CHANGELI NG
By Roger Zel azny

I

When he saw old Mor linp to the van of the besiegers' nmain party, the Lord of
Rondoval realized that his reign was about over

The day was fading fast behind stormclouds, a steady drizzle of cold rain
descended and the thunder rolled nearer with each beat, with each dazzling
stroke of light. But Det Mdrson, there on the main bal cony of the Keep of
Rondoval , was not yet ready to withdraw. He patted his face with his black
scarf and ran a hand through his hair--frost-white and sparkling now, save for
the wi de bl ack band that passed fromhis forehead to the nape of his neck

He withdrew the finely wought scepter fromhis sash and held it with both
hands, slightly above eye-level, at arm s distance before him He breathed
deeply and spoke softly. The dragon-shaped birthmark on the inside of his
right wist throbbed.

Below, a line of light crossed the path of the attackers, and flanes grew
upward fromit to wave before them The nmen fell back, but the centaur archers
stood their ground and unl eashed a flight of arrows in his direction. Det

| aughed as the wi nds beat them aside. He sang his battle-song to the scepter
and on the ground, in the air and under the earth, his griffins, basilisks,
denons and dragons prepared thensel ves for the final assault.

Yet, old Mur had raised his staff and the flames were already falling. Det
shook his head, reflecting on the waste of talent.

Det raised his voice and the ground shuddered. Basilisks emerged fromtheir
lairs and noved to stare upon his enem es. Harpies dove at them scream ng and
defecating, their claws slashing. Wrewl ves noved in upon their flanks. On
the cliffs high above, the dragons heard himand spread their wngs....

But, as the flanmes died and the harpies were pierced by the centaurs' shafts,
as the basilisks--bathed in the pure Iight which now shone from Mor's
staff--rolled over and died, eyes tightly shut; as the dragons--the nost
intelligent of all--took their time in descending fromthe heights and then
avoi ded a direct confrontation with the horde, which was even now resuning its
advance, Det knew that the tide had turned, his vultures had conme hone to
roost and history had surprised himin the outhouse, so to speak. There was no
way to enploy his powers for deliverance with old Mr out there nonitoring
every magi cal avenue of egress; and as for Rondoval's physical exits, they
were al ready bl ocked by the besiegers.

He shook his head and | owered the scepter. There would be no parlaying, no
opportunity for an honorabl e surrender--or even one of the other kind. It was
his blood that they wanted, and he had a sudden prenonition of acute anem a
Wth a final curse and a | ast glance at the attackers, he withdrew fromthe
bal cony. There was still a little time in which to put a few affairs into
order and to prepare for the final noment. He dism ssed the notion of cheating
his enem es by nmeans of suicide. Too effete for his tastes. Better to take a
few of themalong with him

He shook the rain fromhis cloak and hurried down the hallway. He would neet
them on the ground fl oor.

The t hunder sounded al nost directly overhead now. There were bright flashes
beyond every wi ndow that he passed.

Lady Lydi a of Rondoval, dark hair undone behind her, turned the corner and saw
the shadow slide into the doorway niche. Uttering a general banishing spell
appropriate to nost unhuman wights likely to be wandering these halls, she
made her way up the corridor

As she passed t he opening, she glanced within and realized i medi ately why the
spel | had been sonewhat |ess than efficacious. She confronted Musegl ove the
thief--a small, dark man, clad in blackcloth and | eather--whom she had, unti



that nmoment, thought safely confined to a cell beneath the castle. He regai ned
hi s composure quickly and bowed, smling.

"Charmed," he said, "to neet nilady in passage."

"How did you get out?" she asked.

"Wth difficulty,"” he replied. "They make tricky locks in these parts."

She sighed, clutching her small parcel nore closely.

"It appears," she said, "that you have nanaged the feat just in tine for it to
prove your undoing. Qur enemies are already battering at the nain gate. They
may even be through it by now "

"So that is what the noise is all about,"” he said. "In that case, could you
direct ne to the nearest secret escape passage?"

"I fear that they have all been bl ocked."

"Pity," he said. "Wuld it then be inpolite of ne to inquire whence you are
hast eni ng wi th--Ah! Ah!"

He clutched at his burned fingertips, imediately follow ng an arcane gesture
on the Lady Lydia's part when he had reached toward the bundl e she bore.

"I am heading for a tower," she stated, "with the hope that | can summobn a

dragon to bear ne away--if there still be any about. They do not take well to
strangers, however, so | fear there is nothing for you there. I--1 amsorry."
He smiled and nodded.

"Go," he said. "Hurry! | can take care of nyself. | always have."

She nodded, he bowed, and she hurried on. Sucking his fingers, Museglove
turned back in the direction fromwhich he had just cone, his plan already
formed. He, too, would have to hurry.

As Lydia neared the end of the corridor, the castle began to shake. As she
mounted the stair, the wi ndow on the | andi ng above her shattered and the rain
poured in. As she reached the second fl oor and noved toward the w nding
stairway to the tower, an enornous clap of thunder deafened her to the om nous
creaking noise within the walls. But, had she heard it, she mght still have
ventured there.

Partway up the stair, she felt the tower begin to sway. She hesitated. Cracks
appeared in the wall. Dust and nortar fell about her. The stairway began to
tilt....

Tearing her cloak fromher shoul ders, she wapped it about her bundle as she
turned and rushed back in the direction fromwhich she had cone.

The angle of the stair declined, and now she could hear a roaring, grating
sound all about her. Ahead, a portion of the ceiling gave way and water rushed
in. Beyond that, she could see the entranceway sliding slowy upwards. Wt hout
hesi tati on, she drew back the bundl e and cast it through the opening.

The worl d gave way beneat h her

As the forces of Jared Kl aithe pounded into the main hall at Rondoval over the
bodi es of its dark defenders, the lord Det energed froma side passage, a
drawn bow in his hands. He rel eased an arrow which passed through Jared's
arnor, breastbone and heart, in that order, dropping himin his tracks. Then
he cast the bow aside and drew his scepter fromhis sash. He waved it in a
slow circle above his head and the invaders felt an invisible force pushing

t hem back.

One figure noved forward. It was, of course, Mor. His illunminated staff turned
like a bright wheel in his hands.

"Your loyalty is msplaced, old man," Det remarked. "This is not your fight."
"I't has becone so," Mr replied. "You have tipped the Bal ance.™

"Bah! The Bal ance was tipped thousands of years ago," said the other, "in the
proper direction.”

Mor shook his head. The staff spun fester and faster before him and he no

| onger appeared to be holding it.

"I fear the reaction you may already have provoked," he said, "let alone what
m ght conme to pass should you be permitted to continue."

"Then it nmust be between us two," said Det, slowy |lowering the scepter and
pointing it.

"It always was, was it not?" said Mor.



The Lord of Rondoval hesitated for the barest noment. Then, "l suppose you are
right," he said. "But for this, be it upon your own head!"

The scepter flared and a | ance of brilliant red light |eaped fromit. Ad Mr

| eaned forward as it struck full upon the shield his spinning staff had
become. The light was instantly reflected upward to stri ke agai nst the

cei ling.

Wth a roar that outdid the thunder, great chunks of masonry canme | oose to
crash downward upon the Lord of Rondoval, crushing and burying himin an

i nstant .

Mor strai ghtened. The wheel slowed, beconming a staff again. He | eaned heavily
upon it.

As the echoes died within the hall the remaining sounds of battle cane to a
halt without. The storm too, was drifting on its way, its |lightnings abated,
its thunders stilled in that instant.

One of Jared's lieutenants, Ardel, noved forward slowy and stood regarding

t he heap of rubble.

"It is over," he said, after a tine. "We' ve won....
"So it would seem " Mor said.

"There are still sone of his men about--to be dealt with."
Mor nodded.

"...And the dragons? And his other unnatural servants?"

"Di sorgani zed now," Mr said softly. "I will deal with them"

"Cood. We--what is that noise?"

They listened for several nonents.

"It could be a trick," said one of the sergeants, Marakas by nane.

"Choose a detail. Go and find out. Report back inmmediately. "

Mousegl ove crouched behind the arras, near to the stairwell that led to the
dark places below. H's plan was to return to his cell and secure hinself
withinit. A prisoner of Det's would be about the only person on the prem ses
likely to receive synpathetic treatnment, he had reasoned. He had succeeded in
making it this for on his journey back to duress when the gate had gi ven way,
the invaders entered and the sorcerous duel taken place. He had witnessed al

of these things through a frayed place in the tapestry.

Now, while everyone's attention was el sewhere, would be the ideal time for him
to slip out and head back down. Only... His curiosity, too, had been aroused.
He wait ed.

The detail soon returned with the noisy bundle. Sergeant Marakas wore a tense
expression, held the baby stiffly.

"Doubt| ess Det planned to sacrifice it in sone nefarious rite, to assure his
victory!" he vol unt eer ed.

Ardel |eaned forward and inspected. He raised the tiny right hand and turned
it pal mupwards.

"No. It bears the famly's dragon-nmark of power inside the right wist," he
stated. "This is Det's own of fspring."

"Oh. "

Ardel |ooked at Mor. But the old man was staring at the baby, oblivious to all
el se.

"What should | do with it, sir?" Marakas asked.

Ardel chewed his lip.

"That mark," he said, "neans that it is destined to becone a sorcerer. It is
al so a certain neans of identification. No matter what the child might be told
while it was growi ng up, sooner or later it would learn the truth. If that
cane to pass, would you like to meet a sorcerer who knew you had had a part in
the death of his father and the destruction of his home?"

"I see what you are getting at..." said Marakas.

"So you had best--di spose of--the baby."

The sergeant | ooked away. Then, "Suppose we sent it to sone distant |and where
no one has ever heard of the House of Rondoval ?" he asked.

" VWere one day there mght come a traveler who knows this story? No. The
uncertainty would, in many ways, be worse than a sureness of doom | see no



way out for the little thing. Be quick and nerciful."

"Sir, could we not just cut off the arn? It is better than dying."

Ardel si ghed.

"The power would still be there,"” he said,"armor no arm And there are too
many w t nesses here today. The story would be told, and it would but add

anot her grievance. No. If you've no stomach for it yourself, there must be
soneone in the ranks who--"

"Wait!"

A d Mr had spoken. He shook hinself as one just awakening and noved forward.
"There may be a way," he said, "a way to let the child live and to assure that
your fears will never be realized."

He reached out and touched the tiny hand.

"What do you propose?" Ardel asked him

"Thousands of years ago," Mr began, "we possessed great cities and mghty
machi nes as well as high nagics--"

"I'"ve heard the stories,"” Ardel said. "How does that hel p us now?"

"They are nore than just stories. The Cataclysmreally occurred. Afterwards,
we kept the magic and threw much of the rest away. It all seenms so nuch | egend
now, but to this day we are biased agai nst the unnatural tech-things."

"Of course. That is--"

"Let me finish! Wien a naj or decision such as that is made, the symmetry of

t he universe demands that it go both ways. There is another world, ruch |ike
our own, where they threw away the magic and kept the other. In that place, we
and our ways are the stuff of |egend.”

"Where is this world?"

Mor smi | ed.

"It is counterpoint to the rmusic of our sphere," he said, "a single beat away.
It it just around the corner no one turns. It is another forking of the

shi ning road."

"Wzards' riddles! Howw Il this serve us? Can one travel to that other

pl ace?"

"I can."

"Ch. Then ..."

"Yes. Gowing up in such a place, the child would have its life, but its power
would nean little. It would be dismssed, rationalized, explained away. The
child would find a different place in life than any it m ght have known here,
and it would never understand, never suspect what had occurred.”

"Fine. Do it then, if mercy can be had so cheaply."

"There is a price."

"What do you nean?"

"That | aw of synmetry, of which | spoke--it nust be satisfied if the exchange
is to be a permanent one: a stone for a stone, a tree for a tree ..."

"A baby? Are you trying to say that if you take this one there, you nust bring
one of theirs back?"

"Yes."

"What would we do with that one?"

Sergeant Marakas cleared his throat.

"My Mel and | just |lost one," he said. "Perhaps..."

Ardel smiled briefly and nodded.

"Then it is cheap. Let it be done."

Wth the toe of his boot and a nod, Ardel then indicated Det's fallen scepter
"What of the magician's rod? Is it not dangerous?" he asked.

Mor nodded, bent slowy and retrieved it fromwhere it had fallen. He began to
twist and tug at it, muttering the while.

"Yes," he finally said, succeeding in separating it into three sections. "It
cannot be destroyed, but if |I were to banish each segnent to a point of the
great Magical Triangle of Int, it may be that it will never be reclained. It
woul d certainly be difficult."”

"You will do this, then?"

"Yes."



At that noment, Museglove slipped frombehind the arras and down the
stairwell. Then he paused, held his breath and listened for an outcry. There
was none. He hurried on.

When he reached the dimmess of the great stair's bottom he turned right, took
several paces and paused. They were not corridors, but rather natural tunnels
that faced him Had it been the one directly to the right from which he had
energed earlier? Or the other which angled off nearby? He had not realized
that there were two in that vicinity....

There came a noi se from above. He chose the opening on the extrenme right and
pl unged ahead. It was as dark as the route he had traversed earlier, but after
twenty paces it took a sharp turn to the right which he did not recall

Still, he could not afford to go back now, if someone were indeed com ng

Besi des, there was a snall |ight ahead...

A brazier of charcoal glowed and snmoked within an al cove. A bundl e of faggots
| ay upon the floor nearby. He fed tinder into the brazier, blew upon it,
coaxed it to flame. Shortly thereafter, a torch blazed in his hand. He took up
several other sticks and continued on along the tunnel

He cane to a branching. The | efthand way | ooked slightly larger, nore
inviting. He followed it. Shortly, it branched again. This tine, he bore to
the right.

He gradual ly became aware of a downward sl opi ng, thought that he felt a faint
draft. There followed three nore branchings and a honeyconbed chanber. He had
begun marking his choices with charcoal fromthe body of the torch, near to
the righthand wall. The incline steepened, the tunnel tw sted, w dening. It
cane to bear less and | ess resenblance to a corridor

When he halted to light his second torch, he was aware that he had travel ed
much farther than he had on the way out earlier. Yet he feared returning al ong
the way he had cone. A hundred paces nore, he decided, could do no harm..
And when he had gone that distance, he stood at the mouth of a |large, warm
cavern, breathing a peculiar odor which he could not identify. He raised the
torch high above him but the further end of the vast chanber remai ned hi dden
i n shadows. A hundred paces nore, he told hinmself....

Later, when he had decided not to risk further explorations, but to retrace
his route and take his chances, he heard an enornous cl anor approachi ng. He
realized that he could either throw hinmself upon the nercy of his fell ow nmen
and attenpt to explain his situation, or hide hinself and extinguish his
light. His experience with his fell ow men being what it had been, he | ooked
about for an unobtrusive niche.

And that night, the servants of Rondoval were hunted through the wecked
castle and slain. Mor, by his staff and his will, charmed the dragons and

ot her beasts too difficult to slay and drove theminto the great caverns
beneath. There, he laid the sleep of ages upon everything within and caused
the caverns to be seal ed.

Hi s next task, he knew, would be at least as difficult.

I

He wal ked al ong the shining road. Mniature Iightnings played constantly
across its surface but did not shock him To his right and his left there was
a steady flickering as brief glinpses of alternate realities cane and went.
Directly overhead was a dark stillness filled with steady stars. In his right
hand he bore his staff, in the crook of his left armhe carried the baby.
Cccasionally, there was a branching, a sideroad, a crossroad. He passed many
of these with only a glance. Later, however, he cane to a forking of the way
and he set his foot upon the | efthand branch. |Inmrediately, the flickering

sl owed perceptibly.

He noved with increased deliberation, now scrutinizing the images. Finally, he
concentrated all of his attention on those to the right. After a time, he

hal ted and stood facing the panorana.

He noved his staff into a position before himand the progression of inmages



sl owed even nore. He watched for several heartbeats, then | eaned the tip of
the staff forward.

A scene froze before him grew, took on depth and coloration...

Evening... Autum... Small street, small town... University conplex..

He stepped forward.

M chael Chain--red-haired, ruddy and thirty pounds overwei ght--1oosened his
tie and Il owered his six-foot-plus frame onto the stool before the draw ng
board. His left hand played games with the conputer terminal and a figure took
shape on the cathode display above it. He studied this for perhaps half a
mnute, rotated it, made adjustnments, rotated it again.

Taking up a pencil and a T-square, he transferred several features fromthe
display to the sheet on the board before him He |eaned back, regarding it,
chewed his |lip, began a small erasure.

"Mke!" said a small, dark-haired wonman in a severe evening dress, opening the
door to his office. "Can't you | eave your work al one for a m nute?"

"The sitter is not here yet," he replied, continuing the erasure, "and I'm
ready to go. This beats twiddling ny thunbs."

"Well, she is here now and your tie has to be retted and we're late."
He sighed, put down the pencil and switched off the termnal. "Al right," he
said, rising to his feet and fanbling at his throat. "I'Il be ready in a

m nute. Punctuality is no great virtue at a faculty party."

"It isif it's for the head of your departnent."

"Aoria," he replied, shaking his head, "the only thing you need to know about
Jimis that he wouldn't last a week in the real world. Take himout of the
university and drop himinto a genuine industrial design slot and he'd--"
"Let's not get into that again," she said, retreating. "I know you're not
happy here, but for the tine being there's nothing else. You' ve got to be
decent about it."

"My father had his own consulting firm" he recited. "It could have been

m ne--"

"But he drank it out of business. Come on. Let's go."

"That was near the end. He'd had sonme bad breaks. He was good. So was

G anddad, " he went on. "He founded it and--"

"I already know you cone froma dynasty of geniuses,’
will inherit the mantle. But right now-"

He shook hinmself and | ooked at her

"How i s he?" he asked in a softer vaoice.

"Asl eep," she said. "He's okay."

He smil ed.

"Ckay. Let's get our coats. |I'll be good."

She turned and he foll owed her out, the pale eye of the CRT | ooking over his
shoul der.

Mor stood in the doorway of a building diagonally across the street fromthe
house he was watching. The big man in the dark overcoat was on the doorstep
hands thrust into his pockets, gazing up the street. The smaller figure of the
worman still faced the partly opened door. She was speaking with sonmeone

wi t hin.

Finally, the worman cl osed the door and turned. She joined the man and they
began wal ki ng. Mr watched them head off up the street and turn the corner. He
waited awhile longer, to be certain they would not be returning after sone
remenbered trifle

He departed the doorway and crossed the street. \Wen he reached the proper
door he rapped upon it with his staff. After several nonents, the door opened
slightly. He saw that there was a chain upon it on the inside. A young girl
stared at himacross it, dark eyes only slightly suspi cious.

"I"ve come to pick sonmething up," he said, the web of an earlier spell naking
his foreign words clear to her, "and to | eave sonething."
"They are not in just now," she said. "I"'mthe sitter.
"That is all right," he said, slowy lowering the point of his staff toward
her eye |evel.

she said, "and that Dan



A faint pulsing began within the dark wood, giving it an opal escent hue and
texture. Her eyes shifted. It held her attention for several pulsebeats, and
then he raised it slowy toward his own face. Their eyes net and he held her
gaze. His voice shifted into a | ower register.

"Unchai n the door now, " he said.

There was a shadow of novement, a rattling within. The chain dropped.

"Step back," he commanded.

The face withdrew. He pushed the door open and entered.

"Go into the next roomand sit down," he said, closing the door behind him
"When | depart this place, you will chain the door behind ne and forget that |
have been here. | will tell you when to do this."

The girl was already on her way into the |iving room

He noved about slowy, opening doors. Finally, he paused upon the threshold of
a small, darkened room then entered softly. He regarded the tiny figure
curled within the crib, then noved the staff to within inches of its head.
"Sleep," he said, the wood once again flickering beneath his hand. "Sleep."
Carefully then, he placed his own burden upon the floor, |eaned his staff

agai nst the crib, uncovered and raised the child he had charned. He lay it
besi de the other and considered themboth. In the light that spilled through
t he opened door, he saw that this baby was |ighter of conplexion than the one
he had brought, and its hair was sonewhat thinner, paler. Still..

He proceeded to exchange their clothing and to wap the baby fromthe crib in
t he bl anket which had covered the other. Then he placed the last Lord of
Rondoval within the crib and stared at him H's finger nmoved forward to touch
t he dragonmark. ..

Abruptly, he turned away, retrieved his staff and lifted young Dani el Chain
fromthe fl oor.

As he passed along the hallway he called into the living room "I am going
now. Fix the door as it was after me--and forget."
Qut side, he heard the chain fall into place as he wal ked away. Stars shone

down t hrough jagged openi ngs anong the clouds and a cold wi nd came out of the
east at his back. A vehicle turned the corner, raking himwth its lights, but
it passed without slow ng.

Tiny gl eans began to play within the sidewal k, and the buil dings at either
hand | ost something of their substantiality, becanme two-dinensional, began to
flicker.

The sparkling of his path increased and it soon ceased to be a sidewal k,

becom ng a great bright way stretching illinmtably before and behind him with
nunerous si deways visible. The prospect to his right and | eft becanme a nosaic
of tiny still-shots of innunmerable times and places, flashing, brightening and

shrinking, coming at last to resenble the shimering scal es of sone exotic
fish in passage by him Overhead, a band of dark sky remained, but cloudl ess
and pouring starlight in negative celestial inmage of the road bel ow
Qccasional ly, Mr glinpsed other figures upon the sideways--not all of them of
human form -bent on tasks as inscrutable as his own.

H s staff came to blaze as he picked his way homeward, |ightning-dew dripping
fromhis heels, his toes.

11

In lands mythical to one another, the days passed.

When the boy was six years old, it was noted that he not only attenpted to
repair anything that was broken about the place, but that he quite often
succeeded. Mel showed her husband the kitchen tongs he had nended.

"As good as Vince could have done at the snmithy," she said. "That boy's going
to be a tinker."

Mar akas exami ned the tool

"Did you see how he did it?" he asked.

"No. | heard his hamering, but | didn't pay hi mmch heed. You know how he's
al ways fooling with bits of metal and such.™



Mar akas nodded and set the tongs aside.

"Where is he now?"

"Down by the irrigation ditch, | think," she answered. "He spl ashes about
there."”

"Il walk down and see him tell himhe was a good boy for nending that," he
said, crossing the roomand lifting the latch

Qut side, he turned the corner and took the sloping path past the huge tree in
the direction of the fields. Insects buzzed in the grasses. A bird warbl ed
somewher e above him A dry breeze stirred his hair. As he wal ked, he thought
somewhat proudly of the child they had taken. He was certainly healthy and
strong--and very clever....

"Mark?" he called when he had reached the ditch.

"Over here, Dad," cane a faint reply fromaround the bend to his right.

He noved in that direction

"Where?" he asked, after a tine.

"Down here."

Approachi ng the edge, he | ooked over, seeing Mark and the thing with which he
was playing. It appeared that the boy had placed a snmooth, straight stick just
above the water's surface, resting each of its ends |oosely in grooves anong
rock heaps he had built up on either side; and at the mddle of the stick was
af fixed a series of squarish--w ngs?--which the fl ow ng water pushed agai nst,
turning it round and round. A peculiar tingle of trepidation passed over him
at the sight of it--why, he was not certain--but this vani shed nonments | ater
as he followed the rotating vanes with his eyes, becom ng a sense of pleasure
at his son's achi evenent.

"\What have you got there, Mark?" he asked, seating hinmself on the bank

"Just a sort of--wheel," the boy said, |ooking up and smling. "The water
turns it."

"What does it do?"

"Not hi ng. Just turns."

"It's real pretty."

"Yeah, isn't it?"

"That was nice the way you fixed those tongs," Marakas said, plucking a piece
of grass and chewing it. "Your nother liked that."

"I't was easy."

"You enjoy fixing things and maki ng things, making things work---don't you?"
"Yes."

"Think that's what you'd like to do for a living some day?"

"I think so."

"dd Vince is going to be I ooking for an apprentice down at the forge one of

t hese days. If you think you'd like to learn smthing, working with nmetals and
such--1 could speak with him"

Mark sm | ed again.

"Do that," he said.

"OfF course, you'd be working with real, practical things.
toward the water-spun wheel. "Not toys," he finished.

"It isn't atoy," Mark said, turning to | ook back at his creation

"You just said that it doesn't do anything."

"But | think it could. I just have to figure what--and how. "

Mar akas | aughed, stood and stretched. He tossed his blade of grass into the
wat er and wat ched the wheel nangle it.
"When you find out, be sure to tell ne.
He turned away and started back toward the path.

"I will ..." Mark said softly, still watching it turn.

Mar akas gest ured

When the boy was six years old, he went into his father's office to see once
again the funny machi ne Dad used. Maybe this tinme--

"Dan! CGet out of here!" bellowed M chael Chain, a huge figure, wthout even
turning away fromthe draw ng board.

The little stick figure on the screen before himhad collapsed into a line



that waved up and down. M chael's hand pl ayed across the console, attenpting
adj ust ment s.

"doria! Come and get him It's happeni ng again!"
"Dad, " Dan began, "I didn't mean--"

The man swivel ed and glared at him

"I"ve told you to stay out of here when |I'm worKking,'
"I know. But | thought that maybe this tinme--"

"You thought! You thought! It's tine you started doi ng what you're told!"
“I'"'msor--"

M chael Chain began to rise fromhis stool and the boy backed away. Then Dan
heard his nother's footsteps at his back. He turned and hugged her
"I"'msorry," he finished.

"Agai n?" doria said, |ooking over himat her husband.

"Again," Mchael answered. "The kid's a jinx."

The pencil-can began rattling atop the small table beside the draw ng board.
M chael turned and stared at it, fascinated. It tipped, fell to its side,
rolled toward the table's edge.

He lunged, but it passed over the edge and fell to the floor before he could
reach it. Cursing, he straightened then and banged his head on the nearest
corner.

"CGet himout of herel" he roared. "The kid's got a pet poltergeist!"

"Come on," Goria said, |eading himaway, "W know it's not sonething you want
to do...."

The wi ndow bl ew open. Papers swirled. There cane a sharp rapping fromwithin
the wall. A book fell fromits shelf.

" It's just something that sonetinmes happens,'
depart ed.

M chael sighed, picked things up, rose, closed the wi ndow. Wen he returned to
his machine, it was functioning normally. He glared at it. He did not I|ike
things that he could not understand. Was it a wave phenonenon that the kid
propagat ed--intensi fi ed sonehow when he becane upset? He had tried severa
times to detect something of that sort, using various instrunents. Al way
unsuccessfully. The instruments thensel ves usually--

"Now you' ve done it. He's crying and the place is a shanbles,"

he sai d.

she finished, as they

doria said,

entering the roomagain. "If you'd be alittle nore gentle with himwhen it
starts, things probably wouldn't get so bad. | can usually head them of f, just
by being nice to him"

"In the first place,” Mchael said, "lI'"'mnot sure | believe that anything

paranormal really happens. In the second, it's always so sudden.”
She | aughed. So did he.

"Well, it is,"” he said finally. "I suppose | had better go and say sonet hi ng
to him | knowit's not his fault. | don't want hi m unhappy. "

He had started toward the door. He paused.

"I still wonder," he said.

"1 know. "

"I"'msure our kid didn't have that funny mark on his wist."

"Don't start that again. Please. It just takes you around in circles."
"You're right."

He departed his office and wal ked back toward Dan's room As he went, he heard
t he sounds of a guitar being softly strumed. Now a D chord, nowa G..

Sur prising, how quickly a kid that age had | earned to handl e the undersized
instrument... Strange, too. No one else in either famly had ever shown any
musi cal aptitude.

He knocked gently on the door. The strumm ng stopped.

"Yes?"

"May | come in?"

“Uh- huh."

He pushed the door open and entered. Dan was sprawl ed on the bed. The

i nstrument was nowhere in sight. Underneath, probably.

"That was real pretty," he said. "Wat were you playi ng?"



"Just some sounds. | don't know. "

"Why' d you stop?"

"You don't like it."

"l never said that."

"I can tell."

He sat down beside himand squeezed his shoul der

"Well, you're wong," he said. "Everybody's got sonething they like to do.
Wth me, it's ny work." Then, finally, "You scared me, Dan. | don't know how
it happens that machi nes sonetimes go crazy when you come around--and things |
don't understand sonetines scare ne. But I'mnot really mad at you. | just
sound that way when I'mstartled.”

Dan rolled onto his side and | ooked up at him He smled weakly.

"You want to play sonething for me? I'lIl be glad to listen."

The boy shook his head.

"Not just now," he said.

M chael | ooked about the room at the huge shelf of picture books, at the
unopened erector set. Wien he | ooked back at Dan, he saw that the boy was
rubbing his wist.

"Hurt your hand?" he asked.

"Uh-uh. It just sort of throbs--the mark--sonetines."

"How of t en?"

"\Whenever - -sonet hing |ike that--happens.”

He gestured toward the door and the entire external world.

"I't's going away now," he added.

He took hold of the boy's wist, exam ned the dark dragon-shape upon it.
"The doctor said it was nothing to worry about--no chance of it ever turning
into anything bad...."

"It's all right now "

M chael continued to stare for several nmonents. Finally, he squeezed the hand,
lowered it and smil ed.

"Anyt hi ng you want, Dan?" he asked.

"No. Unh... Well--sonme books."

M chael | aughed.

"That's one thing you like, isn't it? Okay, nmaybe we can stop by a bookstore
| ater and see what they've got."

Dan finally sml ed.

"Thank you."
M chael punched his shoul der lightly and rose.
"... And I'Il stay out of your office, Dad."

He squeezed his shoul der again and left himthere on the bed. As he headed
back toward his office, he heard a soft, rapid strunm ng begin.

When the boy was twelve years old he built a horse. It stood two hands high
and was moved by a spring-powered cl ockwork nechanism He had worked after
hours at the smithy forging the parts, and on his own tine in the shed he had
built behind his parents' place, measuring, grinding and polishing gears. Now
it pranced on the floor of that shed, for himand his audi ence of one--Nora

Vail, a nine-year-old neighbor girl.
She cl apped her hands as it slowy turned its head, as if to regard them
"It's beautiful, Mark! It's beautiful!" she said. "There's never been anything

like it--except in the old days."

"What do you nean?" he said quickly.

"You know. Like |Iong ago. Wen they had all sorts of clever devices |like
that."

"Those are just stories," he said. Then, after a time, "Aren't they?"

She shook her head, pale hair dancing.

"No. My father's passed by one of the forbidden places, down south by Anvil
Mount ai n. You can still see all sorts of broken things there without going
i n--things people can't nmake anynore." She | ooked back at the horse, its
noverent s now sl owi ng. "Maybe even things like that."



"That's--interesting..."he said. "I didn't realize--and there's still stuff
left?"

"That's what ny father said."

Abruptly, she | ooked himstraight in the eye.

"You know, maybe you'd better not show this to anybody el se," she said.

"Why not ?"

"Peopl e mi ght think you' ve been there and | earned sone of the forbidden

t hi ngs. They m ght get nad."

"That's dunb," he said, just as the horse fell onto its side. "That's rea
dunb. "

But as he righted it, he said, "Maybe I'll wait till | have sonething better
to show them Sonething they'Il like...."

The foll owi ng spring, he denonstrated for a few fri ends and nei ghbors the
flotation device he had made, geared to operate a floodgate in the irrigation
system They tal ked about it for two weeks, then decided against installing it
t hensel ves. When the spring runoff occurred--and | ater, when the rains
cane--there was sone | ocal flooding, not too serious. They only shrugged.
"I"ll have to show them sonething even better," he told Nora. "Something
they'Il have to like."

"Why?" she asked

He | ooked at her, puzzled.

"Because they have to understand," he said.

"What ?"

"That I'mright and they're wong, of course.”

"People don't usually go for that sort of thing," she said.

He smil ed.

"W'll see.”

When the boy was twelve years old, he took his guitar with himone day--as he
had on many others--and visited a small park deep in the steel, glass, plastic
and concrete-lined heart of the city where his famly now resided.

He patted a dusty synthetic tree and crossed the unliving turf past hol ograns
of swaying flowers, to seat hinmself upon an orange plastic bench. Recordings
of birdsongs sounded at randomintervals through hidden speakers. Artificial
butterflies darted along invisible beans. Conceal ed aerosols rel eased the
odors of flowers at regular intervals.

He renoved the instrument fromits case and tuned it. He began to play.

One of the fake butterflies passed too near, faltered and fell to the ground.
He stopped playing and | eaned forward to examne it. A wonman passed and tossed
a coin near his feet. He straightened and ran a hand through his hair, staring
after her. The disarrayed silver-white streak that traced his black nop from
forehead to nape fell into place again.

He rested the guitar on his thigh, chorded and began an intricate right-hand
style he had been practicing. A dark form-a real bird--suddenly descended, to
hop about nearby. Dan al nbst stopped playing at the novel sight. |Instead, he
switched to a sinpler style, to leave nore attention for its novenents.
Sonetimes at night he played his guitar on the roof of the building where
birds nested, beneath stars twinkling faintly through the haze. He woul d hear
themtwi ttering and rustling about him But he sel dom saw any in the
parks--perhaps it was sonething in the aerosol s--and he watched this one with
a small fascination as it approached the failed butterfly and seized it inits
beak. A nonent later, it dropped it, cocked its head, pecked at it, then
hopped away. Shortly thereafter, the bird was airborne once again, then gone.
Dan reverted to a nore conplex pattern, and after a tine he began singing

agai nst the noises of the city. The sun passed redly overhead. A wi no,
sprawl ed beneath the | evel of the hol ograns, sobbed softly in his sleep. The
park vibrated regularly with the passage of underground trains. After severa

| apses, Dan realized that his voice was changi ng.



IV

Mar k Marakson--six feet in height and still grow ng, rmuscles as hard as any
smth' s--wi ped his hands on his apron, brushed his unruly thatch of red back
fromhis forehead and nmounted the device.

He checked the firebox again, nade a final adjustnent on the boiler and seated
hi nsel f before the steering mechanism The vehicle whistled and banged as he
rel eased the clutch and drove it out of his hidden shed, headi ng down toward

t he roadway al ong the path he had snoot hed.

Birds, rabbits and squirrels fled before him and he smled at the power
beneat h his hands. He took a corner sharply, enjoying the response to the
controls. This was the sixth trial of his self-propelled wagon and everyt hi ng
seened to be functioning perfectly. The first five expeditions had been secret
t hi ngs. But now. ..

He | aughed al oud. Yes, now was the time to surprise the villagers, to show

t hem what coul d be wought with thinking and i ngenuity. He checked the
pressure gauge at his side. Fine..

And it was a beautiful norning for such an expedition--sunny, breezy, the
spring flowers in bloomat either hand... H's heart |eaped within himas the
har dwood seat pounded hi s backsi de and thoughts of suspension systens danced
through his nmind. It was indeed a day for great undertaki ngs.

He chugged al ong, occasionally feeding the flanes, trying to i magine the
expressions on the people's faces when they got their first sight of the
contraption. A farmer in a distent field let up his plowi ng and stared, but he
was too far renmoved for his reaction to be visible. Mark wi shed suddenly that
he had thought to install some sort of whistle or bell.

As he neared the village, he drew back on the brake, slowing. He planned to
halt right in the mddle of towm, stand on the seat and give a little talk.
"CGet rid of your horses,” it would begin. "A new day is dawning..."

He heard the cries of children froma nearby field. Soon they were racing

al ong beside him scream ng questions. He tried to answer them but the noises
of the machi ne destroyed his words.

As he turned onto the only street through the village, slow ng even nore, a
horse bolted and ran off between two houses, dragging a small cart. He saw
peopl e runni ng and heard doors sl anm ng. Dogs snarl ed, barked and backed away.
The children kept pace.

Reaching the town's center, he braked to a conplete halt and | ooked about.
"Can we ride on it?" the children shouted.

"Maybe later,"” he replied, turning to check that everything was still in good
order.

Doors began to open. People energed fromhones and stables to stand staring at
him Their expressions were not at all what he had i magi ned they woul d be.
Sone were bl ank-faced, nmany seened fearful, a few | ooked angry.

"What is it?" a man shouted from across the way.

"A steam wagon," he yelled back. "It--"

"CGet it out of here!" someone else called. "W'll all be cursed!"
"I't's not bad magic--" he began

"Get it out!"

"Qut withit!"

"Bringing that dammed thing into town ...
A clod of earth struck the side of the boiler.

"You don't understand!"

"Qut! CQut! Qut!"

Stones began to fly. A nunber of men began noving toward him He singled out
the one he knew best.

"Jed!" he shouted. "It's not bad magic! It's just like boiling water to make
teal"

Jed did not reply, but reached out with the others to seize hold of the
wagon's qui vering side.

"Well boil you, you bastard!" one of the others shouted, and they began to
rock the vehicle.



"Stop! Stop! You'll damage it!" Mark cried

Top- heavy, it quickly responded to their pressures with a swaying notion. Wen
he realized that it was beginning to tip, it was too late to junp.

"Dam you!" he cried, and he fell.

He | anded rolling and struck his head but did not pass out. Dazed, he saw the
boil er burst and the firebox come open, scattering enbers. Several droplets of
hot spray struck him and he continued to roll. The waters streaned off toward
the main ditch, mssing him

"Dam you, damm you, damm you, damm you,'
he bl acked out.

He smelled the snoke and heard the fl anes when he canme around agai n. The wagon
had taken fire fromthe enbers. People stood about watching it burn. No one
made an attenpt to extinguish it.

"...Have to get a wise nan to exorcise the denon now," he overheard a wonan
saying. "Don't no one touch it. You kids stay away!"

"Fool s!'" he nuttered, and he struggled to rise.

A smal |l hand on his shoul der pushed hi m back.

"No! Don't draw attention to yourself! Just lie stilll™

"Nora..."

He | ooked up. He had not at first realized that she was there, holding a
conpress to his head.

"Yes. Rest a monent. Gather your strength. Then cone back this way between the

he heard hinself repeating, and then

houses." She gestured with her head. "We'll nove quickly when we do."

"They didn't understand. "

"I know. | know. It was |ike the horse, when we were children ..."

"Yes."

" Sonet hi ng you just thought up because you think that way. | understand.”

"Damm them " he said

"No. They just don't think the way you do."

"Il show them "

"Not now you won't. Let's just get ready and slip away. After that, | think it
m ght be a good idea for you to stay out of sight for a tine."

He stared at the burning wagon and at the faces beyond it.

"l suppose you are right," he said. "Damm them |'mready. | want to get out
of here.”

She took hold of his hand. He wi nced and drew it back

"I"'msorry. It's burned," she said. "I hadn't noticed."

"Neither had I. It will be all right, though. Let's go."

She cl asped his other hand. He rose quickly and noved with her, past shrubs,
beyond t he houses.

"This way."

He fol |l owed her down a | ane, through a barn.

When they paused to rest, he said, "Thank you. You were right. |'m going away
for awhile."

"Wher e?"

"Sout h," he hissed.

"Ch, no!" she said. "That's too wild, and--"

"I"ve got the name," he stated.

She stared into his eyes.

"Don't," she said.

He reached forward and enbraced her. She was stiff for a nonent, then rel axed
agai nst him

"I"ll be back for you," he told her

The trees were smaller, the land was drier here. There were fewer shrubs and
nore bare areas. This |and was rockier and nmuch, much quieter than his own. He
heard no birdcalls as he wal ked and clinbed, no insect-noises, no sounds of
runni ng water, rustling boughs, passing ani nals.

H s hand had stopped throbbing several days ago, and the skin was peeling now
He had | ong since discarded the bandage fromhis head. H s tread was firm
despite weariness, as he neared the anvil -shaped peak through | engthening



shadows. He wore a small backpack, and several well wapped water bottles hung
fromhis belt. H's garnents were dirty, as were his face and hands, but he
snmled a tight smle as he | ooked upward and pl odded on

He did not feel that there were denons and assorted nonsters in the area, as
some peopl e believed. But he bore a short sword across his pack--one he had
forged hinself years before, when he had been shorter and lighter. it seened
al nrost a toy now, though he could wield it with great speed and dexterity. He
had spent nonths practicing with blades to obtain the feeling for edged
weapons whi ch al one would insure his producing a superior product when he cane
to forge them He had picked his up at the snithy when he had returned there
for the supplies for his flight. Now, hiking closer and closer to the

forbi dden area, he felt no great need for the blade in what he took to be a
dead pl ace, but its presence made himthink of the effort which had gone into
its manufacture, yet had still produced an iteminferior in quality to some of
the strange fragments of netal he di scovered i nbedded in the ground here.

He carried such a scrap in his hand and studied it now and again. He saw it to
be sone sort of tough, light alloy, once he had scraped and rubbed the dirt
fromit, uncor-rupted after all these years. Wiat were the forces that had
formed it? What heats? What pressures? It told himthat something peculiar had
once exi sted nearby.

That evening he wal ked through the still standing shell of a |arge building.
He coul d not even guess what m ght once have been transacted within it. But

twi ce he thought that he heard scurrying sounds near at hand as he expl ored.
He decided to canp at sone distance fromthe ruin.

He coul d not decide whether a fire would attract or repel anything that m ght
dwel | nearby. Finally, the lack of sufficient kindling materials to keep a

bl aze going for very long persuaded himto do entirely without. He ate dry
rations and rolled hinself into his blanket on a | edge eight feet above the
ground. He placed his blade within easy reach

How | ong he had sl ept, he could not say. Several hours, it felt, when he was
awakened by a scratching noise. He was alert in an instant, hand noving toward
t he weapon. He turned his head slightly, nuscles tensing, and beheld the thing
whi ch noved over the rocks below, conming in his direction

Its dark, segnented body gleamed in the nmoonlight as it crept over the rocks
on numerous tiny feet, its front end sonetines raised, sonmetines |lowered. It
was three or four times his own size, and it resenbl ed nothing so nmuch as a
gigantic, netallic caterpillar noving along the trail he had followed to this
pl ace. Munted near the forward end was sonething small and tw sted and
vaguel y man-shaped, clutching what appeared to be reins inits left hand and
the shaft of a long spear in the other. The beast reared, rising as high as
the | edge, swayed, then dropped to the ground once nore and proceeded as if
sniffing out his path.

Hackl es risen, a cold lunp in the pit of his stomach, Mark eyed a possible
escape route anong the rocks below and to the right. If he nmoved quickly
enough there mght still be a sufficient margin...

He breathed deeply, vaulted to the ground and tw sted his ankl e beneath him

Ri sing, linmping, he headed toward the rocks. He heard a sharp whistling noise
behi nd himand an increase in the scratching sounds. He dodged as best he
could, thinking of the spear in the thing s hand.

He | ooked back once and saw that he seenmed to be holding his own. The

spear -arm was cocked, but the rocks were right before himnow He dove and
heard the shaft clatter on stone behind him Recovering i mediately, he
continued on, heading obliquely back in the direction of the ruin he had
visited earlier.

The noi ses behind himdid not dimnish. Apparently, the nonstrosity could nove
at a faster pace than that at which he had first seen it com ng

He darted anong rocks, keeping the sounds to the rear and the ruin roughly
ahead. There had been places to clinb, places to hide there--places better
suited for defense than the open ground of this rock maze.

He rounded a huge boul der, froze, and barely had tine to bring his blade into



pl ay. Another of the things, also bearing a rider, appeared to have been
searching or waiting for him It was reared upright only feet away, and the
spear was al ready descendi ng.

He parried, driving the shaft aside, and swung a backhanded cut toward the
swayi ng creature. It rang |like a bell and dropped forward. He stepped aside,
feeling a sharp pain in his right ankle, then thrust upward toward the gnarled
rider. There cane a scream as his bl ade connected and entered, sonewhere. He
dragged it free, turned, ran.

There were no sounds of pursuit, and when he gl anced back he saw the beast,
now riderless, groping aimessly anong the rocks. He began to draw a deep
breath, and then the world gave way beneath him He fell a short distance

t hrough darkness and | anded shoul der-first on a hard surface. The bl ade fel
fromhis hand with a clangi ng sound, and he imedi ately retrieved it. There
cane a sharp, slamr ng noise fromoverhead, and dust, gravel and pieces of
earth fell about him Suddenly then, there was |ight, but his eyes did not

i Mmediately adjust to it.

When the effects of the brightness had passed, he still did not understand
what |ay before him
A table... Yes, he recognized that--and the chairs. But where was the nmain

light source? What was that large gray thing with the glassy rectangle at its
center? And all those tiny lights?

Not hi ng noved about him save for the settling dust. He got to his feet,
advanci ng sl owy.

"Hel | 0?" he whi spered.

"Yes, hello, hello!" came a |oud voice. "Hello?"

"Where are you?" he asked, halting and turning in a slow circle.

"Here, with you," was the reply. The words had an archaic accent to them Iike
that of the Northlanders.

"I do not see you. Who are you?"

"My, you speak strangely! Foreigner? | ama teaching machine, a library
conmputer."

"My words may seem strangely accented and assenbl ed because of the passage of
time," Mark said, with a sudden insight concerning the age and function of the
device. "Can you nake all owances, adjust for this? | amhaving a difficult

ti me understandi ng even your sinplest statements.”

"Yes. Talk a lot. | need a good sanple. Tell nme about yourself and the things
that you wish to know. "

Mark smiled and | owered his blade. He linped to the nearest chair and sl unped
into it. He rubbed his shoul der

"I will," he said, nonments later. "But howis this place |ighted?"

The screen gl owed before him Beneath a heavy | ayer of dust, a wiring diagram
suddenly appeared upon it.

"I's that what you nean?" asked the voice.

"Maybe. 1'mnot certain.”

"Do you know what it is?"

"Not yet," he said, "but | intend to. If you will instruct ne."

"I have the neans to provide for your well-being for so long as you wish to
remain here. | will instruct you."

"I think I may have just fallen into the very thing I sought,"” Mark replied.
"Il tell you about myself, and you tell ne about power sources. "

\Y

Dani el Chain--a junior at State, working on his certificate in Medieval
Studies; slimand hard, after two years on the boxing and fencing teans; |ess
than happy at the subtle pressure still exerted by his father for himto
change his History and Linguistics major and join himin the business--sat
upon the tall stool, thinking of all these matters and others, after the
fashion of half-controlled reverie which inforned his m nd whenever he pl ayed.
The club was di mand snoky. He had followed Betty Lewis, who sang torch songs



and bl ues nunbers acconpani ed by piano rolls and a deep decol | etage and who

al ways drew heavy appl ause when she took her bows. Now he was filling the room
with guitar sounds. He played on Saturday nights and alternate Fridays, doing
as many instrumentals as vocals. The people seened to like his nusic both
ways. Right now, he was in a nonvocal nood.

Toni ght was the other Friday, and the place was considerably |ess than packed.
He recogni zed several famliar faces at the small tables, sonme of them noddi ng
intime with the beat.

He sculpted the swirls of snoke as they drifted up toward the lights, into
castles, nountain ranges, forests and exotic beasts. The mark on his wi st

t hrobbed slightly as this occurred, It was strange how few of the patrons ever
| ooked up and noticed his nusic-shaped daydreans hovering above their heads.
O perhaps the ones who did were already high and thought it nornal.

| mprovi sing, he noved an arny across a ridge. He attacked it with dragons and
tore it to pieces. Troops fled in all directions. Smiling, he upped the tenpo.
In time, he saw an el bow strike a nmug of beer. It slowed in nidair as he

pl ayed, tw sting upright, retaining much of the beverage. It canme to a stop

i nches above the floor, then descended the final distance gently. By the tine
its owner found it there and exclaimed upon the niracle, Dan had returned to
his world of open spaces and trees, nountains and clear rivers, prancing

uni corns and diving griffins.

Jerry, the bartender, sent up a pint. Dan paused to sip fromit, then in a
small fit of self-awareness began the tune to which he had set "M niver
Cheevy." Soon, he was singing the words.

Sonewher e past the hal fway point, he noticed a frightened | ook on Jerry's
face. He had just taken a step backward. The man i mmedi ately before hi mwas

| eani ng forward, hunched over his drink and | ooking ahead. By | eani ng back on
the stool and craning his neck, Dan could just make out the lines of the small
handgun the man held, partly wapped in a handkerchief. He had never tried to
stop one fromfiring and wondered whether he could. O course, the trigger

m ght well remain untugged. Jerry was already turning slowmy toward the cash
register.

The pulse in his right wist deepened as he stared at a heavy mug and wat ched
it slide along the bartop, as he shifted his gaze to an enpty chair and saw it
begin to creep forward. For those nonments, a part of himseened also to be a
part of the chair and the nug.

Jerry rang up NO SALE and was counting out the bills fromthe register. The
chair found its position behind the hunched gunman and hal ted, soundl essly.
Dan sang on, castles fallen, dragons flown, troops scattered in the white haze
about the lights.

Jerry returned to the counter and passed the man a wad of bills. They vani shed
quickly into a jacket pocket. The weapon was now conpl etely covered by the
handker chi ef. The nan strai ghtened and slid fromthe stool, eyes and weapon
still upon the bartender. As he noved backward and began to turn the chair
lurched to reposition itself. H's foot struck it and he stunbled, throw ng out
hi s hands to save hinself.

As he sprawl ed, the mug rose fromthe counter and sped toward his head. When
it connected, he lay still. The weapon in its white wappi ng sped across the
floor to vanish beneath the performer's platformin the corner

Dan finished his song and took another drink. Jerry was beside the man,
recovering the noney. A knot of people had already formed at that end of the
room

"That was very strange."

He turned his head. It was Betty Lewis who had spoken. She had left the table
near the wall where she had been sitting, sipping something, and approached
the platform

"What was strange?" he said.

"I saw that chair nove by itself--the one he tripped on."

"Probably someone bunped it."

"No. "



Now she was | ooking at himrather than the scene across the room

"The whol e thing was very peculiar. The mug ..." she said. "Funny things seem
to happen when you're playing. Usually little things. Sometines it's just a
feeling."

He smil ed.

"It's called nbod. |'ma great artist."

He fingered a chord, ran an arpeggi o. She | aughed.

"No, | think you're haunted."

He nodded.

"Li ke Cheevy. By visions."

"Nobody's |istening now," she said. "Let's sit down."

"Ckay. "

He | eaned his guitar against the stool and took his beer to her table.

"You wite a lot of your own stuff, don't you?" she said, after they had

seat ed thensel ves.

"Yes."

"I like your music and your voice. Maybe we could work out a thing where we do
a coupl e of nunbers together."

"Maybe, " he said, "if you' ve no objection to the strange things you say
happen. "

"I like strange things."'
isn't it--the streak?"
"Yes."

"At first | thought--you were a little weird."
And now you know it ?"

She reached out and touched his hair. "That's real

She | aughed.

"l suppose so. Soneone said you're still in school? That right?"

"It is."

"You going to stay with nmusic when you get out?"

He shrugged.

"Hard to say."

"You've got a future, 1'd think. Ever record anythi ng?"

"No. "

"I had a record. Didn't do well."

"Sorry."

"The breaks... Maybe bad tim ng. Maybe not, too. | don't know 1'd really Iike
to try sonething with you. See howit sounds. If it works, | know a guy..."
"My material ?"

"Yeah. "

He nodded.

"Ckay. After the show, let's go sonewhere and try a few "

"My place isn't far. W can wal k"

"Fine."

He took a sip of beer, glanced over and saw that the man on the floor was
beginning to stir. In the distance, he heard the sound of a siren. He heard
someone ask, "Where's the gun?"

"It's a funny feeling | get when | hear you," she resunmed, "as though the
world were a little bit out of kilter."

"Maybe it is."

" As though you tear a little hole through it and | can see a piece of
somet hing el se on the other side."

"I'f I could only tear one big enough I'd step through."

"You sound |ike ny ex-husband."

"Was he a nusician?"

"No. He was a physicist who |iked poetry."

"What becane of hin®"

"He's out on the Coast in a comune. Arts and crafts, gardening... Stuff like
that."

"He up and | eave, or he ask you to go wth?"

"He asked, but | didn't want pig shit on ny heels.”



Dan nodded.

"I'"ll have to watch where | step if | ever step through.”

The police car pulled up in front, its light turning, blinking. The siren
di ed. Dan finished his drink as soneone | ocated the weapon.

"We'd | ook pretty good on an al bum cover," she said. "Especially with that
streak. Maybe | could... Naw "

The man with the sore head was | ed away. Car doors slammed. The blinking
st opped.

"I"ve got to go sing sonething," he said, rising. "Or is it your turn?"
She | ooked at her watch.

"You finish up," she said. "I'Il just listen and wait."

He nounted the platformand took the guitar into his hands. The pillars of
snoke began to intertw ne.

Y/

The gi ant mechani cal bird deposited Mark Marakson on the hilltop. Mark brushed
back the soft green sleeve of his upper garnment and pressed several buttons on
the wi de bracel et he wore upon his left wist. The bird took flight again,
climbing steadily. He controlled its passage with the wistband and saw
through its eyes upon the tiny screen at the bracelet's center

He saw that the way ahead was clear. He shoul dered his pack and began wal ki ng.

Down fromthe hill and through the woods he went, coming at last to a trai
that led toward nore open country. Overhead, his bird was but a tiny dot,
circling.

He passed cultivated fields, but no habitations until he cane w thin sight of
his father's house. He had plotted his return route carefully.

H s work shed stood undi sturbed. He deposited his pack within it and headed
toward the house.

The door swung shut behind him The place seenmed nore disarrayed than he had
ever before seen it.

"Hello!"™ he called. "Hello?"

There was no reply, He went through the entire house, finding no one. Dust |ay
thi ck everywhere. Marakas could well be in the field, or tending to any of the
nuner ous chores about the place. But Melanie was usually in the house. He

| ooked about outside, investigating the barns and work sheds, wal ked down to
the ditches, scanned the fields. No one. He returned to the house and sought
food for lunch. The [ arder was enpty, however, so he ate of his own

provi sions. But he operated the wist-control first, and the speck in the
heavens ceased its circling and sped sout hward.

Di sturbed, he began cl eaning and strai ghtening about the place. Finally, he
went out to the shed and set to work assenbling the unit he had brought with
hi m

It was on toward evening, his l|abors long finished, when he heard the sound of
t he approachi ng wagon. He departed the house, which he had set back in order
and awaited the vehicle's arrival

He saw Marakas drive up to the barn and begin unhitching the team He wal ked
over to assist him

"Dad..."he said. "Hello."

Mar akas turned and stared at him Hi s expression renmai ned bl ank for an instant
too long. During that instant, it struck Mark what had troubl ed himabout his
father's novenents, his reaction tine: he was nore than a little drunk

"Mark," he said then, recognition spreading across his face. He stook a small
step forward. "You' ve been gone. Over a year. A year and a half... Al nost two.
What - - happened? Where have you been?"

"It's along story. Here, let me help with that."

He took over the unhitching of the team the rubbing down of the horses in
their stalls, their feeding.

"... So, when they destroyed nmy wagon, | had to |leave. | was--afraid. | headed
sout h. "



He barred the barn door. The sun was just losing its final edge.

"But so long, Mark... You never sent us word or anything," Marakas said.

"l couldn't. How s--how s nother?"

Mar akas | ooked away and did not reply. Finally, he pointed toward a small

or char d.

"Over there," he said at |ast.

After a time, Mark asked, "How d it happen?"

"I'n her sleep. It wasn't bad for her. Cone on."

They wal ked toward the orchard. Mark saw the small, rocked-over grave, a part
of the shadows and rootwork near one of the larger trees. He halted beside it,
| ooki ng down.
"My goi ng away. .
it--did it?"

Mar akas put a hand on his shoul der.

"No, of course not. "

"You never appreciate... Till they're gone."

"1 know. "

"That's why the place is--not the way it used to be?"

"I't's no secret |'ve been drinking a lot. Yes. My heart hasn't been in things
around here."

Mar k nodded, dropped to one knee, touched the stones.

"We could work the place together, now you' re back,"” Marakas said.

"I can"t."

"They' ve got another smith now. New fellow "

"I didn't want to do that either. "

"What will you be doi ng?"

"Somet hing new, different. That's a long story, too. Mdther--"

H s voice broke, and he was silent for a | ong while.

Finally, "Mark, | don't think too clearly when |I've been drinking," Marakas
said, "and | don't know whether | ought to tell you this now, |ater or never.
You | oved her and she loved you, and | don't know ..."

"I guess a man should know, sometine, and you're a man now, and things 'd of
been a lot different wi thout you. W wanted a kid, see?"

Mark rose slowy.

"What do you nean?"

"I"mnot your father. She's not your nother. Natural-like, | nean."

"l don't understand ..."

"W never had any of our own that lived. It was a sad thing. So when we had a
chance to nake a home for a baby, we took it."

"Then, who were ny natural parents?”

"I don't know. It was right after the war--"

"I was orphaned?"

"I don't think so. | couldn't understand all the wi zard' s fancy tal k. But they
couldn't bring thenmselves to kill old Devil Det's lad, so they sent him
somepl ace far away and got you in exchange. He called you a changeling. That's
all I know. Wt were so glad to take you. Mel's life was a |l ot happier than it
woul d have been otherwi se. Mne, too. | hope that doesn't change anything
between us. But | felt it was tine for you to know "

Mar k enbraced him

"You wanted ne," he said, alittle later. "That's nore than a | ot of people
can say."

"It's good to see you again. Let's go back to the house. There's sone food and
stuff in the wagon."

After dinner, they finished a bottle of wi ne and Marakas grew sl eepy. Shortly
after he had retired, Mark returned to his shed. They should all be circling
hi gh above now, he realized, bearing the additional equiprent he needed,
awaiting the signal to bring it to him He carried the unit he had assenbl ed
earlier to a large, open area, fromwhich he transnitted the necessary orders.
The dark bird-shapes began drifting down out of the sky, blotting out stars,
their outlines growing to vast proportions. He smled.

he finally said. "That didn't have anything to do with



It took himseveral hours to unload the equi pment and convey nost of it to the
barn. He was bone-tired when he had finished. He sent all but one of these
products of his assenbly lines flying back to his city in the south. That one
he set to circling again, at a great altitude.

He returned to his shed to sleep, pausing in the orchard a final tine.

The foll owi ng day, Mark assenbled a small vehicle which, he explained to

Mar akas, drew its energy fromthe sun. He could not convince himthat this was
not a formof magic. That he did not wish to explain fromwhere the parts had
cone only added to this inpression. Mark gave up when he saw that it did not
seemto matter to Marakas, and he went on with the installation of special
features. That afternoon, he loaded it with equi pnent and drove off al ong the
trail that followed the canal. He returned several times for additional tools
and equi prent .

For the next five days, he remained away fromthe farm The afternoon that his
wor k was conpl eted, he drove toward the village. He headed the car down its
street and halted it at the sane spot where his steam wagon had been
destroyed. He activated several circuits and picked up the mcrophone.

"This is Mark Marakson," he said, and his voice rang through the town. "l've
returned to tell you sonme of the things to which you would not listen

bef ore--and many new things, as well. "

Faces appeared at w ndows. Doors began to open

"This wagon, |like the other, is not powered by a demon. It uses natura
energies to do work. | can build planting and pl owi ng and harvesting devi ces
of simlar design which will function faster and nore efficiently than any a
horse can draw. In fact, | already have. | propose to furnish these for no
charge to all of the farms in the area and to provide instruction in their
use. | would like to turn our land into a nodel of scientific farm ng

techni ques, and then into a manufacturing center for these vehicles. W will
all growrich, providing themto the rest of the country--"

Peopl e energed onto the street. He saw fanmiliar faces and some new ones. If
any were shouting this tinme, he could not hear them above his own broadcast
wor ds.

"I also have things to teach you concerning the alternation of crops, the use
of fertilizers and superior irrigation techniques. The water |evels here have
al ways been something of a problem so | have set up a denonstration of how
this can be controlled by installing a series of automatic flow control gates
al ong the ditches at the abandoned Branson farm above the west bend of the
river. | want you to go and take a | ook at this--to see how they work all by
t hensel ves--after you have had a chance to think over nmy words. No denpns
there either.”

Stones and pieces of dirt and dung had begun striking the vehicle while he
spoke, but these rebounded harm essly and he conti nued:

"I have also fertilized, plowed, tilled and seeded one of the old fields

there. I want you to see how snoothly and evenly this was done, and | want you
to watch and see what the yield fromthat plot cones to. | believe that you
will be inpressed. "

Four nmen rushed forward and set hands upon the side of the car. They
i medi ately | eaped or fell back

"That was an el ectrical shock," he stated. "I amnot foolish enough to give
you the same opportunity to harmnme twice. Damm it! W' re nei ghbors, and
want to help you! | want nmy town to be the center fromwhich the entire
country receives the benefits | wish to bring it! | have amazing things to
teach you! This is only the beginning! Life is going to be better for
everyone! | can build machines that fly and that travel under water! | can
buil d weapons with which we can win any war! | have an arny of mechanica
servants! [--"

The pelting had becone a steady hail, and |l arger, heavier objects were now
falling.

"Al'l right! I"'mgoing!" he cried. "All that | want you to do is to think about

the things that | have said! They may seema | ot nore reasonable |ater, when



you have cool ed off! Go and | ook at the Branson place! |1'll be back another
ti me, when we can talk!"

The vehicle noved slowy forward. A few people chased after for a tine,
hurling sone final rocks and words. Then they fell behind. He left the

vi | | age.

As he swung to the left, clinbing about the side of a small hill, he saw a
slimfigure in a blue blouse and gray skirt, standing by the side of the
trail, waving to him He slowed inmredi ately when he recogni zed Nora.

Conming to a stop, be | eaned over and opened the door
"CGet in," he said.
She studi ed the car through narrowed eyes, then shook her head slowy.

"No," she said. "I thought you'd come this way, and | cane on ahead to warn
you--not to go for a ride in the thing."

"Warn me?"

"They' re angry--"

"l know that."

She struck her fist against her palm

"Don't interrupt! Listen! Could you hear what they were sayi ng?"

"No. I---"

"I didn't think so, over all that noise. Well, | could, and | don't think that
they are going to cal mdown and see things your way. | think that the only
reason you're alive right nowis that they couldn't break into this thing.

" G@ngerly, she reached out and touched the door. "Don't go back to the
village. You probably ought to | eave again--" Her voice broke and she turned
away. "You never got in touch," she nmanaged |ater. "You said that you woul d,
and you never did."

"I--1 couldn't, Nora."

"\Where were you?"

"Far away ..."

"Far? As far as Anvil Mountain, or one of the other forbidden places? That's
where you got this thing, isn't it?"

He did not reply.

"Isn't it?" she repeated.

"It's not the way you think," he answered then. "Yes, | was there, but--"
"Go away! | don't want to know you any nore! |'ve warned you. |If you val ue
your life, |eave here again--and this tine, don't come back!"

"I can convince you you're wong--if you'll listen, if you will let me show
you sone--"

"I don't want to listen and | don't want to see anything!"

She turned and ran off through the trees. He woul d have pursued her, but he
feared | eaving the car there, should any villagers be foll ow ng.

"Cone back!" he called.

But there was no answer.

Rel uctantly, he closed the door and continued on. A puzzled centaur peered
after himfromthe hilltop.

Vi

The synthetic caterpillars crisscrossed the streets of the reviving city,
renoving trash and rubble. Their super-intendant, a short, w de-shoul dered
mut ant with heavy browridges, followed their slow progress, occasionally

| eani ng upon hi s hooked driving-prod. The skies were sunny today, above the
shi ni ng spires about which | aborers clanbered, building. Terraces were
spreadi ng under the care of a conpany of robot attendants. The steady

t hrobbing of the restored factories filled the air as other-styled robots,
flyi ng machi nes, cars and weapons nmoved down the conputerized assenbly |ines.
Far below, a line of passing mutants genufl ected as they passed the

whi t e- st one nmonunent above the entranceway to the ol d teaching machine's
quarters, which their |eader had caused to be erected there and had desi gnated
as a shrine. Gant bird-like forms departed fromand returned to flat-roofed



bui | di ngs, moving into and out of their enornous patrol patterns. The
superintendent uttered a cry, swng his goad and snmiled. Life had been grow ng
steadily better, ever since the arrival of the suncrowned one, with his power
over the A d Things. He hoped that the | eader fared well on his | atest quest.
Later, he would visit the shrine to pray for this, and that they night spread
the bl essings of warnth at night and regul ar neals across the land. A virtuous
feeling he could now afford possessed himas he swung the goad agai n.

M chael Chain, florid-faced, hair thinning now, sat across fromDaniel in the
smal |, quiet restaurant, trying to seemas if he were not studying his
reactions. Dan, in turn, unconfortable in his best suit, poked at his nelting
dessert and sipped his coffee, trying to seemas if he were not aware of the
surreptitious scrutiny. Cccasionally, his wist throbbed and sonewhere a dish
shattered. \Whenever this occurred, he would hastily apply the biof eedback
techni que he had | earned to suppress it.

"The record isn't doing too well, eh?" M chael said.

Dan raised his eyes, shook his head.
"I seemto go over better in person,’

he replied. Then he shrugged. "Hard to

tell what you're doing wong the first tine around, though, |I can already see
a nunber of things | should have done differently--"

"I't was good," M chael surprised himby saying. "I liked it." He flipped a
pal m upward and gestured vaguely away. "Even so," he went on."A small outfit,
no promotion... Do you have any idea how many songs are recorded each year?"
"Yes, | do. It's--"

And you know sonet hi ng about statistics, even with a liberal arts
background. It's practically a lottery situation."

"I't's rough,"” Dan acknow edged.

The hand turned over and struck the tabl etop.

"I't's damm near inpossible to make it, that's what it is."

A sound of breaking crockery energed fromthe kitchen. Dan sighed.

"l suppose you're right, but 1'"'mnot ready to give it up yet."

The el der Chain called for an after dinner drink. Dan declined one.
"Still seeing that Lewis girl?"

"Yes."

"She strikes ne as kind of cheap."

"We've had sone good tines together."

M chael shrugged.

"It's your life."

Dan finished his coffee. Wen he | ooked up, M chael was staring at him

sm ling.

"It is," the older man said. He reached out and touched Dan's hand. "I'm gl ad
your mnd's your own. | know | sonetimes push hard. But listen. Even w thout
the degree, there'll always be a place for you in the firm If you should ever
change your mnd, you can | earn what you need on the job--pick up sone night
courses... No sales pitch. I'mjust telling you. There'll still be a place."
"Thanks, Dad."

M chael finished his drink and | ooked about.

"Waiter!" he called. "The check!"

The chandel i er began to quiver, but Dan recogni zed the feeling and quelled it
intime.

Mor stood, |eaning against the bedpost for support. He inserted a knuckle into
an eye-socket and ni bbed vigorously. It seened that all he did these days was
sl eep. And his ankles, swollen again..

He rai sed the water bottle fromthe bedside table and took a long drink. He
coughed, then swallowed a potion he had left ready, washing it down with

anot her gul p of water.

Crossing the chanmber, he drew back the |ong, dark drape and opened a shutter.
Stars sparkled in a pale sky. Was it norning or evening? He was not certain.
Stroking his white beard, he stared out across the hushed | and, realizing that



somet hi ng ot her than physiol ogy had troubled his slunber. He waited for the
dream the nmessage, the feeling to recur, but it did not.

After a long while, he let the drape fall, not bothering to close the shutter
Perhaps if he returned to bed, it mght come back to him.. Yes, that seened a
good i dea.

Shaking his head slowy, he retraced his steps across the room Hunman bodi es
are so nuch trouble, he reflected.

An owl hooted several tinmes. The mice scurried within the walls.

Deep beneath the ruin of Castle Rondoval, weighted by the heavy spell of sleep
that filled the cavern, Moonbird, mghtiest of the dragons, assumed a stiff,
heral di c pose upon the floor and relaxed it with equal suddenness, his sigh
nmoving like a warmw nd across the forms of his mates. His spirit fled ghostly
across the skies, passing the forms of giant, dark birds with bodies I|ike
sword netal at heights only his kind had once held. Invisible, he threatened,
then attacked. The creatures passed along their ways, unaffected.

Raging in his inpotence, Mwonbird retreated to the dark places of sleep
narrowy missing a smaller formnearby as he tossed, his claws raking furrows
al ong a stony | edge.

VI

Mark was not awakened by the distant cries. He slept on long after they had
begun and was only aroused when a figure entered his shed, seized hold of his
shoul der and shook himviolently.

"Wake up! Pl ease! Wake up!" came a sharp whisper

"What --" he began, and he felt a hand cover his nouth.

"Keep your voice down! It's ne--Nora. They'll get this one soon enough, just
for good neasure. You must fleel™

The hand cane away fromhis face. He sat up and reached for his boots, began
drawi ng them on

"What are you tal king about?" he asked. "What is happeni ng?"

"I tried to get here in tinme to warn you, but they were too fast," she said.
"I remenbered you sonetimes slept in this shed ..."

He seized his swordbelt and buckled it on

"I"ve weapons in the barn to stop anything," he said. "I wish |I'd kept sone
here--"

"The barn is burning, too!"

"Too?"

"The house, the small stable and the two nearer sheds are also on fire.
He sprang to his feet.

"My father was in the house!"

She caught hold of his arm but he shook her off and made for the door
"Don't!" she said. "It's too late! Save yourself!"

He flung the door wi de and saw that she had spoken the truth. The house bl azed
like a torch. Its roof had already caved in. A nunber of townfolk were headed
in his direction, and a cry went up as they sighted him

He took a step backward.

"CGet out through the rear wi ndow," he whispered, "or they' |l know you were
here. Hurry!"

"You cone, too!"

"Too | ate. They've spotted ne. CGo!"

He stepped out, shut the door behind himand drew his bl ade.

As they approached, faces dirt-streaked and sweaty in the firelight, he

t hought of his last sight of old Marakas, passed out on his pallet in the
loft. Too late, too late..

Father, they will pay for this!

He noved forward to neet them As he advanced, he saw that sone of themwere
armed with other than makeshift weapons. O d bl ades--sone that he night have
forged hinself--had been freshly oiled and honed. Several of these shone in
the mdst of the nob. He did not slow his pace.



"Murderers!" he cried. "My father was in there! You all knew himl He never
hurt anyone! Dam you! Al of you!"

There was no reply, nor did he expect one. He fell upon them sw nging his

bl ade. The nearest man, Hyne the tanner, cried out and dropped to the ground,
clutching at his opened belly. Mark swung again, and the butcher's brother
screamed and bled. Hi s next attack was parried by one of the blades, and a
staff struck himupon the |eft shoul der. He beat down a thrust toward his
chest and fell back, swinging his blade in a wide arc, severing an extended
hand cl utching a cl ub.

Ashes fell about them and a line of fire noved through the | ong grasses
toward the orchard. The barn shuddered and a wall gave way, crashing and
spraying sparks off to his left.

He was struck upon the chest by sonething hard-thrown. He staggered back

still swinging the blade. A staff caught himagain, this time upon the thigh
and he stunbl ed. They were all about himthen, kicking, pushing. H s blade was
wrenched fromhis grasp. Imediately, his hand noved to the bracel et upon his
left wist. He pressed several of the studs

A bl ade was swinging toward his head. He twisted aside, felt it cut into his
brow, slip lower...

He screanmed and covered his face.

And anot her voice also carried above the cries of his attackers. Beyond the
pai n, behind the bl ood, he recognized Nora's near-hysterical shout: "You'l
kill him Stop it! Stop it!"

Soneone ki cked himagain, but it was the last blow that he felt.

A frightened scream arose nearby, soon to be echoed by many others, as a dark
form dropped fromthe sky and plunged into the mdst of his assailants. Its
wings were like twin scythes and its nmetal beak rose and fell ampbng them

Mark drew a deep breath and staggered to his feet, his body a network of pain,
his left hand still covering that half of his face, blood trickling between
the fingers, running down the arm filmng the bracelet toward which his right
hand now noved.

A nunber of men lay still upon the ground, and the dark bird stal ked those who
st ood. ..

H s fingers danced across the netal band.

The bird-thing halted, drew back, hopped, beat with its wings, rose into the
air, circled..

"You have decided your own fates," Mark cried hoarsely.

The bird descended, seized hold of himby the shoul ders, bore himaloft. H's
left hand was now entirely red and seened firmy fixed to his face.

"I give those of you who still stand your lives--for now-that nenory of this
ni ght shall remain among you, that w tnesses be available," he called down to
them "1 shall return, and all shall be done as | said it earlier in town--but
you will be subjects, not partners in the enterprise. | curse you for this

ni ght's work!"

The bird picked up speed, gained altitude.

" Save for you, Nora," he shouted finally. "I will be back for you--never
fear!™

He vani shed into the sky above. The wounded npaned and the fires crackl ed.
Countercurses followed himacross the night. H's blood was a small rain over
fiel ds he had once worked.

I X

After knocking and waiting--several tines--she had just about given up on his
bei ng at home. She had also tried the door and found it to be secured.

She was tired. It had been a long walk up to the place, after an absolutely
horri bl e night. She | eaned agai nst the door franme, eyes sparkling, but she
sinmply did not feel like crying. She drew back her foot and kicked the door as
hard as she coul d.

"Open up, damm you!" she cried, and she heard a click and the door swung



i nwar d.
Mor stood there, wearing a faded blue robe, blinking at the light.
"I thought | heard sonmeone scratching," he said. "You seemfaniliar, but I

don't--"

"Nora. Nora Vail," she told him "fromthe east village. I'"'msorry |--"

Mor bri ght ened.

"I remenber. But | thought you were just a little girl ... O course!l Excuse

me. It flies." He stepped back. "Conme in. | was just naking some tea. Don't
mnd the litter."

She foll owed hi mthrough one curiously furnished roomand into another. There,
he cleared a chair for her and turned his attention to a boiling pot.

"It's terrible ..." she began

"It will wait until tea is ready," he said sternly. "I do not like terrible

t hi ngs on an enpty stomach. "

Noddi ng, she seated herself. She watched the old sorcerer, as he put out bread
and preserves, as he brewed the tea. There was a trenbling in his hands. His
face, always deeply lined, was now unnaturally pallid. He had been correct,

t hough, in that he had not seen her for years--she had been but a small girl
when he had | ast stopped by for dinner, on his way to or from sonepl ace. She
recal led a surprisingly |long conversation...

"There," he said, setting a plate and a cup on the table beside her. "Refresh
yoursel f."

"Thank you."

Partway through the nmeal, she began tal king. The story poured out in

di sjoi nted fashion, but Mr did not interrupt her. Wen she | ooked at him she
realized that sone color had returned to his cheeks and the hand that held his
cup seened steadier.
"Yes, it is serious,'’
tome. In fact--"

He rose and slowy crossed the chanber to stand before a small, dark mrror
set within an iron frane.

"--1 had best look into it immediately,” he finished, and he passed his
fingertips near the glass and muttered softly.

H s back was to her and his right shoulder partly bl ocked her view of the

gl ass, but she saw i nages dance within the exposed portions, and sonethi ng
like a section of a strange skyline appeared in the upper right quadrant, a
vaguel y di sturbing silhouette circling above it. The entire prospect seened to
rush forward then, and she could not tell what it was that Mdr was now
regardi ng. Changes in lighting seened to indicate several nore scene shiftings
after that, but she could not distinguish the details of subsequent inages.
Finally, Mr noved his hands once again, across the face of it. Al action
fled, and darkness filled the glass |ike poured ink

Mor turned away and noved back to his seat. He raised his teacup, sipped, nmade
a face and dashed its tepid contents into the fire. He rose and prepared fresh
t ea.

he agreed when she had finished. "You were right to comne

"Yes," he repeated when he had returned and served them "It is very serious.
Sonething will have to be done about him "

"What ?" she asked.

He si ghed.

"l do not know. "
"But could not you, who bani shed the denons of Det--"

"Once," he said, "I could have stopped this changeling easily. Now, though..
Now the power is no longer in ne as it was in the old days. It is--too late
for me. Yet, | amresponsible in this."

"You? How? What do you nean?"

"Mark is not of this world. | brought himhere as a babe, after the |ast great

battle. He was the neans whereby | exiled Pol Detson, the last Lord of
Rondoval , also then a child. It is a strange feeling--knowing that the man we
got in exchange is now a far greater menace than anything we had feared. | am
responsi ble. I must do something. But what, | cannot say."



"I's there soneone you could ask for hel p?"

He touched her hand.

"I must be alone now-to think," he said. "Return to your home, | am sorry,
but I cannot ask you to remain."

She began to rise.

"There nust be something you can do."

He smled faintly.

"Possibly. But first |I nust investigate."

"He said that he would cone back for me," she persisted. "I do not want him
to. | amafraid of him"
"I will see what can be done."

He rose and acconpani ed her to the door. On the threshold, she turned

i mpul sively and seized his hand in both of hers.

"Pl ease, " she said.

He reached out with his other hand and stroked her hair. He drew her to him
for a nonment, then pushed her away.

"Co now, " he said, and she did.

He watched until she was out of sight amid the greenery of the trail. His eyes
nmoved for a nmoment to a patch of flowers, a butterfly darting among them Then
he closed and barred the door and nmoved to his inner chanmber, where he nixed
hi nsel f powerful medicines.

He took a quarter of the dosage he had prepared, then returned to the room
where he had sat w th Nora.

Standi ng before the iron-franed mrror once again, he repeated sonme of his
earlier gestures above its surface, as well as several additional ones. Hs
voi ce was firmer as he intoned the words of power.

Sone of the darkness fled the mrror, to reveal a dimroom where people sat at
smal | tables, drinking. A young man with a white streak through his hair sat
upon a high stool on a platformat the rooms corner, playing upon a nusica
instrument. Mr studied himfor a long while, reached sone decision, then
spoke anot her word.

The scene shifted to the club's exterior, and Mor regarded the face of the
buil ding with al nbst equal intensity.

He spoke another word, and the building dwi ndled, retreating down the street
as Mor watched through narrowed eyes.

He gestured and spoke once again, and the glass grew dark

Turni ng away, he noved to the inner chamber, where he decanted the bal ance of
the nedicine into a small vial and fetched his dusty staff fromthe corner
where he had placed it the previous sumer.

Moving to a cl eared space, he turned around three tinmes and raised the staff
before him He snmiled grimy then as its tip began to gl ow

Slow y, he began pacing, turning his head fromside to side, as if seeking a
gossamer strand adrift in the air....

X

Dan turned up his collar as he left the club, glancing down the street as he
nmoved into the night. Cars passed, but there were no other pedestrians in
sight. Quitar case at his side, he began walking in the direction of Betty's
apart ment.

Fumes rose through a grating beside the curb, spreading a mldly noxious odor
across his way. He hurried by. From somewhere across town canme the sound of a
siren.

It was a peculiar feeling that had come over himearlier in the evening--as if
he had, for a brief while, been the subject of an intense scrutiny. Though he
had qui ckly surveyed all of the club's patrons, none of them presented such a
heavy attitude of attention. Thinking back, he had recalled other occasions
when he had felt so observed. There seemed no correlation with anything but a
war m sensati on over his birthmark--which was what had recalled the entire
matter to him he was suddenly feeling it again.



He halted, |ooking up and down the street, studying passing cars. Nothing.
Yet. ..

It was stronger now than it had been back at the club. Mich stronger. It was
as though an invisible observer stood right beside him...

He began wal ki ng agai n, quickening his pace as he neared the center of the

bl ock, noving away fromthe corner light. He began to perspire, fighting down
a powerful urge to break into a run

To his right, within a doorway--a novenent!

H s muscles tensed as the figure cane forward. He saw that it bore a big
stick....

"Pardon me," cane a gentle voice, "but I'mnot well. May | wal k a distance
with you?"

He saw that it was an old man in a strange garnent.

"Way... Yes. What's the matter?"

The man shook his head.

"Just the weight of years. Many of them"

He fell into step beside Dan, who shifted his guitar case to his left hand.

"I mean, do you need a doctor?"

"No. "

They noved toward the next intersection. Qut of the corner of his eye, Dan saw
atired, lined face.

"Rather late to be taking a wal k," he comrented. "Me, |I'mjust getting off
wor k. "

"1 know. "

"You do? You know me?"

Sonething like a thread seemed to drift by, golden in color, and catch onto
the end of the old man's stick. The stick twitched slightly and the thread
grew taut and began to thicken, to shine.

"Yes. You are called Daniel Chain--"

The worl d seenmed to have split about them into wavering hal ves--right and
left of the wi dening beamof |ight the string had beconme. Dan turned to stare.
"--but it is not your name," the man said.

The beam wi dened and extended itself downward as well as forward. It seened
they trod a gol den sidewal k now, and the street and the buildings and the

ni ght becane two-di nensi onal panoramas at either hand, wavering, folding,

f adi ng.

"What is happeni ng?" he asked.

"--and that is not your world," the man finished.

"l do not understand."

"OfF course not. And | lack the time to give you a full explanation. | amsorry
for this. But | brought you this way years ago and exchanged you for the baby
who woul d have becone the real Daniel Chain. You would have lived out your
life in that place we just departed, and he in the other, to which you now
must go. There, he is called Mark Marakson, and he has becone very dangerous."
"Are you trying to tell me that that is my real nane?" Dan asked.

"No. You are Pol Detson."

They stood upon a w de, golden roadway, a band of stars above them a haze of
realities at either side. Tiny rushes of sparks fled along the road' s surface
and a thin, green line seened traced upon it.

"I fail to follow you. Completely."

"Just listen. Do not ask questions. Your |ife does depend upon it, and so do
many others. You nust go hone. There is trouble in your |and, and you possess
a power that will be needed there."

Dan felt constrained to listen. This man had some power hinself. The evi dence
of it lay all about him And his manner, as well as his words, conpelled
attention.

"Follow that green line," the man instructed him "This road will branch many
ti mes before you reach your destination. There will be interesting sideways,
fascinating sights, possibly even other travelers of the nost peculiar sort.
You may | ook, but do not stray. Followthe line. It will take you hone.



[--Wait."

The old man rested his weight upon his staff, breathing deeply.

"The strain has been great," he said. "Excuse nme. | require nedication.”

He produced a small vial froma pouch at his waist and gul ped its contents.
"Lean forward," he said, nonments |ater

Dan inclined his head, his shoulders. The staff canme forward, issuing a blue
ni nbus which settled upon himand seened to sink, warmy, within his skull

H s thoughts danced wildly, and for a | ong noment he seened trapped in the
m dst of an invisible cromd, everyone babbling wi thout |etup about him

"The | anguage of that place," the man told him "It will take awhile to sink
in, but you have it now. You will speak slowy at first, but you wll
understand. Facility will follow shortly."

"Who are you? What are you?" Dan asked.

"My name is M, and the time has conme for me to |l eave you to follow that

line. There has to be an exchange of approximately equivalent living nass if
the transfer is to be permanent. | nust depart before |I |ose one of the
qualifications. Walk on! Find your own answers!"

Mor turned with surprising energy and vani shed into the rippling prospect to
the right, as if passing behind a curtain. Dan took a step after him and
halted. The shifting nontage that he faced was frightening, alnmost nmaddeni ng
to behold for too long. He transferred his gaze back to the road. The green
line was steady beneath the miniature storns.

He | ooked behind and saw that the glittering way seenmed nmuch the sane as it
did before him He took one step, then another, following the green |ine
forward. There was nothing else for himto do.

As he wal ked, he tried to understand the things that Mdr had told him What
power ? \What nenace? What changel i ng step-brother? And what was expected of him
at the green line's end? Soon, he gave up. H's head was still buzzing fromthe
onsl aught of voices. He wondered what Betty would think when he failed to show
up at her place, what his father would feel at his di sappearance.

He halted and gasped. It only just then reached the | evel of realization that
if this strange story were true, then Mchael was not his father

Hs wist throbbed and a small, golden whirlwi nd rose, to follow him

dog-li ke, for several paces.

He shifted the guitar case to his other hand and continued wal ki ng. As he did,
he was taken by a small pattern in the nosaic ahead and to his left--a tiny,
bri ght scene at which he stared. As he focussed his attention upon it, it grew
| arger, comng to dominate that entire field of vision, beginning to assune a
t hr ee- di nensi onal quality.

Comi ng abreast of it, he sawthat it had receded wi thout |osing any of its
distinction. A side road now led directly toward it, and he realized that he
could wal k there in a matter of mnutes.

He saw bright green creatures playing within a sparkling | ake, blue nountains
behi nd them orange stands of stone rising fromthe water, serving as

pl atfornms upon which they rested and cavorted before diving back in again,

brilliant sunlight playing over the entire prospect, giant red dragonflies
wheel i ng and di ppi ng above the | ake's surface with amazi ng delicacy of notion
floating flowers, like pale, six-pointed stars...

He found his feet nmoving in that direction. The call of the place grew
stronger. ...

Sonet hi ng yel | ow eyed, |ong-eared and silver-furred passed himon the right,
runni ng bi pedally, nose twi tching.

"Late again!" it seened to say. "Holy shit! She'll have my head, sure!"

It looked at himfor an instant as it went by, its glance sliding past him
along the way to the | ake-scene.

"Don't go there!" it seemed to yell after him "They eat warnbl oods alive!"
He halted and shuddered. He | ooked way fromthe | ake and its deni zens, sought
the green line, located it, returned there. By then, his informant was out of
si ght.

He tried to keep his eyes on the line as he continued, avoiding the sideshows



as much as possible. It took an unexpected turn after a dozen paces, and he
felt as if he were noving downhill for a time. Sonething like a red

skat eboard, bearing a | arge green scarab beetle, streaked by him Fromtine to
time, he seened to hear a chorus of voices singing something he could not

di sti ngui sh.

He wal ked down this branch, and a piece of the action to his right seened to
beckon after his gaze. This time, he resisted, only to discover that the green
line curved in that direction. A side road grew there as he advanced, and it
seemed to | ead on toward a forest.

The downhill sensation continued, and a breeze seenmed to be bl owi ng toward
him It snmelled of |eaf nold and earth and flowering things. He hurried, and
the scene nmoved toward himat nore than a reciprocal pace. The tiny storns
began to dim ni sh underfoot, the green line was w dening. ..

Suddenl y, he heard bird-notes. He reached out and touched a tree trunk. The
green line lost itself amid grasses. The world wi dened into a single place of
forest and glade. The stars went out overhead, to be replaced by blue sky and
cl ouds, crisscrossed by |eafy boughs. He | ooked behind him There was no
road--only, for a noment, what seened a gol den strand of webbing, tossed by
the wind toward his right, gone.

He began wal ki ng across the gl ade. Abruptly, he halted. He coul d wander | ost
for along while if this were a sizable wood, and he had a feeling that it

m ght be.

He renoved his jacket, as the day was pl easant enough, placed it upon the
trunk of a fallen tree, hoisted hinmself up and sat upon it. Better to stay
right where he was until sonme plan of action suggested itself. This spot m ght
in sone way be significant as the term nus of his peculiar journey.

He opened the case to check on his guitar, which seened intact. He raised it
and began strumm ng upon it as he thought. It sounded all right, too.

He might |ocate a tree that | ooked nore clinbable than the giants which
surrounded him he decided, and see whether he could spot a town or a road
from hi gher up. He | ooked about, w thout breaking his rhythm Yes. That
appeared to be a good one, a few hundred nmeters right rear.... He faced
forward again and al nost m ssed a beat.

The tiny creature which cavorted before himlooked exactly like what it was--a
centaur colt. Its small hands noved in tinme with the rhythm and it pranced.
Fasci nated, he turned his attention to what he was playing, switching to a
nore conplicated righthand style. Softly, he began singing. His wistmark grew
warm throbbed. Shortly, two nore of the small creatures enmerged fromthe
woods, to join the dancer. As a number of |eaves blew by, as he felt they

must --as he had hal f-consciously willed it--he caught these in the net of his
pl aying and swirled them about the | aughing child-faces, the rearing
pony-bodies. He drew birds to spin after them and a deer he had sonehow known
was present to join in the novenments which were now taking on a pattern. The
day seened to darken, as he willed it--though it nust only have been a cl oud
passi ng over the sun--to transformthe spectacle into a twilit scene, which
somehow struck himas nost appropriate.

He played tune after tune, and other creatures cane to join in--bounding
rabbits, racing squirrels--and sonehow he knew that this was right and proper
exactly as it should be, in this place, with himplaying, now .. He felt as if
he m ght go on forever, building walls of sound and toppling them dancing in
hi s heart, singing..

He did not becone aware of the girl until sometinme after her arrival. Slimand
fair, clad in blue, she appeared beside a tree, far to the left of the

cl earing, and stood beneath it, unnoving, watching and |i stening.

Wien he did notice her, he nodded, smled and watched for her reaction. He

wi shed to take no chance of frightening her away, maki ng no sudden novenents.
When she returned his nod, with a small smle of her own, he stopped playing
and pl aced the instrunent back in its case.

The | eaves fell, the animals froze for an instant then tore off into the
woods. The day bri ght ened.



"Hello," he ventured. "You live around here?"

She nodded.

"I was wal king the trail back to ny village when |I heard you. That was quite
beautiful. Wat do you call that instrument? Is it nagic?"

"A guitar," he answered, "and sometines | think so. My name is Dan. \Wat's
your s?"

"Nora," she said. "You're a stranger. Were are you fron? \Were are you
goi ng?"

He snapped the case shut and clinmbed down to the ground.

"I"ve come a great distance,” he said slowy, seeking the proper sentence
patterns, locating words with sone hesitation, "just wandering, seeing things.
I'd like to see your village."

"You are a nminstrel? You play for your keep?"

He haul ed down his coat and shook it out, draped it over his arm

"Yes," he said. "Know anybody who needs one?"

"Maybe... later," she said.

"What do you nean?"

"There have been a nunber of deaths. No one will be in a festive nood."

"I amsorry to hear that. Perhaps | can find sone other enploynment for a tine,
while | learn something of this land."

She bri ght ened.

"Yes. | amsure that you coul d--now. "

He picked up the guitar case and noved forward.

"Show nme the way," he said.

"Al'l right." She turned and he followed her. "Tell me about your honel and and
some of the places you' ve been.”

Best to nake sonething up, he decided, sonmething sinple and rural. No telling
yet what things are like here. Better yet, get her to talking. Hate to start
out sounding like a liar..

"Ch, one place is pretty much |ike another,"” he began. "lIs this form ng
country?"

"Yes."

"Well, there you are. So is mne. Wat sorts of crops do you grow?"

They came to the trail and she I ed himdowward along it. Wenever a bird
passed overhead, she | ooked upward and flinched. After a tinme, he found

hi nsel f scanning the skies, also. He was able to direct the conversation al
the way into town. By the tine they got there, he had | earned the story of
Mar k Mar akson.

X

The old man in the faded bl ue robe wal ked the streets of the drowsing city,
past darkened storefronts, parked vehicles, spilled trashcans, graffiti that
he could not read. His step was slow, his breathing heavy. Periodically, he
paused to | ean upon his staff or rest against the side of a building.

Slowy, light began to | eak through the dark skyline before him a yellow
wave, rising, putting out stars. Far ahead, a shadowy oasis beckoned: trees,
stirred by the faintest of nmorning breezes down a w de thoroughfare.

H s stick tapped upon the concrete, nmore heavily now, as he crossed a side
street and negotiated another block with faltering steps. H's hand trenbled as
he reached out to grasp a | anppost. Several vehicles passed as he stood
swayi ng there. Wen the street was clear, he crossed.

Nearer. It was nearer now, the place where the boughs swayed and t he songs of
birds rose in the early norning light. He strode clunsily ahead, the faintest
of blue flickers occasionally dancing at the tip of his stick. The breeze
brought hima weak, flower-like aroma as he bore toward the final corner

He rested again, breathing heavily, al nost gasping now. Wen he noved to cross
this street, his gait was stiff, awkward. Once he fell, but there was no
traffic and he recovered and staggered on.

The sky had grown pink beyond the small park which now lay before him H s



staff, fromwhich the final I[ight had faded, swung clunsily through a patch of
flowers which closed i medi ately, undisturbed, behind it. He did not hear the
faint hiss of the aerosols as he crossed the fake grass to slunp against the
bol e of a standard nodel mid-town park area tree, but only breathed the
fragrance he had hoped m ght be there, smling faintly as the breezes bore it
to him eyes follow ng the dance of the butterflies in the still fresh Iight
of the newrisen sun

Hs staff slipped fromhis fingers and his breath came short and rushed as
unnurber ed norni ngs past joined with this one to snmear all colors and snells
into a greater reality which finally told the story he had al ways wondered at,
through to its vision past objects. One of the butterflies, passing too near
on its beam was overtaken by his life's final throb, to settle, fluttering,
upon his upturned wist near to the dragonmark it bore.

Wth a blare and a rattle, the city cane alive about him

X1

Strange feelings cane and went. Each tine that they came they were a little
stronger; each tine they departed sone residuumremained. It was difficult to
pi n them down, Dan thought, as he drove a peg into a fence post, but perhaps
they had sonmething to do with the land itself--this place that felt so
famliar, so congruent to his tastes...

A cow strayed near, as if to inspect his work

No, go that way, he willed. Over there, and his wist felt warm as with power
overflowi ng, spilling fromhis fingertips, and the cow obeyed his unspoken
conmmand.

...Like that, he decided. It feels right, and | get better at it all the tine.
A peg shattered under a hamer blow and a splinter flew toward his face.

Away! he conmmanded, wi thout thinking.

Refl ex-1i ke, something within himnoved to stop it, and the fragment sped off
to the right....And like that.

He smiled as he finished the work and began collecting his tools. Shadows were
growi ng across the pasture as he | ooked back al ong the | engths of fencing he
had repaired. It was time to wash, to get ready for the dinner, the

per f or mance.

For three days now he had stayed at Nora's uncle's place, sleeping in the
barn, turning his hand to odd jobs the old man had been unable to get to. In
that time, his fanmiliarity with the | anguage had grown, just as Mr had said
it would, alnost as if he were renenbering...

Mor ... He had not thought of himfor atime. It was as if his mnd had | ocked
away the entire experience of his journey to this place in sone separate,
off-limts conmpartnment. It was just too bizarre, despite the fact that he

wal ked where he now wal ked. But now, the effects of distancing made hi m cast
back, exam ning that nagical wal k, wondering how his absence was bei ng taken
in his owmn world. He was surprised to find that his own past, now, was
beginning to feel dream!ike and unreal. Wereas this |and..

He drew a deep breath. This was real, and sonmehow it felt like hone. It would
be good to neet nore of the nei ghbors.

As he cleaned the tools and stored themin their places, he thought about the
evening's steer roast at the field in toward town. Real country living this,
and he was enjoying it. He could think of worse places to be stuck for life.
And afterwards, of course, he would play for them... He had been itching to
get his hands on his guitar all day. There seemed peculiar new

ef fects--para-nmusical, as it were--that he could manage in this place, and he
wanted to experinent farther. He wanted to show these things off, for the

nei ghbors, for Nora...

Nora. He smiled again as he stripped off the heavy workshirt bel onging to her
Uncl e Dar and wal ked back to bathe in the creek before donning his own
garnments. She was a pretty little thing. It was a shame to see her so
frightened by the local inventor of a few nmechanical toys...



And if this--Mark Marakson--were indeed Mchael's son ... He could al nost see
some genetic factor operating both in the aptitudes and the total |ack of
appreciation for possible reactions to their operation. Too bad he wasn't back
hone and in the business. He and M chael would probably have gotten al ong
wel I .

But, as he washed the sweat and dust from his body, another thought cane to
trouble him Wy was he here? Mdr had spoken with sone urgency, as if his
presence were a necessary thing. For what? Sonething involving Mark's
creations. He snorted. It did seemto have been sonething of the sort,
mentioned only in the vaguest of terms. But what mechani cal nenace could a
society this sinple turn out in a single generation? And why call upon himto
conbat it? No. He felt under-inforned and the subject of an enigmatic old
man's al arm st fantasies. But he did not feel victinzed. Wen he got his
bearings, he would | earn nore about this place, though he already felt it to
be in many ways preferable to the society fromwhich he had strayed. Wy, he
m ght yet becone a genuine mnstrel....

He dried hinself with a piece of rough sacking and donned the | oose,

| ong- sl eeved white shirt he had worn upon his arrival. He changed back into
his black denimtrousers, but retained the boots he had been given. They fit
himwell and seened functionally superior to the shoes he had worn on his hike
bet ween the worl ds.

He conbed his hair, cleaned his fingernails and grinned at his reflection in
the water. Time to get his guitar and neet Nora and her uncle. Things were

| ooki ng up. He whistled as he wal ked back toward the house.

There were bonfires and | anterns casting inpressive shadows. The renains of
feasting were even now being gathered up fromabout the field. At first, Dan
felt as if he should not have had those extra gl asses of wi ne, and then he
felt that he should have. Wiy not? It was a festive occasion. He had net a
great number of the villagers, anxious for sone diversion after the unpl easant
events of several days past, and he had succeeded with some grace in parrying
guestions concerning his homel and. Now he was ready to perform

He dallied a little longer, until the bustle had ceased and peopl e began
seating thensel ves about the low hill he was to occupy. The | anterns were
noved nearer, encircling it.

He nade his way forward then, breaking the circle, nounting the rise, the
instrument case a familiar weight in his right hand. There cane a soft flutter
of appl ause and he smiled. It was good to feel welcone after only a few days
in a new pl ace.

When he reached the top, he renoved the guitar fromits case and put on the
strap. He tuned it quickly and started to play.

Partway through the first tune, he began feeling at ease. The good npod grew
wi thin himas he played several nore and began singing in his own tongue. Then
he attenpted the first of a group he had tried translating into theirs. It was
wel | -recei ved, and he swung i medi ately into anot her.

Looki ng out over his audience, he could only distinguish the expressions on
the nearest faces--sniling or concentrating--in the lantern light. The
listeners farther back were partly hidden by shadows, but he assuned simlar
attention fromtheir imobility, fromtheir joining in the appl ause whenever
he rested. He saw Nora off to the left, seated near her uncle, smling.

He broke into a virtuoso nunber of his own conposition, a rousing piece which
kept increasing in tenpo. He suddenly wanted to show off. He rocked back and
forth as he played. A breeze tousled his hair, rippled his garnents...

It nust not have been the first gasp, which reached himduring the first lull.
He woul d not have heard any earlier exclamation over his playing. But there
were al so murnurs, where before there had been only applause or silent
attention. There cane an indistinguishable cry fromthe back of the audience.
He | ooked all about, attenpting to ascertain its cause.

Then, "Devil!" he heard distinctly fromnearby, and sonething dark flew past
hi s head.

"The mark! The mark!"™ he now heard, and a stone struck himon the shoul der.



" Dr agonmar k! "

He realized that his right sleeve had been drawn back al nost to his el bow
during the last nunber, exposing his birthmark. But still, why should it cause
such al arn®

"Detson!"

A shock went through himat that last word. He instantly recalled old Mr's
telling himthat his nane was actually Pol Detson. But--

The next stone struck himon the forehead. He dropped the guitar into the case
and snapped it shut, to protect it. Another stone struck him The crowd was on
its feet.

He felt a terrible anger rise within him and his wist throbbed as it never
had before. Blood was running down his brow H s chest was sharply struck by
anot her cast stone.

He stunbl ed as he attenpted to raise the case and turn away. Something struck
hi m on the neck, sonething sounded agai nst the case's side...

The crowd had begun to nove forward, past the lanterns, up the hill, slowy,
stopping to grope for mssiles.

Away! He was not aware whether he had shouted it or sounded it only in his

m nd, acconpani ed by a broad, sweeping nmotion of his right arm

Peopl e stunbl ed, fell, tripped over lanterns. Al of the other |anterns seened
to toppl e spontaneously. There were dark shapes in the air, but none of them
struck him The grasses at the foot of the knoll began to take fire. The cries
that now cane up to himseened | ess angry than frustrated, or frightened.

Anay!

He gestured again, his entire armtingling a sensation of warnth fl ow ng

t hrough his hand, out his fingertips. Mire people fell. The flanmes spread
about them

Clutching his guitar case, he turned and fled down the rear of the hill

| eapi ng over spraw ed fornms and low fires, his breath alnpst a sob as he tore
across the field, heading toward the dark wood to the north.

The anger subsided and the fear grew as he ran. His last glance back before he
entered the trees seened to show hi mthe begi nnings of pursuit. Supposing they
fetched horses? They knew their own country and he had no i dea where he was
headed. There might be all sorts of places where they could cut himoff, and

t hen- -

Why? he wondered agai n, dodgi ng about trees, crashing through underbrush,

Wi pi ng spi derwebs fromhis face, blood fromhis eyes. Wiy had they suddenly
turned on hi mwhen they had seen the mark? What could it nean to then?

After stumbling for the third or fourth time, he halted and stood panti ng,
resting his back against the bole of a large tree. He could not be certain how
near his pursuers m ght be, unable to distinguish other sounds over his
breat hi ng and the heavy beating of his heart. But this wild rushing was doi ng
hi m no good. He was hasteni ng exhaustion in addition to | eaving a well -defi ned
trail. To nove cautiously, to expend his energies nore econonmically... Yes. He
woul d have to proceed differently.

Mor had addressed him as the possessor of some power, and he was not blind to
the feet that he had just exercised it in a wild fashion in escaping. Back
hone, save for mainly playful interludes in snoky, |ate-night clubs, he had

al ways striven to suppress it, to keep it under control. Here, though, he

al ready had the name of witch or wizard, and if there were sone way that that
power could serve himfurther, he was ready to learn it, to use it to the
confusion of his enem es.

H s thoughts turned to the obvious connection, the mark upon his wist, as his
breat hi ng became nore even. Inmediately, he felt the warnth and the hei ght ened
sense of his pul sebeat.

He continued to dwell upon it in his mnd. Wat is it, specifically, that I
need? he wonder ed.

A safe way out of here, to a place of safety, he decided. The ability to see
where | am goi ng and not run into things..

As he attenpted to order this, he felt the forces within himstir, then saw



t he dragonmark clearly, despite the darkness. It seened to nove, brightening,
then drift away fromhis armto hover in the air before him glowi ng faintly.
It passed slowy to the left and he followed it, its pale light dimy but
surely illumnating his way. He lost all track of tine as he pursued its
passage through the forest. Twice, it halted, when he realized howtired he
had becone. On these occasions, he rested--once, beside a stream where he
drank deeply.

He renenbered very few details of that long first night of his flight, save
that at some point he realized that his way had taken a turn uphill and that
this remained his course until |ight began to seep through the | eaves
overhead. Wth this, a sense of fatigue and time passed cane over him and he
began casting about for a place to sleep. Immediately, his firefly dragon

veered to the right, heading downhill for what nust have been the first tine
in hours.
It led himanmong a naze of boulders to a small, rock-shielded dell, and there

it hovered. Accepting the onen, he sprawled in the grass. From somewhere

near by, there cane the sound and snell of running water

He fell asleep alnost inmrediately.

When he awakened, it was late in the day. Hi s ghostly guide was gone, he ached
in a number of places and he was hungry.

The first thing that he did was to renove his guitar fromits case and inspect
it for damage. He found that it had come through the night's ordeal intact.
Then he sought the water--a small stream a hundred or so meters to the right
of the rocks--where he stripped and bathed and cl eaned his wounds. The water
was too chill for confort, so he did not dally there. The sun was al ready
falling fast, and he felt he could continue in relative safety.

Continue? At what point had his flight beconme a journey? He was not certain.
Possibly while he slept. For it did feel now that his gl owing guide had been
doi ng nmore than hel ping hi mescape the villagers. Now he felt,
intuitively--certainly not logically--that there was a definite destination
ahead for him that his will-o0' -the-wi sp had been guiding himtoward it. He
decided to let it continue on, if it would, though first it would be nice to
find sone food...

He repeated the process which had summoned the guide, and it came again, paler
in this greater light, but sufficiently distinct to direct his course. As he
followed it, he wondered whether it would be visible to another person

It led himdownhill for atime, and a little after sunset he found hinself in
the mdst of a |large orchard. He gorged hinmself and filled his pockets and al
t he odd nooks in the guitar case.

The guide led himuphill after that, and sometine during the middle of the
night the trees grew smaller and he realized--I1ooking back by nmoonli ght--that
had it been daytinme, he could have seen for a great distance.

Bef ore much | onger, the way steepened, but not before he had caught a glinpse
of a large building on a crest ahead. It was not illumnated and it appeared
to be partly in ruin, but he had a prenonition the nmoment that he sawit,

rei nforced by the behavior of the dragon-light. For the first tine, the |ight
appeared as if it were trying to hurry himalong the trail

He all owed hinself to be hurried. An excitenent was rising in his breast,
acconpani ed by an unexpl ai nabl e feeling that ahead |ay safety--as well as
shelter, food, warnth--and something el se, sonething undefined and possibly
nore inmportant than any of the others. He shifted his guitar case to his other
hand, squared his shoul ders and ignored his aching feet. He even forgot to

wi sh again for the coat he had |left behind, when a chill wi nd came down from
t he hei ght and enbraced hi m
He woul d have liked to wander about the wecked hall, surveying sonme of the

nore picturesque destruction, but the light pressed steadily ahead, |eading
hi m al ong a back corridor and into what could only be a pantry. The food
stored all about himlooked as fresh as if it had just been brought in. He
reached i medi ately toward a | oaf of bread and stopped, puzzled, his hand
bl ocked by an invisible barrier.



No ... Not quite invisible. For as he stared, he slowy becane aware of a nesh
of softly pul sing blue strands which covered everything edible.

A preservation spell, cane into his mnd, as though he had activated a nental
recording. Use the guide to solve it--selectively.

He tried mentally calling upon the hovering i mage of his mark for assistance.
It drifted back and nmerged with the original one upon his wist, the |ight
flowi ng outward, into his hand. Suddenly, he felt a gentle tugging at it and
rel axed and let it nmove through a series of gestures which finally bore it
forward into a gap now apparent in the neshing.

He seized the bread; also, sone neat and cheese that were within reach. After
he had withdrawn his hand for the final time, he felt the tuggi ng again.

Again, he let hinself be guided, and this tinme he saw the gap cl ose, returning
toits initial state of taut webwork.

On anot her shelf, he | ocated sone wine bottles and repeated the performance to
obtai n one.

As he gathered together the nmeal, he felt a strong urge to depart. He rel eased
the Iight and was pleased to see that it had a route mapped out for him It
led himup a flight of stairs and into a chaotic room which once m ght have
been a library.

He cleared a place on the witing desk and set down his supplies. Then, by
dint of intense concentration, he was able to cause his drifting light to
hover, successively, over the end of each taper in a heavy candel abrum whi ch
he had uprighted and repaired, causing each to spring into flame. He seened to
grow better at such heat-thinking with each effort.

When the roomwas thus nore fully illum nated, he retired his pale guide and
seated hinself to dine. He noted that the chanber had i ndeed been a library,
many of its books now in disarray upon the floor, As he ate, he wondered

whet her Mor's | anguage-treatment had extended to the witten word.

Finally, unable to contain hinmself any |longer, he rose and retrieved a vol une
fromthe clutter, Wen he got it into the light, he smled. Yes, he could

deci pher the runic lettering. This one appeared to be a travel book--though in
his world it would have passed for sone sort of nythology text. It described
the dwel lings of harpies and centaurs, sal amanders and feathered serpents, it
showed pyram ds and | abyrinths and undersea caverns, acconpani ed by cautionary
notes as to their denizens, natural and otherwi se. In the margi ns were penned
an occasional "Very true" or "Hogwash!"

As he read, Dan--Should he begin thinking of hinself as "Pol" now? he had
wondered earlier. Way not? he had finally decided. A new nane for a new
life....

As he read, Pol felt his attention being constantly drawn toward the mddle
shel f across the roomto his left. At one point, he put down his book and
stared at it. There was al nbost something there...

Finally, when he had finished eating, he rose and noved to inspect the shadowy
section of shelving. As he did, three feint, red threads seened to be
fluttering at its rear. They were possessed of the same insubstantial quality
as the blue ones in the pantry. Was this land--or this place, in

particul ar--causing himto develop a | and of second sight?

He cl eared the remaini ng books fromthe shelf and stacked themnear his feet.
Then, slowy, he extended his hand, waiting for a guiding inpulse. Hs left
hand trenbl ed at his side. Two hands seened required then, or just the left.
Very well...He raised it and advanced it. Then the middle fingers of his left
hand caught the | ower thread between them and raised it. The index finger
hooked the upper strand and drew it downward, twining the two. His right hand
was then drawn forward, all fingers and the thunmb bunching to seize the tip of
the third thread, to wap it three times countercl ockwi se about the tw sted
pair...

He drew the bunch down, released it and struck it twice with his left fist.
"Open. Open," he said.

The panel at the rear dropped forward, revealing a hidden conpartnent. He
began to reach and recoiled instantly. There | ay another spell, hidden, coiled



like a snoky snake, an interesting knot at its tail, designed to trap the
unwary. He smiled faintly. It was going to be an intriguing problem The
wor ki ng out of the previous one had becone sonething of a conscious process as
he had | abored over it, gaining sone small understanding of the thought and
effort that had gone into its casting. Mwving his left hand cautiously
crossbody, two fingers extended, he reached forward...

Later, he sat back at the desk, reading a history of the Castle Rondoval and
its illustrious if sonewhat eccentric inhabitants. Several volumes of persona
observations on the Art were stacked before him along with his father's
journals and notebooks on sundry matters. He read through the entire night,
however, before he realized his own connection with the inhabitants of the

pl ace. Light had already spilled into the world when he canme across a
reference to the dragon-shaped birthmark inside the right wists of the
children of Rondoval

But this excitenment spent the bal ance of his energy. Shortly, he began to yawn
and could not stop. Hi s garments becane a heavy weight upon him He cleared a
couch at the roomis far end, curled up upon it and was soon asl eep, to dream
that he wandered these halls in a state of full repair and nore than a little
gl ory.

During the next afternoon, he ate a |large neal and | ater solved the spell for
a sunken tub on the ground floor, bringing himwater for a bath (diverted, it
seened, froma nearby river, though he could not understand the tw stings of
the yell ow and orange threads which appeared to govern its tenmperature). He
conmitted these things to nenory as he filled and drained the pool repeatedly,
scouring it for his use. Then he luxuriated for a | ong while, wondering how
Rondoval had conme to achieve its present state of decay, and what had becone
of the rest of the famly.

As he wandered later, uprighting furniture, tossing trash out of w ndows,
unscranbl ing and nmenorizing a nunber of minor spells, he decided to return to
the Iibrary for one of the secret books he had thunbed, which had partly
mapped t he pl ace.

The books now returned to their shelves, the roomdusted after a fashion, he
poured a gl ass of wine and studied the materials before him Yes, there were
many drawi ngs, a nunber of floor plans, sketches of the place at various
nmonents in its history and one rough outline of a vast series of caverns

bel ow, across whi ch sonmeone had penned "The Beasts." He did not know whet her
to chuckl e or shudder. Instead, in response to an unvoiced desire, a

bl ue-green thread canme drifting by him He hooked it with the first joint of
the little finger of his right hand, twined it three tines about his glass,
tugged upon it twice with his mddle finger acconpanied by the appropriate

i mage-conmands, untwined it and dismissed it. Yes, now it was properly
chil | ed.

Ri sing he placed the book in the pocket of the dark jacket he had found in a
war dr obe earlier and dusted thoroughly when he saw that it fit himso well. He
carried the wineglass with himas he wal ked out and descended the stair to the
main floor. "Beasts," he said aloud, and snmiled... Images of the villagers
hurling stones through the night returned to him "Beasts," he repeated,
maki ng his way to a snmall storeroomwhere he had di scovered | anterns and fue
earlier.

Wal ki ng the dimtunnels, occasionally consulting his gui debook, the lantern in
his |l eft hand casting sharp-edged shadows upon the rough walls, he could

al nrost smell the concentration of power ahead. \Wenever he | ooked in that
certain way, he could see great multicol ored bunches of streamers in the air.
Nowhere el se had he yet witnessed signs of such massive workings. He had no

i dea what it represented, other than that it nust be something of great

i mportance. Nor had he any notion whether his newly awakened powers coul d have
any effect whatsoever upon it. As he brushed his fingertips against the
strands, it seemed alnost as if he could feel the munble of mighty words,
echoing infinitely, slowy, along a vast convoluted circuit. If he tried very
hard. ..



Several minutes later, he found his way barred by a huge slab of stone.
Strands led around it, wapped it, crisscrossed it. There had to be a spel

i nvol ved, but he wondered whet her he would al so need a dozen nen with pry bars
to dislodge it, once any nmagical booby traps had been defused. He noved
nearer, studying the pattern of the strands. There did seem sonething of a
nmethod to their positioning...

The strands faded as his eyes slipped back into nore normal channel s of
perception. Then he saw what it was that had distracted him He raised the

| antern and noved nearer, to read the inscription he now behel d:

PASS AT YOUR PERI L. HERE SLEEP THE HORRORS OF RONDOVAL

He chuckl ed. They may be horrors, he thought, but 1'mgoing to need a little
muscle in this world. So, by God! now they're ny horrors!

He set down the lantern and shifted his attention back to the col ored strands.
Just like unwrapping a very peculiar present, he thought, reaching forward

wi th both hands.

He felt the tangl es of power and began the notions that would unlock them As
he worked, the subaural nunbling returned, growing, intensifying, until words
burst into his consciousness and he cried themout at the sanme time, whipping
hi s hands back fromthe final threads and taking three timed paces backwards:
"Kwat had! ... Melairt!... Deystard!"

The sl ab shuddered and began to topple away fromhim He realized then that
the spell must have been infinitely nore difficult to lay than it had been to
raise. Al of that power had had to be channel ed from sonewhere and bound up
here. H's own work had been nore on the order of figuring out howto pull a
pl ug.

The crash that foll owed echoed and reechoed until he could not hel p but be

i npressed by the enornmity of the cavern that nust |ie behind.

He had snatched up the lantern, covered half his face with his sleeve and
squinted until the reverberations and the hail of stone chips had settled.
Then he noved cautiously forward, crossing the cracked nonolith he had

t oppl ed.
He was about to raise the lantern to | ook around the vast hall, when his new
key of vision registered an enornous collection of filaments, like a

mul ticol ored ball of string larger than hinself, resting just off to his left.
I ndi vi dual strands departed it in all directions before him He realized that
it woul d have taken ages to work each separate spell and then, in sone

fashion, join themat this common center. No ... It had to have been done the
other way around ... He could not yet conceive of the manner of its |aying but
he'd a sudden flash of insight into its undoing. It, too, could fall like the
door before his new skill.

However... Could he control whatever he rel eased. A good man had obvi ously

spent a lot of tine and energy putting the thing together. Best to have a | ook
around before doing anything el se...

He raised the lantern

Dragons, dragons, dragons... Acres of dragons and other fantastic beasts |ay
all about him extending far beyond his feeble light. H s eyes caught them at
anot her |l evel, also. To each of them extended one strand of the master spell
He lowered the light. What the hell do you say to a dragon? How do you contro
one? He shuddered at the thought of releasing any of the slunbering horrors.
Probably wake up hungry, too...

He began to back away.

Clear out. Forget this part of the fam |y heritage. They nmust have bred
tougher Lords of Rondoval in the old days...

As he began to turn away, his attention was caught by a single green fil anent.
Its color was slightly darker than any of the others, and it was also the

t hi ckest one in sight, alnost twice the size of its nmates. What might it

tet her? he wonder ed.

Suddenly, all the dream ands he had ever read of or conjured in song, all the
fantasy worlds he had ever scul pted of snoke or wal ked t hrough at bedtine as a
child rose before him and he knew that he could not |eave this place w thout



| ooki ng upon the prodigy bound by this mghty spell. Turning back, he followed
the strand anong t he nassive sl eepers, averting his eyes as well as his feet
in sone instances.

When he reached out to brush the strand with his fingertips, a sound like a

crystal bell echoed within his head, "Mwonbird..."--constantly fading--and he
knew that to be the name of the creature toward which he was headed.
"Moonbird," he said, fingers still feeling the pul se of the cord.

Lord, | hear, beyond the depths of sleep or life. Shall we range the skies

toget her, as in days gone by?
I amnot the lord you knew, and Rondoval has come upon sad tinmes, he thought
back, still brushing the cord.
What matter? So long as there is a lord in Rondoval. You are of the bl ood?
Yes.
Then call me back fromthese ghost skies. |I'll bear you where you woul d
I am not even sure | know what to feed you..
"1l manage, never fear

And then there is the problemof this spell.
Not for one such as--
Pol halted, for he could go no further. H's hand had left the strand awhile
back, as it seened tangl ed on an overhead | edge. For several nonments, he had
t hought it was a huge mineral formation which confronted him-a vast nound of
scal y copper bearing the green patina of age. But it had noved, slightly, as
he had wat ched.
He sucked air between his teeth as he raised the lantern. There, there was the
great crested head! How huge those eyes must be when opened! He reached out
and touched the neck. Cold, cold as netal. Perhaps nearly as tough
"How | ow nust your fires now be, bird of the moon..." he said.
Back to himcanme a junbled vision of clouds and tiny houses, forests tike
pat ches of weeds..
...Shall we range the skies together?
The fear was gone, leaving only a great desire to see the huge beast freed.
He noved back to the first place where the strand came within reach again. He
touched it as he began to follow it back out.
Pati ence, father of dragons. W shall see...
...And kill your enem es.
First things first.
He followed it back to the ball of plaited rai nbows near the entrance. He
traced its point of entry into the mass and noted each place where it becane
visible again at the surface. Wuld it be possible to tease out this one
strand? Coul d he arouse Moonbird wi thout awakening all the others?
He stared for a long while before he nmoved, and then his first gestures were
tentative. Soon, though, his left armwas plunged past the elbowinto the
gl owi ng sphere, his fingers tracing each twisting of the thick, green
strand. ...
Later, he stood holding it free, its end tw sted about his finger. He wal ked
qui ckly back, to stand regardi ng the drowsing gi ant once again.
Awaken now, he willed, untwining it, releasing it.
The thread drifted away, shriveling. The dragon stirred.
Even bigger than | thought, he decided, staring into the suddenly opened eye
whi ch now regarded him Mich bigger....
The nouth opened and closed in a swall owi ng novenent, revealing spike-like
ranks of teeth.
Those, too...
He noved nearer.
...Mist seembold for alittle |longer, establish where we both stand right
awnay. . .
He reached out and | aid his hand upon the broad neck
| am Pol Detson, Lord of Rondoval until further notice, he tried to
communi cat e.
The gi ant head was raised, turned, the nmouth opened... Suddenly, the tongue



shot forward, licking himwith a surface the texture of a file, knocking him
backwar ds.

... Mster!

He recovered hinsel f, dodged a second caress of the tongue and patted the neck
agai n.

Contain yourself, Monbird! | am-soft.

Sonetimes | forget.

The dragon spread its wings and |lowered them drew itself upright, raised and
| owered its head, nuzzled him

Conme, mount ny back and let us fly!

Waer e?

Qut the old tunnel, to view the world.

Pol hesitated, his courage ebbing.

...But if I don't do it now, I never will, he decided. | know that. Wereas if
| do, | may be able to do it again one day. And | may need to ..

A moment, he communi cated, |ooking for the easiest way up.

Moonbird | owered his head fully and extended his neck

Cone.

Pol mounted, |ocated what he hoped was a traditional dragon rider's position,
above the shoul ders, at the wi dening base of the neck. He clung with his |egs
and his arms. Behind him he heard the vanes stir.

| sense that you play a nusical instrunent, Moonbird began, as they noved
forward {To distract hinf? No--too sophisticated a concept). You rust bring it
next time and play to ne as we fly, for | |ove nusic.

That m ght be novel

They sprang fromthe ground and Moonbird i medi ately | ocated a draft of air
which they followed into a broader, higher part of the cavern. The light from
the lantern Pol had left on the ground dw ndled quickly, and they flew through
an absol ute darkness for what seermed a | ong while.

Suddenly, with a rush of cool air, there were stars all about them A nonent

| ater, surprising hinmself, Pol began to sing.

Xl

Mark rolled out of his bed, drew the purple dressing gown about his shoul ders
and sat clutching his head, waiting for the roomto stop spinning.

How | ong had it been--four, five, six days?--since the robo-surgeon had worked
hi m over?

He rai sed his head. The room was dark. The thing which protruded fromhis |eft
eye socket humred. Finally, it grew silent and he had vision on that side.

He rose and crossed the neticul ously well-kept chanber--all netal and plastic
and gl ass--and regarded hinself in the nmirror above the washstand. He tapped
lightly with his fingertips about the perineter of the |lens case, where it
joined his brow and cheekbone.

...Still too tender. Inpair efficiency to take too nmany drugs, but I'll need
sone nore to be able to think at all....

He withdrew a container of tablets froma drawer in the stand, gul ped two and
proceeded to wash and shave w thout turning on a light.

...1t does have sone advant ages, though, especially if you get turned around
this way. Must be the middle of the night..

He drew on a pair of brown trousers with many pockets, a green sweater, a pair
of boots. He opened the rear door of his apartnment and stepped out onto the
terrace. Hs personal flier stood on the pad---delta-w nged, conpact, glassy
and |ight. Mechanical things rose and fell in the distance, sonme only visible
in his left field of vision. He inhaled the fragrance of inported plants,
turned, crossed to an el evator hatch, dropped three levels--to a footbridge

| eadi ng across the road. He crossed there, heading for the surveillance center
in the |l ower, adjacent building.

One of the small, gnarled nen, clad in a brown and bl ack uniform sat before a
bank of glow ng screens. Wether he actually watched any of them was sonet hing



Mark could not tell fromthe rear--one of the reasons he disliked using people
except in situations such as this where he had no choice.

As he approached, his optic prosthesis humed, its | ens becom ng a greenish
color as it adjusted to the lighting. The nan straightened in his chair.
"Good evening sir," he said, not turning away fromthe screens.

... Damed sharp senses these fell ows have.

"Anything to report?"

"Yes, sir. Two surveillance birds are m ssing."

"M ssi ng? \Were?"

"The vill age, your own--"

"What happened to then?"

"Don't know, sir. They just suddenly weren't there anynore."

"How | ong ago was this?"

"Alittle over three hours ago, sir."

"Didn't you try to maneuver any of the others to get a | ook at what was
happeni ng?"

"It was too sudden, sir."

"I'n other words, nothing was done. Wiy wasn't | notified i nmedi atel y?"

"You had left orders not to be disturbed, sir."

"Yes ... | know. What do you nmke of it?"

"No idea, sir."

"It has to be a mal function of some sort. Pull back the others in that area
for conplete inspections. Send out fresh ones. Wait!"

He noved nearer and studi ed the appropriate screens.

"Any activity in the village?"

"None, sir."

"The girl has not been out of her house?"

"No, sir. It has been dark for hours."

"I think I may pick her up tomorrow. It depends on how | feel. Plan B, three
birds--two for safety escort. See that they're standing ready."

"Yes, sir."

The small man stole a glance at him

"I must say, sir. The new eye-thing is nost attractive."

"Ch? Real ly? Thank you," he nunbl ed, then turned and | eft.

What had he been thinking? The pills nust be starting to work.... He wouldn't
be in shape by tonorrow. Wait another day. Should he go back and counternand
that |last order? No. Let it stand. Let it stand...

He wandered down to spot-check a factory, his eye humring its way to yell ow.

Lant er n- swi ngi ng shadows bouncing fromhis rapid step, the small man passed
al ong the maze of tunnels, occasionally pausing to listen and to peer about
abrupt corners. Usually, when he halted, he al so shuddered.

It might al nbst have been easier without the lantern, he thought, back there.
And that slab... He did not renenber that broken slab at the cave nouth.

He t hought back upon the scene he had witnessed i nmedi ately after awakeni ng.
The man acting alnost as if he were talking with that nonster, then nounting
it and flying off, fortunately |leaving his | antern behind. Wo could it have
been, and what the circunstances?

He turned right at the next branching, renmenbering his way. There seened to be
no sounds, other than those of his own maki ng. Rather peculiar, in the
aftermath of such a battle...

When he finally reached the foot of the huge stair, he left the lantern. He
nmoved soundl essly through the darkness, toward some snall illum nation above.
When his eyes just cleared the top step, he halted and surveyed the hall.
"How | ong have | slept?" he asked of, perhaps, the tattered tapestry.

But he did not wait for a reply.

As the sun pinked the eastern corner of the sky, Moonbird descended slowy to
| and upon the | ast steady tower of Rondoval. Pol dismounted and sl apped him
upon the shoul der.

Good morrow, ny friend. I will call you again soon



I will hear. | will cone.

The great dark formleapt fromthe tower and drifted across the sky, headi ng
for one of the hidden entrances to the caverns. A green strand seened to
connect its shoulder to Pol's still upraised hand. It faded soon to join the
other strands of the world, drifting everywhere.

For several monents, he watched the stars fading in the west, wondering at the
strange flying things Monbird had destroyed earlier, wondering even nore at
t he beast's coment, They had troubl ed ny dreans.

Turning, with a glance to the sunrise, he entered the tower, to make his way
down and around within it, returning to the library which had cone nore and
nmore to feel |ike home. He hunmed as he wal ked, occasionally snapping his
fingers. He finally felt that he bel onged--a nmenber of the magi c-working,
dragon-riding famly which had |ived here. He wanted to take his guitar into
hi s hands and sing about it, watching the dust depart the surfaces in each
chanmber through which he strolled, the furniture nove itself about, the debris
roll into heaps in corners, the strands of power which controlled these
operations attaching thenmselves to, resonating with, his instrunent. Rondoval
did actually feel nore his at this nmonent than it had at any tine before.
When he reached the library, he noved to pour hinself a drink, to cel ebrate.
He was surprised to find the bottle enpty. He had thought that several inches
still remained within it. For that matter, he had thought that sone food al so
remai ned, though the serving board was now enpty.

Shruggi ng, he headed for the stair. He would charmnore out of the pantry. He
was ravenous after the night's adventures.

XV

He had threaded themall through Rondoval; and now, as the day sl ackened, he
was resolved to lie in wait, to | earn whether they worked, to see what they
snar ed.

In a small sitting roomhe had not previously frequented, he seated hinself at
the center of his web and waited. He had set hinself no other chore than

thi nking during this period, but that was all right. Fine, in fact.

The strands lay all about him silver-gray, taut. He had strung them

t hr oughout Castl e Rondoval that afternoon, |like a ghostly series of trip
wires. He could feel themall, knew where each one | ed.

By now, he had come to the conclusion that they were not visible to other
peopl e under normal conditions. Sumoning them noting them using them were
all a part of his power--the sane power that had led himto this place he now
knew to be his honme. The others who had dwell ed here had al so possessed it,

al ong with other know edge and aptitudes--things about which he was stil

| ear ni ng. He wondered about them ..

Mor had taken himas a baby, the old man had said, and exchanged himfor the
real Daniel Chain. If he had been born here and renoved at the tinme of the
battl e which had so damaged this place, then these depredati ons had occurred a
little over twenty years ago--presuning that time behaved in approximately the
same fashion here as it did there. Such being the case, he wondered concerni ng
the cause of the conflict and its principals. Al things considered, it would
seemthat his parents had been the | osers and were doubtl ess now dead.

He wondered about them There were intact portraits in various roons, one of
whi ch coul d have been that of the Lord Det, the author of the journals, the
man he judged to be his father. The portraits were untitled, though, and he
had no idea at all as to his nother's identity.

Hs wist tingled slightly, but there were no signs yet fromthe strands he
had | aid. He watched the hallway darken beyond the door. He thought of the
worl d in which he now found hinsel f, speculating as to whether he mnight have
been able to see threads in his own, had he known to try. He wondered what it
woul d have been |like to have grown up here. Now, now he felt a proprietory
attitude toward the place, even if he did not understand its fiill history,
and he resented the presence of the intruder



For an intruder there was. He knew it as surely as if he had seen himlurking
about. Knew it not just fromthe fact that everything edible and drinkabl e
which he left about had a way of disappearing, but from dozens of snall

telltal es--suddenly bright doorknobs which he knew to have been dusty, ninor
rearrangenments of articles, abrupt scuff marks in unused hallways. It added up
to a sense of the presence of another. Irrationally, he felt as if Rondoval
itself were passing hi mwarnings.

And he had worked this spell out carefully, partly by intuition, partly from
hints in his father's books. It seenmed that everything had been done
correctly. Wen the visitor noved, he would know it, he would act--

Again, the tingling. Only this time it did not pass, and his finger jerked
toward a single strand. He touched it, felt it pulse. Yes. And this one led to
a ruined tower to the rear. Very well. He caught it between his fingers and
began the nmani pul ati ons, the sensations in his wist increasing as he worked.
Yes. A noving human body, male, had disturbed his alarm Even now the thread
swel l ed, pulsed with power, was firmy fixed to the intruder

Pol smiled. The workings of his will flowed forth along the Iine, freezing the
man in his tracks.

" And now, ny friend," Pol nmuttered, "it is time for us to neet. Cone to
ne!"

The man began descending the tower stair, his nmovenents sl ow and nechani cal

He tried to resist what he realized to be a spell, but this had no effect upon
his progress. Perspiration broke out over his brow and his teeth were

cl enched. He watched his feet proceed steadily down the stair, then along a
hal lway. He tried catching at door frames and pillars as he passed them but
hi s hands were always torn free. Finally, they vani shed beneath his cl oak
Morments | ater, he held a long clinbing cord, which he hurriedly knotted about
his right wist. He attached a small grappling hook to its farther end and
cast it up and out through a high wi ndow. He tugged several times upon it, saw
that it held. Seizing the cord with both hands then, he began to pray to
Dwastir, protector of thieves, as he threw his weight upon it.

Pol frowned. He realized that the other's progress had ceased. He increased
his efforts, but the intruder was no | onger conmng toward him R sing with a
curse, he walked out into the twilit hallway, following the filament, candles
flaring as he neared them It only occurred to himafter he had gone sone

di stance that the other might also be some sort of an adept. How el se could he
have halted in the midst of such a sunmons as he had received to walk in this
direction? Perhaps he should sinply call Monbird, to overwhel mthe intruder
with sheer force..

No. This act of defense, he decided, should be his own, if at all possible. He
felt a need to test his powers agai nst another, and the defense of Rondoval
seened as if it should be a personal thing now that he and the place had
claims on each other.

He mi ght have nissed the small, darkly clad man, had not the angle of the
silver-gray strand directed his attention upwards. There, he saw the kicking
feet, as if they still strove to walk, as the figure dragged itself upward
usi ng ar npower al one.

"Amazi ng," Pol observed, reaching out and touching the strand again. "Halt al
your efforts to flee me. Cinmb back down. Return. Now "

The man ceased his clinbing and his boots grew still. He hung for a nonent,
began to | ower hinself. Then, at a point about ten feet overhead, in full if
not proper obedience to his order, the man et go the cord at a certain noment
of its sway and, heels together, dropped directly toward him

Pol | eaped backward, struck the wall with his shoul der, spun aside. The man
struck the floor nearby, fulfilling the order, then began to run

Recovering, Pol manipulated the strand so that it slipped and caught like a

| ari at about the other's ankles. The man spraw ed.

He noved to the other's side, maintaining the tension upon the filanent. The
man rolled, a knife appearing in his hand, thrusting toward his thigh. Pol

al ready alert, danced away, a |loop appearing in the strand and twisting itself



about the other's wrists, tightening.

The bl ade fell to the floor and skidded a great distance along it, vanishing
fromsight in the far shadows. The man's wists were drawn together as tightly
as his ankles. Hi s pale eyes now found Pol's and regarded hi mw t hout

expr essi on.

"I must say you are extrenely inaginative in executing an order," Pol

remarked. "You take nme literally when you choose to and take advantage of
every | oophol e when you do not. You nust have sone | egal background."

The other smil ed.

"I have at times been very close to the profession,’
sweet voice, and then he sighed. "Wat now?"

Pol shook his head.

"I don't know. |'ve no idea who you are or what you want. My security as well
as ny curiosity require that I find out."

"My nanme is Museglove, and | mean you no harm"

"Then why have you been sneaki ng about here, stealing food?"

"A man nust eat--and my own desire for security demanded that | sneak about.
Al that | know of you is that you are a sorcerer and dragon-rider. | was
somewhat reluctant to come up and introduce nyself."

"Reasonabl e enough,"” Pol observed. "Now, if |I knew why you are here at all, |
mght be in a better position to synpathize with your plight."

he said in a soft, al npst

"Well, yes," said Museglove. "I am as they say, a thief. | cane here for the
pur pose of stealing a collection of jewelled figurines belonging to the Lord
Det. It was a conmissioned thing. | sinply had to deliver themto a Wsterl and

buyer, collect ny fee and go ny way. Unfortunately, Det caught me at it--nmuch
as you' ve tramrel ed ne here--and had nme confined to one of the cells bel ow. By
the tine | managed to escape, a war was in progress. The castle was under
attack and the besiegers were about to break in. | saw Det destroyed in a
magi cal contest with an old sorcerer, and | decided that the safest place for
me was back in ny cell. | lost ny way bel ow, however, and wound up in a
cavern, where | slept. | was awakened to the sight of you flying off on a
great dragon. | left there, came up here, was hungry. | couldn't get at the
food in the pantry."

"I don't understand why you renained around at all."

Mousegl ove |icked his lips.

"I had to check," he said finally, "to see whether the figurines were stil
about . "

"Are they?"

"I couldn't locate them But fromthe growh of the trees hereabout, | began
to realize that nmore time than |I'd thought had passed while | slept "
"About twenty years, |'d guess," Pol said, freeing Museglove' s legs. "Are you
hungry?"

"Yes."

"So aml. Let's go and eat. If | release your hands, will you use themto help

me carry food, rather than try to knife ne?"

"I'"d much rather knife you on a full stomach.”

“"That'll do."

Pol untw sted the final |oop.

"I"'d give a lot to know that trick," Musegl ove said, watching him

"Let's go to the pantry,"” Pol said, "and on the way, | want you to tell nme how
nmy father died."

Mousegl ove rose to his feet.

"Your father?"

"The Lord Det."

"There was a baby," Musegl ove said.

"Twenty years," Pol replied

Mousegl ove rubbed his brow.

"Twenty . , . That is hard to believe. | don't see howit could happen.”

"You were trapped in a grand sleep spell, along with the dragons. | nust have
rel eased you when | awakened Monbird. You had to have been asl eep nearby."



They began to wal k.

"There were dreanms of dragons, now you nention it."
He turned and regarded Pol

"I first saw you in your nmother's arnms. She burned me when | tried to touch
you. "

"You knew her?"

"The Lady Lydia... Yes. Lovely woman. | suppose |'d best start at the

begi nning ..."

"Pl ease do."

They obtained food and drink fromthe pantry and returned to the library, to
spend nost of the night tal king. Wen they had finished eating, Pol strummed
his guitar absently and listened to the other speak, occasionally pausing to
sip fromhis w neglass. At one point, he struck a chord whi ch made

Mousegl ove's hair rise and set his teeth on edge.

"They killed my parents?" he said softly. "The vill agers?"

"I guess there were other people in the arny besides villagers,'

Mousegl ove

replied. "I even saw centaurs anong them But it was another sorcerer who
actually fought Det--Mr, | think he was called--"

" Mor ?"

"l believe so."

"CGo on."

"I think your nother was in the southwest tower when it fell. At |east, that
was where she was headed when | saw her with you. You were discovered al one
outside the entrance to it. You were taken to the main hall. The troops wanted
to kill you. Mr saved you, though, by exchangi ng you for another child from

anot her pl ace--or rather, he claimed that he could. Did he?"

"Yes. They killed ny parents...."

"Twenty years. They'll be ol der now -perhaps even dead. You coul d never |ocate
all of them"

"Those who stoned ne had the proper nentality--and their recognition of ny
dragonmar k says sonet hing."

"Pol --Lord Pol--1 don't know your story--where you've been, what it was |ike,
what you' ve been through, how you came back--but |1'm ol der than you. There are
many things of which I amnot sure, but one that |'ve had nore opportunity
than nost to learn. Hate will eat you up, will twi st you--nmore so, perhaps, if
there is no longer, really, a proper object upon which to vent it--"

Pol began to speak, but Musegl ove rai sed his hand.

"Please. Let me finish. It's not just a sernon on good behavior. You're young
and | got the inpression on the way up here that you had just cone into your
powers. |1've a feeling that this may be a pivotal point in your life. Looking
back on ny own, | see that there were a nunmber of such occasi ons. Everyone
seens to have a few. It looks to ne as if you have not yet given thought to
the path you intend to follow. Od Mr seened, basically, a white magician
Your father had a reputation as one of the other sort. | know that things are
never really black or white, pure and sinple, but after a time one can usually
judge from a preponderance of evidence in which direction a great power has
led a person, if you see what | nean. If you start |ooking for revenge after
all these years, at this time in your life--using your newfound powers to do

it--1've a feeling you may in sone ways be tw sted by the enterprise, so that
everything you touch later on will somehow bear its mark. | tell you this not
only because | fear turning another Det |oose upon the |and, but because you
are young and because it will probably hurt you, too."

Pol was silent for a time. Then he struck a chord.

"My father had a staff, a wand, a rod," he said. "You nmentioned earlier that

Mor broke it into three parts. Tell me again what he said he was going to do

withit."

Mousegl ove si ghed.

"He spoke of sonething called--1 believe--the Magical Triangle of Int. He was
goi ng to bani sh each segnent to one point of it."

"That's all?"



"That's all."

"Do you know what it neans?"

"No. Do you?"

Pol shook his head.

"Never heard of it."

"What do you think of nmy assessnent of your position?"

Pol took a sip of w ne.

"I hate them" he said, as he replaced the glass. "Perhaps my father was an
evil man--a bl ack magician. | do not know. But | cannot |earn of his death by
vi ol ence and be unnmoved. No. | still hate them They responded |ike animals in
their ignorance. They treated ne badly when |I meant them no harm And

recently heard the story of another man, who neant them well and perhaps went
about things incorrectly, but who suffered greatly at their hands. It is not
so easy to forgive."

"Pol --Lord Pol. They were afraid. You represented sonething they nmust have had
good cause to fear if its nmenory lingered this long, this strongly. As for the
ot her man, who knows? Coul d there have been some simlarity?"

Pol nodded.

"Yes. | understand that he tried to force sonething new upon them-new, yet

i ke sonething which had been rejected |l ong ago. | suppose you are right. Have
you nmore to tell ne?"

"Not really. | would Iike to hear your story, though. It seenms only a few days
since | saw you as a babe."

Pol smiled for the first tine in a long while. He refilled their glasses.
"Very well. | would like to tell someone ..."

Dayl i ght was trickling into the roomwhen Pol opened his eyes. He had sl ept on
the sof a. Mousegl ove was curled up on the floor

He rose and soundl essly nmade his way downstairs, where he washed and changed
his garnents. He headed for the pantry to | oad a breakfast tray. Musegl ove
was up by the tine he returned, groom ng hinself, eyeing the food.

As they ate, Musegl ove asked him "Wat are your plans now?"

"Alittle vengeance, | think," Pol replied.

"I was afraid of that," said the other.

Pol shrugged.

"It's easy for you to say, 'Forget it.' They didn't try to kill you."

"I spent time in the hands of your father's jailers."

"But you adnmit to attenpted |larceny here. | wasn't doing a dammed thing to
them except providing a free floor show There is a distinction."

"You' ve made up your mnd. There is nothing nore | can say--save that | would
like to leave, if it is all right with you."

"Sure. You're not a prisoner any longer. W'Ill nake you up a food parcel."
"Just these extra | oaves here, and some of those other |eftovers would be
sufficient. I like to travel light."

"Take them Where are you headed?"

"Di bna. "

Pol shook his head.

"I don't knowit."

"A port city, to the south. Here." He turned and drew an atlas froma shel f.
"There it is," he finally said, pointing.

"Fairly far," Pol remarked, nodding "A |lot of dead country between here and

there. 1'll take you, though, if you' re gane."
"What do you nean?"
"Dragonback. 1'll fly you down."

Mousegl ove pal ed and ghawed his lip. Then he sml ed.
"Of course you jest."

"No, I'mserious. | feel indebted for all the information you've given ne. |
can postpone burning a few fields and barns for a day or so. I'll take you to
Dibna if you're willing to ride with me on Monbird."

Mousegl ove began to pace.
"Al'l right," he finally said, turning on his heel and halting. "If you are



sure he'll permt the conpany of a stranger.”

"He'll permt it."

They sailed south on the nassive back of the coppery dragon, the sun still |ow
to their left, the cool winds of the retreating night maki ng human
conversation difficult.

I wish you had brought the nusical instrunent.

Ilt's alittle crowded for it.

That human is sonehow fanmiliar. Fromdreans, |'d say.

He was tanked in your sleep spell, nearby in the cavern. He dream of dragons,
he tells ne.

Strange... | alnost feel as if |I could talk with him

Why not try?

HELLO, HUMAN!

Mousegl ove started, | ooked down, smil ed.
You are Moonbird? he asked.

Yes.

I am Mousegl ove. | steal things.

W sl ept together?

Yes.

| amglad to neet you

Li kew se. .

The small man rel axed noticeably after that, |eaning back at one point to
remark to Pol, "This is not at all as |I'd thought it would be. He seens
awfully famliar. Those dreanms ..."

"Yes."

They wat ched the countryside dip and rise beneath them green wood, brown

ri dges, blue waters. They passed an occasional isolated dwelling, traced a
track that turned into a road. There were several orchards, a farnhouse. To
the left, where the I and sl oped, Pol saw the cluster of stones where he had
slept. His nmouth tightened.

Fol | ow t he road.

Yes.

The village woul d be com ng up soon. Mght as well take another | ook, during
dayl i ght hours, he decided. Mght even be able to frighten a few people.

Bel ow, he saw a centaur on a hilltop, staring upward. Wat was it Musegl ove
had sai d? "I even saw centaurs anong thenf"

Dive. Gve hima good | ook.

They dropped rapidly. The centaur turned and ran. Pol chuckl ed.

"It's a beginning," he remarked, as they clinbed again.

Ahead, Lord. Mdre of the flying things. Let ne smash them

Pol squinted. The dark netallic shapes were circling over a small area. He

| ooked bel ow.

Aren't there nore of themon the ground?

Yes. But those in the air will be easier to get at.

He felt Monbird' s body grow warm beneath him

But isn't there soneone--hunman--down there with then? It [ooks like a girl
Yes.

Even fromthis height, he could see the color of her hair...

Let's go after the ones on the ground. Be careful not to harmthe girl.
Moonbi rd sighed and wi sps of a grayish gas seened to curl fromhis nostrils,
to be imedi ately di spersed by the w nds.

Humans al ways conplicate things.

Suddenl y, they were diving. The scene bel ow enl arged rapidly. Pol was certain
now that it was Nora, at the center of a triangle forned by three of the
flying things. These seemed nore el aborately constructed than those he had
encountered in the night. They had | anded and were novi ng--hoppi ng and
crawl i ng--along the ground, closing in on her. She, in turn, was using the
rough terrain to keep them at a di stance, naneuvering so that rocks and stands
of shrubbery barred their ways, as she worked her way toward the fringes of
the forest. Once she got in anong the trees, he decided, she might well be



able to elude them Still, she mght not.

He smelled an odor of rotten eggs now, as the results of sone interna

chem cal reaction of Mwonbird s seemed to fill the air about him

Suddenl y, Moonbird' s wi ngs were extended and his body was assuming a nore

upri ght position as he slowed. Pol braced hinsel f. Musegl ove, seated before
him did the sane.

The | andi ng was even worse than he had anticipated--a spine-jolting crash that
nearly threw himloose fromhis position. He squeezed with his legs and his
knuckl es tightened. It was several seconds before he realized that they had
conme down directly atop one of the devices.

Then Mbonbird bel ched--a noist, disgusting sound, which was acconpani ed by an
intensification of the odor Pol had detected during their descent. |Imediately
thereafter, he appeared to be regurgitating. A great stream of noxious liquid
spewed fromhis nmouth to drench the second machi ne nearby. It fumed for

several seconds after it struck, then burst into flane.

Pol sought Nora. She now appeared to be retreating as nmuch fromthemas from
the final machine. Suddenly, however, she recogni zed him

"Pol I'"

"It's all right!" he called back, just as Monbird advanced and began striking
at the device which was now boundi ng about as if attenpting to take flight.
The first bl ow danaged its right wing. The second shattered it conpletely. By
t hen, however, two nore had descended and a third was diving but pulled up and
began to circle.

Moonbi rd bel ched agai n and anot her began to flanme. The final one | aunched
itself toward his face

Pol crouched | ow, as did Musegl ove, but not so | ow that he could not see what
fol | oned.

Moonbi rd opened his nmouth and rai sed his forelinbs. There followed a crunching
sound, and then he was tearing the wings off the flier

...Not at all good to eat.

He spat. The remains fell before himand began to snol der

Pol | ooked up. The one remaining bird was clinmbing higher and hi gher.

Chase it?

No. | want to help Nora. Wit.

He clinbed down and threaded his way through the w eckage.

"Hi," he said, taking hold of her hand. "What happened? What are they?"
"They're Mark's," she replied. "The same sort of thing that came to save him
He sent themfor ne...."

" \Npy 2"

"He wants nme. He said he'd cone for ne.
"And you don't want to go to hin®"

"Not now. "

"Then | think we'd better go see himand straighten this out. Were is he?"
She | ooked at him at Moonbird, back at him

"South, | believe," she finally said, "at a forbidden place they sonetines
call Anvil Mountain."

"Do you know how to find it?"

"I think so."

"Have you ever ridden a dragon before?"

"No. "

He squeezed her hand and turned.

"Cone on. It's fun. This one's nanmed Monbird."

She di d not nove.

"I"'mafraid," she said. "The | ast dragons anyone saw were Devil Det's. ..."
He nodded.

"This one's okay. But let ne ask you whether you're nore afraid of this Mark
guy and his gadgets or a tame, housebroken pet | just rode in on."

She shook her head.

"Where did you find it? How do you control it? Is it true about your being
related to the House of Rondoval ? You said you were a traveler--"



"Too much. Too long to tell you now. "

"....Because, if you are of Rondoval --as they said--then that probably is one
of Det's dragons."

"He's mine now. But | won't lie to you. | didn't before, either. | just didn't
know then. Yes, |I'mrelated to that House. 1'd like to help you, though. WII
you show me where this guy lives? | want to talk with him™"

She studied his face. He met her eyes. Abruptly, she nodded.

"You're right. He nmeans harm Perhaps we can reason with him How do we
nmount ?"

"Let me introduce you first.
As the ground dropped away beneath them Pol |eaned past Nora and told

Mousegl ove, "There's going to be a little detour on the way to Dibna. | want
to visit the person who controls these things."

Mousegl ove nodded.

"You postponi ng your revenge, too?" he asked.

Pol reddened.

"Revenge?" Nora inquired. "Wat does he nean?"

"Later," Pol snapped. "Tell me about forbidden places."

"They are areas containing leftover things fromthe ol d days when people stil
used that sort of equipnent."

"They are supposed to be haunted," she added.

"I"ve heard simlar stories," Museglove put in. "Seen sone artifacts too, in
nmy line of work. The day you were taken away, | heard Mor speak of sone sort
of bal ance. Qur world went the way that it did, the one he was taking you to
went the other way. The two ways seem basically inconpatible, and attenpts to
conbi ne them are dangerous. | got the inpression Det night have been doi ng
somet hi ng al ong those lines."

"So Mark could be a greater nenace than is i medi ately obvi ous?"

"It seens that way."

Pol shaded his eyes and stared ahead, locating the tiny dot the bird-thing had
becone.

"W seemto be headed in the sanme direction."

"What revenge?" Nora said.

"I"'mnot sure. Let it go, huh?" He glowered at the small thief, who sniled
back at him "An intention is |less than a deed," he said, "less even than an
attenpt." His gaze grew unfocussed. He seened to pluck at something in the
air. "You're a fine one to preach," he added, |long nonents later, as the
smal l er man cl utched suddenly at his chest, "when you've got my figurines

i nside your shirt."

Mousegl ove bl anched, then fell into a spell of coughing "I'll deal with you
later,"” Pol said. "I doubt you'll be running off in the neantime. Ri ght now,

t hough, | think I'm beginning to see what Mor neant about a nenace when he was
bringi ng me here."

"I can explain--" Musegl ove began

"dd Mr is the one who brought you to our |and?" Nora said

"Yes."

"That is very interesting. For he is the one | told about Mark when it
happened. He seened ill at the tinme, though."

Pol nodded.

"He wasn't well."

The character of the land began to shift beneath them The forest grew
thinner. A large river which had foll owed roughly parallel to their course in
the west narrowed, finally passed beneath them and vani shed into the

sout heast. Exposed areas of land were lighter in color now shading over
toward yel | ow.

The dark speck that was the surveillance flier disappeared fromPol's sight
far ahead. It was not until afternoon that they encountered nore of them They
first saw several wheeling at a great height for ahead. They di pped | ower and
noved in their direction, half a dozen of them

Pol felt a sudden tension in Monbird' s neck and it seemed that the dragon



began to grow warner.

More to smash..

Wait, Pol instructed. They don't seemto be attacking. | think he has sent us
an escort.

Smash escort.

Not so long as they keep their distance.

....Sone time |ater.

Wi t.

They continued on until the shape of Anvil Muntain appeared | ow on the

hori zon in the afternoon light. Their escort had maintained a regular flight
about them for hours, unvarying. As they drew nearer, they saw that nore of
the birds patrolled the skies above the flat-topped height. Below, the Iand
had assuned a bl eaker aspect--yellow, streaked with red, dotted with gray and
russet outcrops of stone; jagged cracks ran in dry, unpatterned profusion, as
on a dropped, earthenware pot; small, scrubby bushes, w nd-twi sted, clung to
the sl opes of hills.

The nmountain stood | arger now, and they could make out a skyline atop
it--white, green, gray, a reflecting backdrop to many movenents. Pol | ooked
about as they drew closer and he felt Monbird stiffen, then change his course
slightly to conformw th the novenents of the dark fliers.

Go where they take us, for they are surely taking us to him he ordered.
Moonbird did not reply, but altered course several times as they neared the
city on the rock, rising and swinging to the west, beginning a gradua

approach to the great flat-roofed building near the center of the conplex.
Peeri ng downward, Pol saw a tall, red-haired man standi ng upon a terrace
out si de what appeared to be a penthouse dwelling. A flying machine of unusua
design rested upon a gridded | anding area behind the structure. A nunber of
man- si zed machi nes of unknown function noved about in the vicinity.

"More magic," Musegl ove muttered.

"No," said Pol. "Not at all."

He felt Nora's hand upon his armthen, gripping it.

"You know this guy pretty well, don't you?" he asked her

"Know hin? |'ve been in love with himfor years," she replied. "But I"'mafraid
of him too, now He's changed a lot."

"Well, we seemto have a | anding clearance. Let's go and talk with him If you
want himto stop bothering you, tell himso and I'll back you up. If you
don't, now s your chance to straighten things out."

Down, Mdonbird. Land in the clear area.

They descended into a nuch snoother |anding than the previous one. Hi s ears
rang faintly as the winds finally ceased whistling about them He clinbed down
and assisted Nora to descend. He heard her gasp

"Hs eye! It was injured!"

Pol turned. The man in the khaki junpsuit w th nunerous bul gi ng pockets was
now approachi ng a peculiar device which covered his |left eye changing color as
he left the shade, becoming a bright, then deep blue. A vivid scar passed down
his forehead above it, energed on his cheek belowit. Pol stepped forward to
meet him

"I"'m Pol Detson," he said. "Nora wants to talk to you. So do I."’

Mark halted at a distance of about two neters and studied him Finally, he
nodded curtly.

"I'"'m Mark Marakson." He imediately turned to | ook at Mdonbird. "I've never
seen a dragon before... CGods, he's big!"

He returned his attention to Pol, not even gl ancing at Nora.

"Detson... Magician?"

"l suppose so."

"I don't understand magic."

"I"'mstill working at it myself."

Mar k gestured suddenly, a sweeping notion of his left arm apparently intended
to take in the entire city.

"This | understand," he said.



"Me, too. There's a lot of it where |I come from"

Mark rubbed the scar on his cheek.

"What do you nean? Wiere is that?" he asked.

"We are step-brothers,” Pol replied. "Your parents raised ne, in a |land nmuch
like this place you have restored. Excuse ne if | stare, but you do bear Dad a
very strong resenbl ance. "

Mark turned away, paced several steps, returned.

"You're joking," he said at |ast.

"No. Really. For nost of ny life, | bore the nane you were given as a child."
"Wich is?"

"Dan Chain."

"Dan Chain," Mark repeated. "I rather like that... But how could this be?

did learn only recently that 1'd been adopted, but this--Too nmuch coi nci dence!
| can't believe it."

"Well, it's true, and it's not entirely coincidence. In fect--Wit a

m nute..."

Pol dug in his hip pocket, withdrew his wallet. He opened it and fli pped

t hrough the card case.

"Here," he said, stepping forward, extending it. "These are pictures of Mother
and Dad."

Mark reached toward him accepted the wallet, stared.

"These aren't drawn!" he said. '"There's a very sophisticated technol ogy

i nvol ved! "

"Phot ogr aphy' s been around for awhile,” Pol replied.

The I ens brightened as Mark stared.

"Their names?" he asked.

"M chael Chain--and Joria."

"I--Yes, | see nyself in these faces. May |--Have you ot hers?"

"Yes. | have sone nore further down. You can take those. Just slide them out.
Yes, like that."

Mar k passed the wall et back.

"What sort of work does he do?"

This time Pol made a sweepi ng gesture.

"He builds things. Designs them rather. Mich on the order of what you' ve
apparently been doing here."

"I would like to nmeet him"

"I believe he'd like you. But | was thinking--as | acquired certain recent
skills of my own--on the neans by which | was brought to this world. It would
take nore research and sone experinmenting, but | believe | could learn to
duplicate Mor's stunt in transporting me. It's occurred to me that a guy like
you m ght not be happy here--especially after the story | heard--and

wonder ed whet her you might be interested in going to the place from which
cane. You nmight like it a lot better there.™

Mark finally | ooked up fromthe photos and inserted theminto a small thigh
pocket. He stared at Nora as if seeing her for the first tine.

"She told you what they did to ne, to ny--stepfather?”

Pol nodded.

"You have ny synpathy. | received very simlar treatnment nyself, for different
reasons."

"Then you nmust understand how | feel." He | ooked again at Myonbird. "Do you
have pl ans for then®?"

"At first, | did. But now, no. | can al nost understand, alnost forgive. That's
cl ose enough. The longer | let it go, the less it should bother me. Let them
go their ways, I'Il go mne."

Mark struck his right fist against his left palmand turned away.
"It is not that easy," he said, pacing again. "For you--a stranger--perhaps.
But | lived there, grew up there, knew everyone. | took thema gift. It was
rej ected under the worst circunmstances. Now-Now |'mgoing to force it upon
them™

"You will cause a lot of pain. Not just for them For yourself, too.



"So be it," Mark said. "They' ve nmade their own terns."

"I think I could send you hone--a place you'd probably |ike--instead."

For a nonent, Mark | ooked at him alnost wistfully. Then, "No. Maybe
afterwards,"” he said. "Now it's no longer the gift, but its acceptance. In a

matter of weeks, I'll be ready to nove. Later... W'll see.”
"You ought to take sone tine to think it over."
"I"ve had nore than enough tinme. |'ve done plenty of thinking while recovering

fromour |ast encounter.”

"I'f I could send you back for just alittle while--and you rethought it in a
di fferent place--you mght get a whol e new perspective, decide that it isn't
really worth doing. "

Mark took a step nearer, lowered his head. H s new eye hunmed and the | ens
shone gol d.

"You seemawfully eager to be rid of me," he said slowy. Then he turned and
| ooked again at Nora. "M ght she be the reason?"

"No," Pol said. "She's known you for years, ne for only a few days. There is
not hi ng between us."

"A situation you would probably Iike to renedy in ny absence.”

"That's your idea, not mine. 1'd like to keep you from naki ng a m st ake

al nost nade. But she can talk for herself."

Mark turned toward her.

"Do you want to get rid of me, also?" he asked.

"Stay," she told him "But |eave the village al one. Please."

"After what they did?"

"They showed you their feelings. They were too harsh, but you'd scared them"
"You're on their side!"

"I was the one who warned you."

"...And his side!" He gestured at Pol, |lens flashing. "Mgic! Dragons! He
represents everything archaic and reactionary! He stands in the way of
progress! And you prefer himto ne!"

"l never said that!"

She took a step forward, beginning to reach toward him He turned away. He
waved his right fist in Pol's face.

"I could kill you with one hand. | was a blacksmth."

"Don't try it," Pol said. "I was a boxer."

Mar k | ooked up. Monbird | ooked down at him

"You think that ancient beast makes you invincible? I, too, have servants."

He raised his left hand, peel ed back the sleeve. A large control bracelet,
covering half his forearm gleaned in the space between them Hi s fingers
danced upon the studs. The man-sized machines all turned in their direction
and began to advance.

Pol raised his right hand. H's | oose sleeve fell back. The dragonmark noved
vi si bly upon his pul se.

"It is not too late,” Pol said, "to stop what | think | see com ng."

"It is too late," Mark replied

One by one, the machines faltered and grew still, some enmitting static and
strange noi ses, others ceasing all nmovenent abruptly, without sound. Mark ran
his fingers over his controls once again, but nothing responded.

"Dad used to call that ny poltergeist effect,"” Pol stated. "Now-"

Mark swung at him Pol ducked and drove a fist into his mdsection. Mark
grunted and bent slightly. Pol caught himon the jawwith a left jab. He'd a
chance for a second blow to the other's face but pulled the punch for fear of
striking the eye prosthesis. In that off-balance noment of hesitation, Mark
swung his entire left armlike a club, his heavy bracelet striking Pol on the
side of the head.

Pol fell to his knees, covering his head with both arms. He saw a boot coning
and fell to the side to avoid it.

Squash? Burn?

He realized that he had come into contact with the great beast.

No, Mbonbird! No!



But a low runble fromthe dragon caused Mark to draw back, |ooking upward,

rai sing his hands.

Vi si on danci ng, Pol saw the strands all about them That red one..

Fromthe corner of his normal eye, Mark saw the fallen man gesture with his
left hand. He noved to kick at himagain and felt his | egs grow i mobile. He
began to topple.

He struck and lay there, paralyzed fromthe waist down. As he struggled to
prop hinself with his arns, he saw that the other had risen to his knees again
and was still rubbing his head. Suddenly, there was an arm about his shoul der
He | ooked up

"Nora ..."

"Pl ease, Mark. Say you won't hurt our village, or any of the others."

He tried to pull away from her

"You never cared for ne," he said.

"That's not true."

"The first good-1ooking stranger comes along you |lay your claimand send him
to get rid of ne. "

"Don't talk like that."

He turned into a sitting position

"Fl ee while you have the chance,"” he said. "Warn the villages or not, as you

choose. It will make no difference. | will be'coming. | will take what | want.
That includes you. What | bring with me will be nore than sufficient to dea
with a dragon--or a whole famly of them Go! Tell them| hate themall. Tel
them-"

"Come on, Nora," Pol said, rising. "There is no reasoning with the man."

He held out his hand. She rose and took it.

"l suppose | would be wise," he said to Mark, "to kill you. But she would
never forgive me. And you are the son of the only parents | knew. So you have
some time. Use it to reconsider your plan. If you cone, as you said you woul d,
I will be waiting. |I've no desire to be the villagers' chanpion. But there is
a bal ance you woul d upset which could bring great danger to us all."

As he hel ped Nora to nmount Monbird, he saw that Musegl ove had vani shed. He
| ooked about the rooftop, but the man was nowhere in sight.

He clinbed up behind her. He | ooked down at Mark.

"Don't come," he said.

"I feel your magic," Mark said softly. "I will find a way to stop it. It rmust
be a wave phenonenon, tuned by your nervous system-"

"Don't | ose any sleep over it."

Moonbi rd, hone!

He felt the great nuscles bunch beneath him Monbird was running, hopping,
gliding. They sailed out over the edge of the roof and began to clinb.

"He will not be paralyzed for good, will he?"

Pol shook his head.

"An hour or so. The strands are tangled, not knotted."

"Strands? What do you nean?"

"He's a prisoner inside hinself. Hi s body will recover soon."

"He will destroy us," she said.

"He's got quite an inpressive base,"” said Pol, |ooking down. "You nay be
right. | hope not."

The sun had begun its long slide westward. Once nore, the w nds sang about
them Bel ow and behi nd, Mark's nechani cal servants began to nove | ong before
he did. He had not really paid attention to the third person to regard him
fromthe back of Monbird. Now, the shadowy image of the small man was
subnerged by the torrent of his hate for the other, passing altogether into
obl i vi on.

Ol ouds passed. His |l ens darkened. The bracel et began to function once again.

XV
The prototype blue-bellied, gray-backed tracer-bird with the w de-angle eye



and the parabola ear followed the dragon-riders north. A series of the |arger
fliers followed it at well-spaced intervals, to serve as relay points for the
spy broadcasts. So far, however, the tracer-bird had not yet gained
sufficiently upon its objective that it had anything to transmt. Had it been
nearer, it would have overheard portions of the story Pol had recently
recounted to Mousegl ove. But as it was not, it did not even hear Nora's
guesti ons:

"I amsurprised that you realized this nuch of your heritage so quickly, so
fully. But even so, Mark has had tine to build his strength and you have not.
How woul d you oppose a large flight of those birds, and a mass of the ground
machi nes? And | thought that | saw men back there, too. O dwarves..
Supposi ng he has a |large arny? Have you any plan at all?"

Pol was silent for a tinme, then, "There was an instrument of power which had

bel onged to ny father," he said. "Wth it, | think I mght be able to conmand
all of the, uh, resources of Rondoval. If | could get hold of it before Mark
begins to nove, | would have sonething form dable to throw against him 1'm
still hazy on the geography and the political setup of this |and, though.

don't know how nuch territory and how many popul ation centers he woul d be
novi ng agai nst, or what the |ocal defense apparatus is. Al of the books I

have are older than | am ... | have naps, too, but |I'mnot sure what goes
where."

"I can show you," she said, "and tell you about it, when we get to the naps."
"But 1'll be dropping you in your village."

"No! You can't do that! I'mafraid. He m ght cone for me again. Who would stop

himthis time?"

"You m ght not |ike Rondoval."

"It's got to be better than Anvil Muntain. You don't know any magi c that
coul d change hi m back, do you? To the way he was a few years ago?"

"I don't think any magi c can undo what |ife has done to a person, or a person
to himself. I'msorry."

"I thought you'd say that. The wise folk all seemto talk the same way."

She began to cry softly, for the first time that day. Though it was gam ng

the tracer-bird did not hear this either. Pol did, but he was not certain what
to say. So he stared ahead and sai d not hi ng.

It was dark when they passed above Nora's village and by then Pol had pl aced
his cl oak about her shoulders. The stars had come forth in profusion and shone
with great brilliance. Pol realized for the first time that he did not
recogni ze any constel |l ati ons. Monbird, |ooking down rather than up, noted the
| ocations of all visible cattle against his return for a |late night snack.

He awoke in a dirty roomfar below ground level. It seemed to be one of the
original ancient chanbers in the rock, which the new occupants had not yet
gotten around to refurbishing. Possibly it had been sonme sort of storeroom It
was full of junk, dust and stale air. This was why he had chosen it. It was
far fromthe throbbing, or even the hunm ng of the great nachi nes, and none of
the | esser ones had rattled by. As for the small, |ong-arned, slope-shoul dered
men with the | ow brows--they seened to avoid this quarter

He ate some of the food he had brought with him He secreted the parcel of
figurines beneath a trash heap

...Had to leave at this stop, he reflected. Once the kid caught on, it was al
over. Dammed scary, the way he'd plucked the information out of the air. Good
thing there was a distraction...

... How many days' walk to Di bna? Could take the better part of a week, he
guessed. Therefore, he needed a good supply of food before he set out....
...\What time was it? Probably the mddle of the night, judging by his interna
clock. Wth any luck at all, he'd have the supplies by norning and be ready to
nmove the following night....

He opened the door slightly and stared out upon the dimcorridor. Enpty. He
was out, along it and up a ranp in a matter of seconds. The air grew sonmewhat
fresher as he advanced, but was still warm Keeping to the darkest ways



avai |l abl e, he mounted until he was several stories above the ground. He heard
the distant noises of the factories now, the nearer ones of servant nachines
passi ng on nysterious errands.

He stepped out beneath stars. There was that |ow structure he had not

i nvestigated earlier, sone illumination within it now Of to the left and
standi ng hi gher was the building fromwhich he had descended that afternoon
Yes. There was the bridge above the avenue by which he had crossed over....

He had seen Pol and Nora fly off, heading back to the north. Good that they
had gotten free. He wished themno ill, particularly at the hands of that
tall, red-haired nman with the gl owing eye. He had a fear of sonething even

wor se than magi c should he fall that one's prisoner, and he resolved to avoid
himat all costs.

They may keep the food sonepl ace around here. ..

He was attracted again by the small, dimy lighted structure. It was probably
not a supply house, but it mght be prudent to know what it was--situated in
such a prom nent position--in case any threats resided there.

He noved nearer, circling to place a blank wall between his advance and
whoever was inside. Hi s tread was soundl ess. He was alert for trip-wres,
sentries.

Finally, he touched the gray wall, slid his hand along it, flattened hinself
and waited a nmonent. Then he edged his way to the corner, peered around it,
passed beyond it, noved toward the w ndow near the door

Not hi ng. The view was bl ocked by sone sort of equipnent. He dropped and passed
beneath it, hastily passed the door. He tried the next w ndow.

Yes. There were two nen, off toward the right, rear, seated before what
appeared to be a group of gl owi ng wi ndows whi ch he knew did not penetrate the
wal | . But the angle was too sharp here, and the wi ndow through which he peered
was cl osed.

He passed on, turned the next corner, advanced even nore cautiously toward an
opened wi ndow. Reaching it, he dropped to one knee and | ooked in toward the

ri ght.

He heard an occasi onal voice, though it took himseveral nonents to realize
that the figures within were not speaking. The words seermed to enmerge fromthe
wal | before them He squinted, he concentrated, he breathed a few words to
Dwastir.

Suddenl y, he recogni zed one of the scenes on the wall. The peripheral screens
hel d strangely accented aerial views of countryscape, not unlike sone over

whi ch he had passed earlier on dragonback. But the central one, toward which
the two men were | eani ng, showed, in nmuch sharper detail, the library at
Rondoval , where he had spent so many hours. It was as if he were peering in

t hrough the end wi ndows. There was Pol at the desk, candles flickering near at
hand, a nunber of books opened before him Nora was dozing on the couch
Abruptly, he realized that the larger of the two nen view ng the screen was
Mar k Marakson. He fought an inmpulse to flee. Both nmen seened too involved with
the display to be exceptionally wary. So, checking about him periodically,
Mousegl ove continued to stare. The nen's attitudes, the surreptitious quality
of the enterprise, both convinced himhe nust be witnessing somnething

i mportant.

Time slipped by, with Pol occasionally muttering sonething about the points of
atriangle. Once or twice, this drew a sleepy reply from Nora.

An hour, perhaps | onger, passed before Pol spoke again. He was smiling as he

| ooked up.

"A pyramd, a great labyrinth and the Itzan well," he said, "in that order
That's the Triangle of Int. Nora?"

" NP

"Can you find themfor ne in the big atlas?"

"Bring it here." She raised herself upright and rubbed her eyes. "I've never

been anypl ace far, but | always |iked geography. Wat were they, again?"
Pol was rising, a book in his hands, when the view was suddenly bl ocked by a
novenent of Mark's.



Mark half-rose to scrawl sonething on a witing sheet, which he fol ded and
inserted into one of his pockets. Pol's and Nora's voices had resuned, partly
muf fl ed now. Mark | eaned forward, noving his face close to the screen

"I"ve got you," he said softly. "Whatever the weapon you seek to use agai nst
me, you shall not have it. Not when | have three chances--"

H s voice broke. He raised a hand as if to cover his eyes, forgetting for a
nonment the red | ens that he wore.

" Damm! "

He turned away and Musegl ove ducked quickly, but not before he had glinpsed
the screen and what m ght have been an enbrace.

Moonbi rd drowsed, riding a thermal to a great height, then dropping into a

I ong glide. When he | owered the night-nmenbrane over his eyes, he saw anot her
thermal, like a wavering red tower, ahead and to his left. Unconsciously, he
shrugged hinself in that direction. He'd a full belly now, and it was pl easant
just to drift home, watching the dreans formin the other chanber of his mind
He saw hinself bearing the young master and the | ady across a great desert,
headi ng toward a nountain that was not a nountain. Yes, he had passed that way
once before, Iong ago. He renenbered it as very dry. He saw a gl eam ng bird
pass and lay an egg which bloomed into a terrible flower. This, he felt, he
shoul d renenber.

He glided into the next thermal and rose again. It was good to be out of the
cavern once nore. And he saw that they would be leaving for the dry place
tormorrow. That was good, too. Perhaps he would sleep in the courtyard, where
he coul d show themthe carrier and the saddl e cone norning. They would be up
early, and they woul d be needing them ..

Near to the tower's top, he spread his wi ngs and commenced a | ong glide.
Sonmewhere in his dreanms, the one with the strange eye noved, but he was
difficult to follow

The sun was al ready hi gh when Pol finished packing the gear. Again, Nora's
argunent that she would be in greater danger alone than with himprevail ed. He
packed two |ight blades, along with the food, extra clothing, blankets ... No
arnor. He did not want to push Moonbird to the limts of endurance, or even to
slow himwith nore than the barest of essentials. Besides, he had learned to
fence in a different school

How di d he know? he wondered, hauling the parcels out to the carrier the great
beast had | ocated for him

Crossing the courtyard, he placed his hands upon Moonbird' s neck

How do you know what is needed?

| --know. Now. Up high. Look

The massive head turned. Pol followed the direction of its gaze.

He saw the small, blue-bellied, gray-backed thing upon the sill overhead. It
was turned as if watching them A portion of its front end caught the sunlight
and cast it down toward them

What is it?

Sonething | do not know. See how it watches?

It nust be sonmething of his. | wonder how nmuch of my plans it has |earned?
Shall | upchuck firestuff upon it?

No. Pretend that it is not there. Do not |look at it.

He turned and crossed to the castle, entering there. He had cone upon a
description of an effect in one of his father's vol unes and had been neani ng
to try it when he had the tine.

He hurried up the stair, to halt outside the library where Nora sat sketching
some final maps. Peering in, he saw that she wore a pale tunic, short gray
breeches, a metal belt and sturdy boots she had | ocated in one of the upstairs
war dr obes. Her hair was bound back by a black strap

She | ooked up as Pol entered.

"I amnot entirely finished," she said. "There's another page."

"Co ahead."

She compl eted a drawi ng she had been maki ng, took up another witing sheet,
turned a page, began another map. She gl anced up at Pol and sniled. He nodded.



"Soon, " she said.

She worked for several minutes. Finally, she sighed, closed the book and took
up the papers.

"Wul d you step outside for just a nmonent, please?"

"Your voice sounds strange."

"Yes. | talked too nmuch. Please."

She crossed to the door. He waited beside it. His face was expressionless. She
paused.

"I's somet hing wong?" she asked.

"No. CGo out."

Hs |lips, nowthat she | ooked closely, did not seemto nove in proper tine
with his words. She passed through the doorway and halted. In the corridor,
Pol stood off to the right, fingers to his lips.

" How?"
"This way," he whi spered, taking her hand.

She foll owed him

"It is a simulacrumspun of magical strands, ny likeness laid upon it. | don't
know how long it will last. Maybe all day, maybe only a little while." He
began gesturing, slowy at first, then nore rapidly. Something took shape
between his hands, a faint glowto it. "This one is yours," he said. "It wll
go back in there and keep nmine conpany, to distract the spy device, while we
depart. He's been watching us. | want as good a |l ead as possible."

Later, Nora seened to stroll back into the room taking the hand of Pol, who
still stood beside the door. They crossed slowy to a pair of chairs and sat

faci ng one anot her.

"Lovely weat her."

"Yes."

Periodically, one of themwould rise and wal k about the room There were a
nunber of things they woul d do, together and apart, taking perhaps an hour

bef ore the sequence began again.

The prototype blue-bellied, gray-backed tracer-bird followed their every step
hung upon their words. It did not turn away at the noi ses bel ow, or as
Moonbi rd rose above the flagstones, drifted over the far wall, pivoted on the
poi nt of a breeze, bore east and vani shed.

As the night progressed, Musegl ove had slowy cone to feel as if he were a
prisoner. Despite several near-disasters, he had remai ned undet ect ed,
gradual ly enlarging his mental nap of the area and devel opi ng an awar eness of
the city's peculiar defenses. But he could find no way of f of Anvil Mountain.
The perimeters of the plateau were extrenely well-patrolled, both by the small
men and the hal f-mechanical caterpillars, as well as being subject to the
scrutiny of fixed mechanical eyes and those of the circling birds. It seened
that not even an insect could pass undetected.

Picking lock after lock, he had finally |located stores of foodstuffs and
transferred what he judged a sufficient quantity to his hiding place. He
menori zed every niche, every unfrequented passage he cane upon. Wth a thief s
eye, he studied the various fixed detection devices froma distance and
finally close up, conming to appreciate their functions and sonme of their
weaknesses.

It was only by chance--chance, and Mark's inmmedi ate decision to bolster his
conbat forces above the level he had formerly felt adequate--that Musegl ove
happened upon a newy formed ground school for the prelininary training of
pilots for a series of manned fliers on which production had been stepped up.
Lying flat on the roof, blocked from overhead detection by an angled air duct,
he coul d hear the words and view the training machi ne through a grating he had
exposed by renoving a small panel .

He listened to the entire lecture. Wen it was over, he had convinced hinself.
If he could audit just a few nore sessions, he would be willing to steal a
flier by night and take his chances in the air. Short of finding a hidden
tunnel through the rock itself, it seened the only way to nmanage an escape.
Feeling a grudging respect for the red-haired man who had brought this city



back to life, he returned to his quarters to rest until evening when he

i ntended spying upon the surveillance center once again and | ater breaking
into the classroomto study the trainer's controls at closer range.
Following a full meal, he slept deeply; one hand upon his dagger, a stolen
grenade he knew was some sort of weapon beneath the ot her

Statue-like, an old femal e and two young stallions stood on a crag in the

m dst of a stand of dwarf pines, regardi ng Castle Rondoval

"There is nothing out of the ordinary," she said.

"I saw lights last night, Stel, and |I heard noises. Bital ph, in the south, did
report a dragon."

"The place is probably haunted," she said. "Enough has gone on there."

"And what of the dragon?" asked the younger stallion.

"If one has come awake, it will be dealt with---eventually--by those it npst
oppresses. It could also be a foreign beast."

"Then we shoul d do not hi ng?"

"Let us watch here, a day and a night. W can take turns. |I've no desire to
enter the place."
“Nor |."

It was rmuch later in the day that they saw the dragon rise and drift eastward
"There!"

"Yes."

"What do we do now?"

"Alert the others. It may never return. But then, again, it may."

"It appeared that there were two riders.”

"1 know. "

"You were there on the day of the battle, Stel. Was that one of the old
dragons of Kondoval ?"

"Al'l dragons | ook alike to me. But the riders... One of them |l ooked |ike Devil
Det hinsel f, younger and stronger than | ever saw him"

"We! "

"A as!"

"Go and spread the word anong the folk. And we had best talk with the men of
the villages, and with old Mr."

"Mor is gone, A Wse One--Gane--said that he wal ked the gol den road and will
not return."

"Then things are beconming difficult. Go! | will investigate farther."

"You woul d enter the castle yoursel f?"

"Go! Do as | say! Now "

The yout hs obeyed her. They knew the |l ook in her eye, and they still feared
her hoofs.

During his evening explorations, Museglove was attracted by a series of
screans energing froma snall, barred wi ndow. Approaching, he ventured one
qui ck gl ance through the opening, then ducked into a pool of shadow to digest
what he had seen and, if possible, to eavesdrop

The first inpression had shaken him But upon reflection, he wondered whet her
the small man in the reclining chair had i ndeed been covered with snakes. The
bl ack things did seemoverlong to qualify for serpenthood, and their farther
ends did all appear to be attached to the I arge nmetal box nearby. Also, their
nmoverents coul d have been a result of the man's own thrashings. Mark had stood
nearby with a small metal case in his hand, turning something on the face of
the unit.

He |istened to the shrieks a little | onger, wondering for what offense the man
m ght be undergoi ng discipline. Wndering, too, whether anything was to be

gai ned by renmai ni ng, or by venturing another |ook

There was silence. He waited, but the cries did not resune. He decided to
remai n. There cane faint sounds of novenment from within.

Finally, he could bear it no longer. He rose for another glinpse.

Mar k, facing away fromthe wi ndow, was detachi ng what now appeared to be a



series of shiny black ropes fromthe suppine form coiling them and pl aci ng
themin conmpartments within the large box. The smaller man's eyes were open
staring up at the ceiling. Wien the last of the | eads were renoved, he stirred
weakly. Mark passed hima gl ass of something pink and he drank fromit.
"How do you feel ?" the | arge nman asked.

"Shaky," the other replied, flexing his arnms, his legs. "But everything s al
ri ght again."

"Did it hurt?"

"No. Not really."

"You screaned a lot."

"I know. Sone were blue, but nost were red.”

"The screans?"

"Yes. And | could snell them"

"Excellent. You were a brave man to volunteer for this, and | want to thank
you. "

"I was happy to serve."

"Tell me nore about it."

"l tasted the colors, too--and the sounds."

"It was a fine mx, then. Pity it only has such a short range. There are al
sorts of problems in scaling it up, too ... | wish | had nore tinme."

"What do you call the--thing that did it?"

Mark hefted the small unit.

"For want of a better name, | call it a junble box. It snmears your sensory

i nputs, nmixes them Instant synesthesia."

The man gestured toward the huge unit to his right.

"That didn't do it? Just the little one you're hol di ng?"

"That's right. The other just recorded what was happening. If you didn't hurt,
tell me why you cried out so nuch?"

"I--1 couldn't understand what was happeni ng. Everything was still there, but
it was changed ... It scared ne."
"No pai n?"

"No one place that hurt. Just a--feeling that disaster was conming. Mst of the
time, it kept getting worse. Sonetinmes, though--"

"What ?"

"There were nonents of great pleasure.”

"You were able to count all right."

"Yes... Most of the nunmbers were yellow. Some tasted sour."

"Did you feel you could have gotten up, wal ked about ?"

"Maybe. If 1'd have thought of it. It was hard to think. Too much was wong."
"You are a brave man, and | thank you again. | will not forget this service.
Now, let's test your reflexes."

Mousegl ove heard sone instruments being shifted about. Silently, he slid off
t hr ough t he ni ght.

It was difficult for Stel to place her hoofs quietly on stone and tile unless
she noved very slowy. This she did, however, with the patience of a huntress
and forner conmando.

Mermories returned to her as she passed through the great hall where she had
stood dripping blood and sweat that final day of the battle. Ah! the stallions
had had much work that night...She recalled the sorcerers' confrontation, and
her eyes automatically sought that ruined area of ceiling which had settled
Det for good, before he could call upon his hidden powers. Mich of the rubble
beneat h had been cleared for the renmoval of his body. She recalled how Mr had
borne it away into the west....

She paused periodically and stood |listening. Her ears pricked forward. There
were voi ces. Somewhere up higher, to the left.

She crossed the gallery, came to the foot of the stair, halted again. Yes, up
there. ..

Slow y, keeping near to the wall, she began to clinb. The place appeared to be
in better condition than she had remenbered.



As she made her way along the hall, the voices cane |ouder. To her right now,
that third door...

She noted that the door was ajar. Approaching, she stopped directly beside it.
She heard nothing fromw thin, not even the sounds of breathing. Venturing
farther forward, she | ooked around the corner, then drew back in puzzl enent.
The coupl e had just seated thensel ves, facing one another--the young man with
the white streak through his hair and the slimblonde girl. But... These were
t he sane people she had seen departing on dragonback. She had not seen them
return. Strange..

She | ooked agai n.

More than strange. .

The girl's face seened to be nelting, pieces of it falling, drifting away,
deconposing in the air. The man--who still bore a striking resenblance to old
Det--seened totally oblivious to the fact that portions of his left arm and
right thigh appeared to be unravelling, as though he were composed of thin
strips of cloth wound about not hing.

Fasci nated, Stel did not retreat, but stared in frank astonishnent as the
couple cane apart. Finally, she moved forward and entered the room What was
left of the pair paid her no heed what soever

"Lovely weat her."

"Yes ..."

The man's face now began to nelt, the girl's garnments ran from her body |ike
liquid, drifted in the air currents like strands of silk. Their conversation
conti nued.

"...Though it could rain."

"That is true."”

The man rose to his foot and crossed to the girl.

"You have |ovely eyes."

She rose slowy.

Stel watched them enbrace, losing |arger and | arger pieces of thenselves every
monent, to drift tinsel-like before her, fading fromview as they crossed the
room

"I -arrooowarnn ..
The words sl owed and deepened, the nmouths were gone, the hair went up like
snoke. Another half-nminute, and they had intertw ned and vani shed. Ste
whi nni ed and backed away. She had never before seen the like of it.
Superstitious dreads rose to harry her

The prototype blue-bellied, gray-backed tracer-bird now focussed its attention
upon her as she circled the room studying it carefully w thout paying rea
attention to the opened atlas, as she retreated out the door and into the
corridor beyond, her hoofs clattering rapidly as she passed down the corridor
Mousegl ove heard the great doors opening bel ow and nade it to an appropriate
vantage in tinme to see the netal birdforns | aunched Iike blown | eaves into the
dark sky, where they rose to swirl beneath stars, then assumed a formation
which tightened itself as it wound and unwound, took its course and passed in
a direction he deened to be roughly southeast. This troubled himas he made
his way to the surveillance center. He managed the approach once nore and
heard Mark within, cursing and giving orders. The one glinpse he got of the
screens showed not hing of interest.

He did not understand Mark's, "They're gone! Mre of that magic, | suppose.
That dammed centaur had something to do with it! Bring ne a centaur!"”

Mousegl ove decided to leave it at that. Less now than at any other time, did
he desire to fall into the hands of the ruddy giant the small men treated |ike
a god. As he backed away, though, the words, "...At the triangle' s point!"
reached himfromwthin. It would not be until |ater, however, that these
woul d set off lengthy trains of speculation

I nst ead, i mMmedi ate considerations occupied himfor the better part of severa
hours: Time to get out. Things are getting nore frantic and life goes |ess
certain. The longer | stay, the worse my chances...



The I ock on the training roomdoor barely halted his stride. Slowy and
carefully, his fingertips found the controls in the nodel cockpit. He was
afraid to make a light.... Funny if | can only fly it with nmy eyes cl osed, he
reflected. It's scary up there, but it's worse down here. Anyway, better this
than a dragon. What did he say about this little |lever? Ch, yes...

Batteries fully charged, the dark birds fled across the night, the |and, the
wat er .

XVl

East and south. They traveled until fatigue overcame them N ght was rising
when they located the island they had marked, and there they sl ept unnol ested.
The foll owi ng day, before the night was fully departed, they crossed over the
waters to the land, to sweep above nountains, dwindling rivers, desert. The
next ni ght was spent among chilly hills, where Pol reviewed all that he knew
concerning their route and destination. The geography here was not congruent
with that of his previous world. In that place, the larger | and mass he had
departed did not even exist, and that over which he was crossing, while
simlar in places, was not a true match. Di stances varied radically between

| ocal es which seenmed to possess sone reconcilability on maps of the two

worl ds. But they both had pyranmids in several places, though the one he sought
had the way to its entrance flanked by rows of columms alternating with

sphi nxes, many of them fallen, danaged, but nost still visible. Something in

t he description he had read seened to indicate that he should commence his
entrance at the end of that way.

The dark birdforms dotted the nountaintops |ike statues of prehistoric beasts,
wi ngs outspread. Had there been an eye to observe them it mght not even have
noted their mnute, tropismlike pursuit of the sun across the sky as they
recharged their batteries for the night's flight.

The day had beaten its way well on toward evening before they stirred, al nost
si mul taneously, as if shaken by a sudden breeze. They began to flex their

Wi ngs.

Soon, one by one, they dropped fromthe heights, caught the air, rose, found
their way, found their patterns, resumed their journey...

Pol's wrist began to itch some time before their goal cane into view He felt
that it was not just the now darkeni ng sunburn, and increased his surveillance
of the bright and wavering horizon. Mnutes later, a pointed dot resolved
itself before himand he licked his dry lips and smil ed.

Your internal compass seens to be working fine.

| do not know what you nean.

That seens to be it up ahead.

O course.

"Nora!" His voice cane out as a croak. "I see it!"

"I think I do, too!"

It grew before themuntil there could be no doubt as to its nature. There were
no signs of nmovenent anywhere about the dark stone structure. The plain before
it was dotted with colums and st atues.

Moonbi rd took them down near the far end of the approach, and Pol's joints
creaked as he alighted.

"I can't persuade you to wait here?" he said, as he hel ped Nora down.

She shook her head.

"If anything happened to you, I'd be in to investigate |ater, anyway. Witing
woul d just defer things."

He turned to Moonbird.

Wsh | could take you with--but the entrance is too small.

I will guard. You will play sweet music for ne later

| appreciate your confidence.

Pol turned and | ooked up the sand-scoured roadway, pylons and beasts
conver gi ng upon the dark rectangle of the structure's entranceway.

...Wal king into a vani shing point, he nused.



"Ckay, Nora. Let's go," he said.

H s vision blurred and cl eared again as they advanced. For a nonment, he
thought it was an effect of the brilliant sunlight or the sudden activity
after hours of sitting crouched. Then he saw what he took to be flanmes pouring
forth fromthe opening before them He flinched.

Nora took hold of his arm

"What is it?"

"I--oh, now | see. Nothing."

The flames resol ved thensel ves into great billows of what he had cone to think
of as the weft of the world. He had never seen them bunched so thickly before,
save in the great ball in the caverns of Rondoval --and here they were fl appi ng
and drifting freely.

"You must have seen sonething," she said as they continued on

"Just an indication of sorts, showi ng a concentration of magical power."

"What does it mean?"

"I don't know. "

She | oosened her blade in its scabbard. He did the sane.

Hs right wist, which had not stopped its itching and tingling was now

t hrobbing steadily, as if that special part of himwhich was best suited to
deal with such matters was now fully alert.

He brushed his fingertips across the massed strands and felt a surge of power.
He tried to |l ocate sone clue as to its nature, but nothing suggested itself.
The rod, the rod ... he concentrated. Somewhere anong you ,

A pale green strand, like mlky jade, drifted toward him separating itself
fromthe nass. As he raised his hand, it seened drawn toward his fingertips.
Once he touched it, he willed it to adhere and held it, knowi ng that this was
t he one.

"Now, " he told Nora, advancing to the threshold, "I know the way--though I
know not hing of what it will be like."

He entered the narrow passage and hal ted again. The di mess about them
deepened to an inky blackness only a few paces ahead.

"Wait," he said, commencing the mental novenents whi ch had summoned t he
phant om dragon fromhis wist the night he had fled her village.

It rose and drifted before himagain, exactly as it had on that earlier

occasi on.

Is this a phenonmenon | am destined never to use in the absence of danger? he
wonder ed.

Behind him Nora drew her blade. Hi s chuckle rang hollowy.

"That is ny doing," he told her. "It is our light. Nothing nore."

"I believe you," she said, "but it seenms a good tine to have a weapon."

"I can't argue," he replied, beginning to nove once again, follow ng the pale
t hread t hrough the new |ight.

They came to a flight of steps where they descended perhaps ten neters, the
air growing pleasantly cool, then clamy about them Fromthe foot of the
steps, passages ran to the right, the left and strai ght ahead. The thread

foll owed the one before them Pol followed the thread.

After several paces, the passage began to slant downward, its angle of

st eepness seening to increase as they continued. The air was thick now, and
stale, with a scent of old incense or spices buried within its danpness.

The Iight danced before him The walls vanished. At first, he thought that
they had cone to another set of side passages. As he willed his light to

bri ghten and nove, however, he saw that they had cone into a room

He sent the dragon-light darting before him outlining the chanber, revealing
its features. The walls were decorated with a faded frieze, the ceiling was
cobwebbed, the floor dusty. At the far end of the roomwas a stone altar or
table, a band of carvings about its middle. A dark rectangle stood behind it.
The strand at Pol's fingertips ran directly across the bl ock of stone and

vani shed into the shadowy obl ong.

Pol listened but heard nothing other than their own breathing. He noved
forward, Nora at his side, their footsteps nuffled. For him the air was alive



with strands, as if they passed through a three-dimensional web woven of

rai nbows. Still, the mlky green strand could not be |ost. Eyes open or

cl osed, he knew precisely where it hung.

They separated to pass around the altar, and Pol increased his pace to reach
the small doorway first, duck his head and pass within, a mounting feeling of
anticipation hinting at sone climx beyond its threshold.

The light shot in before himand, on his willed command, rose to a | evel above
his head and increased in brilliance.

This roomwas smaller than the outer one and it, too, possessed sonething
resenbling a low altar at its farther end. Flanking this was a pair of stone
or stuffed jackals, eyes fixed forward. A great mass of the strands, all of

t hem of the darker shades, were woven into strange patterns about the altar
and the jackals. No doorway was visible behind this carved bl ock, but rather a
tall, shadowy figure, roughly man-shaped save for its head which resenbl ed
those of the jackals. Something small and gl owi ng rested upon a dark green
cushion atop the stone before it.

Pol swept his arm backward, halting Nora.

"What do you see?" he asked her

"Anot her table and two statues,"” she said. "Something on the table ..
"According to the description and the sketch, that appears to be what |'m
after,"” he said. "I want you to wait here while | go and try to take it. |
expect to neet sonme sort of resistance and |I'Il probably have to inprovise.
Al'l those braided areas | ook menacing."

"Brai ded areas? Wat do you nean?"

"There is sone sort of spell protecting it. You stand guard while |I find out
what it does."

"Go ahead. |'mready."

He took a single step forward. A pulse of light raced about the |oops, the
knotted junctions, leaping fromfigure to figure. He took a second step

Hol d, canme a command he was certain that Nora could not hear. It seened to
beat upon himfromthe sudden vibrations of all the strands, passing down them
fromthe shadowy figure behind the stone.

Why? he sent back i mediately, deciding that it was no tinme to be shy.

He halted, to see what the reaction would be. The figure actually seened to
del i berate for a nonment. Then

You approach a thing | guard, presumably to renove it, it replied. I wll not
permt it.

You refer to the section of rod on the stone before you?

That is correct.

I confess that | would like to have it. Does your charge permt you to make
any sort of deal whatsoever for it?

No.

Pity. It would nmake life so much sinpler for both of us.

| see that you are a young sorcerer, but recently conme to the Art. If you were
to live, you would probably become a great one. |If you depart inmrediately, you
wi Il have that opportunity. I will let you go unnol ested.

Pol took another step forward.

That is your answer?

I"mafraid so.

The jackal -headed figure raised its right arm pointed a finger. The hovering
dragon-1ight went dark. Pol felt a shock in his wist. H's vision seened

uni nmpai red, however, as if he viewed the chanber in the light of all the
strands.

"Pol ! What happened?" Nora cried.

"It's all right," he said. "Stay put."

He deci ded agai nst resummoning the gl owing i mage. That did not seemterribly

i magi native, and it would probably just be put out again. It seened that sone
nmeasure of variety and originality should govern in these matters.

He sent the power that throbbed in his wist out along the jade strand,
causing the rod-section itself to begin glowi ng where it lay upon the table of



stone. He pictured hinself turning a lanp switch for a three-way |ight bulb,
willing nore wattage, raising the glow The chanber brightened on a mundane

I evel .

"Better?" he asked Nor a.

"Yes. What is happeni ng?"

"A conflict seens to have begun--with the forces which guard here. Hold on."
Young man, do you think you are the first to cone here, to seek the rod?

The figure raised both arns, spreading them The |ight Pol had sunmoned
trebled in intensity. Dimforms, which he had taken for rubble--on the floor
in corners, near the statues--were suddenly clearly illunm nated. He saw nany
strewn bones. He counted four skulls.

Al'l those who cane renai ned

Pol felt his fingers twitch toward a yellow strand, but he suppressed the

i mpul se to seize it. It drifted nearer. He knew that his magi cal sense was
showi ng hima weapon, and for the first time he overrode it--his reason
telling himthat its enploynment had better be a matter of careful tinmng

The strand doubl ed and redoubl ed, | ooping back upon itself, hovering near his
shoul der.

Uh--is it possible, Pol inquired, edging forward, sinmply to borrowit and
bring it back later? |I've an excellent guitar | could | eave for security--
This is not a pawnshop! | am a guardian and you are a thief!

That is not true. It belonged to ny father

There came another pulse of light, and the beast to his right and ahead began
to nove, slowy at first, taking a step toward him The other blinked and
twitched its ears.

Now it bel ongs here, canme the reply.

Pol reached up and seized the bunched yell ow strands. Wth a jerk and a burst
of power that ran along his arm he tore them down and back, then brought them
forward like a | ash across the face of the advancing beast. It snarled and
cried, drawi ng back, and he struck again. The third time that he hit it, it
cringed, lowering its belly to the floor. At that nonent, he noticed that the
second jackal was about to spring.

Even as he turned and drew back his arm he realized that he would not be able
to strike in tine..

Moonbird's view of the west was partly bl ocked by the pyramd, so that he did
not see the bird-things dark against the brilliant sky until their van was
near. Several began to dive as he raised his head, but they pulled up sharply
and continued on.

Then he saw the falling object, and superinposed upon it cane the i mage out of
his dream He spread his wings inmediately to take to the air.

By the time the bonbs struck, he was fifteen nmeters above them and cli nbi ng.
He felt the heat building within his stomachs. Above him he counted ei ght of
the fliers. Good, he acknow edged. He had been waiting for an opportunity to
nmeet them when he was unencunbered wi th passengers.

The bright flanes were faded to snoke beneath him Above, the formation had
al ready begun its turn. Extending his neck and plowi ng the sky with his w ngs,
he rose to neet them

...And as he turned to strike at the leaping form Pol saw Nora's bl ade fal
upon it--a two-handed, overhead bl ow that |anded upon its right shoul der
behi nd the neck. Crying out, the creature twi sted, giving Pol the opportunity
to sidestep and bring his magical whip | ashing soundl essly down upon it.

He noved ahead and to the right as it fell, withing to the floor. The strands
of his yell ow weapon cut it again, across the face. Nora had w t hdrawn her

bl ade and noved back to heft it for another swing...

Conti nuing his advance into a position very near to the altar, he brought his
whi p-arm out and around to deliver another, heavier blow...

He was al most pulled fromhis feet as the figure at the back of the altar
extended its arm and seized the falling strands that he w el ded. At that
nmonent, it seemed that the ground shook beneath him

The strands were torn fromhis grip as his nmomentum sent hi m spinning,



catching at the edge of the stony table. Realizing where the fall was bearing
hi m as he plunged before that awesone presence, and certain that its next nove
woul d be to extinguish his Iife if he did not act inmediately, he reached out
with his right hand and seized the section of rod that rested on the cushion
nearby. It responded with the i medi ate surge of energy he had felt m ght be
present, a force his new sensitivity recognized as utilizable.

He turned the end of the rod upward the nonment he caught hold of it,
channeling the power fromits manifold connections into a white, flame-like
burst of power that shot against the ani mal - headed figure's inclined breast.
No!

He saw it driven backward even as he slipped to the floor. From his hand, the
glow of the rod still illum nated the entire chanber

Rolling to the side, he saw that both jackals lay still nearby. He felt Nora's
hand take hold of his left arm helping himto his feet.

"You're all right?"

"Yes. Yoursel f?"

"Yes."

He | ooked back. The strands still billowed about the stone, but were now in
total disarray, their patterns undone. The shadowy figure was far di nmer but
seened in the process of reassenbling by attraction several portions of itself
whi ch had di spersed. He held his new weapon before himand backed away, Nora
at his side.

When they reached the doorway to the next chanber, they turned and fled
through it. Rounding the altar, they continued on. The air seemed nuch dustier
here than it had been earlier. \Wen they had nounted the stair and were
traversing the forward passageway, a crashing sound cane to them from outsi de.
Racing toward the light, they enmerged to view a crunpled flier beyond the
first colum to their left. There were two |large craters ahead and to the
right. One statue was upset and broken and a columm had fallen across the way.
Farther along, there were two nore wecked fliers.

Pol heard a sound from overhead and | ooked upward. There was nothing in view
in the sky. Turning, he then saw that two nore of the birds were shattered
agai nst the side of the pyram d. As he stared, another circled into and out of
vi ew above that nountain of stone. Since Monbird was no | onger where he had
left him he was not surprised, nonents later, to see his great green and
bronze formwheel into view over the top of the nonunment. Two of the fliers
then came into sight, circling, diving at the dragon. As their positions
continued to shift, Pol saw that there was a third. He thought, too, that he
detected an occasional puff and the echo of a small report fromthe nmachines.
If they did have guns, they at |east did not appear to be rapid-fire automatic
weapons. Their main tactic seened to consist of darting attenpts to slash at
their |arger, slower opponent with their spear-like beaks and the fore-edges
of their wings. They were closing with himagain even as Pol watched.

Not know ng what he might be able to do at this distance, he sought strands.
They seermed to be everywhere, just awaiting the proper act of discernment and
mani pul ation... Indeed! They becane visible to him-an orange trail |eading
upward. He reached for themand they drifted toward him along with an
enornous feeling of separation and the fornula for electrical resistance,

whi ch he had | earned one sunmer while working for his stepfather. He took this
as an indication that he was not going to be able to do much to hel p Monbird.
Then the rod-segnment jerked in his hand and he wondered. He studied it for the
first time in full light.

It was of a light, heavily tarnished netal --possibly an alloy of sone sort;
and if so, far too technol ogically sophisticated for anything he had seen
here, save for Mark's creations--and this seened old, felt old, as his special
sense neasured things. It was about eight inches |ong and opened at one end,
presumably to acconmmpdate the succeeding section; its other end was a sinple
hem sphere, possibly of a different metal. About the shaft itself was chased a
pattern of stylized flanmes within which a rich variety of denons danced and
engaged in peculiar acts.



He raised it--it seenmed that it m ght be sone sort of nmgical battery, or
transformer--and, with a rapid tw sting notion, he twi ned an orange strand
about it. Nora, who had been about to speak, realized fromhis gesture and his
i ntent expression that he was conjuring and she renmained silent, eyes fixed
upon the shaft.

Suddenl y, the distance seened tel escoped, and he found hinmsel f working with
the far end of the strand, weaving, looping, turning it into a wide net before
a diving flier. To affect sonething of that mass and velocity, at that

di stance, he realized that an enornous amount of power would have to flow
upward. He felt it go out of himas he willed it, and the rod jerked within
his grip.

The flier sped into the trap he had attenpted to lay, and it did not seem

i npeded by it. It rushed on toward Monbird' s flank, as Pol felt weak from
willing energy into his snare.

Then, all at once, it veered crazily--one wing held high, the other low It
seened frozen in that position, spinning ahead, slowing in a dropping,
drooping trajectory that bore it beneath the dragon, turning until it was
headed downward. It rotated all the way to the ground, where it stopped. Even
before it struck, another followed it, blazing, target of Monbird s fiery
regurgitations.

Pol turned his attention to the final flier, which suddenly seemed bent upon a
sui cide attack on the lazily turning skybeast. He knew that no tine remai ned
for the slow knottings of another spell, and he doubted that fromthis

di stance he could release an effective blast such as that which had felled the
guardian in the pyram d. And even as he raised the rod for the attenpt, he saw
the small white puff and nonments |ater heard the report.

Moonbi rd showed no sign of having been hit, however, and as the bird-thing

pl unged toward him he nmoved to neet it, twisting in a serpentine fashion
acquiring nore speed than the nmoment seenmed to offer. As they met, he cl asped
the flier to himand began his descent.

Nora and Pol watched him spiral downward in a |eisurely fashion, coming to
rest near the rimof a nearby crater, turning so as to land directly atop the
captive flier with a series of crunching noi ses which ceased only when he
nmoved away fromthe broken device, which a final nudge sent toppling and
sliding into the hole.

Vel | -fought, great one, he said. You were injured... ?

Hardly at all. And dragons heal quickly. You have the thing you sought?

Yes. This is it.

He di spl ayed the piece.

| have seen it before, joined with the others. Gather your things, cone nount
me and |l et us be on our way to wherever you would go now.

You shoul d rest after such a struggle.

A dragon rests on the wing. Let us |leave this place if we are finished here.
Pol turned to Nora.

"He is able to go on now. How about you?"

"I"d like to get out of here nyself."

He | ooked at her for the first time in a long while. Dishevelled and noi st
with perspiration, she still clutched the blade in her right hand. But he saw
no signs of injury.

Noting his regard, she relaxed her grip on the weapon and sheathed it. She
smi | ed.

"Al'l right?"
"Al'l right. Yourself?"
He nodded.

"Then let's get our stuff together and nove on. Have you any idea how he knew
we' d be here?"

"No," she said. "You say that the things he does are not really magic--but
they do seemthat way to ne. It's just that he has a different style."

"I hope you like ny style better."

"So far," she said.



As Moonbird lifted them above the desert and bent his course northward, the
skies were clear and the sun had al ready begun its western plunge.

Land where you would to forage, Pol told him Once we hit the northern sea,
we' Il be i sl and-hoppi ng--and the maps are not all that good on distances.

| have been this way before, Monbird told him | will feed in time. Now, will
you make sone nusic to warmnmny cold reptilian heart?

Pol unearthed his guitar, tuned it and struck a chord. The wi nd whistled
acconpani nent as the land unrolled like a dry and nottl ed parchnent beneath

t hem

XV
That night, as they lay listening to the sound of waves and breathing the
snell of the sea on a small island far fromthe mainland, Moonbird sought

sustenance for afield and Nora studied the rod fromthe pyramd

"It does have a mmgical |ook, a magical feel to it," she said, turning it in
t he noonlight.

"It is that," Pol replied, stroking her shoulder, "and the other two pieces
shoul d do nore than just add to its potency. Each should nmultiply the power of
t hose whi ch precede, several tines."

She put it aside and reached out to touch his wist.

"Your birthmark," she said. "They weren't really wong--the villagers. You are
of that tribe with your feet in hell and your head in heaven."

"No reason to throw rocks," he said. "I wasn't doing anything to them"
"They' d feared your father--once he got involved in blood sacrifices and the
treating with unnatural beings who had to be paid in human lives."

Pol shrugged.

"...And they took his life to bal ance accounts. Also, nmy nother's. And they
wrecked the place. Didn't that pretty nuch square things?"

"At the time, yes--as | understand it. But you stirred up fears as well as

| eftover hatred. Supposing you'd cone hone to avenge their deaths? You did
have that in mnd, too, didn't you? That's what that Musegl ove person said."
"Not at the time, though. | hadn't even realized who | was when they attacked
nme. But it made it easier for me to hate themwhen | did learn.”

"So, in a way they were right."

Pol took the rod into his hands and stared at it.

"I can't deny it," he said, finally. "But | didn't follow through onit. |I've
harmed none of them"™

"Yet," she said.

He turned onto his side and glared at her, the covers slipping fromhis

shoul der.

"What do you mean 'yet'? If I'd been that serious about it, it would have been
my first order of business.”

"But you still dislike them™

"Wul dn't you, in ny position? So for as |I'm concerned, they're not very
likabl e people. And if they'd handled Mark a little differently, they probably
woul dn't have himon their backs."

"They are quick to react to the unknown. Theirs is a settled way of
life--traditional, slowto change. They saw both of you as threats to it and
acted inmmedi ately to preserve it."

"Ckay. | can see that. But | can understand something without liking it. I've
called off the feud I al nost declared on them That should be enough.™

"Only because you' ve got a bigger one on your hands. You know that if you
don't destroy Mark he's going to destroy you."

"I have to operate under that assunption. He's given nme every indication. The
time is past for trying to talk with him"

She was silent for a |long while.

"So why aren't you like the others?" he asked. "You were a friend of his and
now you' re hangi ng around with a dark sorcerer--helping ne, in fact."

She remai ned silent. Then he realized that she was crying softly.



"What is it?" he said

"I"'ma pawn," she answered in a low voice. "I'mthe reason you got
i nvol ved--you were trying to help ne."
"Wl | --yes. But sooner or later Mark and | would have met, and the results

woul d probably have been the sane.™

"I"'mnot so sure," she said. "He m ght have been nore inclined to listen to
you if it hadn't been for me. But he was jeal ous. You m ght have becone
friends--you have much in conmon. If you had--think what an alliance that

m ght have been--a sorcerer and a nmaster of the old science arts--both out for
revenge on ny honel and. Now that cannot be, and the wheels are turning to
bring you into a struggle to the death. Supposing | really hated you both? It
woul dn't nake a bit of difference--now "

"Do you?" he asked.

"...And 1'd be damed if 1'd tell you."

"You woul dn't have to sleep with nme. Once those wheels are in notion a roll in
the hay wouldn't alter them"

"I't mght make the w nner nore disposed to | eave us alone, out of a certain

f ondness. "

"And telling himabout it m ght have just the opposite effect.”

"It's a good thing I'mtal king principles and not cases,"” she replied,
touching his shoul der again. "As | said, | do feel like a pawn, though, and
you wanted to know why. As for your |ast question, | was answering it as
things could be, not informng you. It was the wong question, anyhow "
"You're too tough to be a pawn," he said, "and you know who the only wonan on
the board is. And we can sleep with a sword between us if you want."

"It is not cold steel that | want," she said, noving nearer

He saw a pale blue strand drifting by, but he ignored it.

Everyt hi ng shoul dn't be gi mm cked, he thought. Should it?

He heard the voices again, in that place where he drifted between sleep and
wakef ul ness.

"Musegl ove, Musegl ove, Museglove . . ,
Yes. It was not the first tine he had heard them -weak yet insistent, calling
to him-and on awakeni ng he always forgot the small chorus. But this tine
there seened nore strength to the calls, alnost as if he mght cone away with
the nenory, this tinme..

"Mousegl ove! "

He began to renenber his circunstances, sprawed in the secret apartnent atop
Anvil Muntain, unwilling guest of Mark Mrakson, a.k.a. Dan Chain,

t aboo- br eaki ng engi neer fromthe east village. He was trying to find a way
out, past the man's gnone-like | egions and electronic spies, trying to learn
to fly one of the small craft--small, yes, not like the battle-wagons with the
si Xx-man crews, two cannons and a rack of bonbs he had seen take off earlier
sailing in every which direction across the sky, rotors whirling, w ngs
tilting all about them-small, just right for hinmself and the jewelled
figurines which would make him his fortune...

"Mousegl ove! "

He was noved a jot and two tittles nearer awakening yet still the chirping
cries came to him It was alnost as if...

He tried. Suddenly, sonewhere inside hinself, he answered.

"Yes?"

"W bring warning."

"Who are you?"

| mredi ately, his dreansi ght began to function. He seemed to stand at the
center of a lowceilinged room illumnated by seven enornous candl es. A
figure, human in outline, stood behind each of them The flanes obscured the
faces, and no matter how he turned or stared, nothing nore of them was
revealed to him

"You sleep with the figures beneath your head," said the one at the extrene
left--a woman's voice--and i mmedi ately he knew.



Four nmen, two wonen and one of uncertain gender, out of red metal, studded in
peculiar places with jewels of many colors... Sonehow, they addressed hi m now
"W gai ned power when the Triangle of Int was unbal anced by the heir of
Rondoval ," said the second figure--a man.

"We are the spirits of sorcerers vanqui shed by Det and bound to his
statuettes," said the third--a tall nan

"We exist now mainly to serve himor his successor,’
with a beautiful soprano voice.

"We see futures and their |ikelihoods," said the fifth--a gruff-voiced man.
"W have come into your possession for a reason," said the sixth--of uncertain
gender.

"...For we can to sonme extent influence events,’
right--the seventh.

"What is your warning?" asked Musegl ove. "Wat do you want ?"

"W see a great wave about to break upon this plane," said the first.

"...At this place," said the second.

"Soon," said the third.

"...To settle the future of this world for some linme to conme," said the
fourth.

"Pol must be protected,” said the fifth.

"...At this point of the Triangle," said the sixth.

A map was lying before himon the floor. It was actually a part of the floor,
he now realized, cunningly inscribed. It seemed that it had been there al

al ong. As he | ooked, one spot grew |light upon it.

"Steal maps, steal weapons, take Mark's flier and go to that place," said the
sevent h.

"Take Mark's flier?" he asked.

"It is the fastest and is capable of the greatest range," said the first.

"Pol isn't a bad guy," Musegiove said, "and I wish himno ill, but ny
intention is to get as far away from himand Mark as soon as | can, as fast as
| can."

"Your willing cooperation would make things easier," said the second.

"...But it is not absolutely necessary," said the third.

"... As our power rises," said the fourth.

"I"ve never had booty talk back to me before,"” Musegl ove replied, "except for
a parrot, when | was a |lad. But that doesn't count. You're asking too much.
I'"ve led a dangerous life, but this was to be ny last big risk. You are ny
retirement security. | want nothing to do with your breaking wave."

"Fool ," said the fifth.

"...To think you have a choice," said the sixth.

"You have wal ked a charned line since the day you entered Rondoval ," said the
sevent h.

"We had a part in everything that brought you to this point,’
"Even our theft," said the second.

Mousegl ove chuckl ed.

"I'f I have no choice, then why do you request my cooperation?" he asked. "No.
Perhaps | was mani pul ated up to this point. Now, though, | think you need ny
hel p and your power has not risen sufficiently to insure it. I'll take ny
chances. The answer is no."

Silence followed. He felt hinself the object of intense scrutiny.

Then, "You are shrewd,"” said the third, "but incorrect. The answer is nmerely
that it would be easier for us with your cooperation. W could devote our
energies to other matters than your coercion.”

"We can see that you are suitably rewarded," said the fourth.

"Rewards are of no benefit to a dead man," he stated. "No deal ."

"You will not like what Mark does to this world," said the fifth.

"I"ve never been totally happy with it the way that it is," he replied. "But |
get by."

"For your own protection then, learn to use the grenades. They practice with
them on the southern rim" said the sixth, neutral -voiced

said the fourth--a wonan

finished the man on the

said the first.



"...And get the maps," said the seventh.

"That much | intended anyway," Musegl ove answered. "But | amnot going to the
pl ace you showed me and do any fighting there."

The candl es flickered, the room expanded toward not hi ngness and his

consci ousness faded. The last thing that he heard was the sound of their

voi ces, | aughing.

Three flying boats approached Castl e Rondoval cautiously, guns | oaded and
swiveling in pace with the vessels' circling novenents. As the circles

di m ni shed, the first battle-wagon di scharged a shot across the battl ements.
At this point, all three were poised to withdraw and regroup in the face of a
severe reaction. Nothing however, followed.

The circling continued for the better part of an hour, though no nore shots
were fired. Finally, the vessels--very close, very | ow now -broke formation to
drift about among the still-standing towers, to hover while their occupants
peered through wi ndows and danage gaps in the walls. Slowy, then, one of the
three floated to a landing in the main courtyard. None of its occupants
energed i medi ately, and the other two ships noved above it, guns ready. A
quarter of an hour passed, and nothing stirred but the | eaves on the trees and
a lizard on the wall.

At last, a large hatch at the rear fell open and five small figures energed,
weapons held ready, to rush for cover in five different directions, dropping
to earth and remaining notionless as soon as it was achi eved. After severa

m nutes, they rose and began to nove, entering the castle.

It was over an hour before they emerged, their attitudes nore casual, their
weapons slung. Their |eader signalled to the other two vessels, which

i medi ately began to descend. Wen they were down, five nore individuals
energed from each of them

The fifteen nmen stood about, conferring on the building' s |ayout. At |ast,
they returned to the vessels to bring forth heavier weapons for enpl acenment

i nsi de.

Later that afternoon, when Rondoval had been secured, one of the vessels
departed, |eaving behind a dozen nmen, one on permanent duty in each of the
remai ni ng ships, the other ten set to patrol the castle.

The departing battl e-wagon spiral ed outward, noving nore rapidly than on its

i nward journey, ship's telescope sweeping the rocky heights and, finally, the
forested depths of the vicinity. Still, it was nearly an hour before a small
group of centaurs was detected in a distant gl ade.

The sky boat dropped inmmediately to a point near treetop-level, out of |ine of
sight of the creatures. It descended into the first clear area it reached,
where its engines died and its hatch opened. The five infantrynen energed,
noving away into the trees, the pilot remaining behind with the vessel

They passed slowy and silently through the forest, having spent basically
predatory exi stences before their present |evel of culture had been thrust
upon them Now they fanned, like a well-organized hunting team noving to
surround their prey. As they neared the gl ade, they communicated entirely by a
ki nd of sign | anguage, nessages passing fromnan to man about the circle they
formed. Taking up their positions, they studied the disposition of the eight
centaurs in the area and commenced a rapid and el aborate sign discussion as to
target assignments. Then they raised their weapons.

The signal was then passed, and each of the five fired one round. Five
centaurs jerked and bled. Two fell imrediately. None of the riflemen paused to
rel oad his single-shot weapon. Instead, they rushed forward to use the butts
as clubs, only two finally drawi ng the bl ades they wore at their sides. There
were only a fewcries fromthe centaurs, but the snells of sweat and urine
wer e suddenly strong upon the air.

One of the wounded ones rose unexpectedly, crushing an attacker's skull wth
her forehoofs. She was beaten down along with the three unwounded. The
lightest of the uninjured had his | egs bound together and hands tied behind
him Three of the remaining attackers slung their weapons and noved to



transport him the fourth rel oading and covering them

They bore their burden back through the woods, encountering no resistance.
They entered and secured the vessel. Shortly thereafter, the rotors becane
shimering blurs and the ship rose slowy, took its course and drifted

sout hward, acquiring altitude, its speed slowy nounting as it passed above
t he deepening forest.

Moonbird fl ew above the dark, convoluted patterning--a large, flat design
within the field of rock--at the other end of the long island fromthe city
and its ports. Shadows cast by the norning's sun broke the schene in nunerous
pl aces, and the entire prospect caused a swi ming effect whenever one stared
for too long. Pol gestured as if to interrupt his vision, for countless dark
strands now drifted fromit, further blurring, confusing the image.

Sone power lies there, beneath the ground, Monbird remarked. This is the

pl ace?

Yes.

Pol scanned the skies carefully, then | ooked down once again. There was one
break, at the pattern's northern edge, where the strands billowed |ike an

i nkpot dropped into an aquari um

Take us down at that far end, where the stand of trees cones in |like a spear
poi nt, nearest to the thing.

Moonbi rd sl owed and began Hi s descent. Pol strained forward, studying the
terrain. Soon, he saw that the narked area was an el aborate, nonolithic
construction, the dark |ines representing a continuous overhead openi ng
presumably running the entire |l ength of many interconnected interior corridors
for purposes of some snmall illum nation. The structure itself stood perhaps
twi ce his height above ground level. As they slowed to | and, Pol saw the
single pale jade strand he sought anong the masses of sable and ochre lines. A
faint bell owi ng noi se reached his ears from some undet erm nabl e point.

As he touched the ground, Moonbird asked:

Pl ay ne one nore song.

Do you fear that you will never hear one again?
Hurmor an old sauroid servitor. Dragons have their reasons.
Very wel | .

Pol uncased his guitar, not even bothering to di snount.

"What are you doi ng?" Nora inquired.

"Request perfornmance,"” he answered, and he began a | ong, slow, nostalgic
bal | ad.

Thank you, Monbird replied, when it was finally concluded. That was soot hi ng,
and you reninded me of a story that a griffin once told ne--

I"'mafraid that | do not have the tinme to hear it now. Mre of those netal
birds with bonbs coul d--

Did you notice anything special as you sang?

No. What do you nean?

The bel | owi ng sounds. They st opped.

Pol clinmbed down and assisted Nora in alighting. He patted Monbird' s neck.
Thanks.

"How do you intend to approach this one?" Nora asked. "The sane way as..."
She had barely noticed the twirling notion of Pol's left hand, two fingers
ext ended, slightly bent. As they noved near to her face, it felt as if a black
bandage were sliding across her eyes...

Pol caught her as she slunped, bearing her to a spot beneath the branches of
the nearby trees, largely sheltered from overhead vi ew

Guard her while I'"'minside, he told Monbird. If nore of those things show up
it would be better if you stay hidden here for so | ong as you are undet ect ed.
| can break them

But then Nora will be unprotected. No. Only fight if you are discovered.
Moonbi rd snorted and drops of spittle fell upon the ground and began to

snol der.

Very well. | can at least listen to the nusic.



Pol turned away and approached the high, w de entrance. A snuffling, growing
sound commenced sonewhere within--distant or near, he could not be certain. It
shifted about him nmoving, grow ng, dimnishing.

The corridor he had entered ended abruptly several paces before him There was
a lower, narrower opening to his right and the strand led directly into it.

He halted and hung the guitar by its strap. He began to play, a slow,

[ull aby-like tune, into which he poured a wist-throbbing desire to calm to
charmany listener. Several strands drifted near and he caught them on the
neck of the instrunent and saw them grow taut and begin to pulse in tinme with
the nusic.

Slowy, he turned, still playing, and entered the opening.

He found hinself in a di mpassageway, a narrow band of sky visible high above
him running like a blue brook to separate into several tributaries at a place
where a number of corridors met. He stood still for a tine, strumm ng and
hunm ng, letting his eyes adjust to the lesser light. He realized then that
the snorts and snufflings had ceased, though there was now a sound of heavy
breathing all about him

He noved forward, follow ng the pale green strand. He turned right when it
did, and left and i mediately left again. Two nore paces bore himinto a
circul ar chanber, ten equidistant doorways in its walls, including the one
from whi ch he had just emerged.

H's strand | ed through the one to the imediate right, though another section
of it crossed the chanber, stretched between two other doors. He ignored this
and followed it to the right.

There came a series of left-right, left-right, then left-left, right-right
turns which left himdizzy. He paused to regain control of his nusic. The

sounds of breathing still canme heavily about him filling all the passageways,
acconpani ed now by a strong barnyard odor. Atiny bit of cloud drifted across
t he bl ue band above him Switching to another tune--still |anguid,

dreanl i ke--he continued on

After a time, he entered a circular chanber with ten doors, follow ng the
strand across it. He felt that it was the sanme one through which he had passed
earlier, because of a famliar pattern of cracks in the wall, but there was no
trace of the green strand passing between the adjacent doors across the way.
Then, | ooking behind him he realized that the jade strand was shrinking or
bei ng gat hered before himas he progressed. It was then that it occurred to
himthat while the force within the object he sought nade it easy to describe
a spell that would lead himto it, finding his way back out again m ght be a
little nmore difficult w thout such a goal

He ducked and squatted as he traversed a | ow passage--hell of a place to get
caught!--and turned sideways as he negotiated a narrow one. He then entered
upon a fresh series of turns, mpst of them doubling back upon thensel ves.

How | ong? he wondered. Surely | don't have to go through the entire thing...
Shortly thereafter, he realized that the breathing sounds had grown | ouder

And it was not long after that that he entered the long, |ow hall where the

m not aur paced. ..

Mousegl ove | eaned forward again. The light in Mark's penthouse had been out
for the better part of an hour, yet he had | earned by observation that the
sometinme flashing device which had replaced the man's |l eft eye was capabl e of
very effective night-vision. He was al so aware of Mark's restless disposition
of his inclination to pace within his quarters, to burst suddenly forth and
enbar k upon surprise inspections of his installations, his factories, the
barracks, his |aboratories, his fields.

Is it better to assunme that sleep has clainmed hin? he wondered. He's had a
busy day. Still, he's so full of nervous energy... He could come out at any
time. Once he's off and running again, it would be easy...

More maps than he really needed were folded in the various pockets of his

cl oak. The package containing the seven figurines was there, also. The
grenades- - about which he felt even nore unconfortable, having earlier



wi t nessed their power--hung fromhis belt, along with one of his daggers. He
carried a parcel containing food and a pistol he had stol en

He | eaned back behind the duct again and breathed nore deeply of the chill and
snoky night air. The |longer he waited, of course, the greater the risk of

di scovery by one of the gnonmes or machines. He was certain that he had spotted
all of the stationary al arm devices, yet there were nobile units.

Still, he realized that he could not enter the flier and secure it about him
wi t hout naki ng some noise. Even if Mark were already sleeping, it would be
well to let himdrift further along into oblivion.

He | ooked up at the stars. The nmoon had not risen. Good for stealth. Less good
for one's first flight. He touched each grenade. He checked his supplies. He
had no intention of being captured. Especially after having seen what they had
done to that centaur they had brought in earlier. And he was convi nced that

t he poor brute had not even understood what it was that they wanted to know
Patience had | ong been a way of life with Musegl ove. He conmenced nassagi ng
maj or muscl es, pausing periodically to listen, to peer about him

Over an hour went by.

Ti me, he decided. The belly of the night. Two hundred paces now. Sl ow and
steady. Patron of Thieves, be with mne.

It was time to think of nothing, to be an eye, to be an ear, to breathe just
so, to feel vibrations. The hatch would have to be on the side facing Mark's
door. ...

Twenty mnore paces, ten... Wiat are they burning in those factories, anyway? It
bites the nose..

He circled the vehicle twi ce, seeking alarnms. Finally, he extended his hand,
touched the snooth, cold body of the ship..

Now, little man, there is no retreat, he told hinself.

He cracked the hatch, drawing slowy and steadily upon it. Silently, it cane
open. A nmonent |ater, he was inside, scanning the rooftop, seeking the hatch's
interior handle. There would be an unavoi dable noise in closing it. He |ocated
the handl e and pull ed downward upon it until it was only opened a crack...

No!

The door to Mark's apartnment banged open and the man hi nsel f emnerged.

Mousegl ove's fingers outlined and dug for the pistol within his parcel on the
seat beside him There was not tine in which he mght take off, no way in

whi ch he could fl ee.

Yet, Mark did not imediately advance. He stood with his thunbs hooked behind
his belt, studying the sky, the roof. Could it be that it was only the man's

i nsomi a whi ch had brought hi m outsi de?

Mousegl ove realized that he was holding his breath. He let it out slowy and
took the pistol onto his lap. His left armwas beginning to trenble, from
hol di ng the door nearly cl osed against the tension of its spring.

...And don't let it rattle, he appended to his | atest prayer.

He located the trigger and raised the pistol. Abruptly, Mirk buttoned his
jacket and cl osed the door behind him He began wal ki ng across the terrace.
I'd shoot him Right now If |I could be sure of getting him But |'ve never
used one of these things. And already my grip is slippery uponit. |I'd take
the chance with a crossbow, if | had one. If this door were shut and the

wi ndow down. .. if...

Mark passed within five neters, without even glancing at the flier

Mousegl ove, deep within his cowl, crouched, arm aching, watched hi m go.

It was another ten minutes before he dared to slamthe hatch and turn his
attention to the controls.

Pol did not pernmit the nmusic to falter. The man-beast's eyes had passed over

him several times as it noved slowy back and forth along the hall. It was
well over two meters tall, with dark, curved horns. The room stank. Pol
wonder ed what sort of teeth the creature possessed, with the head of a

herbi vore and the reputation he was still fresh on fromhis recent readi ngs.

He decided that he was willing to | eave the question to sorcerers of a nore



academ c bent. He turned his full attention to his playing.

Only his hands noved. He i magi ned that he plucked strands extending fromthe
instrument to the horns of the beast. The force that grewwithin his wist
seened to flow out through his fingertips, into the guitar, across the

di stance that |ay between them

...Rest. A nervous life such as yours requires sone interlude of peace, he
sent within the song. Not nmerely sleep, but the deep, nuscle-easing joy of
total rest that is alnmpst pain, it is so sweet....

The m notaur slowed even nore, finally conming to a standstill beside the wall.
Even its awful breathing slowed.... Forget, forget the nonent. The
dream si ghts dance al ready behind eyes that would cl ose. Approach the

cl oud-strewn border of the |Iand where visions dwell. They beckon..

The m notaur put out his right hand and | eaned upon the wall. H s head nodded.
He snorted softly, once.

...CGo, go to that place. There, skiey towers caressed by cool breezes nake
sweet the forgetting--and infields of flowi ng green you wander. Delight spills
across your body like a gentle rain. You bathe in the pools of healing. Bright
colors fill your vision. There comes a song that brings you peace...

The creature knelt, lowered hinself to the floor. H's eyes cl osed.

Pol continued to play for a long while. There was little expression upon that
sl eeping face, other than a certain slackness. And the nminotaur's breathing
had grown nuch slower and quieter. For the first tinme, Pol dared to | ook away
fromhim to trace with his eyes the path of the strand he had foll owed.

The green line led to a niche, high in the wall at the far end of the room
There were several clusterings of the darker strands about it, but these were
far | ess el aborate than those he had encountered beneath the pyram d--and
apparently cast where they were mainly for purposes of protecting the faintly
gl owi ng cylinder fromnol estation by the mnotaur hinself.

Pol moved quietly across the stone floor in that direction, his hands
automatically continuing the nmel ody as he studied the knottings of the spells.
There were three of them any one of which mght have stopped the ni notaur or
an ordinary man. Yet, their undoing should take a conpetent sorcerer no nore

t han- -

He gl anced back at the sleeping creature as he realized that he would have to
stop playing in order to unwi nd the spells.

He reduced the tenpo and strumed nore softly.... Sleep, sleep, sleep..

He stopped and lowered the instrunment. His left hand tw sted forward. \Wen the
first spell was undone, he glanced back and saw that the beast stil

sl unber ed.

As he worked on the second one, he heard a noise behind him but at that
nmonent he could not |ook away. Finally, it fell apart beneath his hands and he
turned quickly, strands dispersing all about him

The minotaur had only turned in its sleep

He returned to the consideration of the final spell. It was no nore difficult
than the others. But he could not rush its untwi ning for the proper pace was
as much a matter of necessity as the appropriate nmovenents. His left hand
darted, hooked and tw sted. These |ast strands were col der than the others
and, correspondingly, released a greater feeling of heat when they were at

| ast undone.

Agai n, Pol | ooked back

The minotaur's eyes were open and staring at him

Who are you?

A singer.

What do you want here?

A mere baubl e.

The thing in the niche? It bites. Take care.

| shall. You do not nmind that |I take it?
Why should I? It is nothing to nme. Where have | been?
Dr eam ng.

| had never been there before. There were bright things |I'd never seen...



Col ors?

Per haps. Everything was good. Like never before. I want to go there again.
That can be arranged.

I want to dwell there forever

Cl ose your eyes then, and listen to the nusic.

The minotaur closed his eyes.

Bring this nusic and send nme away. ..

Pol began to play, recovering all the visions which had come to himearlier.
As he did, his eyes passed over the second section of the rod inits

ni che--1onger, narrower than the first segnent, bearing a scene of animals and
men and woodl and spirits, free of strife, dancing, eating, |oving..

He struck the strings, reached out, seized the rod-section and fitted it into
the first at his belt. Then he resuned playing as the m notaur still drowsed.
He felt the increased warnth, the mightily enhanced sense of power that now
twi sted about the rod. As he played, he called upon it for a new usage and he
felt that power nmove warmy through his abdonen, down his arm into the
guitar, to be joined with the nmusic itself.

...Across the fields, where there is no strife, no hunger, no pain, where no
one is a nonster, where the light is soft, where the birds call and the brooks
burbl e, where twilight conmes on bringing stars like swarns of fireflies--to
dwel| there forever, never to awaken, never to depart--sleep, bull-man, in the
peace you have never known--al ways, ever..

Pol turned away fromthe sleeper. He touched his wist to the new section of
the rod. Somewhere, buried in his unconscious, it seemed that there should be
a record of every step, every turning he had taken on the way in. Therefore--
The dragon-i mage rose |ike a phoeni x gl owi ng above his wist. Surely, it
shoul d be able to reach those buried menories.

Go! he commanded. | foll ow

It darted away fromhim to depart the hall fromthe doorway nearest the

ni che, rather than the one through which he had entered.

He hesitated only a nmonent, then followed, smling. So rmuch for theory. He
took it as a message that the forces his special sense reached and nani pul at ed
were not to be categorized in so facile a manner

As he took his first turn beyond the doorway, he had his final glinpse of the
sl eeping m notaur, over his right shoulder. He saw the knot of his own spel
drifting above the prostrate form like a giant, yellow butterfly.

Mousegl ove's relief was imense as the ship cleared the highest tower and
soared out, away from Anvil Muntain. Already, the lights of its city were
smal | beneath him and he was surprised to be taken by a sensation of beauty
vi ewed as he | ooked upon it. Turning away, he continued to direct the vesse

up past the regions where the dark bird-things wove their interm nable
patterns. So far, there was no indication of pursuit. He pushed the ship to
its ultimate speed and held it there until the mountain was only a dimoutline
behind him At last, this, too, faded and only the stars gave himlight.

Then he rel axed, unclasping his cloak and letting it fall over the back of his
seat. He sighed and rubbed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. A
great tension began draining away, and the begi nnings of delight in the act of
flying under his own control cane over him

Soon ... At this speed, he would be in D bna before norning. That would
provide anple time for hiding the vessel and walking into town. In a day's
time, he should be able to |locate a buyer or a niddle-man for the disposition
of the figurines. Unless, of course, the men who had conm ssioned their theft
were still alive, still wanted them Either way ... A few days nore, possibly,
to tie up the deal. Then, his purse full of coins, he would treat hinself to a
bit of revelry. After that, use the flying machine to travel to another town
where no one woul d know of the transaction. In fact, it mght be best to do
that before celebrating. Then find a place to settle down. Avilla on a
hillside, with a view of the sea. A cook, a manservant, a gardener--it would
be pl easant to have a garden--and a few assorted slave girls...



He turned the control wheel slowy to the right. Mre, nore... Southeast,

south... He began to wonder why he was doing it. This was no |longer the way to
D bna. He struggled to halt the notion, but his hands continued to nove the
control. Southwest... He was al nbst conpletely turned around. It would sinmply
have to be corrected. Only...

H s hands refused to obey, to turn himback. It was as if the will of another
now directed his actions. He fought against it, but to no avail. He was now

headed in al nost exactly the one direction that he did not wish to go. As he
wat ched hi msel f being directed, the entire sequence of his actions took on a
dream i ke quality, as though he hinself were being forced further and further
i nto the background, as though..

Dream i ke. For a nmonent, the tiny control |ights swam before him rearranging
t hensel ves into seven flickering forns. The full nenory of his dream crashed
down upon himthen, with a feeling that sonewhere the |ast |aughter continued.
He had a strong prenonition that he was sayi ng goodbye to his villa.

Pol's first inpulse on reaching the labyrinth's exit was to rush out through
it. Instead, he halted just within the doorway. Sonething--he was not certain
what --was amiss. It was as if he had been granted such a brief glinpse of a
danger that he could not name it, could only be aware of its existence. Had
somet hi ng noved?

He wondered, |ooking out to the place where Monbird watched a sl eepi ng Nora.
He took the rod into his hands and tried to recall el aborate spells fromthe
books he had read in his father's collection. Everything seemed to be al

right, yet...

A sl ow novi ng shadow slid across the ground before him twisting itself over
every irregularity. Still, it was easy for him coning fromthe world that he
had, to recognize the outline as that of a flying machine--a thing larger than
the dark birds, if the sound which now reached his ears were any indication of
its nearness.

There was a partial spell he had studied, sinpler than the conpl ete version of
the sane thing. It mght require considerable energy, but then, he need no

| onger work solely with his hands upon the fabric of reality...

He rai sed the rod and began nmoving it about him catching and swirling |arge
quantities of the strands, of every color. As the shadow receded, the clot of
strands grew before him assumng a disc-like shape. The colors drained from
it as it spun and increased in dianeter, until, at length, it was a shimering
shield | arger than hinself. Objects beyond it rippled and swam and the rod
vibrated steadily, silently within his grip.

Now. He took a step forward and the shield advanced a simlar distance. Its
size seemed sufficient for its purpose and he slowed the swirling novenment to
restrict its growth, to maintain it at its present size.

The shadow had passed away to his left, and he noved the rod in that direction
and tilted it upward. He took another step and scanned the sky carefully.

Unli ke the conplete spell, which rendered its caster entirely invisible, the
partial spell he had been able to weave created only a flat screen, capable of
bl ocki ng observation froma single direction

Anot her step, and he caught sight of the battle-wagon, sw nging away, farther
to the left. Turning sideways, he adjusted the shield and began wal ki ng t oward
the trees. If he were to remain stationary, there was a way to rest his arm
As it was...

He crossed the cleared area, turning to follow the novement of the vessel

i ke sonme negative-petalled flower after an anti-sun, distorting the |ight
that fell upon it, until finally he was wal ki ng backward when he reached the
trees.

St andi ng now before the tree of the girl and the dragon, he spun the shield

| arger, watching the wavering i mage of the circling battle-wagon through the
upper righthand quadrant of the screen

He reached out and touched Monbird.

I am going to awaken her now, he indicated. Wen | do, we are going to retreat



within the wood.

And not fight?

W may not have to.

| could barf it to ruin..

Not if it gets you first. Trust ne.

He turned to Nora and began releasing her fromthe sleep-spell, reflecting on
how much sinpler things woul d have been with the mnotaur had he been able to
do it at other than close range. Nora stirred, |ooked at him

"I"ve been asleep! You did it to me! I--"

"Shh!" he cautioned. "They're up there!" He gestured with his head. "Sounds
carry in a quiet place like this. Save it for later. |1've got the second

pi ece. Now we have to get off into the trees. We're invisible fromjust this
one side."

She got to her feet and stood stiffly erect.

"It was not a nice trick," she said, "and you won't catch ne that way again."
"I'"ll bear that in mnd," he stated. "Now |l et's head back that way."

She gl anced at the ship in the sky, nodded and turned. Monbird shifted his
great bulk and edged slowy after her

As he retreated, Pol slowed the swirling notion, w thdrew his energies,

rel eased the spell. The trees covered them adequately now It seemed that they
had escaped from i medi at e danger

Pol seated hinmself beneath a tree, hands clasped under his chin.

"What now?" Nora finally asked him

"I am wondering whether | night be able to bring that thing down, as | did
that | esser one at the pyramid. Now that | have two of the sections together
it seenms possible.”

"It sounds worth trying."

"I amgoing to wait until its course brings it nearer. D stance does seemto
be a factor."

For over a quarter of an hour, he watched the vessel, attaching strand after
gray nmetallic strand to the rod that he held. Finally, when the ship swept by
them again, he felt ready.

He rai sed the instrument and stared past it through gaps anong the branches,
am d the | eaves, saw the strands grow taut, imagined that he could hear them
singing as if caressed by sone cosmic wind. The rod grew warmin his hand as
he felt the energies flow forth.

For a tine, nothing seemed to happen. Then they heard a cough and a rattle,
followed by a sputtering noise. Two of the ship's rotors began to slow It
listed to starboard as a third propeller went out. Immediately, it began to
descend, and Pol guessed that this was an action of the pilot's in trying to
avoid a crash, rather than an indication that it mght not remain airborne a
while Ionger. His knuckles grew white as he gripped the rod, willing nore
force into his spell. Mre rattling and coughi ng noi ses cane fromthe sinking
vessel. A thin wi sp of snoke arose from beneath the cowing at its forward
end. Two nore rotors halted, but by nowit was only fifteen or twenty neters
above the ground, near to the western perineter of the |abyrinth.

It dropped only a short distance, noments later, and a hatch at its rear fel
open. Three nen hurried out and another followed nore slowy, coughing. Pol
saw a darting of flames within and nore noving forms beating at and attenpting
to snother them He |lowered the rod and extended his hand to Nora,

"Let's get out of here," he said. "lI've burned out several engines. They won't
be able to follow. "

They cl anbered up onto Monbird's back

Now! Hurry! Take us away!

We can finish themoff first.

They are hel pl ess now. Get us al oft!

Moonbi rd began a waddling run beneath the trees, fanning the air with his

wi ngs. When he broke into the cleared area, he lifted above the ground. A cry
canme up from sonewhere to the right.

Pol saw the three men who had fled the snol dering battle-wagon. They were



kneeling and had raised their weapons. White puffs emerged fromthe nuzzles,
and he imedi ately felt a burning pain in the back of his neck and sl unped
across Moonbird's shoulder. He heard Nora cry out and felt her catching at his
shirt, his belt. Hs head swirled through dark places, but he did not

i medi ately | ose consci ousness, A distant boom ng sound came to his ears. His
neck was wet.

W shoul d have finished themfirst... Mponbird was saying.

Nora was tal king as she did sonethi ng behind him but he could not hear the
wor ds.

Then his eyes closed and everythi ng di m ni shed.

When the worl d cane back, her hand was on his neck, holding a cold conpress in
pl ace. He snmelled the sea. He felt the play of muscles beneath the scal es
agai nst which his cheek was pressed. Monbird snelled a bit |like old Ieather,
gunpowder and | emon juice, he suddenly realized. Somehow the thought struck
hi m as funny and he chuckl ed.

"You' re awake?" said Nora.

"Yes. How serious is it?"

"It looks as if soneone |aid a hot poker across your neck and held it there
for a tine."

"That's about how it feels, too. Wat's on it?"

"A piece of cloth | soaked in water."

"Thanks. It helps."

"Do you know a spell to heal it?"

"Not offhand. But | may be able to think of something. Tell me first what
happened, though."

"You were hit by sonmething. |I think it m ght have cone from one of those
snoki ng sticks the men were pointing."

"Yes, it did. But what was the crashing noise? Did their ship expl ode?"

"No. It had larger--things--like those pointed by the men. These turned to
foll ow us, then they began snoki ng and maki ng the noise. Several things seened
to expl ode near us. Then it stopped.”

Pol propped hinself and | ooked back. It hurt to turn his head. The island was
already receding in the distance, its outline vaguely m sted. He | ooked down
at the sea, up toward the sun

Moonbird, are you all right?

Yes. And you?

"Il be okay. But we seemto be heading, northwest, rather than southwest.
Maybe 1' m wong, though. You are the expert.

You are not w ong.

"Let me tie that in place for you."

"Co ahead."

Why? What is the matter?

The place you wish to visit next--it lies a great distance from here, many
day's travel

Yes, | know. That is why it is inmportant that we follow the route I have laid
out. Many island stopovers will be necessary.
Not really. Maps nmean less to ne than ny feelings. | realized recently there

is a shortcut.

How can that be? The shortest distance between two points is a--a great circle
segment .

I will take us the way of the dragons.

The way of the dragons? Wiat do you nean?

| have been that way before. Between sone places there are special routes.
Holes in the air, we call them They nove about, slowy. The closest one to a
pl ace near where you would go now lies in this direction

Holes in the air? Wiat are they |like?

Unconfortable. But | know the way.

Anything that is unconfortable to a dragon m ght prove fatal to anyone el se.

| have borne your father through them

They are nuch faster?



Yes.

Al right. Go ahead.

How far is it?

| may get us there by evening.

Is there a place before that where we can stop for repairs?

Sever al

Good.

The sun hung |l ow and red before them To the right, a fuzzy line of coast
dar kened the horizon like a rough brush stroke. Munds and streamers of pink
and orange clouds filled the sky to the left and ahead. Moonbird was clinmbing
and the wind seemed to grow colder with each beat of his w ngs. Pol stared
upward and rubbed his eyes, for his vision had suddenly bl urred.

The blur remained. He noved his head and it stayed in the sane place.
Moonbird... ?

Yes, we are nearing it. It will be soon now

I s there anything special that we should do?

Do not let go. Mnd your possessions. | cannot help you if we becone
separ at ed.

The wrinkle in the sky had grown | arger as they clinbed, rem nding Pol of the
invisibility shield viewed fromthe user's side. They reached its altitude and
passed it. Looking down upon it, he sawit to be silvery, shining and opaque,
like a pool of nercury, touched faintly pink by the receding sun. It achieved
an even nore substantial appearance as they rose higher above it.

Why have we passed it?

It nust be entered fromthe bright side.

"We are going to dive through that?" Nora asked.

"Yes."

Pol touched the back of his neck and felt only a noderate ache. Already, the
heal i ng spell he had concocted seened to be working--or at least killing the
pai n. Nora squeezed his shoul der

"I'"'mready."

He patted her hand as Monbird achi eved a position above the circle and began
to sl ow.

"Hang on."

They began to drop. Monbird' s wi ngs beat again, driving themfaster

It is not solid, Pol told hinmself w thout conviction, as the shining thing
grew before them

Suddenly, they were past it, and there was no up or down, only forward. Ri ght
and | eft would not stay put, for they seemed to be swirling, spiraling about a
light-streaked vortex while a continuously rising scream pierced their ears.
Pol bit his lip and clung tightly to Monbird' s neck. Nora was huggi ng himso
hard that it hurt. He tried closing his eyes, but that worsened things, naking
his rising vertigo near to unbearable. There did seemto be a bit of
brightness far, far ahead. H's stonmach wenched, and what ever energed was
merci ful |y whi pped away, Moonbird began expelling flanes which fled back past
them like gl owi ng spears. The wailing had now reached at |east partially into
the ultrasonic. If he stared too long at the snears of light they seemed on
the verge of becom ng grotesque, open-nouthed faces. The one steady patch of
bri ght ness seened no nearer

Are all of the shortcuts like this? Pol asked.

No. We're lucky, Moonbird replied. There are some bad ones.

XM

Eyes aching, shoulders sore fromthe long flight, Museglove circled the
tumbling stone structure, saw no sign of other visitors and was about to | and
nearby. Hi s hands jerked, however, sw nging the vessel out over the jungle
until a cleared area canme into sight. H's sigh was voluntary as he brought the
smal |l ship down for a |anding, but when he attenpted to utter a choice from
hi s amazing collection of curses, he discovered that his tongue woul d not



r espond.

You could at least let ne rest, he nmentally addressed his unseen mani pul ators.
Whatever it is that you want of me, you will get a better performance if | am
not exhaust ed.

W regret the inconveni ence, came their first comunication since his dream on
Anvil Mountain, acconpanied briefly by a peculiar doubling of vision, as if

t he scene about himwere nonmentarily overlaid by the imge of a flickering
taper, a dark presence noving near it. But there is no choice, You overtook
the other vessels during the night. W gave you a different course, and yours
is a faster ship. But your lead is not that great. There is no tinme to rest.
Take the wide, flat blade fromthe sheath on the door. CGo outside. Cut
branches, fronds. Conceal this vessel

He felt free--free to conply. He did not.

But - -

He was seized once again. He felt himself begin to rise, springing the hatch
taking the blade into his hand. There were no replies to his next inquiries.
The great-leaved plants were easy to cut. It did not take himlong to cover
the small ship. Then he opened a conpartnment toward the vessel's rear, to
stripit, clean it and snap auxiliary fuel cubes into its chanbers. The

t hought of this situation had troubled himduring a nore alert nonent. There
was no way the sunlight converters could do the entire job required for the

return trip, even if his unwilling hands had not covered over their panels
with | eaves.

When he had finished the work he stood still for a noment, breathing the warm
nmoi st air, listening to the norning calls of the bright parrots, wondering

whet her he would now be pernitted a brief rest. Al nost as he thought it,
however, his feet began to nove, bearing himin what he believed to be the
direction of the stone structure with the grotesque carvings. He swung the

bl ade as he went, widening the trail. After only a few paces, he was drenched
with perspiration. Insects buzzed about him and the nost maddeni ng part of
the entire experience was his inability to brush them away.

At last, he staggered into the cleared area where the stepped structure stood,
stylized stone beasts projecting fromits vine-covered walls, grinning past
hi m

| must rest, he tried. In the shade. Pl easel

There is absolutely no tine, canme the reply, with another flickering image.
You nust go around to the other side of the building and enter there.

He felt hinmself beginning to nove again. He wanted to cry out, but this was
still denied him He noved faster and faster, barely aware of where he

st epped, yet sonehow he did not stunble.

He was hal ted again, before the weed-cl ogged, vine-hung doorway. Then the

bl ade fl ashed forward and he began clearing it.

Soon he was through the opening and rushing along a corridor. H's eyes had not
yet adjusted to the gl oom but whatever was in charge of him seened to know
where he was goi ng.

It was only when he neared the head of a wide flight of stairs that he began
to slow, finally coming to a halt to regard the scene that |ay bel ow and

before him partly illum nated through an irregular gap in the roof where
several stone blocks had fallen--the result of an earthquake perhaps..
At the far side of the chanmber bel ow was a | ow stone wall. Beyond it was the

bl ackness of a hole. Before it was a dimnutive version of the entire stepped
building itself, conplete with tiny statues and carvings. Atop this, in a
crunmbl i ng orange basket, lay a narrow cylinder half the length of a man's
forearm It appeared to be glowing with a faint, greenish Iight. Musegl ove

t ook advantage of the respite to breathe deeply of the moist air, to enjoy the
cool ness. .

That, thief is the object you nust steal.

Agai n, the candle; again, the inperative.

The cylinder?

Yes.



Why bother to tell me? You're pulling all the strings.

Not any |onger. W are about to release you. Your native wit and refl exes are
superior to anything we mght conpel you to in such matters.

Suddenly, he was free. He nopped his brow, dusted his garments and fell to his
knees, breathing heavily. One of his reflexes kept himsilent, if this were

i ndeed to be a piece of work. Mentally, he framed his nost i medi ate question
What is so difficult about descending these stairs, crossing the room and

pi cking that thing up?

The dweller in the well.

What is it? What can it do?

If it detects your presence it will rise up and attenpt to prevent the theft.
It is a great feathered serpent.

Mousegl ove began to shake. Wth his cloak, he nuffled the | owering of the

bl ade to the stone floor. He covered his face with his hands and rubbed his
eyes, massaged his forehead.

This is so unfair! | only work in prime form not when |'m half-dead with
fatigue!

This time, there is no other way.

Dam you!

W are wasting tine. WIl you do it?

Have | any real choice? If there is any justice--

Then be about it!

Mousegl ove dropped his hands and straightened. He swng into a seated position
upon the top step and adjusted his boots. He ran his fingers through his hair,
wi ped his palms on his trousers and took up the bl ade. He stood.

Wth a silent, sweeping nmovenent, he took hinself to the | eft hand side of the
stair. Turning sideways then, he began to descend a step at a time, slowy and
soundl essly.

When he reached the bottom he stood perfectly still, listening. Was that the
slightest of rustling noises fromthe well? Yes. It came again, then ceased.
Wuld it be better to dash forward, seize the cylinder and run for it now? O
shoul d he continue to rely on stealth? How big was the creature, and how fast
could it nove?

As no answers were forthcomng, he took it that his guesses were as good as
his tornmentors'. He took a single step forward and paused again. Silence. He
took another. Yes, the thing was definitely glowing. It was what Pol would be
after and apparently would not have time to reach. Wiy not? Those approaching
ships of Mark's... ? Probably. So where would that |eave him Musegl ove, even
i f he succeeded in making off with the baubl e? Had the Seven something nore in
mnd for hin? O would he finally be totally free, to go his own way?

Anot her step... Nothing. Two nore quick ones..

A rustling, as of scal es against stone..

He controlled a shudder and stepped again, over a snall heap of rubble. The
rustling continued, as if something large and coiled were unwi nding itself.
The grenade! Heave one down the well! Fall flat! Cover your head!

He did as he was told. The grenade was in his hand, then in the air. As he
threw hi msel f forward behind the pedestal, he caught a glinpse of an enornous,
bright, feather-crowned head rising above the I ow wall, of huge unblinking
eyes, dark as pits, turned in his direction, a green excrescence, like a

bl azing enmeral d, set in the brow above them Then an expl osi on shook the
bui I di ng.

A large block fell fromthe ceiling at the corner to the left of the stair,
followed by a fall of gravel and dirt, dust particles dancing in the Iight
rays. The orange basket tunbled fromits rest, the rod rolling fromit. It
struck the lower step of the small pyranmi d, bounced and came to rest beside
Mousegl ove' s el bow.

You' ve got it! Take it and run!

He | ooked about, discovered it, seized it, scranbled to his feet.

Too late! he replied, the rod in his left hand, the blade in his right. It's
not dead!



An expl osive hissing drowned the final rattlings of the stonefall. The orange,
red and pi nk-bonnetted head was swaying as if disoriented, but noving steadily
in his direction, too rapidly for himto escape it.

Strike at the jewel between the eyes!

He darted backward, raising the blade, know ng he woul d have but one chance.
As the serpent struck, so did he.

They burst into the dawn, retching and gasping, ears ringing, pulses pounding.
Pol | eaned forward and | ooked down at beaches running back to a line of |ush
tropi cal grow h.

Down, Moonbird! W can barely hang on

Moonbi rd dropped | ower, sl ow ng.

On the beach?

Yes. | want to bathe, to eat, to wal k.
"Pol, | can't--"
"l know. Neither can |. Just another mnute."

Moonbird settled gently. They slid off and | ay unnmoving on the sand. After a
ti me, Pol reached out and touched Nora's hair.

"You did well," he said.

"You hung right in there, too." She patted Monbird. "Good show. " Then, "Where
are we?" she asked.

How rmuch farther?

W will reach it before the sun stands in the high places.

Good.

"We' || be there by noon," he said to Nora.

After a time, they undressed and bathed in the ocean, then cleaned their
garments whil e Monbird hunted and ate things that squealed a | ot back anong
the trees. Their own breakfast was nore silent as they watched the sun-dappl ed
waves and the fire-splashed cl ouds.

"I would like to sleep for an awfully long tine," she finally said.

"W have been rather busy."

"When this is over, what are you going to do?"

"I'f I live," he said, "I would like to read the rest of the books in ny
father's library."

"And with that know edge--what ?"

"I look upon it as an end, not a neans. | don't know what 1'll do then. On, |
want to rebuild Rondoval, of course, whether | stay or nove on."

"Move on? To where?"

"I don't know. But | once traveled a golden road that went by wondrous pl aces.
Perhaps one day I'lIl walk it further and see nore things."

"And will you be com ng back if you do?"

"I think I rmust. Your land seens nore |like hone to me than any ot her place
I'"ve ever lived."

"It's nice to have such choices," she said.

"If I live," he said.

When Moonbird returned, they stretched, brushed off sand and mounted, hol ding
hands. The sun was higher and the jungle seenmed greener now. They rose again,
and soon Mbonbird was bearing them sout h.

It was nearly noon when they sighted the stepped pyram d, approached it and
began to circle.

You may be too | ate, Monbird stated.

What do you mean?

Among the trees there are ships |like the one you broke on the island.

| don't see..

| see their heat.

How many are there?

| count six.

| wonder how | ong they have been here? It could be an ambush.

Per haps. Wat should | do?

| have to have that piece--



An expl osi on shook the pyranmi d.
"What - - ?" Nora began.

G low and pass it fast. | want a better |ook.
Moonbird circled, positioned hinmself and began to fall. Pol studied the
jungle, still unable to detect the vessels of which the dragon had spoken. As

t hey descended, he turned his eyes toward the pyramd itself. Cunps of dirt
slid down its sides, and a minor cave-in had occurred at one point. A cloud of
dust rose |ike snoke above the structure.

They passed through the dust and swept in tow, regarding the pyram d and the
trees beyond it. Nothing stirred. Monbird commenced clinbi ng once again.
"Cods!" Nora shouted above the wind. "Wat is it?"

A small man in dark garnments had just emerged, running, froman opening in the
far side of the pyranmid. Mnents later, a gigantic feathered head foll owed him
out, to rise, swaying, tongue flashing like fire or blood. It continued to
energe, at great length, with such rapidity that the Iikelihood seenmed strong
that it would soon foil upon the man.

Moonbi rd! Stop! Go back! The jade strand--That man has the rod!

Moonbi rd was al ready braking, turning, grow ng warmer.

It is the serpent of the well! | have always wanted to meet him.. You nust
slide off and run as soon as | strike. Take those things you woul d preserve.
Strike? No! You can't!

I must! | have waited ages for this! It is also the only way to save the nman
wi th your thing of power.

Pol struck himwith his fists, but it seemed unlikely that Monbird even felt
the bl ows.

"Cet ready to junmp down and run!" he cried to Nora, slinging his guitar case,
grabbi ng at the basket of water bottles.

The serpent heard the shout and turned its head upward. Moonbird | anded upon
its back a monent |later. Pol slipped off to the right and began running. A
great roaring and a | oud hissing rose up behind him He felt a wave of heat.
He saw the giant serpent body twi sting toward him He dodged it, | ooking about
for Nora as he moved. She was nowhere in sight. But the small man with the rod
had stunbl ed and picked hinself up again. They sighted one another at the sane
time, and Pol realized that it was Musegl ove.

"Nora!" he shouted. "Can you see her?"

Mousegl ove gestured toward the trees on the other side of the scaly turnoil.
Nora had apparently junped or been thrown in the opposite direction from Pol
He began circling, running toward Musegl ove, well past the place where

Moonbi rd, caught in a colorful coil, had begun to spew snol dering |iquids upon
his twi sting adversary. Ignition followed, and he snelled burning feathers as
he ran. At about the same nonment, he caught sight of Nora, surrounded by a

| arge body of short, stocky men resenbling those he had seen upon Anvil
Mount ai n. Several of themlay unnoving anong the grasses and Nora's left

shoul der was bl oodi ed. He saw there were dark cords wapped around her, and

t hat she was bei ng pushed off anbng the trees.

At that noment, the reptilian conbatants rolled toward them and they fl ed.
They came together anong the high gromh to the east, gasping, |eaning upon

vi ne and fungus-decked trees.

"Hurry!" Pol said, extending his hand. "The rod! | need it!"

Mousegl ove passed it to him a thin, long section, sculpted with clouds, the
nmoon, stars and a celestial pal ace set above them angelic spirits passing

t hrough the high places. Pol dropped it twi ce before he succeeded in fitting
it into place at the end of the other sections. The feeling of power that
washed over himas he did so was inmense. It steadied his hands as it made his
head swirl. He straightened.

"W have to go after her," he said, facing back toward the sounds of crashing
and roaring. He pointed to the left of that place. "W can nove faster if we
return to the clearing, stay away fromthe fight, skirt the jungle."

Mousegl ove nodded and put up his hand.

"I don't think we'll succeed, but | believe that she is safe for now, anyway."



"What do you nean?"

"I know those dwarves fairly well. She'd be dead by now if they didn't have
orders not to kill her. They cane here in flying ships and they' Il doubtl ess
take her back in one. They nust be to them by now "

"I thought it was ne they were after--or the last piece of this rod."

"Yes, but they'll avoid you rather than confront you now that you' ve got it.
She was probably second choi ce--as hostage, possibly."

"What do you nean 'possibly? "

"Mark likes her hinself, you know. "

"Yes, | know," Pol said, "Fill me in later. Let's nove."

He raised the rod, and a blinding flash of white Iight |eaped fromit, cutting
a path through the jungle. Wthout pausing, he headed forward along it.

When they cane into the clearing once again, they saw that Monbird and the
feat hered serpent were | ocked together, unnmoving, pressed up against the side
of the pyram d. The dragon was still caught within a coil, and his teeth were
now | ocked upon the great snake's side. The serpent had his fangs fixed in
Moonbird's left shoulder. A portion of the pyram d had col | apsed about them
As they turned and began to pass to their left, a sudden resunption of
activity shook the ground. The singed serpent was thown flat as Moonbird,

wi ngs freed, rose into the air, his shoulder still in the grip of his dangling
adversary. Pol swung about and raised the rod.

No! The word vibrated al ong a green strand whi ch suddenly sprang up between
Moonbi rd and hinmself. This is between us! Stay away!

Wt hout pausing to acknow edge the message, Pol continued on his way toward

t he pl ace where Nora had been borne into the jungle, Museglove cl ose behind
him There cane another roar. Shortly, he snelled the stench of burning flesh.
He did not | ook back

They reached the spot where the bodies |ay anong the reddened grasses, Nora's
bl ade protruding fromone of them Now that they were away fromthe scuffling
beasts, other noises canme to their ears--mechani cal humm ng sounds from beyond
the trees.

A dark shape rose into the air some distance to the south of them Al nost

i mediately, two nmore followed it.

"No!" Pol cried, and he raised the rod.

Mousegl ove caught at his arm dragging it down.

"You'll kill her if you shoot it down!" he shouted. "Besides, you ve no way of
knowi ng whi ch one she's in. You can't afford to hit any of them"

Pol ' s shoul ders sagged. Two nmore vessels clinbed into the air.

"OfF course," he said, his armfalling. "O course
He turned and | ooked at Mbusegl ove.

"Thanks," he said. Then, "I've got to go after her. | have to do what Mark
wants--take things to a full conflict. He doesn't know what |'ve got to bring
up against him but he has to find out before he can enbark on his canpaign

Now he is about to learn. |I'm going back there and take Anvil Muntain apart,
if Moonbird can still fly. ..."

"I'"ve got a ship," Museglove said. "I stole Mark's. | can fly it. I'll show
you. "

He took Pol's arm

As they passed the pyram d again, the struggle was still in progress with

nei t her conbatant showi ng any sign of weakening. Great furrows and pits had
been torn in the charred ground; thick, sweet-snelling blood was sneared
everywhere, and both dragon and serpent were soaked in it. At the nonent, they
were so intertwined that it was inpossible for Pol to assess their damages,

let alone to use the rod on Monbird' s behalf.

He summoned the strand by whi ch Moonbird had addressed himearlier

I must return to Rondoval now and prepare for battle, he said. Mark has Nora.

Mousegl ove can take nme there in his flier. |I cannot await the outcone of your
struggl e.
Go. Wen it is finished, I wll return.

| mredi ately, the two began to thrash about again. The serpent, half of its



feathers missing, began to hiss violently. Flanes bl ossomed about it, upon it,
as Pol and Musegl ove hurried by. It succeeded just then in throwi ng a coi
about Moonbird's neck, but the dragon's claws were now raking its nidsection
"Tell himto go for the green jewel in the thing' s head," Musegl ove said. "I
stunned it for a nonent when | hit it there.”

Strike at the jewel in its head, Pol imediately relayed to Monbird, but
there was no reply.

They hurried past, coming shortly to the trail Musegl ove had hacked through

t he brush.

"This way," said the smaller man. "1've concealed it in a place not too far
ahead. But--Pol, I'"'mtoo tired to make the flight all the way back. I'd fal
asleep and kill us both."

"Just get us airborne,"” Pol replied. "I'Il watch and ask questions. W can

take turns flying if necessary."

"You | ook fairly tired yoursel f."

"I am But it is not going to be as long a haul as you m ght think."

They entered a cl eared area. Musegl ove paused and gestured, crossed to a
green nound, began renoving fronds.

"What do you nean?" he asked. "I just made the trip."

Pol noved to assist him
"You're not going to like it,

he said, "but | know a shortcut.

Xl X

...He strode past the glassed-in banks of flat-faced machi nes, their huge
netal eyes rotating, stopping, reversing, rotating again, ceaselessly,
silently, to his left. To his right, a line of nen and wonen, seated before
gl owi ng screens, traced designs with electric pencils upon them The rug was
soft and resilient, making the floor seem al nbst nonexistent. A gentle |ight
emanat ed from gl owi ng tubes overhead. The abstract design upon the wall to the
ri ght changed as he passed. A soft, characterless nusic filled the air.

...He halted when he cane to the | arge w ndow | ooki ng out upon the city. Far
bel ow, numerous vehi cl es passed on the streets. Boats nmoved upon the distant
river, and an airplane was passing overhead. Towering buil dings dom nated the
prospect, and everything was cl ean and shining and snmooth, |ike a piece of

wel | -tended machinery. A certain warnmh grew in his breast as he regarded the
power and magni ficence of the scene. His fingers tapped at a latch, and he
drew t he wi ndow upward, |eaning forward to drink in the full range of
sensations which emanated fromthe city..

...A heavy hand fell upon his shoulder, and he turned toward the tall

heavyset man who stood sniling beside him drink in hand, face as ruddy as
brick, red hair nmngled with white, red scal p show ng through. ..

"...Yes, Mark, admire it," he was saying, gesturing with his glass. "One day,
all of that will be yours...."

...He turned to | ook again, having drawn back slightly fromthe aura of power
whi ch surrounded the |arger man. Sonething at the left side of his face
clicked against the window s frame. Raising his hand to explore, he discovered
a huge protruberance above his left eye. Immediately, he remenbered that it
had been there all along. Turning farther, with something |like shame, he
reached up and touched it again...

...H's vision doubl ed. Beyond the w ndow now, he saw two di screte scenes. Half
of the city before himwas still bright and beckoni ng. The other half was
gray, drab, the air filled with ashes and yell owi sh fog-Iike tentacles.
Raucous noi ses, as of the rattling of heavy machinery rose up on that side of
the split scene, acconpanied by a wave of acrid odors. Mist, sickly patches
of color clung to the buildings. The river was nuddy. The shi ps' snopkestacks
poured filth into the air....

...He drew back, turning again toward the big nan, to di scover that he, also,
had doubl ed. The man to the right stood unchanged; the one on the |eft was
even redder, his face partly shadowed, eyes flashing baleful lights...



"...\Wat is the matter, my son?" he was asking.... Mark could not speak. He
gestured toward the wi ndow, turning slightly in that direction, to discover
that the scene was no longer split. The left side had superinposed itself upon
his entire field of vision. H s father nerged al so at that nmonent, and only

t he darker version remained...

...Gesturing frantically, Mark tried to informhimas to what had occurred.
Suddenl y, a dragon appeared above the skyline, Pol mounted upon its back
headed in their direction...

"...0Oh, him" the shadowy figure at his side was saying. "He is a

troubl emaker. | cast himout |ong ago. He cones seeking to destroy you. Be
strong. "

...Mark stared as the figure grew larger and larger, until finally it was
crashi ng soundl essly, through the wall, reaching for him Then there cane a

knocki ng sound, growing louder as it was repeated. Everything began to cone
apart about him and he was falling...

He sat up in his bed, drenched with perspiration. The knocking conti nued. He
rose and turned on the light, despite the fact that his left eye saw clearly.
Throwi ng his robe about his shoul ders, he noved to the door and opened it. The
smal | man drew back, extending a piece of paper. "You asked to see this as
soon as it came in, sir." He glanced at it and lowered it.
"W have Nora, and Pol got away with the magi cal device,"
"Yes, sir. They're already in the air, bringing her here."
"Good. Notify the force at Rondoval that he may be on his way back there." He

he stat ed.

| ooked out, past his new flier, into the night. "I'd better check on the
status of our nobilization. Return to duty."
"Yes, sir."

When he had finished dressing, he w thdrew the photograph fromhis night table
and stared at it for a tine.

"We'll see,"” he said, "who falls."

Mousegl ove was at the controls as they neared Rondoval

"I don't see how you can seemso rested," he remarked, "after such a short

nap. Mne didn't do nme that nmuch good--not after that dammed shortcut of

yours."
He | ooked about the messy cabin and winkled his nose.
"I seemto be drawi ng some sort of energy fromthe scepter,” Pol answered. "It

feels as though | have an extra heart or lung or both. That--"

A puff of snoke appeared above the battl enents.

"What was that?" Myusegl ove asked, as two nore appeared.

"It alnmost seenms as if it could be gunfire. Veer off. | don't want to take--"
The ship shuddered, as if froma heavy blow, "--any chances," Pol finished,
braci ng hinself and seizing the rod with his right hand.

A moment | ater they were falling, snoke coming into the cabin.

"I's it out of control?" Pol shouted,

"Not conpletely,” Museglove replied, "but | can't pull it up. I"'mtrying to
m ss the rocks, at |east. Maybe those trees over there . . . Can you do
anyt hi ng?"

"I don't know. "

Pol raised the scepter and strands were drawn to it through all the walls. To
his eyes, it seened again as if he sat at the center of an enornous,

t hr ee- di mensi onal spiderweb. Al of the strands began pulsing in tine with the
t hrobbing that rose in his wist. The ship seermed to sl ow

"We're going to mss the rocks!" Musegl ove shout ed.

Perspiration sprang forth on Pol's brow The lines between his eyes deepened.
"W're going to crash!"

A final burst of power fled fromthe scepter along the strands. Then there
were treetops before them upthrust branches reaching, then breaking.
Abruptly, they came up agai nst one which did not yield and they were pitched
forward at the inpact. The ship was torn open about them but they were not
aware of it.

Pol cane awake with his hands tied behind himand did not open his eyes, as



all his recent nenories were imediately present within his throbbing head. He
heard voices and snelled horses. There followed a sound of retreating

hoof beats. If whoever had shot at them had ridden down fromthe castle, the
fact that they had not killed himimediately seened to offer sonme sort of
chance. He tested his bonds and found themvery secure. He wondered how | ong
he had been unconsci ous, and he wondered whet her Musegl ove had survived the
crash. And the scepter... \Were was it?

He opened his eyes to the barest of slits and began turning his head, slowy.
He flinched, just slightly. But that was sufficient. He had not expected to
see a centaur.

"Aha! You are awake!" cried the horse-man, who had apparently been
scrutinizing him

The wel | -nuscl ed human torso towered above the sorrel horse-body, |ong, black
hair pulled back fromthe dark-eyed, heavy-featured, nasculine face and tied
behi nd the head in sonething, Pol alnost giggled, that he had once known as a
pony tail.

"I am awake," he acknow edged, heaving hinmself toward a sitting position

He succeeded on the second try. He saw Mousegl ove |lying on his side, hands
simlarly bound, still apparently unconscious, perhaps four neters away,
beneath a large tree. The guitar case, apparently unscathed, rested agai nst
the tree's trunk. Pieces of weckage |ay between them and when he | ooked
upward, he saw the bal ance of the flier hanging |ike a giant, squashed fruit
anmong the branches.

"Why have you tied us up?" he asked. "We've done nothing to you."

"Ha!" snorted his captor, executing a small pranci ng maneuver. "You cal

mur der not hi ng?"

"In this case, yes," Pol replied, "since |I've no idea what you are talking
about . "

The centaur stepped nearer, as if considering abusing him Behind him Pol saw
Mousegl ove stir. There seenmed to be no other centaurs about, though the ground
bore a great nunber of hoof marKks.

"I's it not possible that you could be mi staken?" Pol continued. "I know of no
deat hs hereabout--unl ess a piece of our ship fell on sonmeone--"

"Liar," said the centaur, leaning forward and glaring directly into his eyes.
"You cane in your ships and slaughtered my people." He gestured toward the
wreckage in the treetop. "You even ki dnapped one of them You deny this?"

The hoofs were darting and danci ng unconfortably near himas Pol shook his
head.

"I do," he said, staring back, "but I would like to know nore about what
happened, if I'mto be blamed for it."

The cent aur wheel ed and paced away from him kicking dust into his face. Pol
shook hi s head, which had begun aching nore severely, and he automatically
called for healing strands to wap it, as he had for his neck wound. They cane
and attached thenselves to his brow, draining away sone of the pain. He

t hought of his wist then, but it was partly nunbed by the pressure of the
cord. He wondered whet her he could mani pul ate strands in nore conplicated
patterns w thout seeing what he was about, or whether there might be sone
other way to gain control over his captor

"The ot hers have gone to fetch a warrior to decide what to do with you," the

centaur stated. "She may wish to talk about these things. | don't. It should
not be |long though. | believe that | hear them approachi ng now. "
Pol listened but heard nothing. A purple strand settled near him its farther

end passing across the centaur's shoulder. He willed that it cone into contact
with his fingertips. It passed behind him and shortly he felt a tingling in
his left hand. His fingers twi sted. There cane a fanmiliar sensation of power.
"Look at me," he said.

The centaur turned.

"What do you want ?"

Pol caught his gaze with his own. Fromhis left hand, he felt the power nove.
"You are so tired that you are al nost asleep on your feet," he said. "Now you



are, but don't bother closing your eyes. You can hear only ny voice."

The centaur's gaze grew distant. H s breathing slowed. He began to sway.
"...But you can nove about just as if you were awake, when | tell you to. MWy
hands have been tied by nistake. Cone over here and free them™

He rose to his feet and turned. The centaur cane up behind himand began
fumbling at the knots. Pol recalled seeing a knife at the creature's side.
"Cut the bonds," he ordered. "Quickly!"

A moment | ater, he was rubbing his wists.

"Gve nme the knife."

He accepted the bl ade, crossed to where Musegl ove | ay beneath the tree,

wat chi ng him

"Are you hurt?" he asked, as he faced the smaller man.

"I ache all over. But then, I felt that way before the crash, too. | don't
bel i eve anything is broken."

Mousegl ove stood and turned about, raising his hands. As Pol slit the cord, he
said, "Miust be Mark's people in your castle. No one el se has weapons |ike

t hat - - Uh-oh. "

The sound of hoofbeats now canme to their ears.

"Shall we run for it?" Musegl ove asked.

"No. Too late. They'd catch us. We'll wait and have this out here."

Pol slipped the knife behind his belt and turned to face the wood. A nental
order to the centaur he now controlled noved himoff to the right.

Shortly, the figures cane into sight--four nmale centaurs |ed by an ol der
femal e. She halted, about ten neters from where he stood, and regarded Pol

"I was told you were bound," she stated.

"I was."

She stepped forward, and Pol started as he saw that she held the scepter in

t he hand whi ch had been out of sight at her side. She raised it and pointed it
at him He saw a cluster of strands rush toward it. He issued a nental conmand
and the centaur under his spell stepped between them New spells suggested
thenmsel ves to himand he sunmoned strands of his own.

The femal e centaur's eyes w dened.

"What have you done to hinP" she asked.

"Return my rod and we'll talk about it."

Fromthe corner of his eye, Pol saw that Musegl ove was edgi ng away.
"Where did you get it?" she asked

"I recovered it, piece by piece, fromthe points of the Triangle of Int.
"Only a sorcerer could do that."

"You noticed."

"I, too, have sone famliarity with the Art, though only the mddl e part of
this rod will respond to ne. Mne is an Earth magic." She gestured upward.
"Why then were you riding in that thing?"

"My dragon was occupi ed. That vessel was stolen frommy eneny, Mark Mrakson
who has nmany such, atop Anvil Muntain. Perhaps you have seen his dark birds,
who are not of flesh, in the skies."

"I know who he is and | have seen such birds. Sonme of my people were killed
and some injured by nen who canme in | arger vessels such as the one you rode."
The strands cane into his hands and Pol felt the power throb in his wist.
Still, he had no wish to face a person who could use even the mddle section
of the rod

"Smal |l nen, | daresay," he answered, "for such is the stature of the race

whi ch serves him | have never harned a centaur and |'ve no desire to. This
will be the first time, if you force me to fight here.”

"Sunfa, cone forward," she said, and a smaller nale nmoved from anong those to
the rear of the group to a position beside her. There was a | ong gash upon his
| eft shoul der, and he was m ssing several teeth. "Wre either of these nmen of
the party which attacked you that day?"

He shook his head.

"No, Stel. Neither of them"

Her head snapped forward.



"You know ny nane now," she said. "So know, too, that | was anong the force
whi ch stormed Rondoval the day this rod was wested from Det Morson."

Pol raised his right hand so that his sleeve fell back, revealing the

dr agonmar k.

"I am Pol Detson," he stated. "I have heard stories concerning ny father. But
| was taken fromthis land as a child and raised in another place. | never
knew him The past is dead, so far as | amconcerned. | have only been back
for a short while. | need that scepter for purposes of arousing the forces of

Rondoval agai nst those of Anvil Muntain. Are you going to return it to ne?"
"I'n many ways," she replied, "this is even nore disturbing than your being
what we had thought you. For the monent, it is good if our eneny is also your
enemy. But to see the hordes that |ie beneath Rondoval roused once again is a
frightening thought, especially for those of us who were alive in your
father's day. So tell ne, what do you propose doi ng when your battle is over?"

Pol | aughed.

"You are assuming that | win and that | live. But, all right ... | would |ay
nost of my forces to rest again. | would like to be left alone to pursue ny
studies, and | would be happy to return the favor and | eave everyone else in
t he nei ghborhood to his own devices. After a tinme, | may do sone traveling. |
don't know. | amnot attracted by the darker aspects of the Art. | have no

desire to conquer anything, and the idea of ruling over anybody bores the ass
off ne."

"Commendabl e, " she said, "and | find myself wanting to believe you. In fact,
it seems likely that you are telling the truth. However, even granting that,

peopl e do change. | would like very much to see you deal with the people who
feel that they can hunt centaurs whenever they choose. But | would also |like
some assurance that you will not one day be inclined to do it yourself."

"My word is all that | can give you. Take it or leave it."

"But you could give ne nore--and in return, your own way m ght be eased."
"What have you in m nd?"

"Swear an oath of friendship with us, upon your scepter."
"Friendship is a thing that goes further than nonaggression,'’
i s sonething that works both ways."

"I will be willing to swear the sane oath for you."

"On your own, or on behalf of the other centaurs as well?"
"For all of us."

"You can speak for then®"

"I can."

"Very well. I'Il doit if you wll."

He | ooked back at Mbusegl ove, who was about to slip off anbng the trees.
"Stay put," he called back. "You' re safe.”

"For now," Mousegl ove replied. But he returned.

Pol nmoved around the catal eptic centaur who stood between Stel and hinsel f,
destroying the spell which held himwith a twisting notion of his hand as he
passed. That one drew away, eyes shifting rapidly, until Stel spoke sone
reassurance.

"Tell me the words of the oath," Pol said, com ng up before her

"Place your hand upon the niddle section of the rod, and repeat after ne.
Pol nodded and conpli ed.

As she began to speak the words, a series of dark strands knotted thensel ves
about them He felt a vaguely threatening force accunulating within them Wen
they had fini shed speaking the knots separated and drifted away, |ike snmall,
dark clouds. One went to hover behind Stel. He felt such a presence behind

hi msel f, al so.

"There," she said, passing the rod to him "W have created our own doons,
shoul d we betray one another."

They cl asped hands.

"No problemthen,"” Pol answered, snmiling "and it's good to have sone friends.
I'"d like to stay and visit, but now |'ve sone nonsters to rouse. Hopefully,
"Il be back."

he replied. "It



He turned away and fetched his guitar case.
"A weapon?" she asked as he raised it.

"No, a nusical instrument. Maybe I'Il be able to play it for you one day."
"You are really going to Rondoval now?"
"I must."

"Gve me time to raise a force, to rid the place of your enem es. Now we are
allies, it is our fight, too."

"Not necessary," Pol said. "They are up in the castle. My destination is far
bel ow it. Monbird--nmy dragon--showed nme a tunnel to the place. I'lIl go in
that way and bypass the bastards. There is no need at all to deal with them
now. "

"\Where does the tunnel open?"

"Down the slope, to the north. I'll have to do a little clinmbing but | foresee
no real difficulties."

"--Unl ess your enenies see you and go after you in their flying boats."

He shrugged.

"There is always that chance."

"So |l will take a small force and | ead a diversionary assault fromthe south.
Two of my males will bear you and your friend to the northern slope.”

"The enemy has guns, which kill froma distance.”

"So do arrows. We'll take no unnecessary risks. | amgoing to send runners
now, to tell the others to armand to bring themhere. While we wait, | would

like to hear your rmnusic."
"Ckay. Me, too," said Pol. "Let's get confortable."

XX

"You were with him" Mark said to Nora, as they both | eaned upon the railing
to his roof garden. "Wat is his power, anyway, now he has that scepter?"

"I don't know," she replied, |ooking at the flowers. "I really don't know |'m
not even sure that he was absolutely certain. O else he was being very

cl ose- nout hed. "

"Well, | think it possible that he is dead. On the other hand, |I've no idea
how he got across the ocean as quickly as he did. He has sonething going for
him He was in ny flier at one point--and it was shot down near Rondoval .
Still...Supposing--just supposing--he is still alive? How would he attack ne?
What sort of forces m ght he bring?"

She shook her head and | ooked at him Hi s I ens was a pal e blue and he was

sm ling.

"I couldn't tell you, Mark," she said, "and if | could ..
"You woul dn't? I'd guessed that much. It didn't take long did it? For you to

fall inlove with a flashy traveler with a good story?"
"You really believe that, don't you?"
"What else am | to think? W' ve known each other nmost of our lives. | thought

we had somet hi ng of an understandi ng. Then, practically overnight, you're in
love with a stranger."

"I amnot in love with Pol," she said, straightening. "Ch, it could happen
very easily. He's quick and strong--clever, attractive. But, really | hardly
know him despite what we've been through together. On the other hand, |

t hought that | knew you--very well--and now | see that | was mi staken about a
great number of things. If you want honesty, rather than sweet words, | am
not, at this nonment, in |love with anyone."

"But did you once feel that way about ne?"

"I thought that | did."

He hammered his fist against the rail

She laid a hand on his shoul der

"It"'s this lens, isn't it? This damed, ugly bug-eye!"

"Don't be silly," she said. "I wasn't talking about appearance. | was talking
about what you are doing. You've always been different. You' ve always had a
way with mechanical things. That in itself is hardly bad, but what you are



doi ng--what you are planning to do--with your know edge and your
contrivances--that is."

"Don't let's go into it again."

She wi t hdrew her hand.

"You asked nme. If he still lives, Pol has to fight you--sone way--now.
Sonetimes it al nbst seens that a conflict between the two of you was ordai ned
bef ore you both were born. Other times |I've thought of it, though, it seened
that it need not be so. You could be friends. He is the closest thing you have
to arelative. And it is probably that way for him also. | will tell you what

| told him | feel like a pawn. You are jealous of him and he will want to
rescue ne fromyou. | alnost feel as if ny Iife has been sonmehow mani pul at ed
to bring ne into this position, to insure that a battle will occur. | wish

that 1'd never net either of you!"

She turned away. He guessed that she was crying, but was not certain. He began
to extend his hand.

"Sir! Sirl"

A captain of his guard was rushing toward him Scow ing, Mark turned.

"What is it?"

"Castl e Rondoval is under attack! The message just cane through! Should we
send reinforcenents?"

"Who is attacking? How? What are the detail s?"

"There are none. The nmessage was short, garbled. W are waiting for an
answer . "

"Divert all the nearest birds. Get me a picture of what's going on. |I'Il be
down there shortly. W're going on alert."

He rai sed his hand and two guards, pretending to study the garden fromits
opposite end, inmediately noved toward him

"I'"d wager your lover lives," he said, "and that this is his doing. At any
rate, your talk of pawns has given ne an idea. Cuards! Take her away. Protect
her. Watch her well. She may be of sone use yet."

Turning on his heel, he headed toward the elevator. He did not | ook back

Mousegl ove noved with near-acrobatic skill up the final few meters of the
cliff-face, hauled hinmself into the cave nouth, turned, stooped and assisted
Pol .

"Al'l right," he said then, "I am about to keep a promse. | vowed that if they
woul d | eave me alone, | would bring them back to Rondoval ." He groped beneath
his cloak and withdrew a parcel. "They did and | have. So here."

He handed the package to Pol

"l don't understand. Wat is it?" Pol asked.

"The figurines of the seven sorcerers | stole fromyour father. As you gai ned
sections of that scepter, they grew in power until finally they were able to
control me. During the trip back here, | told you everything |I had done, but I
didn't tell you why. They are the reason. Surely, you don't think 1'd go and
play ganes with a feathered serpent for |aughs? They are powerful, they can
conmuni cate if they want--and | have no idea what they are up to. Also, they
are all yours now. Don't worry, though. A big part of their purpose in life
seens to be taking care of you. | would try to |l earn nore about them soon, if
| were you."

"I wish | had time," Pol remarked, "but |I don't. Not now. " He secured the
parcel at his belt and turned. The dragon-light sprang forth to dart before
them "Let's go."

Mousegl ove fell into step beside him

"I wonder how the centaurs are doi ng?" he said.

Pol shrugged.

"I hope they get the nmessage soon that we nade it safely. If the two who
brought us hurry, they will. Then they can lay off and return to the woods."
"If you really neant that oath, perhaps you ought to send something
particularly nasty upstairs to clear the halls."

" \Npy 2"



"I"ve seen how centaurs fight. They're tough, but they also get kind of
frenzied after awhile. 1've a hunch they won't be falling back."

"Really? | didn't know that."

"Ch, yes. So, surely you could spare a dragon or an ogre or two, to clean
house and protect your new friends."

"I guess | should."

They wal ked on for a tinme, following the pale light. At several points they
had to clinb down over rocky irregularities.

"Uh, | guess well be parting conpany soon," Musegl ove said as they entered
the first of a series of larger caverns. "l've done what | canme back to do
and | prom sed nyself |I'd never set foot on Anvil Muntain again."

"I didn't expect you to acconpany ne there," Pol replied, "and it's not your
fight. What have you in nmind to do now?"

"Well, after your servant's nade it safe for the |likes of ne upstairs, I'lI
head in that direction. Be sure to tell himthat I'mokay. 1'll borrow sone
fresh garnents, if that's all right with you, clean up, have a nap and be
novi ng on."

They passed a | arge, w nged, sleeping form

"You have ny perm ssion, ny thanks and ny blessing,"” Pol said. "Also nmy ogre,
to clear your way."

Mousegl ove chuckl ed.

"You are a difficult young man to gull. I'mactually comng to |like you. Pity,
we' || probably never neet again."
"Who knows? I'Il ask the Seven when | get a chance.™

"I'"d rather you didn't renmind them of ne."

The next cavern they entered was even | arger, though nore |evel. Pol |ooked at
t he hunped and massed bodi es anong whi ch they nmade their way. There seened to
be no way of estimating their nunber, though the strands ran thick and
nunerous through the gl oom

As they trudged on, conming at last into the major cavern and starting across
it, Pol finally glinpsed the soft glow of the master spell at its farther end.
"Tell me," he asked, "do you see any light in that direction?"

"No. Just the one we're follow ng."

Pol gestured and seized a strand. Soon it took on a pale color and sonet hing
of incandescence.

"See that?"

"Aline of light, running before us."

"Good. 1'lIl give you one of that sort to follow out. Wat is that thing in
your hand?"

"A pistol I've carried since | left Mark's place."

"I thought so. You won't need it here."

"It conforts ne."

After a considerable interval, they stood before the pied globe. Pol held the
scepter as he faced it.

"I hope this works as |I'd anticipated,” he renarked.

"I feel sonme force, but | see nothing special. "

"Go and stand over in that niche." He gestured, and for a noment the scepter

bl azed li ke a captive star. "I will tell you when it is safe to depart. There
is your strand." He gestured again, and a line of pale fire grewin the air
before the niche. "Good |uck!"

"To you, also," Mouseglove replied, clasping Pol's hand and turning.

He noved qui ckly and backed into the opening, unable to take his eyes fromthe
spectacl e of the younger nman, who had al ready begun a series of seeming ritua
nmoverents, his silhouette distorted by guitar case and flapping cloak, his
face pale and nask-like in the blaze of the rod, beneath the dark
silver-splashed wings of his hair. Museglove clutched the pistol nore tightly
as the sl ow dance of the hand and the rod progressed, for he felt a chil

foll owed by a wave of warnth, another chill . . . and now he had nonentary

fl ashes of vision, as of a massive, burning ball of yarn bei ng unwound.

Pol moved his hand deftly, in and out, unw nding unravelling, and old words



trapped within the fabric of the structure, cane to himand he spoke them as
he worked, and the waves of heat came nmore frequently, till finally he saw
through to the center, the core, the end...

He thrust the scepter into the heart of the spell and spoke the final words.
A great wash of forces swept by himand he swayed, striving to keep his

bal ance. The strands now clung to the scepter, obscuring it conpletely to
Pol's vision. His right armseened to take fire as he laid his will upon it.
A moaning rose within the cavern, growing to a mghty chorus of sounds, which
echoed and reechoed about him followed by rustling, scraping noises and the
falling of stones.

"...Arise!l Arise! and follow nme to battle!" he sang, and now there were |arger
novenents w thin the darkness.

The nmpani ng di ed down and ceased. The snorts, snarls, roars and rattles

di m ni shed. Now the sounds of heavy breathing cane to himfromevery
direction.

He plucked a single strand, and soon a huge, gray form nmoved past himon two
| egs, hunched forward, arnms dragging on the ground, yellow eyes burning within
t he darkness of a triangular face, scales rustling with each stride. It paused
bef ore Musegl ove, who raised the pistol and waited, but it turned and noved
on an instant |ater.

"Gve it an hour," Pol stated, "and the upstairs should be cleared. It knows
you now and will not harmyou."

Mousegl ove nodded, realizing as he did that the novement coul d not be seen
but unable to control his voice. Brief bonfires flared and died at al

di stances as dragons tested their flanes.

Pol turned away, directing all his attention to inpressing his identity and
hi s commands upon the awakeni ng creatures.

Arise, | say! W fly south to destroy the city atop Anvil Muntain! Those of
you who cannot fly nust be nounted upon those who can! | will |ead the way!
He cast about for only a monent, and then his fingers noved unerringly to
catch at a dark green strand drifting near him

Dragon! he called. Nane yoursel f!

| amcalled

Snoke-i n-t he- Ski es- at - Eveni ng- agai nst -t he- Last - Pal e-  ouds- of - Aut unm- Day, cane
a proud fem nine reply.

In the interest of ready conmunication, | shall refer to you as 'Snoke.'

That is agreeable to ne.

Cone to me now. W nust |ead the others.

For a tine, nothing occurred, as he realized that Snoke had slept wthin one
of the farther caverns. Al of the stirring sounds grew | ouder as the other
creatures stood, stretched, nounted. Finally, he heard a noise like a rising
wi nd rushing toward him and a piece of darkness detached itself fromthe

di stant shadows, to sweep in his direction and settle silently before him

Greetings, Pol Detson. | amready, she said.

He rel eased the strand and noved to touch her neck
Greetings, Snoke. If | may mount now, we will be on our way.
Cone up. | amready.

Pol clinmbed toward her shoul ders and settled into position. He raised the
scepter and lights danced throughout the cavern

Foll ow he ordered. Then, to Snoke, Now Let us go!

Snmoke was snall er than Monbird but seenmed fester. In a matter of nonents,
they were airborne and novi ng ahead qui ckly. Pol |ooked back once. He could
not distingui sh Mousegl ove in his niche, but he saw that dark forms were
rising like ashes in his wake.

You will sing us a battl e-song? Snoke asked.

Pol was surprised to find it already upon his lips.

XX
The bird-things sent to determne the nature and progress of the conflict at



Rondoval were the first observers of the dragon-flight which began at the
northern cliff-face below the castle, spiraling upward, wheeling through the
west and falling into a sky-darkening pattern headi ng southward, led by a man
nmount ed upon a sleek gray dragon, a shining scepter in his right hand. The sun
settled as they flew, and the netallic birds clinbed and noved far to the
right and the left to nonitor their progress.

Mar k assigned troops to the various stations, and the el evators ground

ceasel essly as tanks and artillery pieces were raised fromthe warehouse areas
to the streets of the city proper. Wapons and amunition were issued to the
defenders. Al avail able sky boats were serviced and arned. Assenbly I|ines
were shut down, and the workers went to collect their weapons.

Mark studied the array of screens in the surveillance center, show ng varied
views of the onconing fornation.

"I"d like to know what those things can do," he remarked to the captain who
stood at his elbow "This could be closer than I'd care to see it. Who'd have
t hought he coul d raise sonething like that this quickly? Damed sorcerer! Send
a dozen battl e-wagons to hit themat dawn. Swing six of themwide to hit their

left flank out of the sunrise, and drop six on themfrom above. W'I| probably
| ose them but | want to see how it happens.™
"Yes, sir."

Mark toyed with the idea of sending for Nora, but dismissed it. He visited the
| ab i nstead, to check whether a |ong-range junble was yet possible. He doubted
it, but sonething useful mght yet be sal vaged fromthat project.

...Dam! he mused. A year fromnow and he'd never meke it across the desert. |
know about more things than |'ve got. Can't get theminto production fast
enough. ... Dam!

Hs lens was a pale yellow beneath a perfectly clear sky. Stars w nked at him
and a warm breeze licked like an affectionate tiger at his cheek. Suddenly, a
net eor shower began, and he watched it for several minutes, dismissing the
shaki ng beneath his feet as the |abors of the heavy nachi nery which had | ong
si nce been shut down.

Pol fled across the night, the power of the scepter his neat, his drink and
his sl eep. Wen the attack cane in the norning, he spread the formation

det ached two groups of ten dragons each to deal with the sky boats and
continued on. Later, sixteen dragons rejoined him but two of themhad to drop
out, their injuries preventing themfrom maintaining the pace of the others.
He led the entire formation to a greater altitude after that and began
spreading it into a great line. Through the norning hazes, the ground seened
to ripple monentarily beneath them

He saw the advancing formation of flying things just before Anvil Mbuntain
canme into view

Destroy as nmany as are necessary to get through, he ordered the |eather-w nged
masses at his back. But do not remain to toy with them | doubt they will bonb
or strafe once you are into their ow city fighting with its defenders.
Destroy anything on the nountain that offers resistance. Then burn the place.
Only this girl--and he sent a nmental picture of Nora back al ong the
strands--nust not be harmed. If you see her, protect her. And this one--a
picture of Mark followed--is mne. Call to ne if you see him

They swept on toward the |ine of defenders and shortly the firing began. A
little while after that, dragon vomt fell like rain upon the sky boats. Fires
dotted the ground, weckage and falling bodies filled the air. There were a
great many of the ships, but their crews could not reload the guns quickly and
their accuracy was far less than perfect. After several mnutes of conbat, it
was clear that Pol's forces would not be halted here. Wen they finally passed
on toward Anvil Muntain, their force was dimnished but the air fleet was

br oken.

As they came within range of the flat-topped mount, the artillery fire began
But Pol had spread his formation even nore thinly by then, having seen

evi dence of heavy artillery on his earlier visit to the place.

Still, the great guns fired with deadly effect for several minutes, until two



of them toppl ed, one expl oded and others began firing wldly.

Sweepi ng even nearer, through the norning Iight, Pol saw that the entire
nmount ai n was shaki ng.

It is a mghty magic you w el d, Snoke remarked.

That is not ny doing, he replied.

A dragon can feel magic, and that which |eads to the earthquake |I feel upon ny
back.

| do not understand.

The answer hangs at your belt.

The figurines?

I know not what they are, only what they are bringing to pass.

Good! 1'11 take all the help I can get!
Even if they control you?
Ei ther way, | have no choice now but to try to win, do I?

They broke through the openings in the artillery screen, dragons |anding and
di schargi ng the non-wi nged creatures which imredi ately turned and sought the
def enders. Tanks runbl ed al ong the shaking streets, some of them spew ng

fl ames back at the dragons.

A steady crackling of gunfire rose above the city. The netallic worns were
out, westling with the attackers. Here and there, blades flashed in the hands
of men as amunition was exhausted. The how ing, bounding | esser beasts of the
caverns tore through the city, killing and being killed. A crack opened,

di agonal ly, in one of the main avenues and noxi ous funmes rose out of it.

Pol | ooked about, searching rooftops and opened bunkers, hoping to catch sight
of the red-haired man with the eye of many colors. But Mark was nowhere in

si ght.

He sought altitude again, and he directed Snoke to take himin a wide circle
above the city. The screans grew fainter as they rose, and the designs of the
bui | di ngs and the overall |ayout of the city inpressed thensel ves upon him for
the first time. The place was efficiently disposed, extrenely factional
logically patterned and relatively clean. He realized that he felt a grudgi ng
admration for a country boy capable of materializing such a dream-and in
such a brief while--whether his world wanted it or not. He w shed once again
that he could have sent Mark back to the place where he hinself had been so
long the misfit.

They | anded upon the vacant roof of a tall building; and there, w thout

di smounting, Pol raised the scepter with both hands and laid his will upon his
forces bel ow. They required organizati on now, not skirmshing. It was tinme to
create groups and direct their efforts toward specific objectives. H's wist
pul sed, the rod pul sed, the strands pul sed as he began. There was usually a
feeling of elation as he worked with the power. But this time, while the
feeling was present, there was little joy acconpanying it. He had never wi shed
to be the destroyer of another nman's dreans.

He saw tanks torn apart by his creatures, but he al so saw dragons beset and
hacked apart by the small folk, who, having noved fromthe wilds to this

exi stence in the span of a few years, still possessed the instincts of pack
hunt ers when reduced to the bl oody basics of life. He felt sonmething of an
admration for them also, though this in no way affected his tactics. He grew
nore and nore di spassionate as the sun clinbed and the conflicts progressed.
Movi ng each tinme artillery pieces were repositioned to bring himdown,
directing strike forces toward the nost troubl esome enpl acements, he hurl ed

ot her assaults agai nst what appeared to be nerve centers, breaking down walls
and spreading fires, wondering the while whether Mark occupi ed sone simlar
position el sewhere, and with radi o conmruni cation directed his forces into the
surprising patterns of resistance which kept devel oping. Mst |ikely. Things
were still too closely balanced to pernit himto desert his conmand post and
seek the other out, however.

The casualties were heavy on both sides. Pol felt he now had the edge, though
in that he was destroying nore and nore of his adversary's capabilities as the
day progressed, whereas his own forces were not dependent upon things outside



t hensel ves. He was slowy reducing themto reliance upon the sinplest of
weapons, and when this reduction had reached the proper point, a parity of
forces woul d represent no equality whatsoever and the battle would be near to
its end.

The nmountai n gave anot her shudder, and the opening in the ground grew | arger.
Steam had enmerged fromit for a long while, earlier, but with the enl argenent
fl ames and pieces of stone shot forth, the buildings nearby suffered parti al
col l apse of their facades and a roaring noise came up, growing until it

snot hered all the sounds of the fighting.

Pol ' s achi ng hands tightened even nore upon the scepter, as he said al oud,
"Only a fool could call it coincidence. If |I've an unseen ally, make yourself
known! "

| mredi ately, seven large flames hovered in the air before him unsupported by
any burning nedium The one to his left flickered, and the reply seened to
come fromthat source:

It is no coincidence.

"Wy, then?"

Now t he second flane flickered.

It is arecurring thing, this struggle. Ages ago, the world was split by it,
giving birth to the one in which you were rai sed, where we are | egend, and
maki ng that one a legend to this. It is an undying conflict and its tinme has
cone again. You are the agent of preservation; Mark, the chanpion of the

i nsurgency. One of you rmust be utterly obliterated.

"Has he allies such as you?"

The third replied:

Beneath that shrine, far below, is an ancient teaching machine. He bears a
small unit within his body which keeps himin constant conmunication with it.
Pol i mmedi ately disengaged a force and directed it against the shrine, with
instructions to destroy everything beneath it as well.

"Do you al ready know t he outconme here?" he asked.

It is still undecided, said the fourth.
W distract you, said the fifth.
...And your full attention is still required here, said the sixth.

...And so we depart, said the seventh, as they faded and dw ndl ed to not hi ng.
Pol was imredi ately beset by a fresh artillery barrage, and had to fly to a
new vant age while directing attacks agai nst the guns.

Strong funmes reached himbefore very Iong and he had to nove again, seeing now
that the openi ng bel ow had become a glowing crater, its snoke rising to snudge
the sky. Its runbles continued to grow, also.

Mich |l ater, he realized that no one was shooting at himany | onger. Suicide
fliers had attacked for a tinme, but he had destroyed themw th blasts fromthe
scepter until, finally, they had ceased.

The fighting bel ow had grown nore and nore disorgani zed, as both sides
suffered nmassive casualties. The battle for the shrine, far down bel ow t he

sl opes, continued. A remarkably powerful defense had seenmed to arise from

al nost nowhere, and Pol had diverted nore forces to deal with it.

... And Nora thought herself a pawn, he reflected. What am1? | exercise al

the functions of command, yet | amno freer than any of those bel ow. Unless..
Up, Snoke! Big circles!

I, too, serve, cane the reply, and they were rising, turning.

The third time around, he saw them-Nora and Mark atop a hi gh buil di ng across
the avenue fromthe crater. It was a flash of sunlight gleamng upon a red
lens turned in his direction that drew his eyes to their position

Over there, Smoke! It still may not be too late to talk to him If | can just
make hi m see what is happeni ng!

Snoke turned and beat toward the rooftop. Pol waved his dirty handkerchief,
doubting that the gesture neant anything in this place, but willing to try
anyt hi ng he knew to gain conversation with the other

"Mark!" he shouted. "I want to talk! May | cone down?"

The other |lowered a small unit into which he had been speaki ng and gestured



for himto | and.

As soon as Smoke touched the roof, Pol |eaped down and headed toward the tal
figure with the yellowi ng eye |ens.

"I amonly now beginning to realize what we are doing," Pol said, while he was
still noving. "It was an encounter such as this, between science and magic,
whi ch destroyed a high culture in this |land ages ago, which split the
continuuminto parallel parts. W are doing it again! W are both victins!

W' ve been mani pul ated. This battle is affecting the land itself! W have
to--"

An explosion at his back caused himto stunble forward. \Whether the great cry
from Snoke was nental or verbal, he never knew

"Dam you, Mark!" he called as he got to his feet, not even | ooking back

al ready knowi ng what he would see. "I came here to save your life, to stop
this thing--"
"How consi derate,” Mark stated. "In that case, | accept your surrender.”

"Don't be an ass!" Pol staggered to the edge of the shuddering buil di ng.
"Surrender what? Look down there! Both of our armies are alnost finished. W
can still stop it. Right here. W can still save sonething. Both science and
magi ¢ do work here--so it is not an either/or proposition in this place. They
nmust both be special cases of sone nore general law. Let's work out sonething
conpatible. Let's not go the way we're being pushed. If the continuum nust be
split again, let's split it our way. I'Il work with you. But | ook down there!
Look what's happeni ng! Do you want that?"

Mark nmoved to the low, partly shattered parapet, foll owed by Nora. Pol saw
that he held her wist in a powerful grip. He | ooked down again hinmself, to
where a fiery river now fl owed al ong the avenue, away fromthe still grow ng
crater alnost directly below them Mrk's Iens flashed green through the snoke
and and felling ash. Even at this height, Pol could feel heat upon his face.
"I'f I have slain your dragon, you have destroyed ny shrine," Mark said softly,
"just now "

Wth a sudden novenent of his arms, he drew Nora to the edge and hel d her
there. His lens flashed red again.

"I reject your nad offer,"” he stated. "If | let you go, you can acquire nore
supernatural assistance and attack me again one day."

"I't works both ways,"” Pol replied. "You can rebuild again--better, stronger
I"'mwilling to take that chance.™

"I"'mnot," Mark said, twisting Nora's arm "That rod you hold seens to be the
key to your power. Throw it down into the crater or |I'll throw her. Try using
it against me now and 1'll take her along with ne."

Pol | ooked at the rod for only a nonent, then cast it out over the edge. Mark
watched it fall. Pol did not.

"Let her go," he said.

Mar k pushed her back and down, so that she stunbled and fell to the rooftop.
"Now | can face you," he said.

Pol raised his fists and noved forward.

"I amnot such a fool," Mark said, sliding an oblong case froma pocket upon
his right thigh. "I remenber that you' ve had training with your hands. Try
this!"

Suddenly, Pol was able to see the roar fromthe nascent vol cano bel ow, yell ow
and bl ack-streaked, washing about him The rooftop buckl ed beneath his feet,

em tting nusical tones |ike spikes, as the sky tipped, becomng a funnel, its
term nus his head, down which the sharp-edged clouds and swirls of snoke were
pouring. His feet were far away--perhaps in Hell--yes, burning, and when he

tried to nove, he dropped to one knee and the firnmanment shuddered and his eyes
were nmoist with gems which sliced his cheeks apart as they descended. Snopoth
bl ue notes emerged fromhis nmouth |ike escaping birds. Mark was | aughi ng
purple rings and his orange eye was a rushing headlight. The thing he held
before himtore shinmrering holes in the air, and---

--and fromone of the holes energed seven wi ngs of flane.

Your guitar, said the first.



Get the case off your back, said the second
Get it out of the case, said the third.
Play it, said the fourth.
Your hands know the way, said the fifth.
Get the case, said the sixth.
Open it, said the seventh.
A black nountain flew past him as his hands--unfamliar things
t hensel ves- - performed operations they al one understood. Blue sparks flew from
t hree points upon the bl ackness. A strange and dangerous object was rising out
of the shadows before him...
H s hands made it nove to his knee and began doi ng things they al one knew. ..
Constel | ati ons bl oomred before his eyes. A throbbing began down near the place
of novenent....
Attack! said the first.
Drive back that which assails you, said the second
Let him see as you see now, said the third.... Hear as you hear, said the
fourth.
You lulled the minotaur, said the fifth.
... This one you shall drive beyond the bounds of reason, said the sixth.
Destroy him said the seventh.
Suddenly, he heard the nusic. The distortions still played about him but he
pushed them farther off. He changed the beat. He rose slowy to a standing
position. The waves fromthe junbl e-box washed over himand reality was
troubl ed each time a portion of the broadcast broke through, reached him But
his vision cleared for |onger and | onger periods of time. He saw Mark, hol ding
the box, pointing it at him perspiration |like a nmask of glass upon his face.
Hs lens was flashing wildly through the entire spectrum He swayed. The nusic
drowned even the runbling bel ow, though the snoke came and went between t hem
Nora knelt, head bowed, hands covering her face. Pol put nore force into his
strunmming, driving the beat into his adversary's brain. Mark took a swayi ng
step backward and halted. Pol advanced a step, colors swirling intermttently
inthe air before him Mrk retreated another pace, his lens flashing faster
and faster fromcolor to color. Wen the building shook again, slanting
beneath their feet, Mark staggered and dropped the box. His |l ens went black
for several pul sebeats. He put out his hands for support, took another step

A cloud of snoke swept over him He fell against the parapet, and it gave
way. . ..
Pol stopped playing and dropped to his knees. Automatically, he |lowered the
guitar into its case. He began crawling toward Nora then, feeling a strong
pull to his right as the building canted even nore precipitously. Wen he
reached her, he placed his hand upon her shoul der
"I didtry to save him" he said.
"I know. "
She | owered her hands from her face and hugged hi mgently, |ooking away toward
the rail.
"1 know. "
Hurry, Pol! The building is going!
He | ooked upward, unbelieving. A vast, dark formwas sliding through the
snoke.
Moonbi r d!
Mount as soon as | light. Only nmonents renaining..
The great dragon settled beside them enornmous open wounds upon his sides and
shoul ders. Pol boosted Nora onto his back, slung his guitar case and foll owed.
How - ? Pol began
The one call ed Museglove. | can talk with htm Moon-bird said as they rose.
He lies injured at Rondoval, attended by centaurs. Your ogre destroyed all the
men but the two in the ships. Fortunately, he had a weapon that slays froma
di stance. He says that he will be your house-guest until he is whole again. He
told me to conme here
As they clinbed higher, Pol sunmoned strands, all that he could, and clutched



them for a noment.

It is over, he said. W are going hone.

From here and there, his surviving mnions rose to foll ow.

He | ooked down, once, into the raging heart of the crater

...1f 1 were to drop the seven figurines into it, he wondered, would | be
free?

You are a fool, canme a voice out of a sudden flame, if you think that we--the
nost bound of all--are even as free as you

The flame faded, and Pol turned and watched the snoking nmountain grow snaller
as Moonbird beat his way into the sky.

I amnot finished |earning, he said. But |I've had enough | essons for today.
Nora had sl unped before him but her breathing was regular. He eased her into
a nore confortable position. He felt ol der as he regarded the sinking sun, and
very tired, though he knew he could not pernmit hinmself to sleep for a long
whil e. He reached out and touched one of Moonbird s wounds.

I am glad that sonmeone | know won sonet hi ng, he said.

Later, the stars cane out and he watched themall the way to home and norni ng.



