was not surprised when she swiftly turned her head to give me aquick blubbery kiss
such as Pug-Boos oft receive from dottles. Then she clicked her heels and ran off to the herd. ... | wiped
my face with the hem of my surcoat and smiled.

| dept in the starship, insulated from Pug-Boo probes. They had suggested one thing; that thing | would
do. Still I was not about to accept interference from them, on any level—or from my cohorts on the
Deneb-3 either. | wastired and | dept well. Toward morning, since controls had been st, | was gently
massaged by bed-fingers. More, | was bathed and oiled with a hedling flesh unguent, so that when |
actudly did get up, it was as a phoenix from one's proper fire. Erstwhile Terran fanaticswould cal it
being born again. 1, too, clicked my hedls, like dainty Zelpha, and went to breskfast.

It was il night. Vuunland was next—V uunland and Murie. And now that all else had been done, |
alowed mysdlf to think of her; of that fish, piquant, great-eyed face; of that smal body that was so
fantadtically feminine that even now, werel to dwell uponit, | would develop one damn large painin my
gut. ... "All right! Shiddd-maiden!” | exclaimed aoud to the control panel. Y our bold and brilliant lover
ison hisway."

As| plummeted south across the night side of Fregis-Camelot, | seemed to follow the path of Ripple, the
second and smaler moon. And it, in turn, seemed to trail the wake of Capil, thelarger and brighter.

Again | had time. Requested data about Vuuns and VVuunland had been given mein the ingtant tape from
the Deneb-3. Though the creatures had long been thought extinct by those of the northern countries,
Watchers had known of their continued existence through pirates, prisoners, and the few Sdlig tradesmen
who dared the sea to the northern cities. One had but to go to where they once held sway, and that in the
great mountains to the east of Om, itsalf. Thrice two thousand miles the distance was. How fast, |
wondered, did agreat Vuun fly?

| dropped low in the protective darkness to skim the waters of the river-sea. | passed over many
hundreds of tropical idands, then acam; then araging storm with the visble fury of great phosphorescent
waves.



Then | was over the continental landmass of Kerch, and beyond that country to jungle and high savannah
and teeming river life such aswas not listed in Watcher data, except for mountain Y orns. Fregis-Camelot
possessed amyriad of life-forms, of which the great Vuuns were but one.

Om began with the high ground, the plains, and the lofty mountainsin chain on chain. | regretted that |

had no timefor dl that night-bathed grandeur. My goa was the easternmost aps cdled lit on our maps
and matrix. There were only trackless wastes below. Indeed, other than the few paths from Omnian cities
to the northern ports of Kerch and Selig, across thousands of miles of plain and jungle, the southern
continent, like the north, was virgin territory. | had time to wonder what truly lay in dl those massive,
forested wastes that was of Camelot-Fregis done—and not derived of the tragic refugees of Foma haut's
Alpha. ...

The Vuuns, | had learned, were tel epaths which, when you think on it, should have told us something.
Whatever. | was keyed to contact with them. | dowed the starship so that to ground view | would seem
asafloating, baubled facsmile of St. EImo'sfire. ... | relaxed wholly in the encompassing contour chair
before the ship's screen, letting my mind be open, receptive to dl that might come. Though | had tried this
once before, thinking the Pug-Boos would seize the opportunity for contact, nothing had happened. |
thought now that it would be ludicrousindeed if those same Pug-Boos choseto intervene at this point.
Even the Kadeen might join in the hookup, were he avare that such existed. But he or "it" did not, and |
had no fear that hewould. Instead | received the first glimmerings, half-formed pictures and disconnected
thoughts of lesser Fregisian creatures, for dl smple animasin their formative, evolutionary years, have
the potentid for telepathy. But finally, to my S.O.S. of, "'l would speak to you! | would speak td you!™
there came an answer.

"Who speaks! Who on dl thisworld save us, and that which liesin the tomb of Hish, has the power to
speak thudy?' The projected thought-words wereicy cold, ingstent They formed an dien web to seize
upon my mind so that | felt a sudden, abysmal, soul-choking fear. | didn't reply at once. Instead | ceased
my probe and listened, regaining composure. Again the question: "Who speaks to us? Who spesksto us
who have known the world forever? Say again, and now—and know that your life will not be forfeit.”

| then said boldly, "1 speak. And | would meet with you, and would you tell me how and where."
"Who are you? What areyou?'

"l am one of those of which you areinformed. But | am different. | would have council with you. | would
not, nor could not, harm you; nor you myself. But there isthat which you should know which only | can
tdl.”

"How know we that you cannot harm us?"

"l am aman of the northern world. Can such harm you? Look now at meand al that | truly am.” | then
projected a sdlf-image so they would know. "How can | harm you?"

Therewas agreat sillence which seemed to last and last, so that | became afraid they had broken contact.
"Hear me!" | said again, peremptorily. "Hear me! | would spesk with you."

"Oh, smpleman,” the thought came through and strongly. "What would you say to uswho havelived
forever? Why do you come at al? Well we know that we are the horrors of your dreams, the dragons of
your play in childhood. What want you now of us, who have brought you naught but desth before?!

"l would spegk,” | said camly, "of that which liesin Hish, and of what it plansfor you. For though it be
truethat | cannot harm you—no VVuun now living will survive the thing with which you now enjoin, if you
continuein your path.”



"You are&flight!" The thoughts came again, and dmost in excitement. "We seeyou asaglowing thing in
darkling skies. Why should we not now strike you down, and end our new-found fear of you?"

"Y ou could not do that."
"Thenyou can harmus"

"No. | cannat, for | am prevented by aforce stronger than yoursalves. But that in Hish, for which you
now do service, can truly bring you naught but desth.”

"And s0 have we begun to think. Y ea. We will see you. And do you harm us, we have two of yoursthat
likewisewill be harmed.”

"I know this" | said bluntly. "Now through my eyes| seethefollowing—and it isfor you to guide me."
And | told them of serrated chains of mountains and chasms, dl covered with snow, sinceit waswinter in
this southern clime. They then gave me directions so that | selected one greet valley with giant conifersat
its bottom, and implanted with stunted, twisted growths of evergreens on its precipitous s opes and
craggy ridges. | went full up itslength to where white water sprang from a high precipice, beyond which
lay another, tighter valey of barren blasted rock and night dliffs. In contrast to the wintry white of snow
and gray-white granite, the great surrounding peaks were vol canic. From them poured an empurpled
mass of flame, so that the dawn sky was laced with a kaeidoscope of hellish colors.

| wastold to enter this shadow valey, which | did. At itsfarthest end there arose grest cliffsto the height
of the final base of volcanic peaks. These, other than their glowing cones—from which | was pleased to
see there came no lava—were snow-girt and permariced. Three quarters of the way up the sheer black
cliffs (some six thousand feet) at the valley's end, were the mouths of great caves. These were indented
somewhat in that before them was aledge; full circle for someten miles. To left and right were other dliffs
and ledges and caves, so that | knew that here indeed were the homes of Vuuns.

"Where are you, then?' | mentally asked. "Of dl these caves, | know not which—and further—he or
those with whom | talk must have authority for decisions. For inwhat | do thereislittletime. | would not
wadeitidly."

"We arethree," the voice of the great VVuun replied. "We are council and authority."
"Then one thing more. Bring the two of whom you spoke, for | would see that they are unharmed.”

"Indeed?' The voice grew colder sill, and held the fine edge of insult. " Are you some miserable mating
anima, then? And isthat, perhaps, your real and total purpose?’

"[tisnot!"

| landed the smdll craft beneeth the direction of the great VVuun. We came to stony ground before acave
mouth of afull sx hundred yardsin width. Indeed, the ledge itself wasafull two hundred yards from
mouth to lip. | stepped to rock, damped out the ship, and instantly moved toward the entrance. | was
dressed lightly, though warmly, in green shirt, padded jacket, and breeches and furred knee-boots. |
wore my belt and sword and nothing else. | stood stock-still before moving to enter the cave.

"And now | must caution you,” | said strongly. "'If any harm comesto me from you, and | enter yonder
cave, you and dl the dwindling handful of thelife that you represent will rueit to your last greet inking
breath; for | tell you now that | bring you years of peace—but that without me, for you there will be
nothing."



"Enter the cave mouth, Man," the great Vuun answered, "and stop your mewling. Asfor the stink you
mention, know you thisand know it well: it isthe smdll of lifeto us; whereas 'tis you and the likes of you
that bring the stench of flesh and carrion. . . . Now1 Enough! Cometo usand you will not be harmed!”

Despite my bluster | entered that cave with an understandable degree of trepidation. Again, | was
encompassed with anull magnetic field againgt the Kaleen. It would avail melittle, however, if the Vuun
and al its cohorts sought to squash me—oneflick of amonstrous claw and that would be that.

The clouds, snow-filled and gray, had been low outside, therefore the light within was meager. | found a
gigantic, seemingly endless hal whose dripping wallsroseto agreet ceiling beyond my sight inthe
semidarkness. Its depths disappeared before me in like manner.

To theleft and right, at one hundred yards within the entrance, were raised platforms of some

semitrand ucent and softened substance. They could be likened to great green and glowing pillows. Upon
each of these there was aVVuun. They rested, great |eathern wings folded along the length of ghastly,
moittled bodies; necks hunched back upon date-gray, bone-dick shoulders; and head lying forward upon
abreast that resembled nothing less than a giant kettledrum. The eyes were what | was drawn to. They
were red with green pupils, saucer-sized, cold, completely detached. They were hdf lidded, with the
leathern, membranous lids coming up from the bottom. And they seemed to dumber; to be unseeing,
uncaring. | hesitated to stare briefly to right and left. Then | continued on. | passed, in the space of
minutes—and indeed | seemingly walked for many acity block—a number of great niches, passageways,
from which came the hdllish orange-red-purple glow of far volcanic fires. The Vuuns had crested these
passageways, | knew, for even they were no friends of darkness. Then, in the distance, what had been
but ablue-green glow camefindly aivein definition. Nine grest green and glowing pillows beforea
raised dais; equd to its height. And beyond them, for they were centered in the great cave, werethe
entrancesto other passageways, each Vuun-szed, like subways of antiquity. Around the periphery of the
dais, and in aperfect arc, was asmal stream cut from the very rock. Itswater was heated, green, and
phosphorescent. | assumed it was of volcanic origin. The temperature within the cave had risen
consderably, though it was not uncomfortable.

| continued on, vaulting upon the dais, for there were no steps. Of the nine pillows, but three were
occupied. And, though the resting Vuuns seemed dike to those at the gates, gtill there was a difference.
The great red eyes were not lidded, but rather they looked straight at me with a deathlike stare of
mongtrous, reptilian Lazarae. . . .

| placed my hands upon my hips and stared right back, from oneto the other, albeit al were aliketo me.

"And now"—the same voice probed my mind—"you are here. "And you will give usthe smplereason
why we should not kill you."

"That | will most certainly do. But first the two we spoke of. | would see them here and now.”

"Then you areindeed but amating animd." | frowned, paused, then said mentally in tones sufficiently cold
to match their own, "Keep those stupid thoughtsinside your lizard heads and let us recognize and accept

thefact that we are alien, one unto the other. We are dien, but of the same galaxy. | think that if wedo

this, we will soon seethat we gtill have more in common with each other than with that blagphemousthing
of Hish—before which you now scrape and bow."

The center Vuun—his eyes blazed briefly more scarlet— said bluntly, ignoring my gibes, ™Y ou spesk of
galaxies, Man. What know you of galaxies?'

"As much or more than you. And therefore am | here. Now where are thetwo?' "They come.”



And | waited. And apparently they had been aready coming, for within minutes ametal-ribbed boat
stretched with oiled and sewn skins appeared upon the artificial stream. In it were Murie and Caroween
and two men, guards by their gppearance. At sight of them | drew my sword. If the VVuuns had aught to
say of thisthey let it pass. They smply glared with baeful eyes.

The stream passed to within but a hundred yards of the dais. The boat halted. The guardslasheditto a
knobbed protuberance. Then they brought the two girlsto the dais, lifted them, and placed them on it. It
was agoodly hundred and fifty feet across, just right for Vuun hearing. For aman it was the width of a
socceer fied.

Murie looked beautiful, just beautiful! Her petite form was wrapped in agreen velvet undersuit from
which she had long since stripped her smdll link-armor. Her purple eyes sparkled with aglitter for me
alone. . .. Thevibeswere great. Her surcoat, jupon, had been quite bloodied, as| remembered it.

It now, like her page-boy bob and beaming face, was well scrubbed. Caroween, other than her red hair
and heather attire, was Murie's mirrored image—for both were of asmilar Sze and shape.

Though thelight in the cave was insufficient to spell me out, the very arrogance of my posture told them
who | was, for they literaly ran to me. They ran to me and | took the both of them; | could not have
denied Caroween the presence of Rawl. And to her that'swho | was. Murie would not have had it
otherwise. So, with one hand still grasping my sword, my arms werefilled with sveet-smdling,
giggling—and hdf crying—femae flesh; the best dl Camelot had to offer. A redhead and ablond againgt
either shoulder. Aye! That | should drop dead in just such asituation. ... | stared beyond their headsto
the red eyes of the three great VVuuns, daring them to think one stupid thought. They seemed impassive,
not caring a Terran fig. Then | remembered the two guards who accompanied the girls. | gently pushed
Murie and Caroween to one Side.

They were two hulking brutesin leasther harness and loincloths. They looked at me doltishly, though there
was something of awe in their gare, too.

"Areyou of Om?' | asked softly.
One of them answered gruffly, hiseyeswavering: "What isOm?"

| smply stared and shook my head. | turned to look keenly &t the three VVuuns and returned my sword to
its sheath. They knew nothing of Om, and that was interesting.

If they had | would have killed them ingtantly, for | would not trust the VVuunsto maintain my presence
secret, other than through themselves.

| said harshly, " Stand back. Move to the edge of this platform and do not come near us again until | say
you can."

Then | kissed Murie, held her tight and held Caroween, too. When | drew away for breath she managed
to choke out, "Hey now, m'lord! At first | thought you overlong in coming—and now it seems but
seconds from that gray place of oneand ice." She buried her face again in the hollow of my shoulder.

"And did you ever doubt it—my coming?"
"Not for abreath, my lord." Her voice came muffled.

| tipped her face upward and kissed her again. When | |et her go she asked pertly, "Now how will you
dedl with yon great buzzards—so asto free us?'



"I'l manage."

Then | turned to Caroween and kissed her, too, though on her comely cheek, and not with passion. "I
have seen your knight," | told her. "And this but short hours ago. Heiswell. He goesto Keen in Ferlach,
and from there to agresat plain called Dunguring some miles from Corchoon, the capita of Kelb."

"Doesmy lord know of my circumstances?’
"Indeed, for | havetold him."

"Thenwhy, gr, ishe not with you?'
"Because | could not let him come, my lady."

"Wdl now, indeed, m'lord," the girl began, amost angrily. But Murie spoke up sharply, saying, "Cari! Do
not fault my lord, when heis here to take us from the taloned grasp of yon greet pot-pies. Look to your
reason."

Upon thismy redhead burst into tears, kissed my cheek quickly again, and buried her face in the hollow
of my remaining shoulder. At thislast | detected afaintly raised eyebrow from my not-too-gentle Murie
Nigaard, and | patted Caroween's shoulder for exactly three seconds, then let her go. | held Murie again,
felt thelength of her soft body since neither of uswore but smple clothes. | brushed her lips and eyesand
pert nosewith my lips. | even managed to nibble apointy ear; al in defiance, | think, of those three great
Vuuns—or a least in part

| then said, "' ask now, Murig, that you give me your silence, your respect, and al your confidence. For |
will converse with those Vuuns and you will not hear of what we say. And thereis no time now to
explain. With luck therewill beforever, later.”

She sared at me with those great purple eyes. Then she touched 'my chest with dainty lingering fingertips.
"l do not know what you are, or who, or from where, my lord—except | know that you be here with me.
Now say your say to those great monsters, and | am your true right arm.”

Murie then stepped to Caroween and they stood with their arms around each other, as | deemed they
had often done these three most fearful days and nights from Goolbie's keep. | advanced three paces
toward the edge of the dais and faced the enemy. | placed my hands on my hips and sent an enlivening
mental charge across that space that | knew was pure shock to them. . . . "And now," | said, "we will

begin our parley. .. ."

"Indeed!" Theicy thought came back to me. "Have you finaly done with your obscene writhings and
chucklings and sickening rubbings, which to our eyes are cause for reflex horror?!

"Have done," | answered softly. "Thereisno need.”

"Have done, indeed! Y ou miserable mating anima'! Have done completely. And touch not againin our
presence those ghastly, maggoty facamiles of yoursdlf. For if you do, we shall terminate thistalk and
you—and ingtantly! Now tell usof galaxies and delay no longer.”

And | told them. | told them of Fomahaut and of Fomahaut |1, and of the twin starswith their twin
systems; and of those systems tota placein our total galaxy; and of the galaxies of our universe. And
through it al agreat and turgid silence reigned inside each monstrous horned head. And finaly, when |
was through, the middle V uun—and somehow | gathered that he had a name and that the name was
Ap— said bluntly, "So we have thought it to be, Man-thing. Across the centuries we have discussed it.
And our conclusions, though not precisein fact, arein theory substantiated by al you say.”



"Y ou have arrived at this knowledge by pure reason?”’
"We have had timefor it, Man-thing.”

"How long, then, isyour life-span?'

"A thousand Fomahaut years."

"Then how long has it been, exactly, sncethe arrival of the men from that far, other world—for you
would know."

"Five thousand years and ascore. And that istheir brief history. There were twelve great ships, each with
athousand man-things; and some came here to this great world south of the river-sea. The others landed
inthe north. And they were dl as children then, knowing nothing of their past or of the intricacies of their
carriers. And we thought at first that al would die. But that was not to be. And in this short time—since
their race memory has prevailed—they have created gods and citiesin which to dwell and kingsto rule
and sarfsto serve, so that now, though il few, they range the two great continents. And we who breed
but dowly, and sometimes not at al, for we are not as you and have few such desires, have, with the
coming of knowledge, little to do but watch and await our death in some far millennium. .. ."

"There were only man-things aboard those ships—no other life?"
"None but that which liesin Hish."
"Thendl life here—?"

"Isasit was. We are the dominants; next come dottles, gerds, fixls and like ruminants, and the
killer-things of Whist, and some otherslike them, and so on down the line to insects and the things of the
%ll

"And grest Yorns?'

"They are man-things, but different, for they arein someway diseased. They arefrom asingle ship which
landed in our median-tropic-upland zones."

"And Pug-Boos?'

‘Tender |eaf-eaters here in our southland. And if the trees do not leaf in proper tune the Pug-Boos smply
wait and stare, and stare and starve, and findly fal down to the ground.”

"They arethat stupid?’
"They are that supid.”
"What of ecologica baance? Arethere no carnivores?’

| knew the answer, in generdl, to that question, except for the Vuun'sreference to "the killer-things of
Whist—and others." But my desire wasto place the VVuun; therefore the question.

"Asgated, there are asufficiency for the job. And they come in many kinds, those mesat-eaters. They
range both continents."

"Andyou," | dared ask the question, "are you mesat-eaters?'

Again theicy calm of concentration, and then the words. "Think on it, Man. Were we carnivorous with



our great size, life asyou know it now would long since have vanished from this fecund world. Wefeed
upon the flora of the seafrom which we came. And we are a peace with dl life."

"l have heard otherwise"

"In the beginning we did attack those from the ships, thinking them agreat and perilous danger. When we
found out differently, we let them be.”

"And those of the guards who brought my companions here?"

"They are our men; from another, sngle ship of the twelve. They serveus.” "Indeed,” | said. "Indeed,”
Ap answered.

"Wl now," | said bluntly, "let us get to our point. And in lieu of unnecessary prattle and dissmulation |
will amply tell you that which is, for | think | know you now. And though we do be alien, oneto the
other, it remainsas | said before—that there is more between usthan thereis between you and that thing
that liesin rocky Hishian bowes—that which cdlsitsef the Kaeen."

"Correction, Man-thing. It cdlsitself nothing. It isyou and yourswhich have given it the name, Kaeen."

"Whatever. To what end, | ask, have you made pact with it, so that you go against the men of the north,
and thereby, with their defeat, enhance its power?'

"ThisKaeen, so we have believed, is not warlike. It lies quiescent, except when man-things go beyond
their present status and seek to build; to know; to advance themselves to what they were when they first
came. For us, too, this continued growth of man-things cannot be. For if it happens, thenin al thisworld
there will be no placefor Vuuns. We are few now—Iess than five hundred. We have no great love of life.
But whilewelive, and while a spark of interest yet remains, we would be at peace and not be driven. We
would think our thoughts and know our soil, our sky, and our great seas. we would not have our world

change”
III %II
"Doyou?

"Great Ap," | told him, "know thisand know it well. In al our shared galaxy, nay, inal our great
universe, there are ten thousand times ten thousand worlds like this one. Some are virgin, jungle and grest
forests, and they teem with life, while others do not. And there are worlds where live those akin to
you. And findly, in somefar future, thisworld will change and thereis nothing you or any life-form can
do about it. Certainly the thing of Hish will not prevent that change. Indeed, it fostersit even now—for its
own ends.”

And then | told them what the Pug-Boos had told me, leaving nothing out but that the information came
from a source other than my Foundation. "And look," | said finaly. "The control of this planet which the
thing of Hish plansfor itself—and thisacontrol of all life here, including yours— thisvery act createsthe
circumgtances for change. The thing has given the men of Om amagic power; though, astold to you, the
power isderived of knowledge and not of magic. This power has extended beyond Om to al the lands
of the two continents. In the northern world it is even taught in collegiums as a practica course. Think you
not that each succeeding generation of men will not question further the rea source of this power? And
think you not that sooner or later they will find it? When that is done, well then indeed will men ariseto
the glory of their past—and dl that iswill change.

"So beit! Logic tells usthat one of two thingswill happen then, The first: Om and the Kaleen will



prevail—meaning that the force of Hish will dominate this planet, including you, to an end of which we
know not. The second: That Om and the Ka een will lose—meaning that if the force continuesto be held
in check, this planet will then come under the domination of agreater race of men; the difference being
that unlike the Kaeen, they will not threaten you. Indeed, we of the Foundation now, and the oneswho
come later if you are ftill here, are prepared to offer you the stars and a companionship akin to
yourselves which, without us, you could never know. Think well on that. And think well now, for the
hours pass. | will give you time for council, and | will await your answer."

| stepped back my three pacesto rejoin Murie and Caroween.
"Has there been converse, my lord?' Murie asked. "We have heard naught but agreat silence.”

"Aye, therehas" | replied. "But 'twas athing of the mind such as dreams are made of, though clearer
pictured so dl isunderstood. Now tell me, how wasit with you these three long days?"

She moved toward me but | held up my hand. " Stay where you are, my true love. For we must not
disturb yon sengtive horrors with our petty 'pats and rubbings.' They deem it unseemly.”

Murie's mouth made aperfect "O" of absolute surprise and indignation. "Well do they, indeed, my lord,"
she began, her voicerisng.

"Nay, nay!" | said again. "Softly, for they are conversing, and | have asked their aid. Now tell me of your
traval."

Shelooked at me steadily then, until | smiled and blew her amasculine kiss from where | sood so that
shesghed and findly sad, "Well, m'lord, along that waterway and through those great cave hdlsthereis
aworld of stone and people and houses and fields where strange vegetables are grown. At one point
thereisagreat round valey open to the sky with amountain on al sides. [I knew by this description that
she meant the burned-out inner base of the cone of avolcano.] Upon this black soil morethings are
grown. And thereisalakein its center from which this very water comes. There we were kept,
Caroween and I, in agreat house not unlike those of our Glagmaron city. . . . The people of this
Vuunland know nothing of the outside world. They are content here and go about their businesswith no
complant.”

"But do they not resent their davery to yon Vuuns?'

"In sooth, no! For they do not deem it davery. They make the resting pillows you seewhich are of a
strange materia and hold the heated water from the lake so that the Vuuns rest warm. They bathe the
Vuuns sometimes with greet brush and giant scraper. Also they grow acertain pepper ddicacy which

the VVuuns do greetly love. Other than that, nothing. They look upon the Vuuns astheir protectorsfrom all
the horror that is outside the mountain chain. And that isthat.”

"We sought to tell them of ourselves," Caroween put in.
"But in sooth, they were hardly interested, so we let them be.”

"What of the prince of Kelb?' | asked Murie. "Y ou were dated, my dear, for hisbed and board, and not
for Vuunland."

Murie smiled. "We, too," she said, "were witness to this thing you speak of as 'dream pictures.’ For after
we left you our strength came back to us—though ‘twas sore cold in the high air where that great monster
flew us—and the pictures came. They were directed to that evil prince and hisremaining warriorswho
clung here and there upon the net. The pictures said most clearly that only the prince and his men -would



be alowed to leave when we cameto earth in Kelb. That black-browed prince did cry and moan then.
But the Vuun said nothing more. And when the prince saw that Caroween and | were awake and to life
again he threatened me and tried to mount the netting all around the great Vuun's body, so asto reach me
with afa-dirk. And | called him coward and base dubot, as did Caroween. But he came on. And it was
then that the great Vuun's head, its saucer-eyes dl ablaze, turned around on itslong and ugly neck to dart
toward the prince so that he retreated tailward, al white and sore afraid.

"We came aground in darkness and | ft the same way. And so it was. The next morn we were here, in
Vuunland—ignored and waiting for my lord.”

Great Gods! | thought. The Vuun flew six thousand miles, and in only twelve hours. | have judged
themright.

"Do you fancy Vuun flight, my dearest honey-pot?” | asked, grinning.
"Wereit not forced. And werel free, too, of the smell, it could be interesting.”
"It may well be," | cautioned, "that you will return the way you came.”

"And not with my lord?" Tearswelled from Muri€'seyesand | was hard put not to join her since she had
the power, the sngular ahility, to evoke alike emotionin me.

"It may haveto bethat way," | continued. "But fear not, for you will land within your father's very camp,
knowing naught of either thetrip or its discomforts and danger. And mark you: On that very day | will
join you. Onthat very day, too, will we fight a battle such as our world will talk about for al time. And
then,” | whispered softly, to Murie done, "will you truly be my shiedd-maiden. And that, too—for all
time"

They listened garry-eyed, an amagam of wonder and tears. Murie opened her mouth to spesk again but
the VVuun's thought came strong, insistent. | raised my hand to Murie for her silence and took my three
paces forward.

"Man-thing!" Thevoicerangicily, harshly, in my ears. "We have conferred. And other than our answer, |
would inform you that there is one of uswho knows you of the snow mountainsin the north. He that
brought those two mating creatures here. He says of you that you are akiller of life, athing of nightmares.
Y et despite this knowledge, we will trust you. For we have probed your mind and found you guileless.
What you have said, though we know that there be things till hidden from us, istrue. Therefore will we
dess indl ad for the thing of Hish; rather will we await the outcome of the battle, and further contact
withyou."

| said courteoudy, "I welcome your decision. But know this, for you have lived too long in splendid
isolation: All liferemainswhat it is, athing of struggle, athing of change; the formula advanced a
millennium ago that you are either a part of the solution or a part of the problem holdstrue today; here,
now, on Camelot-Fregis. Therefore | caution you: Thereis no neutra ground. And if you do not do what
you have agreed upon with the thing of Hish, it will someday do something to you."

"Over usit hasno power," Ap said smply. "We have long known of magnetic fidlds and their smple
cancellation—such as that which you use now. The thing knows we know and can do nothing. It is till
too weak. We had dlied oursalves with it for the reasons that we told you. And because we know that
our ability to create null-magnetism may protect us now from the thing, thiswould not be true of the
developing powers of Man."

"Well put,” | said. "A question now: Other than your seizure of the princess of Marack—thisfacsmile of



aman-thing, asyou cal he—how e se would you have aded Om?"

"Ten of uswereto gppear over thefield of the coming battle, where we would terrorize your thousands
with 'our presence.

"Om counts on this appearance?’

"Aye"

"Whe?"

"Since armies are gathered—and il gathering—we have been informed that the time will be soon.”
"How are you so informed?’

"In the same manner whereby we converse with you now."

"Thereisdanger, then, that the Kaeen will know of me through you?"

"None. For we ourselves control our thoughts and entry."

"Then, though | have said that thereis no neutra ground, your participation could still be limited. | would
ask but onething: On the day of find battle, asingle Vuun will land within the center of Marack'sforces,
and there deposit yon princess, Murie Nigaard, and her companion, the lady Caroween. . .. Then adl
upon that field will see and know that Vuuns are not dlied with Om."

"Andif wedo not do asyou ask, Man-thing?"

"Wl then, nothing. | will Smply take these two of ourswith me now; the baitle will be fought without
your aid—and if it islost, aswell it may be, anyway—then you, in part, will sharetheblame. . . . For the
thing of Hish will win the day and al that could have been will be as naught. Think on that and what it
meansfor you. And remember, too, that which | ask issmple-smdll.”

" Tismorethan'smple-smdl.’ Itisdliance.”
"But you risk nothing. Asyou yoursdlf have said, the Kaeen can bring no harm to you."
"But inthefuture, if you lose and the Kaleen grows stronger..”

"By Great Ormon!" | mentally screamed at them. "Know you that on that blood-field one hundred times
athousand men will givether livesin baitle againg Om? And if we bein theright, those 'men-things will
have dso died for you! Have you never heard of areas of agreement for mutua gain? Of positive unities
of opposites? Think what you will, your future lieswith us and not with the thing of Hish and that dark
universe beyond the gateway. So say you now! What will you do? For, in al sooth, you try my patience
sordly.”

| stood proudly with folded arms and steely glare and held those six great blazing saucer-eyes asif in
thrall. The silence mounted, bled off to every nook and passageway from that great dais. And somehow
they communi cated with each other; not just the three, but the whole five hundred.

Ap spoketo me. "Man-thing," he said. "Y our logic does your courage justice, for you areright in what
you say. | mysdf will go to that plain beyond the Kelbian city of Corchoon. But just how will you protect
me againgt being feathered with ten thousand arrows?”



"Y on maid"—I mentally grinned, taking a certain license with the word—"will fly her father's colorsfrom
your back. And thuswill you be safe.”

"It will bedone”

"Then, Great Ap, your flight accomplished, retire to here. And on some future date, if it be your desire,
wewill meet again and spesk of galaxies and the others of your kind in this great universe which we
share—agreed?”'

"Agreed, Man-thing. Y ou have our permisson to leave."
"I will first say good-byeto my friends.
"Letit bedone”

And then, asif the sght of my good-byeswould be too much for them, the membranouslids of their
great eyesflicked up and over so that only the faintest of red showed through.

| said softly to Murie, " 'T-isdone. | leave you now. But first thereisathing | must do—for the both of
you."

"And what isthat, my lord?'

"1 would that you did not suffer thelong flight through the cold and the night. And | will, with your
permissions, prepare you for it."

"How so, my lord?"

"Likethis"" I drew her dight figure to me and beckoned Caroweentojoin us. | put my cheek againgt
Murie'sfor the space of seconds, then pulled back. "I want you both,” | told them, "to watch my eyes
and nothing else, and to listen to my voice." They did so. And shortly, according to my powers, they
were in deep hypnosis.

| told them what they were to do: that they would not fear the flight; that dl they remembered of mein
thishall would be swept from their minds, but that with Murie the faintest of memorieswould linger so
that she would know that it was because of me that this had happened. One thought | implanted deeply.
Muriewastotdll her father, if shearrived a Dunguring before| did, and if he doubted that which he
would hear from Dradlich and Chitar, that | would arrive on the final day of battle—with al of Fon
Twed'sthirty thousand. And then | freed them from my spell, and that was that.

Wewalked to the edge of the dais, my arms close around them. | even hel ped them enter the cockleshell
boat. Before they |€eft, of course, | held Murie tight once again and kissed her and told her that | would
see her very soon.

And, as stated, that wasthat. . . .

The boat moved off into the passageway whereit disappeared. | then turned to the three great Vuuns,
saw that their eyes were open, and bowed respectfully in then* direction. "Until that time, Great Ap,” |
sad.

Great Ap said nothing, though he seemed to mentally nod his acquiescence.

| returned to the massive entrance with its VVuun guardians. | nodded to them, too, but they ignored me. It



had begun to snow so that al was a swirl of white before my eyes. | advanced afew feet, gave the
numbers aloud that phased in the starship, and continued cautioudy, wary of the edge of the precipice,
until | could fed its bulk with my hands.

Onceingde, | shot straight up from the snow-blanketed ledge so that again the greater part of the
southern continent of Camelot-Fregis lay below me. North then, and across the tracklessjungle and the
river-sea. | hovered thrice. Thefirst time over Dunguring to watch the gathering hosts. The main body of
the Omnian-Kerchian-Sdligian armada had landed and the fields and roads from Corchoon were packed
with hordes of marching soldiery. The Marackian army remained at twenty thousand. They had yet to be
joined by Hoggle-Fitz. | would have stopped had | the time to make contact, to tell Caronne and the lord
Per-Rondin that help was coming. But Fitz would be there shortly, anyway. Then to Glag-maron. All was
asthe previous day. No single tent struck, no charge of dottlesto the west. ...

On the great south road from Ferlach and Gheese there streamed a dottle horde such as few men have
ever seen: three abreadt for afull thirty miles. They were aflowing wash of color in the proudly displayed
banners and pennons of Ferlach and Gheese. Forty thousand fighting men—three dottles per rider: one
hundred and twenty thousand dottles. The very earth shuddered to their million pounding paws. The sght
was asaflowing river of gray lava, mottled with white and black and buff—and it was beautiful.

Then to my last stop, the mountain road that crossed the southern sea-plain to the port city of Reenin
Ferlach. | had directed Rawl to go to Reen because | had no desire to appear twice before the hordes of
Chitar and Dradlich. Now he traveled with but ten student warriors.

| followed the road down from the battlefield of the river bank to where | spotted their group some miles
before the pass that led down to the sea. | settled to a shaded spot, damped the ship, and moved to the
road and waited. Again | dept on agrassy hummock overlooking the path; for again | had time. It was
high noon. It would take Rawl and his ten another hour to reach me, and | needed that hour. Theroad to
the north from my hummock was straight for agood two miles. It crossed two smal streams and a series
of gog-meadows. | awoke with minutes to spare and lazed luxurioudy. All around me were the strident
voices of quarrding tuckle-birds, plus the sweet warbling of something in fluffy beige and purple feathers.
| had been joined, too, by two small dubots. They sat on alog and nibbled ipy nuts and discussed me
raucoudly.

And then, as predictable as Fomahaut in orbit, there came Rawil. | did down the fifteen feet of grassy
knall, stood in mid-road, and held up my hand.

They were deven riders and thirty-three dottles. Rawl was shaking his head for the last one hundred
yards. He knew full well who | was. "Sir Lenti, Sir Callin," he said lightly. "What now, Sir Sorcerer?| see
that | shal meet you on every road on Fregis. Have you changed your plans?'

"Nay, Sr Fergis” | grinned. "1 have smply come to change yours."
"My lord," he exploded. "Not again?'
"Gather around,” | said to al of them.

And | explained what wasto be; that their chief would go with me, while they would continue to Reen to
help cement the needed unity among the ships of Marack, Ferlach, and Gheese. Our ten brave valiants
groaned at this, but | never saw aman more happy to give up his command than Rawl. "Take your
armor,” | cautioned, for he was dressed aslight as|, though al his men wore link mail.

Then we stood together in mid-road while our gallants, banished, asthey saw it, to band taskswhile
othersrodeto glory, nevertheless managed to shake our hands as they rode by us. ...



"What now, oh mighty Collin?" Rawl asked when we were alone. "Here we stand with my gear beside
me upon the ground, and neither dottle, gerd, nor gog-pet for our transport. ... | await, sir,” and he gave
amost respectful bow, "your magic. . . ."

"First the magic of your strong back. Follow me and pick up that mess of pot-metd .”

Hedid, and we struggled back up the hummock and down itsfar Sde and into the little clearing wherel
had left the ship. | phased it in, called onits port to open, and bade Rawl enter.

| sat him down in my contour's twin, ordered up food, and bade him et of it. "Say not aword," |
admonished, as we both munched hungrily from the trays of offered goodies. "'Say not aword, my friend.
For come tomorrow you will remember naught of this, save that by sorcery you traveled with me from
Ferlach to far Glagmaron, and dl in the space of minutes.”

"Why not remember?' he asked blithely. " Twould be a pleasant te for my old age.”

"Well see” | said. "But for the moment, believe me. Tisathing that no one should know. Someday,” |
sad, "someday. . . ."

"Someday indeed," he echoed me.

And now would be the last step before Glagmaron and the moving of Fon Twed's host to the field of
Dunguring. It was my definiteintent to zap thelord Fon Twed thisvery night, and to put Rawl, Griswall,
and Chamey in command of the thirty thousand for the six-hundred-mile dottle-dash to the aid of Marack
and the north. | would not make that trip, or so | thought then; | would do onelast flight of the starship
and thereby arrive fresh for the denouement to this massive, dien web of plan and plot.

We chatted and spent sometime. | told Rawl of the Vuuns and of Murie and Caroween, and that we
would al meet on the plain of Dunguring. And then asit grew late | activated the ship and werose
graight up for agood two hundred miles. | bade Rawl—since he would lose al memory of it,
anyway—to look hisfill at "the fairest planet of them dl.” Hedid, then he said, "And | would fight even
you, Callin, for the privilege of amemory."

"Nay!" | said. "Nay!" And | felt an utter bastard before the justice of his thoughts. " Someday, as stated. |
promise you."

We cut back down then, through Fregiss atmosphere to Glagmaron. | asked Rawl to don hisarmor,
stating that when next he blinked his eyes he would be & the spot where he first met me.

Helooked at me strangdly. "'l should," hetold me, "fight you, anyway. For it isnot fitting that such as|
should be played upon by you. It seemsto methat |, we al, are as puppets to your hand. Y ou say you
will take my memory. Y ou appear here and there, and dwaysin battle—or the preparation thereof—so
that al my worldisnow in perilous confrontation with the hell of Om and the dark Kaeen. Y et how
know | redly that thisisnot al athing of yours, and yours done?’

"Youdon't," | said gruffly. "But | think you have seen sufficient to know that itisnot.” Andthen| saida
thing to him which, had the Boos or the Foundation overheard me, would no doubt have found me
blasted—ingtantly. "Rawl," | said strongly, "' promise you—and this promise will not be taken from your
memory—two people will be informed of who | am and what | do when thisisover. Y ou will be one,
Muriethe other. Trust me until that time. Y ou will not regret that trust.”

He nodded dowly and looked away, which | knew was the only answer | would ever get

Then hewasin full armor and | caught his eyes and held them, and worked my little game o that shortly



he was stretched out prone upon the starship'stiny deck.

| landed in the clearing, hauled the supine figure of Rawl —armor and al—through the door and out
upon the greensward. And | trundled him beyond to the ring of deepers, Charney, Griswall, Hargis, and
the student, Tober. Then back to the ship where | arrayed mysdlf in al my battle splendor— padded
under-dress, link armor, helm, great shield with my colors of gold and violet, broadsword and sundry
small weapons, and my surcoat, now cleaned and laundered by the ship's appointments. We would be a
splendid crew indeed, | thought, when we rode forth to the great camp of Fon Twedl's thirty thousand. . .

Dusk wasfast gpproaching as | stepped from the ship to the green swae below. And as my foot touched
the ground the ship faded without my caling. Smultaneoudy with thisthe node at the base of my skulll
sgnaed the Greenwich darm. | switched on. "In," | said. "What are you doing with the ship?"

"You will useit now only if you promiseto reenter and leave Camelot. You've had it, Sir Collin." The
voice wasKriloy's. Y ou've broken every Foundation law in the book. Weve been scanning. And if it
were not for the fact that a case like thiswarrants a decision from H.Q., we'd cancel you out on our own.
... For God's sake, Kyrie, you've got to be off your rocker."

"Y ou're not restricting yourselves to the agreed two minutes” | said curtly. "Which meansyou're taking a
helluvarisk just to sink the shaft into me."

"We takerisks? That did it, Buby." Ragan wastaking now. "You've risked everything! We know there's
aconnection between the destruction of Alphaand thelittle game your Pug-Boos are playing with their
oppositein ‘goodness in that pile of stones called Hish. We know, too, that the Vuuns have aclaw inthe
pie. But thisistheir planet, Bubyl You of al people should know that. Y ou were sent to check things
out, to keep usinformed asto what was happening, and to insert what influence you could. And what
have you done? One: Y our data on the tape wasn't. Two: Againgt ordersyou've played gameswith the
garship. Three: Y ou've done dl this because—as weve psyched it—you've actudly begun to fancy
yourself asthe mythos-incarnate of these peoplesfolk hero, the Collin. Gods, what aham! Y ou were
supposed to just hint at it, you know, not jJump into the role with both feet. But there you are. The Great
Callin, returned in dl his splendor. Hisarmor glowsin the dark. He isthe match of any ten Fregisans.
And, he's aready won and bedded the fair princess of the threatened kingdom—and thereby carved a
nichefor himsdf in this somewhat backward economy. And you just loveit, don't you? Y ou redlly do.
Our position, Buby, isthat the moment you saw that blond-furred, purple-eyed pixie in the scanners, you
had a case of instant brain-boggle. Y ou've come a cropper, Collin! You've had it! It's back to school for
you, and now! So wave good-bye to your five deeping beauties, strip off that iridescent armor and get
your whatnot into that ship and blast off!"

| said softly, "Y ou'vegot it wrong.”

"Into the ship, Kyrie. No moretalk.”

"Unrunh!™

"There are pendties.”

"I know. Thereare dso afew thingsthat | know that you don't.”

"Holding out, eh? All right, tell us."
"Cant."



"That's crap. The Foundation, Kyrie, isthe heart of dl Galactic knowledge, the conglomerate of
intelligent life. Decisons regarding the protection of that life are made by the Callective: the computers.
The knowledge of ten thousand years and of tens of thousands of planets are in those computers: al at
our beck and call—sufficient, Kyrie, to handle any problem. And you're holding out!" Ragan drew a
deep breath and repeated: " Get into the ship, Kyrie!"

"Sorry," | said. "No ded. There's abattle shaping up. Contact me when it'sover. Better yet—I'll cdll you
after I've had a chat with the Boos again, when we've won the battle. Right now, I'm going to ask that
you get the hell out of this system until the battles over. Y ou can't help. Y ou can only hinder. And, |
might add, you're out of your league. Fromwherel st, | think wedl are. . . ."

"That's your last word?'

"Right! And I'm not even going to wait for you to snap the proverbid umbilical cord . . . I'm sngpping it!
Me! Right now!" And | did. And because I'm essentially the sneaky type, | snapped it right back on
again, intimeto hear Ragan say to Kriloy, "He's nipped! Our Collin's nipped. Call forward. Get out as he
requested. That's probably the least we can do now. But so helpme. . . " Then they cut me off.

| pressed the ship stud and said the phasing in numbers; nothing! They had most effectively loused it up
for me. So beit! | would now haveto go that six hundred miles with Glagmaron'sfinest: by dottle-back.

Theideamade mephyscaly ill.

One by one | awakened them, gathered them about me for abriefing. | pulled no punches. | told
Griswall, Charney, Hargis, and Tober where | had been and what | had been doing. Rawl's presence, in
part, underlined the truth of my words. They didn't question just how | had been to those places. About
the Vuuns, | was deliberately vague, explaining only that | had convinced them to break their pact with
Om, and to return the princes and Caroween to our armies on the field of Dunguring.

"And now, my lord," Griswal rasped, and after Rawl had thanked them all for their fight for hislady, "l
takeit that we will ride back to Fon Twed, dispense with him, secure the army, and ride for Dunguring.”

"Youtekeit right.”

Charney was laughing. He shook his head. "My lord," he confessed, "neither | nor my brothers, in our
moldy keep and gog-pen above the village of Fuuz in Bist, have ever thought in our wildest dreams that
someday we would ride the crest of the wave in Marack's grestest war. All of thisis so new to meand
mine"

The eyes of Tober and Hargis beamed asimilar joy and gratitude.

Rawl stood up then to hisfull height. He looked first the others and then me straight in the eye. "Now
listen, dl," hesaid. "And you, too, Collin. For though | do love you, there isathing that you must know. |
say you. For though you say you are of Marack, and therefore Fregis, there are things of protocol that
you do oft forget." He smiled dyly. "It isasif you never redly knew them. Anyhow my words are these:
My father, the lord Cagis Rawl, now dead, was brother to our queen, Tyndil. | am blood-cousin to our
princess. There are no sonsto the line of Garonne. And though the Collin here becomes prince-consort
by marriage with our princess, still 1 and no one ese, as of this moment—and since 'tistoo early for an

offspring of the Collin's joining—do represent the Roya House in Glagmaron. What | say, Callin, is
sample. | and not you will day thetraitor, Fon Twed. It ismy right— indeed, it is my duty!"



| looked to the others who had followed Rawl's words with rapt attention. They nodded "Aye" in unison.
"Itis" | sad lamely, "that | would bring you wholeto your lady, Caroween.”
"Hey, now, Collin? Do you think | am some mewling coward? Methinks you go too far, Sir."

"Nay! Nay!" | held up ahand in mock fear. "I love you, too, sir. But you must admit that a redhead, Can
Hoggle-Fitz, is something to contend with. | want not her anger, should you not show up at Dunguring.
Stll, you areright in thisargument. And none here, including mysalf, doubt that within the hour you will
sweep Fon Twed'slying head from histraitorous body. Now let's whistle up our dottles and be off."

Tober whistled, while Charney and Hargis and Griswall beamed at young Rawl Fergis.

And the dottles came, among them being Henery, and among them, too, athing | had not counted on. On
the backs of half the ten were five Pug-Boos. Hooli, Jndil, Pawbi—and, | reasoned ingtantly, the two
lost Boos of Kelb and Great Ortmund. The eyes of my stalwarts lighted up like lasersin their welcoming
joy. And they cast lots to see who would be the one to ride without a Boo, since Hooli sat on Henery's
rump and no one questioned that.

Hargis, Charney's brother, lost. And he was Boo-less as we thundered up the great road in the direction
of the camp of Fon Twed'sthirty thousand. . . .

To say that | felt somewhat oppressed and dightly skittish at this sudden weight of Pug-Booswould be
the understatement of the Fregisian week. Thelittle bastards were up to something. Was| glad that they
had joined us? | had mixed emotions. A certain safety existed in the presence of Boos. Bt this, too,
could be achimera, wishful thinking. I tried opening my mind to Pug-Boo thoughts. Nothing happened.
Thelittle bastards—the double damned little bastards!

They were good for onething. The very weight of their presence, plus my own, plus our students, plus
Griswall, served to clear apath al the way to the entrance of Fon Twed's command tent; served, too, to
lend credenceto Sir Rawl's challenge when he denounced Fon Twedl asatraitor to Marack, and to all
the lands of the north, before that gathered chivary of Glagmaron. It was Ferlach and Gheese dll over
again; with shouts of rage, support, cheers, and ahaf hundred contradictory exclamations. But | think the
cheersfavored our side, for they also had somefaith in the old stawart, Griswall—certainly in the
Boos—even alittlein me, though only my shield glowed now since| had put asde thetrick of the
ion-beam. Fon Twesd, therefore, and before al that mass of warriors, had no recourse but to comply
with Rawl's challenge. For there were those present who had dready questioned hislack of movement
toward Ferlach and Gheese; especialy since they had had word of the battles of Gortfin, and at the
Veldian Pass.

A spot was chosen between four fires, at point. Additional torches—it was now quite dark—were
brought to light this square of turf. Since Rawl was the challenger, Fon Twedl was given the choice of
weapon. He chose that which he used best, the broadsword. He chose light armor, too, thinking his
strength superior so that he could abide Rawl's blows, whereas Rawl could never abide his. He had five
sawarts to back him. For other than his treason, and hisloud mouth, he was a personable fellow,
capable of engendering friendships of akind. From timeto time | noted that Fon Twee! |ooked about
him, and up and around, asif he were expecting something or someone, and was surprised that "it" had
not made an gppearance. | saw him muttering words, too. And the unhappy look on his face was most
evident when he saw they had no effect.

Twasthen | redlized that those five fat Boos—who never went to war—were &t it again. Fon Tweel
obvioudy enjoyed Kaeen support, otherwise he would never have played his perilous game. He
expected it now, waswaiting for it. But | knew it would never come. . . . "My boy," | said mentally, "my



fivefuzzy Boos have dtirred the tealeaves with their hairy little pinkies, and you, Sr, have had it!"

Whileit lasted, they were evenly matched. Fon Twed's black-browed mass was offset by Rawl'slithe
and wiry suppleness. Rawl was dl around him, hacking and chopping. Once, when Rawl lifted his shield
to protect his head, Fon Twed cleaved that shield to the area—had there been one— of the bar sinister.
Before he twisted freein rage, Rawl had sore wounded him with a smashing blow to midriff which cut
through links to bite into the muscles of hisrib cage. Then Fon Twed struck back. And the two of "them
became aflashing, spark-flying, roaring duo of arms and armor, from which Rawl emerged with hishem
struck from his shoulders. Luck, | thought, that it was not his head. He wastruly at a disadvantage then.
And, had not Fon Twed made the mistake of dowly and confidently stalking him for the kill, he may have
lost. But Fon Twedl's purpose was so evident, and his own disadvantage so clear, that Rawl threw all
caution to the winds. He dropped shield to ground, seized upon his great sword with both hands—and
charged! Some say he was exceeding foolish; othersthat he was mad! | would say smply that he had
judged his man rightly, and knew hisweskness.

There then happened athing contrary to dl held dear on Camel ot—and a thing, in fact, which guaranteed
Fon Twed's death. Fon Tweel, weakened in part by Rawl'sfirst hacking blow, was not prepared for this
howling, maddened rush, and blued-stedl arc of whirling sword. He held firm for brief secondsonly. Then
he turned and ran. Heran! But he wasingtantly tripped by ahaf dozen roaring warriors, so that hefell
with alook of abject terror on hisface. He knew he had committed the impermissible.

Without the dightest qualm they jerked the helm from his head, brought him to knedling position, laced his
hands behind his back with leathern thongs—and waited in a great and awesome silence while Rawl
struck hishead from his body. The wholefight had lasted, at best, but ten minutes. . . .

Rawl returned to our group in triumph and tossed his bloodied sword to those who had ralied to our sde
(if he had lost we would have been in grave danger), and received our earnest handclasps. He said
bluntly to me, " Tisyoursto do now, Callin." And | nodded and called for atable, had it mounted in the
center of that grassy square where Fon Twed's headless body lay, and climbed upon it. | bade Rawl and
al our sawartsto gather around me.

| waited dramaticaly until the shouting and the bedlam died and the mass of lords, knights, men-at-arms,
archers, and camp provenders moved in. | waited still again until the ensuing silence became something
more than that: a dead-ness, avacuum, a breathlessnessin which al waited for something they now
ingtinctively knew would strike hometo their very hearts and marrow.

Then | raised my arms. "Comrades of Marack!" | shouted. "Friends! All yelordsand men and warriors
Thereisathing that | would tell you. Thereisathing of your world, and that which comesagaingt it from
thefoulest pits of Best Thereisathing that transcends dl dseinyour lifetime. And thereisathing,
therefore, that you must do.”

Behind me there then began the faintest, the most ddlicate, and the most beautiful sound of music | have
ever heard in my lifetime. And it seemed that to my words—but oh, ever so faintly, so asnot to
intrude—Hooli the Pug-Boo was playing his pipe. And so | told them. And the hypnotic, charismatic
cadence of my voice, mixed with that subtle, ingdious, and totally enthralling melody of Hoali, was such
that | doubt will ever be heard again on Camelot-Fregis. And we had an audience of thirty thousand.
And | think, when | look back upon it, that considering the affinity of dottlesfor Pug-Boos, and granting,
too, their position within the culture, we had thirty thousand of these gentle creaturesto ring us around,
and to listen to the Pug-Boo's music. We were agreat horde of life. In our handslay the future of that
world.

And so | talked and the Pug-Boo played. And one by one the great stars came out in our black saucered



sky. And once, before | was through, small Ripple flew acrossthe night: as acomet, an omen, ared
portent of things to come— and soon.

We started out in the gray dawn of the morrow. The townspeople and the castle people lined the hillsto
see us go, for never had they seen anything quite likeit. All that night we had mustered men and mounts
for the journey. Scant deep had been given anyone. The three lords of Marack's southern provinceswho
served under Fon Twed pledged themsalves fully to Rawl. And it was understood that the entire force—
and we found that an additional ten thousand had been mustered and would be picked up aong the
way—was now under our joint command. We would ride this day, tonight, and dl of tomorrow. They
had accepted this new departure with well-received bravado. And on tomorrow's eve (we hoped) we
would arrive on the plain of Dunguring. | frankly don't know which | dreaded more, the sight of astricken
field where dl might be logt, or that damnable ride across six hundred miles of Fregisan terrafirma

| managed a bit of self-hypnosisto help me surviveit. Our only rest was during the four-hour dottle
browsing periods. And | would point out that this applied to the night aswell. Recall that Camelot-Fregis
had a twenty-six-hour rotation period. Two browsing breaks of four and four left uswith eighteen hours
of travel time, so that at twenty miles per hour we easily made our required mileage. Despite the rest
periods, the ride was till pure blasphemy to mortd flesh. As stated, staminawas one thing, strength
another. On the last stretch, at the end of our thirty-one-hour run, the Collin was collapsed over his
saddle, to the amusement of my companions. | cared not a Terran fig whether school kept or not |
remember once during the sweating humidity of that last afternoon—the clouds were gathering again and
great thunder roared around the horizon—that a gentle paw was placed upon the smal of my back. A
resulting surge of power ran up the length of my spina column. | mumbled something to the effect of: "All
right! All right! So you've got the power. Quit showing off. The onething you could do for meistotell
me what you and your fat-fannied friends are up to. Y ou'll not ride with meinto battle, you know. I'm not
going to have you on Henery's rump when the whistle blows, hear?' It waslike talking to mysdif. |
twisted in my saddle to stare at Hooli. Nothing had changed. He smply stared right back with his
enigmeatic, shoebutton eyes, and his nausegting grin. . . . Hewas beginning to resch me.

The clouds continued, but it didn't rain. At the last rest period—212:00 to 4:00 P.M.—we, the command
group, departed one haf hour before the main body: this, a my suggestion, so that upon our arriva we
would have timeto see the lay of theland and apportion our forty thousand warriors asthey came up. In
thisway there would be no ddlay in decision, or confusion in the strengthening of this or that wing and
whatever remained of the king's center. All thiswith the proviso that anything remained at dl.

Butit did. And it wasasight such as| will never forget; nor will anyone elsewho seesitsreproduction in
the great Ovarium a Glagmaron'snew Art Center. The plain of Dunguring was five milesin width and
ten mileslong. Its eastern border consisted of ahigh ridge doping sharply down to the plain. At places
thisridge was actualy acliff ahundred feet in height Asthe dopesflattened to the plain anumber of small
hills till jutted to continue adomination of the plain by the ridge. Beyond these hills the ground was
reasonably fiat. A great part of the area had been planted to aform of maize, and it was trisected by two
gmall streams. One of theserivers entered the plain from the southeedt, circling agreet volcanic cone; the
second entered from the northwest They joined in the center and then flowed northeast below the base of
another volcano, and thence to the sea. The "Great Road,” | noted, followed the path of thisriver.

Both the volcanoes were active. The far Side of the plain rose gradualy to another ridge, abeit alower
onethan ours. Beyond it the ground swept farther down to rolling countryaide and afinal breakout to the
seacoast and the port city of Corchoon some twenty miles distant.

Approaching this ridge from the east, we passed through grest meadow-speckled forests. In every



meadow, indeed under every tree, there were dottles. These were undoubtedly the spares of Caronne
and Hoggle-Fitz—plusthe great herds of Ferlach and Gheese. Altogether there must have been better
than one hundred and fifty thousand dottles. When they greeted our arriva it was asagreat wind
soughing softly through thetall trees. | had never heard, nor ever will again, such asound. Their presence,
however, could mean but one thing. Beyond that ridge the vaiant armies of Mar-ack, Ferlach, and
Gheese had not as yet gone down.

| came alive, concentrated on an adrendin surge and got it. There remained but one hour until twilight.
Weliterdly raced the last mileto theridgetop. . . .

The plain of Dunguring was athree-dimensionad stereophonic etching of Best, Hell, and any Galactic
god's antithesis of Eden. It wasinferno. ... Asfar asthe eye could see across that broad plain, there was
bloody battle. Almost three hundred thousand men were killing and being killed. Directly below usand to
theleft at about two thousand yardswas asmdl hill with arectangular top. Upon it flew the tattered
standards of Marack. The king wasthere. Far to the left, and perhaps afull quarter of amileto the front,
was another, larger, flat and rounded hill. And there, planted firmly, was the Dernim Tulip of Breen
Hoggle-Fitz, the Black Swan of Chitar, and ahalf hundred other banners of Marack and Gheese. To our
right, and again somewhat in advance of Marack's center, was still another hill upon which flew the Oak
Tree banners of Dradlich, king of Ferlach. The three strong points were cut off from each other and sore
besat by hordes of mailed pikemen and swarms of Omnian-Kelbian kinghtsin full armor.

Thefield for afull two milesto the front of our northern armies was strewn with the dead of the day's
battle. And even now some still fought in that far distance, cut off, surrounded in their retreet from what
had obvioudy been the area of the north'sfirst stand. We gazed upon this great dramain silence. | held
out both my arms as asign that we should keep it that way, so that al might eva uate the circumstances of
the scene that lay before us.

| exacted the ultimate in magnitudes from my contacts. On. the line of our north'sfirst sland were the
piled bodies of twice ten thousand Omnian heggles, lords, squires. Above these fallen flew the blazonry
of their owners. pennons and banners attached to pikes, spears, and lances. One could follow the
progress of the fighting by these great heaps of dead. There, to theright, and at a distance of two miles,
was where Per-Rondin, the king's own commander, had gone down with al histroops and guards. And
the banners of the great houses of Glagmaron itsalf waved like aforest over the bodies of athousand of
Caroline's picked young knights. To the south, like the dead of Per-Rondin, lay the flower of Ferlach. |
could see thefadlen banner of my erstwhile jolly and courageous lord, Gane of Reen, and of Her-Tils of
the Gheesian city of Saks. Each pile of dead was surrounded by at least an acre of other bodies. Banners
of Kelb mixed with those of the Omnian cities of Hish, Seligal, and Kerch. . . . Two square miles of the
fdlen, with here and there small groups of mounted knights still charging each other.

Andover it dl, from the three hills of Marack and the north, came the faint sound of skirling pipes and the
rattling of kettledrums, like summer hail. Even as we watched aforce of some four thousand picked
Omnian knights, flanked by two thousand brass-mailed Y orns, flew up the dopes of Garonne'shill, to be
met by asmilar downward charge of Marackian knights. Om was again forced back and daughtered on
their flanks by Marack's archers. The same held true of the hillsto the south and north. All were under
attack by as many asfifty thousand Omnian and dlied warriors. From these hordes would come ever and
again the attacking force so that the north's defeet, in the long run, would be but a matter of time.

But | thought as| watched them that there still seemed to be some holding back on the part of
Om—perhaps for some coordinated ondaught. Asif to underscore this point my eyeslifted to the
Omnian war headquarters Stuated at the joining of the two smdll rivers. The distance was two miles. But
this second glance, at full focus, revealed what | had passed over before. There at their insolent ease was



an additiond fifty thousand fresh Omnian warriors. They had been held back for areason—and it came
to me that the reason was ourselves. They knew of our coming! They would therefore await our full
strength before committing theirs. In that way, so they no doubt reasoned, they would destroy dl the
forces of the north. And | knew, too, that the Kaleen had so directed. . . .

Rawl grasped my arm to direct my attention to Dradich's redoubt on our right. There were massed foot
soldierswith pike and spear. They ringed Dradich's remaining ten thousand; not only severing him from
all contact with Caronne, but advancing, too, to cut the great road to the rear of our armies.

While we watched the vanguard of our forty thousand had arrived. Rawl sgnded the leading
commandersto us. We had, perforce, in the meantime, sent pairs of couriersto break through to the
three hillsto advise them to hold; that help was coming. | had previoudly asked that the best trumpeters
of our army accompany the vanguard group. And now, as Sir Rawl Fergis, together with the lords of
Holt and Svossin southern Marack, charged down that dope with afull five thousand of our best lances,
| caused those trumpetsto blast in unison.

Somehow, and | knew ingtantly why, the notes of those twenty trumpets were amplified. And zooming to
the raging battles on the three hills, | saw that men had heard, and stood gpart, and were looking back to
us. And when Rawl's five thousand smashed into and through that mass of Kelbian-Omnian soldiery
surrounding Dradlich, there arose such acheer asto be like arolling thunder across that bloodied plain.
The cheerswere dso amplified! | looked then to Hooli, who had been joined by Jindil, snce Rawl had
dashed off to battle. They both grinned back at me—and Hooli winked.

"Great Goddl" | exclamed. "And will that beyour total contribution?"

There was then no time for further nonsense. We, Sir Griswall and sundry lords of Marack, conferred
briefly; deciding which route to take to the three besieged hills, and how many men should be sent to
each, and how many held as reserve so asto settle the battle in our favor for the night. Lord Ginden of
Klimpinge, aburly giant of aman, took the next five thousand in the wake of Rawl. Wefollowed with the
remaining warriors, ten thousand to join with Chitar and twenty thousand to reinforce the center hill of
King Caronne. We left but two hundred dottle wardens to care for our eighty thousand spares. These
went to join their fellows in the woods beyond the ridge. | looked to Hooli, Jindil, Pawbi, and therest to
go off with the dottles. But such was not to be. Pug-Boos were, apparently—and for the first
time—going to war! Hooli and Jndil clung to Henery's rump, and the other three remained in their places
behind Charney, Griswall, and Hargis.

Aswe rode down the dope of theridge, trumpets blaring, pipes skirling, and kettledrums thumping, the
hosts of Om withdrew dightly from contact with the defenders of the hills. Then they withdrew il
further; after which, couriers having reached them, the whole mass of foot and cavalry— numbering some
one hundred and fifty thousand men—moved back acrossthe plain to adistance of ahdf mile.

Though wefelt asrescuers, it gave uslittle pleasure to come upon those stricken hilltops. We rode over
the bodies of the falen, the daughtered, and the wounded dike. | thought of the night and of dead-dives.
| conjured up afantastic scene of the mass of dead from this greeat abattoir, al converging upon usin the
smdll hours. Then | remembered the Pug-Boos. And somehow | knew this could not happen.

Rawl returned victorioudy from Dradich's hill to rejoin our command. He had doffed hishelm, and other
than swest beading his face, he seemed none the worse for wear and tear. He met us at the base of the
ridge, aswe turned |eft toward Garonne's hilltop.

And now great Fomalhaut blazed a hellish red on the western horizon. And this coloration, tinting al the



clouds a scarlet hue, together with the belching flame from the two vol canoes, lent an atmosphere to that
place to exceed the twisted imagery of anyone's dementia. From the king's hilltop the great plain was as
eadly seen asfrom theridge. And it remained what it had been at first Ssght—an inferno!

Aswe rode aong the hill's crest, the warriors of Marack who had fought so well that day cheered our
coming. And we, to show our gppreciation and respect for them, did likewise. Caronne and the sorcerer,
Fairwyn, and the remaining lords of Glagmaron stood out to give us greeting. And we dismounted and
shook hands and put our arms about each other. And when the banners of our forty thousand were
enjoined with those on the three hills, swords and spears were brandished again against the enemy. The
clamor of sword againgt shield, and pike butt againgt the hardened earth, was thunderous—and all fase
pomp and ceremony went by the board.

The aftermath of this great day-long hacking and hewing saw afantastic hustle and bustle around us.
Tentsfor the king and for his staff and entourage were produced and set up. Cooking pots had been
hauled out. And what with dottle-briquettes, jerked gog-meat, and various bundles of dried vegetables
and spices, asavory med would bein the offing soon.

Both Rawl and | strained our eyesto popping for afirst view of Murie and Caroween. They were not
there, and Rawl looked a me, soreafraid. "Nay," | cautioned him. "The Vuun, Great Ap, istrustworthy.
Hewill bring them, and on the morrow. And perhaps, friend, when you think on it, it may be best that he
has delayed his coming.”

Though dead-alives seemed no longer feared—what with the presence of the sorcerers of Marack,
Ferlach, and Gheese, plusthe great armies deployed by both sides—it seemed, ill, that night fighting
was unheard of on Camelot. Indeed, the night was such that an enemy didn't exist. And the space
between the two armieswasinviolate. . . .

And so we ate and held council, and Dradich came and Chitar, and Hoggle-Fitz, and al the remaining
lords of the three countries. But, as Rawl said, "One would weep to see, the banners of those no longer
present.” A full half of the northern chivary were dain. And of the eighty' thousand men of the three
countries, but fifty thousand remained aive. It was not enough that the enemy had lost twice again that
amount, so that afull sixty thousand of theirswould never see their home and—our coming had but made
up, with alittle over, for the day's losses.

And wetold them of Rawl'sdaying of Fon Twed, and of the ride from Glagmaron; a which Dradich and
Chitar shook their headsin commiseration. And | told them of the coming of Great Ap on the morrow,
with Murie and Caroween, and that they were not to feather the Vuun's hide with arrows. Thislast
knowledge—that we were not to be attacked by Vuuns, but rather would have one as an aly— cheered
them congiderably. Still, though our tota report was accepted, | noted that sundry lords of the north now
looked a me with a certain trepidation.

| did suggest in council that we dare the night for the smple task of collecting arrows; that on the morrow
we would have great need of them. | also suggested that whole companies of our archersbe kept ina
state of mohility, and that at least athousand of these be mounted on dottles so asto bring their weight to
bear upon the most threatened point. We had, actudly, ten thousand archers—without armor, easy prey
to men-at-arms and knights. Because of this| further suggested that a number of squadrons of our
lancers be set aside solely for our mobile archers protection.

My thinking was |ooked upon as somewhat strange. But the tactic seemed reasonable to Chitar and
Caronne, and the others acquiesced.

Beforewe dept | walked with Rawl to our hill's dope, and saw the unforgettable sight of the wounded



who could till walk or crawl. All went toward the rear; to beyond the ridge where they could escape the
morrow's charge of frenzied, blood-crazed warriors and swinging swords. They sought, | imagined, to
diein peace—or perhaps, even now, tolive. ...

Dawn on Camelot, when the skies were cloudless, was a beauteous thing. Conversdly—and so it was on
our day of battle—when clouds were dark and lowering, there was athing of ominous portent most
activein theair. The volcanoes flamed to the north and south, joining with the blood-red orb of
Fomalhaut to pearl the cloudsfor afull haf of the eastern sky. | had hoped for clouds, however, sincethe
rising sun on this sword-whetted day of Camelot's armageddon was to our enemies backs and not in our
favor.

Rawl, Griswall, and Charney, aswell as our students, had chosen to stay with Marack-'sking as a part
of hiscommand council. We armed oursavesin that gray-red dawn, drank hot sviss, ate bread, and
moved to our center position under King Garonne's standard of the Winged Castle.

Our front of the three hills extended afull mile and better. As many as twelve thousand mailed spearmen
were before each redoubt now: awal of shields and pikes for dmost afull circle around each hill. Our
archerswere posted higher on the dopes. And between the hills ranging in squadrons and full companies,
were our remaining lords, knights squires, and mounted men-at-arms. These numbered afull forty
thousand. They were kept at the command of the center, under Marack.

Because of the clouds and the lack of sun, the plain seemed as astedl-point etching initstotal clarity.
Despite our losses the army of the north was aglittering array of steel and bright banners, for afull half
mileto either Side of our center's martia pomp.

This scene was duplicated across that haf mile of intervening space. Om's center command, | noted, had
moved up during the night.

If our array was both splendid and terrible to see, S0, indeed, wastheirs. On our left flank Hoggle-Fitz
and Chitar were faced with no fewer than twenty thousand warriors of Great Ortmund, plus thirty
thousand of Sdligd and Kerch. Dradlich, on our right, faced an equa number, inclusive of ten thousand

Y orns and twenty thousand of the flower of Kelb; among these being Prince Kellweir himself and his
father, Harlach. Their black banners and black and silvered armor, tinted now with red highlightsfrom the
southern volcano, gaveto their entire line amost snister quaity.

But Om's center! That was athing to see! They were one hundred thousand menand Yorns: dl in
sguadrons, phalanxes, and spear squares. Though our front was but ahaf mile from theirs, their rear was
afull mile beyond that—such wastheir strength. And in the core of that mass of steel and forest of
banners was the red Hishian Towers, the standard of the greatest of lords, as pointed out to
me—Gol-Bades, conqueror of Sdligal and Kerch, overlord of Hish, "V oice of the Kaleen"! Hewas
circled by al the lords of Hish, and a picked, pragtorian band of Omnian warriors. Each of these wasthe
equal, if not the superior, of any Y orn—and the lord Gol-Bades was superior to them.

And aso, to hisback, | saw the black cowls of fivewizards, and | knew that he had not comedone. . . .

To our front and theirs the kettledrums were dready going. And, aswas Fregisian custom, individud
knights were dashing now between the linesto scream challenges and accept those givenin return. As
many as a dozen duelswere aready taking place before our eyes. A young Marackian squire— and he
had no right to do this since he was no full knight— had ridden forth from atroop from Glagmaron. He
seemed of an exceeding tender- age, and my focused contacts told me that his armor was so ill-fitting
that he was most likely rattling around insideit like a Farkelian jumping bean. The whole cast-iron



ensemble was no doubt borrowed, as was the war lance which he just barely managed to raise above his
head, while he screamed insults at the Omnian host in ahigh, falsetto voice.

Thislast, | must mention, prompted Sir Rawl to lean toward me from his high saddle and say, "And did |
not know that my lady was safe on Vuun-back, m'lord, | would swear that there she was on yonder
piebad dottle.”

A wave of laughter ensued from al of us. But then agreat knight of Seligd came out to face our
challenger—except that he came out backward, blowing kissesto his comrades, and holding hisshield
over hisshoulder in mock defense. Laughter swept al alike on both sdes at this buffoonery. This caused
our young squire to lose his head completely, so that he lowered his great lance and charged. The knight
of Sdligal, warned by his companions, turned quickly, advanced his shield, leveled hislance, and held his
great dottle absolutely motionless. He avoided the wild charge of our neophyte at the moment of impact
by twigting his massve body ever so dightly. Smultaneoudy with thishisown lancetip dedlt his
adversary's helm aglancing blow so that it turned around on gorget and neckguard, rendering our
Marackian hero as blind asa Terran bat. In this condition he continued straight on into the ranks of that
Omnian armor. They, with great hoots of laughter, withdrew on &l sdes so that herodein aimlesscircles.
When he thought findly to achieve open ground again, and thusreturn to hisown lines, dbet in amost
erratic manner, those Omnian warriors stopped him, relieved him of hislance, sword, and fa-dirk, turned
his helm around properly—and gave his dottle's rump a great whack to send her on her way back to us.

Though our "hero" was greeted with cheers, he seemed disconsolate withal. And | thought to ask later
who hewas.

The duds grew more intense. Coveys of threes and fours were dready doing battlein thefield. A point
had been reached where, usuadly, the stronger of the two opponents moves to the attack. But such was
not the case with Om. It seemed again that they were waiting for something. Ten great VVuuns perhaps? |
wondered.

Then | had anidea. "My lord," | said suddenly to the king. "May | take these gentle Pug-Boos—if they
will come—and ride down the front of our array? It strikes me that some good may come of it, withal—"

Helooked at me curioudly. "If you think it serves a purpose, do s0," he answered. He gestured toward
the Omnian hosts. "They do not move, surah. Therefore, perhaps theréstime for everything.”

The king's eyes a so scanned the sky—as did dl those who knew of the great Vuun's coming. | had time
to wonder, as| caled to Sir Griswall and Charney to accompany me, whether they, too, expected one
Vuun—or ten. . ..

| rode with Hooli, Rawl with Pawbi, and Griswal with Jindil. Charney followed next with what .we
assumed was the Kelbian Boo, Dakhti, flying Kelb'sroyal colorsfrom hislancetip. Tober had the Greet
Ortmundian Pug-Boo, Chuuk. Anyway, we rode down that mile-long front and there was a great thunder
of cheersfrom our Side, plus"ohs' and "ahs' a the very presence of the Boos. There were cheers, too,
from the massed warriors of Kelb and Great Ortmund. These faded quickly, however, beneath the
threats of their officers. But the fact that they cheered at dl wasindicative of amood. My attempt at
subversion had hit pay dirt, and | was pleased.

At the end of our ride | watched the Omnian warlords closdly. Though they knew that Boos were court
petsin the northland, | am sure they had no idea of the affection that was given them; they were therefore
gtartled, even disturbed, at the cheering response to our flaunting of these small rodents. They were
further confounded when we reached King Chitar's hill. For it was there that Breen Hoggle-Fitz of Durst
in Great Ortmund rode forth to bounce Chuuk—or was it Dakhti?—in hisarms. An absolute roar of



gpprobation came from the Ortmundian warriors at this, for loudmouthed Fitz had been well loved in
Ortmund. | noted that these same warriors, undaunted now by their officers, looked back to their center
where sat the fase king, Feglyn, surrounded by his cohorts. They were curious, puzzled that the
Ortmundian Boo should bein Fitz's arms—and that Fitz, himsdlf, should bein the ranks of Marack. This
little show would make them think. And, | mused, if it helped to stay one hundred swords, the job was
successul.

We returned to our positions on Garonne's hill. And still the great host of Om remained at ease. The
dueling continued.

The sorcerers of Marack, Gheese, and Ferlach then got their skinny selvestogether. They were dl—as
per agreement with Chitar and Dradich—on Marack's hill. Their combined effortsfinally sent a spate of
whirlwinds romping over the waiting ranks of the enemy. This prompted Om's dark wizards to counter
with adozen whirlwinds of their own, plusthe moving of alarge cloud of pumice ash from one of the ‘two
volcanoesto agpot directly over our headswhere, naturaly, it fell. Within seconds Fairwyn, Gaazi, and
Plati sprayed them with the ash from the second volcano. And so it went. . . .

Inthe midst of dl thisharmlessfolderol, avoice—Hoali's, my own—said loudly in my head, " So what
areyou waiting for, Buby?Y our public would like to see more than just me Sitting on old Henry's rump.
Great Apison hisway, now! Yonder isthelord Gol-Bades. | know your knees are shaking, because
you just might be evenly matched for achange; but isn't that what you're herefor?' "Hooli," | replied
mentdly, "Hooli, you little son-of-a-bitch, someday—someday!" And then | turned again to King
Caronne. "Sire," | asked softly, "I would ask another boon of you."

Caronne smiled and looked at me dyly. | think he knew what | wanted, had been waiting for the
question. "Hey, Collin?' he answered, and then, "Really? And what could | give you?"

| smiled, too. He was wiser indeed than | had given him credit for. "I would,” | said loudly, so that the
otherswould hear, "exchange blowswith acertain lord of Om. Itisin my mind, Sire, that those over there
wait for ten Vuuns, whereas, we wait for one. | would not have them idlelonger, and | would disturb
their ordered program.”

Caronne smiled again, nodded, and raised ahand. At that | signaled Rawl and Sir Griswall, told them
what | was about to do, and up went the colors of the Collin. We rode forth to chalenge Hish for
Marack and the north.

We collected two young trumpeters on the way. At mid-field we hated, pranced our mountsin a
complete circle, and ended facing the great mailed horde of Om. The cheers when we rode out had been
thunderous. They continued that way. For, in asense, they had been waiting for me to do exactly what |
was doing, and there wasn't a scarred warrior of al those northern lands who didn't know where my
challenge would be placed. When the roya trumpets blasted out— amplified, of course—the cheersrose
to crescendo.

Henery and | had positioned ourselves so that we had become a motionless frieze of man, dottle, and
rigid banner: no wind could flatten it, for it had Pug-Boo starch. Then out rode Rawl and Griswall, then-
dottles doing aprancing, mincing, forma step, used whenever royd herald sought audience with his
opposite or facamile.

Then two black-armored Omnian warriors broke ranks and protocol to ride furioudly toward us. They
spun directly in front of my two advancing ambassadors. "What do you seek of our greet lord of Om?"
they screamed.

They were dill but twenty yardsto my front so that | could both see and hear the hoary Griswall when he



answeredicily, "We seek hislifel™
"And just how do you propose getting it, you mewling cuuds of Marack?'
"Wewill takeit with the arm of our champion, the Collin!"

"Wl then! And first you must take ours,”" they shouted, and smultaneoudy drew their swords. Both had
circled Rawl and Griswal whilethey yelled, so that at thislast they plunged in from either Sde, each
taking aman. The dust from the whirlwinds had settled. The air was clear, and the action easily seen. But
clarity was gill needed. For the new whirlwind of stedl that then ensued was a thing that the eye could
scarcefollow.

Griswal, wily old gerd that he was, did a bit of shield-work that was amarvel to see. He parried every
one of hisadversary'sblows. At acrucid point, when his man stood high in the stirrups for another
sweeping blow, Griswall thrust out and up, sword penetrating the area of the fold between the two
tassets of the man'sarmor. Thiswas adeadly gut-blow, in which the spinal cord is severed below the
somach. The man fell away iningant paralys's, upon which Griswal made the sgn of Ormon and trotted
grimly back tomy sde.

Rawl, in the meantime, had smply beaten his man from the saddle with the edge of his shield; then he
dismounted and ran his sword through the fellow's throat. At which point he, too, rgjoined mewherel
continued motionless, flanked now by my two companions. Then it wasmy turn.

| rode forward dowly. And Henery—who after al was a castle mount—lifted adl six padsin measured
cadence as he had been taught to do for such occasions. | wasn't glowing, but | had disrupted my
magnetic field again. Though |, too, loved the Pug-Boos, | couldn't trust them completdly. Also, the thing
of Hish, the Kaeen ... if it were watching anything, it was watching met

| hdted one hundred yards from the stedl ranks of Om. The silence over that great field waslike the
aftermath of athunderclap. Then | sood high in my stirrups and shook my lance and shield mightily
above my head. "I call the great lord of Gol-Bades, himsdlf, to answer," | shouted. | used my own
amplifying system in case the Pug-Boos failed me. My voice was truly stentorian—on the order of a
gigantic brass gong; sufficient, | thought, to rattle the great Gol-Bades who, no doubt, at least until now,
had thought he had seen and heard everything.

| continued: "I shall prove upon thy carcass, Gol-Bades, that you be base to the world of Fregis:
that you be false to the Gods of Fregis; To Ormon, Wimbily, Harris; yea, even unto the ones of
Kerch and Sdligall. | call you seneschal of evil: slave of the thing in Hish called the Kaleen. A
thing yourself who would make all others dlaves. . . . Come, great Gol-Bades! | am named the
Coallin, called for this moment "The Champion of the Northlands.' | call you coward and traitor to
all men of Fregis. And, foul thing of Hish, | will provethison your body!"

Under ordinary circumstances | would never expect agreat lord such as Gol-Bades to, fal for such a
crude provocation. But he did just that | remember thinking at the moment that perhaps he thought me
just another idiot. Or perhaps he felt it necessary to day me then and there so as to dominate completely
that horde of superdtitious warriors. Whatever his reasons, he did comeforth.

And it wasasight to seel A path was hurriedly cleared for him at the wave of ahand. And his great
dottle cantered dowly aong it to the measured beat of a hundred Hishian drums. No one accompanied
him. At approximately twenty paces from me he halted in al hismighty, black-sted and yellow-bronzed
splendor. He spokein avoice that carried the twenty paces and no more. He asked in a peculiar, hollow
voice, "Just who areyou, Sir Knight?'



"Sir Hart Lenti,” | answered calmly. "Called the Callin of Marack. Now have a me, great lord of Om,
and wewill settlethisbickering.”

"Not yet," hesaid, and | noted that there was afaint whistling sound to hiswords. "I would still know
who you are.”

"Would you indeed?' | rode forward easily so that only ten paces separated us, and leaned toward him
from my high saddle. "1 am," | whispered softly, mocking his secrecy, "your executioner! Now come,
great dob, great butcher of men, and let us end this charade. For | would kill you now!"

It was my intent to upset him, to enrage him. Just watching him and hearing hislast few words made me
aware of one thing. Something was awry with the lord Gol-Bades. Indeed, | had the chilling sensation
that | faced none other than the Kaleen himsdlf, or hisfacamile. . . .

All was silent then. Gol-Bades threw hislanceto one side. | did the same. He moved his shield to the
foreand drew his great sword. | did the same. Then he set spursto dottle and charged. | did the same. .

| knew with hisfirst great whistling blow that | had indeed met my match. Though his movementswere
duggish, the strength of hisblows, once in maotion, wereterrible. | successfully dodged thefirst two. He
amed athird. | moved to parry and he cleaved my shield to the vanbrace of my forearm. At which
|—since | was strong ad so—hewed the very pauldron from his sword-arm shoulder! These two mighty
blows evoked a soughing gasp from both armies that caused the dust to rise on al sides of that plain. We
circled each other and fdl to again. One smashing blow numbed my sword arm and caved in the right half
of my breastplate. The pain was such that | knew some ribs were broken. | crushed hisplatesin like
manner, though it dowed Lord Gol-Bades not one wit. Then we dodged, parried, and dashed, shield
againgt shied, so that the sound aone was like to deafen me. Swesat streamed down my face beneath the
heavy hem, the sdlt of it smarting my eyes so that | could scarce see. But | had to see! Whatever could
be done, | had to do it. There were no Pug-Boos to help me now; no starship; no Deneb-3. Gol-Bades
seemed never to tire, though. As stated, the strength behind his duggish movements was
fantastic—superior to mine!

The answer to dl thiscamewhen | tried for the same blow dedlt by Oriswal to hisman, and
missed—Gol-Bades brought his sword from over his shoulder with such force asto dash the very shield
from my arm. But | was gtill faster than he. | stood in my stirrups, grasped my sword in both hands,
whirled it around my head, and smote his shield with such force that shield and arm flew from his body.
A hoarse and breath-drawn cheer came to me from Marack's heights at this fantastic sight. And, indeed,
| thought then that with hisarm severed he surely could not last but seconds more. Such, however, was
not the case. He came a me again, with great sword held at vance, prepared to sweep me from my
saddle. | ducked beneath it, came up, whirled, and with one mighty blow struck both helm and head

from hisbody.

Then | knew what | had sensed to be true al dong—Gol-Bades was something elseagain. . . . That
headless armor turned to fight me still. For there had been no head within that helm, nor arm within the
severed rearbrace, cop, and gauntl et!

Over dl theranks of the northern armies there now arose agroan of fear and terror. And to exploit it till
further, the black wizards of Om caused the skiesto darken and the red of the volcanoesto give ahdlish
tint to al their massed and burnished armor. | did not flinch; indeed, | had no choice. | raised my sword
on high, spurred Henery onelast time, and struck ddliberately with al my strength at the sword arm of the
thing of Hish. His parry was such asto dash my great sword from my hand. And then, asif to mock me,
he made asif to strike poor Henery's head from his body. Having devel oped an affinity for dottles, |



could not let that happen. | brought Henery's head up short when | sensed the direction of the blow, so
that only an ear was sacrificed to the Hishian horror's humor—and smultaneoudy | grabbed that sword
and chain-link gauntlet with my metal-covered hands. Henery reared and screamed mightily for hislost
ear; the saddle-girth burgt, | fell to the ground, and Henery ran. But | till clung to the sword and arm of
the thing of Hish—and | pulled al that remaining armor to the trampled greensward with me.

The mailed legs kicked, seeking purchase. But | had it now. | arose, till clinging to that sword arm. And
| held the arm with both hands and began to whirl, turning faster and faster, until finaly with agrest
screeching and clanging the armor literaly flew apart in aburst of plates and broken rivets.

And | stood aone upon the field and held high the captured sword of Gol-Bades, lord of Hish—lord of
Bvil!

Theroaring from both sides was deafening. But from the north it wasfor me done. They yelled, "A
Callint A Callin! A Callin!"

And|, too, yelled. | faced the Omnian army and yelled for dl to hear: "And so will it ever befor dl who
fight for Om and againgt true men!" My voice was amplified, of course.

At that very moment | was caught up beneath the armpitsfrom ether sde by the strong arms of Griswall
and Rawl. They whirled in acloud of dust beneath afirgt flight of Omnian arrows, to carry me back
across that broad expanse of bloodied field.

The cheering from our ranks was thunderous, and our lords were hard put to hold our stialwartsfrom
charging Om head-on, so great wastheir enthusiasm.

And even aswe rode into our lines—and though | was never one to believe in coincidence—there was a
sunburst ray of yellow through those dark clouds to the south. And through that golden dot came Gresat
Ap, Murie, and Caroween. And they flew the banners of Marack and the Dernim Tulip. ... | hadn't the
dightest doubt that Hooli and his friends had provided the"dot” in the clouds.

My head was spinning from both the battle and the pounding congratulations from al on Marack's hill. |
dill had timeto think, Great Gods! The deus ex machina has come to Camelot1 In the sometimes
ridiculous history of planets, there will be nothing to equal this!

We arrived on the hill smultaneoudy, Great Ap and me. And Murie ran to me, and Caroween to Rawl.
AsGreat Ap lidded his eyeswhile we "rubbed and clasped,” from across the plain four thousand
kettledrums began their martia beat. The massed armies of Om had no longer anything to wait for. Under
the command of the five black-cowled wizards they were moving toward us. Their drums, | need hardly
add, were answered ingtantly by our own great drums and trumpets, and by the skirling of a hundred

pipesfrom every hill.

Murie had kissed me, holding my head in both her hands— and | did likewise. But timewas short and |
pulled her to me and glanced at Great Ap over her delectable shoulder. | threw out a thought to the Vuun
who crouched prone upon our center hillcrest (dl had withdrawn to give hisleathery carcass purchase).
"Great Ap," | said. "Y ou have been true to our bargain. Now tell me, what saysthe thing of Hish at your
withdrawd from his cause?"

"Heis sore angry, Man. Hethreatens an end to life for al our creatures. But we do not fear him, for heis
yet weak."

"There's no timefor talk asyou can plainly see” | told him. "But will you welcome me, and do | come
agan?”



"Indeed we shall, and come you not with your mating animd.”

"Hey, now, Great Ap!" | began angrily, but shrugged and said instead, " So go you now with our
friendship. For if you do not, and ingtantly, you soon will bein the midst of the blood which you abhor.
And, too, we would save you from the danger of the flights of arrows.”

"l will go then, and you will seek me out—if you conquer.”
"l promise you—and we will conquer!”
"We shdl see”

And upon that, Great Ap Sprang into the now sulfurousair, and with six beats of his mighty wings hewas
agan doft and away.

"My lord," Murie said against my chest, "had you converse with him?Y ou looked asif you were away."

"Yes" | sad. | tightened my arm about her dender figure. "And do you not forget thet, despite dl, hewas
gtill your friend—well, dmaost so. Now help meto doff thisarmor. For | fear that | will not be much for
the battle.

Murie examined me closely, saw my condition, grew big-eyed, determined. From her dainty lips orders
rang out, and | was soon bereft of stedl and padded shirt so that my right side, which was awash with
blood, could be tended. | demanded that | be seated so asto watch al that would take place. They
complied and | was padded about with cushionsin the king's own chair. | held the captured great sword
of Om across my knees. The king stood at my back. And Rawl and Charney and Tober, and Murie and
Caroween (both in smal armor now), and al the lords and knights of the king's own council and guard
were gathered close to direct this battle, and to seeto itsend. | knew that the spot upon which | sat
would betaken only if dl this gdlant company weredain. . ..

There then advanced againgt us dl the chivary of the Omnian dlies, plusthe Y orns—the janissaries of
dark Om. They came asagreet iron wave againg the three hills. First their mounted knights and
men-at-arms—of which they had only as many aswe, since they had not dottles for the mounting. These
charged to meet our lances; but our lances withdrew to either sde of the hills. And our archerslaid upon
them such arain of arrows asto darken the skies. A full quarter of their saddles were emptied before
they ever reached the protection of their infantry.

And then our mounted warriors charged, coming out in Sx groupings from the dopes of the three hills, to
smash the flanks of the three greet infantry armies. They rode into them with lance and sword to dow
then" charge, to destroy, and then to retreet, suffering aslittle damage as possible.

There were fantagtic feats of heroism upon that field. Whole squadrons of our men would be cut off inthe
flank charges; cut off, surrounded, and dain. And oftentimes the plumes of the young warriors—of
Ferlach, Marack, and Gheese—would seem to float, asif upon asea of armor, only to falter, drop, and

disgppear from sght.

Then, as per plan, our mounted knights withdrew to our left—since we had noted that theirs had
withdrawn to the right. And once this was done the Omnian footmen and Y orns advanced upon our
pikemen at the hill's base. Again they were met with acloud of arrows. And again, to our left—where
Chitar and Hoggle-Fitz fought—there did advance our thousand mounted archers. These poured flight
after flight of arrows at closerangeinto their mass of soldiery.

When the archers withdrew, and before thisinfantry had time to steedy itself, they were hit hard by our



twenty-five thousand remaining mounted armor. The effect was devastating. The entire Omnian right flank
hesitated, crumbled, and fell back acrossthat bloodied ground.

To our right, inthe areaof King Dradich'shill, dl went .not so well. There, other than the king'sown
squadrons of knights and lords, al was pike, sword, and arrow. And all were surrounded now by afull
fifty thousand warriors of Kelb and Om. On the hill's dope nearest ours—and till too far for an arrow's
flight—were the colors of Harlach, king of Kelb, and the black-browed Keilweir, his son. These
advanced againgt Dradich'sfina line, cutting their way through the bodies of hundreds of Ferlach'sfinest.
Dradich’ hed. But it seemed that he wouldn't for long. And though each minute saw terrible lossesto the
attacking Omnians, so wasit with Dradich aso.

It wasthen that Sir Rawl, Sir Griswall, and the lord Krees of Klimpinge begged leaveto take theking's
two thousand knights, held in reserve, to cut away to Dradlich, and thus bring him and al who could be
saved from that blood-soaked hill. Permission granted, it took but seconds for those two thousand to
stream to the aid of Dradlich, so well trained were Fregisan warriors.

| watched the drama unfold. Murie stood at my back, small hands upon my neck and shoulders.
Caroween, as she had sworn she would, had ridden to battle with Rawl. And the banners of the Dernim
Tulip—so evident on our |eft where Hoggle-Fitz fought—were now with Rawl's three scarlet barson
Dradich'shill.

| think that Rawl had had other purpose than just to rescue Dradlich. He had thought strongly on that
battle in Goolbi€'s courtyard and the abduction of hislady; he had a score to settle. Both the king and the
prince of Kelb did diethat day. And Keilweir at Rawl's hands. Kelb did thereby gain her freedom.

Marack's two thousand seemed inspired. They never once stopped, but rather cleaved their way through
the very heart of that weighty mass of metd, hewing and hacking so vigoroudy that none could stand
before them. 1t was the lord Krees of Klimpinge who cut down the Kelbian king. The fight was bloody
but short. And when Krees held Harlach's head above those bloodied dopes, Kellweir, maddened il
further by the sght—if such could be possible—went berserk. Helaid about him in such frenzy asto day
two of hisown before Rawl's sword cut him down in turn, severing his head and sword arm before all
that swvarming host

Then contact was achieved with Dradich's remnants, so that al together beat afighting retreet to our hill,
carving their way again through that mass of Om'swarriors. Of Rawl's two thousand, he brought back
but fifteen hundred. Of Dradich'sfifteen thousand, but six thousand lived to join our redoubt

The"conquering” enemy, however, were content to stay upon their captured hill, which wastheir great
mistake. Had they rushed their remaining fifteen thousand to join with Seligal and Kerch before our hill,
we might have been overrun. But such was not the case. Like the reluctant Ortmundian warriors on our
left—who had contributed largely to the rout of that flank—they, too, were denying Om their strength at
thiscritical moment

Below our hill and to itsfront there raged a battle between our twenty thousand and afull thirty thousand
warriors of Seligal and Kerch; amid these the banners of the great lords Roume-Fir and Fousten, of
those dlied countries, were most prominent But they had yet to break our line. Indeed, they had hardly
forcedit.

But now, asif to bring thingsto afind denouement, there advanced acrossthat plain the black-armored
soldiery that | had seen yesterday, and today. The pride of Om, and the very flower of Hish. They had as
yet to see battle. They were fresh, rested. They were also seasoned warriorswho, among dl that great
hogt, believed most strongly in their cause. They were fifty thousand men. And in their front ranks rode



their black-cowled wizards. | had time to wonder and to suggest to Murie that perhaps those cowls were
akin to the armor of Gol-Bades—that there might be nothing beneath them.

On our l€ft, thelord Breen Hoggle-Fitz, seeing his advantage, had ridden out to parley with the dissdent
Ortmundians. Hetold me later that he figured that even if he could not talk them into switching, he would
at least hold them from battle. | worried a the time, however, that they would turn on him, and take his
life. But even as Fitz parleyed, the burly leader had shifted his three thousand archersto join our own.
Indeed, histwelve thousand pikemen and spearmen were poised to do exactly the same thing; till, and
hovering on our |eft flank, was the entire strength of our mounted knightsand lords. . . . Great Godd! |
wondered. Did not Om see this? Was the Kaleen so blind to what could happen? Evidently he was!
Either that or contact with aien life was so tenuous, redly, that he wasincapable of understanding its
complexities—inclusive of itstacticsin war and peace.

Unless the Omnian flanks joined quickly in the advance of the Hishian soldiery, there was an even chance
that we could smash this ondaught. | noted that the distance between Chitar's force and ours was half
again lessthan the distance from Chitar's hill to the warriors with whom Hoggle wastalking. It was quite
evident to me that Chitar was readying his men to cometo our aid.

The commanders of Om threw out a heavy screen of ridersto cut down our archers. But afew thousand
of our lancers rode these down at full charge. The enemy continued to advance, however, dowly,
inexorably. ... Inaway, Sdliga and Kerch did Om no favors. For upon the approach of these fresh
thousands, they fell back to either flank and |eft the center open. The Omnian mass had barely moved
into this vacuum when they were met with great flights of arrows from our hill's base—aimed solely at
them. None were wasted longer on Sdligal or Kerch. Which, when you think about it, was excellent
psychology, since the warriors of these two nations were instantly aware that alessening of their own
fervor in battle would guarantee that Om receive the greater punishment.

And then the Mishian warriors charged. And if there had been carnage before, the base of the hill now
ran red with blood. Over it all were the constant drums and the mad skirling. Once the battle had been
joined with Om's main force, Caronne ordered dl archersto shift to the right to ward off the
Kebian-Omnian forces from that direction, should they stir off Dradich'shill; or to festher Omnian
cavalry, should their remnants charge. In the meantime, Chitar, judging that those with whom Hoggle-Fitz
parleyed would be delayed by their very distance in attacking him, came directly to the aid of Marack's
hill. Chitar smashed into Om'sflank with dl his strength.

And suddenly, except for Murie who stood next to me, bared sword in hand—my shield maiden—I was
aone upon that hill. The lords and knights of Caronne's council had al gone down to enter battle. And
every lackey and cook went with them. It would never be said that Caronne, among al those kings, sat
idlethroughout the find battle of Dunguring plain. . ..

| followed their proud banners with my eyes. The king's great standard of a Winged Castle upon apurple
field. The Oak Tree of Dradich, the Blue Birds of Fell-Holdt of Svoss, the Riven Shidld of Al-Tils, son of
Fel-Tils of Saksin Gheese; the gonfalons of Klimpinge, Bist, Fleege, Keeng, and of the provinces of
Ferlach and Gheese—all the brave banners!

Did | say | wasaonewith Murie? Wdll, we were, but not quite. Fairwyn was there, and Plati and Gaazi.
They were doing their best to see (from adistance) that no harm cameto their kings, though it was
doubtful that their spellswould prevail in the midst of such carnage. | suggested to them, quite forcefully,
that their powers could best be used against those black cowls of Hish, whose very presence was an
abomination.

They joined forcesfor this purpose and had some degree of success—for one cowl at Om's center went



upinflames of astrange and greenish hue. . . .

What can one say, redlly, of such amelee? Before me at the base of the hill, and Stretching asfar asthe
eye could see, was an ocean of swords, axes, spears, and shields, dl risng and faling. The screaming of
the wounded and the dying was as an incessant ululation, so predominant was the sound. And parald
with it were the usual shouts and cries of battle, and the pipes and the kettledrums.

From far to our right we heard the digtant " A -lalala A-larlala A-larlalal™ of asmal, stouthearted
band who had been cut off and were fighting to the deeth. And Murie turned to me with ashake of her
golden-wresthed head to dash the tears from her purple eyes. The chant reminded her, no doubt, of our
fight at Goolbie'skeep. And | think her tears werein memory of skinny Ongus. . . .

And then awave of yelling from far off to our left. It came as a shout for Hoggle-Fitz and for Grest
Ortmund! We were not to learn until later that Fitz had chalenged and dain the fase king, Feglyn, before
the very eyes of the Ortmundian host. They then vowed to follow him to the rescue of Marack. But it
was not to be. For in their forward movement they werein turn attacked by the remnants of Om'sright
flank, which had been with them from the beginning—afull thirty thousand warriors of Sdligal and Kerch.

Until the end our good Breen Hoggle-Fitz had al he could do to hold his own.

Twicethey drove us back 0 that it seemed to methat they would overrun our hill. But each time they
were driven off. And through the two hours of noon they fought so that one wondered how any man
could il lift sword and hold shield. One thing became quite obvious, though—if we had not lost, Om
had certainly not won! And Om would not be given a second chance.

Two things happened then. And when | think back on it, both were expected; overdue, in fact. We
would have been foolsto think otherwise. Therationae, of course, isthat one, is never quite sure before
thefact. . . . The clouds, gray-black, grew blacker ill. A roaring then seemed tofill the very heavens. It
decreased to athrumming such as | had heard twice before: on the south road two weeks before, and at
Goolbie's keep.

Then the roaring returned. And al that | had heard before was as nothing compared to it. | arosein
absolute horror, clutching Murie to me, throwing a null-magnetic field instantly around the both of us. "By
Great Ormon!™ | shouted to the three sorcerers. "'If you would live, know, Sirs, that the thing of Hish, the
thing of Om, has cometo us—iswith us now! If there are spells or enchantments to counter this— use
them! If there are not, then indeed are we doomed, and al our effortslost. Now tell me! What will you
do?'

"What would you have usdo?' Fairwyn cried. He stood parayzed, seemingly helpless, aswere histwo
quite terrified cohorts. "We have no power againg this."

"Tisashesays," Gaazi moaned, "and, we are indeed doomed.”

"But you know of thismagic,” | shouted. "I, mysdf, have beenitsvictim twice"
"Aye. Weknow of it. But not at such aleve of strength,” Fairwyn replied.
"Could you have bested that of the lady Elioseen?”

"Aye"

"Then the three of you together, you can try!™

"Yes" Plati whispered, looking at the others. "We can try."



"Try now then, damnit!” | literdly screamed at them. "It getsworse. Do you understand? Thereis no
timetolosa!"

And sothey tried. And | could tdll by their very movementsthat the first twinges of pardysswere
beginning to reach them. I, too, had not thought the thing of Hish to have such power asto match himself
againg the entire life-strength of the north. If he succeeded ... in my mind'seye| could see these entire
five square milesfilled with the daughtered. A complete generation of maeswould have disappeared
from the northlands.

And around us now, on the hilltop, were groups of wounded who had escaped the battle below. They
looked to mein terror. | watched them closely, steadily. So far the pardysis seemed not to have gained,
though the sound around us—as of a thousand banshees—sitill prevailed. | looked to our three sorcerers
wherethey stood in arow on the hill's crest. Their hands were clasped and they screamed their words
againg the banshee keening, and the first drops of rain fell from those lowering clouds. And they kept
shouting them over and over and over again, so that their words became a sound beat, too, and the beat
became a song—and the song was amplified! | lifted my eyesto those rainclouds and that terrible
keening. And thistime, because | faced to the rear, | saw our hundred-foot ridge in the passing. And
there on that ridge, perched lazily on the rumps of five dottles—including Henery with a bandaged
ear-ssump—were Hooli, Pawbi, Jindil, Chuuk, and Dakhti. And even as Murieand | shifted our gaze
from the Pug-Boos to our three screaming sorcerers, and back to the Boos, and back to the sorcerers,
the keening and the thrumming died. And thefirgt tiny fingers of paralyss seemed to leave them.

And where the Pug-Boos sat their fat mounts, there appeared to either side of them more dottles. And
more and more and more, until the entire ridge was covered with them, so that they were boiling over
and coming down the dopes of the ridge. And that's when the second thing began.

There are those who fought on the field of Dunguring who say that the north would have won, anyway. |
am not one of them. Some say this so strongly that | think they fed aneed to hide the fact that for dl their
courage and their daughtering and their heroism—and mind you, I'm not putting this down—it wasredly
gentle dottles that won the battle of Dunguring.

That'sright! It was dottles—dottles who loved Pug-Boos to distraction; sweet-smelling, fat-bellied,
blue-eyed dottles— who would do anything for Pug-Boos!

Murie and | and our wounded and our three sorcerers, who till chanted their words, had afront-row
seqt to the strangest happening that Fregis-Camel ot had ever witnessed. Earth had itsfabled Pied Piper.
Camelot did better than that. Camelot had Pug-Boos!

Streaming in agray, black, and ocher wave from over the ridge, and from the twenty square miles of
forest and meadow beyond, there came perhaps a quarter of amillion dottles. They literaly boiled down
upon those armies and through them and around them, and between them, and over them; so that no
warrior could swing asword without hitting adottle, which most smply would not do. And therewas a
wheeeing and a wooohing (amplified, you can bet, just as our sorcerers words had been amplified) that
echoed throughout the very heavens, so that every warrior deemed it afterward amost religious
experience. And more than one of them was kissed by adottle to hel p substantiate this reasoning.

Of thewarriors of Seligal and Kerch and Kelb, most just surrendered. They weren't stupid. They could
seethat it was all over and that they had lost. Thiswas doubly understood when certain greet lords of
Marack, Gheese, and Ferlach forced their way through that dottle horde waving the emptied cowls of the
remaining four dark wizards of Om from their lancetips (I had been right there, too).

Thewarriors of Hish amply grabbed dottles and fled in the direction of Corchoon and the fleet; only to



find themsalves bottled up by the arrival of our ships, come down from Reen and Saks.

And | am convinced that the thing in Hish just gave up; sulked; retreated for the moment to whatever
optionsit had prepared for itsdf; overwhelmed by what | am sure it thought was complete and utter dien
nonsense. It had been nonsense, al right Pug-Boo nonsense; the kind that works like magic. . . .

Anditwasdl over. And it was that Smple. Even whilewe were al congratulating each other in
paroxysms of jubilation, bewhiskered kisses, back-daps, and what-have-you when you have just won
the greatest beattle of al time, rain swept the field. When | look back on it, the cloudburst that hit
Dunguring—and it was literally that—was the fina Pug-Boo manifestation of what could be done,
psychologicaly, with the proper gimmicks, and at the proper time.

True, the Foundation and | had helped. But in a sense apart of my efforts had smply been used to help
st their gage. . . . Anyhow, if there had been any fight left in anyone, those torrents of rain wiped it out.
Better yet, while we sat snug in our tents, we held parley on the terms of surrender of our erstwhile
enemies. Mogt, led by the lords Roume-Fir and Fousten, of Seligal and Kerch respectively, were actudly
glad of Om's defeat. The Kaleen'swork of a century had been undone.

| didn't attend—or rather | did, but only for alittle while. | begged off and went to bed, my princess
sharing apillow with me, plusajug of svissthat, until Rawl's ministrations, had been ample gog-milk.
Hooli had come down off his high horse and joined us. He had returned to the princess, that is. He dared
to curl up on acamp rug beside our bed. | winked at him. He looked stupidly back at me. That was my
cueto kick him out, with some polite excuse to Murie for my action.

Then | turned to my own sweet-smelling, warm-tummied, purple-eyed vixen. . . . Beyond thewallsand
through the thin canvas of the tent next to ours we could hear the laughter of Rawl and Cari. And |
thought then that | redlly liked him. For he, too, was not at council. Like mysdlf, he had fled thefield to
fight ancther day.

Later inthe night | removed Murie's head from my shoulder and reached for my belt. | tried for
Greenwich justto see. ... | tried and tried, and tried, and there they were!

"Inl In! In1" | said. "Well, well! Y ou're back, and without my permisson.”
"In!" Kriloy said. "And look who'stalking!"
"Yousaw?'

"Everything! From the other side of Fomahaut. We didn't make waves, Buby. So you're safe. By the
way, dl isforgiven.”

"Isthat aquestion or a statement?”

N Sa—

"So what did you think of the Third Act?'
"Better. What did you think of it?"

"Thedottlefindewas great,” | said. "Anyway, it'sdl over, though therés still abig job ahead. Thethingis
Hish only logt thefirgt skirmish, you know. For the moment, however, and on Camelot that may mean
two hundred years, everything's cool! Thewar isover. TheVuunsare our friends. The north is safe. And
everythingisasit was—well, dmog.”



"Weve got it on film, with aclose-up of you popping Gol-Badessrivets. They'll loveit at the library. So
what now? When do you want to return?"

"Thereareafew looseends.” | grunted crypticaly. "A couple of problems.”

"Yeah." Kriloy smirked. | know he did. "How's about the sixth hour after you're back at the castle?"
"No reason not to."

"Youll give usatape, agood onethistime?'

"No reason not to."

"Y ou're repegting yoursdlf."

"Well, yes. I've got thisfriend with me, you see. . . .Friend, hell! I'm going to marry her—with pomp and
circumstance. And right now she'swaking up.”

"Wdl, out then."
"Blessyou.”
And they were gone and | turned to Murie.

Among alot of things there was onetidbit of knowledgethat | really wanted out of al this conglomerate
of complications. The next day, as Rawl and Can, Murieand |, and an escort of fifty young warriors
were resting during our dottle browsing period (we were on our way back to Glagmaron), | tried to get it
| lay back with my head in Muri€slap, and | closed my eyes and shot athought to that miserable Hooli
who sat on alarge toadstool grinning and spreading goodness.

"Hooli," | said, "you once—or rather, you inthe plural sense—suggested that you would tell me who and
what you are. How about now?"

He camein on my wavelength. He actudly camein!
"No big ded," he said with my voice. "What do you want to know?"
"l just asked, stupid.”

"Wdl, what are you?"

"I'man Adjuster. I'vetold you that"

"Wel, that'swhat | am."

What?"

"An Adjugter.”

"Great Godd"

"Thereisadifference.”

"Tdl me"

"Widl, youre Gdactic. I'm Universd. | adjust you!"



"Great Gods-"

"How about that?"

"Oh, no," | said. Then wearily, "All right. Again. Areyou just one entity, or an entity for each Pug-Boo?"
"Onefor each," Hooli said. "But we come and go. Most of the time we don't occupy the host at all.”

"l see" | said.

"Bye" Hooli sad. ...

Later, aswe rode back through the thick forest toward far Glagmaron and | tried to contact him again, |
just got that idiot smile. But after that, at dinnertime, | happened to glance over Murie's delectable
shoulder, and there was Hooli. And Hooli winked at me. ...



