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ToMikey Gilbert:
Y ou told us you were sick, and some of us never took
you serioudy enough— but, damn it, did you haveto proveit?
Every moment of every day, you are sorely missed.
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Chapter 1
RACKS of plastic hutcheslined thewalls of the biology |aboratory a Algary campus, eech witha
testtube water bottle jutting from its mesh screen lid. Surrounded by wood-topped meta stools, six fused

deskg/cabinetsfilled the center of the room, a chaotic jumble of notepads, pens, pipettes, and goggles
cluttering their faux wood surfaces. Stomach growling, Benton Collins ladled fresh wood chipsinto the
pan of an empty cage whileits usua occupant, afat whiterat, nosed at the corners of the cardboard box
that temporarily held it.

The odor of the cleaner churned Collins hunger into nausea. He flung strands of dark brown hair from
his eyes with agloved hand, smearing wet food mush across hisforehead, then immediately berated
himsdlf with sarcasm for the habitua gesture. Smart move. Good thing | wore gloves to protect me
fromthis slop.

Asthe sweet aroma of cedar replaced the chemical smells, Collins gut rumbled again. He had
skipped breskfast and lunch, the expectation of a Thanksgiving feast holding hunger at bay. He had
promised his girlfriend to do whatever he could to make it to her family's home by 2:00 p.m., to meet her
parentsfor thefirgt time. Collins doubted his skinny, bespectacled salf would make much of an
impression on an old-money family like the Johnsons, especialy reeking of rat and with green-gray
smudges of food stick goo across hisface. He glanced at hiswatch. 3:30 p.m. And he dill had an entire
row of cagesto clean, aswell as Professor Demarkietto's notes to review, before he could call it aday.
The drive donewould take an hour.

Feding more like a punching bag than a graduate student, Collinsfilled the water bottle, placed afew
fresh sticks of food in the cage, then hefted the cardboard box. He poured the rat back into its cage. It
scuttled about, hurling chips, then hunkered down with afood stick clenched between its front paws.
Collins clipped thelid back in place and replaced the cage on itsrack. He pedled off the gloveswith a
sngp of latex and tossed them into the trash can. Using adamp paper towe little finer than sandpaper, he
scrubbed the grime from his forehead, then washed his hands and drank from his cupped pdms. The
water sat likelead in his otherwise empty belly. After drying hisface and hands, he wadded the paper
towelstogether and launched them, like a basketbal, into the can.

Only then, did Collinstake adeep breath, close his eyes, and reach for the telephone. Fumbling
through the papersfor his own organizer, he opened his eyes and |eafed to the last page for the home
number of Marlys Johnson's parents. He punched it in.

Marlys answered on thefirst ring. "Hello?' Her tone hardened. "Benton, that better be you.”

Seized with a sudden urge to hang up without speaking, Collinsforced alaugh. "If I'd been Publishers
Clearinghouse, wouldn't you have fet dumb?’

Dead Slence.

Coallins cringed. He pictured her: long red hair permed and styled for the holiday, the green eyesthat
could aseasly scald as mdt him, the dender legs that seemed to climb to her smallbreasted chest. In his
mind's eye, heimagined aglare that would send tougher men skittering for cover.

The distant sound of laughter wafted across the receiver, followed by song. The background noise
brought Collins back to his childhood, when his parents lived together and his Uncle Harry and Aunt
Meg spent every Thanksgiving with them. Harry loved to tell jokes but butchered the punchlines. Meg
would try to correct them, laughing so hard that she usudly only succeeded in making them hopelesdy
obtuse. Theinteraction between the husband and wife aways seemed so much funnier than the joke,
even correctly told. Coallins had spent last Thanksgiving with his mother and her new boyfriend, a
paunchy, socidly inept engineer with three visiting children he could not control. Thisyear, the two were
gpending Thanksgiving in Vegas on their honeymoon. Collins father was touring Europe with his quirky



girlfriend, Aviva Harry and Meg had not invited him.

"Y ou'd better be calling from acdl phone." Marlys frigid voice jarred Collins back to the present.

Collinssghed, hands diding inginctively to the cell phone, pager, and multitool at hisbet. "I'm Htill at
thelab.”

"Why?' Her tone implied no explanation short of nuclear catastrophe would suffice.

Collins knew better, but he could not resist another joke. "The ratsinvited mefor dinner. | couldn't
ress. . . food sticks."

"That'snot funny.”

"I'm sorry."

"Am | ajoketo you?'

"Of coursenot.” Collinsrolled his eyesto the whitewashed ceiling, wishing he had not attempted
humor. "1'd be thereif | could, Marlys. Y ou know that. But the power system's been touch and go with
al thegrain harvests. Lab loses eectricity long enough, crash go some of the experiments. Including
Dundeg'stwo-million-dollar grant.”

"Y ou're not working for Dundee," Marlys reminded. "Why can't her grad student handle it?"

Collins sat on one of the stools, propping his sneaker-clad feet on another. "Marly, comeon. You
know Dave's parentslivein Horida."

"Dont cdl me Marly—"

"Oncethey dl found out my family wasn't available for the holiday—"

"It's Marlys, Benton, not Marly. And why do you let people take advantage of you?"

Collins gave the expected reply, though he had tired of it. "Just cal me Ben. And it's not a matter of
taking advantage. It's—"

"Demarkietto'sadavedriver."

Though true, it was not what Collins had been about to say. "Well, yes, but—"

"Why don't you just tell him to go fuck himself?*

"Marlys" Collins had never heard her use that word before.

"Y ou have aright to aholiday, too."

Coallins hated to remind Marlys of his shortcomings, especialy when she had her mother to disparage
him. "A lot of candidates applied for |ab positionsthisyear. | waslucky to get one.”

Marlysrefused to concede. "No, Demarkietto's the lucky one. Lucky he could get any grad assistant
after Carrie Quinton.”

Collins had aso heard the rumors, that the beautiful postdoctora genetics student had disappeared
without atrace in an effort to escape Professor Demarkietto's demands. "I need the money, Marlys. I'm
aready three payments behind on student loans. And | need the recommendation. Whatever you or
Carrie Quinton thinks of ol' D-Mark, he'swell-respected in the scientific community.”

Something white caught the edge of Callins vison.

"Benton, my parents are starting to think you're unreliable.”

Didtracted, Collinsreturned to wit. "So is student loan services.”

"Benton!"

A whiterat scurried from behind the desks, scrambling through the gap in the partialy opened door.

"Damnit!”

"Benton! Did you just swear a me?"'

"Big problem." Wondering whose ten-year, million-dollar experiment he had just ruined, Collinssaid,
"I'll call you back." Without waiting for areply, he Sarted to replace the receiver.

Marlys smdl voice chased him. "Don't you dare—" Then the earpiece clicked down, cutting off
whatever threat Marlys had uttered. Uncertain whether or not hewould ever see hisgirlfriend again,
Collins bashed the door open with his shoulder.

The pand shot wide, and the impact bruised hisarm even through his emerad-green Algary
sweatshirt. Collins caught sight of the rat squeezing beneath the door of one of the unused classrooms
provided by grant money. He had once overheard some of the professors discussing the perks of earning
such aroom, then using it for storage, a badge of honor for bringing in alarge endowment. Collins



groaned, doubting he could find the escapee amid years of a scientist's accumulated crap.

For amoment, Collinsfroze, pardyzed by despair. If an experimenta anima came up missng on his
waich, hewould lose hisjob for certain; and those who graded him might no longer fed so kindly
disposed. Histhesis might become less va uabl e than the paper on which he printed it. He would never
get ajob. His student loans would plunge him into poverty. He had lost his parents to the pursuit of their
own happiness, and he had no siblings with whom to commiserate. He had probably just lost his
girlfriend; worse, he was not sure he even cared. Suddenly, the idea of becoming a second Carrie
Quinton, of disappearing without atrace, seemed the best of dl hislousy options.

Coallins shook his head, tossing hair the color of bittersweet chocolate; it had gone too long sinceits
last cutting. Driven only by adeeply rooted sense of responsbility, he pulled open the door. Light
funnded in from adusty window that made the room seem full of smoke. Mathematical equations,
complicated and incomprehensible, scrawled white across a blackboard. Piled boxes, desks, and chairs
crafted strange shadows across the tiled floor. On an open stretch, someone had sketched out a
pentagram in purple chalk. A chill spiraled through Callins, and the urgeto flee gripped him likeice. He
camed himsdf with logic. Role-playing gamers abounded on Algary campus, and they often sought out
hidden rooms and a coves for atmosphere. In his college days, he had played some Dungeons and
Dragons on the roof of Domm Hall.

Callinsflicked the light switch. It clicked, but nothing changed. The bulb had, apparently, burned out.
He debated |eaving the door open to channel in abit more light, but it ssemed prudent to block the only
exit. Rat in a dark storage room. Kind of makes the old needle in a haystack seem like simple
hide-and-seek. He closed the door, pulled his sweatshirt off over hishead, and suffed it under the
crack. Satisfied the rat could not squeeze out, he sat on the cold floor, half-naked. What now? A
radioactive, rabid cockroach bites off my three chest hairs? He glanced around for a cup or empty
box to hold the creature until he could transfer it to its cage but found nothing suitable. Accustomed to
handling, the rat would likely prove tractable enough to carry in hishands.

Hunger churned through Collins gut again. Even the rubbery turkey dices Algary's cafeteriaserved up
on holidays seemed like atreat, garnished with ketchup from a can asbig ashistorso. They would serve
it up with some weirdly spiced ingtitutiona stuffing, acanned blob of cranberries, and something that
vaguedly resembled cheese. The denouement: cardboard pie colored some fruity color, asvivid and
unredlistic as Froot Loops. The whole situation suddenly seemed hystericaly funny. Shaking his head, he
laughed until hisribs ached.

A flash of whiteran right past Callins left snegker.

"Hey!" Instantly sobered, Collins legped to hisfeet and gave chase. Therat skittered between arow
of boxes and disappeared benegath apile of desks. "Hey," he repeated, diving after the retreating tail.

Collinsdammed againgt stacked cartons; they exploded into awild avalanche. Not bothering to
assess the damage, he kept his gaze locked on the rat. Hisfoot came down on something hard, and his
ankletwisted. Pain consumed hisleg. Afraid to lose therat, he bulled through it, plunging into the
darkness beyond the stack of desks.

The world went suddenly black. Callins blinked severa times, seeking abaretrickle of light leaching
between boxes or around the irregular shapes that defined the desks. Worried about losing histarget, he
continued forward blindly, sweeping the space ahead with his handsto protect his head. An occasiona
sguesk or blur of white movement kept him going far longer than seemed possible in such asmall room.
He got the digtinct impression he was chasing hisown tail instead of therat's, caught inawild spird of
madness congtructed from nothing more substantia than stress. Focusing on this current problem kept
him from dwelling on the anger his parents aroused, the advantage his preceptor had taken of amiserable
Stuation, hisinability to appease the one person he professed to love. Hisworld narrowed to the
excitement of the chase.

At length, Benton Collinsredized that the passage of time had become more than just a perception.
His stcomach gnawed at its own lining; dinnertime surely had come and gone. His memory of the
telephone call seemed distant, indigtinct. His back ached from stooping and his kneesfrom crawling. He
reached above his head, his groping fingers meeting nothing of substance. Cautioudy, he rose and



discovered he could stand without having to stoop. The room remained utterly black.

Coallinsglanced at hisleft wrist. The hands of hiswatch glowed eerily in the darkness: 7:18. Shocked,
he studied the arrangement of hands and hash marks. He could not believe he had been dithering around
after arat for over three hours. The thought seemed lunacy. If true, he should have crashed into awall or
door, should have ssumbled over boxes, should have caught glimpses of light through the window. But his
world remained dark, and he felt none of the stored items he had seen before while scurrying benesth the
desks. I'mnot in the same room. Can't be.

Vision graining, Collinstook careful stiepsforward, waving hisarmsin front of him to head off a
collison. At length, thefingers of hisleft hand scraped an irregular wall. He pawed aong it for alight
switch, fedling damp and craggy stone. What the hell? He shook hishead, scarcely daring to believeit.
I'mlost in some dark, secret corner of Daubert Labs. But how did | get here? Hesuckedina
caming breath, then let it out dowly through hisnose. Must have accidentally crawled through a vent
or tunnel or something. No wonder the gamerslikeit here.

A sharp squeak startled Callins from histhoughts. He glanced around for the cresture, more from
habit than true interest anymore. His heart pounded, and a shiver racked him. Rationaly, he knew he
could not remain lost in acampus building for longer than the four-day holiday, yet disorientation pressed
him toward panic. Suddenly, hislocation seemed the most important piece of information in the world.

Pressing both handsto the wall, Callins chose adirection and followed it to acorner. At some point,
he reasoned, he would have to find a door into a halway. From there, he would surely come upon a part
of the laboratory he knew.

A lump formed in Callins throat. His heart hammered againgt hisribs, and histhoughts refused to
codesce. Hiselbow grazed something hard at his belt, and thisfinaly triggered coherent thought. Pager.
Got my cell phone, too. And other stuff. He fingered the odd assortment of objectsin his pockets,
identifying keys, caculator, and the lighter he used for bunsen burners and a cohol lamps before ending
theslly game. Rdlief triggered anervouslaugh. What's wrong with me? He tugged the phone from its
plastic holder, lengthened the antennae, and pressed the lower |eft button. It came on with abeep, the
display revealing the word "on." Theindicator showed no sgnal strength whatsoever. Weird. Charged it
last night. Callinslowered the phone with a shrug of resgnation. Who would | call anyway? He
consdered the stuation. Hello, Dr. Demarkietto? | took a wrong turn, and I'mlost in the lab.
Please send Lewis and Clark. He jabbed the phone back into its holder. His ego preferred no one ever
found out about hislittle adventure.

Collins continued his march along thewall, surprised by itsirregularity, aswell as his steady footing.
He kept expecting to ssumble over cartons or furniture, but he continued to walk unimpeded. Then,
findly, he discovered adepresson in thewall, its surface more like poorly sanded wood than stone. He
groped for adoorknob but found none. Confused, he shoved it. To his surprise, it budged. Encouraged,
he threw dl of hisweight againgt it. The wood panel gave benegth the effort, the hinges twisted free, and
it collgpsed forward. Momentum dragged Coallinsaong withiit.

Callinshit the floor before he redlized he was fdling, hisface damming into the door. Pain jarred
through his nose and chest, and his glasses tumbled. He rolled onto wet mulch that clung to his bare torso
and realized he could see now, though blurrily. Helay in acrudely constructed room with alarge,
paneless window. He fished around for his glasses; his hand came up empty. He saw dugt, shattered
stone, and moss but no sign of his glasses. Drawn to the window, he abandoned his search to look
through it, out onto aplain filled with smeary weeds and wild-flowers benesth sky the color of date.
Beyond it lay the shadow of avast forest. Stunned more by the sight than the fall, Collins spoke aoud.
"Wheream |?" It looked like nowhere he remembered on Algary campus. Panic returning, he shouted.
"Wherethelivinghdl am[?'

No answer came. Callins turned and drifted toward the fallen door. His gaze played over an uneven
dirt floor, the piled dust displaying his every movement in bold relief: the starburst pattern from the gusts
generated by the falling door, every treaded footprint, but no glasses. Collins dropped to dl fours,
searching diligently around and benesth the fallen door. He found only mud, stone, and moss. Hunger
snaked through his gut with along, loud growl. Great. What else can go wrong?



Coallins abandoned his glasses for the more driving need for food. He could never remember fedling so
unremittingly, miserably starved. He knew he should turn around, should attempt to retrace his steps; but
the thought of wandering aimlesdy in slent darkness for another three hours or longer, weethering the
growing agony in hisgut, seemed impossible beyond reckoning. He studied the room. Four
stone-and-mortar walls rimed with moss enclosed him, the only exits the doorway into darkness and the
window. He cast one last look around for his glasses, but they had disappeared as completely asthe
familiar rooms and hallways of Daubert Laboratories.

Collins dropped to his buttocks, stunned. Nothing made sense. In amatter of three dark hours, the
world had changed in away no logic could explain. He felt desperately confused, unable to find so much
asathread of logic despite his science background. Either he had plunged into madness or he had
clambered into aparald dimension, much like Dorothy and her Oz. Only, Collinsreminded himself, that
was fiction. Intherea world, people did not follow white rabbits down holesto Wonderland. Or, in his
case, whitelab rats.

Only onething seemed wholly, unutterably certain: he was hungry. Perhapsif he satisfied that single,
desperate need, everything else would fall into some sort of proper, or even improper, order.

In adaze, Collins swung hislegs over the window ledge and jumped. He regretted the action
immediately. Without his glasses, his depth perception had failed him; and he found himself airborne,
surging toward the dope of amassive hill that supported the decaying structure. He hit the ground, right
shoulder leading. His teeth snapped shut, pinching histongue, and he tasted blood. A hot bolt of lightning
burst through hishead. Pain lurched through hisarm and chest. Then, theworld swirled around himin
dternating patterns of green and slver as he spilled in savage circles down the side of the hill.

Pollen tickled Callins nostrils. Stems crackled beneath him, stabbing his naked chest, sides, and back.
The odor of broken greenery joined the mingled perfumes of the flowers. He wrapped hisfacein his
pamsand let gravity take him whereit would, sneezing, wincing, and huffling as he went. At last, he
glided to agentle stop. Weeds and wildflowersfilled hisvision, and his head spun, still severa cycles
behind his body.

Coallinslay on his back. An edge of sun peeked over ahorizon he could only assume wasthe east,
throwing broad bands of pink and baby blue through the gray plain of sky. Pale-petaled flowers swayed,
intermittently blocking hisvision, interspersed with woody stems that he hoped would prove edible and
harmless. Sunrise. He blinked, the scene sensdless. 1 couldn't have crawled around that long.

Aninterminable, aching groan issued from his somach.

Collins sat up. Now what? He studied the building he had abandoned on the hill, acrumbling ruin of a
stone fortress that defied modern construction. If it connected to Algary campusin any fashion, he could
not see how. Later, hewould exploreit for some underground tunnel or well-hidden passage. Food had
to comefirg.

Movement rattled the grasses.

Callins held his breath. He had not gone camping since Boy Scouts, and theimage of Jmmy Tarses
dumping a copperhead out of his boot remained vivid. No one had teased Jmmy for his high-pitched
screams. Therest of them had been equaly startied; from that time on, no boy put on any gear without
checking it thoroughly first. Now, Callins skin prickled at the thought. His heart resumed itswild
pounding, and he rose cautioudy. For al he knew, rattlesnakes might be cavorting dl around him.

The rustling recurred, closer.

Collins watched a column of weeds dance, then stop. Hand dropping to the multitool he always kept
on hisbdlt, heforced himsdf to step toward it.

At that moment, the thing sat up on its haunches, peering at him through the grasses. I1ts nose twitched,
its ears rose above the wildflowers, and it examined Collins through enormous black eyes. Collins took
one more step, squinting, and finaly got agood look at afat, brown rabbit. It seemed remarkably
unafraid, studying him, whiskered nose bobbing.

Never seen a human before? Collinsguessed. Or maybe someone's pet? He cringed. If he caught
the thing, he would haveto et it. If he ever found an owner, he would apologize and replaceit; but he
had no way of knowing when, or if, hisnext mead would come. Until hefound Algary campus, he would



have to make do.

"Here, bunny, bunny." Callins kept his motions fluid and nonthreatening. He held out ahand toit.

The rabbit remained still amoment longer, head cocked. Then, it dropped to al fours and stretched its
nose toward Collins hand.

Collinshddtotaly ill, dlowing theanimad to sniff at hisfingers.

The rabbit glided toward him, outstretched front legs followed by amore solid hop of the back ones.

Prepared for it to scratch frantically or bite, Collins reached out and hauled the animal into hisarms.
Recdling kittens from his childhood, he scooped one arm under itslegs, pinning its clawed feet, and used
the other to clamp it againgt him. "Gotcha." The fur felt thick and soft againgt his chest.

The rabbit made small noisesin itsthroat. Its coat mingled brown-and-gray agouti-striped hair in tufts.

Okay, Alice. You've caught the rabbit. Collinslooked at the anima, hating himsdlf for what had to
come next. He wished he could keep it as acompanion in this bizarre and, thusfar, lonely world. What
happens now? The Queen of Hearts shrieks, " Off with his head?" Though it seemed madness, he
gpoketo the creature. "Y ou're not one of those magica talking animals, are you?”'

The rabbit seemed to take no notice of Callins. It lay in hisarms, surprisingly dense, its nose
continuoudy wobbling.

"Becausg, if you are, you'd better tell me now." Collins carefully shifted the rabbit'sweight to free his
right hand. Opening the clasp on the belt case of his multitool, he unsnapped it and pulled out the tool. He
worked free the knife blade, then looked at the rabbit again. "No? Sorry, bunny. It'sover." Thewords
came easer than the deed. Callins hesitated, cringing. He had pithed rats and frogs before, but theidea
of daughtering someone's sweet-tempered pet seemed an evil beyond histolerance.

Coallins closed hiseyes. The painin his gut intensified, an aching exhortation. Opening hiseyesto dits,
he pressed the blade against the top of its head, just behind the ears. In one swift motion, he drove the
point deep into itsbrain.

Therabhbit squeded, ahigh, haunting call that sent a stab of dread through Coallins. Then, it went limp
inhisarms

Collins shivered; the lingering horror of the noise weighed heavily on his conscience. He set the rabbit
on the ground, hisknife besideit. Never having hunted, he did not know the proper way to skin and gut;
but he believed his anatomy classeswould help, firgt, afire. Collins pulled up acircle of grassand
flowers, picked the driest for kindling, and walked in widening circlesin search of twigs. At length, he
gathered a handy pile and started the fire with hislighter.

Settling by the glow and crackle of the flames, Callins drew rabbit and knifeinto hislap and Sarted
Kinning.



hapter 2

BENTON Collins had heard rabbit meat described as tough, greaseless, and stringy; but experience
clashed pleasantly with the report. He savored itsrich, gamy flavor and streaming juicesthat Szzled inthe
fire. Succulent as a stesk, it satisfied his empty stomach. He had teased out the organs carefully, yet
guiltily suspected he had wasted quite abit of edible meat with the skin. In the future, he hoped he would
learn to rescue every scrap; hislife, aswell as more rabbits, might depend on it. He prepared to sink his
teeth into the last leg.

A horse whinnied, sharp and sudden as awhipcrack.

Coallins sprang to hisfeet, whirling toward the sound. Digtant figures emerged patternlesdy from the
forest. He squinted, managing to make out asingle, light-colored horse, itsrider, and three or four milling
people. His spirits soared. "Hey!" he shouted, waving the drumstick. "Over herel”

Their movement stopped. Without his glasses, Callins could not tell if they turned toward him.

"Here!" Collins called louder, waving the remainder of hisfood frantically. "Over here”” Human
contact, thank God. I'm saved. Heredized his story would sound positively ludicrous, unless others
had come to this place through Daubert L aboratories before him. Perhaps some of the gamersdid so
regularly. Even if no one had, he doubted he would sound insane enough for them to have him
inditutiondized. Assuming, of course, this parallel dimension is even at the same tech level as ours.

Two dogs shot ahead of the people, barking wildly. They bounded into the weeds, legping like
porpoises through the tall grassestoward Callins.

Callinslaughed as they gpproached, the horse cantering after them. A thought struck with chilling
abruptness. What if they're hostile? What if they're members of some primitive warrior tribe that
hates everyone? He discovered eerie pardldsin his undergraduate history and sociology classes.
People tended to fear differences, to revile what they did not understand. Oh, come on, Ben. There'sno
such thing as other worlds. This is twenty-first-century America, for Christ's sake. What's wrong
with me?

Copper highlights glimmered from the horse's deek golden coat, and its black mane and tail trailed it
like streamers. Itsrider appeared broad and well-muscled, apparently mae, wearing what looked like a
thigh-length rust-colored long-deeved T-shirt with matching bicycle pants and leather riding boots.

Thedogs arrived first, sneezing and waggling their tails, snuffling every part of Collins. One resembled
abeagle, medium-sized and tricolored. The other towered over its companion, uniform brown except for
black onitsmuzzle. Its ears stuck up in sharp triangles, and itstail curved over itsback in abroad, tiff
loop. Collinssmiled at them, aternately petting each. He offered the last of his dinner to the beagle.

Ddlicatdy, the dog sniffed at the mesat, whined softly, and retreated. Surprised, Collinsheld the
drumstick out to the other dog. He had never met alarge dog that did not gobble down proffered mest in
an ingtant; yet this one also refused, pacing backward and forward nervoudly. It gppeared to Coallins asiif
it wanted the food but dared not takeit. Redlization seeped dowly into histhoughts. Probably trained to
only accept treats fromtheir trainer.

The horse skidded to astop at his makeshift camp, trampling grasses and flowers beneath prancing
hooves. Now, Collins could see the crude stitching and deep staining of the man's clothing and the deep
saffron of his cuffsand collar. Widely spaced brown eyes studied Collins from coarse, weathered
features, and he bore aheadful of tangled sandy curls. He reeked of sweat. A sheathed sword dangled
from hisleft hip. Thefine-boned mare rolled ablue eye that contrasted strikingly with its buckskin coat
and wind-whipped mane and tail. It bore no saddle and only aropefor abridle, yet it clearly obeyed its
rider.

Coallins could not help staring back. He could no longer doubt that he had transported through time or



discovered aworld with no connection to his own. Seeking sdivain amouth gone painfully dry, Collins
broke the sllence with a compliment. "Well trained dogs you got there. Wouldn't take fresh meet from a
granger.” He brandished the rabbit leg.

The rider leaned forward, gaze sweeping the crafted clearing. Suddenly, he jerked back. He shouted
something indecipherable to his dower-moving friends, who quickened their paces.

Coallins glanced to hisright, trying to figure out what had provoked his new companion. He saw only
crushed and broken weeds, his multitool, and the remains of the rabbit. The multi-tool, he guessed.
Probably never seen anything like it. He continued spesking, trying to radiate trust. "Well trained
horse, too. Don't know many people who could ride without—"

Callins broke off asthe other four people caught up, panting, with the leader. Though dressed the
same, including the swords, they otherwise seemed as different as possible. Two were blonds, both male,
onefair and the other dark as cola. One of the brunets was a pae and lanky man with a Roman nose, the
other asinewy, brown-skinned woman with her hair tied in arough bun. Collins loosed a pent-up bregath.
At leadt, they seemed unlikely to comprise ahomogeneous group that would hate him smply for his
gppearance. "Hello," he said.

The peopleignored his greeting. The one Collins assumed was the leader dismounted. He and the
ample-nosed brunet stood on either side of Collins, examining him intently. The blonds gpproached the
remains of hisdinner. A sword rasped from its sheath.

Collinsrecoiled; but itswielder, the darkest man, kept his back to Collins and the others. He shuffled
through the bones, skin, and organs, speaking rapidly in alanguage Collins could not identify. It sounded
like nothing he had ever heard before, even from the international graduate students who shared his
campus gpartment building.

Abruptly, al of the humans spun toward Collins. Several started speaking at once, their tones frenzied
and their gestures savage. The horse's eyesrolled white, and it danced sdeways.

The sandy-haired |eader stabbed the air with his hand and spoke over the others. Silence followed,
but the glare on every face seemed unmistakable.

Collins back-stepped warily, abruptly terrified. His eyesjerked wide, his nogtrilsflared, and his heart
rate doubled in an ingtant. Drained of thought, he whirled to run and nearly impaed himsdlf on the
woman's sword. He stopped short. The metdllic rasp of drawing wespons echoed through the clearing.
Hefroze. Then, dowly, heraised his handsin an innocent gesture of surrender. "I mean you no harm.
Friend." He hooked afinger toward his naked chest. "Ben. My nameis Ben. Ben."

Collinsfelt motion at hisflank. He spun. Something heavy crashed againgt the side of hishead. Pain
shocked through his skull with an explosion of white light. The impact flung him to the ground. He ducked
behind his hands, protecting his aching head. Five swordsleveed at hisvitdshed himin place.

Theleader gave acommand.

The lighter blond sheathed his sword. He shouldered off his backpack and rooted insideit. A moment
later, he pulled out a braided mass of rope, which he carried to Collins.

Collinsbit hislip but otherwise remained perfectly still. His head felt on fire, and he did not know what
might antagonize them to finish him off.

The sandy-haired giant motioned at Collins and said something uninterpretable.

Coallins shrank further againgt the ground, head pounding. "1-I don't know what you're saying,” he
sueaked.

The brunet man exchanged afew words with the leader. Then, he hooked a boot beneath Collins
shoulder and flipped him prone.

Collinsdid not fight the mation, though it sparked flashes of light through hisbrain. Behind him,
someone seized his hands and roped them together. Asthe knotstightened, they bit into hiswrists. The
blonds rifled his pockets, removing everything: loose change, calculator, keys, mechanica pencil, lighter,
notes, walet, the remote keyless entry to Marlys car. They unfastened hisbelt, taking it dong with his
pager and cdllular phone. They added hiswatch and the multitool to their haul. Craning his neck, Callins
peered around the nearest of the strangers to watch others scoop the remains of his med into a sack.
Another ssomped out hisfire. When it seemed every trace of Callins presence had disappeared into one



sack or another, the four men seized him by the arms and knees, hefting him awkwardly onto the horse.

Coallinsdid not fight, recalling the words of his neuroanatomy professor: "In movies, you see heroes
bashing guysin the head al the time to knock them out. Truth is, the difference between causing abrain
bruise and a deadly hemorrhage isincaculable. Guy goes out longer than a minute or two, it'samurder
chargefor the hero.” If he could help it, Collins would not give these strangers another reason to strike
him.

The horse snorted, humping its back. At awarning from the commander, it settled back on its hooves,
prancing nervoudy sideways. The leader spoke soothingly to it, stroking its nose. The mare calmed,
docildly alowing them to tie the sacksin place behind Callins. Two people on each side, the
sandy-haired man leading the mare, they headed toward the forest.

Every step of the horse jarred through Callins spine, and he suspected the animd ddliberately made
the ride as bumpy as possible. It sumbled over invisible stones, losing the ddlicate grace that had
previoudy characterized its movements. The rope shifted with his dightest motion, grinding into hisflesh
until heworried it might sever hiswrigs.

Soon, the forest swallowed the group. Collins found himsdlf in ashade as cozy as an early spring day.
Most of the trees closely resembled those he knew: maple, oak, and locust. Others he did not recogni ze,
including one with star-shaped emerad leaves so bright they seemed like polished holographs. His
escorts spoke rarely to one another, though he caught them staring at him with evident hostility on
occasion. He wondered what about him bothered them so much and, given their wildly different
appearances, how they even knew he did not belong among them. The answer came almost
immediately. Duh, genius. Perhaps my complete inability to communicate with them?

The sdlf-deprecation did little to devate Callins spirits. Hismind drifted to histelephone call with
Marlys. In his current Stuation, the whole thing seemed foolish. When | get back, I'll take all the blame.
Buy her flowers. Treat her like a queen. She'll forgive me. Thewords"if | get back” interspersed
themsdlvesinto the thought, quite againgt hiswill. Apologizing for something not hisfault seemed trivid
compared to the possibility that these men and woman might be hauling him to eternd imprisonment or
desth.

Not death, Callinstried to assure himsdf. They could have killed me easily enough in the field. He
fet like a sugpect whose life now lay in the hands of lawyers and judges. During hisfirst year of college,
he had dabbled in radical liberalism. He till recaled trying to convince hisfather of the "truth" of the
prison system. He pictured James Callinsin hisfavorite La-Z-Boy, setting down his newspaper to debate
with his son. Gray-flecked, army-short black hair receded from hisfreckled forehead, and he carried
about twenty-five extrapounds, dl of it in hisgut.

"Prison just hardens criminals, makes them better and cruder criminas.”

James had grunted at that. "Not our job to soften ‘em, Ben. In prison, at least they're not hurting
anyone innocent.”

Callins had hardly dared to believe hisfather could not understand at dl. Until histeens, he had
awayslooked up to this man. "But when they get out, Dad, they'reworse.”

James had given his son adeeply searching look. "Worse than if we let 'em get away with their
crimes?' He opened the newspaper again. "'l don't think s0." He lowered the paper to hisknees. "Or are
you suggesting executing them al asthe dternative?”

The words had shocked Callins. "Dad, the death penaty's barbaric. Y ou know that. And it's not a
deterrent.”

James had raised the paper again, turning the page with aloud rugtle. "It'sthe ultimate deterrent.”

"No." Collins had delved eagerly into the argument. Thistime, he had clear factson hisside. "No,
Dad. It'snot. The studies show—"

James voice became muffled by the newspaper. "I don't need studiesto tell me that onceaguy's
dead he can't hurt anyone any longer. Nothing more deterring than that."

At thetime, Collins had given hisfather up asalost cause who might never seethe light. Now, with
his omach skittishly churning the rabbit meet, histhoughts flying in srange directions, hiswristsand
back aching, he realized he had discovered that terrifying limbo that precedes afate wholly determined



by strangers. Theloss of control aonefelt like torture. He could not speak for others, but the terrified
wonder would deter him from ever committing acrime. If he ever had the chance.

Again, Callins attempted to steer his thoughts from the depressing possibilities. He concentrated on
the scenery. They traveled adirt path through towering trees whose shade and shed |eaves discouraged
undergrowth. The branches held vast bounties of leavesin myriad variations of green. Though not as
colorful asthe bursts of amber, scarlet, and orange that had characterized the autumn foliagein Algary a
scant month before, it seemed even more beautiful. The plants seemed to glow with hedth and, despite
mud and dust, looked remarkably clean. The sun streamed through gapsin the highest branches, lending
ashimmering glow to the star-shaped leaves and dancing tiny rainbows through clinging droplets of
water. In other circumstances, Collins would have enjoyed stretching out benegth the canopy, reveling in
birdsong, gaze filled with nature's radiance. Now, distracted by the agoniesjolting through his spine and
threatening to dismember his hands, and by the uncertainty of whether or not he even had afuture, he
could only look in mute darm. He wondered how much more beautiful it might appear with his glasses.

It occurred to Collins suddenly that he should have etched the route they had thusfar taken into his
memory. If they released him, or he managed to escape, he would haveto find hisway back to this
place. In fact, he would need to keep hiswits about him from this point on if he hoped to survivethis
worldintact. If it's not already too late. He shook that thought aside. It could only lead to hopeless
degpair.

The idea proved easier to concoct than to implement. The pathways branched and looped, and
Coallinslost track of turnsthat came naturdly to his captors. The intensity of his headache muddled his
thinking; twice, he found himsdf drifting into a strange, conscious oblivion. The other painsremained a
condtant, intermittently overwhelming diverson.

Then, just as Collins began to believe hed been captured by nomads, the forest opened to pastures
andfields. A low wall of corn blocked their way, and the people led the horse around its squared edge.
Asthey rounded the corner, he saw avast green pasture grazed by severd goats, horses, and pigs.

Y ounglingsfrolicked around them, the different animasintermingling fredy in their games. A cow stood
by itself, chewing its cud, its round abdomen looking ready to pop out acaf a any moment. Beyond the
anima s stretched more fields of unidentifiable shoots and, farther, ahuddle of buildingsthat made up a
amdl and primitive town.

Collinstook heart at the sight of the animals. A society that accepted people of al appearances as
equals seemed likely to prove reasonably broad-minded. For reasons he could only attribute to
childhood cartoon watching, the peaceful coexistence of the animals added to the image of tolerance that
might prove so important to hisfate. The "good guys' dwaysloved awide variety of animasaswel as
their fellow men.

The horse trumpeted out awhinny that shook its entire frame. Caught off guard, Collinslost his
balance. He toppled from itswithers. Ingtinctively, he went to catch himself with hishands. Therope
burned asit shifted across hiswrigts, and he dammed the ground with his aready bruised shoulder. Pain
shocked through him. He lay till, eyes closed, teeth gritted. The hands that shoved him back into position
disappeared in adizzying rush of spotsthat scored hisvison. Hefdl againgt the horsg's dimy neck,
panting againg pain. | can't believe thisis happening to me.

Theride continued as ablur of motion and distant voices. Collins remained dimly aware of being
carried into alarge building and thrust into acell. The door crashed shut with ametdlic ring. Helay on his
belly, face pressed against cold stone, and alowed nothingness to overtake him.

Benton Collins awoke in the same position he had lost consciousness. He opened hiseyesto a
mortared sionewall that smelled damp and as musty as an old book. He struggled to sit, automatically
tossing one hand out for balance. He winced against the anticipated pain that movement had caused the
last time he performed it, only to find that hisarm moved fredy. Using his hands, he managed to Sit up
eadly. He examined hiswrists. The ropes had scraped them raw, and clear fluid oozed from severa
places. His head no longer hurt. Dirt splattered his chest and abdomen in smeared patches, glazed with a
fine coating of dust. Hisjeans were damp with horse swegt and grime speckled with short golden hairs.



Coallins glanced around his prison, approximately four yards square with bars on three sides. The one
across from the only stone wall opened onto a halway, while the other two separated his cell from the
oneson ether sde. He saw no other captives, which seemed like agood sign. Apparently, they did not
confine people on afrequent and arbitrary basis. Once they redlized he meant them no harm, they would
surdy rleasehim.

Two bowlslay on thefloor in thefront left corner. One held water so clear Collins could see every
blemish on the inner surface of the crockery. The other contained what appeared to be salad, dotted with
lifesaver-sized and -shaped objects of black and brown. Therabbit sat heavily in his gut, and even the
thought of food made him queasy. He wondered how long it would take for anyone to miss him. None of
the professors intended to return until Sunday. His parents would assume he had gone to the Johnsons,
and Marlyswould likely believe he was just being rude. He amended the thought. Not rude.
Passive/aggressive. A psychology student, she dways had along word, often in unpronouncesble Latin,
to describe even the most normal aspects of human behavior.

Taking his cue from prisoner movies, Collins examined the bars and lock of hiscell. Though pitted in
places, they al seemed more than solid enough to withstand any bare-handed assault he could mugter.
He paced the cdll acouple of times, expending nervous energy. Findly, with asigh of resgnation, he sat
with his back againgt the sonewall, hislegs stretched in front of him and histhrobbing wrigtsin hislap.

Soon after Collinstook his position, two men agppeared at his cell. They wore the same rust-and-gold
uniforms as the ones who had captured him, but he recognized neither. One looked about six feet tall,
with ashock of red hair, pae skin, and wide features. The other stood shorter but outweighed thefirst by
nearly haf again as much, most of it muscle. He had hair a shade lighter than Coallins dark brown, and he
woreit inabraid. His skin matched his hair dmost perfectly. Each carried a sword and what looked like
abilly clubinawide belt.

Collins approached, glad for a chance to attempt explanation, though it seemed futile. "Hello," he said
in hisfriendliest voice.

Both men turned.

"My nameisBen." Coallinsjabbed afinger toward his chest. "Ben."

The men watched him, saying nothing.

"I-1 mean no ... harm." Callins assumed a bright smile, placing his hands casudly between the barson
ahorizontal support. "l just want to go home." He stabbed a thumb toward the back of the cell. "Home.
Understand?'

Themen gave no sign that they did. Abruptly, onefreed his club, damming it down on Collins fingers.

Pain shocked through Collins hand, and he jerked away indtinctively. "Ow, damn it! Why did you—"

The two men were laughing. They glanced at Collins, exchanged afew words, then broke into hearty
chucklesagain.

Coallinswithdrew to the back of hiscell and dumped againgt the sonewall. He nursed hisleft handin
his right. Nothing seemed broken, and the pain dulled swiftly. The agony in his spirit took longer. Tears
sung hiseyesfor thefirst timein more years than he could remember. Can't escape. Can't
communicate. He sobbed. I'm going to die here.

Apparently having sated their curiogity, and their cruelty, the guardsleft. A few hours later, others
replaced them. These, too, came to study their charge, the first arangy, middlie-aged man, the other a
woman of about his age, twenty-three, with silky black hair and agolden tan. They aso wore the
standard uniform, including the swords and batons.

The thought of repeating the previous encounter repulsed Collins, yet he knew he had to try. Herose,
dowly and carefully, edging toward the bars. Thistime, he stopped beyond reach of their weapons.
"Hdlo," hesaid miserably.

The man said something to the woman, who nodded. She watched Collins every movement through
intent, blue eyes. She sported high cheekbones, spare lips, and a generous nose. Though not classically
beautiful, she had arefinement to her movements and features symmetrical enough to make her
reasonably attractive. Though dender, she had asinewy physique that reveded strength.

It seemed a hopeless question, but Collins asked anyway. "Do you spesk any English?”



They did not reply.

"Eng-lish," Collins repeated.

The guards exchanged glances. The mae ran ahand through the brown-and-white stubble of his hair
and shrugged. He said something in their strange language.

The woman replied, equaly incomprehensibly.

"Hurt." Callinshit hisleft arm with hisright hand. He shook his head vigoroudy. "No hurt." He pedled
his right hand away, dropped it to his side, and patted it with his|eft.

The two watched his every movement.

Coallins continued, "Friends." He hugged himsdlf fondly. " Friends?’

"Frinz?' the woman repeated in aquestioning tone.

The man put things together more quickly. A frown scored hisfeatures, and his crow's-feet sprang to
vivid relief around hiseyes. "No friends."

Encouraged by their clear attention, Collins explained again. He dapped hisleft arm again, then
looked surprised. "Hurt." He shook his head. "No HURT." He plucked loose hisright hand and patted it
again, followed by asdf-hug. "Friends. Yes." He bobbed hishead eagerly.

The man glared. "No friends." Hejabbed afinger at Collins. "No no no friends." He turned his back.
"Yes, aguryo.”

Clearly, the guard had understood his pantomime. And rgjected it. Heaving adeep sigh, Collins dunk
to the back of his cell, dropped to the floor, and buried his head. "Friends," he whispered. "Friends. . .
yes"

Hopelessterror kept Benton Collins awake far into the night. Despair gave way to rocky acceptance,
then to desperate worry. He paced the confines of hiscell like azoo tiger, afraid to try to deep. When he
went still, thoughts crowded him, horrible considerations of what hisfuture held. Suddenly, al the things
he had cursed earlier that day seemed inggnificant. So his parents had chosen their lovers over their son.
Hewas grown now, and they had aright to lives of their own. It only made sensefor the other lab
assstants and professors to go home over Thanksgiving, since he had nowhere to go. His student
loans— only money. None of it mattered oneiotaif he never found hisway back to Algary.

In the wee morning hours, the female guard regppeared. She stood quietly in front of Collins cell,
sudying him. Thelantern light kindled glimmersin her pae eyes, but she otherwise blended into the dark
obscurity of the prison.

Collins stopped his pacing to ook at her. With little hope, he tried one more time, touching ahand to
his chest. "Ben. That's me. Ben Collins.”

"Fdima," shereplied.

"Faima," Collinsrepeated. "Pretty. Isthat your name?"

"Yes. My nameisFdima"

He had not expected areply; so, when he got one, it stunned him to wide-eyed silence.

"Why?" Fdimaadded.

Coallinsfound histongue. ™Y ouryou do spesk English,” he said, holding accusation from hisvoice.

"English," she repeated, rolling theword in her mouth asif to tasteit. "Isthat what | am spesking?”

"Yes." Callins approached the bars but did not touch them. "And quite well, | might add.”

"You might add?'

Knowing idioms, dang, and expressions often confused newcomersto alanguage, Collins amended.
"Well, | did add, | guess. Do al your people speak English?’

"No." Fdimacongdered her own answer briefly, gpparently recognizing the word from their previous
encounter. Her eyes narrowed, and she studied him further. "No friends.” She spoke the last two words
with aheavy accent that had not tainted her previous conversation.

Collins heart rate quickened. He had findlly found someone with whom he could communicate, and
he seemed to befailing miserable. "Why 'no friends? " he asked with genuine concern.

Falima pronounced each word with dow and bitter force. "You. . . are. . . evil."

"Me?' The question was sartled from Collins. "Evil ?*



"Wes"

"Why would you say such athing?'

"Murderer," she hissed. "Cannibal."

Coallins blinked ponderoudy, certain Falima had chosen the wrong word. " Canniba ? What are you
talking about?' A moment later, he wished he had reacted as strongly to the clam of murder. To his
knowledge, he did not have aviolent bonein his body.

Apparently misunderstanding, Falima defined the word. "One who eats its own kind. Cannibd. Y ou.”

"I've never eaten apersoninmy life" Seeing the opportunity, he added. "And I've never killed
anyone, ether.”

Using her thumb and middle finger, Falima pulled back her locks, black asink, thick, and shiningly
soft. They fell instantly back to the sides of her head. ™Y ou killed Joetha, Ben Callins.” The blue eyes
filled withice. "Then you ate her. We found the remainsin your possession, somein your very hands.”

"What?' The suggestion seemed nonsense. "'l didn't have—" Redlization struck with theforce of a
speeding truck. "Are you talking about the rabhit?’

"Joetha," Falima corrected.

Stunned, Collins stuttered. "1 couldn't—I mean | didn't— know . . ." Hetrailed off. It seemed
impossible that he had discovered asociety so tolerant of differencesthat its citizens consdered animas
on apar with humans. Why not? There are people in our world who do. Herecaled incidents of
loonies breaking into laboratories, murdering humansto "rescue’ laboratory animalsthat swiftly perished
inthewild. "I-I didn't know. Y ou have to believe me."

"l haveto?'

"Becauseit'strue. In my world, animalsare consdered . . ." Collins chose hiswordswith care. ™... our
charges, not. . . our equals.”

Theblue eyes narrowed, asif Falimafound his explanation impossible to fathom. "What isyour
switch-form?"

The compound word made no senseto Callins. "My what?"

"Y our switch-form. Y our switch-form?”

The repetition did not help. "I don't understand.”

Falima spoke louder and with awkward duggishness. "YOUR ... SWITCH .. . . -FORM."

Baffled, Collinsregarded Falimablankly, then came back with the same volume and tone, "I ...
HAVE..NO..CLUE... WHAT ... YOURE...TALKING...ABOUT."

Faimatilted her head. Her lips pursed, and she squinted. Clearly, she thought him amoron. "What are
you when you are not aman?"

"Not aman?' Collinsshook hishead. ". . . well, | used to beaboy." He could not help adding, "My
girlfriend thinks| sill am.”

Fdimarolled her eyes. "So, you are hiding it. A carnivore of some sort, no doubt. Or abear, maybe.
They are dwaysthe onesthat fdl off their oaths."

Collinsthrew up hishandsin surrender. "I honestly have no ideawhat you're getting a." He put the
scattered detailstogether. " Are you saying that sometimes you're something other than awoman?”

Falima's hands clamped to her hips. "Y ou rode me here." "1 did?' Callins eyeswidened & the
redization. "You'e. .. youre... ahorse?' The words sounded twice as ridiculous coming from hisown
mouth. One of usis entirely crazy. He sudied Fimamore fully, now noticing the minutiae that seemed
too clear for coincidence: the large blue eyes, glossy black hair, and golden skin tone. Asimpossible asit
seemed, he believed. Once Collins mind made that |eap, worse had to follow. "Oh, my God!"

"Y es, my switch-form isahorse. What's wrong with that?' "That rabbit was. . . was—"

"A sweet old woman." Falimas eyes narrowed again. "And you ate her."

Coallins stomach churned. Bile climbed up histhroat. "Oh, my God. My God!" Though nauseated, he
felt certain he could not vomit and desperately wished he could. "Haly shit. My God. My God!" Nothing
more coherent seemed possible. "1—" His voice emerged hoarser than he expected. "1 ... didn't know.
Where | come from, people are just people. Animalsare.. . . animas. All thetime. Always."

Rage rekindled in Falima's pale eyes, and she regarded Callins like some loathsome insect. "In



Barakhal, you are amurderer and acanniba. And you will be hanged midmorning.”
Stunned dumb, Collins could only stare as Falimaturned her back on him and strode swiftly beyond
Sgnt.



Chapter 3

BENTON Callins sprawled on thefloor of his cell, the ssone warming to hisbody. His eyeslay open;
he felt incapable of closing them. Theirregular, plank ceiling becameinddibly etched on hisvison: the
watermark in the shape of abottle, the knothole like an ever-staring eye, the spidery crack that emitted a
steady patter of water droplets. You will be hanged midmorning. The words cycled through hismind,
awaysin Faimasvoice, adeath knell he had no way to escape. "'l didn't know," he said to no one.
"How could | possibly know?'

Coallins scraped his fingers along the damp stone in mindless circles, his back aching and hiswrists
throbbing with every heartbeat. This can't be happening. People changing into animals? It can't be
real. Heforced his eyes shut, hoping that, when he opened them, he would awaken from this nightmare.
The darkness behind his lidswasfilled with shadows.

Beyond his control, Collins eyes glided open to confront the same water spot, the knothole, and the
crack. The water plopped steadily against stone.

Collins awakened with no redization of having dept. Only the diffuse glow illuminating the prison
reveded that morning had come. Digtant voices wafted to him, uninteligible and intermingled with the
occasiond clink of metal. He sprang to hisfeet, the movement inciting asharp pain through his back and
right shoulder. The hard floor had stiffened him during the night.

Four men entered Collins field of vison. They al wore the familiar rust and gold, swords, and batons.
They dso carried arope.

Terror saized every part of Collins. Heflattened against the back wall of hiscell.

The men spoke to one another in their odd language, then gestured Callinsforward.

Collinsdid not move. "Thereésbeen ... amistake," he wheezed through athroat gone painfully dry. "I
didntknow. | . ..didn't. .. know." Enough time had passed that the rabbit no longer filled hisbelly, a
constant reminder of aheinous crime. Y et he found it impossible to est.

The guards exchanged more words. Then, one stepped forward and unlocked the cage. Two of the
men entered, one carrying the rope. The door clanged shut behind them.

Collins measured the two with his gaze. Both stood shorter than hisfive-foot-eleven frame, and only
one outweighed his 155 pounds. However, both moved with awary dexterity that threatened experience
and gtrength. 1t seemed asfoolish to fight asto go willingly. Thefirst would gain him bruisesin addition to
his sentence, but the latter would mean he had done nothing to avert hisfate. Either way, he had nothing
to lose but more pain. Hewas going to die. I'm going to die. Despite thetime he had invested in it, the
thought seemed beyond comprehension.

The man without the rope, the heavier one, drew aloop in the ar with hisfinger, an obvious gesture to
turn.

Callinsonly blinked, pretending not to understand. It seemed safer than insolence.

The men conversed amoment, then nodded. They lunged for Collins smultaneoudy. He legped
backward, crashing againgt the wall with enough force to send pain lurching through his spine and breath
huffing from hislungs. A moment later, they had him prone, arms pulled behind him. The ropestightened
around hiswrists again, reawakening the previous day's agony. He screamed.

The guards shouted over Callins. Thetwo hauled him to hisfeet, the door opened, and they dll
escorted him through the prison hallway. They went through another door, attended by two women in the
gtandard uniform, then emerged into sunshine so bright it seared Callins eyes. He shut them, alowing the
men to guide him blindly, sumblingly forward. Gradudly, the sounds of a crowd grew around him,
mingled conversations interspersed with an occasiona call and sometimes pierced by abark or whinny.



He opened hiseyesto dits, seeing ablur of faces, streets, and cottagesin aglaze of brilliant sunlight.
Then, he caught sight of the gallows towering over the rest, and he forced his eyes fully open despite the
pain.

Coallins now saw that he walked through a village of mud-and-thatch cottages, shops, and mills. The
gathering consisted of ateeming mass of people, as varied in gppearance as Americans, except they dl
wore ssimple homespun: grizzled e ders and douching adolescents, adults of every age, some clutching
children's hands or babiesin their arms. The shadow of the gallowsloomed over them. Collins pinned his
attention on the vast wooden monstrosity. A rope dangled from its uppermost pole, over ahigh, warped
platform with massve, meta hinges. Clearly, the rope went around the victim's throat, then the platform
was dropped, suspending him, by his neck, just above thelevd of the crowd. Him. Callinsshivered.
Himisme. Hewould fed his spine snapping, amoment of excruciating pain followed by absolute and
permanent nothingness. Permanent. The enormity of deeth filled his mind with aterror beyond panic, the
redlization that the world would go on without himin it, that histime on this earth would end, not in years,
but in minutes.

Coallinsreared backward, againgt his captors, screaming in mindless hysteria. Their gripstightened
painfully, nails gouging hisarms, then hislegs. Hefdt himsdif lifted into the air. He squirmed, desperate,
howling, aware only of the complete and monstrous need to break free. Though Callins recognized
forward motion, the Significance of it refused to penetrate the thought-shattering horror that drove his
fight.

It dl came home moments | ater.

The noosetickled, then hugged Callins neck, and he went utterly still. 1t's going to happen. It's
really going to happen. I'm going to die. A hopeessrationdity filled him, asrangerdlief fromthe
previous panic. And I'm not going down in the history books as the hero who faced his end
bravely. Hismind did to astory he had read in junior high, about aman hanged from a bridge who
hallucinated a grand escape in the moments before desth. He wondered if it redlly happened that way
and redlized that no one could possibly know. He would, but he could do nothing with the information. If
only I'd gone to the Johnsons.. If only | hadn't followed that rat. If only | hadn't eaten that rabbit.
Regretsfollowed, the inability to gpologize for small misdeeds, to say good-bye. He thought of al the
things he would never get to do: hold ajob, marry, coddle his children. Visit Disney World.

A man said something Collins could not understand.

Coallinslaughed hygterically, screwing his eyes shut. Then, the floor fell out under hisfeet, and he felt
himself plunging. He tightened the muscles of his neck and face, bracing for thefina impact.

Thefal seemed to last forever. Then, ajolt shocked through hisgroin. Agony cramped his somach,
and he tumbled forward. His nose struck something hard and hairy, driving more pain through him. The
crowd roared. Collinsforced hislids open. Immediatdly, wiry hair dashed his eyes, and he shut them
again. Hefdt forward movement, gaining momentum. The noose lay heavy on the back of his neck. He
dared ashuddering bresth, and air glided silkily, surprisngly essily, into hislungs.

The crowd continued shouting, sounding like they werein an open air sports stadium. Collins s,
splay-legged, on something warm and furry that carried him at arocking sprint away from the gallows.
He remembered the name of the hanging story: "An Occurrence a Owl Creek Bridge," though the
sgnificance of knowing it luded him. Pitching historso back, without the use of histill-tied arms, he
wrenched open his eyes again. His breaths came in pants, due to shock not pressure.

Farm fields flashed past Collins, and forest loomed ahead. Behind, he heard yelling. The noose
remained around his neck, trailing alength of rope. He sat astride ahorse, its black mane whipping into
hisface, one golden ear forward, the other flicked backward. A set of saddlebagslay dung acrossits
withers. Falima? he wondered, doubting the possibility. She had seemed so hostile toward him the
previous night. He eased more steadily onto the horse's back, not caring who or what had caught him,
only glad that he had at least alittlelonger to live,

The horse lunged around the trees, racing between trunks with a speed that quailed Callins. He
wished for the use of his hands. Weight shifts and knee pressure seemed woefully inadequate to keep him
adride asthe anima kept up its breakneck pace on narrow deer trails through dense tangles of forest.



Then, asif in answer to hiswish, the ropes|oosened on hiswrists. He fingered them, hisexploration
rewarded by frayed areas where it had, apparently, broken. He twisted it blindly over fingers, hands, and
wrists, hampered by awarm, sticky liquid. Then, theropefdl away, freeing his hands. He pulled the
noose from his neck, rubbed his bleeding wrigts, and sei zed handfuls of mane.

The horseloosed alow nicker and dowed, dogging through denser brush and between more tightly
packed trunks. Something buzzed padt, irritatingly closeto Collins ear. He swatted at it, missed, and
turned his attention to the terrain. The horse wallowed through tangles of brush, forcing Callinsto flatten
agang itsneck or sdeto avoid braining himsdlf on leaning deadfdls and shed branches caught in the
crotches of other trees. Time and again, he jerked aleg onto the horse's back to rescueit from being
crushed.

Collins had done someriding with his high school girlfriend and redized he could steer the animdl
better than it could randomly pick itsway aong thetrail. Taking up the rope intended to kill him, he
fashioned it into araw bridle, essentialy aloop with reins. Gliding up the horse's neck, he flicked the coil
around itsnose.

The horse made asound deep initsthroat but otherwise seemed to take no notice of the rudely
fashioned tack. As panic receded, Collins considered his Situation. He rode on a horse that might, at
other times, be human, possibly even Faima. The animals he had thusfar seen acted exactly like the
creatures they resembled in his own world, except for the too-friendly rabbit. Joetha, he corrected,
cringing. Apparently, whilein "switch-form,” they lost their human memoriesand fully became animals.
Hewondered if al humans here had an animal-form, whether he might acquire one if he remained here
too long, and how much control they had over the change.

Collins steered the buckskin around athick, low-hanging branch. It ignored his gentle pull, so he
increased the pressure, then drove his opposite hed into its flank.

The ears jerked backward. The horse reared with a sharp squedl, then followed Collins instruction.
The horsg's reaction flashed guilt through him. Perhapsthe horse did retain at least some of its human
undergtanding. Suddenly he remembered the dogs unwillingnessto share hisfeast in thefied. They must
have some crossover between human and animal time. Otherwise, the dogs would never know
they could not eat meat.

Collins had acted from impul se, accustomed to steering horses with reins and hedl strikes. The horses
back home had aways taken these techniquesin stride, a standard and accepted form of communication.
Apparently, people here had a different way of making contact with their horses. He had tried talking to
the rabbit and had received no response or indication that it understood. In thefield, the guards had used
arope on Falima's horse-form, so she had to have some experience with being led. Nevertheless, he
resolved not to kick her any more.

Something buzzed past Collins head again. Thistime, he caught aglimpse of what appeared to be a
large bumblebee or horsefly zipping past him. Human, too? he wondered, then dismissed the thought.
No world could support even a hundredth as many people as bugs.

Collinsturned his attention back to the horse. "Hello," hetried. "Areyou Faima?’

The animal gave no indication it understood, though one ear did rise from its previous position,
plastered angrily againgt its head.

Theride continued for hours, the horse ignoring every attempt by Collinsto end it. Pulling back on the
rope only made it raise and shake its head. Verbal explanations and, later, exhortations were met with
nothing more than afew flicks of its ears. When he tensed to legp from its back, it quickened its pace
dangeroudy, tossing him back into his seat. Eventudly, Collins gave up, settling into the most comfortable
position his sore thighs could find, flicking off the rope, and allowing the animd to take him whereit
would.

Findly, deep in some clearly unexplored part of the forest, the horse stopped. It dropped its head to
graze at weeds poking around deadfalls and fallen clumps of leaves, then shook its entire body. The
sudden movement caught Collins off guard; agrab at the flying mane barely rescued him from afal. He
did down the horse's s de, did odging the saddlebags and clinging only by hishands. Mane hairs bit into



hisfingers

The horse responded with an abrupt toss of its head that tore his grip free, aswell as severd strands
from its mane. Collins dropped to the ground, rolling, hands protecting his head from a chance movement
of the animal's hooves. It placidly returned to grazing, paying him no atention at dl. The saddiebags lay
on the ground.

Carefully, gaze fixed on the animd, Callins eased the saddlebags to him. Made of some naturd fiber,
the saddlebags yielded easily to hisgrip, much lighter and flimser than the leather bags he had used in
high school. Itswell-crafted shape and meta weights sewn into the central areas kept it in place despite
thelack of apommel. He unlatched one of the two buckles and peered at abulge of fabric. Hoping for
something to replace the sweatshirt he had left to block the door crack in Daubert Labs, he pulled free
severa pieces. He unfolded a brown dress wrapped around a braided rope halter and lead, followed by
aroya bluetunic that looked child-sized. Three knives thumped to the dirt, then a canteen and a
stoppered crock. He worked the stopper free and peered insde, discovering a moving mass of what
appeared to be enormous bugs. Startled, he dropped the crock. Three black beetlesrolled to the
ground, bearing a striking resemblance to the round objects he had seen on his sdlad in the prison cdll.
One opened itswings, then lifted soundlessy from the ground. The other two followed a moment | ater,
and Collins recorked the crockery.

Coallinsdiscovered severd more articles of clothing, in varying sizes, including agreen tunic and cloak
aswdl asapair of brown britchesthat looked asif they might fit him. He pulled the tunic over his heed,
leaving the lacings undone. It felt odd, the fabric rough againgt his chest; and it was strangely tight in some
places and loosein others. At least it kept him warm. The other pack contained more clothing, another
canteen, aparcel of white paste resembling Play Doh, his cell phone and watch, and three pairs of
wood-and-rope sandals. He also found afew hard rolls, wrinkled apples, and awrapped packet of
something that looked and smelled like the curds he had tasted on afield trip to the cheese factory in
sxth grade.

Callins clipped his cell phonein place and stretched hiswatch back onto hiswrist. It read six o'clock,
which was clearly wrong. The sun lay directly overhead. He reset it for noon. Then, needing to relieve
himsdlf, he struggled into the weeds. Even as he walked, he realized the ludicrousness of hisaction. It
hardly mattered where he chose to urinate in the depths of aforest. Only the horse would see him, yet he
felt odd doing it in front of her, in case shewas an intelligent dter ego of Faima. Hewaked just out of
sght to perform his business, then studied the scene around him.

Trees and brush stretched in every direction asfar as Collins could see. The intertwined branches
emitted sunlight in patches, checkering the forest floor in patterns of gray and gold. In this area, oaks
grew predominantly, their distinctive serrated leaves closely resembling the onesin Callins world. Deep
layers of rotting brown leaveslay like foam benegth hisfeet. He took along bresth of air, savoring the
clean dampness. A whiff of smoke entered with it, and he froze. He was an escaped murderer now; he
had to assume he'd be pursued.

Whirling, Callins ran back to the horse. A root hooked hisfoot, sending him sprawling. He skidded
through leaf mold and muck, coming to a stop near the saddlebags. Beyond the horse, acampfire burned
acheery, crackling dance. In front of it sat amiddle-aged man with skin like milk. From benegth a
broad-brimmed hat, white-blond hair fell to his shoulders; and his eyebrows and lashes becameinvisible
in the sunlight. He wore black linens that resembled some of the clothing from the saddlebags. Collins
dared, reviving his genetics lessons. Albinism accompanied certain syndromes, including some thet
dangeroudy weakened the immune system. But, he recalled, most abinos simply inherited arecessve
gene from both parentsthat left them without melanin.

Shocked by the thought, Collins pushed it from his mind. He could not understand why he remained
so cam when, likely, the other was hunting him. Caught, he would certainly be executed immediately. He
whirled to run.

"Come" theabino said in English. "No run." He repested, more emphaticaly. "No run.”

Curiogty warred with common sense. Collinsturned carefully. "Y ou speak English?!

"Little," the man responded. "No hurt." He rose and gestured toward the fire, seeming frustrated with



his own limited ability to communicate. "Help you. Bringed here." He shook hishead inirritation. "Come."

Still uncertain, Collinstook a step toward the other man. A crock rested in the center of thefire,
bubbling lazily.

"Me. .. Zylas" thedbino said, looking up. Pale blue eyes met Collins brown ones. "Zylas." He
pointed at himsdf. "Understand?’

Collins nodded vigoroudy. Then, redizing the action might not mean the samething here, verbaized
hisanswer. "Understand. I'm Ben. Benton Callins, actudly; but you can call me Ben." The horse moved
nearer thefireand whinnied.

Zylasreached up and patted it reassuringly.

"Isthat..." Callins started, wondering if the question might be improper. "Isthat Falimas switch-form?’

"Fdima" Zylas patted the horse again. "Yes, Fdima"

Collinsmade anintuitive legp. "And youre. . . yourethat rat." Hoping he had not offended the man,
he softened the question. "Or aren't you?'

"Rat, yes" Zylasreturned. "Merat." Hispidgin English clashed with Falimas fluency. Coallinsfound
himsdf wishing for her human form, evenif shedid seemto intensdy didike him.

"Didyou. . . rescue me?'

Zylas nodded, glancing at the cooking food. " Chew rope off neck. Chew rope off hand." He stirred
the contents of the crock with a stick. "Falima catched.”

"Yes" Collinsglided nearer. "Fdimacaught me. Thanks.

Thank you. Both of you." He reached out to pet Falima, but her ears jerked flat to her head, and it
seemed safer to remove hishand. "'l don't think she likesme."

Zylasgrinned. "Shell . . . come around.”

It sounded funny to hear someone who barely knew the language using idioms. Collins guessed Zylas
had learned English by example rather than textbooks. "1-1 truly didn't know about theanimdl . . .
transformation thing. Honest. | would never have eaten—"

Zylaswaved Callinsslent. "I know. Haven't talked into Falima. . . yet. | been there." He made a
throwaway gesture. "She no been.”

Callinsfilled in the missing words. ™Y ou've been to my world.”

"Yes" Zylaswrinkled hisnose.

Hope soared, and Collins smiled. " So you can get me home from here.”

A light flickered in Zylas soft eyes, and he shrugged. "Try."

"All right,” Collinssaid carefully. "Try." Hereminded Zylas of the obvious, "Becauss, if you don't, I'm
dead.”

"Yes" Zylaswent back to stirring.

Expecting something a bit stronger, Collins chewed hislower lip. "1 redly gppreciate your saving me.”

“"Mmmm."

"And your taking me back to the.. . . the way back to my world."

"All right.”

Coallins glanced at the crock, recognizing it as the same one from which he had poured the beetles.
"Um, arethose. .. um. . . bugs you're cooking?'

Zylasfollowed the direction of Collins gaze. "Fraharas." Hetrandated. "Bugs, yes. Big, hard-shell
bugs" Headded, asif it might matter, "They clean.”

Coallins had not eaten since the rabhbit. Terror had kept hunger at bay, but now he redized he would
like abite. Not bugs, "Isthat what you est?"

Zylas bobbed hishead. "Bug. Fruit. Vegetable." He said the latter with an extrasyllable and an
improper emphasis, S0 it emerged like veahtahbull. "Fish. Milk. Cheese. Egg—but not with baby in." He
tossed the parcel of curds. "These better?”

"Much, thank you." Collins popped one into his mouth. It squeaked as he chewed it, but it tasted at
least as good as any cheesein hisworld. He ate three more pieces before speaking again. "Do al people
here become animas.”

"Not opernes.” He consdered the trandation. "King . .. and. .. suchlike. . ."



"Roydty?' Collinstried.

"Royadlty." Zylasrolled hiseyes asif tasting the word, then bobbed his head. "Royalty. Othersdl yes."

"Anddl animas?'

"Become person.”

"All?" Collins put more cheese into his mouth, talking as he chewed.

"All"

Coallinsfound the contradiction. "But you said you et fish."

Zylas scooped aliquid spoonful of beetles from the crock and durped it into his mouth. "Fish not

Callins gut churned, and he looked away to kegp himself from vomiting. Thelogic seemed
maddeningly circular. All animals became humans, but "anima™ was, apparently, defined by the ahility to
trangform to human form. " Anything e'seliving not considered anima ?"

The besetles crunched in Zylas mouth. "Bug. Plant. Fish." He shrugged. "That dl." He eased the crock
fully fromthefire

Falimawandered off for better grazing, still well within earshot.

"And when you're an anima.” Collins downed more cheese, keeping his gaze averted. "Do you
remember and understand . . . people stuff?”

" Suff?*

Coallinstried to explain. " Speech, hands, manners.”

Zylas scooped and ate more bestles. "Some." He clearly fought for words. " Depend on want. Age.
Ex ... ex..." Theword would not come.

"Experience,”" Callins supplied.

"Experience," Zylas repeated. "Experience.”

"So the moretimesyou becomearat. . ." Collinstrailed off.

"Better . . . overlap.”

"Between human and animd forms?' Collins supplied "Right."

Collins ate more cheese, then asserted. "I think I'd spend haf my childhood in switch-form, or even
more. Get the hang of it as soon as possible.” Feding Zylas intent gaze upon him, Collins met the palid
eyes.

"No choice"

"What?'

Zylas used wild hand gestures to punctuate hiswords, asif thismight aid the trandation. " Spend half
time people, haf animal. Change at time, sametime, dways. No choice.”

"Every day?"

"Every day," Zylas confirmed.

Coallinstried to understand. " So, haf the day yourearat and haf aguy?

Zylas nodded.

"Do you get to choose which half at least?

"No choice" Zylasreplied again. "No choice at dl.”

A million more questions occurred to Collins asthey rode Faima, for hours, through the woodlands;
but he remained silent as Zylas had requested. Sunlight diced intermittently through breaksin the forest
canopy, dternately covered by clouds and branches. Although Collins did not recognize the pathways
they took, he had little choice but to trust his new companion. The rat/man had rescued him from
execution and did appear to diligently check their route. At irregular intervas, he did down from his
position behind Collinsto scout. Somethings, Callins could figure out for himsdlf. For example, clearly
each person had an individua change time. Otherwise, Falimawould have become human at noon, as
Zylas had.

Brush rustled. Zylas reached around Callinsto lay apae hand on the left Sde of Falima's neck.
Ingtantly, she swerved to theright, then went ill.

Collinsturned to look at his companion. The other man shook his head, gestured at Collinsto remain



in place, and made amotion near his mouth that Collinstook asapleafor quiet. Worried about unseen
dangers, he fdt hisheart rate quicken.

A squirrel appeared on thetrail, an acorn clutched between its paws. It gnawed at the nut, flicking its
tall injerky bursts, then continued on itsway.

Fdimaglided back onto the path. Collins smiled at Zylas paranoia, which seemed oddly stronger than
his own. Then he remembered. That squirrel could be the local police. Asthey continued on their way,
Collinshad to ask, "That squirrel. Was that someone you know?"

"No." Zylasreplied into Collins ear. "Durithrin."

Collins shook his head at the unfamiliar word. "What?"

"Durithrin," Zylas repeated, the word no more comprehensible the secondtime. "A ... a..." He
sghed. "Not . . . city . . . people.”

Collins nodded, letting Zylas off the hook, though he till did not realy understand. He guessed it was
aconcept hisworld did not need, something that applied only to human/beast interfaces.

Collins missed the signd that brought Falimato astop. Zylas dismounted and disappeared into the
brush. Callinsremained in place, finger combing the horse's mane and laying the Strandsin their proper
position. Fimastood stock-4till, giving no sign she noticed his minigtrations. Shortly, Zylas returned.
"Theruins" He pointed ahead. "Not far." He flung ahand from Collinsto himself, then jabbed it toward
the ground.

Taking it asasigna to dismount, Collinsdid to the ground. The movement reveded atightness
through the muscles of histhighs and buttocks that would likely become an ache by morning. Hiswrists
had stopped bleeding, but they still dribbled clear fluid and throbbed with every best of his heart. Both
shouldersfdt bruised. He looked at hiswatch. If correct, they had ridden for more than two hours.

Zylastdked softly to Falimaand stroked her nose. The horse pawed the ground and snorted. A large
insect buzzed past Collins face.

"Reedy?

Coallinslooked up, only then redizing Zylas had addressed him. The blue-white eyeslay unsettlingly
upon him.

Coallins gaze shifted unconscioudy to Faima.

"She not come," Zylas explained, stepping around Collins and heading in the direction he had scouted.
"No need.”

Coallins continued to study the horse, who had lowered her head to graze and seemed to take no
notice of the humans conversation. He hardly knew her; yet, for reasons he could not explain, he would
miss her. "Tell her | said 'good-bye.™

"l will," Zylas assured without looking back.

Collinsturned and followed the rat/man through the brush, excitement building with every step. Soon,
he would return to the mundane world of troubles that no longer seemed so significant. Staring death in
the face, he might not have found courage, but he had found new perspective. Nothing lesswould ever
seem formidable again.

Theforest broke gradudly to the familiar field of wildflowers and weeds. On the hill, the broken
fortresslooked positively welcoming. Collins raced toward it.

"Wait." Zylas charged after hisimpetuous companion. "Wait!" He dove on Callins.

Abruptly driven to the ground, breath dashed from hislungs, Collinstwisted to glare a Zylas. "What
the hell did you do that for?"

Zylas answer was an inclination of his head.

Callinsfollowed his companion's gesture. Just ahead, aragged line of arrows scored the ground. They
had not been there when he had started hisrun.

"Damn." The expletive left Collins mouth without intention.

Zylas seized Callins hand and wriggled back toward the forest.

"Damn," Collinsrepeated, following. "Guards?"

"Would guess" Zylasreturned.

More atuned, Collins heard the second round of bowstrings singing, the rattle and thunk of the



arrows landing. Helunged for theforest, Zylasat hisside.

There, beyond range of the bowmen, they stopped to study the ruins. Collins saw only the stone
building, sunlight flashing from chips of quartz in the crumbling congtruction. "How did you know?"

"Didn't." Zylasdso studied theruins. "Sense. Smell . . . guess.”

Sensed and smelled. 1t seemed logicd to Collinsthat some of the animal ingtincts would permegte
into the human phase aswell. Thank God. Now relatively safe, he started to shake, terrified inaway he
had not felt when the arrows directly menaced him. | almost died. Again. Helooked a Zylas, skin white
as paper and hair the nearly colorless blond most men loved and many women sought in abottle. Asthey
retreated back to Falima, hetried to lighten amood wound as tensaly as aspring. " Got any friendswho
change into rhinoceroses?’

Zylasblinked. "What?"

"Never mind." A dinosaur or an army tank might do it.

Faimamade a soft, snorting nicker, then pawed the ground.

Zylas spoke to her gently in his own language. He turned his attention back to Collins. "We go." He
leaped onto Faimas back, diding toward her hindgquarters to make room for Callins. Collins heart felt as
if it weresinking into histoes. "Go?But ..." But . . . what? What do | expect himto do? Clearly,
gpproaching directly and in broad daylight could lead only to their deaths. Apparently, at midnight, Zylas
would resume hisrat form. Then, he could dip past the bowmen. And do what? Give them all bubonic
plague? He stifled ahysterica chuckle. With asigh of resignation, he clambered onto arock and, from
there, to Falima. The horse took off, going back the way they had come.



Chapter 4

B ENTON Collins mulled the Situation over asthey rode silently into a deeper part of the forest.

Treesglided past in aslken green blur, and Zylas scouting became aremote background to Collins
thoughts. The fluid motion of the horse dso lost Significance, though the growing achesin thighs, buttocks,
and groin gradudly grew too prominent to ignore. His watch read dmost 5:55 when they findly stopped
in aclearing surrounded by scraggly junipers and scrub pines. Clouds raked across the sky, agray
accompaniment to Collins dispirited mood. He dismounted beside Zylas. Faimalowered her head and
snorted. Zylas stripped off the pack and tossed it to the ground. He unhitched the lead rope/hater from
her head and letit fdll.

"Now what?' Collins asked, kicking adeadfdl at one edge of the camp site. Bark flew amid a spray
of rotted wood. A large black beetle with angry-looking pincers scrambled from the carnage.

"Dinner?' Zylas suggested, catching the bug with aswift grab.

"Dinner," Collins repeated. He shook his head and turned to sit on the deadfall. The scream of leg
muscles changed his mind in mid-movement, and he struggled back to astand. Pain made him irritable. "'l
just lost my appetite.” Hewrinkled his nose at the beetle kicking madly in Zylas grip and attempting to
twigt its pincersto meet the restraining fingers. "Besides, I'm more worried about my neck than my
gomach.”

Zylas stepped closer, gazing at Coallins throat. "Hurt neck? Sorry. Me tried get rope not with—"

Collinsinterrupted. "That'snot what | meant. | ... if ... | haveto get out of this. . . thisplace. My
life—"

Zylasfrowned and threw hishandsin the air. Before he could speak, Collins caught an unexpected
movement out of the corner of hiseye. He whirled toward it. A naked woman stood where the horse had
once grazed. Black hair fell in asatin cascade that formed soft curls around ample breasts. Though not
thin, the body looked toned and well-muscled, the curves ddlicate and in exquisite proportion. Pale eyes
made aradiant contrast to the golden/tan skin. She said something Collins did not understand, then
snatched the beetle from Zylas, crushed it, and tossed it into her mouth.

Revulsion broke the spdll. Flushed from the roots of hishair to his chin, Collins averted his gaze.

The beetle crunched between Falimas teeth, then she said something elseto Zylas. He knelt beside
the pack, pulled out the linen dress, apair of something that looked like shorts, and two of the
wood-and-cloth sandals. He tossed them to Faima.

Coallins heard the rustle of fabric. He focused fanaticaly on the other man. "Areyou dways. . . like
that . . . when you change?'

"Likewhat?' Zylas|ooked from Falimato Collins,

Falima said something smultaneous with Collins, "Like. . . bare. Nude. Naked."

Zylas stuffed clothing back into the pack. "Haveto be, you think?"

Collins nodded, swallowing hard. It only made sense. He dared a peek at Falima, who returned a
hard glare. She spoke to Zylas again, and he made athrowaway gesture aswell as answering with
words. Falima stomped afoot, horselike.

"What'swrong?' Collins asked.

Zylaslooked at Fdimafirg, urging her to answer. When she did not, Zylastried. "She havething. . .
mine. Not—"

Apparently even more frustrated with Zylas broken rendition of English than Collins, Falima
interrupted. "The reason | cannot give you your trandation stone back is because some moron ..." She



glanced pointedly at Collins, then back to Zylas. ... kicked me and made me swdlow it."

Callins face reddened again. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean—"

"Itdl right," Zylas soothed. "Now both can talk and understand Ben.”

Falimatossed her head, ruffling her hair so that it fell over her shouldersininky stripes. "Y ou, barely.
Me, | haveno interest in speaking to him at al.” She turned her back.

Not wishing to engage in another war, Collinsignored the woman for his more cooperative
companion. "This stone?"

"Magic," Zylas explained with aword. "Let know al tongue.”

Coallins accepted the revel ation without further questioning. It seemed no more outlandish than humans
turning into animals and back, which he had aready witnessed. "Remember when | asked about afriend
rhino?"

"Rhinosaurus,” Zylas corrected.

"You don't have any in ... this place? Whatever it'scaled.”

"Barakhal." Zylas sat on the deadfd|, examining the hole where he had found the beetle. "Mean ‘whole
world' our tongue."

"BarraKIGH." Collinstried to pronounce it correctly, uncertain of the spelling and doubting his
companions could illuminateit. It was alot easer to learn to spesk alanguage than to read it, especialy
inrat form and onthedy.

"Durithrin Forest be exact."

Durithrin. Collins recognized the word from their previous conversation, applied to asquirrel.

Still ignoring them, Falima pulled food from the pack and stuffed cheese curdsin her mouth. Collins
glanced & her.

"Very hungry," Zylas gpologized for Fimas manners. "Ride most of day. Not time graze.”

Falima made awordless noise around her food.

Coallins put aside the issue of how someone who spent half her life as an herbivore and half asan
omnivore managed to digest anything but grass. Barakha clearly followed different natural lawsand logic
than hisbiology, chemisiry, and physics textbooks. Returning to hisorigina point, Collins cautioudy sat
beside the dbino, thistimeignoring his aching muscles. "What about lions? Eagles? Bulls?' He added one
he had dready seen here. "Big dogs?'

"Know dog," Zylas admitted. "Bull?* Hiseyes crinkled. "That mean . . . lie?’

Only the shit. Collins dodged the dang to explain as smply as possible, "Man cows. They have
horns, and they're big."

"Pepsa,” Fdimasaid around another mouthful.

Zylas bobbed hishead. "Pepsa. Bull. Yes Why?!

Collinswaved away another large, flying insect. The answer seemed so obvious, he could scarcely
believe the question. "Don't you people fight?"

"Fght?' Zylasrepesated, looking at Falima.

"Augin telishornil bahk." Faimadrank from the waterskin. It seemed like alot of soundsto explain
aone-syllable word.

"Fight." Zylas cocked his head to the heavens. "No."

"No?' The answer was nonsensical, especidly after the barrage of arrows that had nearly killed them.
"They werefighting." Hejabbed ahand in the generd direction of the crumbling fort.

Zylasfollowed the gesture with his gaze, eyes shadowed by his hat.

"Different. They solen ak opernes.”

Thistime, Fdimatrandated without entreaty. "Royd guards.”

Collins consdered the foreign phrase. " Solen ak opernes.” Heremembered now that Zylas had
used opernes beforeto refer to royaty. " Solen ak opernes.” He quit practicing the foreign phrase. He
had no reason to learn their language; he would have to escape as soon as possible. . . and never return.
"No one dsefights?' he asked dubioudy. It seemed beyond possibility. "Ever?!

Faimalad out gpples, hard rolls, and cheese, then started peering under rocks and rolling logs.

"Sometime,” Zylas admitted, loosening a strand of white hair sweat-plastered to histemple. "Not ... as



group. Not like. . . like. . . king cop."

"Solen ak opernes,” Callinssupplied.

Zylas smiled. "Language go wrong direction.”

Coallinslaughed. He had once watched an exchange between ateacher and an English as a Second
Language student viainterpreter. At one point, the teacher had used a Spanish phrase that the trandator
dutifully recited for the Peruvian student—in English. Now, Collins broke bark from his seet with his hed!.

Faimarushed in to gather the revedled bugs, placing them in the crock.

Collins wondered how hungry he would haveto get to sharethat medl. "If we could marsha some
strong animdss, they wouldn't necessarily have to have forma combet training—"

Fdimastraightened suddenly. "Y ou self-centered bastard!™

Theoutburg, in perfect English, startled Collins; and he nearly fdll off thelog.

"Fdima" Zylaswarned.

But nothing would silence Fimauntil she spoke her piece. "Isit not enough that we will probably die
for saving a coldblooded canniba? Do you want more innocents to sacrifice their livesfor you?

Coallinsfound himself unableto reply, though regret filled his somach like lead, and the bare thought of
egting now made himill.

"Faima," Zylassaid again, aclear pleato quiet her. He added morein their own language.

"l donot care,” Faimareplied, ill in clear English. "Heisafool and aclod. We should havelet him
Zylas said more, punctuated by broad hand gestures that displayed the anger histone did not.
Coallinstried to defuse the Situation. "I'm sorry. | redly am. | am very grateful that you saved my life. |

didn't mean to suggest others should dieto help me." Hetried to catch Falimas eyes. "I don't want

anyoneto get hurt."

Falimadodged hisgaze. "What sort of dimwit finds himsdlf in astrange place and immediately kills
and eats someone?”

"I'm sorry," Callins practicaly pleaded. He needed Falimaand Zylasto help him negotiate Barakhal,
but he dso desperately wanted afriend. Theidea of being donein aforeign world with rules beyond his
understanding overwhelmed him. Nevertheless, he chose to gently defend himsdlf. "If you cameto my
world starving, wouldn't you start egting every bug you saw?'

Falimahestated, clearly seeing thetrap. ™Y ou were starving?'

"Yes." Collinsrefused to dlow her to sidetrack him. Though no third world orphan, he had gone
twenty-seven hours on nothing but water. "Would you eat the bugs?'

Maybe," Falimasaid, then clenched her jaw. "Why? Isthat murder where you come from?"

The urgeto reply affirmatively became aburning compulsion. It would make his point swiftly and
efficiently, but Collins never lied well. "No. But it'sdisgusting. Y ou wouldn't get hung—"

"Hanged," Faimacorrected.

Callins blinked, barely daring to believe a person who could only spesk hislanguage because of a
magical device thought it possible, even necessary, to correct his grammar. "It's hanged? Not hung?
Redly?'

"Trus me"

Coallinsreturned to his point. ™Y ou wouldn't get hanged.” It till sounded wrong. "But you might get
locked up." He did not bother to differentiate between prison and amenta unit. It would only weaken his
point, and at least he had not directly lied.

Another large, flying thing zipped past Collins head. He smacked it out of the air. "No wonder you
can eat the bugs here" It flew in an awkward arc, then crashed into the dirt. "They'reasbig as—"

Falima's sharp intake of breath cut off Collins words before he could make afatal faux pas. Zylas
scrambled to check on the fallen creature, Collins presumed to augment dinner.

Zylas scooped it up but did not add it to the crock. Instead, he cradled it in his hand, massaging it with
agentlefinger.

Dread crept through Collins chest inicy prickles. What have | done this time? Legping to hisfeet,
heraced Fdimato thething in Zylas hands. A tiny hummingbird lay there, itscolorsvivid againg the



chalky whiteness of the rat/man's palms. Its body was deep emerdd, the wingsalacy lighter green. A
patch of pink decorated its throat. The long, thin beak was black. "1'm sorry," Collins gasped out,
gagging. "'l thought it wasahorsefly. | swear | did. I-l . . .isit. . ."Heshuddered at theidea. "... dead?"

"Just stunned.” Zylas held up his hand, and the bird'swings became ablur. It zipped into the air and
disappeared, to Callins relief.

"Heisamenace" Fdimagrumbled under her breath.

"Honest mistake," Zylasreplied.

Collins suspected both of the English comments had been directed at him, though they addressed one
another. To hissurprise, he gppreciated them talking around him rather than in their own language. At
leadt, hefdt included. "I'm sorry," he said again. "I'm redlly sorry." Hewondered if he had just destroyed
their security or enhanced it. If he done noticed the hummingbird, and it had been spying, then he might
have averted capture. More likely, he had whacked some innocent bystander who would now find him
less acuriosity and more adanger to discuss with guards and friends. Collins dropped to the ground and
buried hisfacein hishands. The new lines of thought this bizarre world inspired |eft him with millions of
possibilities and little direction. "Perhaps. . . perhaps, the guards at the ruins might get tired of waiting for
me and give up?'

Falimas amused snort shattered that |ast hope. Even Zylasloosed alaugh. "Not likely. Even best time,
guard. . . zedous." Thelast word seemed adifficult onefor atyro to choose, and Collins suspected its
amilarity to the rat/man's name made it easier for him to learn. "They know you corned from there. Want
you." He shrugged. "Not gottill get you."

"They know?" Collinsfet hisfeatures grow tightly knit. "How?" There seemed only onelogica
explanation. "Have others come from my world?’

Zylas glanced a Faima, who shook her head with agrimace. They exchanged more didogue than
Collins thought necessary. Either they had or they had not. If space aliens had visited histown, he could
not imagine anyone not knowing.

Findly Zylas addressed Collinsagain. "No."

The answer seemed too smplefor thetimeit had taken to gather it. "No?"

"Not that elther of usknows of," Faimadarified. "The royas might have more information.”

Collinsdoubted it. If others had come, it seemed likely the so-called roya s would have kept him from
entering Barakhai in thefirst place.

Apparently thinking dong the samelines, Zylas added. "If other come, roya not know from wheretill
you."

Or else | would have found the ruins better guarded. Collins nodded to indicate he understood,

then stumbled over an odd thought. " Do your people come to our world often?' He had studied some

strange animals, like the platypus, that seemed otherworldly. Perhaps it explained the disappearance of
the dinosaurs; somehow they dl got zapped to another dimension.

Falima continued gathering bugs. "Zylasisthe only onel know of who hasgone. And | only just found
that out because of you."

Zylaslooked at his sandas. "Know one other. Not think more."

"Let useat." Fimahed out the crock, now haf-full with crawling insects.

Collins stomach lurched.

Falima poured water into the crock, replaced thelid, and set it near the food. "Hurry up. Gather
kindling."

Immediately, Collins obeyed, glad to find some small way to start repaying his rescuers. He brought
back armfuls of dry twigs, choosing wider ones with each pass. Thefirst gray tirrings of dusk settled
over thefores, bringing achilly breeze that stirred the leaves into rattling dances overhead. Oncoming
darkness dimmed the trees to skeletd hulks swarmed with fluttering leaveslike dark, limp hands. As
Collinsdropped histhird load, he found histwo companions squatting in front of awell-arranged tower
of kindling with apile of leaves beneath it. He hunkered down between them. "Bealot easier if you'd
brought my lighter."

"Not need." Zylas reached into histunic pocket.



Before Collins could marvel over Zylas even knowing what he meant, the abino's hand emerged
wrapped around atrand ucent purple Zippo. Expertly, he flicked the whed with a callused thumb. A tiny
flame appeared, and he used it to ignite the leaves.

Zylas sat back. "Brought own."

Collinsdropped to hishaunches. "You . . . you havelighters?" It seemed impossible. If Barakha had
that technology, he should see so much more; and it made no sense that they would have an otherworld
brand name version even so. Then redization clicked. "Y ou must have got it in my world."

Zylas watched the sprouting flames, brushing aside his cloak and replacing the lighter blindly. "Work
hard drag back.”

"I'll bet." Collins pictured arat scooting the Zippo across adark, dirty floor for hours. He bit back a
amile. Zylas probably would not appreciate the humor, and he doubted Falimawould either. Reminded
of hisown devices, Collins expressed gratitude that had gone too |ong unspoken. He now understood
that Zylas must have packed the saddlebags. "By the way, thanks for getting my watch back.” He held up
hiswrist. "And the phone, too." He patted the Motorola StarTAC clipped to hiswaistband.

"Y ouwelcome." Zylasfanned the growing flames with his hat as they danced onto the wood. "Not
ableget dl. Pick good?’

Collins measured his response. No matter how misguided, good deeds deserved praise, not
condemnation. "Fine"

Apparently reading the hesitation, Zylaslooked up, snowy hair plastered to his head in the shape of
hismissing hat. "Truth, please.”

"Honestly," Callinsreturned carefully. "I do appreciate your help.”

"But. . ." Zylas added, replacing his headgesar.

"But," Callins continued dutifully. "Time doesn't make awholelot of difference” He gestured at his
watch, then pulled the cellular phone from its holster. He pressed the button and got no response.
"Without acharger, it's not much use." He chuckled. "Even if it worked, who could | call?"

Zylasgrinned crookedly. "Do better next time."

"Next time. Right." Collins studied the creases at the corners of Zylas mouth and redlized his
companion was kidding. He laughed. "Next time."

Even Falimamanaged asmile, though sheturned away asif afraid the men might seeit. "Why do we
not start esting? The main course will come soon enough.”

Hungry, Collins nodded. He had eaten only cheese curds since daybreak and not nearly enough of
those. They sat and ate most of the gpples, hard rolls, and cheese curdsin their possession while the bugs
bubbled merrily over the coas. They shared the water in the canteens. It tasted dusty and stale, but it
daked Callins thirgt. By the time Falima pulled the hot crockery from thefire, hefelt satisfied, not the
least bit interested in the boiled mass of recently crawling pests.

Suddenly, Fimatiffened, ahandful of dead bugs hafway to her mouth.

"Wha?' Zylassad.

Falimatipped her head. "Listen.”

Coallins gtrained his own hearing. Wind rattled through the leaves, and branches swished softly.
Crickets screeched and hummed in arising and falling chorus. Farther away, ahound bayed.

"Dogd" Zylas prang to hisfeet, kicking dirt over thefire.

Fdimaguffed the insectsin her mouth, then started shoving loose possessions, willy-nilly, into the
pack.

Caught up in his companions urgency, Collins looked about for stray objects, finding only the lead
rope/hdter he had used to guide Falima. Snatching it up, he set to using abranch to erase dl sgns of the
camp. "'l presume dogs mean—"

"Pursuit,” Faimainterrupted.

Zylas qudified as he scattered the partidly burned kindling. "All horse and dl dog isguard.”

Falima draped the saddlebags over Collins shoulders and seized the hater from hishand. "Go! Go!
Due north. I will find you. Hideinthe. . . the sixth oak.”

"But—" Collins started.



"Come." Zylas grabbed hisarm and ran. Dragged two steps, Collins stumbled, caught his balance,
then charged after the abino.

"What about Fima?'

" She make smdll-trail. Catch up." Zylas pull becameinsgent. "Come."

Scarcely daring to believe Fdimawould risk her lifefor his, nor that Zylaswould dlow it, Collinsdid
as Zylas bade. "Why the sixth oak?'

"Random," Zylasreplied, dtill running. "Far enough for safe. Shefind us.”

Collinslooked back. Falima dragged the crude rope halter through the dirt, then disappeared among
the trees in the opposite direction.

"Up! Up!" Zylas shoved Callinsinto afat trunk. He crashed againgt it hard enough to drive the breeth
from hislungs. White petals showered down over him, silky on hisskin, filling hair, mouth, eyes. Amid
gasping in air thickened by the cloying perfume of flowers, spitting out peta's, and regaining hisvision, he
managed to seize alow limb. Zylas scrambled over him, quick and agile asamonkey. The ahbino
clambered higher, didodging more flowersin agentle rain over Callins, who hauled himself into the
sheltering branches. The tree reminded him of a densely blooming tulip poplar or catapa, but more
thickly flowered with fatter, longer petals and indigo centers.

Redlization came with shocking abruptness. "Thisisn't an oak.”

Zylasslenced Collinswith ahiss.

Collins glanced down. The ground lay barely five feet benesth him. "But Fimawon't be ableto
fing—"

Zylas cloth-covered sandd tapped Collins cheek in warning. "Hush. Better hiding. Thick and smell.”
Coallinsreached for ahigher branch and hauled himself deeper into a suffocating wall of leaves and
petals. Zylas reasoning made sense. The dogs would have amore difficult time catching their scent amid

flowersthat aso concedled them from sight. Y et, he could not help worrying about their other

companion. It seemed unlikely Falimacould find them either. Hetried to think of something he might not
have considered; but, even focused on the differences between Barakha and home, he found nothing. He
did not believe horses had an unusualy well-developed sense of smell, certainly not keener than hounds.

The barking grew louder, closer, then moreingstent. At Zylas steadying touch, Collinsredized he
was fidgeting. Adrenaline was driving him to run or pace, foolish urgesin their current Stuation. He
looked up. Zylas had climbed even higher. He had had to stretch histoes asfar as possible to reach
Coallinsat al. Cautioudy, Collinsraised a hand to grab an overhead branch. Rapid rustling through the
brush stopped him in mid-movement. Below, Falima pressed through a clump of reedy stalks. Something
louder dammed the weeds behind her, snuffling.

Falima! Though driven to shout, Collins held histongue. He swung to alower branch, then caught the
woman's shoulder as she passed.

Falimahissed and spun. Her fist dammed Collins ear. Fire dashed through his head, and helost his
grip, plummeting to the ground. Pain jarred through hisleft elbow and hip.

"Oh, sorry,” Faimawhispered, findly recognizing Collins. She gragped alower branch and swung
hersdf into thetree,

A hound burst through the foliage.

Cdllinsfroze.

The dog skidded to a stop. Y oung and gangly, it sported long legs, floppy ears, and atail too long for
its body. Patches of brown and white were interspersed randomly over itsface and body. Head raised, it
opened its mouth.

"No." Collins sprang for the dog, snapping its muzzle closed with one hand and scooping it up under
itslegswith the other. He could hear its companions baying in the distance, but no othersfollowed it
through the brush. Y et.

Clutching the haf-grown dog, Collinsran for thetree. It struggled in hisgrip, making climbing al but
impossible. He braced its weight againgt the lowest branch. Still holding its mouth, he managed to gaina
toehold and drag sdf and dog amid the flowers.

"What are you doing?' Falimaasked increduloudly.



"Kegping it quiet.” Collins loosed the dog's snout. Immediately, it howled. Collins swore and clamped
his hand back over its muzzle, stifling the noise. It struggled wildly, clawing at him and trying to duck its
head through his grip. Callins clung tighter to the dog, his baance on the tree branch swaying
dangeroudy.

Fdimasteadied Callins. "Y ou've got to get up higher." Though true, it ssemed impossible. "Here" He
thrust the dog's backside at Faima. "Help me."

Muttering something uninterpretable, Falima placed the bulk of the dog's weight on ahigher limb.
Collins kept one hand wrapped solidly around its muzzle and attempted to climb with the other. Bark
scraped aline of skin from hisforearm, and the movement unleashed a storm of leaves and petals.
"Easy," Zylas cautioned.

Collins managed to work hisway to areasonably hidden branch. With Faimas help, he steadied the
dog in hislap, fingers diffening on its muzzle. It managed an occasiond whine, but he tifled the barks and
bays that might bring the hunters. If they find us, we're dead. Nevertheless, it never occurred to him to
harm the pup.

The barking grew louder and fainter, occasiondly mingled with human voices. Collins breathing
turned erratic as he fought not to contemplate the Situation. If he did, he might panic, just as he had at the
gdlows. That image quickened his breathing to pants, and he shoved it aside. He thought instead of grade
school autumns, playing tag with friends among the maples and dogwoods.

Over time, the surrounding odor of flowers became more stench than fragrance. The dog's weight
seemed to treble; Callins legsfdl adeep beneath it. He passed the hours until full nightfall mentally singing
every song he could remember, mostly childhood nursery rhymes, lullabies, and those from hishigh
school musica, Anything Goes.

A whigtle cut through the night sounds that had risen so gradually, Collins had not redlized he was
graining his hearing over them. The dog resumed its struggle with a vengeance, pained whines escaping
Coallins hold. An explosion of petds and leaves cascaded to the ground. The branch shook violently.
Coallinsfought for hishold, Falimaasssting. Finally, the dog ceased itskicking and lay, hopelesdy snared,
inthetree.

Apparently, the whistle called the dogs home, because the sounds of movement, the barking, and the
voices disgppeared. For along time, the three humans and the dog remained slently in the tree. Then,
findly, Zylas spoke. "Let'sgo."

Paingtakingly, Collins eased the dog from hislap. It dropped to the ground and immediately loosed a
fudllade of barks.

Coallinsleaped from the branch, jarring awave of buzzing pain up hislegs. The dog whirled, teeth
bared, and growled awarning that Collins dared not heed. He dovefor it, bearing it to the ground, then
grabbed its mouth again. His cramped fingers responded duggishly, and the dog managed to dash hiseft
hand before he subdued it.

A pair of legs eased into Collins view. Helooked up at afine-boned stranger dressed in brown and
green. He could bardly judge height from this angle, but the other seemed small, dmost frail. Short,
brown hair hung in shaggy disarray, and dark eyes studied Collinswith a heated glare.

Coallinsfroze, armswinched around the dog. Caught. There was no way he could overpower adog
and aman smultaneoudy, no matter how dight they were. He cringed, turning the newcomer apleading
look, hoping for some miracle to keep the other from shouting. He found no mercy in the keen brown
eyesand lowered hishead. "It'sover," hewhispered. And I'm going to die.



Chapter 5

HURL the dog at the man and run! Any action hero would pull it off, but the more rationd portion
of Collins mind dismissed the ideaimmediately. Jackie Chan could outmaneuver adog; Benton Callins
would be lucky to manage two running steps before the animal's teeth sank into his buttocks and the
man's shouts brought armed companions to finish what the dog Started.

Time seemed to move in dow motion. The stalemate dragged into that strange eternity morta danger
sometimes cregtes. The aromaof the tree flowers condensed into acloying cloud, like the worst humidity
Collins had ever encountered. Hislungsfet thick with pollen.

Digplaying none of Callins caution, Fimaand Zylas sivung down beside him. A chaos of petasand
gticks wound through the woman's thick, black hair. She addressed the newcomer in their musical
tongue, and he responded in turn. Zylas placed a hand on the dog, and it resumed its struggles.

Clutching the dog's muzzle tightly, Collins braced himself againgt its sharp-nailed paws. Attention fully
on the animal, he addressed his companions. "What did he say?'

Zylas helped support the dog's floundering weight. Hisfirst word eluded Collins, but the rest came
through clearly, "... sill angry you hit." He paused. "Falimanot helping." He glared at her.

Asthe dog again sank into quiet despair, Collins glanced at the rat/man and tried to fathom hisinitia
utterance. "Y ah-linn?" It sounded Chineseto him.

Zylasenunciated, "ldin. Ee-AH-lin. Other . . . friend."

Falimaand the newcomer continued to converse,

"Friend?' Relief flooded Callins, followed by understanding. "He must be ... the hummingbird?!

Zylas congdered, then smiled and nodded. "ldin. Hummingbird. Yes."

Only then did Callinsfindly put everything together. He had assumed "ldin" the Barakhain word for
"friend," but it was, gpparently, the hummingbird's name. "ldin," he repeated, then durred it as Zylas had
thefirg time soit sounded morelike, "Yahlin." Callinsglanced a Faima, only to find ldin's gaze pinned
onhim. Duh, Ben. You said his name. Twice. Cheeks hegting, he addressed the other man. "Hello and
welcome.”

lain's scowl remained, unchanged.

Falimasaid something in their tongue, ldin replied in asulky growl, then Zylas spokeinturn. The
conversation proceeded, growing more heated. At length, even Zylas punctuated his statements with
choppy hand gestures and rising volume.

Collins sat, drawing the dog securdly into hislap. Thistime, it bardly fought, settling itsdf in the hollow
between hislegs. Helplesdy studying his companions exchange, watching it igniteinto clear argument, he
found himsdlf fondling one of the dog'ssilky ears. In careful increments, he eased hisgrip onitsmuzzle
until he no longer pinned it closed. The dog loosed aferocious howl so suddenly it seemed asif the sound
had remained clamped inside, just waiting for him to releaseit. Collins wrapped his fingers around the
dender snout again, choking off another whirlwind round of barking.

All sound disappeared in that moment. Then, leavesrustled in the breeze, and petalsfloated in agentle



wash. Callinsrealized what was missing. In addition to birdsong and the dog's cry, his companions
discussion had abruptly ended. He glanced over to find three pairs of eyes directly and unwaveringly
upon him.

Coallins face flared red, and he forced a sheepish grin. " Sorry about that." Aware that treating ahuman
theway he had the dog practically defined assault and kidnapping, Collins attempted to mitigate his
crimes, at least to hiscompanions. "I'd let it go, but. . ."

Zylas nodded, expression serious. "Cannot." He stroked his chin, clearly pondering. Then, shaking his
head, didodging astorm of petals from the wide brim of his hat, he unraveled aropy, green vinefroma
nearby trunk. Carrying it to where Collins sat, he expertly bound the dog's mouth shut. Zylasturned his
gazeto Fdima. "Know thisdog?'

Collins eased away hishand.

The hound's nose crinkled menacingly and it jerked its head, but the vine held.

Falimaresponded in their language, and Zylasraised awarning hand. ™Y ou have stone. Not waste."

Falimaglowered.

Zylas ook turned pleading, weary.

"I'd rather 1alin understood than . . . him."

Coallinsignored the loathing in Falima's voice and supplied, "Ben.”

Fdimagrumbled something that sounded suspicioudy like asnarly teen's "whatever." She switched to
English, "We had best move on.”

Zylas studied the skeletd shapes of trees against the growing darkness, the crescent moon overhead.
"Quickly. | haveto deep soon."

Falima pushed through the trees, I1din following. The hummingbird/man moved with aflitty grace,
individua movements quick and jerky, yet the whole merging into a smooth and agile pattern. Only Zylas
remained, frowning at the problem that remained in Callins lgp. Collins elucidated, "He can't bark if we
let him go, but he also can't eat or drink if he doesn't find hisway home quickly.”

"Sill think like your world." Zylas grinned. "When he switch ..."
Coallinsimagined trying to tie aman’'s mouth closed and shared Zylas amusement. ... thevinewill fall
off."

"Right"

Coallinsrose, dumping the dog from hislap. " Shoo. Go home." Other thoughts dispelled hissmile. "But
won't he go back and tell everyone who we are and where?”'

Zylas smiledso wilted. "Falimasay he. . . he. . ."hefumbled for theright word, then supplied one
questioningly, "little?’

"Young?' Callinstried, remembering how he, too, had assessed it asa partidly grown pup.

Zylasnodded. "Like. . . teenager.”

The dog wetched them, tail waving uncertainly.

"Probable very dog. Very very dog. Not. . . not retain . . . 7' He looked to Collinsto confirm the
appropriateness of hisword choice.

Coallins made an encouraging gesture.

"... what seein switch-form, not same.”

Collins nodded to indicate he understood despite the poorly phrased explanation. Zylas seemed to be
struggling more than usud, asure sign of sress. "Isit possible he might. . . retain . . . some of what
happened here after he resumes human form?"

"Not impossble” Zylas admitted.

Collinstrusted the decision to his companion, glad the dog made it easier by remaining with them
unfettered. Its soft brown gaze rolled from one man to the other, and itstail best a careful rhythm.

Zylassighed, air hissing through hislips. Hisface lapsed into creases that seemed to age him ten years.
Benesth the shadow of his hat, his pale eyesradiated troubles, and the white-blond hair hung in limp,
tangled strings. "Too tired to make wise choice.” He ripped another stout vine from the tree and |ooped it
around the dog's neck. "Keep with usnow. Talk. Think." He headed in the direction their companions
had taken. The dog balked.



Coallinswent, too, encouraging the animal by tapping hisleg and calling, "Come on, boy. Comeon,” in
ahappy tone.
Tall whipping vigoroudy, the dog followed.

Camp consgted of downing the last of their cold rations, tossing their bodies on layers of moldering
leaves, and drifting into deep. Zylas dropped off dmost a once. Falimaand ldin chattered in their
incomprehens ble language, occasiondly glancing furtively in hisdirection. Though exhausted, Collins
found degp more dusive. He knelt by the tethered dog who no longer required the muzzle tie and had
egten his share of the remaining fooddiuffs.

Coallinsran ahand dong the anima's spine. It quivered at histouch, then lowered its head with a
contented sigh. Collins continued to stroke the fur, stopping now and then for apat or a scratch. The dog
sprawled on its Sde, moaning with contentment. Itstail thudded against the ground, and it wriggled asiif
to keep every part in contact with Callins hand. He could scarcely believe it the same beast that had
inflicted the gash across his hand.

Thinking of it brought back the pain that desperation and need had made him disregard. Callins
examined the wound. Clotted blood filled the creases, making it appear to encompass the entire back of
his hand. He spit on afinger, rubbing and scraping until he reveded asuperficia, two-inch laceration. He
had gotten lucky. He doubted a doctor back home would even bother to gtitchit.

The dog whined, sniffing a Collins hand. It licked the wound.

"Yuck." Callinsjerked his hand away, only then thinking of infection. It seemed unlikely thisworld had
asophisticated medical system, such asantibiotics. Probably at the level of leeches and bloodletting.
Theimage sent ashiver through him. He had heard that dog sdliva contained natural anti-infection agents,
the reason why they licked their own injuries and suffered fewer infections. He wondered whether the
benefits of those agents outweighed the germsinherent in any drool of a speciesthat drank from
mosquito-infested puddles, groomed itself in unsanitary places, and lapped up horse excrement like
candy. Better, he decided, to clean this wound myself.

Collinsglanced at Zylas. The abino dumbered comfortably, the stress lines smoothed from his brow.
Coallins watch now read nearly 11:00 p.m. Assuming this place had days the same length as his own,
Coallinsredized Zylaswould become arat again in about an hour. A flash of heat passed through him,
followed by ahysterica shiver. Without Zylas calm reason, he doubted the group would stay together.
Apparently, Fimaand Iain hated him, perhaps enough to turn him in to the guards. They'll hang me.
Hewondered if he had now compounded the crime enough for aworse fate, though what fate could be
worse than desth he didn't even want to imagine. He dumped to the ground, abruptly incapable of
anything. Hopel essness overpowered him, a dense blanket that forced his thoughtsto atedious dog.
Escapelay only aday'stravel away, yet it was beyond his ability to navigate. He till did not know the
way. Once there, he would have to battle hisway through armed warriors, with only arat for assstance.
Arat. A wave of despair buffeted the last of hisreason. Twelve hours utterly done. Twelve hours
dodging a hunt he scarcely understood in an unfathomable world. Twelve hourswithout afriend.

Tears stung Collins eyes, then rolled down cheeks till flushed with distress. He had so many
questions, and he needed those answersto survive Zylas rat-time. It seemed safest to lay low, to mark
time until he had atrustworthy companion to plan with again. He wondered how the people of Barakhai
stood the change, interrupting haf their lives daily, putting rel ationships and experiences on hold just as
they started to build. Romance seemed impossible without careful coordination of the switching times—if
such could even be arranged. He shook his head, the tears flowing faster. He knew so littleto be
suddenly thrown, friendless, back into an inexplicable world beneath a sentence of death. He had never
felt so completely, so desperately, done.

Leaves rustled. Something warm brushed Collins cheek. He looked up into the dog's fuzzy face, and
it licked tearsfrom hisface again. It whined, sharing his discomfort. Collins managed asmile. Even amid
all of Barakhai's strangeness, adog was a dog after al. He placed an arm around the furry body, and it
lay down againgt him with a contented sigh, sharing itswarmth.

Falima spoke from startlingly close. "Dogs are good judges of character.” She added sniddly,



"Usudly.”

Coallinstried to surreptitiousy wipe away thetears. He did not look at Falima, not wanting her to
know about his lapse. "Maybe you're the one who migudged me."

A lengthy pause ensued. "Maybe," shefindly admitted, grudgingly.

"About Joetha ..." Though Collins hated to raise the subject, he knew he would have to resolve the
issue before Falima could ever consent to like him. "I truly didnt—"

"l know," Falimainterrupted.

"You do?' Callins could not keep surprise from hisvoice.

"] ... think I do. Itishard seeing things. . . that way." Falimaadded insgghtfully, "Through the eyes of a
foreigner.”

"Yes" Collinswholeheartedly agreed.

Another long silence followed. Callinsthought Falimamust have left as quietly as she had come. So
when she spoke, he jJumped, turning his tear-streaked face to her. "What were you doing to the dog?"
She smulated stroking with her hands, then crouched beside him.

Coallinsblinked the last of the tearsfrom hiseyes. "Y ou mean when | was petting and scratching?”!

"y es"

The answer now seemed wholly obvious, but she seemed to expect one, so Callinsreiterated. "Uh, |
was, uh, petting. And ... uh ... scratching.”

"Yes." Theword emerged in an emotionless monotone that reveaed nothing.

Sorrow gave way to sudden terror. "1 dways ... | mean | never thought . . . it'sjust ..." Collins
gathered histhoughts. "Did | do something terrible? Again?’

"No," Falimareassured. "Not terrible. Itisjust . . . wel, stroking someone. That iskind of ...
personal, do you not think?"

Collins patted the animal snuggled against him, and the dog'stail thumped the ground. Hetried to
consider the beast as ahuman, and a strange thought eased into hismind. "Isthisaboy dog or agirl
dog?'
"Mae." Theresponse hed ahint of question. Collins mind returned to the summer of hisfreshman
year of college, just before his parents divorce. His best friend from high school, Bill Dusumter, had
taken leave from the army at the same time. They had agreed to meet at Bobcat Den Park. When Collins
arrived at the picnic grounds, he found severa of the old gang sitting around talking. He waved to Diana
Hogtetler, with whom he had exchanged jokes and alove for the trombone. Dusumter had dated her for
atime, their breskup messy; and Collins had avoided pressing for arelationship for fear of losing their
friendship. Shelooked the same as he remembered: dark, shoulder-length hair that shimmered in the
sunlight; eyes starkly blue in contrast; high-pitched, freckled cheeks; and abroad, wry mouth. Katie
Tonn and Dave Hansen had become a couple, attending Cornell University together. Dusumter claimed
to havelogt hisvirginity with Tonn, but none of the three seemed to hold any ill will. Severd other friends
from high school played alively game of frisbee. But Collins gaze fixed on Bill Dusumter, histomcat best
buddy, and the stranger at hisside.

Both wore the standard military haircut, matching brown hair buzzed to haf-inch prickles. Both were
skinny, with lean angular faces; and they both smelled of cigarettes. They wore Levisand T-shirts,
Dusumter'sred with the name of aloca bar and the newcomer's plain black.

Callins brain worked overtime, trying to divine the relationship between the two. Before he could
speak, Dusumter gestured him over, addighted grin on hisface. "Ben. Buddy. How'sit hanging?'

Still deep in thought, Callins had to force a smile and missed the opportunity for a snappy comeback.
"It's hanging fine. Army tregting you okay?"

"Great!" Dusumter gestured toward his companion. "Thisis Gene." He winked conspiratoridly.

"Y ou're going to be seeing alot more of Gene around here.”

"Oh." Something seemed wrong, and Collins could not put his uneasinessinto words. "I1sGene. . .
moving here?"

"Yup."

"Ah." Callins gazed into hisfriend's eyes and read more there, something exciting and interesting that



he would not reved until asked. Collinsfelt too dense to find the proper question, whatever it might
proveto be.

Dusumter retook his seat. As he did so, he placed ahand squarely on Gene'sthigh.

Coallins breseth caught in histhroat. A million thoughts swirled through hismind in an ingant. Bill's
gay? Thethought bothered him deeply, and that troubled him. I'm for gay rights. | have gay friends.
Am | just a hypocrite? Collinswanted to cry. Few things upset him more than people who preached
vauesto others while cheating on their spouses, fanatics who sabotaged animal experiments then eagerly
popped medications born of that research, fiends who labeled women who suffered through an abortion
to save their own lives as murderers then encouraged their daughters to destroy the fetus of a man they
did not like. It's easy to cling strongly to morality when it doesn't affect you. Collinsandyzed his
discomfort, delving to itssource. | don't have a problem with Bill being gay. It just came completely
out of the blue, so opposite fromthe Bill | knew. | can and will deal with this. It's my problem, not
his.

Collins exchanged pleasantries with his old friend, then headed off to see some of the others. He had
taken fewer than half a dozen steps, prepared to step around their scattered purses and backpacks,
when Dusumter came up beside him. Grinning, he asked, " So, what do you think of Gene?"

Still shocked, Collinsdid not know what to say. He barely knew the newcomer, who had not yet
gpoken aword. "Um," he mumbled. "Seemsnice." Unable to meet Dusumter's sparkling brown gaze, he
glanced at the backpacks.

"Don' tell anyone ese; | wanted you to bethefirst to know . . ."

Callins braced himsdlf, wishing he had had time to prepare, seeking the most supportive words he
could muster in his own panicked moments of shock.

"...Geneand | are getting married.”

Married? Collinswhirled to face hisfriend. Even as he moved, his eyesregistered a name on one of
the backpacks: "JEAN." Jean, Gene. It al came together in that moment. Just because Bill'sfianceeis
too skinny to have boobs doesn't mean she's not a woman! Relief flooded him, not because Dusumter
was not gay; that truly did not matter. Collins solace came from the redlization that he did know the man
who had been his best friend, that he had not missed signs of misery or need, had not been kept from a
sgnificant secret for lack of trust or closeness.

"Congratulations." He caught Dusumter into an embrace, not the least bit self-conscious.

Dusumter'sfamiliar voice hissed into his ear. "Way to keep a secret, buddy."

Now, in an dien world with adog who was also aman curled againgt him, Collins smiled at the
memory. Asweird as the Situation had become, it seemed margindly preferable to having made what
might have seemed like a sexud advance on some strange woman who, properly and without insult,
could be better called a bitch.

Obliviousto Callins train of thought, Falima continued. "A young male, of course.”

Great, so now I'ma child molester. Collinscringed. That makes it much better.

Attuned to Collins discomfort, Falima continued, "It isal right, redly. Heis probably the closest thing
to adog of your world that you will find here. He clearly enjoys the atention, and he probably will not
remember much of it in human form.”

Coallins studied the dog's brown-and-white patches.

"S0 go ahead and stroke him. If it makes him uncomfortable, he will let you know."

Yeah. Collinsglanced a hiswound. Next time, he'll bite my hand clean off. Tentatively, he petted
the dog's back. It sghed and snuggled more closely to him.

Faimasmiled. "Actudly, | likeit when people stroke my nose."

Collins gave Fdimaastrange |ook.

"In switch-form, of course.” Falima's cheeksturned scarlet, to Collins surprise. She seemed too
strong to let anything embarrass her. "And ascratch behind my ears now and then feelswonderful.
Especidly when thefliesare biting." Her features lapsed back into their tough demeanor. "But | do not
like being kicked. In any form."

"I'm sorry,” Collinssaid, meaning it. "It'sjust that's how we steer in—"



"—your world,” Faimafinished.

"Yes. Inmy world. The only world | knew existed until yesterday. I'm very sorry | kicked you. It
won't happen again.”

A grained sllence followed, into which Collins wanted to insert something clever that might findly
bridge the gap between them. Instead, a question came to mind. He wanted to know why discussing her
petting spots shamed her more than switching to human form buck naked. Wisdly, he put aside that train
of thought for asafer one. "'l guessit'sjust ustill Zylas becomesaman again.”

ldin grolled to them, crunching something between histeeth and carrying handfuls of leaves and
gstems. He turned Collins awithering, imperious ook, then focused on Falima. He remained standing, the
only position that alowed the tiny man to tower over his seated companions. He spoke in the language of
Barakhal.

Falimas reply took much longer as she, apparently, filled him in on the conversation to date.

With the memory of Bill and Jean Dusumter in hismind, Collins sudied Idin. The hummingbird/man,
too, could passfor adight, curvelesswoman. For an ingtant, the thought that he might have made the
same migtake twice swept through Callins, banished by the memory of Zylas use of the pronoun "he' to
refer to the hummingbird's human form. Of course, Zylas English israther primitive.

Falimaaddressed Collins again. "Zylas will not desert usjust because heisin switch-form.”

The dog stretched itslegs, pressing its back againgt Collins, groaned, and dropped back off to deep.

Collins nodded, certain Faimaspoke the truth. "1 just meant we won't have away to talk to him until
he's. .. until he's human.”

"l will." Falima patted her tummy and tossed her black hair, highlights of scarlet, purple, and green
shifting through her tresses.

"Youwill?' Hoperoseinawild rush. "You can. . . you can ..." Callinsbarely dared to believe. ...
talk to each other in anima form?”

Falimaheld abrief exchange with lain that |eft the man snickering before replying, "Not usudly. But
Zylasisolder. He has good, solid overlap between hisforms; | know of no onewith more. And | ill
have histrandation stone." Her blue gaze hardened. "Thanksto you."

Collins stroked the dog's Side, and itstail thumped in gratitude. In addition to a near-flawless grasp of
English, Falima had clearly mastered sarcasm. "I'm sorry." He wondered how many times hewould have
to gpologize before Faimawould forgive him, hoping she would not prove as difficult to appease as
Marlys. Maybe it's a woman thing.

Apparently mistaking Callins attention to the dog for an unspoken question, Fimasad, "No, |
cannot talk to him. He haslittle or no overlap. He might not even have reached coming-of-age yet."

"Coming-of-age?' Collins repeated. That brought to mind David Fein's bar mitzvah, expanding lip
disks, and queststo kill wild boars and leopards.

lalin made a grunted comment to which Falima responded before switching back to English. "When a
child isborn, he assumes the same switch-form and at the same times as his mother. He has no overlap
at dl. On histhirteenth birthday, he gets a party. His switch time melds with his persondlity, overlap
begins, and, if heisa Random, hetranamutes.”

Collins put up ahand to stay Falima. "Hold it. | was with you up until the thirteenth birthday party.
Randoms. Transmuting." He shook hishead. "What are you talking about?*

Faimaeased to a cross-legged stting position. She spoke painfully dowly, asif toanidiot. "At
thirteen, dl right?'

Coallinsdid not grace the question with so much asanod. If he did, he felt certain she would drag a
sample explanation into next week.

"A child becomes aman or woman. He getsaswitch time..." Falimaglanced a Collinsto seeif he
gtill followed her decription.

Collins bobbed his head. He knew about switch times from Zylas. "Does some person assign each
teen aswitching time? Or isit random?"

Faima conversed with Idin before answering. "Neither. It seemsto have moreto do with the ..." She
used Callins word, ". . . teen's persondlity. It just happens, and it seemsto suit the person. Overlap



between human and animal form begins. Regulars tend to learn control faster than Randoms, but they
a0 spend moretimein animd form.”

Coallinsfrowned, shaking hishead. "Y ouvelost me again." He considered the problem. "Maybe if you
explain wha you mean by Regulars and Randoms." Helooked up at the sky. The moon had risen
higher, a crescent that scarcely grazed the darkness. Stars spread across the darkness, remarkably
samilar to the spring pattern of hisown world.

"Regulars occur when animas of like type mate, whether in human or anima form. A manwho
becomesabull, for example, marries awoman whose switch-formisacow." Faimastudied Collins
reaction, and he gave her what he hoped was an encouraging look. This made senseto him. "Since
animals can only mate within their type, and they tend not to worry about or understand human
conventionswhen it comes to marriage, Regulars outnumber Randoms by about three hundred to one.”

Coallins reasoned, " So a Random would come of a union between two humans with different types of
switch-forms™

"Right." Apparently impressed by hisreasoning, Fimapassed it onto ldin.

L atin came back with something that sounded gruff, dmaost warning.

Beaming, Collins struggled to continue. Falimals opinion of him mattered more than he could explain.
"Until thirteen, Randoms become the animal of their mother. Then, they become. . ."He did not know
how to proceed. Logic dictated that boys might follow the father and girls the mother, but the opposite
could prove equdly true. What am | doing seeking logic in magic? Sticking with what the name
implied, hetried, ". . . something random?"

"Exactly," Fdimacrowed. "Though maybe not totally random. It probably has something to do with
the physica or emotiona makeup of the person. Or maybe the animal-type influences those things. It
would be hard to ever know for sure.”

"Which areyou?'

Faimas open excitement disappeared. Her features lapsed into amask, and her movements looked
cdculatedly casud. "What?'

"Which areyou?' Collinsrepeated carefully. "Regular or Random?"

"All horses are guards,” Falima said in a not-quite-indifferent tone. " Senior to dogs. Oursisa
respected position, nearly aways bred on purpose.”

"And you?' Collins pressed.

Faimablinked, now clearly annoyed. "Y ou heard me. Y ou may assume mea Regular.”

It was not adirect answer, but Collins accepted it. Though he had clearly stepped into dangerous
territory, he could not keep himself from asking. "And Zylas?' He glanced toward his companion ashe
spoke, only to find aset of empty clothing. "He's changed!™

"A few momentsago,” Faimaconfirmed.

Collins studied the britches. He rose with a caution designed not to disturb the dog, drawing nearer to
where Zylas had fallen adeep until he found the rat-szed lump stirring regularly benegth linen. "Ishea
Random or a Regular?"

"Random," Falimasaid with awide yawn. "Do you think we breed rats on purpose?'

Coallinsthought of thelab. We do. "And 1din?"

Thistime, Falimadodged the question. "1'm getting tired.

Weredly should deep.” Without awaiting areply from Collins, she headed away to curl up on apile
of leaves. 1ain went with her.

Put off by Falima's sudden detachment, Collins lay back down beside the dog. Its warmth soothed
him, even as he worried for the propriety of hisaction. At least he could explain it away asameansto
keep watch over an anima that might sneak off and report them to the authorities. He wondered about
the information Falimahad given him and why discussion of the origins of self and friends made her so
uncomfortable. He vowed not to press the question the next day. To do so might lose him what little trust
of hers he had managed to gain or leave him in the bleak |oneliness he had dreaded only an hour ago.

With these thoughts buzzing through hismind, it surprised Collins how swiftly he found deep.



B ENTON Collins awakened to a sweet but unrecognizable 'aromathat sent his stomach into a

ferocious growl. It reminded him of his mother's freshly baked cinnamon rolls, yet was different in away
he could not quite define. He opened his eyesto a subdued fire surrounding a crock blackened by
charcod, ldin and Falima spoke in hushed tones, their shadows flickering through the brush at their
backs. The sun had not yet penetrated the dense cover of leaves and branches. The two chatted like old
friends. Though Collins could not understand aword of it, he noticed that neither wore the tense
expresson of hogtile distrust that had become so familiar to him.

Thedog rolled its head to look at Collins. It wagged itstail in greeting, tip stirring the leaves. ldin and
Fdimatook no notice, so Collins continued to study them in the scarl et-and-amber strobe of the fire. Her
golden skin looked beautifully exotic. She had braided her mane of black hair away from her face, though
afew strandslay damply against her cheeks. Apparently, she had washed and combed it out earlier that
morning. Though lost beneeth an overlarge cloak, the curves of her naked body remained vividly in
Collins memory. His mind's eyes conjured the generous breasts, the fine curves, and the well-toned body
with an ease that made him flush. He felt himself responding to the image, which abruptly heightened his
embarrassment. Hetried to quell desire by turning his attention to his other companion.

lain rose and walked to the fire, movements odd though never awkward. The words that cameto
Collins mind in description: flitty, quick, birdlikefit best, though he found none of them quite adequate.
The man reminded him most of Jean, who had become a dependable, amost supernaturally daring, friend
over theyears. Though smadll to the point of scrawny, she never hesitated to face off with the largest man.
They had once stopped to examine a snake on the road. None of the men in the car would touch it, but
Jean had picked it up without a second thought. And, upon discovering that she held arattlesnake, she
had attempted to keep it for apet. On two occasions, he had watched women leaving a public restroom
that Jean had just entered whispering angrily about the man who had dared to wak boldly into their
haven.

There was something equaly androgynous about the hummingbird/man, and Collinswondered if it had
anything to do with the fact that bird gender was difficult to read at aglance. Or isit? When he thought
about it more carefully, he redlized that in many species of hirds, like peacocks, blue jays, and chickens,
the ma e and female looked phenomendlly different, far more so than, say, horses. Or rats.

Collins shook his head, tired of trying to find rhyme and reason in aworld that either had noneor, a
least, none that he could logically and rationaly fathom without the assistance of thosewho lived it dally.
At that moment, he found Idin returning his gaze with steedy yellow-brown eyes. The man said
something to Falima, and she looked at Collinsaswell. For awhile, they al smply stared, saying nothing.
Findly, Falimasface broke into a cautious, weary haf-smile. "Good, you are avake. Comejoin us."

Collins gave back agenuine grin, glad Fimahad actualy welcomed him, though it hardly mattered.
Soon enough, he would return to his own world and these people would fade into the blurred uncertainty



between redlity and dream. He had read enough fantasy as a child to know that others, and maybe
eventualy he, would dismiss whatever adventures he had in thisworld as the product of distraught
imagination. Assuming | make it out of here alive. He stood, rearranging hisjeansto cover his
dwindling excitement. He could taste his morning breath but could think of no way to remedy the
problem. He ran ahand through his hair, didodging wilted petalss, twigs, and curled leaves. His
gppearance and hygiene, he knew, should not bother him; but it did. At least | probably look better
without my glasses. He squinted, surprised a how easily he found himself getting along without them.
He could see better than he remembered, and it sent his mind into another round of unusua thought. Do |
not need them as much as | believe? Am 1 simply getting used to not having them? Or isit just
another part of the magic of Barakhai?

Using astick, lain eased the crock from thefire.

The dog rolled to its feet, yawned, and stretched. I1ts tongue uncurled, and the mouth spread wide to
reveal rows of surprisingly blunt teeth. Then, finished, it followed Collinsto his companions near thefire.

Falima glanced upward, though interwoven branches blocked the sky. "I was about to wake you. |
wanted you up before my switch.”

"Your switch?' Callinsrolled apanic-diricken gazeto ldin. Please. Don't leave me alonewith . . .
him. He did not voice the concern. He had grown accustomed to Falimals animosity, had even managed
to crack it somewhat. Theideaof spending timewith only Iain chilled him, colored by his experiences
with Jean. Heliked Jean, but she aso liked him. With lain, he could imagine that rattlesnake
"accidentaly" winding up in hisbed. The andogy did not carry well, since any snake here would aso be
human and, presumably, barred by law and convention from harming others.

"It iscoming soon." Falimaused an edge of her cloak to ease the crock toward her. 1ain said
something to which Falimareplied. Thistime, she deigned to trandate. "He wants meto wait until it cools.
But | do not get gahiri often and do not et it in switch-form.”

"Gahiri?" Collinsrepeated, surprised to hear a Barakhain word during an English rendition. She had
never mixed the two before. Then, he redized the word probably had no equivdent in his language.

Using agtick, Fimaladled agloppy brown mixture onto aleaf as dark as spinach. It steamed in her
hand as she offered it to Collins.

Collins heditated. Then, worried it might burn her pam if she held it too long, he accepted it. It
warmed his grip, its aroma a cross between pecan and currant pie, with abit of baking potato.

Without seeing if Callinsateit, Flimamade smilar packetsfor ldin and hersdf. They atethem like
tacos, one hand folding the contents together, the other perched below to catch any runoff. He took a
delicate bite of just thefilling. It burned histongue, and it took an effort of will not to spit it out. Instead,
he swirled it around his mouth, never |etting it settle in one place long enough to singe until it grew cool
enough to swallow without hurting histhroat. Only then, he dlowed himsdf to assessthe flavor, sweetly
spicy with a subtle crunch he hoped had nothing to do with insects. It tasted sinfully good, like doughnuts
for breskfast. He blew on it carefully before daring another bite. Thistime, he took a chunk of leaf dong
with thefilling; and, to his surprise, it only enhanced theflavor. "Ddlicious,” he said around a heated
mouthful.

"The best," Fimaagreed. "Mogt of the ingredients are quite common, but you have to get the vilegro
seed a theright time.

When you can evenfind it. It isvauable, too, so we can sl what we do not eat. A worthy find, Iain
hed. That isthe advantage of asmadl flying switch-form with agood sense for finding sweet things.”

Falima's description sparked an idea. "Perhaps,” Callins started thoughtfully. "Perhaps 1ain could
digtract the guards, fly around their ..."

Before Collins could stop her, Flimatrandated. Iain's reply was accompanied by a spark of anger.

Faimalaughed. "lain suggests we distract you instead so the guards can catch you easier.”

Collins browsrose, and the look he gave Fimawas smilar to ldin's own.

All mirth disappeared. "Hewas only kidding," she said defensively. She and Idin feigned sudden,
inordinateinterest inther gahiri.

Coallinsreached for his own haf-eaten bregkfast, only to find alarge white rat devouring it. Startled,



he skittered backward, then redlized who had stolen hisfood. "Zylad"

Fdimalaughed again, and even ldin could not suppress asnicker. Zylasturned Collins asinnocent a
look asarat could muster, then returned to eating.

Falima made three more gahiri, handing oneto each of her human companions and egting the third.
Abandoning his booty, Zylas crawled up Faimas arm to her shoulder, placed both paws on her ear, and
queaked emphaticaly.

Faimalistened for along time, nodding occasiondly with her mouth full of food. Sherepliedin their
regular language, stuffed the rest of the gahiri into her mouth, then rose. Placing her hand inside her
bodice, she plucked a cherry-sized piece of rose quartz from between her breasts and thrust it toward
Zylas. Therat took the stone between histeeth, skittered from his perch, and dropped it on the ground
near hisfood. Placing one paw on the rock, he commenced egting.

Collinslooked at Falima "What was that about?"

In response, Fimaonly shrugged.

"She can't understand you." Zylas squeaks now formed high-pitched English words. " She passed the
trandation stone, and now | haveit.”

Knowing Falima had swallowed the stone, Collins did not want "pass’ defined. "And you understand
me?"

"Y es. But the others do not."

Torn between relief that he would not have to make conversation with two people who didiked him
and worry that he might have to find other waysto make himsalf understood, Collins nodded his
comprehension. If he could only communicate with one of his companions, he preferred it to be Zylas,
evenif hewasarat.

Coallinsglanced at hiswatch. It read afew minutestill Sx am. "So, what do we do now?"

Fdimarose, brushed crumbs from her shift and cloak, and spoke afew wordsto lalin, who nodded.
She headed into the woods. The dog trotted after her, tail waving like aflag. With afew crisp words and
ajab toward the men, she ordered it back. It obeyed, tail low, only thetip till twitching.

"Come here, boy!" Callins used a happy tone, and the dog bounded to him, tail again whipping
broadly. He petted it, and it wiggled and circled in excitement. Zylas grabbed up the trandation stonein
his teeth and scuttled out of the way of the prancing paws. "Faimais switching?' Collins guessed.

Zylas reply was barely audible. "Y eth.” He dodged between the dog's feet to reach Collinsand
garted clawing hisway up Collins jeans. The denim bunched under his claws and weight, dragging them
down.

Worried Zylas might pants him, Collins bent, offering ahand to therat. "Where are you trying to go?'

" ‘our thoulder, ith 'ou peathe.”

Thinking he understood, Collins hoisted Zylasto hisleft shoulder.

Therat scrabbled off, settling into the hollow between Coallins neck and shoulder. He spat out the
stone and clapped it in place with a paw. "Can you hear me better now?"

It suddenly occurred to Collinsthat Zylas speech had gone from halting and uncertain to grindingly
clear since he had become rat. Though Collins knew it had to do with the magica stone rather than the
transformation, the irony made him laugh.

Zylas dawssank into Collins flesh. "What's so funny?"

Coallinswent till, and the nail s loosened. Resolved not to laugh or ssumble again, to spare himsdlf a
gouging, he dismissed the thought. "Nothing important. So," he repeated his earlier, unanswered question.
"What do we do now? Try the ruins again? Hope the guards have gone?"

"They're not gone," Zylas replied emphatically. Hiswhiskerstickled Callins ear.

"You're sure?!

"I'm sure.” Not abit of hesitation entered Zylas reply.

Collinsfrowned. "So we have to get past them.”

"Can't." Thegrim certainty remained in Zylas voice.

"So you're saying it'simpossble?’

Zylasdid not waver. "Yes"



It went againgt every sdlf-esteem-building encouragement Collins had received sinceinfancy. "But
nothing isredly impossble”

"For us," Zylassad, "thisis."

Coallins opened his mouth, but remembrance of Falimastirade choked off hiswords. Isit not enough
that we will probably die for saving a cold-blooded cannibal? Do you want more innocents to
sacrifice their livesfor you? He did not want to die, did not want any of his companionsto lose their
lives, either, especidly not for him. "All right." Hetried to keep disgppointment from histone, without
SUCCesSS.

Zylas clearly read beyond the words. "The guards will not alow us near the ruins. They will patrol
now." He shook hishead. "Y ou cannot escape through that portal.”

That portal. Fresh hopeflared. "Could we. . . could we maybe. . . find another portal?* Callins
looked up, remembering his companions for the first time since he had asked about Falimals
transformation. The buckskin grazed placidly at a patch of weeds, her golden coat glimmering in the
paich of sunlight penetrating the forest canopy. ldin was stuffing Falima's garments into the pack, and the
dog lay curled on the ground at hisfeet.

Zylas paced acircle on Callins shoulder, clearly vexed. His gaze played over the party aswell,
lingering longest onthe dog. "I don't know of any other portas..."

Anticipating a"but," Collinsremained slent.

"... | know someone who might ..." Zylaswent suddenly ill. "But. . ." Hefdl into along hush.

When Collins patience ran out, he pressed. "But?"

Zylas skittered down Callins side, stone in mouth, then legped to the ground. He darted to Fima's
lowered head, dropped the crystal, stepped on it, and commenced squesking loudly.

The horse pranced backward, trumpeting out awhinny, then another.

Sower now, more thoughtfully, Zylas approached ldin. Their conversation lasted no longer than the
previous one. Findly, hereturned to Callins.

Wanting to forgo more scratches, Collins crouched, anticipating Zylas need. He scooped up therat
and replaced it on his shoulder. "So?!

Zylas spat out the trandation stone. "Faimaonly has apartid overlap, so she's difficult to converse
withinthisform, ldin. .. well, Idin will come around.” He made an aborupt motion, asif shaking water
from his coat. "Comeon."

Having no ideawhat direction Zylas meant, Collinsraised his brows. "Where are we going?"'

"Weregoing," Zylas said thoughtfully, "to vist agood friend of mine."

They rode Fdima, ldin leading from the ground, Collins adtride, Zylas ditting in the V' formed by his
legs. The dog trotted obediently at the horse's hedls, apparently used to walking in that particular
position. A gentlerain pattered on the leaves overhead, occasiona droplets winding through the foliage to
land as cold pinpricks againgt Collins skin. He did not pressure his companions. Quite literdly, they held
hislifeinther hands. Or rather, Callinscorrected, in their claws, talons, and hooves.

Zylas explained asthey rode, "Vernon'sagood guy. A longtime friend. Y ou and Faimawill be safe
withhimwhileldinand | go ... lsewhere

"Elsawhere?'

"To see someone older. Wiser." Zylas shook his pointy-nosed head. "That'sdl | can tdll you."

"Can'tl go?'

"No." Evenfor arat, Zylas sounded emphatic.

Feding like asulky child, Collins grumbled. "Why not?"

"Too dangerous.”

Collinslooked at the dog who il followed them, tail waving. "For me? Or the €lder?!

"Both."

"Oh." Collins consdered that answer for several momentsin a silence broken only by the swish and
crackle of branches, the song of the drizzle on the canopy. "How s0?"

"Vernon'sagood guy," Zylas repeated, and Collins knew he would get no reply to his previous



quedtion. "A longtimefriend.”

Coallins dropped the subject. They rode onward, brushing through wet foliage that |eft streaks of water
across histunic, jeans, and sneskers. Zylas wandered the length of Falima, pausing to guide her with
whispered commandsin her ear or to exchange a conversation with Iain. Collins watch read ten minutes
to ninewhen Zylas called ahalt. He spoke soothingly to Faima; and she dowed, snorting and pawing
divots from the ground. Idin stopped, patting her neck reassuringly. Collinsdid from her back. He
offered his handsto Zylas, who clambered aboard, little feet warm againgt Collins pams. Images of his
guineapig rose to mind, its brown-and-white fur soft as down, its enormous black eyes studying him, and
itsloud "week, week, week," when it heard his mother making sad. He had named the anima George,
which had become Georgie-girl severa yearslater, when he learned how to differentiate gender.

Zylas|eaped to Collins shoulder. Falimadipped her head, nosing for grass amid tiny trees and mulch.
ldin turned his back, perhaps surveying the forest, more likely relieving himself. Three hours bouncing
around on horseback had given Collinsasimilar urge. Working around the rough materia of atunic now
as soiled ashisjeans, he urinated on amushy pile of leaves.

"He's getting smdler.” Zylas sudden voicein hisear sartled Collins, who jumped. Then, he sounded
out the words and grew even more alarmed.

"Whawhat?' Callins sammered, stashing his manhood safely behind his zipper.

"ldin," Zylasexplained. "Hes getting smdler. Switching."

Collinswhirled to see, finding only an empty pile of clothing which the puppy snuffled eagerly.

Zylas continued, "Y ou'll haveto pack histhings."

Collins nodded dully, now the only human. With ashock, he realized nearly twenty-four hours had
passed since his aborted hanging. Then, too, al his companions had taken anima form, working together
to rescue him from death. Approaching the shed clothing, he bent. Zylas scampered down hisarm to the
ground. Collins gathered the crudely sewn garments, gpproached Falima, and stuffed them into her
saddlebags. He turned to find the pup crouched with its front legs extended, bottom high, and tail
wagging cautioudy asit urged Zylasto play. Redization glided into hismind. When ldin gppeared asa
human, the dog was aready in switch-form. Now, Iain had become abird again, but the dog remained a
dog. "Zylas?"

The rat disengaged from the dog and approached.

"Shouldn't our . . . um. . . unexpected companion have become human by now?'

Zylastwisted his head to look over one shoulder at the puppy. "Not necessarily. Regulars spend
moretimein anima form than Randoms.” He turned back to Collins. "If he just entered switch-form
when he found us, | could even change before he does.™

"Redly," Callinssad thoughtfully.

"We need to get going again.” Zylas headed toward Faima. "' only stopped to give ldin some dignity
during hisswitch."

Collinstrotted after his companion.

Zylas stopped by the grazing horse. " A boost, please? | can climb, but it makes her nervous.™

Glad to help, Collins hefted Zylas to Falima's back, then mounted himself. Falima's head rose with
obvious reluctance. Zylas clambered aong her mane and thrust hismuzzleinto her ear. Falimasnorted
but resumed her walk through the forest.

Coallinsrecdled that he had set hiswatch for noon about the time Zylas had become human, and Zylas
had switched to rat form around midnight. Falimahad turned into ahorse at six in the morning and a
human at six at night. l1alin changed a nine. That understanding brought aredization: Falimahad lied.
Aware his companions could and had exchanged information he could not understand, he prodded with
utmost cauttion. "Regulars, like the pup, spend moretimein anima form?"

Zylasreturned to his steadiest position, planted between Callins thighs. "That'sright. And, on
average, gain overlap a ayounger age.”

"Overlgp meaning shared understanding and memory between forms.™

"Right"

"Hmmm."



"Whet?'

Collinsstudied the white rat, suddenly feding insane. If any of his colleagues had caught him talking to
alaboratory animd likethis, they would deem him certifiable. Thirty-six hours in Barakhai, less than a
day with animal companions, and it already feels natural to converse with arat. "It'sjust that you
seem to have an exceptional amount of overlap.”

"l do. Nearly perfect, infact.”

"Why isthat?"

Zylasturned acircle, then settled againgt Collins. "Firgt, I'm older than the others. | apparently have a
natura talent for it. And | practice. A lot."

"Practice?' It seemed ludicrous. Practice what?

"Rats don't eat much, and any old garbage serves mefinein thisform. | pay attention. | have no job.
I'm not married. No.. . . children." The last word emerged in apained squeak, and he paused. He turned
away for amoment, curling his hairless pink tail around hislegs, then regained his composure and
continued without missing a best. "I've concentrated most of my life on enhancing my overlap, with good
success." He added, "And it doesn't hurt that | spent my childhood in asimilar enough form that | could
use most of that training at adolescence rather than starting over. More like a Regular without the
disadvantages.”

Coallinsrecdled that, until coming-of-age, children had the same switch-form astheir mothers. "So
your origind switch-form... 7"

Zylasobliged. "A mouse. My father wasabluejay.”

Coallinslaughed, earning aglare from Zylas.

"What'sfunny?"

Collinsdid not lie. "It'san odd combination."

Therat's mouth siretched into agrimace that Collinsinterpreted asaweary grin. "Not in human form."
He anticipated a question Callins had not even thought to ask. "And, yes, they were both albino.”

Startled into slence, Callinstook severa momentsto craft acoherent question. "Is... is.... it common
in ... inyour world?'

"Albinign?"

"Yes"

"No."

"No?'

"1 only know of two others." Zylaslicked at hisfur. "l think that's what brought my parents together.
Something in common other than the usua shared switch-form.”

"Hmmm." The white mouse came easlly to Callins imagination, the jay with more difficulty, though he
had actualy seen one a Algary's science museum. He glanced at the passing scenery, mostly leaves and
needles, trying to appear casua. Therain had stopped, but droplets still plopped irregularly from higher
branches. "What about Falimas parents?’

Zylas continued cleaning himsaf. "A milk goat and asquirrd, | believe.”

A Random. Coallins had suspected as much from the start. When he learned Regulars kept
switch-form longer, it had seemed nearly certain. He wondered why Falimahad tried to deceive him.
"And ldin?'

"Owl and dhrew.”

That combination did not surprise Collins at dl. It seemed to fit the hodtile, flighty young man. "So,
youredl Randoms?"

Zylas stopped grooming. "Who told you about Randoms?"

"Fdima"

Zylas shuddered hisfur back into place. "Y es. Werre dl Randoms. Except the pup. Once she came
of age asahorse, Falimagot fostered to guards.”

That seemed odd, though no more so than most of the other things Coallins had learned here. "Why?"

"All horses are guards.”

"Oh." Collins asked thelogicd follow-up. "And al rats?'



"Were vermin.”

It sounded shocking from the mouth of ahuman rat. "Well, yes, but ... | meant what job do rats do?"

"Vermin were dways discouraged from breeding, especiadly as Regulars. The only onesleft come
out of Random unions”

"Soyour...mouse...mother...?

"Also a Random, yes. My father, too." Though Zylas did not ssem uncomfortable discussing these
matters, as Faimahad, he did change the subject. " So, tell me about your world. I've seen many things
that confuse me. Like why do you keep your white ratsin cages while the brown ones run free?”"



Chapter 7

BY thetimethey reached Vernon's ramshackle cabin in the 'woods, Collins suspected he had raised
more questions than he'd satisfied, which seemed only fair. He felt the same way about Barakhal. Faima
grazed the clearing. Zylas pulled clothing over his pale human body. The dog romped around al of them,
dternatdy begging pets from Collins and exploring every inch of their new surroundings. Collins did not
see ldin but suspected the hummingbird buzzed nearby, more cautious since being mistaken for an insect
and clouted across the forest. Within moments, the door banged open and aman, apparently Vernon,
appeared, britches hadtily tied over thick legs, till pulling acoarse linen shirt over his broad, brown
shoulders. Though Collins had seen dark-skinned people in thisworld before, Vernon wasthe first who
closaly resembled an African-American in hisown world. He sported close-cropped curls, full lips, and
shrewd eyes nearly as dark asthe pupils. Tal, well-muscled, and bull-necked, he made a startling
contrast to the dight abino, who disappeared into hiswelcoming embrace.

Zylas and Vernon exchanged words briefly. Then, Vernon's gaze shifted across Collinsto settle
aternately on Falima and the wagging-tailed dog. He shook his head and addressed Zylaswith a
chdlenging tone.

Collinsrecognized "Faimd' in areply otherwise gibberish to him.

Vernon nodded thoughtfully as he laced his shirt. He turned his attention fully on the dog and grunted
something.

Zylas merdly shrugged.

Coallinslooked at Flima. By the time he glanced back, Zylas was heading toward him.

"It'ssettled,” Zylas explained, drawing hishat down to shade hisforehead. ™Y ou and Falimaremain
herewith Vernon. lalin and | should be back tomorrow."

Coallins gazeralled to the dog. "What about him?"

Zylasdid not bother to follow Callins gesture. "The dog stays with you. Do what you must to keep us
sfe”

Callinsfroze, hoping those words did not mean what he thought they did. He would not murder again,
especialy achild. He opened his mouth to say so, only to find Zylas watching him with distinct
discomfort.

Therat/man held out his hand, fingers clenched to abloodlessfist. Collins watched each finger winch
open, findly revealing the rose quartz stone. Y ou'll need this."

Collins stared at the trand ation stone. It made sense that he should carry it, asthe others could all
understand one another, at least in human form. Without reaching for it, helooked at Zylas.

Therat/man'slips pursed to lines aswhite as his flesh, and he dodged Collins gaze. Hisfingers
quivered, asif he battled the urge to close them safely around the stone again.

"Thisishard for you, isntit?'

Zylasnodded. "I'verarely let anyone useit, and then only in my presence.”" He glanced at the stone,
and it held hisstare. "It's unique and irreplaceable.” He finaly managed to tear hisgaze freg, toturn a



worried look toward Callins. "It'sdsoillegd.”

Coallins brow furrowed. "lllegd?"

"Magic of any kind. Theroydshateit."

The words shocked Callins. Shunning such a powerful tool seemed as absurd as locking away the
secretsthat science reveded. Y e, heredlized, hisworld had done just that for many years now known
asthe Dark Ages. Despite himsdlf, he found somelogic in the redization that technology had brought the
atomic bomb aswel as computers, pollution aong with transportation, thalidomide in addition to
penicillin. With the good came the bad, and common sense could dictate none as easily as both. "B,
youredl magic—"

"Except theroyds," Zylasreminded. "They don't switch forms.™

"Right." Collinsrecaled hiscompanion telling him thet, though it seemed agesago. "Wadll. . ." Running
out of thingsto say, he reached for the trandation stone. . . . I'll take good care of it. | promise.” It
seemed ridiculous to vow to protect arock when he could not keep his own life safe, but he knew Zylas
needed the words. "One way or another, no matter what happens, I'll get it back to you."

"Thank you." The lines dropped from Zylas face, and he managed adight smile. "I'm sure you will."

Collinstook the stone, oddly warmed by Zylas trust. He wondered if he could ever win it from his
other companions.

Zylas made a broad wave toward Vernon, who returned it with a grudging movement of his hand that
looked more dismissive than friendly. ldin zipped out of nowhereto hover a Zylas |eft shoulder, then the
two headed into the woods. Collins watched them until they disappeared among the trees. When he
findly turned back, he saw Vernon leading Falimatoward the cottage, the dog trotting a her hooves.

Certain Vernon's cottage would lack indoor plumbing, Collinsthought it best to relieve himself before
getting to know Zylas friend. He dropped the rose quartz into a pocket of hisjeans. Ashewalked to a
secluded spot, he dlowed histhoughts free rein. Hislimbsfelt heavy, world-weary, and uncertain. He
went through the motions of preparing to urinate, thoughts caught up in the redization that he had
stumbled into something quite impossible. It amazed him how quickly he accepted companionswho
gpent half or more of their livesasanimdss, his own transformation from mild-mannered graduate student
to hunted fugitive under sentence of death, his need to find some magica doorway back to the world he
had once thought alonein the universe. It seemed unbdlievable that people spent their lives searching for
crestures from other planets when awhole other world existed through a storage room in Daubert Labs.

Coallins urine pattered against dried weeds.

A digtant, high-pitched sound touched Collins hearing suddenly, and he froze. For amoment he heard
nothing but the wind rustling through branches and his own urine splattering againgt dried weeds. A
howling bark wafted over those sounds, sharp as a knife cut and followed by another.

Startled, Callinsjerked, wetting hisleft shoe. Staccato words soft as whispers cameto him. "This
way, thisway." "No, over here” "Smdl . .. amell target.” "Smel.” "Smdl.” "Smdll." "Herel" Then aloud,
trumpeting voice sounded over the rest, "Hate wood-ground. Go home!"

Uncertainty held Collinsin place. Only then, herealized he had wormed ahand into his pocket and
clamped it over the worn-smooth rose quartz. Oh, my God! It's trandlating barks and whinnies. A
worse understanding penetrated. They've come for us. Whirling, he sprinted toward the cabin, securing
hisfly asheran.

Vernon met Collinsat the door. "Come," he sad in rough English. "Hide you."

Coallins careened inside. The cottage had no windows. Thatch poked through the mud plastered
between thelogs. A crooked table surrounded by crudely fashioned chairs took up most of the space.
Straw piled on awooden framefilled one corner and, besideit, stood a chest of drawers. Near that, a
trapdoor broke the otherwise solid floor.

Vernon thrust the dog at Collinswith aforce that sent man and anima staggering. He fell to one knee,
arms, chest, and facefilled with fur, managing to catch his balance, though awkwardly. Vernon shoved
asde the dresser to revea what seemed to be plain wall until he caught at something Collins had not
noticed. Lashed logs that gppeared as part of the structure glided open on unseen hinges, and Vernon
gestured franticdly at the darkness beyond it.



Stll holding the dog, Collins dragged himsdlf into the hidden room. Almost immediately, hisnose
dammed againgt solid wall, and wood divered into hisright cheek. He barely managed to turn before
Vernon smashed the pand closed, and Collins heard the grind of the dresser moving back into position.
Worried its claws might make scrabbling noises, Collins continued supporting the dog, one hand
wrapped around its muzzle, the other grasping the trandation stone.

For several moments that seemed morelike hours, Collins stood in the silent darkness. Gradually, his
heart rate returned to normal, and worse thoughts descended upon him. What if they find us? What if
they take Vernon away? What if we're walled in here to die? Thetomblike hush of hishiding place
seemed to crush in on him, airless and boring, and he tifled an abrupt urge to pound on the door ina
mindlessfrenzy. If the guards caught him, deeth went from "what if" to stark and graphic certainty.

Shortly, Collins heard footsteps clomping down nearby stairs and redlized severa people had passed
through the trapdoor he had seen, likely into aroot cellar. He had heard nothing of whatever exchange
occurred in the cottage, but here their voices wafted to him in muffled bursts.

"Why isit that every time were hunting fugitives, thetrail ways ends here?' The voice contained
clear exasperation.

Vernon'sreply sounded gruff. "Why isit that every time you're hunting fugitives, you chase them
toward me? 1'd thank you to stop. Puts me in danger. Would you likeit if | started sending thieves and
killersto your—"

The dog shifted, and Callinstightened his hold. If he could hear the men, likely they would hear any
noisefrom him aso.

"Cut the crap, Vernon." A loud, irritable voice joined the others. "What did you do with them?”

Vernon's answer dripped sarcasm. "'l ate them.”

The dog went limp in Collins arms. The sudden dead weight made it seem twice as heavy, and it took
al hisgrength to lower it soundlesdy to the ground. What the... ?

Thefirst speaker huffed out alaugh. ™Y ou're amouse, Vern. Y ou can barely eat a hallowin seed
beforeyou fill up.”

Worried he might have strangled the dog in an overzed ous attempt to keep it quiet, Callins continued
to bolster some of itsweight. It fdt liquid in hisarms, al fur and limbs, and he fought for orientation. He
no longer had its mouth, which put them at serious risk. He groped for it, swearing silently, overwhelmed
by heat. All of the oxygen seemed to drain from the room. His heart rate trebled.

"I'll have you know | can eet three hallowin seedsbeforel fill up.”

"Not funny,” camethe gruff voice again. "This guy were hunting actudly did est someone. Cannibal.
Try and hide him here, hell probably et you, too.”

"Canniba?' Vernon sounded shocked. "Y ou'reright. That's not funny."

Collinsthought his heart might pound out of histhroat. The dog became even harder to support,
squirming into positions he could not fathom in the darkness. He no longer felt fur beneath his grasp, and
that proved thefind clue. God, no. He's switching. He gripped harder, now seeking a human shape
among the movement. Not now, dog. Please, not now. He held his breath, awaiting the scream that
reveded them.

"l... didn't know. I'll do whatever | canto help.”

Coallins could no longer concentrate on the conversation. He found a human ear beneath awild mop of
hair and lowered hismouth to it. "Please don't make asound. I'll explain everything.”

To Callins surprise and relief, the boy obeyed. Now he turned his attention back to the speakers, but
the voices and footsteps faded away. Vernon's revulsion had sounded sincere, concerned enough to
reved Callinsto the guards. His chest clutched and ached. He doesn't know me, has no loyalty to me.
He cringed, prepared for the worst.

The conversation grew uninterpretable, and Collins redlized he had dropped the rose quartz in his
struggle to maintain control of the dog. He pressed himsalf breathlesdy to thewall, helpless, waiting for
the guardsto find him, for the dog/boy to shout, for Vernon to surrender him. Then, the voices faded
away. Footsteps dammed up the steps, then disappeared.

Moretime passed, immeasurable in the sightless, soundless prison. Then, Collins heard the creek of



the moving dresser. The door sprang open, and the dull interior of Vernon's cabin blinded him. "Thank
you," he gasped out in English. The boy tumbled onto the floor, blinking repeatedly and glancing wildly
around the room.

Vernon assisted the boy to histable, talking softly, while Collins fumbled around the hiding space until
he found the quartz. He closed his hand firmly around it before shutting the panel. Now that he knew of
thefalse wall's existence, he could see the faint outline of its crack and the indentation that allowed
Vernon to pull it open. He shoved the dresser back in place.

Vernon approached Collins, enormous hands outspread. "Hi. Think him . . ."He gestured at the boy,
who Collins saw for thefirst time. Blond hair fell around a heart-shaped, beige face, and brown eyes
sudied Callinswith awed curiosity. Skinny, with long arms and legs, he could passfor ayoung American
teenager if not for his completely unself-conscious nakedness.

"...think you ..." Vernon struggled for the word, his English not even as competent as Zylas pidgin
Speech.

The boy dropped from his chair to his knees on the floor, head bowed. "Y our Mgesty.”

Coallinsunderstood. " Opernes?" he supplied. It seemed absurd, and he wondered what about his
humble salf might give such anobleimpresson. My clothes? The smple homespun his companions had
provided clashed with his battered jeans and grimy Nike knockoffs. My watch? It seemed morelikely
until he redlized that the boy had made his assumption asadog. My scent? "Why doeshethink . .. ?"

Vernon's festures opened in surprise. 'Y ou—you spesk ..." Herecovered swiftly, warning in his
undertone. "Why doeshe. .. ? Don't you mean how? How does he know you'reroyd, don't you, Y our
Maesty?' Hislipsformed soundsthat did not match hiswords at dl, like abadly dubbed movie. Collins
had not gained that impression from Falimawhen she had carried the stone, and he guessed it rendered
the spesker immune from that effect.

Clearly, Vernon expected him to play aong. Though he did not understand why, Collins would not
disappoint aman who had just saved hislife. "Yes, of course.”" He turned to the boy. "How did you
know?'

Apparently released by Collins direct questioning, the boy clambered back into hischair. "Only royas
don't switch." He studied Collins through liquid eyes, as though the answer should have been obvious.

It should have. Collinstried to cover. "l just didn't know one so young could determine that in
switch-form."

"And retainit," Vernon added, amost hadtily. "Y ou must have good overlap.”

The boy beamed, then blushed. "Not redlly. Not yet." For Zylas sake, Collinsdid not glance at the
trandation stone, though he could not help clutching it like a treasure. He could understand Zylas
reluctance to lend it; at the moment, he would not trade it for the Hope Diamond. Ashe and Vernon
took the seats on ether side of the boy, he could not help wondering if it proved as useful to Zylas.
Nothing required him to visit Collins world; and, asfar ashe could tell, dl citizens of Barakhai spokethe
same language, a least in human form. But there's more than a little advantage to learning how to
communicate with animals, especially here. Hewondered if that explained Zylas near-perfect
overlap.

Unlike Collins, Vernon did not become too lost in thought to remember his manners. "I'm Vernon."
He made an arching motion over the boy's head to Callins. "BentonCallins." He durred it into one word.

"Just Ben'sfing" Callins said before Vernon could stop him. " And what's your name?"

"Korfius, Your Mgesty." The boy stifled ayawn.

"How old areyou?' Collins asked.

"Tweve," Korfiusreplied. His posture improved abruptly as he added, "Almost aman.”

Barely a kid. Callins kept the thought to himself. "What do you remember . . ." Heglanced a Vernon
for hep."... from. .. switch time?'

Vernon nodded his approva of the query, so Collinsturned his attention back to Korfius.

"Not much, Your Mgesty,” Korfius face reddened again. "I knew | waswith royaty. And a
horse-guard.” Hiseyes crinkled. "Though | don't know why or how." He looked askance a Collins, who
pretended not to see. The less Korfius knew, the safer he remained.



Apparently thinking aong the same lines, Vernon rose and gestured at the pallet. "Why don't you get
some deep, Korfius?'

Collinswinced, anticipating an explosion. No near-teen he knew would agree to nap like a child.

But the boy only nodded before glancing hesitantly a Collins. "Isthat dl right, Y our Mgesty?"

Struck dumb, Collins could only imitate VVernon's gesture.

"You deep, Korfius. I'll befine. Vernon and | have work to take care of "

Korfius bowed. "Thank you, Your Mgesty." Still naked, he headed toward the pallet.

"I've got clothesin the drawers.” Vernon waked to the door. " Something in there should fit you."

Collins doubted it. Anything that covered Vernon's enormous form would fit Korfius about aswell as
acircustent. "Sleep well." Hefollowed Vernon outsde and closed the door. Asit clicked in place, he
hurriedly tried to explain. "About that canniba thing—"

Vernon interrupted, leading Collins among a stand of poplar at the outskirts of the woods. "' So, what
didyou est?' "Wel—"

"Let meguess A pig?’ "No, but—""A cow?' "No."

"A chicken?'

"No." Turning the details of murder into agame embarrassed Callins. "Y ou don't—"

Vernon whirled suddenly toward Callins. "Give me ahint." Collins sammered, "I-it was. . . a-arabbit
named Joetha." Vernon cameto an abrupt hat, and terror ground through Collins. "It seems," the hermit
gtarted coally, "that you don't know what ‘a hint' means." Apparently to show he meant no mdice, he
turned Collinsabroad grin. "Y ou don't hate me?' "Nope."

"But...but. . late. . ."

Vernon resumed hiswalk. "I presume you ate her before you knew about switch-forms?”

The bare thought that VVernon might even consider otherwise twisted Callins gut. "Yed! |-l
wouldnt—" "Of course, you wouldn't. Who would?'

Outside of afew lunatic serid killers, Collins could think of no one.

Vernon continued, "If you're kind and decent, and | believe most people are, you wouldn't kill
someone on purpose. I'm not going to condemn an accident, evenif it did result in death.”

Coallinswent speechlesswith gratitude. Hefdt tearswdling in hiseyes.

Vernon politely studied the trees, then chose a deadfal and sat. Shadows dappled his skin, making
him appear even darker. "Zylas gave you his sone, didn't he?’

Relieved he would not have to keep a secret from Vernon, Collins nodded.

"Hemust redly likeyou. And trust you. He'srardly even let me hold it, and we've been friends for
thirty years.”

"Thirty years." Callinswiped the moisture from his eyes and looked over his companion. The stocky
man gppeared too young for such along friendship. "How old are you?'

"Thirty-five"

Collins made awordless noise that VVernon took for encouragement.

"Our switch time overlgps perfectly. And his mother and I—both mice.”

"Yes" Collinsintengfied his scrutiny, gaze flickering over the broad neck, solid musculature, and
whaleboned figure of his newest companion. "So | heard. Hard to believe.”

Vernon's eyes narrowed curioudy. "Why?"

The answer seemed s0 obviousto Collins, he found himsdaf smplifying to thelevel of Tarzan. "Mouse
gndl.You...big"

Vernon gretched, snews rippling. " Sometimes it works out that way. Especidly Randoms." He
smiled. "Would it surprise you to find out my father was abear?’

"Y our mother must have been an amoeba.”

Vernon hdted in mid-gtretch. "What?"

"Never mind." Then, feding the need to explain at least somewhat, Collinsfinished, "I'm just thinking a
bear would have to combine with something redly redly tiny to make amouse.”

"Mamawas askunk."

Collins head jerked toward VVernon before he could hide hissurprise. "A skunk?"



Vernon'sdark eyes hardened. "Y eah, I'm half downcaste. What about it?"

Surprised by the sudden hogtility, Collinsraised his handsin agesture of surrender. " Nothing about it.
| don't even know what downcaste means, at least not theway youreusngit.”

The softness returned gradualy to Vernon's face, then he managed a short laugh. "Of course, you
don't. I'm sorry."

Collins nodded.

"The downcaste are necessary animas relegated to the most distasteful tasks. Creetures the civilized
animaswouldn't lower themselves to associate with because they have some undesirable characteristic
or habit that makesthem . . . repulsive to the urbanists.”

"Like skunks?' Collins asked carefully, not certain he truly understood. He saw nothing essentia
about skunks. A friend who lived on asmall acreage talked about regularly trapping and killing them
because more than ninety percent carried rabiesin that area.

"Garbage handlers,” Vernon explained. "V ultures and hyenas take care of the dead, the only ones
alowed by law to eat meat. Goats and pigeons manage the sewage." He wrinkled his nose, unableto
keep even his prgudice whally in check. "They prefer the company of urbanists and est anything.”

"Urbanists?" Collins prompted.

"Creatureswho livein cities." Vernon drew aleg to his chest. "Cows, horses, dogs, cats, and such.
Some birds"

Recalling an earlier conversation with Zylas, Collinsadded, "Durithrin. They also form asocid
group?'

"The wildones include creatures who prefer the woods to others company.”

Collinsrealized the stone sometimes trand ated even those words that worked better in the other
language, such asreplacing durithrin with wildones. He supposed urbanists and down-caste had
Barakhain equivaents that would have given him less clue to their meaning. "Deer, squirrdls, bears,
songbirds. .. ?"

"...wolves, dligators, wildcats." Vernon shivered. "Once one of those gets ataste for medt, there's
no choice but hanging. They will kill again.”

That explained the severity of Callins punishment, thelack of atrid, and the intengty of the hunt. Not
like in my world where serial killersare rare and always crazy. He displayed his new understanding.
"Urbanists, wildones, and downcaste. Y our social classesin order of . . ." He searched for words
Vernon might not find insulting. ... perceived importance.”

"Don't forget royasat thetop: al human al thetime. Workers before wildones. And, at the very
bottom, vermin.”

With agart, Collinsredized that had to include Vernon and Zylas. He swalowed hard, pressing any
emotion from hisvoice. "Define vermin."

"Those forbidden to breed with their own kind." Vernon shrugged. "Who wants more mice, rats,
snakes, and thelike?"

"But you and Zylas—"

"Randoms. We weren't made what we are on purpose.”

Uncomfortable with the subject, Collins pressed on. "And workers?"

Vernon drew up hisother leg. "Those who don't quite fit with the urbanists but have ahigh, useful
skill to market. Like beavers, who build. Porcupines, thetailors. Moles and weasdls, miners, though
some would debate whether they go with the workers or the downcaste.

Coallins glanced around the forest, seeing the trees gently bowing in the breeze, the sun glazing every
leaf and branch with gold. It seemed impossibly peaceful, hiding the moment when hounds and hunters
once again crashed through them, seeking him. He could imagine other specidized cregtures: songbird
musicians, shrew crop-weeders, bear beekeepers, but he did not question. Closer matters needed
discussion, and aredization required voicing. " So you're the other one who's visited my world.”

"Severd times," Vernon admitted. "With Zylas."

"Why?'

"Why," Vernon repeated, running hisfingers through tight curls, straightening them momentarily before



they sprang back in place. "Why not?'
Collins suspected that was dl the answer he was going to get. "Where's Fdima?”
"Hidden." Vernon lowered hislegs. "Underground. Too big for your hiding place.”
"Agreed.” Now, Collins pulled his own feet onto the deadfall, turning to fully face Vernon.
"Underground bunkers. Hidden crawl spaces." He spread hisfingers. "Why?"
"Because," Vernon said with caution. " Sometimes, good folks need hiding.”
It answered nothing. But, for the moment, Collins thought it best not to press.



BENTON Callinslearned more about his newest companion * as they headed into the woods
surrounding Vernon's cottage. Despite hisfirst thirteen years as a garbage scavenger, Vernon had
inherited hisfather bear's sweet tooth. In addition to visiting another world with Zylas, he had trusted the
abino in many stuations where common sense suggested he do otherwise. Not the least of these
involved treating a horse-guard and a dog-guard to secrets that could get him in as much trouble as
Collinsand make it impossble for him to help other needy folk in the future,

Known asareclusive vermin, Vernon had few friends or vigitors, except when fugitives needed
hiding. Luckily, thiswas not often, so he spent most of histime as he preferred, lone or with Zylasor the
handful of durithrin/wildones he found worthy of his company. Thisincluded Iain, whom he assured
Collinswas pleasant and honorable, if flighty, company under most circumstances.

Collins mind till struggled againgt the full picture. At times, Barakhai seemed surredl and distant, at
other timestoo vivid and terrifying. He had discovered a place where dream met savage redlity, where
nightmare fused inseparably with an existence too obvioudy genuine to deny. He wanted to get to know
his strange companions, at least two of whom aready fdt like friends. At the sametime, he could not find
anew portal home too soon. "What are we going to do with Korfius?"

Vernon stopped in what seemed like arandom location, studying the trees, shrubbery, and weeds
with awary anxiety. At length, his shouldersfdl, hisarms uncoiled, and hisfingers opened from clenched
fists. Heturned to face Callins. "I don't know."

Coallins sudied the site intently, wondering what detail had reassured Vernon. "What are we looking
47

"Falima" Vernon gestured at scattered leaves piled not-quite-casualy in acircle of trees.
"Undisturbed. They didn't find her." He headed back toward his cabin.

Callins hated the idea of leaving Falima aone in some underground bunker, but he saw no good
dternative. He heard nothing to suggest the location upset her, no thudding hooves againgt planking, no
frantic whinnies. By now, she had probably found a comfortable position to deep, and disturbing her
might prove more foolhardy and dangerous than leaving her in the quiet darkness. He ssumbled after the
black man. "Korfius?' he repested.

Vernon shrugged, reminding Collins he had dready answered the question.

"What did Zylas say about him?"

Vernon did not look back as the cottage cameinto view. The thatched roof sagged at the center, and
clear gaps had worn through some of the cracks between boards. Wood lay in aneat stack that
obliterated the western wall, the one concealing Collins hiding place. "Zylas called it 'necessary
abduction.' Said the boy hadn't changed yet, but ought to soon. Asked if | could help you come up with a
story that might convince him not to betray you to the other guards."

Collins considered. "What did you come up with?"

Now, Vernon did turn. "Me? Nothing. | didn't think anything would convince that boy to cooperate.



Figured wed wind up having to do something . . . desperate.”

Coallins sucked in aquick breath, his mind subgtituting "murder,” though consideration made that
doubtful. Little more than strangersto him, these people had already risked their lives and futuresfor him.
Surely, they would not add a capital crime to the lesser ones they had committed for him.

Apparently obliviousto Collins congternation, Vernon continued, "But the boy made it easy for you,
didn't he?'

"How s0?' Callins voice emerged hoarser than he expected.

"Figured you for roydty." Vernon flashed a broad-lipped smile. "That should give you lots of
posshilities™

Coallins did not share Vernon's confidence. "Except | don't know how to act like roydty."

Vernon laughed, adeep full-throated sound. "Doesn't matter, really. We common folk don't know
how royalty acts anyway. We don't intermingle.”

It seemed impossible. "Never?!

Vernon dipped his head. "Pretty much. The town leaders take audience now and again, to get their
ingtructions, convey new laws, handle disputes and disagters. Stuff likethat." He started walking again.
"And we sometimes seearoya guard or messenger, though they're not full-time humans like blood
royaty. Only rarely do actual royas chooseto walk among us.”

"So my srangeness..."

"... could passfor normal roya behavior, asfar as atwelve-year-old boy could guess. And he
wouldn't know any roya by appearance alone."

"What about my complete inability to speak the language? Don't you think that'll cue himin?

Vernon stopped at his door to regard Collins again. "Not a problem currently.” His gaze dropped to
Coallins fist where the trand ation stone nestled againgt hisfingers. "Probably not later either. All but the
most distant of the downcaste speaks the language of the urbanists. But the wildones, the downcaste,
and the worker s have languages of their own. And some of the more reclusive species have atongue
based on their animal-speak. Zylas and | sometimes use your language when we want to keep things
private. It seemslikely the royaswould have a private language as well. It wouldn't surprise anyone to
find out some royas don't even bother to learn the most common speech of switchers.” He seized the
latch, till looking a Callins. "Ready?"

"Yes," Collins said, though he was not. He doubted he ever would be, however, so now seemed as
good asany time.

The door siwvung open noiselesdy to reved Korfius gitting at the table. His head jerked toward the
suddenly open door, he fumbled with something, then chewed vigoroudy. Crumbs speckled the table, the
floor, and the laces at the neck of a shirt that fit him more like adress.

"Helo, Korfius," Vernon boomed. "Up dready?'

Korfiusreplied with amuffled, "Couldn't deep.”

"What did you say?" VVernon winked conspiratorialy at Collins, who grinned. Korfius looked likea
toddler caught with ahand in the cookie jar. As glad to have another friend as to discover awink meant
the same thing here as a home, Collins played aong.

Korfius swallowed, then cleared histhroat. "Couldn't deep." Helooked up to reved bits of food
clinging to hisface and atelltae smear of honey on hisright cheek.

"Hungry?' Vernon suggested.

Korfiusflushed, wiping his mouth with the back of adeeve. He glanced & the table, redizing he was
caught. "Very. | couldn't wait. I'm sorry | took without asking.”

Not wishing to embarrass the boy further, Collins added, "I could do with some food, too."

Korfius sprang from his chair. "At once, Y our Mgesty.” He scurried toward the trapdoor and nearly
reached it before skidding to a horrified stop. He looked askance a V ernon, who laughed.

"My homeisyour home," Vernon said, till chuckling, "apparently.” He made abroad gesture. "Bring
up the best you can find."

Without further encouragement, Korfiuslifted the hatch and did into the parlor. Hisfootfals echoed
on the wooden stairs, growing gradudly softer.



Coallins oriented as he watched the boy disappear. Clearly, the guards had looked for him and Korfius
inthe larder, and he had heard their voices as they descended the stairs. He tried to fathom why he had
heard them there but not inside the cabin.

Asif reading Callins mind, Vernon explained. "It's not norma to have hiding places, so sound travels
oddly. Y ou can hear and be heard by anyone on the parlor stairs but no other place asfar as| know. If
you haveto hide again, though, I'd suggest you stay slent, justin case.”

Coallins shivered at the thought of cramming himsdlf into that tight, seemingly airless space again.
Neverthdess, he found it preferable to hanging. ™Y ou can count on it.”

"Y ou'd never believe how many times those fools have searched the dresser, leaving me amess of
clothesto pick up." Vernon gestured at the irregularly stained, off-center chest of drawers. Clearly
handmade, it occupied most of the eastern wall. "'l stash dl kinds of clothing in there; people give what
they can. Those who can't give wash or patch. Y ou find anything your size, fed freeto change. Dirtiesl|
get washed and go to someone ese. Or you can get them back next time you drop in.”

"1 do gppreciate your help and your kindness." Collins continued to study the dresser, seeking some
indication of the secret area he knew took up most of the space behind it. "And | hope | don't offend you
when | say that | hope | never haveto receiveit again.”

Vernon turned, brows raised and mouth crinkled with amusement. "Y ou're welcome. And, yes, |
understand.”

Korfius bare feet clomped up the stairs. He gppeared through the opening hugging avariety of flasks
and crockery. Straw-colored hair lay in snarled disarray. Streaks of dirt decorated otherwise cherubic
cheeks, likewar paint, the right still bearing adab of honey. His gray robe had atattered hem that
dragged on the planking, and its VV-neck, even laced, revealed most of his hairless chest. Awkwardly, he
dropped hisfindson thetable. A covered mug rolled across the surface until Korfius caught it and righted
it. "l found lots of stuff, Y our Mgesty, though not what you're used to of course; but it will have to—"

"All right." Vernon interrupted the boy's excited patter. "L et's see what we have here." Helifted and
replaced lids, occasonally sniffing the contents. "Black bread, honey, assorted insects, nut paste,
roundfruit, roasted beetles, watered wine, mulled fruit juice." Helooked up. "Any of that suit you, Y our
Maesty?"

A clumsy slence followed before Collins remembered they addressed him. "Oh. Oh, yes. Honey
bread. Maybe some of that nut paste. Fruit and fruit juice, please.”

Vernon started doling out the fare, placing each share directly on the table. "No beetles, sre? They're
the best thing | have, ared delicacy. The big kind with lots of substance and agratifying crunch.”

Korfius peered eagerly into one of the crocks. "Red good ones, Y our Mgesty. Look!"

"That'sdl right." Collinsdid not careto see. "I'm not much of a. . . um. . . bug-eater." Hetook his
seet a the table while VVernon plopped a golden, viscous fluid, spotted with bits of honeycomb onto a
thick dice of dark bread and pushed 'it in front of his guest. The sweet odor of the honey sent arumble
through Collins somach. Ingtinctively, he thought back to hislast satisfying medl and redlized, with a
guilty start, that it was when he had eaten the rabbit. Joetha. The queasy feding settled back into hisgut,
though the bread continued to tempt him. Vernon dapped a handful of semisolid brownish glop
interspersed with chunks onto the table beside the bread. Oil formed aring around the edges. Though
unappetizing looking, it smelled vaguely smilar to peanut butter, which tweaked Collins hunger again.
Two wrinkled balls, stored fruit, rolled across the table toward him, followed by amug of dull
orangish-pink liquid, dense with pulp.

Korfius claimed the chair to Collins right, clambering onto his knees. "I've had some bread and
honey, thank you. I'd just like some of those beetles and a bit of wine, please.”

Vernon dopped down a half-dozen insects the size of Collins first thumb joint. Their black legs curled
againg their abdomens, and their wings shimmered a pearly aqua, burned to dull black in places. A
dribble of sdlivaescaped Korfius mouth, but he waited patiently for his host and hisfellow guest.

Vernon served himsdf abit of everything, then relaxed into his chair. Callins suddenly felt al eyeson
him. Apparently, as the presumed royal, he was supposed to take the first bite. Needing cues asto how
best to eat the other food, he went for the bread firgt, taking a hedlthy bite. It had the consistency of a



kitchen sponge, and ahint of mold marred the otherwise pleasant flavor. The honey tasted as fresh and
sweet as any he had ever had, though he would have preferred to have strained out dl of the comb.

The others started eating, too, Korfiuswith doglike gusto. "So," the boy said around amouthful of
beetle. "How did | wind up here?* He swalowed. "And when can | go home?"

Vernon's gaze flicked to Collins, and he chewed vigoroudly.

Collinsfinished the bite of bread, then set the rest down. He cleared histhroat. "Well. . ."If they
waited until Korfius became a dog again before releasing him, they probably had half aday before he
could report back to the guards. Unless, as a dog, he can communicate fully with the other dogs. His
ignorance foiled him, yet he could not leave Vernon to handle a problem that he had created. He already
depended too much on his companions charity. "It's difficult. I'm on atop secret roya mission, and |
don't know if | can trust you."

"Top secret?’ Korfius repeated, features screwed into aknot as he crunched another beetle.
Obvioudy, the term meant little to him, and the trand ation stone did not leave room for quibbling. Likely,
it had portrayed the words "top" and "secret” rather than the compound concept. "Of course you can
trust me. Why wouldn't you trust me?"

To emphasize the gravity, Callinsthrust al hisfood aside. "When you're on amission this secret, you
can't trust anyone."

Korfius swalowed, his own food forgotten for the moment, too. "Not anyone?”

"Not. . . anyone."

"Why?"

"Because," Collinsleaned toward the boy. "It's so important and so very very secret. If the wrong
person found out, if someonetold them, thinking he could trust them, or if they merely overheard i, it
could destroy the mission.”

Korfius swallowed again, harder. "What isthe misson?'

"If 1 told you, I'd haveto kill you."

Korfius features opened, and hisjaw fell. Even Vernon turned his head to give Collinsawarning
dare.

Coallins dropped hisvoiceto an urgent whisper. "It'sthat secret. And that vita."

When the two continued to gape, Callins continued, "The lives of thousandsrest in my hands. | cantt
betray that sacred and diretrust. And | can't let anyone else do it either.” He lowered his own gazeto his
hands. "I've already said as much as| dare about it."

Korfius bobbed his head, clenching his hands on the edge of the table, knuckles bloodless. "Before
switched, before the hunt. The guardsin humanformsaid. . . they said . . ." Helooked at VVernon, who
waved encouragingly. "A man with your description ate someone.”

Collins thoughts raced. He knew Korfius must have switched to dog form shortly before Collins
captured him and that he would understand little of the subsequent details. He should have figured the
boy might have known the intention of the hunt. The guards had caught Collinsin the process of
committing the crime; he could hardly deny it. That would put his credibility, dready thin, in hopeless
jeopardy.

"Didyou. .. didyou ..." Korfius clamped his attention on Collins. ". .. kill... and egt... that rabbit?’

Coallinscamly ladled nut paste into his mouth, staling. He chewed, maintaining the air of casud
innocence, swallowed, took asip of fruit juiceto clear his mouth, then spoke in the most matter-of-fact
tone he could mugter. "Had to."

Korfius blinked.

"She threstened to tell others about me, about the mission. | hate killing more than anything in the
world. But ..." Collins gave Korfiusalook of dangerous sincerity. "'In the wrong hands, that information
would doom the mission. One life seemed asmall priceto pay to save thousands."

"1-1," Korfius ssammered, voice dropping to awhisper. "I wouldn't tel anyone.”

Coallins hissed back, "I'm counting on that."

Asif hed suddenly discovered hisfood, Korfius went back to suffing beetlesinto his mouth.

Collinsglanced over to Vernon's haf-grin.



"Who can't know?" Korfius said between crunches. "Whose hands are the wrong hands?*

"No one must know. Where | am, who I'm with, what I'm doing." Collins added conspiratoridly,
"Y ou're the only one besides my friendswho even knows I'mroyd."

Vernon wiped his mouth with an edge of histunic. "Korfius, hereswhat | suggest you tell the other
guards and your parents.”

Korfius sat up, attentive,

"Youfdl or got hit or something. Y ou're not sure, but it made you deep for many hours. When you
woke up, you wandered around confused for along time. Findly, | found you. Fed you. Took you home.
Got it?"

Korfius mouth pinched. "But that would be alie."

"Yes" Vernonsad smply.

Bdieving the boy needed more, Collinsadded, A necessary lie. Onethat will help savethelives of
thousands. Do you understand?”

"Sort of," Korfiusreplied, swalowing amouthful. "Not redly. Not the details.”

"Can't giveyou those," Callins said apologetically, then hardened histone. "If you don't agree, you
leave me no choicebut to ..." Hetrailed off with clear sgnificance.

Korfius hugged himself. When hefinaly spoke, he used asmdl voice. "I want to help savelives.”

Vernon made anoise of gpproval, deep in histhroat. "So you won't tell anyone about His Mg esty or
his companions?'

"l won't," Korfius promised.

"Good boy." Vernon returned to hisfood, and the others followed suit.

For several moments, they atein Slence, then Collinsrose and yawned. "My turn for anap?' he
suggested.

Vernon aso stood. He walked to the chest of drawers, pulled open the top one, and removed a clay
pot. "L et me show you to the wdll. Y ou can wash up and change.”

It seemed more logica to wash after the nap, so Collins suspected the older man wanted to talk with
him aone. "Grest," he said, waving at Korfius. " See you soon.”

Korfius eyed the beetle jar.

Though Vernon headed for the door, he did not missthe gesture. "Have as much food as you want,"
he called over his shoulder to the boy as he exited the cottage, Callins behind him.

The sun danted toward the western horizon, and Collins watch read ten minutes until four. Vernon
gtrolled toward the back of the cottage, waiting only until they had clearly passed Korfius hearing range
before asking, "That was brilliant. Where did you come up with dl that stuff? About missonsand
thousands and livesand . . . ?' He showed Collins an expression that bordered on awe.

Collinsdid not have the heart to tell his companion it came from the meanest B-grade spy movieshe
had seen in high school. Choosing an air of mystery over idiocy, he reverted to the same understated
melodramathat Vernon had laid on him when he asked about the bolt-holes. Cocking his brows, he put
on atight-lipped grin. And |eft the answer to Vernon'simagination.

Callins awakened to the dam of aclosing door and the pound of footsteps on floorboards. For an
instant, his mind returned him to the dark enclosure behind Vernon's dresser, desperately clutching a
frightened and morphing dog/boy who might give them away in an ingtant. Hislids snapped open to
candlelight that held evening gray nessa bay inacircle. Helay on the palet. Korfius sat in the chair
Collins had vacated hours earlier, hisyelow hair mostly flopped over hisright ear, hissmal hands
clasped together on the tabletop. Vernon and Faima stood on the threshold, the man carrying the aroma
of cool evening wind and the woman wholly naked. For the second time, Collins caught aglimpse of that
wonderful body: the generous, sinewy curves, the pert breasts, and the black triangle between muscular
thighs

Falimaglanced a Collins, and her golden skin turned a prickly red. She hid behind Vernon, her
discomfort an obvious change from the unself-conscious dignity with which she had carried hersdf aday

ago.



Sensing Falima's uneasiness, Vernon removed his cloak and tossed it over her bare shoulders. She
drew it tightly around her while he crossed to the dresser and began sifting through clothing. At length, he
pitched out a smple dress of coarse weave, dyed asalow blue. Falimaturned her back to pull it over
her head, giving Callinsafull view of her round, firm buttocks every bit as pleasurable aswhat she hid.
Thefdbric fdl into place, disguising the exquisite angles beneath a shapeess blob of materid. Only then,
she returned the cloak to VVernon.

Collinswaited until Falimahad dressed before sitting up and rubbing grit from the corners of hiseyes.
His mother had called them "deepy seeds” but Marlys had broken him of the habit. Shefelt it best not to
refer to bodily fluids, whether liquid or dry, at al. Even earwax made her ill, and aused Q-tip
accidentaly left on abathroom ledge sent her into afrenzy. Marlys. Collins grimaced. He knew she
would not appreciate him staring, or even worse enjoying the sight of, another woman's naked body, no
matter how amusing or dire the circumstances.

Vernon and K orfius seemed to take no notice of the process, though the older man prodded the
washbasin they had filled earlier that now perched on top of the dresser and waved at the clean pile of
clothing besideit. "Y our turn," he said in heavily accented English, then winked at Collins.

You bastard. Collinsglanced in theindicated direction, then sat. He thrust ahand in his pocket and
wrapped hisfingers around the trandation stone. He withdrew his hand, clutching the quartz to hispalm
as heremoved the travel-stained tunic to reved hisribby, nearly hairless chest. "Happy?'

Korfius glanced over.

Vernon smiled.

"Not yet," Falimasaid, mouth widening into agrin.

Now it was Callins turn to blush. Seeking adistraction, he rose and strode to the basin. He splashed
water over hisface, abdomen, and armpits, then ran the fingers of his free hand through hishair. Grit
rasped againgt his nails, and twigs pattered to the ground. Without a heavy stream of water and alot of
shampoo, it seemed hopeless. Helooked at his companions.

Korfius had lowered hishead to hisarm, but the other two still watched Collinsintently.

All right, I can do this. Callinsthought of histwo delicious sessons of Faima:watching. It's only
fair. Hereached for hisfly, thinking back to his experiencesin the locker room. For size, hefdl squarely
into the average category, and his dender figure only enhanced what he had. He turned around, freed the
metd button and unzipped. His pants did to his ankles. He stepped out of them, then his underwear,
baring his backsde for his companions.

Coallinsfelt more salf-conscious now than the time his six-year-old cousin, Brittany, had pulled the
bathroom door wide open during her sister's wedding reception, while he performed inside. He splashed
water over hislegsand privates, his back to Falima, hoping she had the decency to look esewhere ashe
had done for her.

Coallins snatched up the fresh, gray britchesthat Vernon had laid out for him, the fabric rough and
scratchy againgt his hand.

"Turn around,” Faimateasd.

Coallinswinced.

"There's nothing to be embarrassed about, Y our Maesty.” Vernon restored the title and the charade
of respect, even asthey stripped Collins of al physica dignity. "Those of uswho switch see one another
naked dl thetime. Therésalot of ... normd variation.”

Let's get this over with. Thelonger Collins put it off, he knew, the more Falimawould expect when
shefindly saw him. And so what? What does it matter what she thinks of. . . that? Eveninhis
thoughts, he had to use aeuphemism, and it intensified the scarlet circles of hischeeks. It's not like there
could ever be anything between us. Y et, somehow, it did matter. Whether or not they ever came
together, he wanted her to like him, to want him, as much as he wanted her. Thisisridiculous. Asif a
guy like me could ever attract a hotty like her. Screwing up his courage, he turned, only then redlizing
that Falimawas accustomed to seeing stalions.

Nervoudy, Callinswatched Falimas face as the smile wilted and her pale eyes widened. She

back-stepped, gasping.



Coallins could not have imagined amore unnerving reaction. "Very funny.”

"Whawhat . . . 7' Fimastammered, not sounding the least bit amused. "What happened?

"It...1..." Collinsfloundered with the britches, and it seemed to take inordinately long to find the leg
holes. "Sometimes. . . they'redl .. ."

Vernon smoothly stepped into assis. "The cutting,”" he explained. "The foreskin. We don't do that
here"

Coallinstied the britchesin place, the excess color draining from his face. He dropped the rose quartz
into apocket to spesk the word in English that he knew must not trandate. "Circumcision.” Hetook up
the stone again, so as not to missanything. "It'sa. . .a..."

"Royd thing?' Vernon suggested.

"Exactly.” Collins appreciated the reminder. In the horror of the Situation, they had all apparently
forgotten his cover. Otherwise, Vernon would have said " switchers don't do that" rather than "we don't
dothat here." Collinsexplained, "Keepsit cleaner.” | can't believe I'm discussing the details of my
penisin mixed company. Hetried to drop the subject. " So, any placeto get ared bath around here?!

"Doesnt it hurt?' Korfius piped in, risng to join the others.

"What?' Vernon inquired.

"That." Korfius jabbed afinger toward Collins now-covered groin. "Doesnt it hurt to ... to ... cut it
likethat." He added, bdatedly, "Y our mgesty."

Though unnecessary, Collinsfollowed the direction of Korfius motion naturdly. "Oh, that. | don't
know. It's done when you're just a couple days old.”

"Doesit dill work, Your Mgesty?'

"Work?" All of the blushing returned to Collins facein an ingtant. "Of courseit works. All the ... all
the. . ." He glanced at Falima, then wished he had nat. It only intensified the embarrassment. ™. . .
functionswork. It'sjust . .. well . . . cleaner, | guess." Again, hetried to redirect the conversation.
"Please stop with the Y our Mg esty,’ though. No one's supposed to know who | am, remember?’ He
placed afinger to hislips. "Top secret.”

"Top secret.” Korfius repeated vigoroudy. His expression wilted from open and eager to wrinkled
disappointment in an ingant. "Will | ever get to tell my friends| met aroya?*

Faima placed an arm around the boy. "I've kept the secret ayear now. Think you can last haf that
long?'

Korfius nodded. "Longer even.”

"Good boy." Fimatouded the boy's hair.

Coallins used the digtraction to finish dressing quickly, glad they finally seemed to have moved beyond
hisgenitalia. Now that they had dl seen him, hefdt like agreat weight had lifted from him.

"My turn to nap," Vernon announced suddenly. " Got to get my human deep timein before the switch.”

Coallinsglanced at hiswatch. It now read 6:45 p.m., which meant VVernon had alittle over five hours
before the change; since, according to Vernon, he and Zylas switched at exactly the sametime. Collins
ressted the urge to ask for an explanation about deeping. It seemed only right that they would need to do
S0 in both forms.

Collinsrelished and dreaded the chance to spend some time alone with Falima, to finaly explain,
one-on-one, his mistake with Joetha. He could get her to understand that she and 1alin had migudged
him, that one error made in good faith, did not make him amonster. For reasons he could not rationalize
or elucidate, he needed her to like him. Now, one of his companions dept, but they still had to contend
with Korfius. By the time the dog/boy switched, Vernon might aready have avakened. | can't catch a
break.

Korfius and Collinstook seats at the table while Vernon stretched out on the palet. Falima searched
the top drawer, then the middle, finally emerging triumphantly with an unwearable rag. She set to work,
dusting the surface of the dresser.

Vernon tucked his arms behind his head. "What are you doing?"

"Cleaning." Falima continued without a pause. "'For what lookslikethefirst timein years."

"Redlly," Callinssaid, trying to save their host's face aswell as digplay the manners his mother had



taught him. "I hadn't noticed." Now that Falima had drawn his attention, he saw cobwebs looped and
hammocked aong the ceiling, walls, and especidly the corners. Dust peppered the floors, and food
stained the wooden table.

"Of course, you hadn't noticed.” Falimaredoubled her efforts. "Filthisinvisble to males™

The words struck staggeringly closeto home. Callinsrecaled the times his father would pass hisroom
as adequatdly straightened and let him watch television. His mother would pokein her head, shaking it
and ralling her eyes.

"Not invisble" Vernonrolled to hissde. "Just tolerable.” Collinsrose. "Tossmearag. I'll help.”
Sitting had become the most boring pastime in the universe. Though he had never consdered himself
much of awatcher, he missed television, movies, the internet, video games. It sesemed so naturd to flick
on an dectric light rather than search out dust bunniesin the dim flicker of atiny flame. He suspected
even finding abook here would prove nearly impossible. He would rather grade freshmen papers than sit
twiddling histhumbswhile Falimaworked. "What do you people do with your free time?"

"Freetime?' Falimarepeated as she rummaged through the chest of drawers. "What do you mean by
thet?'

"Try the bottom,” Vernon suggested. "Older stuff there.”

Falimadammed the middle drawer shut and opened the bottom one. In amoment, she pulled out the
torn remnants of adeeve. "Here" Shetossed it to Callins, who caught it in hisright hand.

"Thanks." Collinsreturned to hisquestion. "Y ou know, freetime. Like now. When you have nothing in
particular that needs doing."

Fadimatossed Collins dirty clothes on the floor near the door. "1 don't know, redlly. It dmost never
happens.” She scrubbed at the dresser top. "I used to spend dl night patrolling or guarding the prison.
During the day, | was carrying someone or something. When | wasn't doing either of those, | was
deeping or egting.”

"Or searching for food,” Vernon said. "Or fixing thingsthat broke.”

Korfius added his piece, "Or hel ping someone find something helost. Or picking up the dack from
someonewho's sick or something.”

"Thisgtuation." Falimamade agrand gesture. "Thiswaiting for someone, unable to go outsde
because someone e seis hunting you—"

"Very unnaturd,” Vernon finished.

"Never happens." Faimadunked her rag into the washbasin and resumed working. "Normally."

Collinsthought of dl the things his new friends knew nothing about, did not even have the experience
to miss: washing machines, dishwashers, music on demand, refrigerators and freezers, vacuum cleaners,
cars, ovens, plastic raincoats. The list seemed endless, and he wondered when he had stopped
appreciating any of it. No wonder Zylas and VVernon left Barakha when they could. He suspected they
had visited hisworld more times than they admitted; to have learned even aslittle as they had managed
seemed miraculous. " Zylas brought alighter back,” Collins remembered.

Vernon's deep rumble of laughter surprised Collins. He had not redlized he had spoken doud. ™Y ou
should have seen him struggle. Entertained me for an entire day. Still makes melaugh.”

Falimalooked up from her work. "Why didn't he just wait for the switch?"

Vernon propped up his head on one hand, rolling his gaze toward Korfiusin a pointed gesture.
Though Faimahad asked the question, he answered in broken English. "Only can go asanimd. Not
switch there”

Intrigued by the answer, Collins wrapped the cloth around his hand and casudly released the
trandation stone. "Y ou can't switch? Or choose not to?' "Can't."

"Interesting.” Collins surmised that they had to obey the physical laws of hisworld oncethere. The
Law of Conservation of Mass and Energy, perhaps? He hoped that did not mean he would become a
shapeshifter while here, though the thought of soaring like an eagle, swinging through treeslike amoney,
or running aswild and free as a cheetah intrigued him. With my luck, 1'd probably turn into some
plodding old tortoise.

Collins st to flicking at cobwebs with hisrag while Korfius watched him from the table. The boy did



not seem to missworking at al, enjoying the opportunity to spend the entire day Sitting, deeping, and
taking. And why shouldn't he? Collinsrefused to begrudge the seeming laziness. He probably doesn't
get the chance to do absolutely nothing as often as once per year.

Though he would have preferred listening to Nirvanaor Matchbox 20 damming fromaCD inthe
background, Callins enjoyed the dowed pace as well. For the first time since entering this odd and
backward world, hefelt amost safe.



9

AN hour and a haf later, Vernon snored musicaly on the pallet, Korfiuslay, in dog form, with his
head on Callins foot, and the cabin practically sparkled. Falimatossed hersdlf into a chair acrossfrom
Callins, regarding himin slence.

Fedling the need to spesk firdt, but not wanting to launch into contentious subjectsimmediately,
Collinssmply said, "He'sagood man, Vernon."

A forelock of black hair fell over Falimals forehead, between the strikingly blue eyes. Her long lashes
swept downward, then up again. "Yes."

"Zylas, t0o."

"Yes"

"Andldin...?"

"Yes" Fdimarepested, asif Collins had spoken the third name in the same tone as the others rather
than in question.

Collinssmiled. "What do | have to do to get you to use more than one syllable?"

Faimatapped her balled hands on the tablet op. "Try asking aquestion where the answer isn't
obvious." She dso amiled, gpparently to show she meant no malice.

"All right." Callinsleaned toward her and addressed hismood. "Areweredly safe here?' Faimas
grin broadened. "Yes."

AsFadimareturned to her ubiquitous monosyllable, Collins groaned. "All right, then. Let's put thisin
theform of an essay.” He cleared histhroat. "Do you believe were redlly safe from Barakhain guards
here? Why or why not?"

Though Falima could not have understood the reference, shelaughed. It wasa surprisingly loud
sound, full of joie devivre and mirth, nothing like the dainty bell-like twitters Marlys |oosed when she
deigned to enjoy one of hisjokes. "As safe as we can be for the moment, | guess. Vernon hasaweb
throughout the durithrin community. If the guards remained in or returned to the area, they would tell
him."

That explained why Vernon spoke so fredly in the forest aswell asin hiscabin.

Korfius smacked hisjowls afew times, then sghed deeply.

Coallinsjerked his attention to the dog. "Do you think he undersands any of this?'

“No."

"Youresure?!

"Ves"

Collinsforced his attention from the dog to Fdlima. "Positive?"

"Wes"

Redlizing he had cornered Falimainto monosyllables yet again, Collins placed the onus on her. "How
can you be so sure?"

Falimadouched. The candle struck red-and-purple highlightsin hair otherwise dark as shadow.



"Horses are senior guards, dogsjunior. | spent my last twelve years working over dogs. HE'Stoo young
for much overlap, evenif he had put most of hiseffort intoit. But hesclearly ..." Thelast word, though
gpparently enunciated, did not trandate.

Coallins placed the rose quartz on the table, deliberately removing his hand. "Clearly what?'

"Lesariat," Falimarepesated dutifully. Sheinclined her head toward the trandation stone, and Callins
placed his pam squardly over it. "Zylas really trussyou.”

"He honors me more than | deserve.”

Falimadid not argue that point. "1 knew him almost ten years before he let me useit." Sheturned
Coallinsatdling look. "Now, thanksto you, it'll probably be another ten before he lets me touch it again.
If ever."

Collinsfdt his cheekswarm. "Sorry." He directed the conversation back to its previous point. "What
isthislesar ... lesar ... ra?

"Lesariat." Thistime, the stone alowed the foreign word through without attempting trandation. "It's
a..a..dateof mind. .. of being." Flimasighed, struggling. "The masuniat find their anima forman
inconvenient interruption. Most don't bother to seek baance or overlap. They live from human timeto
human time. Some leave themsalves notes to alow them to take up exactly where they left off. It'smore
common in Randoms. The Regular masuniat often take herbs at coming-of-age to shorten switch time.”

Worried about getting hopeesdy logt, Callinstried to clarify. "All right. So the masuniat try to spend
lesstime as animals and more time as humans.”

"Right. The Regular masuniat,” Falimareminded. " The more successful the herbs, the morelike
Randoms they become, at least in terms of switch time. Fulfillment would mean they spend exactly half
their time human, like Randoms.”

"And you?' Collinslooked pointedly at Falima, who lowered her head.

"Y ou know, don't you?"'

"Y eah, and I'm not quite sure why you lied to me." Worried that hed never understand Korfius, he
reluctantly dropped the matter. "But fird, lesariat.”

"Getting to that," Faimapromised. "The herbs have sde effects that limit their use. They can cause
bellyaches, rashes, vomiting. Even comaor death. They also lessen overlap. So it'sabaancing act.”

"I'd say s0." Callins could think of nothing short of cancer that would make him take anything so toxic.

"Thewinariat accept the change asanaturd part of life. They tend to have the best overlap, though
that partially depends on philosophy. Sometruly believe it more innateto act asanimad aspossiblein
switch-form and as human as possible in human form.”

Collins saw the direction Falima appeared to be taking. " So the lesariat must prefer . . . their anima
form?'

"Exactly.” Faimabeamed at him. "Most have no interest at dl in overlap, or they even reverseit. They
may bring more habits from their switch-form to their human form. And they take herbsto lengthen their
animd time"

Things started to come together. "So Korfius drools. And looks for food dl thetime.”

Falimachuckled. "Exactly. It dso helpsthat | smell the lesariat herb onhim.”

Coallins had completely missed that. "What doesit smdl like?'

"It's. .. diginctive” Faimaslipstwisted, then returned to normal. She shook her head. "Ever try to
decribeasmdl?’

Collins bobbed his head and opened his handsin concession. Without acomparison, it could become
amost impossible, liketaste. For thefirgt time, he redlized why so many meats got compared to chicken.
It seemed smpler to whiff at their companion sometime after the switch. He studied Falima. The
candlelight sparked from her golden skin, revealing smears of grime. Her pale eyes watched him back,
griking in their color and depth. Though abit large, her nose suited her, and the curtain of jet black hair
gave her an air of foreign mystery. Though not classicaly beautiful, she drew hisgazein away he could
not quite explain. He could enjoy staring at that face every morning over the breskfast table, even
rumpled, coarsened, and travel weary, for eternity.

Falima broke the spdll. "Isit normal where you come from to gawk?"



Asusud, Callinsgroped for humor; but the words that |eft his mouth surprised even him. "Only when
there's something this pretty to gawk at."

"Me?' Fdimaasked increduloudy.

"Of course nat,” Collins said facetioudy. "I meant the gorgeous woman standing behind you."

Faimatensed asif to glance around, then relaxed. "Thank you. But therésno need tolie. | know I'm
not. . . atractive.”

Stunned, Callinsturned defensive. "Of course you're attractive. Where | come from, men would fight
over you."

"They would?'

"Ves"

"In human form? Or horse?"

"Human,” Collinsreplied, then added, "'In horse form, the girlswould fight over you."

Falimablinked severd times, obvioudy confused. "The girls? Why?'

Collins considered briefly. "Because, where | comefrom, it'salmost like alaw. Pretty much dl girls
love horses a some point in their lives. Sometimes forever.” He leaned toward Fdima. "That's not to say
boys and men don't like horses, too. Just not so ... amost universally.”

"Loveto..." Fdimafidgeted, looking at her hands, ". . . eat them?"

"Horses?" Collins shook his head vigoroudy. "Y uck, never. We don't eat horses where | come from."
He had heard peoplein other countries did, but he saw no reason to get technical.

"But you egt animas.”

"Not horses." Callins crinkled his face and shook his head again. He caught sight of Korfiusat the
corner of hisvison. "Or dogs. Or mice, hummingbirds, rats ..." The latter made him think of thetelevison
show Survivor, but he did not voiceit. There seemed no reason to complicate matters more than aready
necessary.

"What do you eat?'

Callins spoke dowly, watching Faima's reaction as he spoke each word. "Cows."

Falimawinced but continued looking a him encouragingly.

"Pigs, chickens, turkey, and fish."

"Ashaentanimas.”

"They arewhere| comefrom."

An uncomfortable pause followed.

"What d<£?' Fdimafindly sad.

"That takes care of about 99.9% of all the mesat eaten in the United States." Collins knew he had to
mention rabbitsfor her to believe him. "Therest iswhat we cal game, which you would call durithrin or
wildones. Rabbits, deer, ducks, geese. A few people do bear, squirrd, turtles, possum, snakes, stuff like
that. But most people wouldn't consider those animals savory or, in many cases, even edible” He
recdled the time one of the international students had brought atomato-based stew to a potluck that
everyone ate with relish, until arumor circulated that the meat they had sucked down with gusto moments
before was actudly cat. The ladle never again dipped into that bowl.

"Not horses.”

"Not horses" Collins confirmed.

Faimafell glent again, fingers clagping and unclasping on the tabletop.

"Thisisredly creepy for you, isn't it?'

"Not-not redly. | mean, | knew—" Fdimafinaly met Collins gaze. "It'sjust that sometimes, when you
look at me—" A flush crept up her neck. "You look s0 ... 50 ... hungry.”

"Hungry?"

"Right after | change back." Falimarolled her stare to her hands, pinning one with the other. "'l don't
notice when I'min switch-form. "It'slike you want to ... to devour me."

Now Coallins understood and appreciated that Falimadid not meet hiseyes. | do. Just not the way
you're thinking. "That's not hunger, Falima. That's..." Wordsfailed him completely.



Now, Falimalooked directly at him.

"Well . .." Theword came, but Collins hesitated to useit. . . . lus."

Falimas expression did not change for several moments, then her browsfell in clear confusion.
"What?"

Thistime, Collinslooked away, index finger tracing astain on the tabletop. "I'm sorry. | do know it's
rude to stare at your body, but it's so ... S0 beautiful.” And | don't get to see naked women very often.
He had seen Marlys, of course, but only twice. Most men of histime would consider her the prettier of
the two: dight, red-haired, high-cheeked, full-lipped and well versed in enhancement with makeup. Y €,
for reasons he could not yet eucidate, Falima seemed much more exciting.

Fdimas mouth clamped to asevereline. "That's the second time you've called me beautiful.”

"Youare"

“I'mnot.”

It was an unwinnable argument, so Collins Sdestepped it. "Y ou are to me. Why don't you think so?

Falimastudied Collins, asif trying to read the intention behind an obvious scheme. "I'm a Random.
I'm muscled like ahorse, without awoman's proper softness. My colors match my switch-form better
than my human form, which ismanifested at night.”

Coallinsfet agrin edging onto hislips and stopped it. "None of those things matter to me."

"They dont?' "Why would they?'

Fdimahad no ready answer. "Because. . . because—"

"Because nothing." Callinstook Falima's hands and alowed the smileto glide across hisface. Y ou
know what | see?’

Falima shook her head.

"| see an athletic woman with eyeslike sparkling sapphires.” Collins suppressed awince at hisown
triteness and wished he had paid more attention in the poetry class he had taken to fulfill his English
credits. "A perfect tan. Hair midnight black and as deek and wild asthe sea. Beautiful." He pinned the
amilein place. "And a creamy buckskin horse any breeder might envy.”

"You do?'

"l do."

“Thank you."

Collins grin dipped. "No need for thanks. | was Smply describing what | see.”

"But your words make mefed good."

“I'mglad.”

They smiled a one another, and joy suffused Collins. His heart skipped, then quickened. Excitement
tingled through his chest in away he could not recdl since hisfirst crush on Betty Lou Finnegan in junior
high and, prior to that, not since childhood.

Korfiusyipped, breaking the mood. Hislegstwitched rhythmicaly, kicking Callins shin.

Callinsdid hisfeet free, rolling the dog onto his back. Korfius awakened briefly, whacked histail on
the boards, and resumed snoring.

Coallins hated to even raise the issue when things were going better than he could ever have imagined,
but it needed saying. "About Joetha" Animage of hisown grandmother came to hismind: her
gray-and-white hair faling in curlsto just above her shoulders, her small stout form smelling of peppers
and cookies, the welcoming smile she had dways given him, surrounded by the familiar wrinklesthat had
come to define unconditiona love. She had died two years ago, of natura causes, and he missed her. He
forced himsdlf to contemplate some savage serid murderer stabbing her to death, cannibalizing the body.
The picture proved too much. Horror dragged through him like ahot knife, and he dropped his head,
sobbing, into his hands.

Coallinsdid not hear Falimamove, but her warm body enfolded him and her hands stroked his hair like
achild's. Sherocked him gently as he wept, histears plastering the rude fabric of her dress against her
solid curves. "I'm sorry," he gasped out. "I'm sorry.” He wanted to say more, but grief would not alow it.
| killed someone's mother, someone's grandmother. | killed her, and | calloudly ate her.

Collinsdid not know how long he cried into Falimas arms. But, when hefinally regained control, his



face bore the indentations of every thick fiber. Shelooked asif she had spilled aglass of water down her
bodice, rumpled and pinch-faced.

"It'sdl right," shefindly said.

“It'snot.” Collins shook hishead. "It never will be."

Falima could not deny those words. Collinswould have to learn to live with the guilt or go insane.

"A bad thing happened.” Faimalowered hersdf to her haunches. "But the cause was mistake, not
malice. Zylas has forgiven you, and o have |. At some point, you have to forgive yoursdf.”

" Joethas family—"

"—can never forgive you, of course.” Falimaasked cautioudy, " Can you live with that?"

Coallins had been about to say "—will suffer,” so Falimas question caught him off-guard. He
considered. "Yes," heredlized to hisown surprise. "1 can.”

Faimarose and returned to her chair. "Then it's settled. We don't need to speak of thisagain.”

Coallinsliked the way she had phrased it, assuaging his shame but leaving the subject openif he ever
felt the emotional need to talk about it. It was ataent he had not known she possessed, and it only made
her more desirable.

Collins awakened with agtart that |eft him disoriented to place and time, yet burdened with adecisve
thought that usurped al other need for understanding. My friends: Zylas, Fdima, Vernon, even ldin, are
good people, better than | could ever be. Hetried to imagine himsdlf risking hislife and freedom for a
murderer on death row, but the image refused to form. He would not do so, even if he knew the man
innocent, let aone guilty only from ignorance. He would, of course, come forward to testify; but he would
not hazard e ectrocution by cutting power linesto the eectric chair.

Coallins opened hiseyes. Helay on the palet in Vernon's cottage, straw poking him through the
threadbare blanket, abundled tunic serving as a makeshift pillow. Falima curled on the floor, snagging the
four hours of deep sherequired in human form. He would have preferred to give her the more
comfortable deeping place, but maintaining theilluson of hisroyaty took precedence until they |eft
Korfiusin Vernon's care. He saw no sign of Korfiusor their host.

AsCallinsrolled to hisright sdeto facethewall, he found hisfeet pinned in place. He jerked at the
covers, didodging the dog, who groaned and clambered from the pdlet. Freed, Collinsfinished his
intended movement and snuggled back into the straw. He could understand Zylas assistance. The
rat/man might fed responsiblefor leading Coallinsinto Barakhai and, therefore, the subsequent crime,
Vernon clearly made acareer out of helping the needy, so perhaps he got some persona satisfaction
from hiding Callins. Falimas and ldin's motivations escaped him completely. No wonder they're hostile.
Zylas must have talked theminto it, perhaps against their better judgment.

Knowing he needed his deep, Callinsforced these thoughts from his mind. He could specul ate about
their motivations dl day and never come near the truth. It was an exercisein futility that he could better
solve by smply asking. Hard enough under standing people of my own world. Collins pushed hismind
to lessintrusive thoughts and, eventudly, found deep again.

The next time Benton Collins awakened, he heard low voices. He sat up, the blanket tumbling to his
ankles. Zylasleaned acrossthe table, talking softly to VVernon. They made an odd pair, one dight and
white as cream, the other powerfully muscled and dark as untouched coffee. Though taught to revile
eavesdropping, he strained to overhear. His companions had |eft him out of conversations about hisown
welfare so many timesthat he somehow felt owed the knowledge.

Korfius floundered from beneath the blanket that now covered his head. He flopped to the floor, the
cloth fumbling after himin an awkward twigt.

The men at the table |ooked toward them. Zylas said something louder, accompanied by afriendly
wave.

Only then, Callinsredlized his moments of straining could have gained him nothing. Without touching
the stone, he could not understand aword of the Barakhain they exchanged. He thrust his hand into the
pocket that held the rose quartz, withdrawing it. "Y ou're back,” hefindly said.



"l am," Zylas admitted. His gaze wandered to the trand ation stone, and his grin widened. "Thanksfor
taking such good care of my rock."

Collinsreturned the grin. "It was nothing,” he said honestly. "1 really gppreciate your leavingiit. |
couldn't have done anything without it."

Zylasnodded. Collins certainly did not have to explain the merits of the magic to itslongtime owner.

"S0," Collins pressed for the important newsimmediately. "Is there another porta ?'

Zylas glanced a Vernon, who shrugged, then gave his head adight shake. The rat/man’s attention
returned to Collins. "Not . . . yet. But . . ."

Coallinswaited for his companion to continue. When he did not, Collins made an impatient gesture.
"But...?"

Zylas pursed hislips, then spoke quickly, asif he had to force the words out before he changed his
mind. "The e der wishesto meet with you."

Uncertain how to react, Collins asked cautioudly, "He does? Why?!

Zylas opened his mouth, then closed it without speaking. He gave Vernon another meaningful look,
but the black man turned away, arms folded across his chest. Clearly on hisown now, Zylas said lamely,
"It'snot asmple matter. Theelder . . . can explain it better.”

"All ... right." Collinslooked from companion to companion, but neither returned his stare. "What do
| need to know before | agreeto this?' Silence.

Irritated with his companions behavior, Collins demanded, "Y ou said my going would be dangerous
to the elder and to mysdlf. Don't | have aright to know why before I'm smack dab in the middle of that
danger?'

Vernon said gruffly, "It's not you were worried about.” Zylas placed a hand on Vernon's shoulder, an
obvious pleato let him handleit. "It become clear, but Vernon'sright. So long as you don't do anything
foolish or mean ..." Like eat some innocent woman? Collinsthought bitterly. ". . . you're perfectly safe.
Theelder . .." Zylasflicked strands of dirty white-blond hair from hiseyes. "... hasmore at stake. We
just want to protect—"

Vernon jumped in again. "—thedder.” "Right," Zylas confirmed.

Korfiusthrust hisnoseinto Collins hand. He patted the dog absently, still focused on his oddly
behaving friends. "'I'm not going to hurt anyone, if that's what you're jazzed up about.”

Collinswondered how that trandated, but Zylas and VVernon showed no sign of confusion. "1 didn't
mean to kill Joetha," he said for what seemed like the thousandth time. "It was an awful thing for which I'll
fed eterndly guilty, but can't we ever—"

Zylas and Vernon made broad motionsto silence Callins. "We know that,” the albino assured. "We
don't haveto talk about that anymore.”

Vernon stood, nogtrilsflaring in clear distress. "It'sjust that you comewith . . . certain dangers.”

Understanding dawned, dispdlling theirritation. Y ou mean the guards chasing me."

Zylasvigoroudy nodded confirmation, but VVernon did not let the matter drop. "We don't know you
well enough to be sure—"

"Vernon," Zylaswarned, but it did not stop hisfriend.

"—you can keep your mouth shut.”

Coallinsfelt the prickle of returning irritation but forced it away. VVernon had areasonable point. "I owe
you dl my life at least two times over. I'm not going to give away any secret.”

Zylasrolled hisgaze to Vernon, who did not seem satisfied. "Can you bind that asavow?"

Coallinsblinked, tightening his grip on the trandation stone, which didn't sesem to be fully functioning.
"Whet?'

Vernon rephrased his question. "Do you have some sanctified words, some gesture, that binds
important promises beyond breaking?'

Now Collins understood. Nothing in my world is so sacred someone can't and won't abandon it.
That answer, he knew, would not satisfy Vernon. He would not break his word because he considered
himself an honorable and moral person. Nevertheless, awhite lie ssemed worth it to appease Vernon.
"We have both." He cleared histhroat, assuming the most serious expression he could. "I swear to God .



.."It did not sound like enough, so he added, "with sugar on top, that | will ..." He looked a Vernon
questioningly.

Catching the intention of the pause, Vernon supplied the next words, "... not divulge the name,
location, or even the existence of the elder to anyone ever, no matter what good reason | think | may
havefor doing s0."

"Uh." Collins had no trouble agreeing to the terms, but he could not recall dl the words Vernon had
used. "l will not...uh...divulge...uh...theeder forever no matter what." Mouthful of mostly
long words to express the obvious. He'd have made a good lawyer. Coallinsspit on hisright hand.
"Now we shakeonit."

"Shakeon ... it?7" Vernon studied Collins fingers dubioudy.

Coallinstook Vernon's enormous paw of ahand into hisown, flicked it vigoroudy, then released it. He
wiped his pam on his britches, and Vernon did the same.

"Done?" the larger man asked.

"Done," Collins agreed.

Vernon muttered something of which the stone trandated only, "Weird."

Unableto misstheirony, Callinshid asmile.



Chapter 10

ZYLASand Collins set off immediately, with the sun gill highin the sky. They rode Falima, and
Collins caught occasiona glimpses of 1ain zipping to Zylas and hovering near his ear. The hummingbird
adways gave Callins awide berth, which pleased him aswell. Thewind carried streamers of Zylas
unnaturaly white hair into Collins face at intervas so irregular heforgot to protect againgt it. Accustomed
to wearing glasses, herarely reacted in time to rescue his eyes, and the strands whipped across them,
gtinging, until he wondered if he had permanent red lines across the whites. Adding abuzzing, insect-like
bird to the aggravation might have driven him over the edge, from sullen irritation to rage.

Zylas carried the trand ation stone again, which seemed to make no difference as his other two
companionswould remain in their anima formsfor about five more hours and the rat/ man had settled
into anearly unbreakable silence. He led them on acircuitous route that confused Collins utterly. At
times, he thought he recognized |landmarks they had passed a haf hour earlier. They might betravelingin
an endlessloop for al he knew, and he could not help recaling the Winnie-the-Pooh tale in which the
slly old bear and hisfriend, Piglet, track themselvesin acircle, worried that, at each pass, another two
cregtures have joined the ones they were following. Despite the warmth and humor of this childhood
remembrance, Collinsfound his discomfort growing.

Theweather seemed hell-bent on displaying al the happy grandeur Collins mood lacked. The sun
beamed through the treesin golden bands. A breeze danced around the trunks, keeping the temperature
hovering at what felt like acomfortable seventy degrees. Crystal-blue sky stretched from horizon to
horizon, dotted with afew fluffy cloudsthat gleamed whitely in the broad expanse of azure.

The ground grew rockier. Falimastumbled. Abruptly jarred sdeways, Collinsfound himsdlf on the
ground before he redlized he wasfalling. Pain shot through his|eft shoulder. Dull aching pounded through
histhighs and buttocks, areminder that he had spent more timeriding the last two daysthanin dl the rest
of hislife combined. He looked up to ahovering humminghbird and a till-mounted Zylas peering down a
him, arm extended. "Areyou dl right?"

"Just fricking fine." Collins had no idea whether the almost-swear word would trandate asthe redl
thing or into asomewhat acceptable subgtitution like the one he had provided. He clambered painfully to
hisfeet, ignoring Zylas gesture. "Mind if | just walk for awhile?!

"Not at dl." Zylas peered into the distance. "In fact, well take to the mountains soon. Probably better
if wedl wak."

lain disappeared.

Collins massaged his aching shoulder.

"Only kept us mounted thisfar to make as small ascent trail aspossible. 1din's seen guards out there,
though they don't seem to have located us.”

"What about Vernon and Korfius?' Collins asked, worried.

Zylas dismounted, clutching Falimaslead. "No reason to think they're not safe. They've got their
stories, and we just have to hope no one convinces Korfiusto rat us out."



Coallinslaughed at the play on words, which seemed to baffle Zylas.

"What'sfunny?"

Collinssaw no harm in explaining, thistime. "Rat usout. You'rearat."

Zylas continued to stare.

"Jugt seemed funny,” Collins mumbled, withdrawing back toward hisirritability.

"Isthat how it trandates?"

"Yesh"

Now, Zylas chuckled. "It's not theword | used. We don't have alot of animal-based dang.”

Collins nodded. "Makes sense.”

"Ready to continue?'

No, Collinsthought but said, "Yes."

They headed into rocky hills that soon became forested mountains. Thetrail continued to spirdl,
double back, and loop. For atime, Collinstried to trace the route. When that became impossible, he
attempted conversation. " So now will you tell me about this €lder?’

Zylaslooked up with clear rluctance. "Y ou'll meet soon enough.”

Foiled again, Collinsbit hislower lip. "How soon is soon enough?”

"Tomorrow evening.”

"Tomorrow!" Collins complained, recdling that Zylas and ldin had made thetrip and returnedin
about twenty-four hours.

Zylas eyeswidened. "Did you want to take longer?"

"Shorter."

"We could arrive alittle earlier,” Zylas said dowly. "If you won't be uncomfortable with Falimaand
ldinin switch-form."

Collins consdered. He might perform better with Falimacommunicative. She seemed to have warmed
up to himin Vernon's cabin. lain, he thought, might do him better as aspeechless bird. "Perhaps
somewhere between the two?'

Zylastossed histangled hair. "Of course, there's the elder's switch time to consider, too." He rubbed
his forehead. "While you deep, I'll meet with the elder and talk about that.”

Surprised to have his opinion considered at dl, Collins merely said, "All right." He had not thought
about the details such coordination might require, but he should have. He had learned enough under dire
enough circumgtances. | should be thinking all the time. It bothered him to consider that he was,
perhaps, not as smart as he believed. He had aways done well in school, earning A'sand B's with
relative ease and not just in rote subjects. Y et he worried that his ability to anticipate and react to life
Stuations might not prove as competent. What happens when | get out in the real world where life
doesn't consist solely of classes and tests? The thought now seemed ludicrous. Assuming | survive
Barakhai and ever make it back to the "real” world.

Zylasled Falimaup the dope. " Speaking of deep, we work best when we get half in each form.
Thought we could take a bresk: egt, nap.”

Though Callins had dept asolid eight hours, he suffered from hunger, thirst, and physical exhaugtion.
He supposed he could learn to coordinate his deep with Zylas, in three- or four-hour blocks rather than
al at once. "Sounds good to me."

Despite his suggestion, Zylas continued hauling Falima up the mountainsde. " There's a cave not too
far. I'd rather hole up on higher ground. Safer.”

Coallinsfollowed, now aware of his growling tummy, his dry mouth, and the soreness of hislegs. He
wished Zylas had waited until they'd arrived &t the cave to mention food and rest.

Half an hour later, Zylas waved Collinsinto the rock crevice he had referred to asacave. A curtain of
vines hung over the entrance, swarmed with round pink flowers; and grass softened the floor. Collins
touched awall dimy with algae and moss and immediatdly jerked back his hand. Warm and moist, the
interior seemed gtifling after the dry, cool wind that had accompanied them through the day. Faima
remained outside, grazing, but lalin swept onto aledge and perched. Zylas went outside nearly as soon



as he entered, then returned moments later dragging the pack that had rested on Falimas withers. As
Collinshurried over to hdp, Zylas|et it flop onto the floor.

"| gppreciate that VVernon doesn't want usto starve, but | would have packed a bit lighter.”

At the moment, Collinswould have carried the pack the rest of theway if it meant a steedy supply of
Vernon's peanut-buttery nut paste. He helped Zylas unpack enough food to satisfy them both: bread and
nut paste, bugs and fruit, roots and berries. They ate well, then settled down to deep on the grassy
carpet.

Collins dreamed of aviolent earthquake rocking him inwild, insstent motions. "What? Where?' He
legped to hisfet. "Huh?' The world cameinto abrupt focus, despite his missing glasses. Faima stood
besde him, still clutching the arm she had been shaking. Zylas stood near the pack, smiling dightly from
beneath his hat brim as he watched the exchange. "Bit jumpy, are you?"

Stll dightly disoriented, Collins glanced at hiswatch. "What timeisit?' It reed 6:15. Fdimawould
have changed fifteen minutes ago, which would have just given her time to dress and wolf down some
food before awakening him. He yawned.

Though Callins had found his own answer, Zylas gave him ancther. "Early evening. Y ou're agood
deegper.”

Collinsyawned again. "Most grad sudents are.” He stretched, the pain in histhighs and buttocks even
more pronounced. He was glad Falima had taken human form and they would have to walk for awhile.
"Now, if | could just get some coffee.”

Zylaslaughed. "Don't have that here. But you're welcome to eat dirt. Tastes about the sameto me."

"L et me guess. Not a coffee fan?' Collins sprang forward and hefted the pack before his older and
smaller companion could do so. It settled awkwardly across his neck, obvioudy constructed to balance
across a horse's unsaddled withers without diding. Now, he had to agree with Zylas, fewer supplies
would suit his shoulders better. "It's an acquired taste.”

"Apparently.” Zylasdid not fight Collinsfor the pack. "But why bother to acquireit?"

"For the caffeine” Collinstrailed his companions through the viny curtain and into sunlight thet, though
muted by evening, still burned his unadjusted eyes. "Helps you wake up.”

Zylas headed back up the dope. "Why not just take caffeine?’

Why not, indeed? Collinsrecalled a professor oncetelling the classthét, in the name of avoiding
hypocrisy, No-Doz was his morning beverage. It seemed more like an admission of drug addiction than
the heroically honest statement the professor had clearly intended. "I actually like the taste of coffee.”
Now. When hefirg started drinking it, he had diluted it more than hafway with milk. Gradudly, the
proportion had decreased until he had cometo take it with only a splash of nondairy creamer.

"All. .. right," Zylassad dowly. "If you say s0."

"It'sgood.” Collins hopped after Falima, who had darted up the hill with a dexterity her horse form
could never have matched. "Redlly. Coffee hasagreat—" Struck by the ridiculousness of the argument,
Collinslaughed. Why am | defending coffee to a man who eats bugs and calls them a delicacy? "—
flavor," hefinished. "When it's maderight.” It seemed rude to leave Falimaout of the conversation. Not
wanting to lose the ground he had gained with her the previous day, he asked, " So how are thingswith
you, Fdima?'

At the sound of her name, Falima turned and shrugged.

"She can't understand you," Zylas reminded.

Oh, yeah. Disgppointment flashed through Collins, gradualy replaced by guarded relief. Asmuch as
he wanted to chat with her, a least, thisway, he could not ruin their friendship by saying something
supid.

They continued through softly contoured mountains carpeted with weeds, wildflowers, and evergreen
forests. Now, Zylas diversons became clearer to Callins, asthey meandered down and Sideways as
often as upward, and he often forgot that they traveled through mountainsat al. Occasiondly, the
vegetation gave way to barren rock faces, especially where the walk grew steeper. These proved a
minor challenge that would boreared climber, though Collinsfound himsdf guarding every step. A fall



seemed unlikdly, but it might result in seriousinjury; and he had taken more than afew misstepsin hislife
on flat, solid ground.

The weather remained clear. That, and acomfortable deep, vastly improved Collins mood. He could
amogt imagine himself on ayouth group hike, scurrying up Mount Chockorua with abackpack, a
canteen, and a bunch of rowdy boys. The fear of becoming trapped in aworld that condemned him asa
vicious murderer receded behind awash of reckless hope.

Collins met Falima's gaze on severa occasions, exchanging short nervous smileswhenever they did
0. The strange and silent flirtation passed time otherwise measured only by the dow downward creep of
the sun. At length, it touched the far horizon, pitching up broad bands of color that blurred and mingled at
the edges, cleared to vivid extremes, then dulled into the next. Bold spikes of pink interrupted the pattern
a intervas radiating in magjestic lines.

Coallins paused on a crest, staring. Evening breezes chilled the sweat spangling hisforehead, and he
could not tear his gaze from the beauty of the vast panorama stretching out in front of him. He had never
seen anything so grand. The few clear sunsets of his camping days he had viewed through forests of
skeletd branchesthat blotted the grandeur with shadows. City lights blunted the epic, dmost violent, hues
that now paraded before his eyes. In recent years, he had forgotten to ook, his evenings gobbled up by
essays and lab work, indoor dinners and rented movies.

"What's the matter?'

Zylas now-familiar voice startled Collins. He jJumped, dammed hisfoot down on aloose stone,
twisted his ankle, and toppled. Before the rat/man could moveto assist, Collinslay on the ground. His
ankle throbbed, but he till managed to say, "What's the matter? The matter is some guy who calls himself
afriend scaring me and dumping me on my face."

Zylas drew back, feigning affront. "I never touched you. Y ou dumped yoursdlf on your own face."

"With incredible grace, | might add." Collinsrose gingerly and found he could dready put most of his
weight on hisleg. Hewas not badly hurt. "Don't sdl me short, now. I'm excellent at dumping mysdlf on
my face"

Zylasagreed, "A red professond.” He offered ahand, though Collins had aready stood.

"Mind telling Fimait was your fault? She dready thinksI'm aclod.”

Zylas glanced toward hisflank. "I'd do that, but shedoeshave...um. .. eyes"

Collinslooked around Zylas, only then noticing Falima nearby. She had probably witnessed the entire
exchange. He tried to remember which parts of the conversation he had spoken. She could not
understand him, but Zylas could come across plainly to both of them. Much like listening to oneend of a
telephone conversation, she could surdly infer much merely from what Zylas had said. But why the hell
do | care what she thinks? Callins could not explain it; but, somehow, he did. He looked back at the
horizon, but the sky's exquisite light show had dulled toward flat black and thefirst stars had appeared.
Herounded on Zylas. "If you must know, | was enjoying that gorgeous sunset. Y ou made me missthe
last of it."

Zylasturned his attention westward, with the air of a man so accustomed to seeing radiance, he no
longer noticesit.

Of course, Callinssurmised. They get sunsets like that every day. In that moment, he grew less
fascinated by thelife of amodels photographer. It seemed impossible that staring at beautiful women for
aliving gradualy sgpped it of dl thrill, yet surdly it must. Does a man ever tire of looking at an
attractive wife? An answer popped swiftly into Collins mind, though he had never intended to address
his own unspoken question. 7 don't stare at Marlys the way | used to, and she's only grown more
lovely. Infact, it surprised him to discover that, of dl the things he missed most, she barely madethelist.
If absence makes the heart grow fonder, then either | don't have a heart or she was never really
there.

Falimafollowed the direction of Zylas stare to the now-blunted sunset. She said something, the dight
up-tick a the end Callins only hint that she had asked a question.

Zylasresponded inthelr lilting language, leaving her nodding thoughtfully.

Theabino turned his attention back to Collins. "Ready?"



"Togoon?' Callinsguessed. "Sure.”

Zylas adjusted hisbreeks. "To meet the elder.”

Coallinsblinked. "Tonight?But | thought..."

Zylas shrugged. "Y ou requested; | asked." He held out a hand, and the hummingbird dighted, tiny
talons gripping hisindex finger. "ldin saysweve lost the guards. The dder thinks weve muddled thetrail
enough.”

Though he had suspected it, Collins barely dared to believe Zylas had dragged out their journey so
much that they could chop off an entire day and not even noticeit. "Definitdy. I'm ready." Findly, he
would find out how to get home. Home to professors furious that | ruined all their experiments. He
doubted anyone could believe his reason for not taking care of the animals. Each rat had enough water to
last several days, and they could go without eating for weeks, if necessary. He wondered if he could get
back to Daubert Laboratories before vacation ended; if he cleaned dl the cages thoroughly, supplied
fresh food sticks and water, no one would know he had gone. The deceit bothered him. It might change
the results of some of the analyses, but it seemed preferable to him sacrificing the future he had gone into
hock for. A bad relationship, asundered family, student loans— these all seemed minor inconveniences
compared to remaining dways ajump ahead of aloca constabulary fixated on executing him.

As Zylas headed across aridge swvarming with leafy vines, Collinsfinaly found the argument that
might have gotten him to the elder sooner. "Y ou know, Zylas." Hetried to keep hisvoice casud. "I'm the
only one taking care of those rats back at the lab for four days."

Zylas continued walking, agtiffening of hisback the only clue that he had heard the pronouncement.
At length, he spoke. "Arethey . . . arethey goingto. . ." It took ared effort to squeeze out the last
word. "... die?’

Well, yes. After an experiment, they all die. Callinskept that redization to himsdlf, suddenly wishing
he had not raised the topic at al. It seemed cruel to leave Zylas bdieving he had had ahand in the deaths
of aroomful of creatures he considered kin. Initidly planning to use the information to help speed things
aong, Callins suddenly found himself in the position of comforter. "I don't think so. | gave them enough
water for at least three days. They might get abit hungry before the others get back, but they should
aurvivedl right." Great. That accomplished a lot.

Zylas movements became jerky, agitated. Falimaglided up and gently placed an arm across his
shoulders, spesking calmly.

Collinsdammed the hed of hispam againg hisforehead. Blew that one big time. Hetried to
smultaneoudy rescue his point and Zylas, though the two goa's seemed entirely at odds.

"They certainly won't die. Certainly not. But the sooner | get back, the sooner | can attend to them.
Clean cages, feed. Y ou know, make them comfortable.”

Zylas and Fdimamade a sudden turn, disappearing behind acrag.

Coallinsjogged to catch up, then dammed into his companions who had cometo ahdt just beyond the
angle. Driven forward astep, Zylas whirled, while Falimajust shook her head and continued studying the
cliff wal infront of her. ldin buzzed into flight.

"Sorry," Collins muttered, then redlized the ivy-covered stone in front of him had a centrd areadarker
than the surrounding stone. He stared, trying to visudly carve clear the outline of the cave mouth that he
guessed lay there. "Were here?"

"Yes" Zylas placed ahand on Collins arm and ushered him forward. "Please, be polite." Histone
farly pleaded, and Collinsfound it impossible to take offense from the implication. "Respectful. Not . . ."
Hetrailed off, looking more nervous than Coallins had ever seen him.

"Not rude?" Callins supplied, with just ahint of indignation.

Zylasfinaly glanced directly into Collins face and smiled. "I'm sorry I'm treetlng you likeachild. It's
justthat . .. wdl ... sometimesyour people. .. dont handledders. ..um...

Coallins thought he understood. Americans did tend to vaue youth and vigor more than wisdom. "With
appropriate esteem?’

Zylaslet out apent-up breath. "Right."

Falima spoke through gritted teeth, and Zylas trandated.



" She saysthat would be abig mistake here.”

"l understand." Though tired of reassurances, Collins said and did nothing more. The more impatience
he showed, the longer the likely delay. It made sense that the people here showed a deference bordering
on awe toward their elders. Given their lifestyle, they likely had few who lasted dl that long.

A gravely voice emerged from the cave scarcely louder than the whisper of windblown vines against
gone. "Zylas, Faima, 1ain, please comein. And bring your guest.”

No longer ableto delay, Zylas executed abow the elder surely could not see. "At once, Lady
Prinivere" Hetugged at Collins arm.

Lady? Coallins had to adjust his entireimage as he trotted into the cave at Zylas side. ldin fluttered
ahead, and Falimafollowed them.

The darkness seemed to swallow them, and Collins blinked severa times, seeking some small source
of light on which to focus hisvison. Afraid to movefor fear of knocking into people or furniture, he
turned in place to catch the lingering grayness at the opening.

"Forgiveme," asweet but ancient voice said. "'l forget that others need this" A bal of light appeared,
pulled apart like achain of glowsticks, then diffused into a pae, sourceless glow. Collins saw around
face as brown as aberry and cast into extensive, deep wrinkles. Dressed only in aloincloth, the old
woman left most of her withered flesh exposed. Her breasts hung so low, they covered her dender
abdomen. A thick, untidy mop of snowy hair sorouted from her freckled scap, hanging to just below her
ears. Though recessed into hollows, her eyeslooked remarkably clear, green asacat's with the same
ditted pupils and full of an ancient wisdom that the wateriness of age could not diminish. Her small nose
seemed little more than apair of ditty nogtrilsin aseaof pleats. Collinsstudied her in unbelieving
fascination, certain he had never seen anyone quite this old. He bardly noticed the furnishings, which
consisted entirely of two large chests.

Thedder amiled. "l am Prinivere.”

Wanting to introduce himsdlf before Zylas could do so, to avoid forever becoming an amagametion of
hisfull name, Collinsfound histongue. "Ben," he said. Despite himsdlf, he added, "Just Ben." He caught
himsdlf a once. Great. Now she's going to call me Justben. It sounded uncomfortably closeto
Dusthin, though till better than Bentoncollins or, worse, the Benton Zachary Collins his mother used
whenever he got into trouble.

But Prinivere made no such mistake. "A pleasure to meet you, Ben."

"Thank you," Collinssaid politely, only then blurting asudden redlization. ™Y ou spesk English.”

Unobtrusively, Zylas stepped on Collins foot.

"l gpeak dAl languages,” Prinivere explained. Shefolded her legs, Sitting on the floor with surprising
gracefor one so fral in gppearance. "Comejoin me, Ben."

Without hesitation, Collins dropped to his haunches, then sat in front of the old woman. "Thank you,"
he said again. Though perhaps not the most suitable response, they were the politest words he knew.

"Yourewelcome." Prinivere sudied Collinsin slence then. Her eyeslooked tired but very dive, a
discomforting contrast to abody that seemed long past itstime.

Collinssat very dill, feding like apiece of steak at the meat counter. The long silence that followed
made him even more restless. Wondering if it were hisjob to break it, he looked at Zylas.

The ahbino shook hishead Hiffly.

Like ahunter with prey, the movement caught Prinivere's attention. "Who hasthe stone?’

Zylas crouched beside Collins. "I do, Lady."

The stabbing gaze went fully to the rat/man now, to Callins rdief. "Don't you think it would serve
better in his hands?'

Zylas swallowed hard but remained adamant. "1 can't afford to loseit. | washoping.. .. cantyou. ..
o

Prinivere leaned forward, and her breasts drooped into her 1gp. Collinsfound himsdlf noting this
matter-of-factly, the way he might view afat, shirtless man's somach overflowing his pants at asporting
event. There was knowledge and venerability but nothing sexua about this primordia creature. "Maybe.

After I've dept, switched." She shook her head. "I think | might be ableto.”



Able to what? Collinswondered, but he did not ask. Helooked up, only to find the sharp, green
eyesback on him.

"S0," shesad. "What do you think of Barakha ?'

At home, it might have seemed acasud question, a polite query intended toiillicit a stock response.
Now, Callins sensed amuch deeper quality that forced him to think in away he had not snce his
companions had freed him from hanging. Driven by desperation, by terror, by need, he had not bothered
to contemplate the world and its wonders per se. "I think," he started, and his voice seemed to thunder
into an intense and critical sllence, "it'saworld with some simple beauty mine hasn't known for some
time." Though the others nodded, Collins doubted they understood what he meant. "Clear sunsets, fresh
air, water you can drink from its source and not worry about pollution and . . . germs." He did not know
for certain about the latter. Obvioudy, the inhabitants drank the water dl the time, apparently with no
harmful effects; but dogs lapped up muddy, worm-riddied puddlesin hisworld, too. Perhaps the water
here teemed with Giardia, amoeba, and other microbes that the animal part of them could tolerate; or
they smply survived aslong asthey could with masses of intestind parasiteswrithing ingdethem. Sofar,
he had drunk the water without getting ill. Only time would tell for certain whether the better part of
wisdom would have been to bail it firgt.

Only quiet consideration filled the hush after Collins description, so hefdt obliged to continue. "I've
met some wonderful people." He made a gesture that encompassed Fdimaand Zylas. Though he did not
intentiondly leave out Idin, he made no particular effort to include the hummingbird either. He sucked air
through pursed lips, thinking. "1 suppose | might find the rest of the people worth meeting, too, under
other circumstances. | can hardly blame the guardsfor the way they treated me. | had just . . ."A lump
filled histhroat suddenly, blocking the words he intended to spesk. Ashetried to force them out, his
eyes brimmed with tears, and he dropped the attempt.

No one cameto Collins rescue, though he thought he caught a subtle nod between Prinivere and
Zylas.

Casually, Collinswiped his eyes on the back of his deeve and changed the subject. "Lady, | don't
know exactly what my companionstold you, but | cameto seeyou to find out if you knew of any portas
to my world other than the one | came through.”

"l know," Prinivere said, her voice adull rasp.

lalin settled on ashriveled shoulder. Faimalowered hersdf to one of the chests, listening on the
fringes. Asusud, she could understand only half the conversation, at most. Collins wondered whether the
old woman actudly used fluent English or some device trandated her wordsinto whatever language
necessary for comprehension by every listener. He only knew he used English exclusively and carried
nothing to makeit sound like anything else.

"You know?" Collins needed clarification, but before he could voiceit, Prinivere continued.

"1 know the reason you cameto me. Y our companionstold me."

Good. Callins nodded.

"There are no other portals.”

Stunned by bad news so unceremonioudly and abruptly delivered, Collinsfroze, speechless. Zylas
should havetold him that days ago and rescued him from this ridiculous charade. The Barakhains could
have kept their beloved eder safe, unmet and unknown, and they would not have wasted time taking
someinane, meandering path to her. Gradualy, the full implications seeped into amind dready plagued
with desperation. They had no choice but to return to the place where Collins had started and find away
past acontingent of archers.

"But—" Prinivere said. That one word seemed to float, donein avast vacuum of hope. It felt to
Coallinslike hours passed before she continued, though she never paused. "—I might be ableto create a
new portd."

Still unmoving, Collinslost hisbreath. "Cresgte . . . one?' He forced the words out, then gasped ina
clumsy breath accompanied by saliva. He choked, coughing so vigoroudy that Falimalegped to her feet
and patted hisback helpfully.

Wanting to hear what Prinivere had to say, Collins waved Falima off and tried to control hisseizing



digphragm.

But Prinivere did not go on. Turning her attention to Zylas, she engaged the dbino in conversation
while Callinslost the battle to his cough.

For severd moments, Collins struggled, throat raw and full. Findlly, the spasms died to atickle, and he
regained control of speech. "Sorry." His voice sounded hoarse and unrecognizable. "Did you say you
could create aportal ?'

Prinivere spun back to face Collins. "1 said | might be ableto, yes."

"S0..." Collins kept his sentence dow to avoid the need to cough again. ". . . you're ... asorceress?’

Prinivere's recessed eyes narrowed, so they seemed to disappear into the wrinkles. "Sorceress.” She
ran the word over her tongue, then shook her head. "Not sure what you mean.”

Coallins sought synonyms. "A witch." He watched Prinivere'sface for cluesto her disposition to seeif
the word had the same negative connotations here as back home. "A magician. A wizard. A person who
usesmagic.”

"No such thing,” Zylas grunted. "People, magic." He shook his head. "Don't go together."

Collins suppressed an urgeto laugh. If people turning into animalsisn't magic, what is? He kept
the thought to himsdlf. It seemed the populace had little control over the transformation. "You have
magic,” he reminded.

"| carry amagicd item," Zylas admitted, though he glanced around as he did so, asif afraid someone
outsde their group might overhear. "That doesn't make me auser of magic.”

In gtrict terms, of course, it did; but Collins decided it was better not to make an issue of such athing.
"If not by magic, how do you make aportal?' Collins wondered if he might have the meansto do it
himsdlf.

"Making aporta doesrequire magic." Zylas confused the issue il further. " That's why we need the
lady'shelp.”

"But she's not a sorceress.”

"No," Prinivere patted her hair into place.

" S0 you have some sort of porta-making item.”

"No suchthing." Zylassad.

Clear as mud. Collins sghed and took the chest seat Falima had vacated. "l don't get it."

"Youwill," Zylas promised with dl the believability of apolitician aweek before an dection. "Y ou
will."

An undertonein the albino's voice made Collinswonder if he wanted to.



PRINIVERE wandered to the farthest corner of the cave to deep while Collins discussed matters
fervently with the one companion who did understand him and insisted on trandating for the one who did
not. Twilight faded from the opening and the cave so gradudly that, even in adarkness that might have
seemed solid under other circumstances, Collins found himsdf able to differentiate between the gray
slhouettes of hiscompanions.

"Let'stak about those rats back at the lab.” Though redirected severa times, Zylas aways returned to
the matter Collins now fervently wished he had never raised.

Collins 9ghed, certain he would have to change hismgjor. After thisday, he might never find the
courage to euthanize another experimenta animd. That, or fill my home with pet rats, nice, guinea
pigs, and monkeys. Heimagined thelook of horror twisting hislandlady's megty features, she screamed
at thesght of alarge spider. "They'll befine," Collinsinssted with afinality he hoped would satisfy his
companion—thistime. "They've got plenty of water till my preceptor getsback.” Is that today? "At most
they'll go aday without food, and their cageswill stink abit.”

Zylas expression remained tait.

Coallinslaid an arm across the abino's shoulders. "L ook, man. There's nothing we can do about it, is
there? The whole school's getting back tomorrow. Believe me when | say every biology professor at
Algary will head straight for thelab.” Where they'll see the crappy job | did and flunk me on the spot.
More concerned for hisfuture than the temporary comfort of abunch of |aboratory rats, Collinsagain
sought atopic switch. "So what's the big secret about Prinivere anyway? | mean, besidesthe fact that
she's awoman when you had me believing she wasaman.”

Zylas shrugged off Collins arm. "Lady Prinivere," he corrected in abristly voice. "And | don't recall
ever cdlingthelady aman.”

"Not directly.” Collins admitted. "But you did refer to her only as'the elder.’ Never even used a
pronoun asfar as| remember. Didn't correct mewhen | caled her 'him'."

"That's you assuming, not deception.” Zylas paced to Falimaand joined her on the chest.

Depends on what the definition of "is" is. Callins shook off the presidentiad comparison. Y ou can
clamyou didn't lie. But not correcting an assumption you knew was faseis deception.” He straddled the
opposite ches, facing Zylasdirectly. "Areyou going to tell meit's different in your world?

Zylas conceded with asigh. "I'm sorry. Vernon thought that, if we never madeit to the lady, any
information you had that the guards might get would be ... mideading. Hes asmart man, and it seemed
sofedt a thetime.”

Falima poked Zylas back, and he turned to trand ate.

A sensation of being watched spiraed through Collins suddenly, and he shivered, glancing toward the
cave mouth. "Y ou've managed to deflect my question again, | notice. What exactly—" The hair on the
nape of hisneck prickled. A redization of intense and imminent danger grasped hisgut like anicy hand.
His heart raced into wild pounding, and words caught like asticky lump in histhroat. Panic sent him



lurching to hisfeet, and he skittered to the cave mouth before logic trickled between otherwise ravaged
thoughts. What the hell?

Pressed againgt the stonewall, Collins glanced back into the cave. Zylas and Falimahad aso risen,
their backs to him. Though they had not run, they did seem agitated. A dinosaur-like creature took up
most of the back of the cave: long-necked and -legged, covered in greenish-black scalesthat seemed to
glow. Platesjutted from the neck, back, and tail, which ended in aragged scar. "Dr-dragon?’ Collins
stammered out the only English word that might suit this massive anima. Though he knew it must be
Prinivere's switch-form, he could not force himself to reenter the cave.

Ideas rushed back into Collins mind. Memory camefirgt, of agirl he had dated in college. A fan of
diens, angdls, and conspiracy theories, she had once brought him abook that " conclusively proved” the
existence of dragons. For the purposes of domestic harmony, he had read it, a pseudoscientific account
filled with blurry photographs, anecdota sightings, and misconceptions a freshmen science student should
see through. He had tried to argue the biologica impossbility of a heavy, four-legged creature with
wings. If dragons did exist, he had asserted, they would look like pteranodons. Wings had served asthe
fordimbs of every flying animd throughout history.

Now, Collins stared upon a cregture that defied every biologica tenet. Big asaschool bus, it had to
weigh tons. Strong hind legs ended in massive, four-clawed feet. The forelimbs had three toes, each with
talonsthat closaly resembled curved knives. Leathery appendages near the shoulders clearly represented
folded wings. It bore little resemblance to the serpents of the I' Chinese New Y ear's parades, its body
blocky and its snout more |, like that of a Doberman. It bore none of the decorative finery, no streamers,
beards, or spinners. The ears stuck up, shaped and proportioned like a horse's, jet black in color. Eyes
like emeradslay recessed deeply into its sockets.

A voice entered Callins head, seeming to bypass hishearing. *1 won't hurt you. Come.*

Collins pawed at his ears, willing them to work properly; hislife might depend on it. The reassurance,
apparently the dragon's, did not soothe. He found himsealf incapable of taking astep closer to a creature
that could shred him, crush him, or bite him in haf without bregking aswest.

Zylastook severd nervous steps, bowed to the dragon, then hurried to Collins. 'Y oure insulting Lady
Prinivere" he hissed.

In response, Collins pressed his back moretightly to thewall. Vinestickled hisarms, and stone
jabbed his spine. Hetried to explain, "She'sa... she'sa... adragon.”

IIYall
"We...we...don'thave...dragons...in my world."
"Nether dowe."

The ludicrousness of that statement finally broke the spell. Collinsturned hishead dowly toward Zylas
to grant him ajudgmentd stare. "1 beg to differ.”

Zylastook one of Callins handsin both of his. "Except Lady Prinivere, of course. She'sthelagt.”

Collinslooked at the hand clamped between Zylas and hoped the abino did not plan to try to drag
him back into the cave. He wiped his other sweating palm on his britches and tried to screw up his
courage.

"The otherswerekilled off centuriesago.”

"By knights, no doubt.” Collinsresorted to hisusua haven, humor, to orient hisfailing rationdity.

Zylastugged gently a Collins. "Huh?'

"Never mind." It seemed worse than senselessto try to explain legends at atime when redity had
gone beyond them.

"It'sdl right. Redlly. Come meet her."

Collinslooked at the dragon, gtill hesitating. Falimafaced the dragon, clearly engaged in conversation,
armswaving at intervas. If Prinivere responded, she did so without opening her mouth. " She could eat us
al inthesame bite”

"Eat us?' Zylasrolled hiseyes. "She's congtrained by the same laws asthe rest of us. Can't eat any
mest, remember?’

"Who could stop her?* Collins muttered, but he did take a step forward. Prinivere posed no more



threat to him than the guardsmen, and she might hold the only key to his escape. He managed another
step.

Zylasrdeased Collins hand. Fimaturned, impassively watching her friends gpproach. As he drew
closer, Collins noticed details he had missed on first ingpection. The glow that outlined the dragon
seemed as feeble and tattered as a dying star. Mot of the claws |ooked jagged, broken beyond repair.
Scars marred her scaly hidein severa locations, the worst amottled, irregular patch in the right chest
area. She moved with adownessthat suggested long-standing fatigue. Her dragon form had clearly aged
aong with her human one.

* Actually, it's my human form that aged along with the dragon form.* The wordswhispered into
Coallins brain, unspoken.

Collinsjumped, heart racing again.

*Yes, | read minds. That's how | know every language.*

Callins had not yet recovered enough to ask the question she had dready answered. Remembering
that he needed her, he forced calm. If she predicts my future thoughts, too, why bother to
communicate at all? "Wouldn't it be easier if you just told me how thiswhole conversation's going to
come out?"

Prinivere exhaled aloud snort that Collinsinterpreted asalaugh. *1 don't usually anticipate. It's
just, after a few centuries, you figure out what any human would ask. Never met one yet who
didn't wonder how | get into hisor her head. *

Coallinsglanced at hisregular companions. Zylas and Falima sat on one of the chests, whispering back
and forth. He wondered how much of the conversation they could hear.

*All of it,* Prinivere said before Collins could formulate the thought into words. * But Falima
doesn't understand your side of it, and Zylas has to guess the thoughts I'm responding to.*

Zylaslooked up and waved to Collins, gpparently to confirm Prinivere's explanation.

Though he knew the question impoalite, Callins had to know. " So how old are you anyway?"

"—my lady," Zylas added, teeth clenched inwarning. *It's fine, Zylas* Prinivere swung her long neck
toward therat/man. *In hisworld, they rarely use titles. He means no disrespect.* She swiveled her
head back to Callins. *1'm one thousand seven hundred thirty-six years old.*

Coallinsblinked, for the first time glad his mind went blank. " One thousand?"

*Seven hundred thirty-six. *

"Ah," Callinssaid, pinching hisarm. The mild pain did not reassure him. It seemed equally possible
that he had just dreamed it, too.

Zylas cut in, voice soft, words uninterpretable to Collins. If Prinivere responded, he heard none of it.

Findly, the dragon addressed Coallins directly. * Come here. I'm going to attempt some magic. *

Hoping she meant the portal, Collins obeyed. He tried to look composed, but his steps turned more
mincing the nearer he came to the dragon and he found himsdlf trembling. Faimacleared her throat, and
Collins dropped to astartled crouch, glancing wildly toward her. Idin stood in human form between his
other two companions.

Falimamade an impatient gesture toward Prinivere. Collins followed the movement to its natura
conclusion. He did not know how long it had taken him to move asfar as he had. It had seemed only
seconds, but Ialin had had time to switch and fully dress. Callins closed his eyes, hoping that would alow
him to walk blindly into adragon, yet its massive presence il pressed vividly againgt hismemory.
Opening hislids, he forced himsdf to stlep up to Prinivere.

She gave off anot-unpleasant odor that Collins had never smelled before. It might come from
something she ate, some nearby plant or fungus, even from something trapped between her claws. But,
for Callins, the musky dlspice aromawould forever define dragon smell.

Onefoot stretched toward Collins, dowly, nonthreateningly, and settled firmly on hishead. At fird, he
felt nothing but the presence of that huge appendage, a claw dangling across hisleft cheek and ear and
another tangling in hishair. Then, gradualy, he recognized something indefinable flowing into him, like
electric current without the jolt. Thefoot grew heavier over time, and he found himsdf expending
increasing amounts of energy to remain standing. Finally, the strange feding ended, replaced entirely by



the full weight of amassive foot crushing him toward the ground.

Zylas, Fdima, and ldin dashed forward, hefting the dragon's claw and shoving Callinsfrom beneeth it.
The foot flopped to the cave floor, and the dragon sank to the ground. Pain ached through Collins neck
and shoulders. As he massaged them, rolling his head, he noticed the dragon was lying ill, unmoving. "Is
shedl right?’

Zylasrushed to Priniverés side.

Faimaresponded. "She's very old. Even asmple spell like that one leaves her drained.”

Collinsnodded, still studying the dragon. Then, redlization struck, and he jerked his attention to
Fdima. "Hey, | understood you. I know what you said, and—"

ldinrolled hiseyes.

Not wanting to look the fool again, Collins considered. "That must be what the magic she did was dl
about."

"Lucky guess," ldin grumbled.

"Shel'sdeeping,” Zylas announced. "Well haveto stay and keep her safe until she's strong again.”

It seemed only fair. Prinivere had exhausted hersdlf for him, and he owed her a least that much.
Neverthdess, Collins could not stay theicy seep of disgppointment overtaking him. "The portd,” he said
to no onein particular, now far enough beyond shock and confusion to realize that Prinivere would only
have assumed he needed to communicate with the people of Barakhai if she knew she could not get him
home soon.

Coallins anticipated averba ondaught from ldin about how he should fed grateful for what the dragon
sacrificed for him, but it did not come. The hummingbird/man stood in silence, letting Zylas answer.

The abino patted one of the chests, then sat. Collins came over, taking the place beside the one
person he trusted completely in thisworld.

Zylas gtared at the celling for several moments, collecting his thoughts before beginning. "I'm as
masuniat asthey come. . ." He paused.

Coallinsremembered masuniat astheword for people more entrenched in their human than animal
forms. He nodded his understanding.

"... 1 don't know athing about magic except what the lady hastold me. But—" Zylas glanced around
at hiscompanions expectant faces. "As| understand it, the spell shejust threw isaparticularly smple
one. She'sald, even for adragon; that and ssmple healings are the extent of her magic nowadays." He
turned the tender look of a grandson upon the deeping creature. "I wouldn't dare ask her to do even the
el shejust cast again. Next time, it might kill her.”

" She made your trandation stone," Collins suggested. Zylas shook his head. " She has made trandation
stones, but not mine and not in the last few decades. Making spells portable, casting onto rocks and
crystals, takesalot more energy than just throwing abit of magic at someone.” He displayed the piece of
quartz. "And | told you minés unique. Centuries old and very specid. A family heirloom.”

lain balanced, cross-legged, on the other chedt, listening. Falimasat beside Collins, opposite Zylas.
Attempting to anticipate Zylas point, Collins considered whether or not creating a portal would require
an item. He clung to the memory of Prinivere Sating that she might have the power to make one.

"We aready know Lady Prinivere does not have the strength to magic another stone.”

Coallins could not hold back the significant query any longer. A portd ?"

Zylashit hislip and met Collins gaze, clearly measuring hisreaction. "Or make aportd.”

Collinsfet horse-kicked. "But she said—"

Zylasraised aforestdling hand. "Thereisacrystd, aready made, that can enhance her magic.”

Though reborn, Collins hope remained guarded. It seemed that every time something started going his
way, something worse intervened. "Don't tell me. It'sin the possession of an eight-headed hydra.”

“No."

"A werewolf?"

"Whet?'

"A giant; the minotaur; Medusa; titans, the bogeyman,; a fire-breathing, man-eating demon vampire
unicorn.” Having exhausted his repertoire of mongters, Collinsfell slent, hands folded across his|ap.



Anything they mentioned now had to sound puny in comparison.

All three regarded him with open-mouthed curiogty.

"S0." Callins broke the silence. "From who or what do we have to get this crystal thingy?

"Um," Zylassaid, licking hislips. "Wethink the king hasit."

"And therésno 'we toit," lalin added sulkily.

Surprised he had actualy gotten things close to right, Collins brought up the matter he had expected to
cometo light firgt. "Couldn't we just ask someone with younger magic for help?*

Zylas smiled weskly. "Lady Prinivere has the youngest magic we know of."

Shocked, Collins leaned backward. Y ou mean you know someone older ?"

ldin dapped his own forehead. "Y ou numbskull! She'sthe only one with magic any of usknows.
She'sthelast dragon. Ipso facto, the last user of magic.”

Surprised to hear Latin from hisdien friends, Collinslet theinsult pass. He wondered what [din might
possibly have said in Barakhain that the magic would trandate into "ipso facto” rather than "therefore.”
Collinswent for funny. "So, in your quaint lovable way, you'retrying to tell methat only dragons have
megic.”

"Exactly." ldinignored the sarcasm.

"And Lady Prinivereisthelast dragon. And asfar as practically anyone knows, she doesn't even
exig."

"Right," Zylas confirmed.

That |eft an enormous gap in Collins understanding. " Then why would magic beillegd ?* He patted
Zylas pocket to indicate the trandation stone. "Wouldn't people just assume it doesn't exig?”

Thistime, Falimaanswered. "Because of item magic, rare stuff |eft behind from the days when
dragons were commonplace.”

"Centuriesago," Collins remembered. "Does the king know about Lady Prinivere?'

"No," they al chorused with a suddenness and expressions that revealed such athing would prove
catastrophic. Zylas added, "What a horrible thought.”

Certain they meant that the king would have Prinivere executed, Collins continued his questioning.
"Does heknow thiscrystd thingy ismagica ?'

Still wide-eyed and pursed-lipped, the othersfell into an uncomfortable hush before Zylas answered.
"Wedon't know."

Coallinstried to put everything together. " So, if | fetch this crystal and bring it back, Prinivere can make
aporta for me?'

Nods circumnavigated the room.

Findly, something ldin had said sank in. "What did you mean, 'therésno "we" to it? That | haveto
get thisthing dl by mysdf?'

ldinflicked hishead in abirdlike fashion. "Y ou're not as stupid as | thought.”

Collinssmiled. "Thanks. That's the nicest thing you've said to or about me so far." He looked
accusingly at Zylas. "Let'sfaceit. A magic amplifier doesn't just help me. Long after I'm gone, you can
useit to make and do all kinds of things. Why wouldn't you guys help me get it?"

Falimadeveloped an inordinate interest in her feet. 1alin yawned, leaving only Zylasto answer. "We
don't redlly know what this crystal can do. It's possibleit only works onetime.” He glanced at the others
for help, but Falima headed acrossthe cave to check on Prinivere and lain got caught up in aluxurious
gretch. "But mainly, it's because the roya chambers can only be accessed by stable people.”

Stll in haf-dretch, 1din clarified. "Meaning people without a switch-form." Histone suggested thet he
did not believe Callinsfit the other definition of "gtable.”

"We switchers would get caught for sure," Falimaadded from across the room. "And killed. But you

... are already condemned to die? Collins believed he had uncovered the real reason, one his
companions would never say aoud.

"...won't set off the security. If you did get caught, you could pass yourself off as minor nobility come
tolearn, to valet, or to asss," Fimafinished.



"Sure. Except | know nothing about any of those things.™ Callins could not stop himsdlf from arguing,
though it would do him no good. If he wanted to go home, he had to get this crystd. He might diein the
attempt, but remaining in Barakha without the support of hisfriendsaso would result in his swift demise.
Hemight just aswell charge the archers guarding the other portal and get it over with swiftly.

lain addressed the spoken thought. ™Y ou don't have to know much about nobility. Just the fact that
you don't switch should keep you safe there. Who would suspect you're not of thisworld?”

Coallinsrefused to put too much faith in that explanation. " Perhaps the royd archers guarding the
porta?'

l[din interjected, dmost too quickly. "From what | heard while spying, they just know ther€'s
something magical there that bears watching. They're not going to let anyone near it."

Coallinstried to logicaly consider what the authoritiesin hisworld would do with something smilar.
"Until someone exploresit thoroughly?"

"Morelikely, wal it up so no one can useit or get hurt by it. Seek away to destroy it."

Collinslooked to Zylas, who shrugged and nodded. Though he knew American politicians and
scientistsswould fed compelled to explore any anomaly until they gleaned every possible detail, he could
understand where acivilization sill in its more primitive stages might prefer avoidanceto investigation.
Especially a place where magic and dragons are, or at least were, real. So far, the only oneswho
believed he had come from another world were people who had travel ed there and their closest
companions. Apparently, the authorities had not figured out the purpose of the porta, though likely their
study and discovery of it came asadirect result of the crime he had committed nearby.

Theideaof breaking into a heavily guarded castle seemed impossible, yet Collins saw no better
dternative. The archersat thefirst porta had shown their clear intent to kill anyone who approached it.
Also, traveling back toward the town that had condemned him as a murderer and acannibal seemed like
sure suicide. Depending on the communication between aregss, the royals might know nothing of his
crime. If the crystal had properties beyond hel ping Prinivere make him a porta, so much the better. He
owed hiscompanions at least that much for risking themsavesto save the life of astranger. A stranger,
Collinsreminded himsdlf, who has yet to show a suitable amount of gratitude. "Of course, I'll fetch
that crystal,” Collins promised adoud. "And | hope it works alot more than onetime. | appreciate your
helping me. Y ou guys deserve it and more." Collins smiled at another thought. "In fact, after I'm home, I'll
seewhat | canfind for you. Thingslike Zylas lighter that makelifeabit eeser.”

No red breeze blew through Prinivere's cave, but atangible rush of relief followed Collins
pronouncement.

Returning from her visit to the deeping dragon, Falimaturned to practical consderations. "Of course,
well get you to the castle. And describe as much of the layout as we know."

"Of course” Now that he had so valiantly volunteered, Collins refused to consder details. Solong as
the break-in remained abstract, he could bask in hisfriends adulation and convince himself hewould
soon get home.

Zylasbecamearat at midnight, hiswhite fur easy to spot even in the dense gloom of acave a night.
He crawled off to deep with the dragon, while Falimaand Iain discussed keeping watches. Since they
made no effort to include him in their conversation, Collins stretched out on the floor near the entrance
and tried to deep.

The hard floor bit into his back and shoulders, no matter how frequently he shifted his position. The
possible chalengesthat awaited him, alone and in strange surroundings, kept intruding on thoughts he
desperately tried to keep dull and commonplace. The sheep he counted mutated to dragons. The map of
his childhood home became an Escheresque maze-castle filled with wegpons and monsters. Conjugating
high school Spanish verbs became so smple, it could not hold his attention. He considered the reason; he
had always struggled with them in the past and should only have gotten rustier over time. It'sthe
dragon's spell. Understanding dawned with a suddenness that brought him fully awake again. If this
thing's long-lasting and crosses worlds, |'ve got a brilliant career as a trandator.

Oddly, that thought soothed him where others had not. Now he had work to fal back on should his



professors blackball him from science forever. Even if he managed to talk hisway out of their wrath,
having wasted millions of dollarsin grants, trandation could earn him the spare cash he needed to handle
his student loans. If it lasts, he reminded himsdf before excitement ran away with him. | should be so
lucky. It occurred to Callinsthat he had to survive Barakhai first, which brought him back to the circle of
worry that had, thusfar, held deep at bay. With asigh, Collins began the battle again.



hter 12

A SHAKE awakened Benton Collins from adream, heart pounding, wildly avare. He sprang to his
feet to face Falima, who retreated in ascramble.

The cave mouth remained dark. lain sat on achest with hischinin hishands, agrin of amusement on
his homely, androgynous fegtures. The dragon shimmered dightly in the darkness, gill deeping. He saw
nosgnof Zylas.

"What'swrong?"* Collins asked.

"Nothing'swrong," Fimareplied in asheepish tone. "l just thought you'd want to get up before |
charge

"Oh." Collinsglanced at hiswatch. It read 5:30 am. The fatigue that should have greeted him upon
first awakening seeped in on him now, accompanied by amultitude of pains spread across every part of
his body. Why? he wondered, stretching out histhrobbing arms. He glanced at the wound the dog had
inflicted, but it had scabbed completely, leaving no redness and only dight bruising. It bothered him less
than the twinges coming from what seemed like every other part of him, epecidly his back.

Gradudly, Collins mind caught up to hisingtantly aert body. Of course | hurt. | slept with nothing
but clothes between me and an irregular stone floor, | fell off a horse, and | rode for hours. He
rubbed an aching hip and continued a conversation that had stagnated while he considered. "Good idea.
Y ouve only got ahdf hour of human timeleft." He could not help glancing at Idin, with whom hewould
share three more hours as a man. They would have to converse, hefelt certain, since he could talk to no
onedse Or can |? "Zylas sonelets him understand animal speech aswell.”

Falimahad anticipated the question. "His stone is unique. Most, and the spell, only work for human
languages, though the lady said you might get some basicideaof an anima'smood." She studied him,
browsrising in increments. "If that's necessary.” It seemed more question than statement.

Callins shrugged, disappointed. "It can't hurt." Not wanting to ook stupid, he added. "Though, when a
horse draws its ears back and raises a hind foot, or a bird screeches and lashes out with its beak, or a
dog growils, | can get apretty good notion of their bent toward me."

lain chimed in, "Those are pretty obvious Sgns." He added with hest, "Of course, when aman daps
me hafway to Carterton, | get a pretty good idea of his bent toward me, too."

"That'snot fair," Collins protested. "I thought you were abug.”

"Joetha, too, apparently.”

Assaulted by irritation, Collins dismissed the comment with asharp wave. "Can't we ever get past
thet?'

"Past it?" 1din's voice went crisp with angry incredulity. ™Y ou killed and ate someone. How do you get
past that?'

Coallinsdid not know, but he had managed. Zylas, Fima, Vernon, Prinivere, and even Korfius had
managed as well. He emphasized every word, and they emerged in clear snarls, "It .. . was...an ...
accident.”



"ldin," Faimasad, in the same warning tone Zylas used to use when she verbally assaulted Collins.

At that moment, the rat skidded into their midst, squeaking savagely. He dropped the trand ation stone
to the floor and planted apaw onit. "Cool it, guys. She's awake."

While Callins gtill marveled at how flawlesdy the two trand ation devices merged even into dang, the
others hurried or scrambled to the dragon's side.

Prinivere stretched her long, scaly neck, peering at the threein front of her with ancient eyes. *I'm
fine* shebroadcast, with no more sincerity than the claim usudly held in America. Even without physica
words, her weskness came to him clearly. * A few more hours, and | should have the strength to fly. |
appreciate your watching over me. *

"We appreciate the magic, my lady,” Zylas squeaked, right front paw on the crystd.

The dragon reached out an enormous claw and seemed to enclose Zylasiniit.

Fear clutched at Callins, though he knew she meant him no harm.

When Prinivere removed her claw, sheleft Zylas as he had been, except for atoude of fur between
hispink velvet ears. "Near-perfect overlap. I'm impressed, Zylas."

"Couldn't have done it without you and thismagic,” Zylas threw back the compliment, jiggling the
trandation stone with his paw.

"And congtant practice,”" Faimaadded. "Don't go getting too humble, even in the lady's presence.”

Zylastwitched his pointed nose at Falima, who excused hersdlf and headed for the cave mouth.

Knowing she had gone to switch, Collins walked toward the group to give Falimamore privacy. As
they passed one another, Falimawhispered, "lain will come around.”

Coallinsbit hislip to keep from laughing. They were precisdly the words Zylas had used about her and
ldin at varioustimes. It hardly mattered, then or now. He only had to get dong with the hummingbird
long enough to sted the magic-enhancing crysta and get himslf through the new portal.

Prinivere recovered more dowly than even she seemed to expect, though her loyd attendants, ahorse
and arat, showed no signs of impatience. lalin set to describing the layout of the pdaceto Callinsina
straight, matter-of-fact manner that precluded gibes or personal affronts. Apparently, the keep had two
irregular lines of curtain walls. the outer with Sx mural towers and two gatehouses, the inner with
gaehouses directly in line with those of the outer wal, but smaller. Both walls had full-length, crenellated
parapets. Between the wallslay agrassy outer courtyard, grazed by herbivore servants and horse-guards
whilein their switch-forms. In addition to the keep, the inner courtyard contained a stables/quard
barracks, gardens, kennel barracks, and a pond.

Head overflowing with sketched diagrams and verba descriptions, Collins sat back on his haunches.
"How do you know dl this?

ldin gave him that well-rehearsed stare that proclaimed Collins the dumbest man dive. "Werea
hummingbird and arat. How do you think we know?"

The three hours until Zylas return to man form passed more swiftly than Collins expected as he tried
to cram the information lalin gave him into every nook and cranny in his brain. Comparing the Stuation to
the night before finds hel ped, but the unfamiliar castle terms required defining, making the whole even
more complicated. Collins could not help remembering why he had chosen aformulaic, theoretical, and
logicd field rather than one based mainly on memorization. He gained new respect for historiansand
geographers.

Falima grazed outside throughout the lesson. At nine, Ialin returned to bird form, and Collinsheaved a
grateful sgh. Anticipating three hours of blessed relief and silence, he drew thetravel pack to himin
search of breakfast. Crouched in front of one of the chests, he placed each item onitslid: first ahunk of
brown bread, the jar of nut paste, and awrinkled appldike fruit. He rummaged for astick to spread the
paste, wishing he had his multitool. It had served him well in many unexpected situations, from using the
pliersto straighten adamaged cage clasp to cutting open the otherwise impenetrabl e plastic packaging
that entombed so many small dectronics.

Coallins discarded the thought of using his companions utility knives onfood. No telling what's on
those blades. Instead, he went to the cave mouth to find a suitable stick.



At Callins sudden appearance, Faimaraised her head and nickered. Remembering an earlier
conversation, he strode over and scratched her between the ears. She closed her eyes and lowered her
head, half-chewed stemsjutting from her mouth. The sun beamed down from acloudless sky, igniting red
highlightsin her tangled black forelock. Collinsfinger-combed it back in place with one hand, while the
other continued to scratch.

Coallins stomach rumbled, and he abandoned his minigtrationswith afina pat. "Pretty girl," he cooed,
feding like an idiot and wondering how much of the encounter Falimawould remember in human form.
Locating athick twig near hisfest, he picked it up and returned to the cave.

Prinivere lumbered outside. Collinsfroze, fear twitching through him despite hisknowledge and his
effortsto keep the emotion at bay. He stepped aside, shoving his shaking handsinto his pocketsto hide
them. The stick jabbed histhigh through the fabric, and he loosed agrunt of pain.

*1'm going to find food,* Prinivere announced, though whether a him or everyone, Collins could not
tell. * Be back by the time Zylas changes. *

Collins nodded his reply, though the dragon had aready swept past him. He had no ideawhat
something so large might eet in the vegetable family to sustain hersdf. Though some of the largest
dinosaurs had been herbivores, the paleontologists surmised that they had had to eat constantly to keep
themsavesdive. So far, he had not seen the dragon consume anything.

Carrying his spreading stick, Collinsreturned to hisfood, only to find Zylas nibbling at the bread. He
stopped short. Y ou know, in my world, finding arat eating your food might just be the grossest thing
imagingble

"Great," Zylas squeaked, his paw on the trand ation stone and his mouth lesking crumbs. "More for
me"

"Ah," Collins reached for the nut paste. "But I'm abiology student. | could eat ablock of Swissina
pathology laboratory over the smell of formal dehyde while mice used the holesfor a maze." Themedica
student from whom he had stolen the quote had added a nearby dissected cadaver and that, if hungry
enough, he would devour the anima s with the cheese. Under the circumstances, Collinsfelt it best to
leave those parts out.

Despite his bold words, Collins got himself afresh piece of bread on which to spread the paste. He
doubted Zylas could carry any of therat-borneillnesses of hisworld without infecting himsdlf in human
form, but he saw no need to take chances. " So what, exactly, does adragon eat?'

Zylasfinished amouthful of breed. "A wholelot."

"No doubt.” Collins dipped the stick into the jar and dapped a glob onto his bread. "A wholelot of
what?'

"People," Zylas said without hesitation.

Coallinsjerked his attention to the rat, hand still on the bread. "What?"

"I'mkidding," Zylas said. "Of course, she egts the same things everyone dse eats. Plants, fish, bugs.”

"Oh." Callins swalowed hard. "That's not funny."

"Sorry."

"In fact, it was downright insengitive.”

"I'm sorry," Zylas repested. "l have near perfect overlap. Apparently, my rat sense of humor isn't as
careful asmy man sense of humor.”

The guilt of hiscrimerevived, Callins discovered alump in histhroat that made eating achore. He
pulled a bladder from the pack and sucked amouthful of a sweet-and-sour fruit juice that contained a
hint of acohal. Expecting water, he nearly choked on the contents. "What the hell isthis?"

Zylasjumped from the chest to Callins lap, then skittered up hisarm. He stuck hisentire, furry head
through the opening, then retreated with golden droplets clinging to hiswhiskers. Hereturned to his
place, and the trandating stone, before speaking. "It'samix, one of Vernon's specid recipes. Don't you
likeit?'

Coallins had not given athought to his opinion of the unexpected taste. Now, he considered, savoring
the aftertaste on histongue. If he had to guesstheingredients, he would have said grape juice, apple
juice, some lemon, adash of something exotic, like guava or mango, and atouch of dry wine. "Actudly, |



do. | just wasn't expecting it." He turned histhoughts back to Prinivere. " Sheld have to eat an ocean of
fish, I'd guess™

Zylas bobbed his head, splashing the golden droplets. " She usualy does most of her eating in her
human form, but I'd guess she had to 'refue’ from the spell.”

Refuel. Coallinsliked the trandation, though it could not have been the actua word Zylas had used. His
respect for magic grew tenfold in an instant.

"Areyou ready to learn the interior of the keep?”

Collinsgroaned. "Can't wewait till you're. . . human?' He had looked forward to three hours of
egting and quiet or, & most, gentle conversation with Zylas adone.

"Oncethe lady fully regains her strength, we need to move on.” Zylas eyed the pack. "Could you get
me one of those bestles, please?”’

Coallins shoved apiece of bread in his mouth. He opened the pack, rummaging for the bug jar.

"It's best you have the generd layout down by then. We can review and discuss Strategy en route.

Coallinsfound the covered crock and pulled it out. He opened the lid, watching the horde of
grape-sized insects crawl over one another, then placed it on the chest beside Zylas. He chewed and
swallowed. "Areyou surethisisredly the essest way?'

Zylas placed his nose into the crock, then withdrew suddenly, sneezing. ™Y ou mean sneaking into an
unsuspecting castle and removing asmall object?’

"Ves"

"As opposed to taking on a phalanx of archers ordered to kill?"

When Zylas put it that way, it seemed clear. "Wl ..."

"Near atown that found you guilty of murder and sentenced you to a hanging they damn well know
they didn't manage to complete.”

"All right. | getit."

Zylas again stuck hisface into the beetle crock. His squeaks echoed through the confines. "Of course,
if you'd rather stay here with usforever ..."

It was not an option. Even if his days were not numbered by how long it took the guardsto catch up
to him, Collins doubted he could live without the conveniences to which he had become accustomed:
eectric lights, refrigerators, modern medicine, pizza. He sghed at the thought. How much smpler hislife
could becomeif he did stay, but it would become so much better with aportal that alowed him to bring
back the occasiona Tylenal or Twinkie. Findly, he stated what he knew wastrue dl aong. "I cant
possbly say.”

Zylaswithdrew. "Would you mind getting one of those out for me, please. Every timel try, | get the
whole bunch of them glomming onto my face"

Collinsreached into the crock and pinched out asingle beetle. Gingerly, Zylastook it from Collins
grip with histeeth, whiskerstickling.

Coallinsreplaced thelid. ™Y ou going to want more?'

Beetle clamped between histeeth, Zylas slently shook his head.

Coallinsreturned the jar to the pack, smiling at how norma it now seemed to feed bugsto atalking rat.
Only acouple of days ago, he would have considered it absolutely understandable to find himsealf locked
in someloony bin for evenimagining such behavior.

While Zylas ripped into the beetle, Collins studied the bland interior of the cave. The dark, irregular
walls surrounded a comfortable area, with nothing but the two chests to bresk the monotony. "What'sin
the boxes?" he asked, surprised he had not wondered sooner.

Zylas abandoned the partially eaten beetle to answer. "Persond things, I'd venture. Clothes maybe,
though the lady rarely wears any. Food, certainly. Baubles."

"Baubles?’

"Thingsfriends and intimates have given her through the ages.”

"Her hoard?' Collins suggested.

Now, it was Zylas turn to question. "Hoard?"

"Money," Collinsexplained. "Silver and gold trinkets. Gems. Jawdry." He came by the information



through hisbrief gint of role-playing. "1t's generadly believed in my world that dragonslike shiny things
and objects of vaue."

Zylas abandoned his repadt, red eyes postively glowing with excitement. " So you once had dragonsin
your world, too?"

The rat/man looked so happy, Callins hated to disappoint him, but hewould not lie. "Only in myth and
fary tde I'm afrad.”

Thelight died in Zylas eyes, and he returned to edting.

"Sixty million years before people, we did have dinosaurs. Those were giant lizards, some of which
bore aresemblance to dragons.”

"Redly." Zylas spoke around amouthful of bug. "Did they use magic?'

"Mogt had brains about the size of your lunch.” Collins addressed the question more directly, "It
seemshighly unlikey."

Zylas made awordless noise.

Collinsreturned to his point, "Anyway, in the stories, dragons keep hoards of shiny treasure which
they guard fiercdly.”

"It hasto be shiny?"

"Apparently.” The details of legend seemed unimportant to Collins.

Zylas shook out hisfur. "Wdll, that's not like dragons here. At leadt, it's not like the one | know. She
doesn't have much interest in ... materid things, except asthey pertain to causes.”

"That's good to know." Collins could not see along-term use for the knowledge. "If | ever writea
dtory or start role-playing again, I'll keep that in mind."

Zylasfinished the beetle, licked his paws, then cleaned hisface with them.

Coallinsreturned the | eftover rationsto the pack. Zylaswaited only until he shoved it asideto ask,
"Reedy?

"For what?' Collins asked cautioudy.

"Tolearntheinsde of the castle.”

"No," Callins said, settling down on his buttocks. He doubted his answer mattered, however.

Trueto Callins hunch, Zylas began. "The lowest floor contains the storerooms and dungeons...."

The lesson droned on for hours while Falima continued to graze outside and lain made occasiona
buzzing appearances. Benton Collins got hisfirst break when Prinivere gppeared at the entrance. The
green-gray scaleslooked ruffled, the lesthern wings droopy, the ancient eyes dull. She dragged wesarily
back into the cave, finding her deeping corner, and flopped to the ground.

Zylas abandoned hislesson in the middle of a sentence and rushed to the dragon's side. Idin fluttered
in after her, hovering a her eyelevd.

Savoring afew moments aone, Collins sighed and remained in place, unable to hear their exchange.
His head whirled with information: kitchens and workshops on the ground floor, above underground
storage rooms, food cdllars, and the dungeons. The second story held the library and grest dining hall, the
third the servants quarters. Every floor had what Collins understood to be a primitive bathroom,
trandated as"garde-robe.”" Apparently, both dragon spell and trandation stone considered it an English
word, though he had never heard it before. He imagined it had not entered common American parlance;
though, with their known penchant for fart, belch, and bathroom humor, it would have worked well there.
Zylasdescribed it rather like apark potty: athigh-high platform with aholeinit. The rat/man seemed to
think it might prove a suitable portal for entry, escape, or for secreting the magica crystal. Though not
averse to tossing the stone down the hole, Collins would rather eat bugs than retrieve it afterward. And
using it asan exit was not even aremote possibility.

Zylas knew nothing about the two uppermost floors because of their warding againgt switchers, but
he surmised they held the private quarters of the royals. The roof was crendlated, with crossbowmen and
ballistae protecting it, and the winding stairwell proceeded a story higher, to atrapdoor that opened onto
the top of aguard tower. Heavy ironbound oak doors opened onto each floor and the roof in both
directions, though the four to the two upper stories did not admit switchers. Apparently, if acommoner



so much astouched it, the door would sound an aarm and latch up tight.

Unableto put any logica explanation to such asystem, Collins had to assume magic. Unless other
portals exist, and folks from civilizations more advanced than ours have come. He shoved the
thought aside. Zylas would know that. Hard enough accepting magic. Do | have to put some Planet
of the Apestwist on this? Collins had once read that "advanced scienceis virtualy indistinguishable from
magic." The average man on the street could not explain how atoaster or amicrowave worked, and a
sgnificant portion of the population congdered the smple running of dectricity through wiresamiracle
too technicd for understanding. He himself found the concept of fax transmisson fascinating and
incomprehensible. The source doesn't matter. | just need to know how it works on the macro level.

Shortly, Zylas returned, trandation stone clutched in hisjaws. He scurried up Collins arm to his
shoulder and spit out the quartz to speak directly into the man's ear. " She says she just needs a short nap.
Then she should be strong enough to return home."

"Home?'

"A different cave," Zylas explained. "She has several residences. Safer.” He pawed the rose quartz
into a more secure position. "Better you know asfew as possible, too.”

Collins nodded agreement, then glanced at hiswatch. It read a couple of minutes until noon. "You'd
better get off me. A full-grown man would definitely put astrain on my rotator cuff.”

"Dont worry. I'm going.” Thelast syllable was muffled by the trandation stone, and Zylas scrambled
to thefloor. He settled himsdlf by the pack to wait.

Knowing his companion would emerge from his switch-form naked, Collins politely turned his back.
Experiencetold him it was unnecessary. Accustomed to the change from birth, the Barakhains apparently
did not view nudity as avulnerable state the way full-time humans did. But the gesture made Collinsfed
more comfortable and respectful, and his discussion with Falimamade it clear that embarrassment could
be reawakened by the wrong stare.

Stedling the few moments during which the change distracted his companion, Coallinslft the cave.
Clouds pulled like lace across the sun, dimming it to caramel. Falimawhinnied a soft greeting. Fies
settled in aline along her spine, and the skin of her legswriggled to didodge others. Scraggly mountain
grasses drooped from her lips, growing shorter as she chewed.

Collins clambered up an enormous rock near the cave mouth and looked out over the crags.
Tree-loaded mountains stretched asfar as he could see, sunlight glazing their needles and leaves. Pegks
and boulders thrust between wide patches of greenery. Absently, he stroked Falima's back, didodging
the fliesinto angrily buzzing chaos. She swished her tail, black hairslike wires stinging across his bare
arm. He shifted to a crouch to avoid another lashing and massaged the fur behind her ears. Her head
sank, eyes closed, as she enjoyed his caress.

Coallins shut his own eyes, imagining himsalf running his hand through the soft, black curtain of Falimals
human hair. The strands glided through hisfingerslike sk while he massaged the tension from her upper
back. He could see himsdlf diding hishandsto her breasts, her turning her head to meet hiskiss.

"Ben!" Zylas voice shattered the guilty pleasure of Collins reverie.

Startled, Callins jerked, lost hisfooting on asmear of dime, and plummeted from the back of the
rock. The landing jarred through his ankles, and he dapped his hands on the rock to protect hisface.

With asurprised whinny, Fimasdied away, eyeing Collinswith wary caution.

Collinswaited for the pain to fade before peering over the granite at Zylasin man form. "What did you
do that for?"

Zylas studied Collins blandly from the shadow of hishat. "I presume my transgressonwas...um. ..
Speaking your name?"

Collins stepped around the rock, brushing dirt from histunic. "The transgression part was sneaking up
on us" He glanced at Falimawho shifted from hoof to hoof, till watching him with suspicion. "On me."

"You werefacing me," Zylas defended. "1 thought you saw me."

"l had my eyesclosed.”

"Ah, my fault." Zylas amiled, clearly meaning none of it. "Fdimawasright. Y ou arejumpy.”

That being sdlf-evident, Collinsdid not deny it. "Wouldn't you be, too, if you had to do what I'm going



to haveto do?'

"Maybe." Zylas continued to pin Collinswith hisgaze. "But you'l do better cadm."”

Easy to say. Callinsgrunted. "Trust me."

Bdieving Zylas description of theingde of the castle was firsthand, Collinsdid not argue. At least
Zylas had had rat form to hide behind. Sneaking became much easier for someonethe size of Callins fist.
"What did you want?"

Zylas made agesture Collins could not fathom. "We need to finish your lesson.”

Collinsgroaned. "Can't we take allittle bresk?' Zylas tensed, glancing around at the sun glimmering
from chips of quartz in the rocks, the brilliant blue of the sky, and the sparse, ddlicate clouds. "I suppose
0. | just want. . ." He stared off into the distance, stiff and still. ... you ... to succeed.”

"Why?" Collins spoke softly, afraid to frighten Zylas away from the truth. It seemed too important to
the dbino to soldy hinge on Collins survival.

Theleft corner of Zylas mouth twitched. "Because... like you. | want you to make it home safely.”
"That'sit?" "That'sit."

Coallinsdid not believe the answer, though he knew of no reason for Zylasto lie. Experience suggested
the rat/man wanted the stone for whatever magic remained in it after Prinivere created the portd. His
own cynicism conjured afrown. He rescued me from hanging. He's risked his neck for me several
times since. Shouldn't he get something for his effort?

Thethought was less comforting than Collins expected. Name ess dread edged through the soothing
world he had built with friendships, trust, and the understanding that away existed for him to go home.
He was missing something that his companions found too obviousto tel him, something he did not even
know enough about to ask, something that might determine whether or not he survived the world of
Barakhai. A breeze dragged a strand of mouse-brown hair into Collins eye and sent awild shiver
through him. He only hoped the omission would not prove afatal one.



Chapter 13

WITH Zylas pacing like amaniac, Benton Collins found it impossible to enjoy his break, despite the
beauty of the day and Falima's soft nose and fur. Jorge Martinez, hislab partner during freshman year,
had been fond of the expression "fakeit till you makeit." For haf an hour, Collinstried to follow that
advice, ignoring his agitated companion to focus on the calm animal that was his other one. But, over
time, Zylas frenzy became contagious. Falima pranced dangeroudy, forcing Collinsto give her some
gpace. With asigh, he headed back into the cave, Zylasfollowing. "Respite finished?’

"Sadly, yes." Callins searched for his memories of the castle's description. He glanced toward the
chests; but, deciding he would rather have a backrest than height, chose a seat on the floor near the exit
instead. He wriggled backward until his spine touched stone. "What do you want to talk about?"

Zylasremoved his hat and pulled white hair away from hisface, holding it behind hisheed. "Firg, |
want to hear your version of the castle, make sure you've got the details. Then we can start discussing
Srategy.”

Collins nodded, s multaneoudly lauding and cursing Zylas thoroughness. The constant need to
concentrate made him dizzy, but he knew hislife might well depend on careful attention to details. He
drew averbd picture of the castle walls and grounds, the moat, the tents and outbuildingsin the
courtyards, the location of every door and portcullis. Ashe did so, hetried to put avisua imageto his
narration, amore difficult process than he expected. Most people learned better from pictures than
words, but he had aways found his memory worked the opposite way. It made him better at
standardized tests, where every concept was reduced to text; but it meant he had to work harder than his
peersin the hands-on world of the laboratory.

Collins shifted hisfocusto wards and guards, then switched to theinterior. There, he faltered,
requiring Zylas assstance to recal which room lay where, who or what he might encounter there, and the
best routes to the upper levels which most likely housed the magica crystd. Frustrated, Collinstried to
Sdetrack Zylasfor afew moments. "How do you know so damn much about this place?’

"Been there" Zylas said, barely an explanation.

Collinsguessed, "Did you work there? A servant, maybe?"

"Vermin? Invited into the castle?" Zylas laughed with amirth so genuine, Collins could not help joining
him.

ldin zipped into the cave, buzzing frantic circlesaround Zylas. The laughter broke off abruptly. Zylas
gprang to hisfeet, expression tense, edgy, with atouch of fear.

"What?' Collinsaso rose, but Zylas waved him back and silent. The abino crept toward the cave
mouth, head cocked.

Suddenly, ahound bayed, the sound close.

Coallinsjumped, heart hammering.

Zylas charged from the cave toward Faima. " Get the lady out!”

Out? Out where? Uncertain whether Zylasintended the command for him or for Idin, Collinsran



toward the dragon. Before he reached her, a brown-and-white dog bounded into the cave, barking
madly. Toenails scrabbled againgt stone as it attempted to stop. Instead, it skidded, long legs buckling,
earsflopping. It bashed into achest, which sent the dog caroming practicaly into the dragon's | ap.
Prinivere jerked awake, wings unfolding, a hiss escaping her massive mouth between rows of pointed
teeth. Whatever she actually ate, nature clearly intended her to be acarnivore.

The dog let out a squesk of surprise, followed by a string of desperate whimpers. It scuttled
backward, bashing into Callins legs, then rolled its eyesto him in terror and hope. Thrown to a crouch,
Collins met the dog's gaze and recognized him ingtantly. "Korfius!" He dropped to hisknees.

Stll loosing panting whines, the dog crawled onto Callins legs.

"Zylas, it'sKorfius" Collins petted the dog dl over, asit tried tofit its entire body onto him.

Zylashauled Falimainto the cave. "1 don't see or hear any more dogs. He's either way ahead of a
pack or done." He glanced wildly around the cave. "When's his change time?"

Collinsglanced at hiswatch, which read nearly 1:00. He recalled how Korfius had switched formsin
hisarmswhile hiding in Vernon'sfasewall. "1'd say just about now."

"Now?" Zylas legped to Coallins sde with an abruptnessthat sent Fimainto a half-rear. "Weve got
to get him out before—" He grabbed the dog by the nape of the neck, and Korfiuslet out astartled yelp.

Zylas pulled, dragging the dog from Collins Iap. Korfius dark eyesimplored Collins. He planted his
feet againg sone, and Zylas struggled to move him. "Help me here, would you?'

Collins stood, uncertain exactly what to do. Korfius threw his head back and forth, trying to break
free of Zylas grip, which tightened as he surely worried about getting bitten. Korfius form blurred.

Zylas cursed.

Falimawhinnied tensdy, then bolted from the cave.

Zylaslet out adring of curses, which trandated strangely as everything from bodily functions, to
disasters, mythica crestures, and filth. Helet go.

Korfiuswrithed as hisforelegs became arms, features grew or disappeared, fur receded. Soon, a
naked boy on dl fours replaced the dog form, ssammering asingle word, "Dr-dr-dr-dr-dragon. It'sa
dragon.” Helooked directly at Callins. "l saw adragon.” Hewhipped hishead to Zylas. "A red dragon.”
Finaly, heturned his attention to Prinivere. "Dragon.” He rose with dow, careful movements and drifted
toward her asif in adaze. "Excuse me, but are you redlly adragon?’

*| am, young man, * Priniverereturned. *My nameis Prinivere. *

Zylas paced, wringing his hands.

Unsdlf-conscioudy naked, Korfius bowed. "Deeply honored to meet you, Lady Prinivere. I'm
Korfius"

*S0 | gathered. * The dragon settled back down. Only then, Collins noticed the black hole behind
her, apparently the escape Zylas had wanted him to use. He wondered why he had not seen it before and
decided the dragon had fully stolen his attention. Mot of the time, her enormous, deeping form had
blocked it.

Falimatrumpeted out aneigh.

"Now what?" Zylas muttered, rushing to the entrance just as asavagdly panting Vernon threw himsdlf
ingde

"I'm. .. sorry,” the black man gasped out. "I ... triedto. .. stop ... him, but . . ." He paused for
severd beatsto concentrate on breathing. . . . he'squick.”

"Got one hdll of anose, too." Zylas held out ahand to assist hisfriend, but Vernon choseto remain on
the ground for the moment.

Korfiusdrew himsdf up proudly. "Best sniffer inmy brigade.”

Collins remembered how Korfius had found them in the flowering tree when the other hounds had not.
He nodded. "No doubt.”

"A dragon." Korfius seemed incapable of getting past that word. He turned stiffly to Collins. ™Y our
Magjesty, you keep interesting company.” He bowed. "And | am a your service."

Callins glanced a Zylas, who nodded with wary encouragement. "Korfius, I've dready told you the
best way to serveme.”



"l know, Sire—"

"Jugt Ben," Collinsreminded.

"l know ..." Korfius clearly struggled mightily, but managed to blurt out, "Ben. But | want to help, to
be apart of this" Hiswide-eyed gaze fell on the dragon again, though he did not say the word thistime.
"A guard superior, aroyd, and a... adragon." The reverent tone gained strength with each naming. "I'm
Staying with you. Seeing thisthrough. Y ou might need me!”

Once more, Callins glanced a Zylasfor support. He wished the other man would say something.
After dl, Zylaswas more likely to have the necessary knowledge to handle this situation; but Collinsalso
knew that maintaining theillusion of hisroyalty required him to speak. "What | don't need isa couple of
worried parents sending an entire guard force after me." It seemed dmost moot, asthey aready tracked
him on amurder charge. "Nor do | need to add a kidnapping rap."

"Parents?’ Korfiuslaughed. "Don't worry about my parents. They're extremely lesariat. I'mfroma
litter of saven ..."

Coallinstook his cue from Zylas, whose eyes went round as coins and whose lips glided openin clear
urprise.

"...and asfar asthey're concerned, they raised me. I'm on my own."

Though it seemed easier with his parents out of the equation, Collins could not imagine any mother not
worrying about her missing child. Put it in animal terms, hereminded himsdf. Once the puppies hit
somewher e between six and ten weeks, the parents often don't even recognize them. Cynicdly, he
wondered if whoever wasin charge of the city would prove more diligent about his"best sniffer” then the
parents were over their missing septuplet. Zylas reaction made it clear that multiple births were not the
norm, despite the time spent as animals. From the way Korfius stated it, Collins guessed that the ones
more anchored in anima form had ahigher likelihood of more than one offspring a atime. "Well, then,”
Collins said, surprised by hisown words. "Perhaps| could use your help.”

Zylas jaw, dready dangling from the litter comment, now positively fell. "Um . . . Ben. Could | spesk
to you for amoment?"

Though tempted to say "no," which would leave Zylas completely defenseless, Collins excused himself
from Korfius, telling the boy to put some clothes on, and then followed his pale companion to the cave
mouth.

Zylasbarely waited until they got beyond hearing range. "What the hell are you doing?’

Collinswondered if the concept of hell asheknew it actudly existed in thisworld, then shrugged off
the thought. None of his companions seemed overly religious, and he saw no need to cregte apossible
rift. "What do you mean?"

Zylas kept hisvoice a abare hiss, though he clearly would have preferred to yell. "'l mean, you just
invited akid dong."

"What did you want meto do?' Collinsfindly redized what his subconscious had much earlier. " Send
him back to whatever that town was that's hunting us knowing al about your precious lady?"

Zylas swdlowed hard. "Well?*

"That," Zylas said thoughtfully, "can't happen." A look of sharp terror took over hisfeatures, so
intensethat Collinsfdt fear prickling up hisspineaswell.

Coallinsfdl slent, uncertain whether he wished to encourage Zylas any longer.

"What are we going to do?"'

You're asking me? Collinsraised his brows, throwing the question right back to his uncomfortable
companion.

"“They'll hunt her down and kill her."

Coallins continued to study Zylas. The other option, killing a child to keep her secret, seemed even
more heinous. "Zylas," he sarted carefully, not at al certain where he planned to go from there.

"You'reright," Zylasinterrupted. "We have to keep him with us. And quiet." He ssomped afoot.
"Damn! Why did hehaveto ..." Hetralled off with anoise of frustration.

"I'm sure Vernon did everything he could.”

"Yeah. | trus—" Zylas nogtrilsflared. "Weve got to get out of here." He looked past Collins. "'If one



dog could follow our scent, others could.”

Collinswas not convinced of that.

"Or, they might just follow his scent.”

That seemed much morelikdly. "Can Prinivere travel ?

" She should be able to make it to another of her ..." Zylasended lamely, "... places now." Apparently
seized by another thought, he added, "In fact, she should go now, before she switches.”

About eighteen hours had passed since Callins had seen Prinivere in human form. Somehow, he
doubted she had to take any drugsto keep her dragon-time longer. Given that she could use al her
higher functions as adragon, plus magic and avastly extended life-gpan, he suspected she considered it
her more advanced form.

Zylas headed back toward Prinivere. "My lady," he said as he moved. "Forgive the abruptness of our
departure, but | think it best if we al go as soon as possible.” He put a subtle emphasis on the word "all”
which Collinstook to mean he wanted her to know that she should take off aso.

*He'sjust a boy,* Prinivere sent, Callins presumed to him and Zylas, at least, and certainly not to
Korfiuswho dtill stared at her with undisguised awe. * Don't do anything rash. *

"l won't," Zylas promised. "Unlessit becomes absolutely necessary. But we can't risk ..." He glanced
at Korfius, asif to read how much of the one-sided conversation he might fathom, . . . you. And | don't
know many . . ." he hedged, asif seeking a code word, then brightened. Casudly, he removed the rose
quartz stone from his pocket and set it on an irregularity in the rocky wall. He switched to broken
English, surely aware only Collins and Prinivere could understand him. . . . child can't hold secret. Will . .
"He struggled, then touched the stone. ... caution." He removed hisfingers and returned to English. "But
if it comesto adecison—your life or his—| have no choice, my lady."

*I'mold,* shereminded.

"But got at least as many yearsleft ashe" Zylasinclined his head toward Korfius. "And need—" He
struggled again; but, thistime, did not resort to the trandation stone. "—other life depend—" He glanced
a Coallinsand fdl silent, then scooped up his stone and returned it to his pocket. "Let'sgo," hegrowled in
clear frudtration.

Callinsremained silent throughout the exchange, quietly putting the detail stogether. Clearly, Korfius
finding them threw Zylasinto aterrible dilemma. He had to kegp Korfius quiet about Prinivere, not just
for the duration of Collins time here, but forever. Collinsdid not envy him that position; he could not kill
aregular dog, let done one who became aboy at intervals. Y et, Zylas had aloyalty to Prinivere that
transcended Collins understanding.

Coallinsand Zylas packed their gear in atense hush punctuated only by occasiona sighsfrom the
rat/man. Collinsdid not press, certain his companion would speak in his own time. He did not have the
words to comfort, so the best he could do wasto listen.

Korfius seemed to share none of Zylas congternation, chattering at the dragon with an exuberance
Collins could not ever remember having. Apparently, the dragon answered him privately and with infinite
patience, because Korfius kept bouncing and talking, often not waiting long enough for Prinivereto
possibly have addressed the question before zipping off another. Shortly, they had everything, and Zylas
sgnaed for everyoneto go.

Korfius obediently bounded from the cave, Zylas and Collins behind him and Iain hovering anxioudly.
Falimamade no complaint as Zylas lashed the pack to her back then assisted Korfius astride, till talking.

"l can't believe I'm helping aroya and adragon. A rea dragon. | can't believethereredly evenisa
real dragon to help. A red, live dragon.”

Zylas|ooked as tense as a depressed spring.
Collins placed ahand on Korfius cdf. "Listen, little buddy.”
Korfiusturned him ahappy look.
"Remember how | told you thiswas secret?’
"Yes, | ..." Korfiusturned thoughtful, features screwed up in gpparent pain. "Oh. Doesthat mean . . .
o
"Yes" Collinssaid firmly, though the boy had never completed the question. Y ou can't tdll anyone



about Lady Prinivere.”

"Ever?' Theword seemed driven from hislips.

"Ever." Callins confirmed in avoice he hoped brooked no further questioning.

"Not even—"

To emphasize the point, Collinsdid not let Korfiusfinish. "Not even."

"But | didn't get to—"

"Doesn't matter. Not anyone. Ever." Collins dusted his hands to show the matter had ended, with no
further discussion necessary or desirable. "It'sassmple asthat.”

"Oh," Korfius said barely audibly. He hunched, disgppointment clear from his stance aswell ashis
features. "Wdll. At least, I'll get to hep?' Histone suggested defeat, and he clearly expected Callinsto
burst hisonelast bubble,

"Of course, you can help,” Collins said cheerfully, though he had no idea how. Knowing he would
likely haveto give Korfiusa"busy" job, he added, "There are no smdl rolesin the service of good and
justice." Herather liked the sound of his own words and wondered whether he had just created them, as
he believed, or if his subconscious had revived it from some long-ago comic book.

"l can't believel met a..." Thistime, Korfius caught himself before he said, "dragon.”

Collinsmadea"zip your lip* motion.

Though he could not understand the reference, Korfius apparently got the implication. He mimicked
the gesture and fell Slent.

Asthey headed off in a new direction, Collins glanced around. "Wheres Vernon?'

Zylas continued to look worriedly between Collins and Korfius. "Hell get the lady off safely, then
head back home." He held Collins gaze. "We need him there.”

Uncertain whether Zylas meant in generd or for some reason related to their current mission, Collins
did not press. Zylas clearly wanted to speak aslittle as possible about such mattersin the boy's presence.

For the first few hours, they traveled in relative quiet. Then, Korfius drifted off to deep, body
sprawled across the pack, arms dangling on either sde of Falimas neck. Callins paused to redistribute
the boy'sweight, to tuck limp hands beneath the weighted center, and to smooth hair from his eyes.
Korfius mumbled something uninteligible but did not fully awaken. Callins now found himsdlf ableto
continue without worrying constantly over the child's safety.

Finally, Collins went to Falimas head, where Zylas used the lead rope to haul her generdly westward.
"Y ou know, between his only spending seven hours aday as aboy and the need to get deep in both
forms, he might just aswell be afull-time dog.

"Lesariat,” Zylasreminded inagrunt. "That'sthe wholeidea."

Suddenly, Collinsfound the answer to a question he had asked himsdlf earlier. Of course their
civilization has stagnated for longer than a century. When you spend half or more of your lifein
animal form, it hasto take all your time just to do the things necessary for survival. Who hastime
for innovation?

Zylas glanced at the boy, apparently to ascertain that he dept. "Let's get back to planning.”

Collins nodded, surprised to find himsdlf eager. The more he understood, the better his chancesfor
success. The severa hours of walking had proved just the break he needed. "L et's start with the moat.”

Another day of travel brought them down from the mountains to aroad that hugged the baseand a
broad expanse of forest. Callinsredized they could have avoided thc crags and steppes smply by
following thc path, which most people surely did. He did not begrudge the course they had taken.
Though longer, even without the looping detours Zylas had taken to foil pursuit, it only made sensefor
Prinivereto live where few humans dared or bothered to go. On my world, she' d probably hide out on
Everest. He amended. Or, perhaps, the tenth, eleventh, or twelfth highest mountain might not have
quite as many determined climbers.

They entered the forest just in time. Clouds that had stalked and threatened through the night broke
open to rel eases a splattering dounpour. Rain roared againgt the canopy, occasiondly rolling through to
soak them with icy pinoints or sudden streams of runoff. It continued into the evening, adding jagged



burdts of lightning and rolling booms of thunder to the symphony of nature' s pique. They ate from a pack
growing welcomely lighter, and Collins gppreciated that his companions found the insects the most
desirable of their fare. By now none of those remained, and they feasted on the foods he liked best:
dried fruit, nut paste, and bread.

With Korfiusin dog form, Callins companions discussed the upcoming castle break in fredy. Caught
up inthe plans, Collinslistened and joined in eagerly. Though the gpproach changed severd times, the
ideathat he might not succeed never entered the conversations. Heartened by his companions
confidence, Callinsfound himself just as certain that he would prevail. The crystal would make it back to
Prinivere, she would open the portd, and he would return home to face the consequences of his
absence—qgladly. He only wished he could take his new friends with him. The image this conjured made
him laugh. Wouldn't that be interesting? He curled up to deep, dreaming of castle spiresand ataking
plesiosaur entrenched in amoat of blood.

Early thefollowing morning, ldin raced back to Collinsand hisfriends: arat, ahorse, and adog. "It's
just ahead.”

"The cadtle?!

"Yes, the castle.” Impatience touched ldin'stone, hissmall, thin body in constant motion. "Up ahead.
Comelook."

As Collinswent to do so, the other man added, " Carefully, now."

Coallins obediently moved dowly in theindicated direction, trying to avoid crackling leaves and
Shgpping twigs.

[din pranced an anxious circle around him. "Comeon."

Collins stopped, studying the little man. "I can be quick or careful, not both. Choose.”

ldin 9ghed. "Careful." Heflitted ahead, dtill clearly fretful, though he no longer rushed the only other
companion in human form. He paused to peer through agap in the foliage.

Coallins counted Idin shifting from foot to foot seven timesin the few secondsit took him to come up
beside the hummingbird/man. He wondered if the speeding metabolism required by aquick and tiny bird
extended to his human form and made the world seem to move that much dower. He glanced through the
gap, vison obscured in serrated chaos by overhanging leaves. Not far ahead, the forest opened to avast
plain of grass grazed by sheep, cows, and goatsin amyriad array of colors. Chickens and ducks
waddled through the herd, scooping up the bugs didodged by shambling hooves.

Beyond the animals, aring of brackish water surrounded ahigh stone wall with teethlike turretsand
circular platforms. An even taler wall peeked over thefirg, visble only asjagged shadows. Aboveit all
rose the castle, looking very much like the pictures Collins remembered from the postcards of friends
who had chosen world travel over higher education. Each corner held a square-shaped tower that
loomed over the turreted, rectangular roof. Every part was constructed of mortared stone blocks. It
looked exactly as ldin had described it, yet it defied dl of Callins expectations. The grandeur held him
gpellbound, struck by thework that must have gone into its construction, the eerie aura of power that
accompanied aliving fossl. The pictures his friends had sent were of crumbling ruinsthat barely
compared with theredity of afunctioning, red-time castle. "Wow," he said.

lain loosed a sound, half-snort and haf-giggle. "Zylas said you were a people of few words, but |
never redized just how few."

Collinstried to explain, gaze locked on the castle of Barakhai. "It's amazing. I've never seen anything
likeit."

ldin withdrew, and Collinsfollowed. "Where does your king live?'

As Callinsreturned to hisanima companions, hetried to explain, "We don't have aking. We have a
president who's €l ected—"

lain made agesture to indicate he did not understand.

"Wepick him."

"Who'swe?" lain asked suspicioudy, diding the pack from Faimaswithers. He eased it to the
ground.



"We." Collins made a broad gesture to indicate everyone. "The people. All of us." It wasnot truein
the gtrictest sense, as the 2000 presidential eection could attest, but Collins had no intention of explaining
the eectord college to aman struggling with the meaning of "vote.”

lain dragged the pack deeper into the forest. "Regular people picked your leader?!

Inrat form, Zylas galloped after Idin. Korfiusthrust hisdamp, icy noseinto Collins pam.

"Pick," Callins corrected the tense and scratched behind Korfius ears. Hisfamily had dwayshad a
dog and at least one cat. His current lifestyle did not lend itself to pets, but he hoped to get one of each
as soon as he graduated. "Every four years, we decide on a new one."

"And everyone agrees?”’

At the sametime, Zylas squeaked, "How do you keep one from taking over. From declaring himself
leader for life?"

Moreworried about getting safely into and out of the castle, Callins found himsdlf unwilling to get into
along discussion about American democracy. " There are whole enormous textbooks written on those
very topics. It'snot my field of study, but the system'sworked reasonably well for at least the last two
hundred years." He rushed to add, "Now, if we can get back to the matter at hand."

Zylas scurried up Collins arm to his shoulder. "Ah, so now you're the one who only wantsto talk
about the cadtle.”

"Yeah," Callinsadmitted, ill stroking the dog. "Guess I'm anaturd crammer.” At the confused ook
on ldin'sface, he explained. "l tend to avoid things | don't want to do until adeadlinelooms. Then, | dive
into it to the exclusion of everything else.”

lain shrugged and began setting up the camp. "How odd." "Not where | come from. Not for students,
ayway."

Zylas spoke directly into Collins ear. "l find | tend to remember things longer and better if | learn them
dowly over time. And repetitively.”

Coallinsflushed. "Wdll, yeah. | didn't say cramming wasasmart thing." Redlizing they had veered off
the topic again, he redirected the conversation. " Any recent ideas on how I'm going to get into this
cadtle?!

At firgt, Callinsthought Idin turned to look at him. Then, he redized the smdler man's gaze did not
directly meet hisown. He was, instead, consulting the rat on Collins shoulder. "Asamatter of fact," the
man in human form sarted, "we have one.”

Interested in what they might have discussed on the dy, Callinstipped his head toward Zylasto
indicate hisinterest.

"Well," ldin garted, Stting on the only blanket he had, thusfar, laid out. " Town guards sometimes
comefor brief training with the king'swarriors. From what | understand, it keegps the king informed about
the goings-on in hisholdings and gets some dite training for the guards.™

"Yeah?' Collins encouraged, not yet sure how this could gpply to him.

"They usuadly comein pairs,” ldin continued. "So if we send you in riding Falima, no one should
question it. Usuadly, aguard wouldn't let anyone but aroyal or another guard sit on them.”

Collinscongidered. "Fdimalet me ride her."

With awave of his paw, Zylas dismissed that argument. "After she went ‘renegade’ by saving you, all
bets were off."

That seeming sdlf-evident, Collins shook hishead. "No, | mean before the rescue. She carried meto
the. . . thedungeon." He swallowed, fighting aforming image. A swirl of the desperate parade of
emotionsthat had struck him there returned to haunt him.

"Because the other guardstold her todoiit, | presume,” l1din growled. "And I'll dso wager it wasn't a
comfortableride”

Remembering, Collinswinced. "Y ou'd win thet bet."

"Anyway," lalin said, returning to the subject, "if you rode in on Falima, no one would think to
guestion that you're both guards.”

Callinsstill saw agapinthelogic. "Unlessword of Faimaturning ..." He used Zylas word, or at least
the one the trandation spell and stoneturned it into, ... 'renegade’ has reached thisfar.”



lalin wiped his mouth with the back of hisdeeve. "Oh, we have to assume that.”

"Well disguise her," Zylas explained, whiskerstickling Collins ear.

Coallins mind conjured images of a horse wearing a huge plastic nose, mustache, and glasses
combination. The usual methods of disguise: clothes, haircut, contact lenses, perhaps afake scar or two
would not work here. They could not even sneak into the relative safety of careful cross-dressng. "Asa
horse? Or awoman?"

lain gave Collins another one of hisjudgmenta stares. "Well do the horse part. Shell haveto handle
the woman hersdf. Well send the pack, so you can put anything shelll need in there.”

Coallins looked doubtfully from the grazing horse to the pack near ldin'sfeet. "Won't | have to know
something about the town I'm supposed to represent?”

"Not asmuch asyou think," Zylas said.

Apparently missing Zylas words, spoken low and directly into Collins ear, ldin said, "Just abit.”

Sengng Callins tenson, Korfius whined, butting the now-tilled hand.

Absently, Callins continued his ministrationswhile histwo older companions outlined their plan.



"Chapter 14

COLLINS watch read 5:00 p.m. when he rode Falima across the well-cropped grassy field that
separated the outer curtain wall from the forest. He tucked the watch into his pocket, wishing he could
have I eft it behind with Zylas. Pulling out impossible technology at the wrong time might give him away,
but he relied upon it to determine a proper and cons stent pretend switch time, to keep track of Falima,
and to have aclear idea of how long the whole process was taking him. The black fur beneath him was
disorienting after severd days of riding a golden buckskin. Having never heard of bleach, his companions
found it impossible to lighten Falima's coloring, so had chosen to make her body the same coarse ebony
as her mane, tail, and points. Apparently, jet black was one of the most common horse colorsin
Barakha and should not attract undue attention.

At switch time, Falimawould make hersdf scarce. The dye might carry over into her human form,
though probably not with much consistency. Apparently, some itemsin the pack would alow her to
touch up blotches or to change her gppearancein other believable fashions. Collins hoped he would
recognize her, though it did not matter. His escape plan and hers did not hinge upon one another.

Sheep looked up as they passed, baaing noisy greetings. The goats proved more curious, approaching
them to sniff, bleeat at, and chew the cloth shoes his companions had provided in place of hisNike
look-alikes. The horse's ears went flat backward, and she emitted occasiona warning squed s that sent
the goats scattering, though they always returned. The cows paid them no attention at all.

Asthey crossed the plain, Collins got aclear view of the outer wall, and he steered Falimatoward the
attached roofed structure that clearly represented the gatehouse. A massive construct of plank and rope
pressed against the sone wall, apparently the drawbridge. Collins pulled up in front of the gatehouse, at
the edge of the moat. Insects skittered over the surface of the water, leaving star-shaped wakes. Far
beneath them, fish glided through the transparent pond, apparently accustomed to having no placeto
hide.

The gatehouse consisted of two of the round towersthat interrupted the wall at regular intervals, with
agtraight stretch of stone no wider than the drawbridge between them. On the roof of each tower stood
two guards dressed in white-chested aqua tunics, the top portion decorated with designs that |ooked like
thinly stretched clover to Callins. Black belts held their uniformsin place and supported long, thin svords
in wooden sheaths. All four watched Callins gpproach with obviousinterest, though they raised no
weapons. One caled down in astrong, femae voice, "Who's there?!

Callins had initially assumed they were al men, so the spesker caught him off guard.

When he did not answer immediately, the woman's partner boomed out, ™Y ou were asked a question,
good sr. Areyou desf or rude?”

Coallins dismounted and bowed, hoping they would attribute any violated protocal to hisforeignness.
"Jugt tired, Sr. | am Benton." 1t seemed ironic that he would use the full name he had so many times
asked others to shorten. He had often wished his parents had named him Benjamin, like every other
"Ben" he had ever met. His current friends had assured him that Benton fit thisworld much better than
Ben; and, by using hisreal name, he would not forget it, as he might a pseudonym, in the hest of achaotic
moment. If he accidentaly did call himsdf "Ben," it would follow naturally asa proper shortening or
interrupted utterance. "And this. . ."He made a flourishing motion toward Fdima, "isMarlys." It was
another dias he would remember, though he knew it made things harder for his companion. He dared not
use anything approaching her real name, asit might trigger suspicion. "Wevetraveled along way under
lessthanided circumstances.”

"From where?' the woman asked, and the others |eaned forward for the answer. Now, Collinswas



ableto get agood look at al of them. Mail peeked from beneath their collars and deeves, and hemets
pinned down their hair. Their faces ranged from the male partner's dark brown to the woman's cafe au
lait to the paler khaki of the guardsin the other tower. Wisps of sable hair escaped onto one man's
forehead, but the others kept their locks bunched beneath arming caps and meta helmets.

Collins used the town name ldin had given him, "Epronville. Weve come to do our shift for theking.”

"Where are your colors?' one of the pale men asked.

Anticipating the question, Collins had aready answer. "Bandits. That was part of our less than ideal
circumstances.”

The woman's partner snorted. "Bandits robbing guardsmen. You'reright. Y ou do need ashift here.
Some competent training.”

Coallinsfeigned affront. "Do you think we don't feel foolish enough? Y ou have to rub our nosesin it?'
He wondered how the dang would trandate. " Perhaps you'd like to bring the whole guard force out here
to point fingersand laugh at us?'

He smulated the guards, jabbing adigit toward Faima. "Hahaha, smple rube guards can't even
keep themselves safe from bandits." He dropped his hand. "And, by the way, don't bother to mention
we faced off Six of them.”

The dark man made a gesture of surrender. "Take it easy. | meant no disrespect.” The tight-lipped
smirk hetried to hide told otherwise. He turned and disappeared from the tower.

Keeping his own expression neutral, Collins congratulated himself on his acting. He had managed to
divert the guards from the issue of the missing colors. Thefact that it made him look weak did not bother
himat dl.

Thefourth guard regppeared at his pogtion. Then, aratcheting, clanking noise ground through Collins
hearing. The drawbridge edged downward, adding asqued of massive, rusty hingesto thedin.

"Y ou'd best move back," the woman instructed. "Or you might get crushed.”

Coallinsled Falima away from the moat, hoping hisfailure to exercise the proper caution would pass
for smdl town ignorance rather than a complete lack of knowledge about castles. He knew Barakhai had
only one such fortress, that the dwellings of the outlying superiors consisted only of mansonswith the
barest of defenses. When he considered their system, it seemed miracul ous that they managed even that
much. At most, the people had only eight hours aday to accomplish any work along with such necessities
as eating and genera personal care.

Suspended by two sturdy chains, the drawbridge dropped across the moat with athud that shook the
ground. Falimaloosed alow nicker, prancing several more paces backward.

"Easy girl." Collins rubbed her neck soothingly, feding the warm swest that dicked her fur. He
glanced surreptitioudy at his padm, worried the moisture might disturb the dye. Though caked with dirt
and foamy horse swest, his hand remained free of black smudges. He bresthed asigh of relief.

Gripping the lead rope more tightly, Collins drew Falimato the drawbridge. She eyed the board
warily. Collins stepped up first, hoping that would ease her concerns. One front hoof rose, then settled on
the wood. The other followed. Shetook a step forward, hoof clomping on the board. Another carried
her directly over the moat, and a hollow sound rang through the drawbridge. With a snort and whinny
that left Callins earsringing, she stumbled back to solid ground.

Afraid the horsg's lurching might toss him into the water, Collins skittered after her. "Faima, honey, it's
al right," hewhispered. "It'sdl right. Y ou need to come."

Falimatrumpeted out another whinny.

"Not much overlap,” one of the guards guessed.

"Some." Collinsremembered what Zylas had told him. "But she's till pretty young.”

One of the guardsmen took pity on the weary travelers. "First time acrossis aways difficult. Just keep
trying. If necessary, I'll get someonein switch-form to show her across."

"Thank you." Collinsdid not try to lead Felimaagain but just sood at her head murmuring
reassurances and stroking behind her ears. He knew horses would go almost anywhereif they saw
another horse safely make the journey ahead of them. A friend had once told him she trained coltsto
cross streams and puddles by having them shadow astaid old trail horse. "Ready, Marlys?' hefindly said



out loud, suddenly wishing he had chosen another name. It seemed to stick in his mouth, desperately out
of place. It reminded him of how he and his lementary schoal friends had become so used to
Michelangdlo referring to amutant ninjaturtle, they giggled wildly when it came up on an art museum field
trip.

One hand grasping the rope at the base of Falima's chin, the other clutching the cheekpiece, he urged
her forward with him. He did not know how people encouraged horsesin Barakhai; but, back home, the
position gave him unprecedented control over an animal large enough to crush him. He remembered a
favorite saying of an old girlfriend, "He who hasthe horse's head hasthe horse.” It gpplied to leading
horses, grooming and immunizing, aswell asreining, but he could not help getting a The Godfather-like
image of the amputated head resting in someone's bed.

With Callins close and urgent, Falimaraised aforeleg high, then placed it on the drawbridge.

"Good girl," Collins encouraged. "Good good girl."

Falimatook another step, the thunk of itstouch sending a quiver through her. Thistime, she did not
attempt to withdraw, but took another hesitant step onto the surface.

"Comeon, honey. You candoit." Callinsreverted to a pet name, which alowed him avoid the whole
"Marlys' issue. He hoped Zylas and Idlin had caled it right when they claimed Falima understood enough
in horseform to get the gist of the plan. He kept imagining her becoming human surrounded by king's
guards with no memory of how she got there and, in awild blithering panic, giving them dl avay. Surdly,
they had talked to her before the change, while he dept. Surely nothing. So many of hisfriends motives
appeared bizarre or inscrutable, it seemed sensel ess to even speculate.

Collins continued to cluck encouragingly as Falimatook more steps onto the drawbridge. Head
bowed nearly to her knees, she studied the surface and her own hooves as she moved, her steps never
growing confident. At least, she continued forward. In fact, her pace quickened as she clearly attempted
to get past the portion of ground that felt and sounded unstable to ahorse's ears.

When they cameto the part of the drawbridge on the far side of the moat, Falima's demeanor
returned to normal. She clopped through the opened double doors and into the gatehouse with little more
than aglance.

The woman guard and one of the men from the other tower met them in the span. Doors shaped like
cathedral windows opened onto the towers, while a heavy set of ironbound oak doors blocked further
entry in the direction of the castle.

The man raised hisright hand in greeting. "I'm Mabix. Welcome to Opernes Castle, home of King
Terrin and Queen Althea, high rulers of Barakha."

Zylas had prepared Collins with the names, though the albino had warned him to Say dert for
changes. Theroyasdid not discuss coups and ascensions with the regular folk asarule, though the
information eventualy reached even the lowliest outcaste.

King Terrin and Queen Althea. King Terrin and Queen Althea. Collinsworked to fix thetitlesin
hismind, only then redlizing he had completdly forgotten the name of the man in front of him. For a
moment, he teetered on the decision of whether to let it passand fakeit or ask for arepeat. Then,
deciding it best to look the fool now rather than later, he pressed. "Thank you, kind sir, but I'm afraid |
didn't quite catch your name."

"Mabix," he repeated without offense. "ThisisLyra."

The female guard dipped ever so dightly to acknowledge the introduction. Though amotion of
respect, it fell short of an actual curtsy which, Collins presumed, she reserved for roydty. "Lyra," Collins
repeeted. "Mabix."

"Now," Mabix said, getting down to business. "If we could just see your writ."

Coallinsfought agrin. Other than a utility knife, the saddest bit of rations, and aragged change of
clothes, the presumably forged paper was the only thing hisfriends had given him.

"Or," Lyraadded with just the barest hint of suspicion, "did the bandits get that, too?"'

"Over my dead body," Collins said, hoping it sounded as emphatic in Barakhain as English. He thrust
ahand into histunic and emerged with the crumpled paper covered with flowery scribbles. The spdl| that
alowed him to speak fluently apparently did not extend to the written word. With my luck, it's probably



really gibberish. A sudden thought rose. Or worse, calls the king a pickle-nosed bastard.

Mabix examined the paper, Lyralooking over his shoulder.

They both nodded. Now, Collins got agood ook at their uniforms, the patterned white ending just
below their breastbones. Joined by impressively straight stitching for aworld without machines, the agua
materid fell just past the knee. Mail showed at the collar and arms, while high boots of stiffened cloth
covered their legs. They wore bowl-shaped meta helmets.

Oncethey had the writ, the two relaxed visibly, which left Collins wondering where Zylas had gotten
it. Because hisfriends had initidly rescued him in animal form and they switched naked, he had seen dll
their persona belongingsin the saddlebags he found tied to Falimathat first day. Vernon had packed
them much fuller; but, if the mouse/man had stuck in such athing, it meant they had known how he would
infiltrate the castle ever sincethey left the cabin. He wondered why they had not discussed it with him
sooner. They also didn't let me know the gender of an elder who turned out to be a dragon until |
saw her with my own eyes. Why does this surprise me?

Lyraand Mabix pulled closed the massive doors through which their guests had entered. Asthey
banged shut, aratcheting sound echoed through the small enclosed room, the drawbridge lifting. Other
than abit of diffused sunlight filtering through cracksin the wooden construction, the room went dark.
Fdima danced, whinnying her discomfort. Collins patted her, whispering nonsense in a steady patter
while Lyraand Mabix did the bolt on the door behind them and pushed the pandls open. Light rushed in,
accompanied by the sweet odor of young plants and the mingled sounds of answering neighs, whines,
barks, and human voices.

Fdimasgueaed out another whinny, the shrill sound reverberating painfully in the till mostly enclosed
area. She charged for the outside, and Collinslet her go. Peering beyond her, he saw an emerad stretch
of well-grazed grasses crisscrossed by pathways. Severd horses, afew mules, and agoat placidly ate,
though the nearest ones |ooked up as Falima joined them. She snorted, nostrils widened asif to suck in
al the unfamiliar smells, then lowered her head to graze.

Callins glanced around as the guards ushered him into the outer courtyard. Now, he could seethe
towersthat looked round from the outside had flat backs that turned them into semicircles. Behind the
wall-wide crenels and merlonslay battlement walkways paced by guardsin the same uniforms ashis new
companions. Smal buildingslay pressed againgt the wall, their construction wooden except for the stone
backings they borrowed from the wall itsalf. Shingles or thatch topped them. Directly ahead, Collins saw
another double-towered gatehouse, larger than the one they had just exited. Another crend lated wall
ringed the ftill distant castle.

Lyrarushed ahead to the second gatehouse. Mabix |ooked a Falima. " She can stay hereif she
wants."

Collins consdered. Heliked theideaof her only needing to escape onewal should hefail &t his
mission. "That'sup to her," he said casudly. " She's due to change shortly and should be quite capable of
making the decision by hersdlf.” He removed the rope hater and placed it in the pack, debating whether
or not to remove the whole thing and carry it himsalf. Not wishing to burden himsdf when Fdima
remained clearly untroubled by it, hel€ft it in place.

"So what'sthe news from Epronville?!

"From—7?" Callins stopped himsdf from saying "where?' "—Epronville?' He laughed to cover his
mistake. "Never much happening there." He could have kicked himsdlf. He fdlt trapped by the easiest,
most casua and obvious question in the universe, one he had even anticipated. Larger concerns and the
need for haste had made him forget the problem he had initialy raised. Now, hisignorance undid him,
leaving him unable to even fabricate a credible answer. He had littleidea of the Sze of Barakhal, let done
itsvarious towns and cities, could not guess how intimately they intertwined, and what might serve as
news. In some cultures, information about who had married whom or which babies had survived the
winter was welcome knowledge asfar asaman could travel. "At least compared with here.”

Uncertain whether his last comment had hel ped or only dug him deeper, he switched to adifferent
tactic. "No matter what | say, Marlyswill contradict me." Those were thefirst words since he arrived at
the cagtle that rang surprisingly true. "'I'm alwayswrong."



Mabix chuckled. "Sounds like you two are married.”

"Marlysand me?' Collinswas as struck by the next words that escaped his mouth as Mabix was
amused by them. "What a horrible thought."

Now Mabix laughed openly. " Often that which a man protests the most will or should cometo pass.”
Hewinked, and Collinswas again struck by the smilarity of that gesture to hisown culture. "At least
according to women."

Lyrareturned, the gatehouse doors now open ahead. "What was that?"

Mabix shook his head. "Nothing you need to hear."

Lyrasighed, spesking in atone that implied confidentiaity, though Mabix could surely hear her.

" Something between men, no doubt. I'm tired of that.”

For thefirst time, it occurred to Collins that he ought to see as many female guards as male since,
presumably, the horses gave birth to as many fillies as colts. He made amenta note to ask Falima about
it later, though he managed to devise a possible answer from his own experience. Likedy, the women
spent more of their human time house- and child-keeping. Or, perhaps, the women did more of the
routine guard choresthat did not involve the possibility of direct combat. The lessindustria and
enlightened asociety, in generd, thelessit could afford to emancipate its women without endangering its
urvivd.

Lyraled them through the second gatehouse and into the courtyard that surrounded the castle. Here,
he saw less grass, though afew horses did graze around the scattered buildings. Gardens took up most
of the space, paths winding between them. A vast variety of vegetablesflourished in crooked rows, and
Collins saw none of the tended panorameas of flowers he expected from his vigitsto the arboretum. Each
and every patch grew edibles of sometype, from herbsto roots, fruit treesto vines. He did find some
attractive blue flowers, but these grew in a planned line, obvioudy the source of some delectable seed.
Perhaps vilegro. Collinsremembered the name of the plant Falimahad turned into a Sweet trest called
gahiri. Here, too, buildings cropped out from thewall, kennels, guardhouses, and stablesin remarkable
abundance.

All of that flashed across Collins sight in the instants before his attention became riveted upon the
cadtle. Like some massive university, it sood grandly, towering over itswalls and gardens. Sun rays
skipped acrossits surface, igniting glimmering lines of quartz and mica. The four square towers at the
corners stood like sentinels, their tops crenellated with antlike figures of guards pacing atop them. A
stone-cut stairway led into the open door.

Falima clomped through the gatehouse to pull up beside Collins. While he studied the structure, she
grazed with an doofnessindicative of indifference,

Mabix spoke, "Magnificent, isn't it?"

Only then, sound returned to Collins world, and he heard the background noises of giggling children,
conversation, and anima sounds of amyriad types. In response, he only nodded.

Lyradrew up. "So, what's the news from Epronville?'

"Fine" Collinsmurmured, still saring.

Mabix laughed. "Y ou'll get more from her when she switches, I'd warrant. This one seems due for
somedeep.” Hejerked athumb toward Collins, which finally seized his attention.

"Segp'sfine Callinsyawned broadly, remembering Zylas advice. "But I'd rather somefood. | switch
soon, too, and I'd like to grab a bite of something substantia before I'm committed to grass.”

Mabix and Lyranodded vigoroudy. "I'm with you on that one," the woman muttered. He had clearly
struck achord.

"That's where the dogs have the advantage." Lyra headed toward one of the barracks. "Though |
don't know many who'd admit it so fredy.”

Coallins supported the confession for the purposes of creating camaraderie with those who believed
themselves his peers. "Right now, I'm so hungry | could egt a. . ." He doubted the spell would trandate
as"horse," but he dared not take that chance. . . . tree.”

Mabix completed what was, apparently, acommon saying, ". . . two shrubs, three beehives, and a



"That, too," Collins added, to his companions amusement. He found himsdlf liking them and hoped his
theft would not reflect badly on them or cost them their jobs.

The man inclined his head toward one of the buildings. Reminded of their purpose, heand Lyra
garted waking. Collinsand Faimafollowed.

They stopped in front of one of the guardhouses, animals noting their passage with curious |ooks.
Collinsfelt like he had entered a dim, creepy house where the eyes of pictures seemed to fix on anyone
who passed. "Bring your pack,” Mabix said. "I'll show you to your quarters.” Without waiting for Collins
to obey, he shoved open the door and entered. "Hope you two don't mind sharing.”

Collinstried to sound matter-of-fact. "Not at al." He supposed it made sense to part-time animals that
they house men and women in the same barracks, even the same rooms. He wondered how many
accidenta marriages and out-of-wedlock birthsthis created in buildings a least haf full of galions. He
undid all the clasps, clips, and tieswith Lyras assistance, shouldered the pack, and trotted after Mabix.

The door opened onto acommon room strewn with clothes, bits of food, and haf-finished games of
chessand dice. Crude, mismatched furniture, mostly constructed from crates and barrdls, interrupted the
vast chaos. If not for the lanternsinstead of overhead lights and the lack of atelevision, it could have
passed for the recreation room of most men's dormitories. Smaller doorsled off in severa directions.
Crossing the room, Mabix knocked on one of the doors before opening it.

Through the portd, Collins saw a square, windowless room the size of alarge bathroom. Threerolled
up pallets leaned in one corner, apile of chamber potsin the other. A chair crafted from a quarter-cut
barrd stood pushed againgt awall. A cushion affixed to acircular piece of wood lay on the floor beside
it, apparently the sedt.

Mabix squeezed past Lyraand Callinsin the doorway, picked up the cushion, and pointed into the
seat. Y ou can store your gear here.”

Where? Collinsfollowed Mabix and examined the chair. He saw a hole where his backside would
usually go, creating a good-sized hollow that ended with athick wooden bottom. Clearly, it served asa
neat storage areaaswell as a piece of furniture once the cushion was baanced on top of the opening.
About to say something about the cleverness of itsinventor, Collins held histongue instead. For dl he
knew, everyone had these in their homes.

Mabix noticed Callins studying the arrangement. " Convenient, huh?"

"Very." Callinslet abit of hisrespect seep into histone.

Lyraadded, " Craftsman who came up with that design won himself a permanent place on the king's
qaff.

Mabix bobbed his head. " A Random, too. On the king's staff. Can you believeit?"

"Wow," Collinsreplied, holding back astorm of questions he could never ask his Random
companions. He siwung the pack to the floor, fedling trapped. He had to leaveit so Flimawould have
clothes and access to the makeup, but he hated to risk losing it. Suddenly, he redlized he had no reason
to hide that piece of information. "Y ou know, | think I'd better put it back on . . ."He caught himself
about to say "Falima." ". . . on Marlys. She gets cold easily and likesto dress as soon as possible.” He
had originally planned to say she felt uncomfortable naked among strangers but liked what came out of
his mouth better. How do you like that? | can think on my feet. A lesswholesome thought followed,
Or am| just becoming a better liar? Winning over Korfiusand Vernon had certainly given him plenty
of practice.

Collinslooked at the pack, asif noticing it for the first time. " She's due to switch pretty soon.” He
wondered if he had just made acrucia blunder. As partners, they ought to know one another's habits
well enough that he would never have removed the pack in thefirst place.

But, if Lyraor Mabix thought the same way, neither revealed it. They headed back outside without
another word or anything Collinswould consider knowing glances. Fimagrazed placidly among asmdl
group of horses and one mule. As he reattached the pack, Collins found himsalf wondering about the
long-earred animal. In hisworld, they came from breeding a donkey with ahorse and were aways
serile. He wondered how that applied here and how it affected the creature's human form.

Sopit! Callinsblamed nervousnessfor histhoughts taking off in atrained but unhel pful direction.



Focus! Casudly, he poked ahand into his pocket, seized hiswatch, and glanced surreptitioudy at it
around folds of fabric. It now read 5:50 p.m., only ten minutes before Falima's switch. He needed to
draw the guards away from her so she could have the privacy necessary to affect her disguise. "Now,
about that tree | plantoest . . ."

Mabix laughed, taking the hint. "I'll walk you to the dining hdl. It's getting on toward dinner anyway,
so you'll have achance to meet agood bunch of the guards and staff.”

Lyramade athrowaway gesture, and Mabix nodded. " She needsto return to her post." He took
Collins elbow, steering him toward the castle as Lyra headed back toward the gatehouses. "I'll haveto
get back mysdlf, as soon as I've got you settled in. Can you do al right on your own?"

Still stuck on the redlization that he would share the dining hall with acrowd, Collinsforced anod. "I'll
do fine." He hoped he spoke truth. He was hungry, but he would have to feign sarvation. So long ashe
had his mouth full, he would not have to answer questions. He only hoped dinner would not consist of a
plateful of bugs aslarge as puppies. His mind conjured images of enormous beetles, crisply browned,
legs stretched upward with turkey capson al six drumsticks.

Mabix stopped suddenly, halfway down the courtyard path to the castle. "Didn't you say your partner
would switch soon?'

The query put Callinson hisguard, though it seemed foolishtolie. "Yes. Yes, | did.”

"Won't shewant to join usfor dinner?"

Coallinsthought it best to leave Falimaaone, at least for the change. "No," he said, fighting down an
edge of terror. "No, she. . . shedoesn't like to eat right after. The combination of rich food piled ona
belyful of grass"" Hewrinkled hisfeatures. "Bothers her."

"Interesting,” Mabix said with thear of onewho hasfound himsdf in the same situation many times
but never had asimilar experience. "But maybe it's different for us daytime humans. That's never
bothered me."

"Meeither," Collins agreed. "Buit it bothers her.”

Mabix accepted that explanation, and Collins hoped he would not have to make up many more. The
more implausibilities he forced them to consider, the more suspicious they would likely become. Though
he enjoyed having areasonably kindred soul, he was just as happy that Mabix would haveto leave.
Spreading his sories farther gpart might make them harder to penetrate.

Mabix led Callins up the castle stairs, muddy with shoe and boot tracks, to the open door. Voices
wafted through, a disharmonious hum of myriad conversations. Suspended by chains, awooden
cross-hatching hung overheed like the sword of Damocles. Collins new knowledge of languages allowed
himto giveit aname, araised portcullis. He had seen them before, in every swashbuckling movie that
required a castle. Always, the heroes, from the Three Musketeers to Robin Hood dived beneath the
closing grate a the last possible second, while guards swordsrattled futilely on the portcullis behind
them. The very object meant to trap them saved them instead.

The door opened onto a spird staircase that wound clockwise upward and aso went downward.
Cold funneled from the lower areas where Collins knew the dungeons and storerooms lay. Mabix took
him up, past one landing with aset of doors opening on either side. Collins knew theright one led to the
kitchens, the left to workshops. The noises grew louder as they continued their ascent, and Mabix
stopped at the next set of doors. He opened theright one, reveding avast dining hal, its grandeur
surpassing Zylas description. At the far end of the room, asmadler table stood on adais. At it sat ten
peoplein splendid slks and satins, their robes trimmed with gold lace-work or embroidery. The women
wore nappy dresses and capes, the men fine tunics and sashes, doubl ets, and robes.

Three massive tables stretched between the door and the occupants of the dais, filled with people
whose dress, demeanor, and appearance spanned a gamut that would once have seemed to Collins
beyond possibility. Dogs of varying shapes and sizeswound fregly around the diners or hovered benegath
the tables. Tapestries and banners hung from every wall, their colors arainbow mix of pattern and
picture. Above them, cathedral-cut open windows revealed a ba cony blocked by waist-high handrails.
Men and women in matching agua-and-white plaid looked down over the diners, clutching oddly shaped
insruments and conferring with one another. "Impressive, it it?'



Mabix's description jarred Collins from his daze. He made no gpology for staring. He was supposed
to be an awestruck bumpkin. "Wow." It finally occurred to him to evauate the food he had trapped
himsdlf into eating with gusto. He could not see what occupied the gold and silver platters of the head
table, but the regular folk scooped a gloppy substance, with hands and spoons, from what appeared to
be stdle dices of bread that served as plates. Servants wove between the tables, refilling goblets, and
plopping down fresh bowls of stew for the gueststo ladle onto their bread plates.

"That'sKing Terrin a the head table," Mabix said, gesturing toward the centra figure, aburly man
with wheaten ringlets and afull beard." In order, that's the constable, the pantler, an adviser, the butler,
the queen's steward, the prince, the queen, the king again, a princess, another princess, the king's
steward, another adviser, the children's steward, the ewerer, and one more adviser.”

Thelist cametoo fast for Collinsto follow, but that did not matter. He did not intend to remain here
long enough to care who he had seen and met.

"Find a seat on one of the benches at any trestle table. Whoever's next to you can help you with the
proper procedures.”

Coallins nodded. "Thanks." He suspected he could teach them athing or two about manners. Unlike
those at the head table, the commoners lacked forks. They al used spoons and fingers, eveninthe
communal bowls holding the only course. They shared goblets aswell. Though he had no intention of
eating a bite of what he imagined was aworm stew drenched in spider guts, he did take a seet for the
sake of gppearances. He chose the place between a demure woman in a stained white gpron and athin
man animatedly engaged in conversation with the guard on his other Sde.

Mabix stepped around to a cluster of uniformed guards Sitting at the center table. He chatted with
them briefly, then they turned toward Collins. Pinned by their stares, hefroze, abruptly afraid; but
Mabix's cheerful wave dispelled histension amost as soon asit arose. Of course, he would have to tell
someone about Falima'sand my arrival.

A boy rushed in to place adice of bread in front of Callins. Dark and giff with blue-green mold aong
one edge of crug, it did nothing to stimulate his appetite. The same boy laid out a spoon besideit.

"Thank you," Collinssad.

Blushing, the boy bowed, then hurried to assst another diner.

Mabix trotted from the room, back onto the staircase, then disappeared.

The musicians launched into an upbeat song, and the conversations died to ahum. Harp, lute, and
fiddle braided into a sweet harmony filled with riffsand runs. Collinslooked at the bread plate, then at the
woman beside him. "Excuse me," he whispered. "Wherewould | find arest room?’

Silently, the woman lifted a hand to point beyond the roya diners. Only then, Collins noticed adoor in
thefar wall that surely led to one of the garderobes Zylas had described. She hissed back, "If you don't
want to walk past the royals, there's another onein the library. Just go out the main door, acrossthe
landing, and through the cross door. The only other exit from the library isthe garderobe.”

"Thank you." Collinsrose and headed back the way he had come. Oncein the staircase, he crossed
to thelibrary door. He had his hand on the ring before he remembered hisinterest in the rest room was
only diversonary. What better time for exploring than when most of the staff and royals are
gathered in the dining room?

Quickly, Collins scurried up the stairs. He reached the next landing, heart pounding, and paused to
regroup. A tall window overlooked the castle grounds, aledge jutting from it. He perched onit, glancing
down at the courtyards. Horses sprawled, bathing in the sunshine while others quietly grazed. A gardener
pulled weeds, feeding them to a spotted goat as he worked. A pair of dogsfrolicked with ayoung colt,
barking at its hedls. It charged them, asif to crush them benesath its hooves, then turned aside at the last
moment, leaving the dogsto whirl and charge after it again. Callinstore his gaze from the sceneto turn his
attention inward. The doors on either side should open onto the servants deegping chambers, which
meant he had one morefloor till he cameto the first warded area. He resumed his climb.

The next landing dso held awindow overlooking adightly different view of the courtyards. A calico
cat curled on the ledge, the resemblance to Callins first pet uncanny. Like Fuffy, this cat had one black
ear and one white, its body covered with blotches on a chaky background, tail and paws darkly tipped.



The memory brought asmileto hislips. "Herekitty, kitty," he said softly. "Heregirl." The scientistin him
came out to wonder whether the same rules of genetics applied here. He knew cats carried color genes
on their X-chromosomes and, at most, two different hues on each X. Since maes only had one X and
femaestwo, and calicoes had three colors by definition, dl caicoes were either femae or the uncommon
XXY, ausudly serile male mutation.

Thecat lifted its head.

Coallins approached gently, fingers extended. The cat sniffed curioudy. He lowered hishand to its
back, making abroad stroke. The cat arched, a purr rumbling from it. It jammed its head into his cupped
hand.

Smiling, Collins stroked the entire length of the cat, enjoying the soft rush of fur beneeth hispam. He
missed having acat terribly. Studies showed that petting an animal naturaly lowered blood pressure and
relieved stress. He could scarcely recall atime when he needed anatura tranquilizer more. He scratched
around the animd's ears, ruffling its fur into amane. Its purr deepened to aroar.

Only then did Callinsredlize what he was doing. Oh, my God, I'm stroking a human woman! He
cursed hislack of caution. Caught up in hismemory of Fluffy, he had completely forgotten that no
cresture here was what it seemed. He withdrew his hands, and the purr died immediately. The cat
bounded down from its perch with athud that made him cringe, then twined itself againgt and through his
legs

Collins back-stepped. "That'sit for now, Kitty. I've got work to do." Reaching for the door ring, he
pushed it open. Every cat he had ever owned had to run through any newly opened door no matter
whereit led, but this one did not attempt to enter the roya bedchambers. Warded againgt switchers, it
would not alow her entry. Seeing no movement inside, Collins headed in, pulling the door shut behind
him. His heart rate quickened again, and any stress-easing that petting the cat might have achieved
disappeared. His pulse pounded in histemples, and sweet dicked his back. He had just reached the
point of no return. No logica explanation could cover him now.

Much smdller than the great dining hal, the room contained a curtained bed with ashelved frame, a
chest, astool, and achanddier with adozen white candles. A massive tapestry depicting a hunt covered
most of onewall. Collins dredged up the description of the crystal: a smooth oblong rock the size of a
peach with five, smooth edges of different sizes, milky bluein color. The room held few enough
furnishingsthat it would not take long to search.

Collinswalked firgt to the bed, suddenly struck by something that had gotten only his passing notice
when he had glanced at it. A hunting scene? It seemed an impossible thing for a society that considered
thekilling of animals murder. He jerked his attention back to the tapestry. It was clearly old, amuseum
piece faded nearly beyond recognition. Washed to shades of gray, itsfigures blurred into the
background. Y et Collins had managed to take away a solid impression, and he siruggled now to find the
detailsthat had previoudy caught his eye. Men on horseback raised spears, while apack of dogs harried
some huge, indiscernibleanimdl.

You don't have time for this, Coallinsreminded himsdlf. Tearing his gaze from the tapestry, he opened
one of the drawers. Stacks of neetly folded tunicsin avariety of colors met his gaze. He felt under and
between them for ahard lump, glad for its size. Anything smaler might require him to rifle the room,
which would definitely cast suspicion. If possible, he wanted to get the slone without anyone noticing it,
or him, missng.

Drawer by drawer, Collins checked through the king's clothing, intensaly aware of every passng
second. He had no more than an hour to search before he either had to furtively withdraw or find ahiding
place and hope he had a chance to look again, perhaps at another med. A better thought came to him.
While they're deeping. He shoved the last drawer shut and cast his gaze around the room again. It
seemed worth losing afew minutes of trying to find the magica stonein order to locate ahaven. The
drawer-base meant no room benegth the bed, and its position flat against one corner gave him no space
to squeeze beyond the curtains. Even if the chest did not surely contain something, it would prove atight
sueeze even for his skinny frame. Two other doorsled out of the king's chamber.

Footsteps thundered on the staircase, growing louder. They're coming. Terror scattered Collins wits,



and he bolted for the far doors in a desperate scramble. Seizing one at random, he shoved it opened and
hurled himsdf through. He skidded across a polished clay floor. His shoulder dammed into alow shelf.
He sprang to hisfeet, braining himsalf on an overhanging lip. He bit off ascream, teeth sinking into his
tongue. Dizziness washed over him in ablaze of black-and-gray spots. He caught ablurry glimpse of
what he had hit, awooden board atop a bench with ahole cut into the wood. Bathroom. Hewhirled to
face four men with drawn swords.

Coallins skin seemed to turn to ice. His head throbbed, and he tasted blood. He retreated, raising his
hands to indicate surrender. Wood pressed into the backs of his calves, and he stopped, forced into a
gtting position on the bench. "I won't fight. Don't hurt me." Hisvision cleared enough to reved faces
familiar from the dining hal, including the goldenrod hair and beard of Barakhai'sking.



15

COLLINSfroze, pressed against the garderobe, with three swords hovering in front of him. Hismind
raced. He braced himself for the rush of panic that had assailed him just before his near-hanging, but his
thoughts remained strikingly clear. The world seemed to move in dow moation, while he mulled the
gtuation. If | go with them, they'll execute me. If | fight, they'll kill me. There appeared no choice at
al, but memory asssted him. Falimahad claimed only the king's guards could use wegpons, which
meant, in most Situations, they only had to raise them in athrestening manner. Since they had come
through the door, these three had to be royalty, even lesslikely to possess true combat knowledge.

Based on thistrain of thought, Collinstook a chance. Hands up, features displaying honest terror, he
begged. "Please, don't hurt me.”

The men edged closer. Asthey did, Collins dove benegath the raised swords. His shoulder crashed
agang the king'slegs, staggering the Barakhain and sending pain screaming through Collins arm.

"Areyou dl right?" The men inginctively went to the aid of their king.

Callinsrolled to hisfeet, then made a crouched sprint back into the king's bedchamber.

Terrin bellowed. " Get him!"

Coallins cleared the room in three running strides, then wrenched the stairwell door open and hurled
himsdlf through it. Only then he realized he had just tossed himself into amass of armed paace guards.
"Shit!"

"Gethim!"

Coallinsflailed wildly, arms connecting with flesh in severd directions. Hisvison filled with achaotic
forest of arms, legs, and swords. A fist dammed his cheek, and cold stedl diced his hip. Pain clipped
through the site, and he howled, balance lost. He fdt himsdlf faling, control utterly beyond hisgrasp. He
tumbled, stone steps damming bruises across his back, hisface, hislimbs. He grabbed for support,
fingers opening and closing like fish mouths, capturing nothing.

"The portcullisl" someone yelled, the sound adull echo amid the shouts of the guards.

A clanking reverberation joined the other crisscrossing soundsin the tubular stairwell. Collins caught
hisfingersin cloth. He jerked to astop, clinging desperately to this anchor, chest and belly splayed
across severd dairs. Then, the stabilizing object whipped suddenly upward, bresking his grip. Before
Coallins dizzy mind could register that he had been clasped to someone'sleg, it swung back. A hed
gruck himinthe eye, seding vison and sending bolts of white light flashing through hisbrain. He
tumbled, fully out of control again.

Coallins had so many wounds, it al numbed to asingle overwhelming agony that encompassed his
entire frame and made coherent thought impossible. He registered only the savage plunge and the rumble
of voices dulled by a steedy ringing. He forced both eyes opened. Ahead, he saw the falling portcullis,
with barely abody length remaining between it and thefloor. 1'm a Musketeer. On dl fours, helaunched
himsdf for the opening.

It disappeared as he arrived. Hisface found delicious freedom an instant before the heavy wooden



porta dammed into hisskull. Vision shattered, hearing crushed by buzzing, limbstoo heavy tollift, helay
in placefighting alosing battle with unconsciousness. His neuroanatomy professor's words cycled through
hismind: The difference between causing a brain bruise and a deadly hemorrhageisincalculable.
Guy goes out longer than a minute or two, it'sa murder charge for hero. A murder charge for
hero ... amurder chargefor hero. ..

Hands saized Callins britches and tunic, hauling him back to thelanding. Got to stay conscious. The
movement proved too much. He closed his eyes, and darkness descended upon him.

Collins awakened to alimbo that dissolved in afierce rush of pain. His bresth emerged in agonized
grunts, and he dared not move for fear of worsening any of them. Tears dribbled from his eyes. Hismind
seemed to work, though hopelessy overwhelmed by a throbbing headache and distracted by his myriad
other wounds. "Oh, God," he managed to huff out. "Oh, God." Collins opened his eyes, but they refused
to focus. He blinked severa times, catching ablurry impression of meta bars, a stone floor, someone
gtanding nearby. The presence of another human might mean imminent danger, but Collinsfound himself
unableto care. At the moment, they could dowly dismember him and he would consider it afavor. The
cold of the stone floor seeped through his clothes, offering some relief from the bruises on his chest, arms,
legs, and abdomen. Hislids became heavy, and he let them drift closed. Once he did, deep overtook him

agan.

Collins did not know how long he drifted in and out of consciousness, but he knew he had awakened
on severd brief occasions. His dreams had seemed more surreal than usud, taking him from hometo
school to Barakha in moments that defied logic or consistency. He thought he remembered someone
sewing the gash in his hip, the pain flowing into the mass that had come to define his current existence.
Now, when he opened his eyes, the world came into instant focus. Prone on the damp, stone floor, he
felt stiff aswell as physically anguished. Enclosed by three stone block walls and one barred gate, he saw
no other cells. Shackles and collars hung from chains, gpparently the usua method of separating,
controlling, or punishing prisoners. Collins shivered, certain he could not tolerate that kind of treatment in
his current condition. As opposed to what? Hanging?

Having visudly explored his quarters, Collins glanced beyond them. Two guards sat in the space
between his cdll and the door to the stairwell, watching him. Both men, they wore matching uniformsthat
differed from the ones of the tower guards. They had mail but no helmets, and the white portion of their
tunics carried no design. A dight blond with swarthy skin and dark brown eyes, the one on the | eft
followed Callins every maotion. The other, adark brunet kept his sword drawn and in hislap. Though he
had no reason to know, Collins guessed them to be dog-guards. A station below, they likely would wear
ampler uniforms.

"Hdlo," Callinstried.

The guards studied him blankly, without replying.

Collins attempted to move. He hurt in every part, but he bulled through the pain to gather hislimbs
beneath him. They al seemed to function, at least, and he did not believe he had broken anything. A
small miracle. Heran hisfingersover hiship, through the tear in his britches, and touched aline of knots
that confirmed hiswaking redlization. Someone had tended the sword cut, stitching it in whatever clumsy,
dirty fashion they did those things here. If it did not fester, it would scar badly.

Theirony raised agrimace. So my executed corpse has a boo-boo. He shook hishead at hisown
dupidity. Like it realty matters.

Only then did it occur to Collinsto worry about Falima. He drew some solace from his solitude.
Zylas floor plan did not include two dungeons, so they should have brought her hereiif they'd captured
her. Unless they executed her. He shoved that thought aside. They'd have far more reason to execute
me, and I'm still here. Hewished he could leave things at that, believing Falima safe and well; but redity
intruded. He could imagine that treason might carry a stronger and swifter sentence even than murder.
Or, asatrained warrior, she might have fought in amore directed and lethal manner than he had
managed.



"Hello," Collinssaid again, not certain where to direct the conversation. He desperately wanted to
know Faimasfate, but he did not want to place her into danger by mentioning her if the king and his
guards had not yet made the connection between them.

The guards continued to study Collinsin slence.

Collinseased himsdlf into aStting position, grimacing and grunting with every movement. Using the
wall for back support, he regarded the guards with the same intensity asthey did him.

The quiet stalemate continued for several minutes before aknock at the wooden door sent both
guards legping to atention. Wishing he could still move that fast, Collinsremained in place.

The door winched open cautioudy, and ahelmeted head poked through it. " Jiviss?'

"Here, gr," the blond said with a salute from around the door.

The newcomer glanced at Collins. "Has he changed?'

"No, gr," Jvisssaid.

Collins disagreed. He had awakened and even managed to sit.

"The king wantsto see him. In the upper quarters.”

Jviss shrugged, hiding the motion behind the door.

"Shackles?' the brunet said, his voice unexpectedly hoarse.

Jvissreturned to hisscrutiny of Callins. "I hardly think they're necessary. In fact, someone's going to
haveto carry him, I'd warrant.”

The newcomer frowned. "Hefights, I'll ddiver hisbloody piecesto the king mysdf."

Tired of being discussed in the third person, Collins promised, "I won't fight." Redlizing he would say
the exact samething if he did plan to fight, he added. "1 can't fight. Just bresthing hurts" He suckedina
deep lungful of air, sending agony shooting through hisribs, and reassessed the possibility that he might
have broken something.

"He's not going anywhere." Jiviss seemed convinced that Collins anguish was no act. He added
emphaticaly, "And heis, apparently, royalty."

That caught Callins by surprise, though he swiftly redized it should not have. They had captured himin
an areamagically prohibited to switchers, and he guessed they had kept him in the dungeon long enough
to ascertain that he had no switch-form. Even though the king did not know him, what € se could they
assume?

The helmeted man's demeanor softened. "Y oureright, of course.” He addressed Coallinsdirectly. "Sir,
you need to come with me. The king wishes to speak with you. No onewill harm you if you come
freely." He stepped fully into the area, revealing the aqua-and-siretched-clover pattern against white that
Collins had first come to associate with roya guards.

Using one of the hanging chainsfor support, Collins clambered to legsthat felt like rubber. I'msure
he does want to speak with me. I've got to be a real puzzle. "I'll comefredy.” Heredized he had not
done anything terrible yet. The king might forgive ardative's unauthorized presencein hisroom,
especidly when he found nothing missing. Collinsfdt certain his encounter in the stairwell had hurt no one
S0 much as himsdlf. Aslong as nobody made the connection between him and the man who had
cannibalized a rabbit/woman, he might bluff hisway out of serious punishment. He only wished he had the
knowledge to convincingly fake it and wondered how much of hisignorance he could blame on the head
injury. It's not over yet. | still have a chance.

The horse-guard took aring of iron keys and shoved one into the lock. It clicked, and he stepped
back. "Come."

Coallins limped toward the entrance. Every muscle felt strained or bruised, and hetried to find agait
that caused the least amount of pain. Finally, he reached the exit. The horse-guard moved aside, drawing
the door with him, and Callins exited into the guards area. He waited there for them to cue him.

The horse-guard opened the wooden door. The brunet went into the stairwell first, then the helmeted
man gestured for Collinsto follow. He did so, and the two men settled into place behind him.

Clinging to the wall and scattered torch bracketsin lieu of absent handrails, Collins made dow
progress up the seemingly endlessflights of stairs. He appreciated that the clockwise spird kept the
bracing wall dways at his stronger right hand, though he knew the masons had never had him in mind for



their congtruction. Likely, it had more to do with defense. Invaders running up the steps would have their
sword arms hampered while defenders coming down would gain the advantage.

At last, the procession stopped, and the brunet knocked on the door opposite the king's bedchamber.
It opened immediately to revea awoman closeto Collins age. He recognized her from the daistablein
the dining hall, introduced as one of the king's advisers. She wore a blue velvet dress with colorful
embroidery and lace trim that complemented a dender but curvaceousfigure. A hammered gold chain
around her neck dipped into her bodice. Dark blonde curlsféll to just past her shoulders, and strikingly
pale eyes made her high cheeks and full lips seem rosier. She was the most beautiful woman he had seen
sncehisarivd in Barakha, perhapsin hislife.

"Bring himin," shesad, her voicealilting dto. "Then wait outsde, please."

"Il s;emysdf in." Collins hobbled into the room, while the guards settled in behind him and closed the
door. Two cathedra windows it the room, tapered from the inside to the out so that by the time they
opened, they had narrowed to dits. The lowest part of the windows began at twice his own height from
thefloor. A cloth-covered tablein one corner held acandlein asilver holder, a pitcher, and two goblets.
Three padded chairstook up most of the center of the room.

Thewoman gestured &t the chairs, and Collinstook one gratefully. "Would you like adrink?!

"Yes," Coallins said without bothering to ask about the contents of the pitcher. He had consumed
nothing for at least fifteen hours. Thusfar, pain had kept his mind from his bdly, but he hoped hisinterna
organswould resume functioning soon.

The woman crossed the room to the pitcher and filled both goblets.

It occurred to Callinsthat they might have poisoned the drink, but only briefly. They had had plenty of
timetokill himif they had chosen to do so. In aspy movie, it would contain truth serum, but he serioudy
doubted anyonein thisworld had the wherewitha to creste sodium pentothd. "Thank you."

She carried over both goblets, handed one to Collins, and sat in the middle chair.

"Thank you," Callins repested, sniffing the pinkish liquid. It smelled faintly of acohol and more
grongly of fruit. "What isit?"

"Watered wine. Or more gptly, wined water. You'll find it'sabit safer to drink than straight city
waeter."

Callins gtared. Thiswoman did not talk like any Barakhain he had met before.

She st her goblet on the floor beside her chair, rummaged through a pocket in her dress, and pulled
something out. "Y ou look like you could use some of these, t0o." She opened her fist to reved aflat
metd pillbox with Advil emblazoned on the side.

Coallins eyeswidened, and understanding struck likelightning. "You'e. . . you're. . . Carrie Quinton."

"Ves"

"Demarkietto's previous assgtant.”

Thewoman smiled. "How isol' D-Mark anyway?"

The use of the professor's nickname dispelled al doubt. "Oh, my God." Collins chugged down his
drink, too thirsty to set it aside. "Oh, my God. How . . . how . . ." He meant to ask about her arrival and
subsequent life, but he only managed to finish with, ". . . areyou?"

Quinton laughed. "Well enough for awoman trapped in agodless, primitive, louse-infested world ..."

"... that consdersbugsadelicacy,” Collins could not help adding.

"Actudly, those aren't bad, once you get used to them. Aside from fish, milk, and eggs, they're the
only source of protein.”

Coallinsgrimaced. "I think I'd stick with the fish, milk, and eggs, thank you very much.”

Quinton rattled the pill case. "Go on. Take them. Y ou look like you owe money to two guysnamed
Guido."

Coallinsimagined he had to look afright, bruised from head to toe, coated in travel grime, scrawvny
even before he skipped afew meals. He accepted the case and flicked it open to reved four
enteric-coated tablets of the proper size and shape. They even had Advil clearly written across each one,
which fully dlayed his suspicions. He dumped threeinto his pam, put one back, then popped the two
remaining into his mouth. Quinton refilled his goblet, and he drank them down with the full contents. His



belly felt stretched, but the meager caoriesin the two drinks only aroused his hunger. "Thanks." He
thought back to something Quinton had said, "Once | find what | camefor, you're no longer trapped. We
can go home."

Quinton met the news with none of the excitement Collins had anticipated. "Isthat what Zylastold
you?'

Shocked by her knowledge, Collins ssammered. "Wh-what?"

"Zylas. Thewhiterat." Quinton studied hisexpression. "Or did he give you another dias?'

Quinton fumbled at the chain around her neck. "Thisiswhat he sent you after, isn't it?' She dangled an
irregular peach-sized hunk of bluish-hued quartz from the necklace.”

Callins could not find histongue. "How could you'. . . ?How did ... ?' Helicked hislips. "What. . . 7'

Quinton answered one of the unspoken questions. "I wasworking alonein thelab, and | followed a
whiterat here. Sound familiar?*

"Very," Collinsadmitted.

Quinton dropped the stone back down between her breasts, giving Collins a casud glance at
well-shaped cleavage. "What did Zylastell you it wasfor?"

"1t?" Callins probed, averting hiseyestoo late.

"Thedone"

"Oh." Callinsturned cautious, bewildered by the Stuation. "He said it would get me home."

"It won't."

The abrupt cold pronouncement sank Collins hopes and raised too many quandaries. "How . . . how
do you know?"'

Quinton smiled. "I'm il here, aren't 17?7

"Yes, but," Collins started, then caught himsalf. He had suspected that his companions had withheld
information, but he had trusted them enough to bdlieve it nothing significant. Now, he knew they had lied
outright. Zylas had claimed no one from Callins world had come to Barakhai before him, yet he sat
talking to evidence of that deceit. Unless she's the one who's lying. Lives might be at stake depending
onwhat hereveded. He shoved asderising irritation. It made no senseto get angry until he knew for
certain who had betrayed him. "Y ou're fill here, indeed,” Callinsfinished lamely.

Quinton crossed her legs. "Zylastold me he needed that stone to rescue innocent people from the
king'sbrutal regime.”

"Hedid?" Callins clamped his hands over his spinning head, the abrupt movement awvakening awhole
new round of pain. Hetried to sift logic from a sea.of bewilderment, to find the truth hidden amidst so
many lies. He studied Quinton. "' Can you prove youre who you claim to be?!

Carriesmiled. "He'sgood, isn't he, that rat." She reached into the folds of her dress and extracted a
battered wallet. She tossed a handful of cardsinto Collins lap.

Setting aside the goblet, Collins sfted through the pile. Among Visa, Hallmark Gold Crown, and
PetCo PA.L.S. cards, dl inthe name of Carrie A. Quinton, he found two with picture identification. A
Missouri driver'slicense showed her with shorter hair and a crinkled, quizzica expression. The student
photo ID held amoreflattering picture of asmiling Carrie Quinton with permed hair and the familiar pale
eyes. No doubt, this was the same woman. Collins gathered the cards and returned them.

"Convinced?'

Collins nodded.

"Bill Clinton was presdent when | left." Quinton stuffed the cards back into the wallet. "Y ou'd have a
new one now."

"George Bugh,” Callinssad.

"Agan?'

Coallins opened his mouth to explain, but Quinton waved him off.

"Kidding. | know it's gotta be George W. And no surprise, there. They knew that years before the
election, before | |eft. Not sure why we even bother to vote.”

Coallinswondered what Quinton would think if she knew about the legd and politica wrangling that
had resulted in that squesk-by victory, but decided not to broach the subject. They had more important



thingsto discuss, matters of faith and survival.

Quinton continued to vocdize proofs. "Before Clinton was Bush, Reagan before him, and Jmmy
Carter the smiling peanut guy was president when | was born. And you and | arethe only onesin
Barakha who know the difference between adominant and arecessive gene.”

"All right." Collins made agesture of surrender. "Y ou're the real deal. Now tell me how you wound up
here"

Quinton gathered her cards, replaced them, then shoved her wallet back into its pocket in the folds of
her dress. "I told you. | followed awhiterat. He gave methis." She withdrew a hunk of white quartz from
another pocket and deposited it on the arm of her chair. "'l assume you have one, too?"

Coallinsdid not reply.

Quinton continued, "He convinced meto try to stedl this." Sheinclined her head downward to indicate
the crystd. "'l got caught, found out the truth, joined theright side.” She shrugged. "Been here since.™

Collins gripped the sdes of his chair, theimplications sinking deeply into him. Heran afinger dong the
gone. "lt'satrandation sone?"

"The guards searched you but didn't find yours." Though not a question, it begged answering.

Collinsthought fast. Just because Quinton came from hisworld and time did not mean he could trust
her with information that might harm people who, though more dien, he had come to consider friends.
She would never buy that he had learned the language so quickly, and she apparently did not know about
Prinivere. Recalling Fimas early dilemma, hetried, "I ... swalowed it."

Quinton reclaimed the stone. ™Y ou did?"

Seeing no reason to swear to alie, Callins shrugged. "The guards didn't find it. Did they?"

Quinton studied therock. "l just didn't know it could work that way."

"Try it," Collins suggested.

Thewoman's features remained pinched with doubt. "Doesn't it... wdll . . . eventualy come out.”

Worried they might start collecting and examining his excrement, Collins shrugged. "Mine haan't.
Maybe it got stuck, but it hasn't come out. At least, not yet." Needing to change the subject, he
questioned. "So you're saying Zylas—7?"

"Maybel will try it." Gaze till fixed on the stone, Quinton did not seem to redize she had interrupted.
"As soon as I'm with someone who can't understand every word | say without it." She smiled. "Y ou don't
know how long I've waited to talk to someonein English. | mean red English. And to hear the answer in
good old English, too."

"Red English?' Collinslaughed. His aunt and uncle had once visited Grest Britain, returning with
quaint stories of loos and lifts, windscreens and tellies. "I'm not sure anyone outside the United States
would call what we speak 'real English." Not enough u's, for one thing. Slangy and doppy for another.”

Quinton smiled. "It'sred enough for me." She dgpped the stone down on the arm of her chair,
deliberately not touching it. She stretched luxurioudy, showing off along, lithe, and very femininefigure. It
seemed dmost impossible that she and Falima came from the same gender and species, though, in away,
they did not. "So," she purred. "How is Zylas doing?"

Coallins shrugged, too vigoroudy thistime. The movement ached through hisbody. "He seemed fine,
but I have nothing to compareit with."

"Too bad."

Collins browsrose. "You don't likehim, | takeit."

"No," Quinton admitted, then clarified. "Oh, he'scharming al right. Friendly, easy to get along with,
seemslike ared straight shooter, right?”

Collins recalled times when he thought the rat/man might be hiding things from him; but, for the most
part, he found the description accurate. "Y esh. Areyou saying it's an act?'

"Y ou betcha. And adamn good one.”

"Why do you say that?"

Quinton met Collins gaze with directness and sincerity. "Because he's afamous troublemaker, arebel
leader with plansto destroy the naturd order and the kingdom."

"What?' Laughter jarred from Collins before he could think to stopit.



"It'snot funny." Quintan's horrified expression gave Collinsinstant control.

"I'm sorry."

"He lured me here. He lured you here." Though it seemed impossible, Quintan's gaze became even
moreintense. "And | was not thefirs."

Now, Callins could not have laughed even had he wished to. "What?'

"Don't you remember?"

Coallins shook his head carefully, though it till increased the ache. ""Remember what?"

"The janitor. The one who disappeared about five years before | did.”

Coallinstried to recdl. "The papers said he ran off with ayoung coed. Left ashrewish wife and three
in-and-out-of -troubl e teenagers to make anew, secret life.”

Quinton's expression remained stony. "Want me to show you his body? And the coed's, too? Her
name, by theway, was Amanda.”

"Not..." Callinsgulped. "... necessary.”

"Before that was the kid who played that weird game, what'sit called?”

Coallins knew who Quinton meant. " Dungeons and Dragons.”

"Yeah, that'sit. Got too wrapped up in the game and lost track of redlity.”

"Wound up inamentd inditution, as| recdl.”

Quinton finished, "Rambling about ancient ruins, magic, and people who transforminto animals.”

"Oh...my God."

Quinton fell sllent and pressed her hands between her knees, letting the whole scenario sink in.

"Oh, my God," Collinsrepested. "Damn.” His mind moved duggishly. " So you're saying that my
following Zylas was no accident?'

"Nor me." Quinton leaned forward. "He led us here on purpose.”

Collins had to admit it seemed right. He remembered chasing the rat into the proper room, losing it
severd times, only to find it again by what seemed like impossible luck. "Why?'

"To get this"" Quinton dangled and returned the blue crystd again.

"Why?" Coallins repested.

"l don't know." Quinton sighed. "No one here does, but it has to have something to do with the rebels
plan to overthrow the kingdom."

Coallinsdumped in his chair, hisworld crumbling around him. Nothing made sense. The people he had
dared to trust, to whom he owed hisvery life, were frauds. True, Zylas saved my life; but it was his
fault | needed it saved in the first place. Other past uncertainties clicked into place. No wonder he
shushed the others when they grumbled about my underwhelming gratitude. And why he didn't
dare hold Joetha against me.

Apparently noting his distress, Quinton softened her tone. "'I'm sorry. They had me fooled, too.”

"They?' Callins repested, not wanting to believe Falima had had a hand in the deceit, dthough she
surdy must have.

"Zylas and his accomplices. Different ones than you would have met. We caught the snake and the
chipmunk."

"And?"

"And what?'

Callins had to know, could not help subgtituting Faima, Idin, and Vernon for the snake and the
chipmunk. "What happened to them?”'

Quinton hesitated. "Y ou can't expect traitorsin a primitive society to be treated with any more
leniency thanin our own."

Collinsfilled in the detail Quinton had implied but not voiced. "They werekilled.”

"Painlesdy. And with decorum.”

Coallins blinked. When he had faced execution, he had turned adignified ceremony into a
panic-stricken tusde. Decorum seemed inggnificant when the end result was one's own desth.

Quinton's voice seemed to come from adistance. "Are you hungry?!

Barely noticing the abrupt change of topic, Collins nodded.



Quinton rose and crossed the room. She placed ahand on the door latch, then smiled without tripping
it. Instead, she turned, walked back to her seat, and scooped up the trandation stone. "Oops.”

Coallinslowered his head into his pams, thoughts a desperately unsortable swirl. He listened to
Quinton's footsteps as she crossed the room again, heard the door winch open and a soft conversation
ensue.

The pandl clicked shut, and she returned. She wandered behind Collins, her delicate hands settling
onto his shoulders. "Where werewe?" she asked.

Collins spoke into hishands. "Discussing execution.”

"Ah." Quinton kneaded the knotted, aching muscles of Coallins neck, and he winced. "Well come
back to that. Am | hurting you?"'

She was, but her massage dso comforted, agrueling mixture of pleasure and pain. "No," Collinslied,
uncertain why. "It feelsgood.” In his most testosterone-driven, adolescent moments, he had imagined a
womean this beautiful touching him, concerned for his pleasure. Theredlity of it seemed well worth the
torment. ™Y ou want to leave, right?'

"l did."

For the moment, Callins pushed aside the change of heart that answer suggested. "Why didn't you?"

Quinton's hands smoothed the tension from Collins coiled muscles. "Tried. Couldn't find my way
back, even with the kingdom's help.”

Collinstwisted his head toward Quinton, wishing he had some bulk to the muscles she was working
over. Most women claimed they did not like the bodybuilder 1ook, but he had yet to meet one who
preferred hisbony carriage. Despite the distraction, he found a discrepancy that made her claim seem
ludicrous. "The king knows exactly where that portd is. HE's got a contingent of archers parked right in
front of it."

"What?' Carries hands stilled. "That's ridiculous.”

Coallins swiveled hafway around in hischair. "Isit? 1 saw them. They shot a me. Tried to kill me."

"Theking'sarchers?'

"Yeg"

"Dressed in white and blue-green uniforms?

Callins consdered, forcing his mind back to the scene. Everything had happened so quickly, and he
had worried morefor hislife than anyonesclothing. "They . . . didn't have a set uniform. They just wore

ay—"

"Who told you those were the king's archers?’

Redlization dawned. "Zylas."

"Who had reason to keep you in Barakha ?'

Collins dumped back into his seet. "He wouldn't—"

Quinton restarted her massage. "Don't you think that if the king knew the location of the portd, he
would want you to leave, not stop you? Don't you think he would work to closeit, to stem the flow of
outsiders sent by the renegades?’

Things Collins had not closdly considered before became suddenly vitaly important: Zylas and
Falimas discussion before claiming they knew of no othersfrom Callins world, the surreptitious
exchanges between his companions when he received Prinivere's spell, the many little thingsthat did not
quite add up and often left him wondering if he were "missng something." He remembered Fdimas
decait, trying to make him believe her a Regular rather than a Random. "Does this have something to do
with the Regular/Random thing?"

"Not exactly,” Quinton said. As Callins became accustomed to her minitrations, he noticed the pain
less and the enjoyment more. "Most of the renegades are Randoms, though | think it's only because they
tend toward ingtability. More undesirables are Randoms, since no one tries to make them on purpose.
Of course they tend to be more likely to have acriminal bent, to not like authority or government.”

It seemed logica that the least satisfied would seek the most radica changes, but that did not justify
the events of the last severad days. Zylas had seduced Collins here, knowing that others he brought had
died for acause in which they held no interest, understanding, or stake. Thanks to the renegades, Collins



had to live with the guilt of having not only murdered but esten an innocent woman, with the hysterica
memory of having nearly died on the gdlows, and with the knowledge of having become athief aswell.
Ragefindly stirred. "What does he want that stone of yoursfor anyway?"

"Wedon't know." Carrie admitted. She ran ahand through Collins hair, fussing the overlong, grimy
srandsinto proper position. "We're waiting for the dragonsto mature.”

"Dragons.”" Collins perked up at the word. "But they told me dragons were extinct." Carriesfingersin
his hair sent ashiver of desire through him that reawakened the aches the Advil had relieved. At least
one part of me still works. "Wasthat another lie?' Though he now intended to reved someinformation
about the renegades, hisvow to Vernon still bound his conscience. He would not give up Prinivere
without acompdlling reason.

"Dragonsare extinct,” Quinton confirmed. "But the king confiscated two Randoms who transformed
into dragons a coming-of-age. The law compelshimto kill them, but he just couldn't bring himself to do
it. He's hoping that, raised and handled properly, they won't harm anyone."

"Wow."

The pace of Quinton's speech quickened, revealing excitement. "They're young now, babies by
dragon standards. | figure they're maturing about one human year for every twenty. It seemsthe people
here grow according to their dowest maturing form, and dragons—" Apparently redizing she had taken
over the conversation, Quinton laughed. " Sorry if I'm boring you. | find them absolutdly fascinating.”

"I'm abio grad student, too," Collinsreminded her, interest piqued. "Arethey male or female?’ Smple
statistics suggested afifty-fifty chance they would come up opposite genders.

"Both," Quinton blurted, then laughed and corrected. "One of each, that is, not hermaphrodites. | get
to train and, eventualy, breed them.”

Coallins gtared. "The king wants more dragons?"

Quinton's hands dropped back to Collins shoulders. "Not yet. But I'm working on him." She
squedled. "Can you imagine? I'm thinking they're egg layers, but they're definitely warm-blooded; and |
think 1'm seeing rudimentary nipples. Probably the closest thing to dinosaurs well ever see, don't you
think? Imagine what we could learn from them.”

Quinton's excitement was contagious. Though intrigued, Collinsfound himself distracted by troubling
thoughts. The people to whom he had believed he owed hisvery life had actudly placed it into danger.
Those he had trusted as friends had lied to and betrayed him, played him for afool. He pictured Falima;
her silky black mane and startlingly pale eyes no longer seemed o beautiful when he knew they housed a
soul that had used him, that found him unworthy of truth or trugt, that pretended to like him while
manipulating him like a brainless puppet. Zylas apparently made a career out of deception. A rat, indeed.
| should have seen through it. Hisblood warmed, grew hot, and seemed to boil in hisveins. "I'm with
you," he said evenly. "Breeding dragons, finding the porta, going home."

"Reveding thetraitors?" Quinton added.

Collinssguirmed. | owe the bastard nothing. "What do you want to know?"



16

MOMENTS later, Benton Collins sat in apillowed chair nearly as comfortable as hisfather's old
LaZ-Boy infront of atable laden with food. King Terrin occupied asimilar seet across from Callins,
and Carrie Quinton held aplaceto hisleft and the king'sright. A large dice of white bread dathered in
honey took up most of Collins plate, surrounded by an array of berriesin colorsthat ranged from deep
ebony to brilliant green with stripes of indigo. He had chosen his med from the myriad of dishesat the
table, and many of the ones he bypassed ill called to him. The warm aroma of sweet spices mixed with
mashed, orange roots reminded him of pumpkin pie, and heingtinctively reserved that for dessert.
Though he had never cared for spinach, the buttery aroma of the assorted greens beckoned, and a platter
of cubed fish smothered in a spice that resembled curry lured him to try it next. The complete absence of
anything insectlike thrilled him, clearly a dispensation extended by the king.

Hunger got the better of Collins caution, and he found himsalf incapable of concentrating on protocol.
He doveinto the meal with gusto, glad his choice of bread made sorting out the crude utensils
unnecessary. As he gradually went from famished to merely interested in the feast, he deferred to
Quinton's manners and worried more over what the king might think of him. The man held the power of
an entire world. He could promote with aword, execute with a gesture. Collins wished he had taken the
timeto grill Quinton on how to handle the Stuation. He knew next to nothing about royaty in generd and
less about Barakhain roydty in particular. A poorly chosen turn of phrase, an improper glance—anything
might condtitute acapitd crime, Callinsredized. Days ago, the smple act of filling hisbelly had
condemned him to the galows; and, then, he had not had the arrogant and arbitrary whims of aking to
consder.

King Terrin seemed nearly as uncomfortable as Collins. He shifted in his chair and examined the food
choices of his companionswith hawklike intensity. Collins could not help noticing the lack of servants,
guards, and food tasters, which he might have attributed to a genuine show of trust if not for the fact that
they now sat in the room above the one he had shared with Quinton. Switchers could never make it
through the door.

As Callins mopped up the last crumbs and filled his plate with dl the delicacies he had missed, the
king cleared histhroat. "I understand your nameisBen."

Collinsfroze with the warm bowl of mashed, cinnamony roots clutched between hishands. "Yes, Sr.”
Sre, hereminded himsdf, but it felt too weird to say doud. He remembered the time he had gone for
jury duty, equally stymied by the requisite, "Y our Honor." He had grown up calling his parents friends,
and severd of histeachers, by their first names. Titlesimplied ahierarchy that Americans prided
themsalves on never having to consider. All men and women, he had heard since birth, are created equd.

Theking did not seem to notice the lapse of protocol. He looked at Quinton with darting brown eyes,
asif begging her to assst him with the same propriety with which Collins struggled. He cleared histhroat
again and stroked the stiff amber curls of his beard with thoughtful motions. "And you come from the
same place as Carrie?"



"Yes, gr," Callinssad again, gtill incgpable of forming hislipsaround "sre.” That started to bother
him. Sincetitles held little meaning in America, he thought he should be able to spesk them aseaslly as
any name. He wondered if it had to do with the same damnable honesty that kept him from saying "1 love
you" without long congderation and absolute certainty or singing the"dear” in Happy Birthday to a
sranger. Didn't keep me from lying to Korfius at all. That reminded him of the boy, another innocent
caught in Zylas and Falima's game. He should make certain Korfius did not get punished for aforced
and contrived association. He shovel ed the mashed roots onto his plate, then replaced the dish, only then
redlizing the king had asked another question.

"I'm sorry." To demongrate the sincerity of his gpology, Collinsforced out the proper title. "I'm redlly
very sorry, Sire. | missed what you just asked.”

Without a hint of offense, the king repeated, "Do you know how you got here?’

Now that he had heard the question, Collins needed it interpreted. "I'm not sure what you mean, Sire."
Thetitle came out easier the second time. "I walked here under my own power. | wasfollowing—" He
glanced a Quinton, wondering just how much the king aready knew. The guards had escorted him
directly here, and he had waited less than ten minutes for Quinton and the king to arrive. If she had
briefed him on their conversation, it had not taken long.

Quinton nodded encouragingly.

King Terrin finished the thought. "Y ou were following awhiterat.”

"Yes," Collinsadmitted, hisfood forgotten for the moment. "I'm not thefirg, | understand.”

The king bobbed his head as Quinton had done, blond curls pitching and raising. The movement
released awave of musk. "There were three before you, including Carrie. Thefirst two came together
and got killed bresking into the castle.”

Terrin did not elaborate, and Collins found himsdlf less curious about the details than he expected. He
did note that thefirst visitor, the D & D player, apparently never even madeit to the castle.

"Then Carrie came, and talking with her brought sense to the matter.” The king leaned forward, asif
to share something private. "That rat, that agitator ..." His gaze became distant, and he shook his head
with a suddennessthat reveded intense emotion: anger or frustration. ™. . . He's been athornin our side
for years. Circumvents every law, fights order at every step, despoils every logical decree.”

Coallinshit hislip, struggling to see Zylasin this new light. Though enraged that the rat/man had tricked
him, he could not help liking him. "Why?*

"Why?' the king repeated, Sraightening. "Why, indeed.” Thistime, he consulted Quinton with his gaze.

Quinton responded with aflourishing wave. "Becauseit'sthe job of the royasto civilize asociety of
animds”

Literally, Collinsredized and cringed. Though he had flirted briefly with idedistic anarchy, that phase
had not lasted long. His poalitics had grown more centrist the older he got. And, while he still considered
himsalf ademocrat, no one would mistake him for an over-the-top liberal. He now accepted the
necessity of leadersto maintain order and civility.

"And, sometimes, we have to make lawsthat place priority on safety over freedom.”

It was the very definition of governing, creating lawsthat restricted the rights of individuadsfor the
good of the community. "We have those, t0o," Collinssaid, not even trying to tack on the"sre" |
understand so far.”

Quinton chewed and swallowed, her bites small and delicate. "'For obvious reasons, enforced
vegetarianism is essantid.”

Collins shuddered, once again reminded of hislapsein thisregard. He covered with humor, spearing a
piece of fish. "Sort of alacto-ovo-ichthy vegetarianism.”

Quinton smiled around her food. "Right.”

Joy accompanied the redlization that he had finaly found someone to whom he did not haveto explain
abiology-based joke. He sugpected the trand ation magic turned his description into "milk-egg-fish
vegetable-egting” for the benefit of theking.

The king glanced between his guests. " Certain types of animals cannot control their appetitesfor



"Carnivores," Callins said to Quinton.

"Some carnivores," Quinton corrected. " Cats and dogs, for example, have civilized to an omnivorous
date. Like natural omnivores: foxes, bears..."

"... people” Collinsinserted.

Quinton nodded. ".... they can be taught young to avoid meet. Scavengers, like vultures and hyenas,
serve asasort of cleanup crew and can get away with eating carrion, though most peoplefind it as
disgusting aswe do. Herons, egrets, and 'gators et fish. Lots of things can live off bugs. But certain
animals..." Shetrailed off with ashrug.

Coallins ate the piece of fish. Soft-textured, fresh, and lightly spiced, it tasted better than anything he
remembered eating in along time. "Like, say, lions? Wolves?'

"Exactly." Quinton shook back blonde tresses that shimmered like gold in the candlelight. "They got
executed into oblivion long before His Mg esty came to power." Speaking of the king apparently
reminded her of his presence. Shejerked her attention to him, and her cheeksturned rosy. "I'm sorry,
Sire. | didn't mean to take over your explanation.”

Theking grinned gently, swalowing amouthful. "Continue." He made aregd gesture. "Y oure doing
marveloudy."

"Anyway," Quinton continued awkwardly. "The only way carnivores come up isthrough Random
breedings. Quiterare, but their danger is significant. On average, they kill six times before they're caught,
s0 the law callsfor destroying them as soon as the switch-form manifests.”

"At thirteen," Collinsrecdled.

"At thirteen,” Quinton confirmed.

Coallins consdered the implications, features crinkling. " So they execute innocent kidsto avoid future
crimes?' Heturned his attention to the king as he asked the question.

Terrin sudied hishandsin hislap, without meeting Collins gaze.

Quinton rescued the king. "It's an unfortunate circumstance, afully avoidable one. People understand
therisk they take when they breed Randomly, and it's ways a conscious choice made in human form.
Animals cannot interbreed outside their species.”

"l saw amulein the courtyard.”

Quinton smiled. "Alwaysthe stientist, aren't you?' Shelaughed, the sound light and hellish, very
different from Marlys rare twitters or Faimas uninhibited, horsy guffaws. "Me, too. Mulesare
consdered Regulars since their switch-form is completely predictable when adonkey and a horse mate.
They're dso sterile, so there are no future offspring to consider.”

Collins set asde hisfork. "Wouldn't it be better to at least try to train these carnivores to eat bugs and
figh?'

"Tried." Quinton rubbed the base of her fork. "Never succeeded.”

Coallinsfet asif time had receded and he had returned to his argument with hisfather over the deeth
pendty. "But what if one can do it? Shouldn't you at least wait until they commit acrime before
irreversbly punishing them?"

"Let them kill someone esg's child?' The king sounded anguished. " Six of them on average?'

"No," Callinssaid, sill unable to reconcile theideaof confining someone, let doneinflicting the deeth
pendty, smply because satistics said they would probably commit acrime. If the United States worked
by the samerules, thejails would be overflowing with inner city black maes, the ones destined to
overcome poverty, prejudice, and cultura fetterslost dong with those consumed by these conditions.
The great ones, like Colin Powell, like Martin Luther King, would never have the chance to change the
world for the better. "But . . . but . . . what about...?"

Quinton tried to anticipate his question. "Ever seeatiger inasmal zoo cage?'

Collins dropped the larger point to picture the striped beasts wandering in mindless circles. "Yes.
They pace. But, if they could talk, | doubt they would say they prefer death.”

"The ones of thisworld would disagree, according to the history books. A previousking tried
imprisonment, and suicides resulted. Others begged for degth rather than lifein acage.”

Coallins doubt must have shown on hisface, because Quinton turned defensive.



" Step out of the we-know-what' s-best-for-everyone American personafor amoment. Dorothy,
you're not in Kansas anymore.”

Surprised by Quinton's sudden switch from empathetic listener to cut-the-crap critic, Collinsforced
himsdlf to think in adifferent way. She had a definite point, one Falima had made much earlier. He had to
stop judging Barakhai by twentieth century democratic standards.

Quinton'stone softened dightly. "Y ou have to remember, we're talking about boring, nothing-to-do
dungeons here. No phones, no gyms, no TV, and no conjugd vists."

"Why not?' Collins asked. At Quinton'sno one'sthat dumb™ look, he clarified. "I mean why no
conjugd vigts?'

"No birth contral, either,”" Quinton reminded. "Does Barakha need more vicious carnivores to further
crowd its dungeons?”

Collins had to insert. "But Randoms are random—"

"Not completely. There's adefinite genetic component to what they become.” Quinton spoke to her
area of expertise. "Not drictly Menddian, | don't think, but—" Apparently realizing Collins had exploited
her own interests to throw her off track, Quinton returned abruptly to her point. "How many ladybugs do
you think it would take to fill up afull-grown lion, anyway? Hard enough supplying adequate protein for
the innocent people. According to my studies, iron deficiency anemiaisrampant here. I'm surprised they
don't see more kwashi-orkor, too."

Collinswent quiet, picturing large-eyed, African orphanswith skeletal limbs and enormous bellies
caused by the severe protein manutrition she had mentioned. In fact, Quinton had severd vdid points.

"Our rich society givesusalot of leeway these people just don't have. Y ou notice alot of small
people here? Nutritiona adequacy's aconstant battle in an undevel oped society, and the kids can't just
pop aHintstone'swith Iron." Quinton's blue eyes seemed to drag Collins gaze deep insde of them. "You
can't coddle murderers when you can't properly feed theloya and innocent. Kapish?'

"Kapish," Collinssaid in asmdl voice, turning his atention back to hismed. As he ate, he wondered
how much of their exchange the king had understood and whether or not he found any of it offensve.
Abruptly remembering what had brought them to this point in the conversation, Collins attempted to turn
it back to hisorigind question. "What does dl this have to do with Zylas anyway?"

Quinton and King Terrin traded glances, and the king took up the explanation again. "He had a
daughter.”

The rest seemed obvious. "A carnivore?' Collins guessed, chest tightening and food once more
forgotten. His mind formed an image of the albino standing in stunned silence while guards hauled hislittle
girl away to die, hisface awhite mask that defined abject, depthless sorrow. He remembered the earlier
tearswhen Zylas mentioned not having afamily.

"Yes" King Terrin said.

Coallins could not help saying, "Poor Zylas."

The king pursed hislips, head fadling. Quinton'sjaw tensed, and she wrested the discourse from him
again. "l thought the same thing. At first. Then | discovered how many daughters and sons, mothers and
fathers died because of his... hisjunta. Hisrabid schemesto destroy the Barakhain hierarchy, to ravage
the kingdom and the roya family have resulted in so many degths: guards, his own followers, innocent
bystanders.” Shetried to catch Collins gaze; but, thistime, he dodged her. "Bystanders like Bill the
janitor and Amanda the coed. Like me, dmost. And you."

Coallins swallowed hard, head ringing. The information he had gained revealed so much he had never
suspected, explained so many of hisformer companions nudges and lapses. Zylas, Falima, how could
you do thisto me? Hefdt likealost child.

Theking's voice was soothing, fatherly. "What happened to the horse, Ben?"

The horse? Collinswas momentarily puzzled by the question, and then understanding hit. His nogtrils
flared, and his eyeswidened. He means Falima. They know! They know who | am. What | did. "The
horse?' he repeated, trying to hide his nervousness. Perhaps he had misunderstood.

"The one who saved you from the gdlows," King Terrin said, without malice. " The buckskin who goes
by the name of Fdlima."



"The gdlows," Callins repested, atingle passing through his neck where the rope had oncelain, and a
shiver traverang hisbody. "You. . ." it emerged in adesperate squesk, . . . know?' He added quickly,
"Sire?' Thisdid not seem like amoment to skimp on propriety.

"Of course we know," Quinton said. "And unlike the renegades, we're not going to lieto you. Didn't
you think Olton would let the king know about amurderer on the loose?’

"Olton?" Callins did not know whether Quinton named the place or an informant. Though it did not
matter, he focused on the detall to delay the moment when he discovered hisfate. Whether they sent him
back to that town or performed the execution here, he would end up just as dead. He wondered why
they had not just left himto rot in his cdll rather than bring him here to talk to Quinton and the king.
Within amoment, he had the answer. Because they plan to get as much information as possible from
me first. Hismanner grew guarded.

"Olton'sthe town that sentenced you," the king explained. "Weld il like to know about the horse.™

Collins could not get past the matter of hisfuture, or lack of one. "Are you going to hang me?"

Theking and Carrie Quinton jerked. Smultaneoudy, they said, "What?"

Coallinsrose, scarcely daring to believe how cam they remained, how surprised they seemed that he
might worry about hisneck. "Are you sending me back or performing my execution here?'

"Neither." The king's leonine head swung up to follow Collins movement. "As soon as Carrieand |
figured out what you had to be, | pardoned you."

Quinton added, "Didn't you notice no one was chasng you anymore?'

"l..." Collins gtarted, sinking back into his chair. "I thought we just eluded them.”

Quinton'swispy brows rose nearly to her hairline. "Eluded human-smart hounds? Please.”

Collins could scarcdly believeit. "So I'm not going to be hung?*

"Hanged," Quinton corrected. "The past tense of 'hang’ when you're killing someoneis hanged.
Laundry ishung."

How do you like that? Falima was right. "Thanks. My grammar redly is more important here than
whether or not I'm flung off a platform so a heavy rope around my neck chokes me to death!"

Quinton'slipstwitched at the corners. " Sorry. Just one of those pet peeve things.” She added, "If you
were actualy going to get hanged, | wouldn't have said that.”

Collinsgrunted, still sarcastic. "Of course not. That might have seemed . . . wdll . . . tacky."

The smile became genuine. "Just so you know, if they had to drag you there, you'd be dragged, not
drug."

With hislife spared, Callins enjoyed the banter. "But aload of laundry would be drug?”

"Dragged, too," Quinton said. "It'salways dragged. Drug isanoun or averb, but the past tense of
drug isdrugged.”

"Not drag?"

"The doctor drag her prior to surgery.” Quinton laughed. "Nope, doesn't work."

Though not apart of it, the king smiled broadly at their friendly exchange.

Growing remarkably comfortable, Collins had to wonder whether or not he had been drugged. "Not
that I'm complaining, Sire, but why did you pardon me?Y ou didn't know me."

"Ah, but | did." King Terrin turned his gaze to Quinton. "Once we figured you for an Otherworlder,
Carrie could innocently explain al your actions.”

Coallins poked at hisfood, consdering. "1 spoke acompletdy different language.” He popped some
mashed roots into his mouth, delighted by the flavor. He tasted cinnamon and alspice in amixture
halfway between sugared pumpkin and sweet potato.

"That wasabig clue." Quinton pushed her plate asde. "Also, that you made no attempt to hide your
crime from the guards showed you had no idea you did anything wrong."

King Terrin reached for the serving bowl of mashed roots.

"You killed and ate in human form. Murder rarely happenslike that and cannibaism never.”

Though he craved more of the root dish, Collins put hisfork down. He schooled hisfeatures. "I want
you to know I'm very very sorry about what | did. I've suffered alot of recriminations, tears, and
soul-searching to ded withiit, and | till have moments of heart-wrenching regret. If | had known—"



Theking raised his hand. ™Y ou would not have doneit. | understand.”

"Thank you, Sre," Collinssaid, thistime without difficulty. If hisorigind companions had forgiven him
thisesslly, they could have spared him and themsalves alot of bickering and discomfort. "1 don't have the
words to express how much | appreciate your understanding.”

Theking ladled root-mash onto his plate. Y ou need say nothing more.”

Asit sounded as much acommand as a suggestion, Collins obeyed.

Theking sat sraighter in his chair, seam from the root-mash twining into hisbeard. "Y ou have a
choice, Ben. You may stay here and become another adviser.”

"A generous offer, Sire," Quinton inserted, and Collins wished he had had the chance to say that first.

"Or you may show usthe way to the portd so that you and Carrie, if she wishes, may return to your
home."

I'm going back. Excitement trembled through Callins. I'm going home. "Thank you, Sire," he said,
not voicing his choice because his quick decison to leave might offend the king.

Quinton clutched the front of her dress. "So you know the way to the porta 7

"|—" Collins started, then stopped with nowhere to go from that point. "I ... don't you ... | mean ..."

No one jumped into help him.

"Theway to the porta ?*

Quinton's hands sank to her lap.

Collins shook his head to clear it. "Shouldn't be that hard to figure out. It'sin aset of ruinson ahill not
far from Olton. The guards caught mein afield close by. They should know."

The king and Quinton exchanged glances.

Quinton shook her head. "We sent guards to where you got caught. | remembered coming in through
ruins, too; but the only onesthey found that looked right took us nowhere."

Collinscrinkled his eyes as theimpossibility of the statement overtook him. "How can that be? How
many ruins are there?'

"A lot." The king answered before Quinton could. "Centuries ago, the kingdom sat in that very area,
gprawling for miles, with cities and towns at myriad locations. Y ou can't go there without running into the
ruins of something.”

Coallins eyesdlitted further. "Maybeif Carrie and | went with your guards, Sire. Taken placeto place,
surely wed recognize—"

"Tried that," Quinton interrupted. "Amazing how smilar acrumbling pile of sone and mortar can look
to another crumbling pile of tone and mortar. Over hundreds of years, things get picked through until
nothing of value remainsfor alandmark.”

Callins shook hishead, maintaining his confused expression. "But Zylas uses the portd again and
again, so there must be some way to recognizeit.” He considered his next utterance, not wishing to
offend. "Men do have. . . some advantage in the spatid relationsrealm.”

Quinton adopted a deep, broken caverman speech. "Girlstak, men logic. Ugh." She pretended to
scratch hersdlf, gpelike. "I got 2780 on my math SAT, I'll have you know. That's about an eyelash from
aperfect 800."

Glad he had not resorted to the word "superior,” Collinstried to make amends. "I'm not saying
women are dumb, just that their brains are wired different from men's. Not worse," he added swiftly,
"just different.”

"Differently,” Quinton said.

"Differently.” Collins accepted the correction without comment, especialy snceit served to make his
point. "Look, women have that extra X chromosome that protects them from hemophilia, color blindness,
and awhole host of other deadly diseases. They livelonger. They've got an advantage when it comesto
verba and nonverba communication. Men had to get something.”

"Testosterone?’ Quinton suggested.

Coallinsknew hisonly hope now lay in self-deprecatory humor. "I mean besides thedriveto kill eech
another."

Quinton laughed, opening the way for Coallinsto finish.



"And it just happensto be a better handle on how one object relates to another.”

"Whichiswhy guys never ask directions”

"Exactly." Collins grinned. "To do so would be abdicating our maleness, our oneclamto ... to
equality.”

Theking, who had quietly feasted on the roots while his guests argued the merits of gender, findly
spoke. "I'm afraid | can't et you leave the castle, Ben. At least, not yet.”

Coallins amilewilted. "I'm a prisoner?"

Theking laid asde hisfork. "Not at al. Y oure free to go anywhere within the fortifications. The
guardswill politely stop you from going farther.”

Although Callins had no plansto go anywhere, the idea of arestriction bothered him. "If I'm not a
prisoner, then why?'

King Terrin did not bother to consult Quinton thistime. "Weve been honest with you. Dangeroudy
s0. We can't risk you rgoining the renegades.”

Coallinsweighed the king's words. The man had apoint. He thought of Zylas, picturing thefar skin and
soft waves of tangled, snowy hair beneath the ever present broad-brimmed hat. The pale blue eyes had
always seemed so wise, SO desperately earnest, a strange contrast to the inscrutable red beads he looked
through in rat form. They had formed such a swift, strong friendship based on the mortal danger they had
shared. Danger, Collins now knew, contrived by the very man he had seen as a savior. He thought of
Falima, unableto suppressasmile. That evening in Vernon's cabin when they had finally reached an
understanding, that camaraderie could not have been feigned. And Vernon. Callinsdtill hed difficulty
reconciling the enormous man to the tiny mouse he became. Vernon had mentioned that he remained in
mouse form, and Zylas arat, whenever he visited Collins world, even if he passed hisswitch time.
Collinswondered if that had something to do with adifferencein the physica lawsin effect in each
world. Thank goodness gravity, at least, works the same.

Redlizing his thoughts had rushed off on atangent, Collins redirected them. He knew the king wanted
him to give up as many of the renegades as he could. They dready knew about Zylas and Falima, so he
did not need to worry about betraying them. He doubted he had any information about those two that the
king did not aready know. Collins saw no reason not to surrender lalin, too. Thetiny man had treated
him with persstent hostility despite the trials he and hisfriends had deliberately caused for Collins. The
redizaionirritated him. At least Zylas and Falima had the decency to acknowledge their debt to
me. Which brought him to Vernon. There, Callinsfound ared dilemma. The mouse/man clearly
dedicated hislifeto asssting people of many types, often without explanation or reason. Daily, he put
himsdlf in danger to help others, and he apparently did it from innate kindness rather than any expectation
of reward.

| thought Zylas was a good guy, too. Collins grimaced at the redlization. For reasons he could not
fully explain, he believed VVernon truly had no ulterior motives. And then there was Prinivere. Heredized
how important knowing about her would be to the king, yet he dso liked her. Hisvow to VVernon, though
asham, ached inside him. He had promised to keep her existence a secret, and his word meant more to
him than he redized. Though the ceremony of spitting and shaking had no rea significance, thefact that
Vernon believed it did brought it to awhole new level. And Korfius was completely innocent. These
thoughts rushed through Collins mind faster than he expected. "I need timeto sort dl of thisout beforel
make an irreversible decison.”

"Understood.” The king seemed unperturbed by this response. "And until then, you must see why we
need to keep you here.”

Callinsdid understand. "Y es, Sire." Politeness seemed the best palicy. "And | gppreciate your
hospitdity.” Though no one had threstened or even suggested it, Collinsredized they held atrump card.
If he refused to cooperate, they could reinstate his death sentence. He appreciated that they madeit ook
like his choice, though, in the end, he truly had none. On the other hand, he saw advantagesto leaguing
with Barakhai's royalty. Quinton's presence, dive, well, and happy showed the king rewarded loyalty. He
and the geneticist had spent time aone together. Even if the king had some way of listening in on their
conversation, Quinton had shown that she could switch to English smply by setting asde the stone.



Surely she would have warned him of any hidden agendas or cruelties of King Terrin or his eff.

Asde from holding him at sword point and in acell, both understandable under the circumstances,
they had, thusfar, shown Collins nothing but kindness. They aso seemed dmost brutally honest in their
dedings with him. In exchange for some information about people who had lured him into morta danger
and then accepted credit and trust for rescuing him from it, he would get apardon, away home, a
beautiful companion to corroborate his story and maybe even, through a shared experience no one else
could understand, alife partner. That he could pick and choose who he exposed and no one could know
that he had done so proved the icing on the cake.

Coallins needed time doneto think, and the king of Barakhai happily granted that request.



Chapter 17

BENTON Callins awakened to the scattered glaze of sunlight through the dit of hiswindow. He sat
up and gretched, regretting it immediately as awave of suffering washed through him. His bruisesand
grains had stiffened during the night, but time and deep had erased the sharp edges of pain. Helay ina
bed of smple construction, just awood frame and blanketwrapped straw, but it far exceeded the onein
Vernon's cottage. The cloth had warmed to his body through the night, and the idea of leaving the snuggly
cocoon formed by his coverings seemed onerous. He glanced around the room. A chest of drawersfilled
most of onewall, full of clean clothing helooked forward to pulling over abody too long enmeshed in the
same grimy tunic and britches. They had alowed him a bath before bed, aluxury more welcome even
than painkillers or deep. A table sat in the middle of the room, abasin of fresh water onitssurfaceand a
chair at itssde.

A single pounded knock echoed suddenly through the chamber.

"Whoisit?' Collinscdled.

He received no answer; but, shortly, another knock hammered againgt the door.

Guessing the wood was too thick to admit voices, Collins hopped from the bed, dressed only ina
long, linen deep shirt. He pulled the wooden pand open to reveal aguard who took onelook at his garb
and averted her eyes. " Sir, theré's awoman who wishesto see you.” She gestured lower on the spira
daircase.

Coallins poked his head through the opening. A short, chunky woman stood there, glancing a and
around him nervoudly. He did not recognize her and wondered what she wanted. "All right." She stood
too far away to address directly, though she surely heard him. "Tell her I'm coming assoon as | dress.”

The guard continued to avoid looking at him. "Very well, Sr." Shewithdrew.

Coallins closed the door and examined his deep shirt. It fully covered him, and he guessed it made the
guard uncomfortable only because of its purpose. It reminded him of the discomfort of barginginona
woman in her braand panties, though the same woman in abikini on the beach seemed perfectly decent.
All of which isridiculously moot in a place where people see one another naked all the time. He
amended the thought, Except the royals, of course, and I'm now considered one. Herummaged
through the drawers, pulling a crisp tunic, athin longdeeved shirt, and britches from piles of smilar ones
dyed different colors.

Coallinsthrew off the deep shirt and tossed it on the bed, smoothing the blankets into reasonable
order. Since the bedroom was on the top floor, no maids could enter to clean it. He wondered if the king
aso made his own bed or whether lower leve royaty or children served as menid |abor in these " safe”
aress of the castle. He pulled on the clean clothing, fitting the shirt under the tunic and tucking hiswatch
negtly beneath the deeve. Now that the king knew what he was, he saw no need to hide the device; but
he had no intention of trying to explain it to every curious guard and servant who noticed it. He pulled on
the boots the king had given him, made of soft cloth stiffened with wooden battens.



By the time Callins exited, the guard had | eft; and only the strange woman remained. He excused
himself to use one of the garderobes. Returning, he joined her on the spird staircase. Shefidgeted as he
approached, and her hands moved into various positions before finding a haven in the pockets of her
dress. She wore her chestnut hair short, and sunlight struck highlights of blonde, black, and red through
the strands. She had brown eyes so pale they |ooked aimost yellow, and they dodged Collins with
uncomfortable caution. "My nameis Lattie. Could we talk outsde?"

Coallins nodded, glad to move from the stuffy confines of the castle to fresh air and sunshine.

"I'm sorry | wokeyou." Lattie led the way down the stairs, past apair of guards who stopped
chattering and watched them go. "It islate morning, and | thought—."

Callinstried to make her fed at ease. "'l was up. Just hadn't bothered to dressyet.” It was essentially
true. He had awakened before the knock. He did not press her for her business, though curiosity
pounded at him. He had only just become awel come member of the roya entourage that night, and it
seemed impossible that people in the king's employ would aready seek out hisadvice. Of course, now
isthe best time. Once they have a taste of my uncanny wisdom, they'll all know to steer clear of it.

After passing several more guards and servants, Lattie and Collins departed the castle, through the
open portcullis. The sun beamed down, too warm for the long shirt he had chosen to hide hiswatch. The
sweset odors of grass and pollen wafted to Collins nose, a pleasant change from the stale smells of old
food, mustiness, and mildew. Horsesin avariety of conformations and colors grazed the grasdand, while
dogs wound among them. A group of children squealed and giggled asthey threw balsasmuch at asto
one another. Gardeners weeded, joined by goats and geese who carefully plucked around the hedthy
plants.

L attie stopped walking, glancing around to assure no one stood close enough to overhear. "Before we
go any further, | want to gpologize."

Collins shoulderslifted in aquestioning shrug. "Apologize? For what?'

L attie looked down. Collinsfollowed her gaze to the wood and cloth sandals on her feet. "1I'm the
onewhogotyou. .. hurt."

Coallinslet hisgaze stray up her thick legs, over the bulges of belly and breasts, to her round baby
face. "What do you mean?'

" reported to King Terrin when you went in hisroom.” Lattie shuffled her feet inthedirt. "I didn't
know you. | worried ... | mean . . . the king's own room.”

“It'sdl right." Collins reassured, needing to know. "How did you see me?"*

"You...you.." Lattie€'sgaze fell back to her footwear. "You . . . stroked me. It felt... it felt very
nice."

Stroked her? Collins pursed hislips as his mistake became utterly clear. The cat on the window
ledge. "It'sdl right," he repested. "Y ou had no loydty to me, and I'm sure the king believes you did
right.”

L attie sucked in adeep breath and let it out in adow, relieved sigh. "Thank you for your forgiveness."
Her attention remained on the ground, and she continued to shuffle. "'I'm going to switchform soon, and |
wondered if youwould ... if youwould ..." She seemed incapable of finishing.

Collinssmiled, believing he knew therest. ™Y ou want me to pet you some more?”

"Y ou mugt think me very forward.”

"Not at al." Collinswondered what the catsin hisworld would say if they could tak. "Where | come
from, once you choose to own acat, your lap belongsto them.”

Lattiefinaly met hisgaze, her eyes moist with horror. "Own?' she repeated.

Oaps. Callinslad blamethe only place he dared. "Sorry, I'm new to your language. | meant, if you
livewith acat, it gets your lap whenever you make one. Cat hair becomes an accessory and a
condiment. When you're not petting them, they're rubbing againg you, even if that meanslying on your
book, marching acrossthetable, or standing in your plate.”

Latties eyesfairly sparkled, and she asked not quite casudly, "Where are you from?”

Callinslaughed. "Too far for you to go, I'm afraid. I'm not even sure I'll ever get back there.” Not
wanting to explain, he returned to the origina topic. "Actudly, | find petting animas caming, so I'd enjoy



it asmuch asyou do."

"Redly?" Innocent excitement tinged the word.

"Redly," Callinsreplied, meaning it. He il had alot of thinking to do, and experiencetold him he
could do soin acdmer state and more clearly with acontented cat purring in hislap.

Lattie circled Collinswith asinuous grace, her earlier nervousnesslost. "1 know aplace. A private
place, in case some of the others don't understand. It's got catnip, too.”

"Catnip. Hmmm." Collinsdid not know what to say, as he had no particular affinity for the stuff. In
fact, hewould not even recognize the growing plant; despite his science background, he had only a
passing interest in botany.

Caution tainted L attie's otherwise excited demeanor. Clearly, Falimahad a point about the dubious
propriety of petting Barakhain animals.

Coallinsraised hisarm, allowing his deeveto dide back just far enough to peek a hiswatch, which
read 10:50 am. So far, everyone who switched did so on an exact hour, which seemed like an uncanny
coincidence until he remembered he had reset hiswatch by Zylas switch time. Presumably, Laitie would
transform at 11:00, and he refused to take her into hislap until that happened. So far, he had remained
faithful to Marlys, though he dready planned to break up with her if he ever managed to see her again.
Carrie Quinton's behavior suggested he might have a chance with her, and he had no intention of ruining
that opportunity to appease acat.

Lattie led Collinstoward the inner gatehouse. Guards stood in the towers, looking over the outer
courtyard. The doors were open, alowing free passage between the courtyards. A man led an oxcart
through the passageway, the vigorous, young beest effortlessly hauling aload of hay. A sow dept inthe
pile, two piglets of varying szesnosing around her. Lattie stepped aside to let them by, then gestured
Coallinsthrough the gatehouse.

Collins paused, watching the cart creak and rattle toward the castle, not wanting anyone to think he
was trying to escape. At Lattie's urging, he continued, looking up as they headed into the outer courtyard.
The guards remained at their podts, giving him only a passing glance. He eased out a pentup bregth,
redlizing that the king must consider both courtyards available to the castle staff. More horses and dogs
occupied theinner areas, aong with guardhouses, stables, and kennels to house them; but they moved
freely between the two aress.

L attie continued walking, leading Collins dong a path through the grasdands, past mixed herds of
sheep, cows, and goats, to a shaded garden filled with amixture of flowering plants and covered by a
fringed cloth canopy built againgt one sonewall. Tal thistles stretched into makeshift walls on ether sde,
blocking the garden from genera view and making it appear asif it had no safe entrance. Bees buzzed by
on their way to and from the flowers, and butterfliesflitted in colorful circlesthrough the air.

L attie brushed through an area that |ooked impenetrable. Beginning to wonder if he had made a
dangerous decision, Callinsfollowed. Thorns glided from his deeves, rattling againgt his heavier britches
and tunic, then parted to revea asimple garden. Unlike the tended patches of theinner courtyard, this
one grew relaively wild. Flowers of countless huesintermingled patternlesdy, and vinestwisted through
them to overflow from the low stone frames. In the center sat aclay bowl on astand, looking very much
like a birdbath, though the canopy did not admit rainwater. Beetles and bees hovered around it, and
Collins caught asweset, unfamiliar scent beneath the dready clashing perfumes of the various flowers.

Callinsturned to question his companion, only to find her gone. Soft fur tickled hisankles. Herolled
his gaze downward to the plump calico he had discovered in the castle stairway window. Theissue of the
bowl's contents would have to wait until he met with Carrie Quinton again, sSince his current companion
would remain an uncommunicative animd for at least the next twelve hours.

Collinswandered farther into the garden until he found a carved granite bench. He sat, leaning against
the smooth back. Cold seeped through his britches but could not penetrate the double layer of his shirt
and tunic. The cat leaped up beside him. Before he could even find the most comfortable position, she
clambered ddlicately into hislap, curled into every contour, and purred.

Laughing, Collins stroked the multicolored fur, immediately drawn to memories of hischildhood. In
those days, his parents had made a handsome, seemingly happy couple. Fluffy had had her choice of



laps, preferring Mom's but accepting his when she was not available. Though third choice, Dad enjoyed
histimewith the cat, often devoting hisfull attention to stroking the silky fur, examining the earsfor ticks
or lice, the body for scratches.

Coallinsforced histhoughtsto his current Stuation. Essentiadly donein asweetsmeling garden,
caressed by spring breezes, his wounds dulled to atolerable ache, arefreshing deep just behind him, he
felt contented and clearheaded. During the night, his thoughts had shifted and resettled. He liked the king
and the beautiful woman who shared so much in common with him: a student trapped in aworld where
magic usurped lawsthat had once seemed utterly obvious and infalible. People changed into animals,
stones and spells alowed otherwise impaossible communi cation, massive dragons not only existed but cast
magic and flew. Pardoned from the gallows, he no longer felt the anxious rush to return hometo
Demarkietto's demands, hisimminent breskup with Marlys, his parents sdfindulgence. He wondered if
anyone even missed him yet, aside from the inconvenience of dirty rat cages and experimentslost to
unintentiona neglect.

Carrie Quinton filled hismind's eye. Beautiful, graceful, intelligent, she seemed the perfect woman . ..
and way out of hisleague. Y et he dared to hope that their shared interests and experience might bring
them together. Like the veterans of Vietnam, they had become part of aworld that strangers would never
understand, that would likely taint their livesfor eternity. That aone would have to bring them together, if
not asacouple, a least aslifdong friends. Her decision to touch him, her gentle kindness, gave him hope
where once he would not even have dared to consider arelationship possible.

Necessarily, Collins thoughts went to Zylas and his crew. The king's and Quinton's explanations
brought so much that had once seemed fuzzy to brilliant clarity. A million tiny detailsthat had duded him
or that he had tossed away as unimportant now worked their way to thefore. Clearly, Zylas had
deliberately brought him to Barakhai. He remembered how the white rat had kept appearing just when he
had lost hope of ever finding it. Zylas had led him directly to thisworld; and, he now knew, others before
him. All the things Collins had gratefully accepted: Zylas and Fdimasaving hislife, returning hiswatch and
cdl phone, feeding and clothing him, protecting him from taunts and disdain, had become asham. Zylas
owed him dl of that and more. One smple discovery, that Zylas had ddiberatdly lured him here, turned
the whole relationship, the whole matter, onits ear.

L attie rubbed againgt Collins hand, purr ingstent. He increased his attention, running both hands the
full length of her silky body, didodging fur to spin wildly through bars of sunlight. So many glances, so
many gtifled comments and otherlanguage exchanges gained meaning. It now seemed clear that he would
give up Zylas, Fdima, and lalin to the king; but other things till needed consideration. He believed Terrin
would understand K orfius decison to join them, given that it mostly hinged on loydty to theroyal line, to
which he believed Collins belonged. Though Vernon likely had some understanding of the scheme,
Collinsliked him and hated the thought of getting him into trouble. Asto Prinivere, he needed to
understand more about why dragons had become extinct. Given the greatness of her age and the
withering of her magic, she seemed harmless without the enhancing stone. Perhaps he could negotiate for
her lifeaswell.

Thethigtlesto Callins left rattled. He glanced toward them, hands illing on the cat.

L attie butted his hand.

The plants quivered again, the movement too broad for wind. A yip wafted to him.

The cat froze, attention now on the sound as well.

Suddenly, adog burst through the foliage. Ears swung down beside an ebony head, followed by a
longlegged black body. It launched itsdlf at Callins.

Lattie's body swelled to twice its norma size, and she yowled awarning. Her claws sank into Callins
leg.
"Ow!" Callins sprang to hisfeet, dumping the cat. She scrabbled wildly, raking gougesinto his dready
bruised thighs. The dog hurled itsdlf into Collins emptied lap, al legs and tongue. The cat raced into the
gardens. The dog flew after her, tearing up plants and flinging dirt with every bound.

Coallins charged after the animds, trying to stop them. "Hey!" heydled. "Down, dog! Get down!" He
watched helplessly as L attie scrambled up a canopy post, the dog yapping at her heels.



"No! Bad dog!" Callinslunged for the dog's neck, but it bounced out of reach, till barking at the cat.

L attie made it to the top, but the give of the canopy turned her motionsinto an awkward stagger and
roll. The dog pranced around the stake for several moments, keeping just beyond Callins reach. Then
the cat lost her footing, tumbling to the center of the canopy where she thrashed desperately. The dog
continued legping and barking at the overhead lump in the fabric of the canopy. Lattie yowled in terror.
Abruptly, the dog raced from the garden.

For amoment, Callins breathed asigh of relief. Then, redizing he could not rescue Lattie from
beneath the canopy and that the dog might know another way to get to her, he sprinted after the dog.
Thistlesjabbed hislegs, ripping hisright deeve, and vines snagged hisankles. Hefel on hisface, rolling
from the brush to the freedom of the grassy courtyard. He saw the dog running toward the stone stairway
leading to the parapet. The nearest guards paced severa yards away and clearly had not noticed the dog.

Coallinsstruggled to hisfeet, every injury reawakened by thefal. Despite the pain, he managed a
frantic gorint. The dog scrambled up the stairway. Collins reached the bottom asthe anima gained the
platform, then turned sharply toward the canopy. The dog's plan became clear. The canopy lay amost
flush with thewall, and the dog could easily leap from the parapets to the entangled cat. Gravity would
pull both struggling animals to the center where they might tear and bite each other to seriousinjury or
death. Or the cloth could tear, spilling both animals to the hard ground. Collins quickened his pace,
thundering up the stone sairs asfast as his screaming muscleswould carry him.

"Hey!" someone shouted from the ground. A horse whinnied wildly. "Hey, you cant—"

Coallinswas not listening. He reached the parapets and turned sharply left, toward the garden and the
dog, who had dowed to alope.

"Stop," Collinsydled, trying not to look down. "No! Bad dog!"

To hisrdlief, the dog whirled toward him.

"Bad dog!" Callins shouted again. "L eavethat cat done. Come here.”

The dog obeyed, soaring toward Collins at a perilous galop. Coallins tensed to brace himsdf; but, at
that moment, something sharp smacked into hisleft cheek. Thrown offbalance, hetook astep to regainit.
Hisfoot came down on a soft object that screeched, then disappeared from beneath his boot. Collins
staggered backward, the world spinning dizzily beneath him. The dog hurled itself into hisarms, throwing
him and itsaf out over the parapets.

Air dammed Callins, dinging his scream back into hisface. Heflailed wildly, panic overwheming
thought. He saw the moat rushing up to meet him, the dog twisting in midair. Then, he dammed into
something much harder than water, incapacitating pain arching through his gut, agony spiking through him
and overwhelming logica thought. He felt the world moving benesth him and grabbed on to keep from
fdling into black oblivion. Hisfingers winched around rope, holding himin place, and water splashed his
face. A highpitched voice sounded in one ear, over adisharmonious chorus of ringing, "Hold on, and
you'll bedl right. | promise.”

Dazed and disoriented, Collinsdid asthe voice told him. It reminded him of histonsillectomy,
awakening from anesthes amemoryless and suffering inexplicable pain. Then he had ydled for his mother,
worsening the anguish in histhroat, and he had cried for along time afterward. "The cat," he croaked out.

"She'sfine" The voice stayed with Collins, vaguely familiar, soothing, and the only thing he had on
which to ground hisreason. "Y ou'refine. Liedill, and don't try to talk.”

Callins closed hiseyes, il clinging to the rope, and let hisbody go limp. He concentrated on tactile
sensations, the steady movement and velvety surface benegth him. Hetried to put the whole thing
together. | wasin an accident. A fall. They're taking me to surgery. Memory trickled back into his
mind, and it did not fit the scenario a al. Anesthesia dreams, he reassured himsdlf, but it did not ring
true. He opened his eyes. The ground scrolled out beneath him: sticks, stones, grass, and dirt. Helay
dumped across something hard, hislegs dangling and his hands wound beneath smoothly braided ropes.
Thisis no hospital; I'm outside. That discovery led to more. He smelled damp air and the distinct odor
of horse. Shouts massed behind him, and birdsong wafted from in front. Findly, it all came properly into
sync. I'mlying across Falima, and she's carrying me away from the castle.

Once Callinsfound thetruth, it all seemed ridiculoudy obvious. Dyed as black asthe horse, Korfius



ran dongsde them, and the voice in hisear could only belong to Zylas. 1ain had ddiberatdy flown into
hisface, he had stepped on Zylas, and Korfius had completed the task by knocking them both from the
parapets. The audacity of the plan floored him back to speechlessness. We could have been killed. He
dared not movefor fear of rolling beneath Falimas flying hooves. He knew they could crack open his
head like amelon, and he could not take any chances. If he attempted escape, he might be worth more
to them dead than dive.

Thetrailing shouts grew distant, then disappeared. Unable to fight for the moment, pain shocking
through his body with every stride, he surrendered to the unconsciousness he had fought moments earlier.
Blessed darkness gradudly overtook him.

Benton Collins awakened with clear thoughts and a near-tota lack of pain. Both of these redizations
surprised him. Moving only hiseyes, he glanced around an irregular, dimly lit cavern that smelled densaly
of musk. It reminded him of driving down ahighway after a previous motorist had run over askunk.
Though abit unpleasant, it compared favorably with the time he and some friends went hiking and one of
the black-and-white striped animals ambled from the foliage. Before anyone could stop him, Collins dog
had leaped for the creature. So close, the resulting odor had burned Collins eyes and throat. One of his
companions had vomited, and the dog ran yelping to the car, tail wedged between itshind legs.

Zylas the man appeared from one of Callins blind spoats, circling to his head. The dbino crouched,
pae eyes studying Callins, hair faling in amilky curtain across hisleft cheek, features tensaly sober. "Fed
better?'

Much, Callinsadmitted grudgingly, but only to himsdf. "What did you do to me?"

Zylasblinked, but otherwise remained gtill. "Rescued you?' Clearly, the rat/man did not know whether
or not he answered the correct question.

Collins had meant what had Zylas done to take away his pain, but he saw no reason not to continue
the conversation from Zylas response. "Rescued me?' He pushed up on one elbow. "Rescued me from
going home? Or from alife of castle luxury?”

Zylas atempted humor. "Both?"

It was exactly the sort of thing Collinswould havetried, but thistime he saw nothing funny abot it.

"Y ou tricked meto Barakhai. You lied to me. Y ou put mein dangerous Situations, then pretended to
rescue me" Heglared. "Why am | even talking to you?"

Zylas swdlowed, till answering Collins rhetorical questions. "To find out why | did those thingsto
you?'
Though somewhat flippant, the response satisfied Callins. "All right, I'll bite. Why did you do those
thingsto me?'

"Do you redly want to know?"

Rage warmed Collins blood. Hewanted to tell Zylasto go to hell, to leave him aone and get out of
hislife; but curiosity would not dlow it. He did have to know. "I deserve an explanation.” He added
bitterly, "But why should | believe anything you say?"

Zylas shoulders dumped, and his head fel. "I'm sorry."

Callins gave no quarter. "Sorry | caught you? Or sorry you did it?"

"Sorry ... | involved you in this™ Zylas carried the expression Collins mother worewhen he
disappointed her with hisbehavior. It never failed to make him fed guilty.

Now, Collins shook off the snap reaction. He had every right to wallow in spite and anger. "So you
admit you liedtome."

Zylassghed. "Let'ssay mided. | don't think | ever actudly lied." Wrinkles creased hisforehead. " So
you're saying the king wasn't going to execute you?"

"Would | have been gtrolling fredly around in the outer courtyard if he was?"

"That did seem odd," Zylas conceded. "Made thingsalot easier for usto ... to ..."

"Kidnap me?' Callins suggested.

"But | thought—"

Collinsdid not wait for therest. "Y ou thought wrong."



"The others—"

Thistime, Callinslet Zylasfinish, but he did not. Instead, he went off on a different tack.

"Ben, the king wanted you to think you had some freedom. Had you tried to escape—"

"—the guards would have stopped me," Callinsfinished. "I know. Hetold methat."

"Once the king got the information he wanted from you, he would have executed you."

"] don't believethat."

"It'strue.”

Collins had proof. "He didn't execute Carrie Quinton.”

Zylaswent utterly ill.

Coallins sat, raising hisbrowsin expectation.

A genuine grin broke out on Zylas face. "Carriequinton isaive?' Hedid not wait for confirmation, but
legped to hisfeet and ran from the cave shouting, "Carriequinton isdive! Carriequinton! She'sdive!™

Collins shifted to a cross-legged position, uncertain what to make of the whole situation. Out of his
company, it had seemed so easy to surrender Zylas and his friends to the king. Now that they had come
together again, the idea seemed heinous. Traitor or not, Zylas was till ahuman being. He did not deserve
todie

Zylasreturned shortly with adight woman in tow. Beyond her, Collins saw movement. Severa others
hovered in the tunnel behind them. Curious, he looked the other way. Another exit across from the first
stretched into a blackness that contained severa shifting shadows.

"IsCarriequinton ... dl right?" Zylas asked carefully.

"She's an adviser to the king. And she seems happy.”

The woman spoke next. Smal and mousy, she sported black hair and fair skin. Dark eyeslooked out
from smal sockets. "Areyou certain it was Carriequinton?'

"Trust me" Callinssad, reveling in theirony.

Thewoman nodded.

Zylasresumed his crouched postion in front of Collins, while the woman sat down beside him. ™Y ou
requested explandtion. | will giveit to you."

Coallinsrefused to let Zylas off the hook. "How do | know you're not just telling morelies?.

Zylas pursed hislipsin congderation, then brightened. "I swear to God, with sugar on top, that | will
tell you only the truth from this moment forth.” He spat on hisright palm and offered it to Callins.

The absurdity of the moment melted awvay most of Collins maice. Caught by my own lie. Ralling his
eyes, he gpat on hishand and exchanged a shake before wiping it on his britches. In my effort to pacify
Vernon, | invented a new way to spread diseases in this godforsaken, Lysol-lacking world. "Tak."

Zylas cleared histhroat and sank to his behind. He studied the rocky celling, asif deciding whereto
gart. The onlookers shifted, their whispers barely reaching him, uninterpretable. "Over the years, the
royas have taken astronger and stronger hand in the coming-of-age of Randoms.”

Collins nodded to indicate that he knew. "King Terrin said he had to in order to separate out those
cregtureslikely to murder others.”

"That was, ostengbly, the original reason for doing 0.”

"Ogtensbly?" Collins remembered having trouble with the idea of executing people who mutated to
carnivores smply because they might harm someone. He recalled something more persond. "He said he
had to execute your daughter.”

Zylas eyes watered, but he managed to suppress actud tears. "Trinya." His voice cracked, betraying
the withheld weeping.

Coallins continued, speech dowing as he watched the effect of hiswords on Zylas. "He said that'swhy
...Yyou...causehim... so much trouble" From the corner of his eye, he could see the woman cringing.
She placed a hand on Zylas shoulder.

Zylas could not hold back the tears any longer; they glided down his cheeks, pale dewdropson a
background of snow. "I wastroublelong before. . . that.”

Coallinssad nothing more, dlowing Zylasto regain his composure.

The mousy woman stroked the fine, white hair and looked anxioudly at Collins through beadlike eyes.



Zylas swallowed hard, wiping his eyeswith the back of one white, long-fingered hand. ... before ...
he murdered Trinyaand Erind."

Collins shook hishead. "Erind?"

"Hiswife," the woman explained before Zylas could. "They were—"

"Seera..." Zylaswarned. She talked over him, "—childhood friends—" "Seera," Zylas repested,
gpparently her name. "—and obvioudy deeply inlove. | never saw two—" Zylas verba prompting did
not stop her, but hisdark glare did. "Ben has more important matters to worry about than my relationship
with my dead wife."

At the moment, Callinsdid not agree. The dead wife might have much to do with astuation he was
continuing to sort through, hoping to fully understand. "What happened to her?' Seerdsface went as
chaky as Zylas, and she placed a hand over her mouth. Sheleft the explanation to Zylas, who rose and
paced, clearly distressed. " She wouldn't let go." He dropped his heed, hair flopping into ivory disarray.
"Shewouldn't ... let . .. go."

"Of Trinya," Seeraexplained softly.

"Theking'sguards couldn't . . . couldn't. . ." Zylasremained in place, clearly waiting for Seerato
finish hissentence thistime.

Seeracomplied. "They couldn't pry thetwo gpart.” Zylasfinished in arush of hissng breath. " So they
tried to cut off Erind's. . . her hands. But they couldn't get dl the way in one—" He dropped to his
knees, sobbing, and Seera rubbed his upper back. " Screaming. There was blood and—"

Coallins grimaced, trying not to picture the scene. But he could not banish theimage of ayoung woman
pleading desperatdly, grasping for her terrified child with hands dangling from half-severed wrists. "Oh,
my God." "If only | was—"

Now it was Seerdsturn to caution, "Don't. Y ou couldn't be any closer than you were. Y ou werea
hunted outlaw. They would have executed you on the spot.” "But maybe Erina and Trinya—"

"They would still be dead. And you, too. Then where would the rest of us be?”

"They wouldn't |et me staunch the bleeding.”" Zylas was weeping uncontrollably now. "Why wouldn't
they let me staunch the bleeding?'

Even Callins could answer that. "Because they wanted you dead more than they cared whether or not
shelived." Zylas grief ached through Callins. Hefdt hel pless as a statue while his usudly unflappable
friend dissolved in front of him. The anger and bitterness vanished, replaced by apure rush of sympathy
sointenseit left him speechless.

For severd moments, they all remained quiet, drenched in agrief too intenseto bear. Even the
onlookers grew respectfully hushed and ill.

Findly, Zylas spoke. "We should have known not to make a child, both of us distant descendants of
Prinivere”

"Prinivere?' Collins blinked making a connection that seemed obvious but might prove absurd in this
otherworld, where even the basic principles of science did not aways apply. "Are you saying Trinyas
switch-formwas ..."

"A dragon,”" Seerasaid, barely above awhisper. A chill spiraled through Collins. "A dragon?Isthat . .
.common?"

Zylaslooked up. "Asfar asany of usknow, shewasthe only Random ever to become one.”

"If Carrietold thetruth,” Collins pondered aloud, "then there are a least two." He met Zylas bleary
gaze. "Zylas, your daughter might till bedive."



er 18

The conversation that followed left both men with unexpected hope. Collins came to understand that
his companions had brought him from the castle to an areawhere dogs could not track him. Likethe
flowering tree where the group had hidden just before Korfius found them, the skunk odor that pervaded
the quarters of Barakhai's downcaste garbage workers should hide their scent from second tier
guardsmen.

After amea and abath, Callinsfelt more open to explanations. Alonein astraw-cushioned cavern
with Zylas, he listened to the rat/man with an open mind. "Y ou see, the lessyou knew, the safer you, we,
and a pack of innocents remained.”

"Maybe." It was apoint Collinsdid not know if he could ever accept. "It might be the scientist in me,
but I like to work with as much information as possible. Theless my ignorance, the more | can figure out
what to do to keep mysdlf, you, and these innocents safe.”

Zylaslaced hisfingers, dodging Collins gaze. "l understand that now." Hefinaly met the probing dark
eyes. "But, at firg, you didn't want to know that much.”

"Y ou mean when | thought | was going right home?"

"l guess0."

"But you knew | wasn't going right home. Y ou should have told me that, too."

"l didn't know what the best thing was." Zylas threw up his hands. "It was supposed to be smple.
Bring you here. Have you get the stone. Get you home."

Coallins sat up straight, holding Zylas attention now that he had findly seized it. "But you knew it
wasn't that easy from the gtart. Y ou brought others before me. Others who went mad. Others who
died."

Zylas closed his eyes and nodded sadly. "But you were different. | chose you much more carefully.”

Thewords gartled Collins. "Y ou did?'

Zylas lids parted to reved the familiar, pallid eyes. "I watched you for along time. Made a
well-researched, long-studied decision. Surprised?”

"Very," Collinsadmitted. "Why me?'

"None of uswanted more deaths, and you are our last hope.”

"l wasyour last hope?* Callinsforced himsdlf to blink, till stunned. "How so? My world has about
five billion people a last count. Y ou could dways grab another.”

"No. You are our last hope." Zylasthrust hishand into a pocket, emerging with the trandation stone.
"Our last of these, my very own, this one a unique treasure because it dlows communication evenin
animal form. | was supposed to giveit to you, but | just couldn't let it go. | won't put Prinivere through
that spell she cast on you again for any reason. She nearly died, and she's not getting any younger. She's
dtill weekened fromit."

Thedetailsdid not fit. Collinstried to clear his head, to force order to the last vestiges of chaos. "Why
didn't the people of Faimastown guesswhat | was, given that | wasn't the first?"



"To them you were."

"on?"

"Y ou werethefirg to leave the ruins before | could switch to man form and explain.”

"Why didn't you just talk to me asarat? Y ou had the stone.”

"What do you think drove our first visitor mad?' Zylas blinked with dow ddliberateness. "And what
was your hurry to go tearing off into the unknown, anyway?'

Coallinsfet foalish. "1 was hungry. Very very hungry.”

"I left you food."

Coallinsran ahand through dark brown hair that seemed to have grown aninch since hisarriva, and it
felt wonderfully clean. "I-I didn't see any food."

"You didn't look."

Coallinsfdt awarm flush of defensveness. "'Y ou should have put it in plain sght.”

"If I made it too obvious, you would have worried you had stolen it from someone else. Or that
someone had laid it out for you, poisoned.”

Collins doubted either of those possibilities. "I wastoo hungry to worry about things like that." He
thought it far more likely he would have passed up the stems, roots, and insects as some science
experiment rather than food. Given how well-read | am, it took me stunningly long to realize | had
entered another world. "And how do you know what | would have worried about any way 7"

Zylas shrugged. "Asyou pointed out, | made mistakes in the past. But | want you to know this. You
werethefirst oneto leave the ruins prematurely and the only one who killed. The others kept searching
for theway back home." The corners of hislipstwitched, but he did not smile. "And | thought your need
to find these might keep you there long enough.” He drew Collins glasses from another pocket.

Coallins gasped, snatching the offering from Zylas hand and planting them on hisface. Ingantly, the
cavern leaped to bold relief. He had forgotten how sharp every crag could look. Each blade of straw
became singular and digtinct, its colorsagradua blend of yelow, white, and gold. He saw linesin Zylas
face he had never noticed before. "Thank you, you horrid little thief."

Zylas grinned to show he took no offense. ™Y ou're welcome, you big ugly murderer.”

Though faced with aharsh joke, Collinsforced a chuckle. He resisted the urge for acrueler one,
though Zylas had given him the ammunition by opening hislifeés story. He did not want to discourage the
abino rat/man from sticking with even the mogt difficult truths.

"Y ou weren't supposed to kill anyone, and you weren't supposed to get arrested.”

Collins nodded, redlizing agrimmer truth. At that point, Zylas Could have abandoned him for another
champion asthey had not yet met or spoken. Collins could not have given away any information anyway,
since he would have been executed before he found away to communicate. "How did you ever manage
to get Fdimain pogtion?’

Zylaswaved adismissve hand, asif to proclaim the whole thing no bother. "We'd been working on
her for years, carefully trying to sway her to our sde. Y ou can see the advantage to having a horse-guard
asasy.”

"Yes." Collinswondered how much convincing it had taken to push her that final step knowing that it
would involve turning hersdf into awanted fugitive to help aman she consdered amurderer and a
canniba. No wonder she acted so hostile toward me. He could understand why they had chosen
Fdima, a Random considered alesser being than the other guards, at least according to her. He had to
know, "Y ou took ahuge and unnecessary risk saving me.”

"Unnecessary?" Zylas brows rose with incredulity. "1 had led you here. | couldn't just let you die.”

It was not literd truth. Zylas could have let him die smply by doing nothing, though Collinsknew he
meant hismorality would not have dlowed it. "lain would disagree.”

Zylasdid not deny it. "Asdid Falimaat onetime. She came around. He will, too." From a pocket, he
pulled out the folded, broad-brimmed hat he usudly woreto shield his easily burned face and eyesfrom
the sun. "Though | would spend my lifefor my cause, | don't expect othersto do so." Anticipating some
comment about those who came before Callins, he added swiftly, "usualy. Besides, | had chosen you
too carefully. We needed you." All humor left hisfeatures. "We gtill do.”



Zylaslooked so earnest, so pleading, Collinsfound it impossible to meet his gaze. He might have to
refuse him. "What's so specid about me?'
"Y ou're smart and resourceful. Y ou're willing to sacrifice for others, and you really do understand how

they fed."

"Wdl." Collinsfdt hisface grow hot, embarrassed by the praise he had dicited. "l try to be agood
person.”

"Youae" Zylassad. "l knew it from watching you. Dogs obey al horse-guards and superiors, but
they like people of good character."

Collinswondered if Korfius loyaty sorang more from beieving him roya, but he had to admit the boy
seemed to have adeep affinity for him.

"And Prinivere supports you. That'sthe highest praise | know."

"Thank you," Callins said, though the previous lies|eft him wondering whether Zylas tribute semmed
more from desire and need than truth. " So tell me. What, exactly, does the stone do?"

"What did theking tel you?'

Coallinsblinked. "Will that change what you tell me?"

"No," Zylassad firmly. "I just wonder ..."

"He doesn't know."

Zylasgrinned broadly. "Good."

"Nor dol," Collinsreminded.

"Yes, you do." Zylasdipped his head with clear sincerity, wadding the hat in his hands. "It enhances
magic, pure and smple. It would, hopefully, give our Prinivere enough power to help us. Maybe even
enough to reversethiscurse.”

"Curse?’

Zylas stared, asif he found Collins question the most absurd one ever uttered. "This whole spending
haf our livesasanimasthing. Y ou know."

Callins physicdly jerked backward. Y ou can ... fix that?"

"Don't know yet. Prinivere needsto have the stone in hand—or should | say in clav—to analyzeit."

"Wow."

"Yeah," Zylas agreed. "Now do you understand why we want it?"

"Yes" Callinssaid, though he shook his head. "But why don't you want the king to know? Stopping
the switching helps everyone. Doesnt it?"!

Zylasthrew the question back to Callins. "Doesit?"

Coallinsfolded hislegs and leaned againgt the cavern wall, considering. He wondered if hisbland
perspective made him miss something obvious to those whose lives cycled from human to anima ona
daily basis. He supposed someone with perfect overlap might find some advantages over those who fully
logt haf or more of their rationd time to becoming some lumbering, half-witted cregture. People like
Zylas. Collins shook his head. The very one he thought might have the least reason to change wasthe
sameonewho daily risked hislifefor it. "All right, | give. Who would want to keep the curse going?"

"Don't you think there might be substantia power to remaining human full-time while those around you
mark time for half of their existence? Hard to contemplate insurrection when you're awake and thinking a
third of the day or less"

Coallins suspected many of hisfdlow students managed to function on less. "Unlessyou have
near-perfect overlap.”

Zylas hands tilled on the hat. *Now you know why I'm awanted outlaw."

Callinsreturned to the point. " So you think the royas wouldn't want the curse removed?’

Zylas heaved adeep sigh. "'l think it'stime you heard the whole story.” Herose to hisfeet. "From one
who wasthere.

There? Uncertain, Collinsfollowed Zylaswith his gaze. Before he could question further, Zylas
disappeared through the entryway.

Callinsrose dso, though he did not attempt to follow. The musky odor had become familiar; it filled
his nose and mouth like a persstent aftertaste. He took afew stepsin the direction Zylas had gone,



turned on his hed and started back the way he had come. The world seemed to have turned upside
down, spun around three times, then whirled completely around again. He did not know for certain who
to trust anymore. His sympathiesintuitively went toward Zylas, though he could not guess whether this
semmed from truly believing the dbino in the right or just because he had gotten to know the man first
and better than the other side. It reminded him of the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid,
where he could not help rooting for the criminals mostly because the story got told from their point of
view. Only one thing seemed absolutely certain. He needed to get home to aworld where science made
sense and the studies that had taken all of hisadult life and money had purpose. At the moment, he would
consider selling hissoul for aBig Mac, largefries, and acup of fountain root beer.

Zylasreturned shortly with afamiliar old woman in tow. Prinivere seemed dangeroudy frail in human
form, her skin amass of paper thin wrinkles, her eyes deeply recessed, her hair thick but nearly
trangparent in color. She wore alight, shapeless gown that hung to her knees. She looked older than the
last time Collins had seen her, only days ago.

Collins nodded and smiled in greeting. "Good afternoon, my lady."

Prinivere returned afeeble smile. "Forgive my appearance—" she started.

"Youlook lovely," Collinsfound himself saying, the words seeming foolish and yet, to hissurprise,
oddly true. Surviva and great age had an dmost inexplicable beauty al itsown.

"She wore hersdlf down hedling—"

Prinivereinterrupted Zylas. "No reason to talk about that, my dear.”

Collinsdid not need the last word to redlize what had happened. She had tended hiswounds, which
explained why he no longer suffered the pain of hisfdls. "Thank you, Lady Prinivere. | fed very well
now, but you shouldn't exhaust yourself for my bumps and bruises.”

Prinivere amiled, the wrinkles piling up at the edges of her lips. "Healing magic isnot expensive." She
did not give him the opportunity for areply. They could argue the point al day and till remain a an
impasse. "But I've cometo tell you astory.”

Callinslowered himsdlf to the ground in front of Prinivere. He till had many questions and hoped the
story would handle most of them. "Please.”

With Zylas hovering assistance, Prinivere dso sank to the straw. The rat/man took a space beside
her.

Without further preamble, Prinivere began. "A long, long time ago, when | was young, our world was
much different. Humans and dragons had waged a war since long before my birth. It was not the type of
war with many battles. Smply, the dragons raided the flocks of men when food grew scarce or they
became too old and dow to catch the wilder creatures. And the humans found daying a dragon ameans
to provetheir courage or rescue their animas. More often than not, however, those clashesresulted in
the death of the man.”

Coallins nodded, recdling how terrifying even afeeble, elderly female dragon had seemed, though he
had known at the time she would not harm him.

"They had spears and swords to pit against our claws and teeth, armor to thwart our spikes and tails.
But they had no way to counteract our magic."

Collins mind conjured images of brave knights riding off to day dragons, only to return as charred
heaps of bonein the satchel of some bypasser. Fedling he should say something, Callinsinserted, "Y ou'd
think the humans would sacrifice afew sheep and goats to keep the peace.”

Zylas shivered, but Prinivere only bobbed her head knowingly. "Y es, you would think so. For you
relize what our friend, here, could not. These animas were anima s through and through. The humans
themsalves regularly ate their herds and flocks aswell as harvested their eggs, milk, and wool.”

"It sounds very much like the olden days of my own world," Collins said. "Except, of course, for the
dragons." He savored a Situation where, for thefirgt time, he seemed more in tune than his companion.
Suddenly, he had found an explanation for the antique hunt scene tapestry in the king's bedroom.

Prinivere continued, " There were fewer people then, and they dl lived within and around asingle city,
ruled by akind and intelligent king named Larashian Elrados. He made peace with the dragons. Men
could no longer hunt us for sport, and the city would welcome our visits. In return, they donated a portion



of their crops, hunts, and animalsto the oldest and youngest of us. Favors became as common as
conflicts once were. It was not unknown for adragon to carry someone on hisback or to hed an injured
man. And the people would help uswith thorns and burrs, with flotsam caught benesth our scales, and
they educated us about the ways of their civilization. To sedl the accord, the dragons presented the king
with apowerful talisman, astone that could amplify magic. Though the humans could not use its power,
did not even understand it, the king recognized that it had momentous significance to the dragons and
accepted it with great honor and ceremony.”

Priniverefe| slent, and her gaze rolled toward the ceiling. Zylas placed acomforting arm around the
frall and sagging shoulders. Collinswaited in patient slence for her to continue.

"The peace and friendship lasted throughout Larashian'slong and just rule and into his grandson's.
Telemar, too, seemed kind and competent. So, when he requested a closer bond between our families, it
seemed reasonable to consider the request. Not al of our kind believed it wise, but our eldersfindly
agreed to alow adragon to take human form with magic for the purposes of breeding with the king's
eldest daughter.” Prinivere heaved asigh filled with ancient pain.

"Why?" Collins found himsdlf saying without thinking. Prinivere had explained the reasons, but they did
not seem subgtantial enough. Kingdomsin hisworld had sealed accords with roya marriages and even
exchanges of children; but he could not see any good coming of sexudly comingling intelligent species.

"Why indeed." Prinivereésvoice emerged in apuff of hoarse breath. "With centuries of hindsight, |
believe the king wanted to implant magic into his own line. We had tried to teach them, but people lack
something in ther life substance that we naturdly have."

"Or thereverse.”

Wholly jarred from her story, Prinivere stared. "What?"

Under thefull and intense scrutiny of both of his companions, Collins suddenly wished he had kept his
thoughts to himsalf. Now did not seem the time for an extensive discussion of inheritance. Few enough
species could interbreed, and al of those had common ancestors. Chimps shared about ninety-nine
percent of their genetics with humans, yet that last one percent created so many differences. It seemed
impossible to imagine that dragons and humans could cross-fertilize. Magic, hereminded himsdlf. Magic.
Stll feding the Sares, he explained as Smply as possible. "' Perhaps humans have something dragons
don't, something nature usesto protect them from using magic." Worried hiswords might sound
supremacist, he added, "Because we can't handleit or something.” Uncertain whether he had dug himself
out or deeper, Callins changed the subject. "Why did the dragons want to do it?"

Prinivere ran with the question, to Collins rdlief. "The dragons argued severa reasons. that an
important aly wanted it, that it would bring our peoples closer, that it would force all humansto see us
lessasanimds. And one must not discount smple curiosity. They made sure the king understood the
risksto his daughter. She was more than willing, especidly once she saw the handsome, charming,
mannered man our Ardinithil became. He stayed that way only long enough to get the job done,
however, though she made it clear she would have liked to marry him."

"Dragonsdon't marry?' Collins guessed.

"Wedon't cdl it marriage." Priniveres green eyes swiveled downward to meet Collins directly. "But
wedo pair for life" She closed her eyesin along blink. "We did pair for life. When more than one of us
lived.

Three. Collins opened his mouth but glanced at Zylas before speaking. The rat/man shook his head
ever 0 dightly and mouthed something Collins could not comprehend. He guessed Zylas had not yet
discussed the two young dragonsin the king's care and had some reason to keep him from doing so as
well. It seemed unfair to withhold such important information from Prinivere, but he dso knew Zylas
aways had his ancient ancestor's best interestsin mind. When theright time came, hewould tdll her.

Apparently oblivious, Prinivere returned to her sory. "Anyway, Ardinithil could have married
her—human lives span so short atime, he would have become free to pair again till in hisyouth. But he
had no wish to return to human form, as she surely would have wanted, so he refused. The king accepted
thiswithout obvious malice, and life continued much asit had. Until ..." Priniveretrailed off, clearly lostin
bygone thought.



Coallinslooked at Zylas, who shrugged. They sat for severa momentsin silence. Then Collins ventured
aguess, "Until the birth of the baby?"

Asif awaiting this cue, Priniverereturned to life. "Y es. The babies™

"Twins?'

"Dragons nearly ways have twins. Occasondly sngles. Rarely triplets. | once heard of four babies
together, but only oncein severa centuries.”

Coallins suddenly redlized why this particular interbreeding bothered him so much. "Dragons have
live-born young?'

Prinivere turned her head toward Zylas, asif to get more coherent explanation for Callins strange
questions. Clearly equdly befuddied, Zylas raised one shoulder and tipped his head without spesking.
Prinivere returned her attention to Collins. "Don't dl animals have live-born young?'

"Birdslay eggs. Reptiles and amphibians, too." Collinsdid not know if Barakhains categorized the
sameway as scientists, so he daborated, "Turtles, dligators, snakes, frogs." He carefully omitted fish, not
wishing to compare her to a cregture they did not consider animal. Dinosaurs.

Zylas cringed, but Prinivere did not seem offended. "Dragons do not lay eggs.”

"Oh." That now being obvious, Callinsfound nothing moreto say.

"We have live-born young." Prinivere used Callins terminology. "Like humans." She rubbed her hands
together, looking uncomfortable. "Usudly." She folded her fingersin an interlocking pattern, biting her
lower lip. "We monitored the pregnancy with magic, and it soon became clear that the babies, both boys,
were unhedthy. Usually, we magicaly ended such pregnancies for the good of our society, the well-being
of the parents; but the king refused to give up on them. His attachment to the hybrids became an
obsession that changed him, and he would alow nothing and no one to harm them.

"To our leaders surprise, the unborn gradualy regained their hedlth; but they did so a the expense of
their mother. Dragons don't Sicken as humans do, which iswhy our hegling magic works only on injuries,
not diseases. It took our monitors many months to realize what was actualy happening. Months passed,
during which they sensed the babies growing stronger and the mother weaker before they redlized the
inherent and unconscious evil of the process. The babies were drawing their strength, the very essence of
thelr surviva, by draining the life of their mother."

Unlike most Barakhain science, this made sense to Collins. Undernourished women often becameill
during pregnancy whilethefetus, essentidly a parasite, sucked whatever nutrientsit could from her
blood. No one he knew would consider that process evil, however.

"Once the dragons redlized what was happening, they begged the king to allow them to destroy the
unborn babies. He refused. For the last few months of the pregnancy, our requests went from wishful to
desperate to angry. The king would hear none of it. Even risking the life of his daughter did not seem too
high apricefor the twins whose very existence he had facilitated for reasons that had once seemed pure
and noble. We explained, we pleaded, we ranted, all to no avail. The twins whom nature intended to be
dtillborn thrived while the mother meant to lose them lost her own lifeinstead.”

Prinivere clambered to her feet, and Zylas scrambled to remain at her Sde. Her eyes seemed to blaze
through their ever-present glaze of water. "The boyslooked odd for humans, their eyestoo long with
ova-shaped pupils, their noseslike ..." She placed ahand over her own ditty nodtrils. "... well, rather like
minein human form. They had pointsto their ears, and their skin looked more like dry scales. The
humans feared them, and the dragons hated them. But their grandfather adored them. He smothered them
with finery and servants, bad-mouthed those who shunned the boys, doted on them to the point of
fulfilling their every whim. He demanded that the dragonstrain the boysin the ways of magic. The
dragons, who could sense darknessin their hearts, still felt the boys should die. We refused, re-creating a
rift between our societies. The boys grew up deeply spoiled and also deeply embittered.”

Prinivere shook hersdf from head to toe, the movement strangely animal. "Thefirgtborn, Shdas,
wanted only to forget what he was, to live hislife asanorma human. The second, Shamayas, resented
what he should have become. He would watch usflying effortlesdy overhead and desperately wished he
could spend half hislifein dragon form, as hefelt he deserved. These desires became as focused and
determined asthe king'slove for his hybrid grandsons, so much so that each developed asingle magica



ability even without our training. The boys innate evil, the strong and covetous nature of their wishes,
warped them to salf-defeating taents. Shdas gained the ability to make othersforget, but never himself.
Shamayas could turn other'slives hdf-animd but not hisown.”

Coallins grimaced at the horrible irony and wished his companionswould sit. The story shivered
through him like ahorror movie, and having the two towering over him only intensfied the discomfort.
"So that's how the haf-animal transformations came about?"

Prinivere hdd up ahand, curled like aclaw. "Thinking they might find the significance of the dragon's
stone, the king gave it to his grandsons. Their terrible powers mightily enhanced, the boysused themina
grander fashion. Thefirst caused the populace to forget. The second inflicted hybrid lives on them,
excepting only the king, his queen, and afew others of the royad line who struck their fancy. And,
inadvertently, themsalves, for they <till could not affect what they truly wanted. Gresatly desired magicsfall
on those with evil hearts. In thisway, the king of humans achieved ultimate power. Inflicted with the
curse, his enemies and subjects could not likely massin rebellion. He and his direct descendantswould
ruleforever.”

The ability to do such athing went so far beyond his experience, Collins found it as difficult to accept
as he once had hisentrance into aworld of fantasy. "What exactly did the people forget."

"What came before." Prinivere sank back into her Stting position. Though Zylas remained standing,
Coallinsfound himsdlf far more comfortable. "That they had prior lives, oneswithout the transformation
curse. So stories of that time do not trickle down to those dlive today. It takes someone like me,
someone who wasthere, to tell it."

Coallinsredized what had to come next. "What happened to the dragons?

"Our magic saved us from the effects of thefirst spdll, but we could only temper the second.
Suddenly, we found ourselves involuntarily human for part of every day, and that made usfurious. A
horde of dragons descended upon the castle. We killed the king and the half-breeds who should never
have existed, but we could not reverse the evil they had inflicted without the magnifying crystdl. We never
found it. The crowned prince declared war againgt us, and the daughter began.”

Prinivere's eyes grew even more watery, and atear dragged down her wrinkled cheek. "Armiesand
bounties—aman could becomerich in aday smply by proving he had killed one of us. Our magic
helped, but it hasitslimits. They wore us down and, one by one, they killed us." As she spoke, she sank
lower and lower so that she had to glance up to meet Collins eyes. Clearly, she believed hersdf finished,
but he had to know one more thing.

"Some of you survived."

"One," Zylassad, hisvoice seeming out of place after hislong silence. "Only one.”

"They knew our exact number." Prinivere now sounded as feeble as shelooked. "We had given them
that, the means of our own extermination.”

"How?" Callins asked hesitantly. He wanted to know, though it would surely force Prinivereto relive
thewors of her memories. "How did you survive?'

"1—" She choked, and Collins closed his eyes, suffering stabbing pangs of guilt for even having asked.
Hewould never have dared press Joel Goldbaum's grandfather for details of the concentration camp he
had narrowly escaped.

Coallins said hadtily, "Never mind," but Prinivere ssemed not to hear him.

"'One day, my mate staggered to our cave, mortally wounded.” The tears flowed freely now,
thickening her voice. "All my magic couldn't save him; we both knew it. And they had trailed him to the
cave. We said our good-byes. Quickly, | cleaned up those wounds that the people could see, gave him
as much strength as | could, and he charged from the cave with al the vengeful agony of an aggrieved
cave-mate. They killed him— twice. By the time they managed to climb to the cave, | had made mysdlf
appear dead aswell. They mistook mefor their first kill, crawled off to die, and him for the second. They
claimed our tail tips, asthe bounty required, and left us both for dead.”

A heavy slencefollowed Prinivere's story. Collins could think of nothing better to say. "I'm sorry.
Very very sorry."

Zylas crouched, forestalling the obvious question. " She dared not leave the cave often, barely kept



hersdf dive. Shewaited until long after the old-age death of the crowned prince and his successor before
showing even her human sdf. Shefound agood man who claimed he would love her no matter what her
switch-form, but she never let him seeit. Shedid bear him twins, then left him to raise them, checking in
when she could in human form. Once they had safely grown, becoming acceptable animas at
coming-of-age, she mostly disgppeared from their lives, watching only from adistance.”

Though it sounded harsh, Collins believed he understood the reason. " She aged much more dowly
than they did, and she would soon ook younger than her own children.”

Zylas nodded, "And they might figure out what she was, endangering al of them. But she oversaw
their descendants, including, distantly, me. My wife, too, carried Prinivere's bloodline, which explains
why our daughter ..." Histone became as strained as Prinivere's.

Collinslowered ahead that felt heavy with the mass of detailslaid upon him by people he had
aternately conddered friends and betrayers. He had so much to contemplate: to consider, internalize, or
discard.

Zylasstudied Callins. Asif reading hismind, the abino said softly, "I'm going to lay one more thing on
you before we leave you to your thoughts.”

Collins met the pa e gaze and nodded soberly.

"Theking's newest law statesthat Random unions can no longer occur. Couple that with the previous
edictsforbidding certain creatures from breeding as Regulars, and many lineswill end. Where you come
from, it may not seem like such abad thing to diminate rats and mice, snakes and opossums, and other
animasyou consder vermin. Butto us, it's. . . it's. . ."

Callinsfilled in theword, "Genocide." He sat up straight and tall. "It's genocide, pure and smple. And
itsvery, very wrong." He could not come up with words strong enough to fit the outrage now rushing
through him.

Zylas gave him awesk smile. "I'm glad you seeit our way."
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THEY left Callinson hisown for nearly an hour while the information they had given him swirled
through his mind. Despite the quantity, it al came together with a strange and surprising ease. Zylas and
the others had a desperate need and an honest battle that they could not fight without Priniveré's magic
enhanced by the missing crystal, and the dragon's great age and frailness made time very short indeed.
His education since e ementary school had stressed the inherent fairness and vdidity of democracy.
Kingdomsand dictatorships did not fit into hisview of justice without the moderating influence of
parliaments, congresses, and houses. America had been built by rebels; and though the system did not
awayswork smoothly, asthe most recent presidentia dection could attest, he fill strongly believedin
the underlying tenets of its governmental system.

Running footsteps seized Callins attention. Worried about security, he lurched to hisfeet just as
Korfius came skidding into the room. He charged Collins with the exuberance of a puppy, then stopped
suddenly, asif uncertain what to do next. Wheaten hair fell across hisforehead in an untended toude, and
hisdark eyes glimmered with excitement.

Collins caught the boy into an embrace, struck by the thinness of hislimbs. For an ingtant, Korfius
dtiffened. Then, hisarms cinched around Collins waist, and he buried hisface in the royd tunic.

Faimacame striding in after the boy. "Korfius, you were supposed to—" She broke off as her gaze
fell on Callins, and she went utterly silent. Shelooked at the boy and man enwrapped together, and a
smile softened her otherwise pinched features.

Korfius released Collins and took two steps backward. "Y ou're back, Y our Mgjesty.”

Coallinswinced at thelig, finding it suddenly intolerable. "L ook, Korfius. I'm not redly—"

The boy did not let him finish. "I know. But | till think of you asmy prince.”

Now knowing what the king of Barakhai had decreed, what at least this portion of the populace
thought of him, Callinsdid not take the words as acompliment.

Fdimashifted nervoudy from foot to foot. Collins dmost expected her to whicker before shefindly
spoke. "I'm sorry, Ben. | ... should have trusted you sooner. Treated you better.” Collinswas not sure he
agreed. "'l undergtand why you didn't.”" " Still—"

"Still nothing." Collinsfelt embarrassed by Falimals gpology. It would have taken him &t least aslong
to force himself to associate with someone he considered a cannibd, let doneto treat him courteoudy. "
understand. Y ou're agood woman in abad situation. | know you've had to make alot of hard choices.
Giving up alifeusudly reserved for high-ranking Regulars to help acrimina stranger who seemed
incompetent couldn't have been easy. I'm sorry | put you in that position.” He extended hisarms.

Faimamoved around Korfiusto take her place in Collins embrace. He folded his grip around her,
enjoying the warm softness of her. After the scrawny boy, shefelt so substantia, so redl. A rush of joy
overpowered him momentarily, and the world narrowed to the two of them.

When Falima stepped back, Collinsredized Zylas had dso entered the cavern, quietly leaning against
acraggy wall near the entrance. Dressed in his standard black, eyes eclipsed by his broad-brimmed hat,



he wore abold look of determination. A knife aslong asashort sword hung at hiswaist. "May | assume
from thisyou've forgiven one another?'

Collins brow furrowed. "l wasn't aware we werefighting.”

Zylas shrugged. "When he's out of switch-form, I'll sendin ldin, too."

Coallins could not help picturing the glare of withering mistrust 1adin dwaysworein his presence. "l
doubt you'l catch ushugging.”

Zylas raised and lowered his brows, then nodded fataitically. "Probably not." He flipped something
into theair. Torchlight sheened from its surface asit spun toward Falima, and Collinsrecognized it asthe
trandation stone. "I'm off."

Faima caught the sone in both hands, then gave Zylas atortured |ook.

"Off where?' Collinsturned toward Falimato confirm an answer he had not yet even gotten. He could
hardly believe Zylas had so casudly tossed over his most vaued possession. The gesture carried an air of
findlity.

"Tofinishthejob, of course. To get the crystd.”

Coallinsblinked, confused. "Get the crystd? But it's—" Redlization dawned. "Y ou can't go to the
cadtle. They'll kill you."

"Not if they don't catch me."

Callins expression tightened into afrown. He hoped Falimawould read the anxiety hefelt. "You
cant—"

"l can." Zylas adjusted hishat. "And | don't have achoice." His demeanor turned serious. "I'm sorry |
brought you here;

and the others, too. It wasn't fair to expect outsidersto risk their livesfor us."

Collins sarted to protest, but Zylas silenced him with a gesture.

"With thefirgt, | didn't redlize the danger. Then, | convinced mysdlf | could make changes that would
keep them safe, that the significance of what | brought them to do outweighed any threat.” Zylas
repostioned his hat. "Y ou've convinced me otherwise. I've aways been willing to die for the cause.
Othersdready have. Now, it'sjust my turn.”

Coallinsdid not agree. "Y our dying isn't going to accomplish anything.” 1t was not completely true,
assuming martyrsinflamed thair followers as much in Barakha asin the only world Collins had
considered redl until afew days ago.

"Who says I'm going to die?' The question lacked the fortitude required to make the decision seem
determined rather than insane. Zylas earlier bold words contradicted the brave sentiment. They al knew
that, done, hewould achievelittle but hisown demise. "Have somefathinme.”

"l did, and | do," Collinsingsted. "Enough to expect you not to run off done and haf-cocked ona
suicidemisson.”

That brought asmile. "Y ou know, when I'm not holding the trandation stone, you make alot less
sense” Almost immediately, the grin wilted and disappeared. " There's something you need to know, Ben.
Something | should have told you sooner.”

Now seemed as good atime as any for confessons. Callins braced himself for another horrible
revelation.

"| told you Vernon and | have entered your world asamouse and asarat. Y ou know that, once
there, we don't switch forms.”

"The Law of Consarvation of Massand Energy."

"Huh?'

Collinswished he had not interrupted. "Never mind. Go on."

Zylasdutifully continued. "I'vetried to go therein human form, but | can't get through.”

Coallins narrowed his eyesin innocent perplexity. He studied his companion. "But you're not any bigger
than | am, and | fit through dl right. Easlly, infact.”

"From there to here."

Coallins consdered Zylas words, redization accompanied by ashiver of discomfort. "Areyouteling
meit's aone-way door?'



Zylaslowered hisface fully into the shadows of his hat. "Only for humans.”

"But I'maways..." Thedgnificancefinaly penetrated. "You mean ..." Coallinstralled off, then tried
again. "No one can get from Barakha to my world in human form." Helooked at Zylasfor confirmation;
but, if the albino gave him any, he did not seeit. "The people you brought here couldnt . . ." He
remembered Zylastelling him that dl of the othersimmediately looked for away back to the lab rather
than wandering off seeking food. No wonder Zylas had not had to worry about how long it took him to
switch to human form in Barakhai. Those he lured to Barakhai became trapped. Trapped. I'm trapped
here. | can't ever go back. The enormity of that redlization froze histhoughts. He could not even
contemplate the unlived future he no longer had in America.

Zylaswaited long enough for the full force of understanding to seep in. "That'swhy the royas have not
managed to find the porta."

Even when Carrie Quinton tried to lead them there. Of course, she thought she went to the
wrong ruins when she couldn't go anywhere from there. Collins squeezed out thewords. "I'm. . .
trapped . . . here?' Heturned a bug-eyed stare onto Falima. "I'm here forever.” All at once, the details of
that Smple statement crashed down around him. A ligt of "no-mores' filled hismind: friends, family,
competent medical care, telephones, clean clothes, indoor plumbing, electric lights, heat,
air-conditioning, Sony Play Sation, pizza . . .

"Y ou're not trapped. Once | get the crystd ..."

... email and instant messaging, real beds, blankets, James Bond movies, CDs. . .

"... Prinivere can definitely get you home. In fact, she managed to get thefirst guy | brought here home
without it, though she hasn't had the strength for it since.”

Yeah, Collinsremembered. Home to the nut house. "She can?' His monotone delivery reveded no
hope; the claim sounded suspicioudy familiar. Wait a minute. ™Y ou're playing me again, aren't you?"

Zylasjerked. "What?"

"Tdling methe only way to get what | want isto do what you want first. That's how you got meto the
cadtleinthefirg place"

"But thistime I'm not asking you to do anything."

"Y ou'retrying to get meto go with you."

"Only if you want to. I'm perfectly willing to go done.”

Korfiusand Faimaremained tensdy slent throughout an exchange that could only end in stdemate.

“I'll bet,” Collins mumbled, astatement clearly well-understood by Zylas, who had picked up most of
his English by listening to American conversations.

"Fing" Zylashuffed. "I wouldn't have you aong with meif you begged.”

Fdimarolled awild gaze to Collins, who had won the argument but surely lost the war. When neither
of the men spoke again, she softly added, " Shouting at one another won't get at the truth.”

Collinsfolded hisarms across his chest.

"Ben, if you don't believe Zylas, why don't the two of you go back to the ruins and try? Either youll
get what you want or you'll find yoursdlf trapped. Then, & least, you'll know."

Zylas Hiff posture eased. "I'mwilling. Y ou?"

Coallins pictured them struggling through days of woodland  « travel, dodging hounds and horses, only
to stand frustrating inches from the doorway that should take him home. Carrie Quinton'sinability to
return should corroborate the claim well enough, and the details did findly seem tofit together. "Wl . .
""He gave Falimaacorner of the eye glance, certain afull look would make him agree to whatever she
requested. "... you know you're ill under oath. Y ou swore to God with sugar on top. We shared spit
and a handshake. If you break that promise, the powers-that-be here will strike you down." That hardly
seemed athreat given Zylas willing deeth mission, so he added, "And al those you care about, too.”

Zylas grin returned. "Can't have that happening. Want me to restate my vow?"

"Not necessary.”" Collinstried to sound matter-of-fact. "Y ou promised not to lie to me, and you're till
fully bound by that promise, you know."

"All right," Zylas agreed. His nodtrilsflared. "But only to you, right?1 mean, | can ill lieto theking's
guardsif | need to."



"Of course." It seemed ludicrousto talk about how Zylas could not lie to him while Collins maintained
theillusonary sgnificance of anonsensicd ritua he had only cobbled together to fool Vernon. "Thefirst
action Prinivere takes with that stoneisto make me aporta ?'

"Firg thing," Zylas agreed, holding out his hand to show he remembered he was till bound by his
promise.

"And you know damned well I'm going with you." Collinstried to match Zylas grin, though hefelt
anything but confident and strong. "Don't worry. | won't beg.”

Falimaloosed arelieved sgh. "Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you so much.”

Zylasturned toward Falima, the smilethat talk of the vow had raised turning cocksure and insolent. |
told you | chosewdl thistime."

Falimadid not argue. "And thank goodnessyou did."

Tattered and filthy, doing his best imitation of a hunted man, Benton Collins arrived at the outer
gatehouse of the king's curtain wall. Guards peered at him over the ramparts, and the drawbridge
ratcheted downward before he could utter aword. No sooner had the wood dapped