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"A garshipisinvinciblein war and indestructibleto al known phenomena. A darshipisadsothe
Federation's potentia bridgeto infinity. . . ." So stated the introductory lines, tape EC-16-LK, as
reproduced in the handbook Star-ships of the Galactic Fleet.

Great! Except how, by bloody Hestoor, would it ever explain the Deneb-3 to my Fregisans? It wouldn't,
actudly. But no matter. For aFregisanisfirg an Alphian, ahumanoid from the systems of the binary
gars, Fomahaut's| and I1. And, to use an archaic metaphor, is therefore from arace "with an
unfortunate propengity for advancing from barbarism to barbarism without ever achieving the mellowing
influenceof divilizetion."

Moreover, to aFregisan's thinking, they needed no explanation; indeed, they could hardly careless. For
they have sorcery and witchcraft. And it worksl And so to them the redlities of the Deneb were but
paralel manifestations of the vagaries of their own potentias. Moreover, too, they didn't haveto
understand a starship. It was enough that I, their born-again "' Collin-mythos," aswell astheir recent hero
and savior intwo wars, did.

They were even smugly pleased that it was one of their own, me, who'd apparently conjured up this
marvelous package from which they now viewed the night side of Fregis againgt the surrounding blazing
aureole of Fomalhaut |. Fomahaut I's twin sun, Fomalhaut |1, was also visble—at about two billion
miles, aswasthe entire starry void; this, from the parabola of platform within theinner arc of the
De-neb's trand ucent nose.

Unshaken, even somewhat amused, my "ambassadors' relaxed in the platform's swivels, spped Terran
and Vdaswinesand atetheir fill of strange fruits and ice cream. A few—and we were around dozen
atogether—leaned againgt a gravity rail, nibbled confections and preened their body fur. Thislast was
pure ostentation, done only when one of the ship's personnd in shorts and see-through tank tops, and
quite obvioudy devoid of body hair, passed by. On occasion, too, one or the other would wink a me
and offer ajolly quip or mot All in dl, they seemed to be enjoying whatever it was they thought was

heppening.

They wore amixed bag of satins, velvets, jacquards, tooled lesther and the like, sufficient to dazzlea
Terran peacock. Slashed deeves and surcoats reveded the silver and gold washed sted of their mail
shirts, which they'd refused to leave at Glagmaron Castle. They were armed too—great-swords and
fadirks—aswas|. Indeed, | looked asthey did except that my blue-purple eyes (dl Fregisan fauna
have blue-purple eyes) were derived of contact lenses, effectively hiding their natura brown. My fur was
black, short, and of asatiny, mink-like texture. It was also of agene-cultured origin. Coming from a
planet with twice Fregiss mass, | had twice the strength of any of these downright deadly swordsmen.
Moreover, as an added, protective gimmick, 1'd been subjected to an imposed neura conditioning prior
to origind planetfal which had made me an absolute master of al Fregisan wesponry....



Even the gleaming jewels of my swordbelt were not just jewels, but rather linksto certain degth-dealing
laser beams aswell as other things, including acommunications potential with the Deneb, wherever it
chanced to be.

We'd come aboard just fifteen minutes before. 1'd taken them up mysdlf in the scoutship which had
served me so well in the recent bloody months of unending battle and wild sorcery which had introduced
me to some of the most courageous and lovable of friends, aswell asthe most evil of enemies.

They'd cdlled him the Kaeen, or the Dark One. Actudly, he was atrue dien from beyond the universe
itself. And, though weld findly won, by finishing him off asit were, the ongoing peril for Fregis, indeed the
Foma haut systems, remained very much dive....

The view-deck with itslow swivels and servo-tables hung directly over the control banks of the main
foredeck where a haf-dozen crew members kept a sharp eye on whatever the ship had been
programmed to do.

Nothing seemed to be happening; a paradox, redly, sncein the Fomahaut systems "nothing" was
anything but the norm. Asif to prove my point the viewscreens attached to an arm of each swivel, came
suddenly to life. Scanner connected, they were zooming in on what | knew to be Fomahaut I1'sfirst
planet, the destroyed Alpha, whereit had al supposedly begun—the demise of the Alphians, the birth of
the Fregisans—some five thousand years before.

"Senior Adjuster Kyrie Fern!" The voice of Drelas, the starship's commander, cut in above the muted
though obvioudy excited voices of other officersin control-centrd. "Hear this," he said with hisusud flat
delivery. "We have an interesting monitor check. Lieutenant Dacey's found five more aiens enjoining with
the five weve been watching for the last six months. We have something boiling up through the gateway,
too. Have alook and tell uswhat you think."

Adjusters Ragan and Kriloy, playing P.R. to my Marackians, were seated to my |eft asa part of the
group a my personal table. They stared appropriately, asdid |. Nothing. The scanner zoomed closer.
Nothing. Then, at the very edge of Alpha's atmosphere—and it ill had one despite the previous nuclear
holocaust—two sets of trim-looking craft, each set in the basic pyramid attack-defense formation,
became suddenly visble.

Kriloy's moon face showed boredom. His shrug labeled the discovery routine, just more of the same;
which it obvioudy wasn't. He had aright to think that, however. For the diensto date, though refusing
contact, still caused no trouble. They'd confined their explorationsto Alphaand the next three of
Foma haut I1'sfive planets, dl equally usdless, and let our monitor alone.

Ragan, however—he was the more serious of, the two—had apparently spotted something. He frowned,
pursed hislipsand said, "Hey, Kyrie—" And wasimmediately interrupted by one of my stdwarts at the
rail.

"My Lord Collin." It was the young lord, Lors Sernas. Histone, imperious as usud, seemed to emphasize
the acquisitive gleam in hisdightly bulbouseyes. . . . "Would it be possible, Sir, to possess abauble or
two from among those | see out there? I'm bound to think they'd make a pendant for which there'd be no
equd.”

He was quite serious. Despite my briefing, he'd obvioudy failed to grasp what he was seeing.

"For your lovely Buusti, no doubt,” | countered, deliberately reminding him of the recent bride whom hed
left in the dread city of Hishin Om. That country—and it had been but recently freed from the dain Dark
Oné's gragp—had appointed him its ambassador to the kingdom of Marack. Thus his presenceinthe



north. HeEd a so fought bravely a my side; thus his presence aboard the Deneb-3.

The ddightfully wicked Sernas—he was an uncontrollable, amora fellow—grinned, patted his privates
and smacked hisred lipslewdly. "Or whomever, my lord. For I'm still aHoom-Tet man. And I'd remind
you, that Hoom-Tet'samost gracious god who seeks only the best in physical pleasuresfor al who
worship him."

A flurry of Marackian hands moved ingtantly to trace the sign of the god, Ormon, upon their chedts; this,
with accompanying frowns and hisses. | sighed. "They are not baubles, Sir, but suns, like unto your
Fresti, now hiding behind your world there.”

He grinned, winked, belched and said disputatioudy, "Indeed, my lord. Well, if you say 0. . . ." Hethen
downed afull brandy-glass of what appeared to be the best of our Terran mosdlle.

The frowns of the Marackians softened somewhat at thet, for they could al understand a drinking man;
not adrunk, but adrinking man....

But not quite al. For thelovely Marackian sitting to my right, my betrothed, the Princess Murie Nigaard
Caronne of the northern kingdom of Marack, wasliterdly grinding her teeth in rage at the young Lors
Sernas, whom she dearly hated. | barely contained my laughter. In any setting she remained what I'd
fancied her at our first meeting—afairy-tale princessto gtir the hearts of those ancient brothers Grimm,
who'd sketched her so often in their stories. Golden-haired, golden-furred, she had aquite evish face
with dainty, dightly pointed ears and aforever demanding tilt to her chin. Petite, she was beautifully
formed. At the moment she was dressed in aquas jumpsuit of white and powder blue; boots that
reached halfway up her caves, and afilmy scarf around her neck, aso of blue. The epitome of femininity,
she a'so wore a sheathed shortsword across her back and ajeweled faldirk at her waist Shewasa
master of both. Indeed, pound for pound—and she'd proved it where it counts most, on the field of
battle—she was the match of any master swordsman....

Sensing my unheard laughter, she dug her nailsinto the flesh of my wrist while murmuring, "My lord! | am
not at al amused, Sr, that you've brought that disgusting creature with us. I've word that he accosted two
butter-maids in Dame Goolis's scullery and would have had both of them then and there had he not been
driven off by the kitchen hep.”

The love-hate syndrome, as apparently inspired in the hearts of adl femaesby Sernas, our happy paragon
of total lechery, had touched my princess, hard.

| Sghed, grinned and asked owlishly, "The two of them?'

Her brow paed inrighteousrage. "Wdll, by the gods, he did get one"

I'll spesk to him, my love."

"Y ou do that. Hot oil on the ballocks might cool his ardor.”

| couldn't help it | muttered, "Y ou're indeed quite lovely when you're mad.”
"Don't cozen me, Callin."

"I know better than to try."

She amiled at that and made a particularly fetching moue.

| whigpered darkly, "Theres athing by which I'm not amused.”



"Oh?' The frown returned.
"lt'sthat.”

| pointed in disgust to the small dumpy figure adeep in her lap. It was Hooli, one of Marack's two sacred
Pug-Boos. Hat-footed, he stood about two feet tall, had a rounded basketball head with fur-tufted ears,
stubby arms and legs, shoe-button eyes, and aforever runny nose. Sheld dressed him for the occasionin
agpanking new orange tarn (made by her own two hands, aswere al his clothes), green bootiesand a
waist-length jacket buttoned down the front The jacket was a bright vermillion.

The Boo, or Hooli, as of that particular moment held a half-eaten, wilted, squishy-bung-jot lesf in one
hand, blew bubbles as he dept and had aready soiled Muri€'s spotless jump-pants with the goo from his
runny nose.

Actually, there were two Hoalis, though Murie, of course, was unaware of thisfact. Thefirgt, the one she
held, was alow-1.Q. blob, amindless rodentius-drusis described by Great Ap, the Vuun, one of the
intdligent sauriansthat inhabit Fregiss southern mountains of 1lt, asastupid lesf-eater. "And if the trees
do not leaf at their proper time," Ap had told me, "why then the Boos smply wait and stare and stare and
wait, until they fal from the trees quite dead. They arethat stupid.”

The other Hooli—he who truly deserved the formdity of the name—was an entity-controller, something
like mysdlf, Kriloy and Ragan, excepting, as he put it, we were Smply gaactic wheress he was universal!

I'd never seen himin his actual body. For reasonswell get to, | hadn't dared. Sufficeit to say, | had a
deep affection for the redl Hooli; this, for various reasons, among them that without him there would
never have been avictory over the Dark One; indeed, thelot of us could as easily be damn well dead!

The blob that Murie held, that al northerners worshiped, was exactly what it was. a snot-nosed, vacuous,
bag-assed nothing! 1t was demeaning. And yet she forever clutched it to her heart. Without a doubt, my
fedings were partly jeadl ousy. But to be forced to be jedlous of that wasacontradiction | found difficult
to ded with.

Next to Murie sat her companion, Lady Caroween Hoggle-Fitz, avibrant red-headed vakyrie with a
temper to match. Then came Garoween's .betrothed, Sir Rawl Fergis, ' Murie's cousin and my own
sword companion across many months of bloody war. Rawl, at the moment, was diligently spooning his
third bowl of ice cream; obliviousto either the "music of the spheres,” or hisown persond viewscreen, in
which the scanner had now boxed the dien ships. . . . They were at ahundred thousand milesfrom
surface, in two sets of five each and, as ated, in the basic pyramid attack or defense formation.

The others of our twelve were: Per-Looris, king's sorcerer and wizard to Murie's father. The greet lord
Fd-Holdt, commander of all Marack's armies. The newly found Sir Dosh, the dain Breen Hoggle-Fitz's
son and brother to Caroween; heldd been thought lost at the battle of Dunguring. The aforementioned
Lors Sernas of Hish and four of the greatest lords of the remaining northern kingdoms.

Admittedly, they were by no means representative. Still, there had to be afirst contact and they'd been
the only ones available a Castle Glagmaron. The wars were over. The sSingle remaining danger to Fregis
lay in that, out there, the dien ships and the dlien-created "gateway." That they were here at all was
because I'd inssted upon it and Ragan and Kriloy had agreed. What with al that had happened—indeed,
was continuing to happen how—their presence aboard the Deneb was most certainly overdue,

Ragan Orr then burst out in avoice which this time would not be silenced. "Kyrie," he demanded, "have a
look, quick! Here comes the big one!™



| looked. The scanner had driven in still further toward atmosphere. . . . Beyond the double pyramids and
coming up fast in an arc from surface, was alarge blue sphere. Of the size of the Deneb, it seemed asa
great ball of blue-white lightning, and looked somewhat like anovalooks at adistance of ten

parsecs—or better yet, like one of Sernass"baubles.”

We watched closdly, our curiosity now tinged with darm.

The scanner, moving ever closer, dlowed usto see our shuttlecraft monitor too, in position. Actudly we
were ableto observeit for just about Six seconds; then it vanished in aburst of intenselight, obviousy
nuclear.

And that was the end of our shuttlecraft monitor, plus ayoung Federation Lieutenant named Jal Dacey
and four of hiscrewmen....

In Galactic Foundation listings the planet Fregis of the Fomalhaut | system is known as Camelot-Fregis
because of the aforementioned magic. The indisputable fact isthat the spells, enchantments and dark
wizardry practiced by Fregiss sorcerersredly work. Moreover, the place is an occultists, achemists,
metaphysicists paradise.

Foundation Center had long been aware of thisanomaly. Indeed, over a period of two gaactic centuries
assigned Watchers—opposite-sexed pairs with ahigh competibility potential—had forever apprised
them of thesefacts.

To read a Camelot report had been ajoy indeed, except for the one received the previous year
predicting the onset of adark and terrible sorcery to encompass the entire planet Unless we intervened,
the report had said, the forces for progress, the five kingdoms of the north, would be ruined, destroyed.
Theresults? Chaos! A new Dark Age, and worse, for al the forseeable future of the beauteous
water-world of Camelot-Fregis.

Not liking the prognostication one damned bit, the Foundation moved ingtantly to insert abit of magic of
itsown—scientific magic! In essence, me, Kyrie -Fern, Terran, an Adjuster-manipulator of the
socio-evolutionary processes, the dy introducer at dark campfires of the sharpened stick and the
gut-stringed bow. ... A graduate of the Foundation's Collegium, I'd become at age thirty somewhat of a
genius at the art of "adjusting.” The very man for the job, said the Prime Council, and I'd agreed, though
I'd soon found that Camelot-Fregis wasn't quite-what 1'd expected. In essence, it was one giant game of
misdirection.

At the court of Marack in the grestest of the five northern kingdoms, I'd passed mysdlf off as one of their
own, Sir Harl Lenti. And, too, following certain prodigious deeds, | was also accepted astheir
"Callin-mythos," reborn. He who had returned to save the northlands from darkest peril!

Sad peril, | quickly found, came whally from an extra-universd, dien intruder called the Kaeen, or the
Dark One; with his opponents, other than Marackians, being the host-occupiers of the cuddly court
Pug-Boos, one or more attached to each of the northern kingdoms. ... A solid nine months later, during
which I'd led them al in two bloody wars, and won, | was till short of the answersto the origina
guestions as posited by the Foundation. ...

| hadn't the dightest idea, for example, asto who and what the host-occupiers of the Pug-Boos redlly
were. Moreover, though the P.B.'s had explained Camelot-Fregiss made, 1'd so far grasped only its
concepts, not its principles. And lastly, the origina Alphian gateway to another universe, continued, open!

To top that, ships had been coming through the gateway for the last Sx months; at least that's where we
thought they , were coming from. More dienswithout a doubt. But what kind of diens? We now knew



something of thefirst dien, the Dark One, and for that very reason could not accept that others of his
kind would use such smple craft as we were seeing. Not that they weren't sufficiently capable. They
were. Our sensorstold usthat their drive, matter to anti-matter, held an obvious potentia for warp.

But that, precisdy, was the contradiction. They were too damn normd, internally and externaly. They
were so much like our own as to be unacceptable astrue diens. The origina Dark One had operated
with atotdly different math, a different body of physics.

Whatever the problem's facets, however, it was the reason for my ambassadors being brought aboard
the Deneb. Wed concluded, mysdlf as Senior Adjuster, together with Adjusters Ragan Orr and Kriloy
Rog, that to keep the Fregisansin ignorance of the new danger would be both wrong and
counterproductive.

I'd told them something of the situation myself. But to believeintalestold by their Collin, a
warlock-warrior-mythosin his own right, was one thing. To actually see and" to personally experience
travel beyond their world, was another. We'd planned aweek of briefings. Later, we'd shuttle others up,
students, teachers from the collegia. In part, and depending upon what would then ensue, we of the
Foundation would aso learn how best to continue our manipulation, our "meddling,” if you will, so asto
advance them ever fagter in the face of the continuing danger.

I'd not told them athing about the host-occupiers of the Pug-Boos. Thetotd effect would have been too
shattering. Indeed, there was hardly a point now anyway, since a my last contact with the rea Hoali, I'd
gotten the impression that 1'd not be seeing him again—ever.

Could that, | wondered, be apart of my anger toward Muri€'s poor little rodentius drusus?

The star-blackened face of our sixty-year-old Admiral Drelas Mall now filled the screen. He began to
say bluntly and by rote exactly what 1'd expected him to say. Indeed, under the circumstances, |
wondered why he bothered. Hiswords were that I, as Senior Adjuster Commander, to whose control
the Deneb had been assigned, was now relieved of al authority; that he, as of thisingtant, was assuming
full battle-command according to code A2 of the Galactic Flest.

| nodded, felt Murié's smal hand grip my own strongly, asif she actudly knew what was happening.

"You areon notice, dr," the admira continued flatly, and | could even appreciate the gleamin hiseyes.
"Well be warping to Fomahaut I1's Alphain one minute. Keep your people exactly wherethey are. |
intend chalenging immediately. Any hodtility, any attempt at resstance, will be met with total reprisd. . . .
For the record, Kyrie, our monitor and its five man crew were destroyed by the second pyramid.”

The viewscreen snapped again to be ingtantly filled with aclose of the two sets of dien ships. The blue
sphere held its distance at the edge of Alphas amaosphere. But now, as many asfive new shipsformed a
third pyramid directly aboveit.

There was an obvious connection between the sphere and the pyramids.

The Marackians, with their innate battle sense, were sharply aware that something waswrong. "Their
eyesweredl on me, lidded, waiting. | shrugged for their benefit, said nothing. There was nothing to say.
Again. How does one explain astarship and its potentia to "Good King Wencedaus'? The warp would
be painless, afew visble pyrotechnics, no more; this, as an accompaniment to the act of aspecificaly
organized massfdling out of its parent space-time continuum and then snapping back inagain. . . .
Taking their cue from me, my stalwarts shrugged too and contentedly returned to their munchies.

—Excepting Rawl Fergis, who was ever attuned to my persona wavelength. Hed winked at me and put



his spoon and bow! carefully to one side. Scratching hisnose, he then wiped his lipswith the napkin
provided and leaned across the shapdly legs of our two loveiesto whisper sotto voce, "I'veae« mindto
know what's happening, Collin—if you'l tell me."

| shook my head. "Whatever it is, there's nothing we can do except wait and watch. Attend to that,” |
gestured to the viewscreen, "moreso than that,” | nodded toward the great window of the Deneb's bow,
"and you'll seewhat | see.”

The tensons building within mysalf, Ragan and Kriloy touched the others strongly. | mentally ticked off
the seconds, watched them closdaly when the pyrotechnics came. There was no fear; no darm. Indeed,
they greeted the shower of flashing, elongated, deetlike snowflakes aswould agroup of children—uwith
delight and pleasure. And why not? Colorwise the bursts of bright flakes ran the gamut of the rainbow
and back again. Tune, even as expressed in nanoseconds, stood quite still.

And then, and then, well there we were, hanging at best but a haf-million miles of Alphas south pole.
We'd jumped

two billion miles to the system of Fomalhaut I1! Seen directly through the Deneb's bow, Alphawas as
Sol's Mars—desolate, wasted, waterless, ruined! After the hypnotic beauty of Camelot-Fregis, it was no
pleasant Sght.

My twelve, artled, looked instantly to each other for confirmation of thisvisua horror, the switch from a
Fregisan Edento aburning Sheal. . . . Their responses were of fear and confusion. When it was
understood that they dl saw the samething, and aquick glance at me camed them somewhat, they
shrugged away their fear and settled to what would come next. . . . Conditioned from birth to bloody
war, murder and the natura (to them) art of stoicism, they were indeed true Alphians—or at least true
Fregisans.

My eyeswere glued to the viewer. While we were in trangit, the two battle pyramids—and | was as yet
unwilling to cdl them the enemy (which defines the difference, perhaps, between an Adjuster'sthinking
and that of agtarship's battle commander)—had tightened considerably. The third grouping continued to
hover above the sphere, a aconsiderable distance from their belligerent companions. It was asif they
expected something.

Then Hooli came back, and inaway to dmost paralyze my brain. He did it physicaly and verbdly; a
thing he had never done before.

I'd taken a second to glance toward Murie, concerned for the thoughts that must be plaguing her asto
what was happening. My gaze, of necessity, passed over the deeping Boo. Its eyes opened
smultaneoudy and, being in adirect line with the viewscreen, it saw exactly what | had seen. A normd
rodentius drusus would have had no reaction at dl. But our little bastard sat up to Starein wild alarm at
the ships and the sphere. Then its gaze shifted to sweep the parabola of the Deneb's nose; saw the void
and our direct proximity to the surface of Alpha They held for seconds, asif desperately reluctant to
believe what they saw, then switched to focus on me. Thetwo small shoebuttons were no longer the eyes
of adull-brained rodent!

| whispered hoarsely, "Hooli? What?—Are you back?'

Thelittle black eyes grew big, staring, like twin black holes as seen from amonitor scope. Hisreply was
direct. Gone was any attempt.to ape my voice as he usualy did, nor did he use the archaic Terran that he
so dearly loved. It was asif he too had been caught off base; asif hed notime at al for nonsense, no
timefor anything but to shriek fearfully insde my head with avoice that waswhally his. Thewordswere
white hot steel: COLLIN! GET THEM OUT OF HERE! FOR THEIR LIVES SAKE, GET THEM



OuUT! THERESNO—"

Hisvoice broke. And so did hislittle host. Hooli's very fear had apparently created an unacceptable
trauma. The poor little beast—and Hooli had somehow gotten him to his feet—sighed audibly, sadly and,
like thefabled Camille, put asmal paw to itsforehead, groaned horribly and collgpsed unconsciousinto
Muri€'s delectable lap. Arms akimbo, its eyesrolled so that only the whites showed. Its small toesvisibly
curled asif ininsulin shock.

Murie, darmed, tried ingtantly to reviveit, to no avall.

But Hooli, if held redlly sought to aid us, had returned much too late. The Pug-Boo would survive, that |
knew; indeed, that little bastard, if let done, would survive anything but the absence of forage. I'd just
remembered that it had no belly-button....

The Deneb had, in the meantime and smultaneoudy, zeroed in on the double pyramid. Battle screens
were up, dl sensorsworking, all weaponry coordinated to respond to the dightest hogtile act. . . . Which
bothered the twin pyramids not one bit. Ignoring dl "stand and receive’ orders, they smply locked in on
the Deneb and let |oose with anumber of pencil beams of contra-terrene particles, anti-matter, directed
toward us.

That it was CT wasingantly manifest in the myriad of small to large points of released energy dotting the
gpace between oursalves and the diens. Where even the smallest mote—and it had instantly become an
envel oping cloud— touched on amote of space debris, the release was aflash of purest light.

But Hooli'swarning had a so triggered me, so that even before the CT release, I'd hit the emergency
studs of my viewscreen, cdling: "Abort! Abort! Dreas! ThisisKyrie Fern. Abort the misson. Abort!
Abort ...I"

At ahundred milesthe cloud of CT hit the Deneb's first screen. The result, agigantic play of pyrotechnics
across ahuge quadrant of blackness. The interlaced web of raging, silent chaoswas easily held by the
screen, to waste itself: being reduced to intermittent flashes and findly to die.

But that was afterwards. For the Deneb had not been inactive. Before the anti-matter had reached the
screens adouble grouping of tight beams had shot out to touch each separate ship of the pyramids. Like
our defensel ess shuttlecraft, they too were gone in instant, patterned stars of released energy.

All of it, from start to finish, had happened in a space of seconds!

Only then did the Deneb's commander deign to reply to my attemptsto intercede. | doubt much that he'd
have responded at al had the blue-white sphere and the five remaining dien craft made the dightest move
to counter. But they didn't and hedid....

Hisfacefilled my personal screen, eyesthe color of dead snow, ditted, hislips compressed. He said
harshly: "Senior Adjuster Kyrie Fern. Y ou've just thirty secondsto explain yourself to my satisfaction.
And | warn you, g, that you've chosen to interfere with a battle commander in the very midst of an act of

war! Now speak up!™

| answered bluntly, camly. "But that's my point, Admira. Y ou are not in command! | submit that Code
A-2 does not apply!"

—Hooli, you little son of abitch, | prayed. If you're not right ... by thegods, if ... you're. .. not. ..
right....

Ragan had long been on hisfeet; Kriloy too, hisface white, hisfeaturestwisted in fear. Kriloy was ever



for protocol and the "book," to hide, | think, both his own incompetence and hislack of inititive.
Heblurted, "Damn you, Kyrie."

"Shut up,” | said curtly. "And don't interfere. And keep your viewers locked on that sphere so well know
what's happening. Do you understand me? That's an order to both of you."

Admird DreasNidl watched silently.

"It'slikethis,” | said, returning to him. "Code 17, paraL-2 states that the Senior Adjuster, retains
command at dl times, aslong asany of his charges continues within the proximity of any potentid bettle
encounter by astarship.”

"But not during abattle encounter, Kyrie. That's crap and you know it."
"Y ou said that, not me."
"What the hell game are you playing?"

"No game. | want my people off thisship. And in my continuing capacity as commander, | order you
now to punch back to Fomahaut |, and to dlow ustimefor planetfal. The sphere, Admiral, and the
pyramid, will still be here when you return.”

"Y ou dareto lecture me?' Drelass face was suddenly white with rage, and | didn't blame him. 'Td have
you inironsright now, were it not—"

A voiceinterceded. "Attention, Sr. The spheres moving.”

Anditwas, dowly. | could seeit in Muries screen. "l repeat, Admiral," | said harshly, "get us off this
ship, now!"

At which point, Ragant—both he and Kriloy were still standing—was foolish enough to put a
remondrating hand upon my arm. He'd unknowingly risked the whirlwind. Rawl, coming instantly out of
hisswive and to hisfeet, did his greatsword with onelightning sniiick from the sheath across his back to
hold it flat out, the point touching Ragan'sthroat. Lors Sernas, at therail, had also drawn, as had my
hulking young Sir Dosh. | remember thinking how much he looked like his martyred father; the bulging
eyes, the musclestwitching at the corners of hisjaw....

Rawl winked a me, saying, "I've amind, Collin, to show thisimpetuouslord the color of hisblood. What
say you? A small prick, perhaps, to keep him honest?"

| shook my head, careful not to show displeasure. But what | denied, our Caroween did not. "Desist,
great oaf," she shouted. ™Y ou but show your boorishness to these gentle people. Indeed, I'm bound to
think, my love, that my soon-to-be Kingdom of Great Ortmund might suffer serioudy with your presence.
Leaveoff!"

Rawl ignored her. And dl aong the dender platform the lords of Marack and the North drew closer to
my person. Some, like the level-headed Fel-Holdt, to spread their arms and to place themselves between
the threatening Rawl Fergis and the scared-silly Ragan.. ..

Admira Dreas, ignoring the whole of it, continued, shouting, "But why, man? Dammit!" Heliterdly spat
the words out.

| sighed my relief. That hed asked at dl was an indication of surrender.



"I cannot tell you," | said contritely. "I'm deeply sorry. Believe me.”
"That clause can be interpreted in adozen different ways."
"Return us, Commander. Please. At once!”

Hefdl dlent, frowning at the dow-moving spherein the viewscreen. Then, his gaze returning to me, he
cleared histhroat to say, "Adjusters Ragan and Kriloy, you are witnesses to this: Senior Adjuster Kyrie
Fern. Y ou will board your scoutship now and prepare to return these nativesto their planet. Thewarp
will beginin five minutes, provided we are not interfered with. A last point, Adjuster Kyrie, isthat upon
the termination of thisaction, | intend persondly to prefer charges of mutiny againgt you before the
Foundation Council and the Federation Navy. Isthat understood, sir?"

"ltis” -
His face disappeared from the screen.
Five minutes!

| arose. "My lords," | said to the "ambassadors,” "there's no time now for converse. But we, all of us,
must return to our world at once. Tisin theinterest of Fregis and Marack that we do this. Accordingly, |
ask now that you follow me, please.”

They did. And | led them, half-running, down the main corridors of the great starship; through living
quarters, dining compartments, and the combo-playroom, auditorium and library. We then descended to
theleve of warheads, laser banks, and the great, dmost silently humming generatorsand CT converters.
A fina dash brought us out onto the-shuttle and scoutcraft platform. Once there—I'd perversely ordered
the reluctant Kriloy to accompany us—we boarded, the little ship asrapidly as was humanly possible,
fitting oursalveslike the proverbid Terran sardine into a pace built to accommodate but acrew of five.

Even aswe moved toward the wide exit dot the first flashes of the kaeldoscope of color denoting warp
appeared through the transparent double-lift doors. Theinner doorsraised silently. We did forward;
waited. Then the rainbow flakes disappeared and we were back again, just likethat. . . . Again, and
without wasting a nanosecond, | caused the outer doorsto lift and the inner onesto drop behind us.

We were then ingtantly free of the Deneb and heading back toward that beauteous water world of
Camelot-Fregis.

Shifting immediately from amodified CF driveto the power of Fregiss magnetic lines, | swung thelittle
craft in an arc to the area of the great southern continent of Om. At which point I came about, for |
intended hitting atmosphere at an angle up from the Sdlig 1des and the River-Sea, and then north by
northeast to Glagmaron City.

To starboard, literaly, Since we were now cutting back, the Deneb was clearly visble. Moreover the
trand ucence of the scoutship's bow was such that when the ice-blue sphere and its accompanying baitle
pyramid also broke through warp to be suddenly there, just afew hundred milesfrom the Deneb, we, dl
of us, were then first-row witnesses to what happened.

| am positive to this day that the sphere was unaware of our presence. I'm positive, too, that whatever
sensorsit may have had were usaless in the face of the fact that we'd already switched to the power of
Fregiss magnetic field and in an area of surface-matter turbulence. Thislast was anatura probe
deflector. Indeed, | doubt that the sphere's sensors could have tracked us even if it had been aware of us
and -had chosen to try.



On the other hand alogica assumption would be that as the two battle pyramids were peanutsto the
power of the Deneb, so werewe "peanuts' to the sphere.

They ignored us—if they were aware of us at al—and within asecond adazzling shaft of rainbow light
dashed directly out from the sphere to play over the entire surface of the Deneb—and the great hulk of
the beauteous starship vanished! It was just gone asiif it had never been! Not even the accompanying
residue glitter of fused debris associated with such events remained. It was Ssmply gonel

For afew brief moments, | think | blanked out at the horror of it. But then | was hearing the cry of
absolute anguish from Kriloy. "My God!" he was saying, over and over. "Oh, my God!"

| echoed him, but silently. My Marackians, sensing, but not knowing, redly, that an awful tragedy had
taken place, fell to muttering and to crossing themselves with the triple circle of Ormon, Wimbely and
Harris. Swesat sprang in cold beads to dampen my forehead.

Rawl and Murie were the only ones, | think, to turn to me, to watch me asif for acluetothis
phenomenon with its quite obvious indication of ghastly desth.

Muriewhigpered in asmdl voice, "Havethey been killed, Callin? All of them?”
"Yes" | sad. "All of them.”

But there was no way for them to knew the meaning of what had happened. A great ship, agaactic
starship with a crew of ahundred had died out there; had been brought to instant destruction. And the
bloody-damned sphere was till there, aswereitsfive alien consorts. We saw them dl just as we entered
heavy atmosphere. After that they too were gone.

Being in mag-turbulence, as stated, their scanners would play hell in tracking me; nor could we now scan
them. Just aswdll. | had no desire to see any part of them, ever again. For | now knew what would
happenif | did. What Wasthat opening line: "A starshipisinvinciblein war and indestructibleto dl
known phenomena?'

At the least we would now haveto write anew intro to the code book....

Physicaly numb, | took us down to within five thousand feet of zero. Wewerein "null” plus"five," which
involved adistortion factor, producing something akin to invisibility. Good enough. | hit the coast of the
northern continent just short of Kelb's capital of Corchoon and zoomed on above athick cloud layer for
the last few hundred milesto Marack's capital of Glagmaron.

We cameto earth precisaly where I'd landed the first time, and from whence we'd Ieft but one short
hour before with our package of the twelve "ambassadors.” Actudly, 1'd returned to the same spot for
disparate reasons. one, because we'd left our dottle mounts there; two, because the chances were that
whatever it was that had destroyed the Deneb would aso, and soon, be coming to Glagmaron,
Corchoon, Klimpinge, Rheen, Saks, and Janblink, and all the citiesto the southern continent. For
whatever one might conclude of the Deneb's destruction, the heart of the matter was that the lovely world
of Camelot-Fregis now stood aone and hel pless and was thus subject to whatever the sphere and its
accompanying warshipshad in mind.

To fight the Dark One had been one thing. To battle this new intrusion with an alien science sufficiently
strong to destroy the greatest of galactic creations, the Deneb, was another: athing that no one had ever
foreseen or prepared for. We'd dways thought that whatever the problem, whatever the obstacle, in the



end a starship would aways be there to protect us. For astarship could destroy an entire system, with its
sun, or suns. But now astarship had itsalf been destroyed. And now, too, in the place of that starship, in
thislimited quadrant of the galaxy, there would be just me and the humanoids of Camelot-Fregis—and
Hooli!

And Hooli?

Wl that, too, was atoss-up. For thistime even he had seen fit to run; had even psyched out his poor
little host in the process. That fact was at |east as ominous as the degth of the Deneb, if not more so.

| brought us down in the midst of averitable cloudburst; one of Fregiss summer downpoursthat could
last for as many asten hours and bring a solid twenty inches of rain to forest and field. Timewise, wed
left this spot but one hour before. On any other occasion, excepting that of the last event, 1'd be amused.

I'd introduced a quas dark-ages peopleto a starship; to their own planet as seen at fifty thousand miles;
to that same gtarship traveling through an advanced "hole-punch warp" for adistance of some two billion
miles; to their originad home planet, Alpha, which their forebears had destroyed long ago; to an dienlife
form which had first been blasted out of the void, and had then blasted us out; and to the great escape of
the millennium—oursalves, fleeing the starship before it was pulverized. Now here we were again on
home turf whereit was raining gogs and flimpls—and dl, in the space of asingle hour....

| deliberately held our dozen to the cramped confines of the scoutship for thetimeit took to rebrief them.
| spelled out bluntly what | expected would happen now. One or more of the five dlien shipswould land
at Glagmaron Castle today, tomorrow, or the day after. | did not know who or what would be aboard.
There would belittle point in attempting to oppose their weaponry. To try it, | told them, would be
suicidd; not just for us but for the populace too. |, their Col-1m, their hero, told them thisand so they
were bound to listen. ... A last provision wasthat if the dien had not landed by nightfall, well then we'd at
least have time to discuss our position further with the king's council; the more reason then to be on our
way now!

A severe reactive depression had seized upon me as| talked, so that at the end I'd no desire even to ask
what they had learned from my discourse. In asense, | wastoo fearful of the answers.

Outside again, we whistled up our dottles. They came trooping and whoooing out of the trees, greeting us
asif we'd been gone amonth instead of an hour. Their three pairs of painted paws plopped up and down
in the mud like webbed duck feet. Fat fannies waved happily. Bushy tailswagged. Big blue-purple eyes
rolled, and each of them seemed franticaly ready to give each of usabig wet kissif we showed the
dightest inclination for such an exchange. At aton and ahdf, it was difficult to be puppylike. But they
managed. It just might be, | mused wryly, that when all esewaslost our dottleswould be the one thing
left to cling to.

Fel-Holdt oversaw their saddling. Our gear, including serviceable cloaks againgt therain, was quite dry,
asit had been put beneath saddle tarps against the weether.

Kriloy would not accompany us. | had other plansfor him. Inside the scoutship, | told him bluntly,

"Y ou're herefor one purpose. A scoutship's communicator isworthless beyond asingle system. But
you've got to break through anyhow into the galactic matrix. And mind you, | don't give abloody damn
how you do it, or how long it takes. Do you understand me?”

He groaned. "Therés no way, Kyrie. There'sjust no power for athing like that.”



"Thenfind it. Suck it up from the mag-lines; use the juice from the Loog drives. But do it! The Center's
got to know about the sphere and the Deneb—and that damned 'gateway*; and about us. Moreover,
your doing it will bethe only chance well ever have. Think about that."

He still floundered, hisfear as apparent as hisanger at me for having dared to do what | had done:
countered the authority of a Space Admira and brought him, Kriloy Rog, an Adjuster Third Class, to
Fregis againgt hiswishes, no matter that hewas aive! I'd dwaysliked Kriloy, though | knew that held
never make Second Class et alone First. The computers, in respect to Kriloy, had made avery serious
mistake.

"If weusethedrivefud," he said, "were dead and you know it. WEIl never get off, Kyrie"
"Y ou wannatake my place?’
Hedidn't answer.

"Maybe you don't understand,” | told Mm. Tm going to have to face whatever comes out of those
goddamned ships when they land; me and those other poor sons of bitches out there. Do you want to
take my place? IH be only too happy to stay here and try for the matrix."

Hewhispered, "Kyrie. I'm not psyched. I'd be no good.”

"Then do what | ask. The node's till at the base of my skull, so you can keep contact. And | can buzz
you through the bdt. If I'm dive you'll hear from me. Okay?"

'l try, Kyrie." He sounded suddenly contrite, even ashamed of hisweakness. "What about me leaving
the ship?"

"Dont"
"Why not?'

"Because we need you dive. There are things in that forest. When | leave, 111 phase you out Y ou keep
it that way...."

We shook hands then and | went outside to stand before the scoutship and ordly key the grid numbers:
three-seven, two-nine, four-one. It quickly began to shimmer and to fade. Then it was no longer there.

My Marackians had sat their mounts stoically, watching. | swung mysdlf up into the saddle of my mount,
Fat Henery, amused as dways at their Oat-faced gpproach to "visud™ magick; in this case the scoutship's
disappearance. Then Fel-Holdt, tall and grim in the saddle, halooed, and we were off—to along roll of
accompanying thunder in the west.

Marack's commander and the four ambassadors from the various northern kingdoms rode to the fore; a
concession from me. Somehow, my awarenessthat |, the grestest of warriors and warlocks, their
hero-Callin, would soon, in their eyes, be reduced to second fiddle if not third bassoon by what would
ensue from those damned ships, had redlly reached me. Ego trip. Loss of innocence. Cal it what you will.
| wasn't ready for it.

That | was plain damned afraid was aso apart of it Hooli'd put hisfinger on it asfar back asthe battle of
Dunguring, when I'd been forced to fight the great Ool-Bades. " So what's holding you back, buddy?"
he'd asked inside my head. "Y ou got alittle old crappolain your blood 'cause you'll be evenly matched
for achange? Hey, isn't that what you're herefor?”



And that other time when I'd been forced to fight and kill the skaiding, abeast something like old
Tyrannosaurus Rex, before the dread city of Hish. Y oung Hargis, astudent warrior of mine, had died to
hide my cowardice. Murie had bravely attacked the damned tiling to give me courage and dso to shield
me and my fear from the cheering ranks of the finest warriors of an Camelot-Fregis. Prodigious feats?
Sure. I'd accomplished them al ahundred times over. 1'd destroyed Gol-Bades too, and gone on to kill
the skaiding. But therewas till that all too civilized part of methat | couldn't control, that small albatross
of spine-tingling fear that would forever despoil theimage | flaunted before the world.

Muried sensed it too; though there was no way she could guessiits reason. Usually shetalked amilea
minute. Not now. Instead, from time to time and despite the driving rain, sheld smply ride close and
alow arounded thigh to brush my own while she watched me through ditted eyes.

"My Lord," shefindly burst out when she could no longer contain hersdf, "You aremy loveand | am
yours. Indeed, we're but aweek from wedlock, at long last—for you do possess some skill in dodging
the marriage bed. Still, 'tis precisaly now that you withdraw from me, who should be privy to your
thoughts. What'swith it, love? I've aright to know."

And shedid. But | could only say solemnly, "'Tisthat thistime ther€ll be noway | can match their
wesgpons.”

She brightened, laughed, gave me an elbow to theribs. She said, "Y ou joke, Callin. And you harm
yoursdf in the doing. Twasyou, .Sr, who fought the hundred of Keflwher; who killed the skaiding,
destroyed the armies of Om, and who with nought but twenty-two swords brought down that hellish
center of dl evil, the black temple of the Dark One. ... | cannot believe you.”

| smiled sadly. "The fact that you cannot but accentuates the problem.”
"| fall me, Callin, to seeyour point.”

"Tisthat no Marackian will believe me ether; though they'll fill depend upon mewhilel, inturn, can give
them nothing but ausdess sword.”

"Hey, now, sirrah! Tisonethat's always been victorious.”

| reached acrossto catch her hand, bring it to my lips and kissthe fingers. Giving it back, | said, "Murie,
hear me. . .. Those who come now can destroy this entire world with the snap of afinger. And | doubt
not that they'll do just that If we only had time. But thereisnone.”

My voicetrailed weskly off and despite her nearness, | settled again to my depression.

No way. Shewouldn't haveit. She was my love; would be my love. Thefighting Alphianin her forced
her to take charge in adifferent way; the way she knew best: to distract me, to channd my thoughts
elsawhere in the age-old therapy that has no equal. Shefirst reached out to pinch my ear, hard, to get my
attention. She then leaned across—to press her rain-swest lipsto my cheek and throat She clung tight
thisway aswe rode; so that Henery, my court mount, looked back to see us and actualy chortle. Henery
had long forgiven me, | knew, for the ear Gol-Bades had taken at Dunguring; though, in the battle's
aftermath, he'd turn away whenever | came near him, to moan and twitch his sump.

Murie whispered softly, but with the tiniest touch of stedl to her voice, "Let's cross the Cyr when we
cometoit, Col-lin."

| shuddered. She held metighter. The clich6, though I'm sure she thought she'd invented it, waslike a
man's teeth on ashield front. "We are of Marack," she persisted with the proper hauteur, "as you are too,



though Fm minded, if my earstold metrue, to think that you aso had some command of that great ship
werodein, whichisgone now. Still, you are handsomely furred like me, whilst they were naked of
such—so pae and ugly. So you must truly be of Marack, my love. Therefore, be this enemy ever so
powerful, you'll find away. Well find away!"

She kissed me hard again, clung to me like asuccubus. | loved every minute of it. ... And thus, | thought,
had the love-smitten, but wholly amateur in war, Cleopatra, counselled her Anthony on the eve of the
disaster at Actium.

Ingtinctively, | knew that sheld thought of Camelot's magick asthe answer. To her it was aboundless
sorcery which could make al thingsright; which istheway they would al think. Conditioning guaranteed
it—that we would find away where none existed]

For what they didn't know or otherwise refused to believe was that the magick of Camelot-Fregis had
seriouslimitations. If onewas good t it, he could rain, hail, deet or snow on someone e se's crops,
chickens or festive outing. One could even do better than that: put a boil, perhaps, upon the nose of an
adversary to keep him from a dance or rendezvous with hislady-love; upon which the spell-caster could
moveinonthelady. . .. But there was nothing at al with which to confront an dien battlecraft from
another universe.

The lovable but absolutely murderousin beattle, Rawl Fergis, for example, had learned just three spells of
magick in histwo full yearsat the collegium. Thefirst had made him averitable devil with the [ute, though
for thelife of me, | couldn't see how hed achieved this prowess with magick. He could also turn
gog-milk into sviss, amost excellent Marackian-Fregisian brandy—a handy stunt! And finaly, held been
given asolid spell for love to be used three times only. He'd hastily used dl. three of them on the lovely
Caroween Hoggle-Fitz, unaware that that sweetest of lusty redheads had used the three she had on bun.

The true sorcerers and witches were something e se, of course. Aswere the "king's sorcerers’ and the
"teachers." These were indeed adept, and could do some damned interesting and even powerful things.
But that, | repesat, was the extent of it.

| shook my head against her pageboy bob and sighed. We were, | thought, as Terran Druids againgt a
coming night of laser bursts, death-dealing weaponry and even obliteration. 1'd no reason whatsoever to
be optimistic.

Our fat dottles, loping happily againgt the fast-setting sun, paced themselves a then- usud twenty miles
per hour, arhythm, so I'd been told by certain chirurgeons, to correspond to their heartbeat. The
distance to Glagmaron Castle being just twenty-two miles, we arrived upon the military field before the
drawbridgein just afew minutes more than an hour. Thetown of Glagmaron, lying below thefield, the
bridge and great crendlated ramparts, was aso in the shadow of the hill. Lanterns aready bobbed inits
drests.

Therain had not let up. And though twilight, too, was fast descending, we'd still been spotted from the
battlements. Trumpets cried shrilly in greeting. A hundred kettledrums began to cadence our arrival.

| hated our troop at the drawbridge. There was no moat, Just agreat ravine to split the hilltop with its
field from the castle. Once more | cautioned silence about dl that had happened: "Asif your lives
depended oniit," | warned them flatly. "For that is precisely the case here.”

The courtyard was storm-lashed; the great date dabs al dappled with ahail of bouncing drops. We
parted hurriedly, handing our mountsto as many ostlers. Rawl and | headed for the entry to the west



turret. Murie and Caroween ran for the entrance to the great hal and the corridorsto their own
gpartments. | had onelast glimpse ,of Murie, with that. damned macrocephaic rodentius riding on her
shoulders. A sopping-wet tarn drooped around his head so that only hislack luster eyes were showing. |
swore. | couldn't help it Sheredly did treat that little bastard asif he were thelong-lost Terran Bonnie
Prince Charlie.

Fel-Holdt and Per-Looris, the king's sorcerer, headed directly for the roya chambersto report our
unexpected and swift return, aswastheir duty.

| cursed again and felt the better for it.

Rawl and | were once more sharing an gpartment. It being high summer, the place was always crowded,
for fetes, tourneys, dinners and the like, with svarms of heggles (knights), kolbs (lords), and their ladies,
plus magistrates and tax councillors, all coming to stay aday or so arid to take up space at Glagmaron.
The reason beyond .the usua ? Wl there was peacein adl of Marack and in dl of Fregis. And, too, the
previous year had been abountiful harvest everywhere so that wassail was forever on the order of the

day.

Rawl and | had scarce stripped to the buff and taken a quick sponge bath to wash the dust off our fur
from the forty-mile dottle ride, coming and going, when aknock introduced a student courier with the
urgent demand, for our presencein theroya chambers, at oncel

I'd figured as much. For the grim Fel-Holdt was not only responsible, but also persuasive. And, though
he lacked the ability to grasp fully what he'd seen, his smple tested logic was sufficient to understand the
quite obvious peril at its heart—for Marack!

We dressed quickly again. Outside the rain lessened, stopped. In the direction of the great snow-lands
however, thunder roared and lightning played in afrenzied fire-storm dl around the horizon.

Wewere met in the roya council hall by asomber group. Seeing their faces, | was certain that our good
Fel-Holdt, and Per-Looris, had ddiberately and wisely scared the hell out of them. King Olith Caronne
stood tall, thoughtful and worried, to greet us. Queen Merin Tyndil, at hissSde, was overtly net-

vous, irritable. A smplelight and airy Woman, sheld seen too much of war and very little of anything else.
Theking's council, dl fifty of them, waited wide-eyed, angry—and fearful. Thislast was an ominous
portent, indeed, for I'd yet to see so many Marackians fearful a onetime.

Thewalsof thissmall but beauteous room were covered with battle flags and tapestries, al woven with
great love and care. They told of amyriad battles, the history of athousand years of Marack's kingdom.
Here and there, where they hid a stone-laced window, they had been pulled asideto alow inthe
rain-laden night breeze so that the perfumes of various night-blooming flowers now filled the room.
Moreover, asif to compete with the braces of candlesin wall sconces and aong the length of the double
tables, there was an occasiond brilliant on-and-off glow from anumber of Camelot-Fregisslarge and
friendly fireflies—wafted into the hal by the same breeze.

They weren't firefliesin the ordinary sense, but rather aform of large butterfly or moth. A quite sngular
aspect of these beautiful insects was that they would of their own choice alight on one's hand or shoulder;
would alow themselves to be stroked, and would even take honey or nectar from atendered finger. As
petsthey were truly athing of witchcraft; easly tamed if captured directly from the cocoon. Their



life-gpan, unfortunately, waswhat it was, short and ecologically meaningless—unless beauty itself isa
reason for being.

Wed seated ourselves at the "high table' next to Caroween, Murie and the royal family. Hooli wasthere
onasmall daisto therear. Jindil waswith him, the second of the Marackian Pug-Boos; Jindil being
distinguished by ablack circle around one eye. Both were adeep, as usua, on silken pillows under the
care of the court pages. Among the gresat lords of the council was Gen-Rondin, astern and positive
warrior-juror, Per-Kasof Longven, Kol-Rebisof Gleglyn, Gen-Toolisof Fiirs, Al Tilsof Klimpingeand
our own Fel-Holdt of Svoss. Per-Looris, our sorcerer, had apparently been hard at work. Indeed, hed
just completed his standard protective aura so that the last of his heavily intoned words ill hung inthe air
aswe entered.

Theresult of theincantation wasvisblein thefaint mist that clung likeasmall cloud to dl those at the high
table. Physicdly, it wasaform of "null” induced by word-sounds (Camel ot-Fregiss magick), and
impenetrable to most phenomena. The area.encompassed by the mist or cloud became as the faintest of
bubbles, disrupting at that precise spot the matrix of planetary magnetic lines, i.e., no counter-force
utilizing the energies of the samelines (the Dark One, for example) could harm or control anyone or
anything within the bubble without first weakening or destroying it with counter incantations (word
sounds) designed to do the job. The complexitiesthat can arise from thisform of magick areeaslly
understood.

Watching our aged Per-Looris, | was struck by the smilarity between himsdlf and the martyred Fairwyn
before him. Per-Looris, without a doubt, would do anything—give hisown life if need be—to protect the
bodies and the welfare of the royal family of Marack. He watched the rest of uslike an aging hawk,
suspicious, dert to any danger.

| had time to wonder just what he had thought of that which held seen through the bow of the great
Deneb.

The king greeted both myself and Rawl Fergis courteoudy. He then suggested that | waste not a second
of precioustime, but that | tell them now my version of thismost deadly peril to Marack and the world.
"Peril and danger,” he smiled sadly, "are certainly no strangersto Marack. But coming now, when wed
thought to have some measure of peace a long lagt, 'tisamost unwel come thing to contemplate.”

| arosefirg to solemnly pledge them in svissfor their attention, and to establish the proper mood. |
intended wasting no time in trying to get them to understand what they were absolutely incapable of
understanding. | would drive straight to the heart of the matter; paint asmple picturethat al could see. . .
. Outside, asif to help me make my points, agreat thunder rolled: Fregissthunder, like the sound of
some monstrous Terran battleground of centuries past. Continuous lightning seemed to blast the very
courtyard.

"Sireand my Lords!".! cried above the roar of nature's chaos. Tomorrow, or the day after—or soon,
one or more great shipswill sall down through our skiesto land at our fair Glagmaron Castle and city.
The creatures that will come from within these shipswill be as unknown to mein shape or form asthey
will beto you. But though | know them not, | do know their power. And that, sirs, will be moreterrible
than anything you've ever faced or imagined before. They win instantly set out to control this bounteous
land. Their wegponswill be such that to offer resstance in any way will be foolhardy, suicidal; conducive
only to the inevitable destruction of Marack and possibly your world as you know it.

"And wdl not bethe only victims. All citiesin the north and south of Fregiswill belikewisevisted, andin



like manner come under the control of these conquerors. Soit will be. And my lords, there is nought we
can do for the moment but to let it happen.” | paused for breath, and afirst reaction.

It came, and instantly. A speech such asthat and before such agathering could dicit but one response.
Shouts of anger and outrage boomed from every corner. Some cameto their feet, hands on sword hafts
to damn me, their Callin, as being either bewitched or deprived of my senses. .. "No onein al of time,"
brave Rondin shouted to the king, "has cried surrender before ever the enemy was tested. How know ye
of these dread weapons? Indeed, how knows our Collin?*

"But they do exist!" stout Fel-Holdt roared above the outcry. He arose to challenge the room. "Our
Collin does not lie. We, the ambassadors, were witness to just such wegponsin agresat battlein the
heavens. | believe too, with the Collin, that these same sky shipswill indeed come here, and soon.”

Gen-Rondin, no stranger to fairy tales as an adjunct to Camel ot-Fregiss magick, would still have none of
it. He turned to face me, his blue-purple eyes snapping, his shadow great and looming in the candl€'s
glow. "Hear me, Collin, and you are my friend asyou are friend to Marack. Some months ago ‘twas |
who was avictim to the mind control of the Dark One. Tisnow that | seein you what | knew mysdlf to
be. Admit it, Sir, and let us cleanse you of it—el se by the gods, well then take other means.”

"That you will not!" Murie legpt to her feet. "Would you put yoursdf against the roya house, Sr Rondin?
| am your princess, and the Collin and | will soon be wed. | too have seen the sky ships and their
weapons, as has your commander, the good lord Fel-Holdt and our court champion, my own good
cousin Sr Rawl Fergis—and Per-Looristoo. The sky shipsexist. They are coming here. The questionis,
what shall wedo?'

"Good Rondin," Rawl cdledin hiseasy, friendly way that so often was, misunderstood by those who'd
settledl quarres with the sword, "if the Coffin's possessed, why then so am |, and Fel-Holdt and the
others...."

Rondin, stung, shouted in quick anger, "Well mayhap well quarantinethe lot of you. Know that | love
you, Callin." Heturned to me. "But | and minewill not stand aside and let anyone or any magicked thing
take from usthat which is ours by right and history without afight. Y our counse'sbad, sir, and | reject
it

More voicesroseto counter. Theidea of surrender without afight was smply unthinkable. And, I might
add, it was dso unthinkable to Rawl, Murie, Fel-Holdt and the others. In this matter, | knew that they'd
stand with me only to apoint. In the past I'd dways come up with something. They smply couldn't
believe that what they'd heard from mewasdl of it; that | hadn't some tricks up my deeve whereby we
could al enjoin to smash the enemy whatever hiswesgponry and skill. The king himsdlf finally arose again
to demand that | respond. 'For surely,” he suggested dourly, "you must have thought on some recourse. |
cannot believe you'd come before this body to plead surrender only. What say you now to these lords
and me?'

That they waited, teeth bared and eyes smoldering, was the first evidence of the deadly frustration that
would serioudy compound our danger.

For whatever reason, | looked to Hooli before replying. At that precise moment a golden butterfly-firefly
with red gtriations across the abdomen came fluttering to settle softly upon my deeve. Marack's
warrior-lords all oohed and ahed at this, considering it some sort of omen. The Pug-Boo, Hooli, was
awake, staring in my direction. | probed him, mentaly. "Y ou back, bag-ass? Anything you can tell me
that will help?' And then, "Do something. Wink. Wave a paw.”

No way. Damn him! | could never depend upon him. Hed play it hisway or not at al. All eyeswereon



the great firefly. | stroked its back. Its huge wings moved dowly up and down. More. A full haf-inch of
the red-gold abdomen glowed purple-white, went on and off, on and off. | couldn't help myself. | looked
again a Hooli—and saw an amused dlitter in hislittle beady eyes.

Theinsect lifted, beat the air to hover directly over my head. It then flew dowly three times around my
shoulder-length black hair, dipped, hovered, went on and off before my face (Hooli's contribution) and
flew suddenly through the nearest window.

There wasn't aman of the council who hadn't raptly traced the circle of Ormon upon hisbreast. There
was even asmal ripple of applause at this obvious manifestation of Ormon'sgrace. | sighed. If nothing
else, Hoali's game's-ploy had soothed that half-centurea of thirsty swords.

And he was back. Still, my relief was overshadowed by the knowledge that the little bastard was, as
usual, not helping, but instead attempting to use me. The goa was the same for both of us, wed no
problem there. The question, however, was apparently and again: who would be using whom (and he
was forever making it thisway) to win the victory?

The battles that Hooli and | had fought and won together had each time been arisk of world-degth;
more, an entire system had been at stake, asit might be now. Each time, too, our victories had involved a
bloodbath. | did not want that now.

They werewaiting stoicaly for my answer to Ac king. Since | had none, redlly, I'd no choice but to
repeat mysdlf. "Sireand my Lords,” | said, "to know nothing of one's enemy excepting his strength, and
that athousand times more than your own, and sill to prepare to offer battleisto add idiocy to idiocy.
To respect his strength and then to begin the search for his weakness is the path of wisdom- And | would
remind you now that | have not called for surrender. I've smply asked that we not resist; that we seek
out thisweaknessthat must be there beforewejoinin battle. . . .

"To know the "why* of it all," | dared explain solemnly, "is perhaps to know yourselves, the Dark One
and this new enemy too; for your fate has been linked with theirsfor afull five thousand years."

| then told them, generdly, what the Pug-Boos had told me, making it assmpleas| could so they'd
understand at least apart of it: that the Dark One, asingle entity of an dien lifeform, had been the first of
hiskind to passthrough from his parale universeto -the Fomahaut binary system. A warp, or "gateway”
had been created on the planet Alpha of Fomahaut 11 for this purpose. Asthefirst of apotentia horde,
the D.O.'s purpose had been to seek proper hosts among Alpha's humanoids. But, strange quirk of fate,
the D.O. had passed through the gateway and directly into the midst of anuclear holocaust, unleashed by
Alphaswarring nations.

Enter the Pug-Boos, the Universad Adjusters—as opposed to our smple galactic status. The Boos had
been keeping a close eye on Alpha. At the last moment they'd moved to transfer all humanoid remnants
to Fregis, Fomalhaut I's second planet. They sought to save these few thousands—while destroying their
memories o they would be forced to evolve again. To guarantee that there would be no life of any kind
for future aliensto occupy, they sterilized Alpha!

Unbeknownst to the Pug-Boos, however, the dlien, the Dark One, had escaped prior to destruction and
had successfully occupied asngle Alphian life form. The Boos had provided twelve great shipswherein
the Alphians had crossed the void to Fregis. The Dark One had seized one of the ships. If landed in the
far south—and Hish was founded. The great Reptillian Vuuns seized one—and thustheir caretakers.
One crashed, with asubsequent release of radioactive materia s— and thus the mutant Y orns. Six of the
remaining nine landed in the north, on the continent of Maract—thus the men of Marack, Ferlack, Kelb,
Gheese and Great Ortmund. The remaining three came to ground on the ides and southern shores of the



River-Sea—thus Kerch and Sdligd.

An ships were then destroyed by the Boos, aswere al memoriesof Alpha... All this| told them, except
| made no mention of the Boo? influence! The ships, | told them, were theirs, for such wastheir
greatness then.

The new enemy, | said, was elther more creatures such as the Dark One—or something ese, the like of
which | knew not.

"And 'tisfor thisreason,” | continued, "that | now counsd you to greet without arms that which will ensue
from the ships when they land. We must, whether we likeit or not, be thefirst to extend the hand of
friendship. | repeat. His strength is such that he has dready, and in the sight of your ambassadors and
your princess, struck down agreat sky ship whose master and crew were men such asyoursaves, men
possessed of great wegponstoo. Still they arelost and the enemy lives. Greet him thereforein peace. .. .

"Help usto buy time to study him, to see what he is and who he is—and where his weakness lies)
Since time began there has dways been aflaw in any people. We have such aflaw; so, too, does he. |
repeat. Allow ustimeto find his before he destroys us. That, Sirs, should be our only priority!"

How much of their history had reached them | didn't know. | was met with avast and stony silence; few
brows seemed perplexed or wrinkled in thought a the mystery of it al. No doubt, 1'd gotten through to
some of them. But for a Fregisan—read Alphian—to be helplessin the face of danger means, essentidly,
that he's aready dead. To be forced to put one's salf wholly within the armed grasp of the enemy is
unthinkable.

Stll, there was nothing now for them to say. After al, | was Marack's savior. Indeed, 1'd just been given
the sign of Ormon'sfavor. Who could argue with that? The king was slent; lips pursed, eyesflat Murie
was silent too, as was the commander of Marack's host, Fel-Holdt.

They had never been that way before.

The meeting broke up amidst a shaking of heads. The council members straggled out to the great hall for
sup. With Murie on my arm and with Rawl, Caroween, Sir Dosh and Fel-Hol dt to our rear, we joined
the king's entourage and went to eat Our entry to the tables must have seemed as afunera march to the
row upon row of happy trenchermen and roisterers. From that point on there wasllittle gaiety.

Even later, when I'd traversed the [abyrinth of corridors within the castles hulk so'sto knock on my
lovely'sdoor, | was hadtily told by asmpering maid that she/d gone to tend her lady mother who'd
becomeill with a"blues’ that only a daughter could cure.

"To ghast with the bastards!" Rawl shouted, long-faced and angry. Caroween had dammed the door in
his face too. Hed then inveigled me to go with him to the common room for some serious drinking. On
the way we'd collected the willing Sir Dash from an apartment he shared with five knights of Great
Ortmund, apart of hissister's entourage. A pervasive gloom touched the three of us. For meit was
exacerbated by a picture I'd seen from the comer of an eye as|'d | ft the council chamber. 1t was of
Jndil, Hooli'stwin. That miserable little bastard had awakened just in time to snatch an absolutely
beautiful, rainbow-winged firefly from the air. Its antennae still probed the scented breeze asthe rest of it
went down the greedy Boo'sthroat. | was tempted to drink mysdlf drunk.

The common room wasin itsusua state of bedlam, but more so. Knights, warriors, and boisterous
men-at-arms fought for a place a the two dozen or so tables. Competing minstrelstried hard to be heard



abovetheroar of yellsand curses. Incessant peals of great thunder drowned it all.

Stll, it was the one place in dl the castle where one could be truly alone with onesfriends. Tossing a
foursome of maudlin drunksto the rushes, we took their places; thisto the halsof "Callin!" "Fergjd"
"Hoggle-Fitel" from various well-wishers. We ordered, drank—and ordered again.

"Blast them!" Rawl roared a second time, aluding to the councilmen. ™Y ou'll see, old comrade. They!ll
come crawling back, the bastards, when the true plan's disclosed. And then, by the gods, well make
them et their wordsl" His eyes glittered and he smacked hislips at apersonal imagery of dripping
swords and well-thumped pates.

Remongtrating with him for the umpteenth time, | yelled, "Rawl. Thereis no plan. Tisathing that's il to
be decided."

"Hal But that's the one I'm talking about.”

| Sghed, said softly, "But we must play the gamefirg, the one wherein we do not fight, where no
resstanceisoffered.”

"But 'tisafter that I'm talking about." His eyes had filmed. He refused even to think of aninterim. " Tis
after, when we're ready for them. All Marack will then seewho's had theright of it"

Sir Dosh sat unmoved. Like hisfather, helived happily from moment to moment, attributing al things,
good and bad, to the whimsy of the gods, Ormon, Wimbely and the lost child, Harris. Still, he now said
pompoudy, "Well then, my lord, your plan'sto trap them, right? An ambuscade, perhaps of ahundred or
5o lances; aflight of sted-point shafts from behind some well positioned boulders? 1, mysdlf, would
prefer thefirg, sir. That way there's achanceto get in close; with the sword, mayhap. A smdl splitting of

pates...."
"Well see” | told him, and pledged them both. We emptied our cups—areflex toast to nothing.

The rasy-cheeked Sir Dosh, hisbulging, owlish eyes blinking, then exclamed as a point of information:
"Wel now. My good father who, as the world knows, would sheathe his sword in the liver of any liar did
the man dare cozen him.

My good father, who stood before the entire Kelbian army and hacked them all to—"
"Weknow of him, my lord,” Rawl growled impetiently.

"My mogt illustrious father,” Dosh glared blackly at Rawl, "who aso stood in Onnon's grace, as does our
Callin. My father—" His voice then suddenly trailed off; he frowned darkly, shook his head and seemed
to stare to nowhere.

Wewaited. Nothing.

Time passed until the impatient Rawl could stand it no longer. “In al courtesy good
brother-in-law-to-be," he shouted in Dosh's ear, "what of your illugtrious father?"

Y oung-Dosh batted his bulbous eyes, scratched his head asif to bring himsalf back from wherever hed
been, grinned and said smply, "Well, sir. | forget. But ‘twas you who distracted me...."

Rawl's face went gog's-blood red so that | feared for the young Sir Dash. What with the night and
Caroween'srefusa, histemper was frayed to the bursting. "1 distract you!" heroared. "If your thoughts
are 0 addled asto accuse me of the addling, then I'm bound to think, sir, that my sword's flat across



your thick skull might cure you once and for dl.” He grinned evilly and thrust hisface closeto Dogh's.
"Look on me," hesaid, "asyour doctor!"

Dosh blinked, sniffed, wiped his nose on avevet deeve and looked hard to me. "Isthisthen," he asked
rhetoricdly, "the man who'll wed my sister, be queen's consort to my father's throne? | think not, Collin.
Indeed,” and he too now roared, "a single word more from this bladder-head and, despite my sigter, I'll
have his guts on our table's top for aclose divining of tomorrow's happening.”

At which point, my Rawl, raging, reached out to seize young Sir Dosh by the throat...

I'd no choice but to roar louder than the two of them, yelling, "Cease now, both of you! No oneis served
by such intemperance. Thereisindeed a plan, though 'twill not be carried out- by corpses. Save your,
damned insults for those who'll come tomorrow."

Rawl, hurling the stout Sir Dosh back to his seet, turned happily to me. "What isit, brother? I've aright to
know for we've fought all too long together for there to be secrets now between us."”

And thereit was, the true reason for his heated anger. The coming battle's complexities he could dedl
with. But to fed that there was a plan—and he redlly couldn't imagine my not having one—to which he,
my closest friend, was not privy was unacceptable.

 "Hear me," | said to both of them, "and repeat it to no one." | then told them word for word exactly
what I'd twice told the council in their presence; except that thistime | conveyed a certain deliberate
intimacy. From now on, too, they'd be acentral part of the collective effort of information gathering; of
seeking out the weak points of the enemy, if any, and of helping me to forge some wegpon to overcome
thediens

| stressed that there would indeed be red-war; that it would be long and hard. But that in the end we
would win, and that those who fought in this, the last greet fight, would live in the hearts of Marack for dl
eernity....

"By the Godd" Rawl exclamed in absolute ddlight when Td finished. "I've said it before, Callin.
Remember? That though you oft' do swear against violence, ill, to you, al violence comes. I'll now say
again what | said then: I'd not trade your company, comrade, for the kingdoms of the world!"

"You'veapoint there, cousn,” Sir Dosh said camly, forgetting completely the brawl of the last few
minutes. "And | do thank our most gracious Callin for allowing me aplace in hissmal company. And as
for you, sir, well I'm minded of my sister's wicked temper and | doubt me not that ‘twill be well served by
you."

The red gleam came again to Rawl's eyes. If held actualy understood what Dosh was saying he just may
have seized him again. But he didn't, and so the matter lay. When | think onit, | hadn't the dightest idea
either asto what Sir Dosh had said. But neither, | mused grimly, had Sir Dosh.....

We drank more svissthen. And Rawl seized alute from someone and sang as we continued to drink until
al things became foggy. Indeed, in the wee hours | again found myself in Murie's corridor knocking on
her door.

Thistime 'twas she who answered; stood in her arched entry in a digphanous shift, legs apart, hands on
hipsto laugh merrily and say, "Well now hereés apretty sght. The savior of Marack, my own true love.
Hewho has dain his hundreds many times for my favor and my hand. How now, in truth, can | turn such



constancy away?' Her smile disappeared. She pressed quite close to me to say huskily, "How now,
indeed, could | do that, when drunk, sober or even playing thefool, he's till al that 1've ever wished for
bed and kingdom. Comein, lout I'll make a place for you upon my body."

| awoke in the gray dawn, or rather, | was awakened, ruthlesdy, by Murie. My mouth waslike theinside
of an armorer's glove. My head rang to the screams of amyriad of tic-tic birds outside the stone
lacework of the windows. Like my own and Rawl's, Muri€'s apartment was Situated some three hundred
feet abovethewinding Cyr River.

| tiptoed out. Protocol permitted one to deep with one's betrothed before marriage, even when she was
aorincess of Marack. But one must never be caught in bed with her. The consegquences were not
pleasant to contemplate. Before leaving, | kissed her berry-red lips and the lid of one stone-bright eye
that regarded me with the contradictory light of true love and deep suspicion. She deepily sought to pull
me to her, while mumbling, "Be pleased to wait on me, my lord, after we've breskfasted.”

| nuzzled my acquiescence.

We breakfasted, my now happy Rawl, Sir Dosh and mysalf—Rawl too had somehow managed to
ingnuate himsdf through Caroween's chamber door—in the common-room on gog-milk, bread and
delicious flatfish from the Cyr. We even alowed ahandful of student pages from the city's collegium, on
castle duty during the summer months, to join us.

In Marack, | was the students hero. Indeed, if and when | was killed and supposedly went to that
drictest of heavens asruled by the gods, Ormon, Wimbely and the lost child, Harris, I'm quite sure they
would vote metheir patron saint. . . . Once, in aneeded act of bravado, when | and Rawl and the
martyred Breen Hoggle-Fitz had challenged fifty of Kelb's best swordsmen who'd arrived at Marack's
court, under the spell of the Dark One, and ostensibly to seek Murie's hand in marriage for their Prince
Keilwher, we'd chosen forty-seven students to fight at our side to make up the difference. We'd won,
naturdly, which made our students the heroes of the day. They'd never forgotten it. Indeed, | now, at dll
times, had acompany of students as my persona] bodyguards—when | needed them. They attended
classesin the town below while being taught the bearing of all arms by Marack's master swordsmen.

Rawl, Murk, Caroween, Sir Dosh and our Omnian companion, the lecherous LOTS Sernas, along with
mysalf, spent al the morning hawking in the bright sunlight, though not going too far & any timefrom the
castle. While hawking, of course, we kept worried eyes on the cloud-fleeced skiesfor whatever might

appesr.

Murie, asareward for my nocturnd vist, or so she thought, had left Hooli in her quarters. Actudly, I'd
looked forward to her bringing the little bastard along. If the real Hooli was back, | wanted to be there
when he came back. Not that he didn't have other means of contact. Indeed, it Was dl ninety-nine
percent menta anyway; except it made me feel good when the real Hooli would do something, like
thumb his nose a me when no one was looking, stick out histongue, stand on his head and the like. He
dearly loved to make me laugh. Indeed, he delighted in what he referred to as Terran humor,” humanoid
humor, thelike of which held not found anywhere. In any event, sheld left bun home.

The others of our party, in true Fregisan style, had put the thought of the enemy shipsfrom their minds as
soon as the subject was dropped. So, while our dottles trotted gaily over the meadows and through lush
stands of great trees to the south of the castle, and our fierce birds of prey knocked pitty-docks, tic-tics
and fat bartins out of the skies by the pound, the danger wasignored.

We had lunch in a sparkling meadow at high noon, entertained the while by our Sernaswho told a



wicked tale of incest in abranch of the Hishian duca families (there were no kingsin the south; the Dark
One hadn't dlowed it), which brought blushes and statements of "Fie!" and the like from Murie and
Caroween, though they'd listened avidly and on occasion licked their lips. Then, we descended aravine
to swiminthe Cyr River, after which we rested on the river's bank. Twas very pleasant, flies and insects
buzzing and my head in Murieslap.

When she too dozed, | used the moment to press one of the brightly colored stones that adorned my
belt. It glowed warmly pink....

"Comein," | cdled mentdly. "Comein. Comein, Kriloy."

Hedid, hisvoice worried but deepy. "Kyrie? What's happening?’

"Nothing yet What'swith you? What's with the ships?'

"They're not moving; haven't moved an inch sncethe Deneb's destruction. They'rejust there.
" "And the gdactic grid, the matrix?"

"I'm working on something. If you hear aloud bang and see abig cloud to the south, you'll know |
faled

"Y ou're going to play with the CT pack?"
"Yup."

"Okay. It's probably your best chance. Still, don't give up on the mag-lines. Y ou tap 'em right and you
got dl the power you could ever need.”

"| tap 'em wrong and who know's what'll happen.”

"Couldn't beworsethan CT fisson.”

"So. How's everyone taking it?' He changed the subject.

"Aswell as can be expected.”

"Okay, look," | said. "You'll hear from meif anything bresksat al. And | expect to hear from you, right?'
"Right"

But somehow it wasn't right Y ou can "work on something” in two ways: play at it or be serious. I'd give
him another twenty-four hours....

At three p.m. we returned to thefield for abit of archery. By five we'd thumbed our noses at the idea of
the enemy showing up &t al, thisday. We returned to the castle.

At six, in our respective gpartments, Raw! and | had just completed our ablutions and | was patting
cologneinto dl the right places, preparatory to going to the common room for the hour before sup. He
caled hastily and excitedly from where he stood at one of the south windows. "It'sherel” heyelled. "And
therésjust one of them...."



| ranto look. Sure enough, asingle ship of those condtituting the remaining pyramid of the dien warcraft
was floating lazily some milesto the south. It seemed to be coming in our direction, but a a dower speed
than adottlestrot Before it reached the field, we'd raced for the corridors and the courtyard exit,
throwing on our clothes aswe went | whistled up a couple of student pages who quickly brought our
mounts from the stables. The great courtyard was bedlam as dozens of dottlesin dl their finery were
brought to be mounted and pranced as a part of the entourage of the roya family, and others, al
preparing to move out to greet the "guest.”

Our plan, such asit was, provided for myself, Rawl, Fel-Holdt and a dozen or so of Marack's proven
leadersto take alow profile. Wewould follow in the wake of theking, but at a short distance. I'd
pleaded vehemently that the roya family, not go at al; that the task of welcome beleft to a handful of
older lords as heralds, and with certain of the merchant class as representatives and the like.

The king would not hear of it.

"Nay! Callin," held said stronglly. "In the main we accept your counsd, Sir. But | could not wear this
crown did | not truly lead my peoplein bad times aswell asgood. And to lead them isto take al risks
pertinent to kings. Say no more."

And off hewent. I'd begged that Murie, at least, stay behind. She would not. She but looked to me
proudly, leaned from her high saddle to kissme, hard, and trotted off in the wake of her father to be at
hisright hand.

Both sets of ponderous gatesin the huge double walls had been flung open. Even asthe king stared out
the enemy craft had arrived to hover and then to settle precisely where I'd thought it would, on
Glagmaron's military field. The king rode with Murie to hisright and the queen to hisleft. After them,
Per-Looris, Gen-Rondin, Gen-Hargis, the great lord Ap Tilsand his companion, Gen-Vrees of the sea
city of Klimpinge, the Lord Dols-Kieren and- many more. The king made sure that held not be lacking in
retinue. With him, too, went the five hundred men of the castle guard, the commanders of which, down to
the lowliest sergeants, had been warned by Fel-Holdt himsdlf to stay the swords of any man who sought
to draw—on pain of ingtant degth!

Knights, ladies and castle visitors swarmed after them. And al thiswith only those of the Council avare
that this ship that had flown down from heaven might take their lives.

"And | warrant!" Rawl exclaimed aswe rode out, "that if trouble comes, ‘twill be from them. For they'll
react to any threat of danger as they've been taught to do. They are Marackians.”

| grunted noncommittally for hed said it dmost asif he wished it to be that way.

At two hundred yardsto theinner wall's |eft we came to the second main gate to the bridge and trotted
through and over. Thelung's party, bright banners waving, advanced leisurely. All those who'd been at
joust, swordplay, or just picnicking on the field, also moved curioudy but cautioudy toward the ship.
Their numbers, plusthe knights, ladies, mendicants from the castle and the garrison, made up asizable
crowd of afew thousands. When my twenty or so caught up, we were hard put to force away through;
mis, Since we wore no armor and had even covered our blazonry abit so as not to attract too much
attention. We managed, finaly, to get within fifty feet of the royal family, and then to the fore of the mob
who'd made asemi-circle at about seventy feet from the "vistor.”

| had tuneto observeit It wasindeed awarcraft; certainly no merchant or passenger hulk for colonizing.
We could easily have designed the thing oursalves, itslines were that smple. Seeek, rounded in the right
places, elongated in others; generator-converter pods; sensor bulges, command-control and weapons

sections, it was but a quarter of the size of the Deneb. 1ts nose and bridge, potentialy tranducent, were



opague now, for whatever reasons.
It just sat there sort of brooding, and nothing happened.

For this reason the waiting crowd became apprehensive, quiet. Time passed and till nothing. The great
red-gold orb of Fomalhaut | was dready low on the horizon. | didn't likeit at all.

Then Sir Dosh spoke sotto voce to my rear. "By the gods, my lord. Here comes the other one, the big
one"

| looked back quickly. Sure enough, the blue sphere, appearing from straight above seemed to be falling
rgpidly toward us, an optical effect. People screamed, thinking it was actudly faling on them. Little
coveys of the moretimid ran thisway and that Instead of landing, however, it hovered for but afew
minutes then dowly wafted back toward the west like agreat blue balloon, going finally to ground on a
barren hilltop some three miles beyond the winding Cyr. From where we watched it mow looked like a
gmdl bluemarble.

Only then did aport In the warship's Side open to extend a telescopic ramp which first formed a
platform, then aseries of stepsto the ground. Thislast wasthefirst smal indication of the nature of the
lifeform aboard. Thefirg of the diensthen appeared, to be followed by five companions. They walked
casudly, arrogantly, if you will, to the very edge of the platform. There they halted, placed hands on hips
and gazed down at us with that certain look that 1'd seen so often before and on so many worlds. It was
the easy, familiar, scan of the conqueror, the overlord, the master!

The creatures were humanoid! They aso had blue-purple eyes, and showed here and there a patch of
brown, black, or golden fur through cunning ditsin their resplendent raiment. The crestures were,
without a doubt, men. Moreover, they were Alphians!

To my Marackians they must have seemed at first glance as nothing less than gods—and had not al men
been created in the image of Ormon? Their clothing was of metalic slvers, golds, bronzesand
shimmering iridescent weaves. They wore asort of fitted jupon-suit over awhite on white collared shirt
beneath a spun-steel hauberk. Each jupon showed a blazonry of lords who had no doubt lived on
destroyed Alpha so many years before. They wore short yellow boots and a broad belt with atooled
leather pouch attached. At the side of each belt was a bolstered weapon. To the left ablagter, | was
sure, and to theright, perhaps a heat-ray or laser gage. . . . And then, and here was the anachronism of
all anachronisms—across each individua back was a sheathed greatsword; each haft and pommel
gligening, asdid the sheath itself, with awedlth of jewelsto dim thelight of even those"baubles’ which
Lors Sernas had so desired. They were indeed as gods!

And if they'd had but asingle ounce of brainsto match their beauty and then* manliness, they would
have ingtantly been accepted as such. The ooohs and aaahs sweeping the field were solidly indicative of
our Marackians pleasure. But they had neither brains nor that pinch of humanity that somehow exigsin
each true humanoid, el se they could not have done what they did. More! That they were not gods could
be excused; that they were to immediately prove themselves the opposite could not!

Two fresh-faced squires raced forward on the orders of the king to halt in aswirl of dust and to cause
their dottlesto rear upon four of their six legs and to wave their painted forepawsin the intricate " court
sdute’ tovigtors.

The act completed, they then called out in unison, their eyes gleaming with pleasure at whet they saw:
"Oh grest lords from beyond our skies, hear now this greeting from our noble king. He salutes you al



right kindly and begstha—"

Which was asfar asthey got. The leader of the sx—he'd been thefirst to step to the platform's
edge—held up ahand. His eyeswere cold, contemptuous. In the face of the silence he had ordered, he
then smiled fatuoudy, drew hisblaster and ddliberately sent two glowing shafts of crimson energy into the
chests and somachs of each of the youths. Their shrill desth screams were instantly echoed by their
dottles; indeed by all our dottles. For dottles, though they are used in war, do not themselvesfight, since
they cannot abide the sight of blood and daughter. . . . The heralds cringing dottles too were then shot
down.

The effect was an ingtant tota fear and loathing. A Fregisan warrior isquickly inured to blood himself.
Stll the sight of the wanton killings plus the brutal daughter of the gentle dottles produced pure trauma.

To aground-swell roar of absolute rage amovement began toward the ship from the block of
men-at-arms and warriors—to be held back only by the most frenzied efforts of the sergeants appointed
by Fel-Holdt. But no such hindrance blocked the castled knights and gallants. At least a dozen of these
dashed forward, swords drawn, to range themselves below the platform and to scream a demand that
thevigtors, "account for their cowardly act, and now!"

But weapons had, now aso legpt to the hands of al the insandy laughing half-dozen from the ship. The
twelve and their animaswere ingtantly cut down by blazing blood-red bolts and penciled shafts of blues
and greens.

The crowd, falling back of its own accord, moaned itsterror. But still more white-faced but courageous
Marackian swordsmen surged to the fore, and more. And the six daughtered them; butchered the
cringing, piteoudy crying dottles too, so that within seconds the field within the haf-circle around the sky
ship was a charnd house of blasted bits and pieces of the bodies of Marackians and dottles dike. Some
even burned with an unearthly, hellish glow.

It stopped only when the king, inclusive of mysdlf and those with mein his entourage, deliberately put
ourselves between those who'd il fight and the enemy who'd be only too happy to destroy them dll if
they tried.

With the king's first movement, 1'd said quickly to Rawl and Dosh: "Now hereésthered danger. Prepare
yourselves For if they even beginto level their wegpons a the House of Marack, I'll kill them dl asismy
prowess. Which means, of course, that well have to attack the ship at once, to seize the entry. Well have
little chance of victory, but weve not much choice either.”

The stisfied, dmogt relieved hiss of their indrawn breaths was comforting. But the five and their leader
made no move to destroy Caronne, so the moment passed.

At that point they'd killed many hundreds, deliberately. There was then an awful sllence, until the diens
bolstered their weapons, folded their arms upon their shining, emblazoned chests and stared
contemptuoudy down a us.

Their leader again stepped out. "Who among you barbarian scum,” he roared in great bell-like tones,
"dares cal himsdf the leader of this stinking, unwashed pack.” Hisinaults, like the unwarranted killings,
were intentiond ; designed to put down, intimidate—and destroy. "I am Tarkiis Rolls" he continued, "of
the grest race of Kentii (the name of the origina Alphians). | command afleet of ships such asthe one
you see before you. We have cometo give thisworld and dl upon it to Diis, our god. Let him stand forth
who isyour leader!”

"Now!" | again warned my stalwarts. But again their was no need.



Thelanguage of Tarkiiswas stilted and durred of tona inflections. Still it was understandable for it
retained the words of protocol—and this across afull five thousand years. | thought it strange, to say the
least, that this should be.

Theking came forward, pale, proud and unafraid. | noted his almost surreptitious gesture that none
accompany him. He announced smply, "l am he" "And what areyou?'

"l am the king, theruler of thisland. | am the head of the roya family of Marack, and of the Council of
the kingdom of Marack.”

"Show me at once the others of thisfamily and this council. And | warn al of you—" Hisvoice lifted,
became amost stentorian as he looked out over the gathered throng, "that an order from me, or from any
of mineto any of yours, must be instantly obeyed—on pain of death! Passtheword on, for | will say it
no more."

Murie, Caroween, and the trembling Queen Tyndil rode their mounts afew paces forward—as did we
fifty of the privy council.

Tarkiissgrin reveded perfect teeth, capped or otherwise. "Come closer,” he demanded. "Two things do
| know of you dready: One, that you call yoursaves warriors. Two, that you're actually scum. I'd advise
you, therefore, not to let the first confuse you asto your worth, for you have none. Moreover, do not
attempt to test us again, else dl that you've known will be asif it had never been. Halt now!" he ordered
with an accompanying snap of hisfingers.

We hdlted.

| could see Murie clearly; ill, | flicked my contacts to four powers so that we were staring eyeto eye.
Herswerefilled with icy anger. Tears of rage lay on her gpple cheeks. Flecks of blood shone on her lips
where shed bitten them in helpless rage during the killing. Queen Tyndil, at best of alight and airy
substance, was now out of it, her large eyes blank and staring. Just aswell, | thought. . . . With few
exceptions the looks on the faces of the rest of the council bespoke asimple suicidd hatred. Had not the
king and otherswho'd clung to sanity held them back, they'd gill have attacked—and we'd al be dead.

The ascetic Per-Looris had, through it dl, been able to maintain hislimited "null™* around the king.
Though uncertain of its potentia against the Alphian's weaponry, | knew it would have some effect.
Indeed, | was tempted to press a bt stud for my "null,” but thought better of it. The reason? Wdll, since
| was aware of Per-Loorisslimited "null," perhaps Tarkiis would be too; which meant that their sensors
would aso hitin on me. Why take the risk?

Tarkiisbegan to tak. Hisfive companions, uncaring now and no longer watchful, smply rel axed,
withdrew somewhat to hisrear, lit smal tubes of paper from their pouches and inhaed deeply.
Interesting. They'd "turned us off," so that for them we'd ceased to exist. So much for what they truly
thought of us as opposed to the pleasures of their own company.

Tarkiis, the would-be overlord, then spoke oddly, asif by rote; asif he were reciting something but with
little knowledge of the content. "We are your forefathers,” he shouted, so that spittle formed at the
corners of hismouth. "We are from that world which your eldersfled in cowardice in the long ago to then
degenerate and to become as animal s upon thisworld, the second of your sun-star, Fletis. We've come
to claim you. Not as our equals, but as beasts who once were men. In the far future, perhaps, your
children will become again whet they once were. In the meantime we are here to guarantee that you'l
snk no further in degeneracy than theleve on which weve found you."

He continued on and on in thisvein. And even as. he talked he seemed unaware that those he spoke to



hadn't the dightest idea as to what he was talking about beyond the fact that he intended ruling them
againg their will. Moreover, hiswanton killing had dready revealed the lack of even abarbaric moraity
within himsdlf and hiswarriors.

And finaly, hisdiaogue suggested that he actualy had but alimited understanding of anything. Indeed, it
was asif he'd but recently been briefed on the very history he was expounding; and even that,
superficidly, from abook of fiction.

Twilight was now hard upon us, and he chose to cut his speech short to demand abruptly that a dozen
Marackians meet with him on the morrow, including the roya family, at which time he'd gppoint new
adminigtrators and establish anew set of laws.

| could not h'elp but note that when held mentioned the royal family, his eyes had fixed hard on Murieg,
while she glared back at him....

Then two wed thy merchants of Glagmaron City, quick to sense an absolute shift in the power base,
thrust themsalves forward to beg Tarkiisthat they be alowed to speak. On their knees, in obvious
obeisance, they both then put their heads to the ground.

The risk was great. The merchants did show courage. The possibility of gold and power is often the
catalyst to change a Simpleto agerd. Tarkiiss brow blackened, at first, so that the merchants trembled.
Then, curious, he agreed.

The leader of the two raised hishead. "I am Rol-Tabis, lord of lords," he began unctioudy. "And thisis
Bar Tabis, my brother. Tisthat we and our friends have long believed that there were other gods beyond
those we've been forced to serve. The proofs now here, in yourselves! In your skyship. We but ask,
lord, to bethe first to serve you.”

To show their ardor the two men touched their foreheads to the dirt again. Rol-Tabis continued. "We but
wish too, greeat lord, to be but asmdl part of your glory and to aid in the administration of thisland which
isnow yours. And we do assure you that you'll find many like uswho, with our help, seeto it that all you
wish will be carried out.”

At which they again lowered their heads to the ground and were silent.

Tarkiissimmediate reaction was to laugh wildly, contemptuoudy, and to call to his compatriots. These
bestirred themsdlves from their conversation to glance down at the object of hishilarity. One, till holding
his blaster, pointed the wegpon at Rol-Tabis. But Tarkiis stayed his hand, saying while ill laughing, "Let
be, Marques. If wereto set up agame of rewards and punishments, why then I'd say that these two
deservethefirst reward. Asfor punishment, why that we can always give. Nay! They've set an example.
Well seehow hturnsout.”

Hethen ordered them to thelr feet, saying, "Attend on me tomorrow. And woe beto al therest of you,"
he threatened, "if you come not to my conference. Hey! Why, ni even drink to you in the liquor of the
land. You there!" He pointed to ayoung student warrior who sat his mount next to Rawl. Toss me that
canteen at your beast's saddle.”

The student did o, lipstight compressed. If held had achoice, | knew, held be flinging hisfaldirk straight
to the mongter's heart. He flung the canteen instead.

Tarkiis caught it adeptly; uncapped it, put it to hislips and drank. He immediately spat the contents out
shouting, "Faugggh! What filth isthisyou give me?"



He hurled it back. But Rawl leaned in front of the young student to snatch it from theair and, in full view
of the angered Tarkiis, to mumble afew words over it. Shouting boldly, "Try it again, my lord, I've taken
the edge off it," hetossed it back.

Tarkiistipped the canteen to his mouth, swalowed. A grin of pleasure split his handsome features. The
gog-milk had been changed to sviss, thefinest of Fregisian brandy. He said to Rawl, hiseyesflat. "Youll
cometo my hearing too. Now leave. All of you. And when | open thislock at high noon tomorrow, |
expect our field to be cleansed of dl thisfilth." He pointed with alimp hand to the bloodied swaths of
men and beasts. "Now, go!"

And wewent....

But even aswe withdrew, | saw that the two brothers had held back to exchange afew more hurried
wordswith Tarkiis, who then dismissed them again, contemptuoudly.

Wetrotted white-lipped toward the castle. Curious, | asked Rawl the smple question: "Why?"
"Why what?"

"That businesswith the gog-milk."

He shrugged. "'l meant to try them, Callin; to seeif the bastard knew of our magick.”

AN

"Well, he does. Tisobvious, €se hed have said something.”

"Andif heknows?'

"Why then, 'tis useless. Moreover, what we have, hell have too—but ten times over.”

"Nay, old comrade," | chuckled happily. "It just may be that 'tis the other way around. For I'm thinking
that he not only knows nothing of our magick, but likewise knows nothing of how his own ship works. To
him (like yoursdlf, | could have added), the two facts are one and the same. Y ou've saved Marack, Sir!
Not," | exclamed immediately to hisinstant whoop, "that it'll be that easy. Indeed, therell be sufficient
blood beforethe fina act to satisfy even you. | promiseit!”

Returning through the main gates, | looked one last time toward the east to see the Tabis brothers aready
on the hill road and riding madly toward Glagmaron City. There would always be Tabis brothers, |
mused. Without such opportunists, egocentrics, psychotics and the like, society, aswe know it, would
indeed maturein but half thetime. . . . They disgppeared in the swift moving shadows of night. And, asif
it were ordained, greet storm clouds rushed in again from the eadt, their rolling shapes al rent with
daghing lightning.

To hdl with the Tabis brotherd

Wed cross that bridge when we had to. We had now to snatch victory from defest, and thiswith the
scantest of wegponry and from under the very noses of our insane would-be overlords. Who, |
wondered, in al the galaxy, had ever faced such odds? There sat awarship with ahole-

punch-warp potential upon our jousting field. It surdly had a crew of as many asforty to sixty heavily
armed, in the truest sense of theword, Alphian warriors. Acrossthe Cyr River a adistance of three



miles—and there was amost definite connection between the two—was the blue sphere, silent,
brooding. Asthe sun set its color had changed from electric to date-gray, to scabrous, so that it seemed
to be dying. | prayed that such wasthe case.

Thaose from the city below had returned to the city, bringing their tale of terror. Those from the castle,
excepting for the privy council, were sent about their business. They went fearfully, for theimage of the
ship and its desth-dedling shafts of light was ever with them. They would linger long over sup for the
escape it afforded.

The guards on the walls, with full knowledge of what had happened, were now finely dert to any action
from the ship or sphere.

Wewent directly to the king's smal council hall. Food, drink and other sundries were ordered up. A
large firewas lighted againgt the beginning storm. More candles were brought to replace the nubs of
yesternight.

After slently downing thefirst drink of our individua choice—there was no gaiety—we settled to the
business at hand. Gen-Rondin summed up at length what had happened. He even had praise for me, for
my having cautioned prudence so that our council, king, and indeed most of our castlelords il lived to,
hopefully, fight another day. "Asto what weve learned from dl this," he concluded doloroudy, "well that
remains to be seen. Do you wish to spesk at this point, Sire?" he asked, turning to the king aswasthe
custom.

Caronne was wise enough to know hislimitations. "I defer to dl of you," hereplied cdmly. "Thewisdom
of kingsis derived from those with whom he surrounds himsdif. If he's of afrivolous bent, ‘tisreflected in
his council. Such kingdoms seldom survive their rulers. Tismy hopethat |'ve chosen well. We arein your
hands."

Fel-Holdt arose to play devil's advocate. He said bluntly, "I deem that skyship to beimpregnable. What
say you dl to this?'

They glumly agreed.

"Sincethistruth also appliesto the other, the blue sphere," he continued, "weve no choice but to send
our roya family to ahidden place until we can find away to deal with this spawn of ghast. Why say
you?”

Again they agreed.

But Caronne arose to regject any idea of sanctuary. "My place," he announced flatly, "ishere! At the great
battle of Dunguring, | left our castle to lead Marack's armies against the enemy. But that was an
al-or-nothing engagement When our Lord Commander, together with our Callin, then sought out the
Dark Onein hisdread land of Om and destroyed him, | was forced by circumstancesto guard our
center, just here, against those of you who'd become mind-possessed.

"So must thisbe again. Whilethe king livesand is at Glagmaron Castle, though he be in the deepest
dungeon, then Marack, too, isnot dead. If | am dain here, why then I'm also martyred, asis our country,
likewise. In. any case, if | live and am here and am oppressed, opposition can then berallied. ... I'll leave
the particularsfor such astrategy for those best equipped for it Coffin!™ he called sharply. "What say you
to thisriddle within ariddle? Those from the skyship say they are our ancestors, the very onesyou've
described as having been destroyed on that other beauteous world; while we, or our fathers were being
magicked here, acrossthe heavens. Are they our ancestors? And if so, what shal we do now?I'vean
observation, if you will: If these areindeed the sons of our forebear; of those who destroyed their world



iathelong ago, | can now understand how it could be. For | say to you dl that whatever they are or
were, they are no longer such. Tis they who have degenerated. And 'tis we who have grown!"

Hed put hisfinger onit! Proving the Adjusters principle that leadership bestows upon dl leaders some
modicum of knowledge that they'd otherwise not have. Though such is not dwaysthe case, it was most
certainly proven here, with thisking of Marack....

| arose. "Sireand lords," | called, "to claim such ancestry is one thing; to prove it another. 1've seen what
you've seen. And | say that our king speakstruly: that in the flesh thismay be so. But in their conduct,
which opposes dl that we hold dear, it istruly they who have degenerated.”

| got aburst of gpplause for that. "However," | continued when the acclaim died, "the problem we must
ded with now isto find asolution to thewhole, esewe and al that we know will perish.”

| then paused to draw a deep breath and say dramatically, "We have awesapon, sirs, that these usurpers
do not. It iswesker, true. But!" and | raised ahand to stay their ingtant enthusiasm, "if it is properly
organized it can help to win the day. Thisweagpon isthe magick possessed by our witches, warlocks and
sorcerers. But, and | repest, it must be organized to be effective.

"Itisin thisrespect, then,” | continued, "that | now ask permission to leave this very night with such of my
sudent warriors as will accompany me, and with sufficient lords of this council, inclusive of our master
drategist, Fel-Holdt, to raly the northern kingdoms against the enemy. We should find no problem in this
last, my lords, since the remaining enemy shipswill most certainly have landed at Corchoon, in Kelb;
Janblink, in Great Ortmund; Rheen, in Ferlach, and at Saksin Gheese.

"I also ask that our Princess Murie Nigaard be allowed to accompany me, her betrothed. For it would
not be wise to leave both the king and the princess in the hands of our enemy.”

I'd meant to continue, but Murie arose to ydl: "Hey, Col-lin! Though ‘tistruethat you'll be my lord, 'tis
asotruethat I'll remain your princess. And 0 'tis|, ar, who'll havethe final say here. Now do you list
me well and do not take mewrong. . . . Those from the skyship are men and should therefore be dealt
with as such by you and our Lord Fel-Holdt, in your way. |, in the meantime, will ded with them in minel
There are many waysto win abattle, sirs. The stakes are high. | therefore choose to stay and with my
person to delay them, to buy timeto organize this truggle. And that, Collin, istheway it will be.”

| was struck momentarily dumb. It was the one thing 1'd not expected to hear. Indeed, so conditioned
had | becometo full possession of that nubile and ddightfully rewarding body that any suggestion asto its
resl ownership and redl purpose had smply been written out of my thinking. In effect, and completely
unknown even to mysdlf, 1'd long since lost any measure of balance and maturity in that most ddlicate of
areas—jedousy!

The effect now was an instant redness to cloud my eyes and to rage insde my head so that | called out,
"But my lady, you fantasize, a best. One cannot control these creatares. Indeed, ‘twould be
presumptuous to attempt to—considering the risk.”

With the redness had come a series of inddible strobes, each of them showing Murie with Tarkiis. And
each of them, born of my own quite wicked imagination, was so graphicaly specific asto make me
literdly grind my teeth in impotent fury. It was uncanny! Especialy, snce there was till apart of methat
recognized the schizoid nature of my thoughts. Inal my thirty yearsi'd never felt astireak of jedlousy in
the accepted sense; nor had | ever lost my—as Hooli would say, in Terran archaic—cool. Why now, the
smal sane part of me wondered, this nonsense, this paradigm of childish pique?

And there she stood, my fairy-tale princess, and in the exact stance that so epitomized her total



personality: hands on hips, booted legs apart, and with her elvish eyes hard on me, chdlenging. She
ended the quite weird tableau herself by simply bouncing her golden bangs, frowning and saying easily:
"Hey, Cdllin. | think | can!"

Her words were aflatted sword smacking my chest. My reply was choked; | was actualy trying to
swallow my words before | said them, because | knew better. My saner sdelost. | heard myself saying
foolishly, "Murie. Hear me. I'll not dlow it!"

To which she replied between clenched teeth. "My lord. Y ou will dlow it!"

There are amyriad of shibboleths, procedura methodsin protocol, customs, rites, whatever, and all of
them within the accepted mores of any developing society. ... | now stood mutely within that absolutely
glent hdl, for | knew full well that in Marack, 1'd just broken every one.

| drew adeep bregth, focused in and seized hard upon myself. | held for seconds, cregting the proper
rhythm until the red left and my heart tilled. | then said quietly to dl thet silence, "Sire. My Princess. My
lords. | ask your pardon and deeply apologizeto al of you. Our Princess of Marack isright and | am
wrong. Itis, grs, that 1'd thought too much upon my own needs and too little on the problem at hand. So
letit be. | will now, if you wish, withdraw mysdf asthe leader of this project, or continue, asthis council
will decide. Oneway or the other, | remain at Marack's service."

The silence persisted. To my rear Rawl coughed, deliberately or nervoudy. It came asthe loudest crash
of thunder.

Theking himsdf arosefindly to hold each of thefifty with his eyes and say—and there was some
amusement in hisvoice—"Well now, so much for youth. If we've learned nought tonight but that our
Callin, too, ishuman, were fill the gainer. Y e, thetime grows short, Sir Lenti; asyou yoursdf have
warned us (he'd caled me by my Marackian name). We await, therefore, a continuance of your,
discourse.”

| nodded, breathed deep again and continued asif nothing had happened. "Wewill gofirgt," | told them,
"to Gortfin Cadtle. For, if | recdl correctly, it isthere that the Lady Elioseen, greatest of witches,
sorcerers, warlocks and thelike in al the north, is till imprisoned. I'm even reminded that 'twas she who
spiritied mysdf, my comrade, Sir Rawl Fergis, and her niece, the Princess Murie Nigaard, from the
Glagmaron highroad to Castle Gortfin in those far days before Dunguring; beginning thudy, the war of
Marack against Kelb and the Dark One's hordes from bel ow the River-Sea

"I've heard nought of her since Dunguring, ‘cepting that she'd been put in the care of six of her kind, for
only that many, enjoined, could stay her power. | propose, my lords, to use Elioseen's magick now in the
interest of dl Fregis. If the price we pay is her freedom, why then it should be little enough in the face of
what we might lose without it ... What say you al?1 think 'tisthe proper path—that we work with the
Lady Elioseen, on the one hand to organize dll Fre-giss magick againgt these sky men, and on the other,
to reorganize our own disbanded forces to oppose in every way the new evil that's come upon us.

"Inthisregard,” | warned them, "therell be many like the merchants of this afternoon, who'll turn against
usfor power and gold. Such men work quickly to prove themsalvesto their new masters. In the case of
the merchants and the others they hinted at, it could be only hours before they have armed menin the
field againgt us. Which meansthat we must moveto nip that in the bud, and ingtantly.”

Per-Loorisinterrupted, his voice barely awhisper. "Callin," he said. " Tisobvious, regarding our Lady
Elioseen, that you know not whereof you speak. Her power was in some ways greater than that of the



Dark One. Y ou must understand that other than the twenty-thousand troops, there were twelve, not Sx
of uswho went againgt her a Gortfin. And | assureyou, sir, wed still not have won except for asurge of
great power from an unknown source. Twas because of that alone that we won and shelost. To free her
now, young lord, whatever her pledges, isto risk adarknessto eadily riva that of Tarkiis."

| smiled sadly. "Nay, good sorcerer. Y ou may know your Elioseen. But / know such as Tarkiiswell. |
doubt she could equal him with al her tricks. Now I'll ask you Sir: Isthere awitch or warlock, aside from
the Lady Elioseen, who can do what she did: ddliver the princess, mysdlf, Rawl and the good Dame
Malion across two hundred miles of space with but the snap of afinger?”

"Thereisnot."

"Yet tisprecisaly that magick that well need. My Lords." | turned to face the council. "Therésan old
saying: Better the devil we know than the one we don't. I've never seen HisMgjesty's Sster; never talked
to her. | deem it appropriate now that | do so. I'm bound to think that at heart she's Marackian and that
she will recognize our mutud peril. Asfor after, well Sirs, | cannot begin to match her powers here. But |
can exile her to where her words can wreak no harm on anyone.”

The king seized his head in both hands and groaned. " She's my sister, Collin. | swear, I've never sought
her death.”

"Nor would | seek it," | told him quickly. "There are other worlds, my lord, like this one—as our
princess, Per-Looris and the others can now attest. She could be happy there.”

"So beit then. How say therest of you?' Helifted his head to show aface quite gray and weary.

They agreed and we discussed it some more until it was generaly understood what we would do and
how wed do it. We then pledged solemnly that no single word of what we'd decided would pass our lips
outside this chamber—on pain of death!

Wewereto leave immediately after sup, which was beginning that very minute, with tureen-laden platters
being marched in from the kitchens. A thing to remember: though the sky is collgpsing around him, atrue
Fregisan will never refuse aproffered med; nor will he alow extraneous happeningsto interferein his
pleasurein it We'd even begun to relax somewhat. For now at least we had someideawhat we would
do; no redl plan, true. But it was something to believe in. Moreover, I'd kept afew aces up my deeve
which could speed things up considerably, if | could get them moving.

My prime concern was the sphere, not the ship. | hdf believed that with a modicum of luck we could
take the ship. The sphere, however, was something else. The sphere had destroyed astarship, and a
starship was indestructible!

Murie had joined mefor sup. She sat close, sad-eyed and quiet, while most around us, in defiance of the
morrow, had even become a bit merry. Sheld been that way, 1'd noted, since the name of our Lady
Elioseen had first been introduced. | tried to comfort her, touched her when | could, aong with other
aurreptitiousintimacies. At first 1'd thought she had second thoughts as to staying. But when she could
stand it no longer what | suspected to be the true reason, surfaced . . . She said hoarsely, "My Lord.
What have you heard; what do you know of my aunt, the Lady Elioseen?"

"Very little" | said lightly, though | knew what everyone el se knew—that Elioseen was one of Marack's
true beauties.



Keeping astraight face, | refilled our glasses and raised mine to pledge Rawl who was sested acrossthe
table. Heraised his own glumly. The reason? Caroween had agreed to stay with Murie. "For the same
purpose,” sheld told my shieldman. "Our cause demandsit I, too, am aprincess, and will soon be queen
in Great Ortmund. Tactics, my good father told me, are but the tools of the trade. Tis strategy that'sthe
art. What's best-for Marack," she reasoned, "istherefore best for Ortmund.”

He couldn't argue with that; indeed, that wasn't what was troubling him. The Strategy was his bete noir.
For she had yet to defineit clearly....

Murie, thinking my thoughts had wandered, pinched meto get my attention, as was her way. "My aunt,”
sheinformed me, "is more than a sorceress. She's an enchantress, too. . . . Tissad that dl men who see
her loveher"

| raised my eyebrows, perversely happy to seethat shewas asjedousas| had been. And, | thought
smugly, with lessreason! Well now, my love, | mused inwardly, hereindeed isagame that two can play.
Toher, | sad, "Wel mayhap shell find me not so vulnerable.”

"Jugt mayhap?"

"Hey, Murie. I'd be even less so had | acertain dimpled tummy within reach to distract me” | placed a
probing hand beneath the table and walked my fingers al around upon the ddightfully velvet covered
object in question.

From habit, she squirmed ddicioudy, though adeep frown had touched her forehead. Still she made no
moveto thrust me away. She said intensdly, "I know her, Callin!*

"How could you not. She'syour aunt.” | let my eyeswander again to show disinterest. "My father'safull
twenty-five years her senior, Collin. She'syour age. Tissaid that her birth wasamiracle of Wimbely. Her
mother died of it."

"That young? And with such power? It makes no sense, my love. I'd accept an aging facsimile of our
good Per-Looris. But at age thirty, and the greatest worker of magicin al the north?"

| too frowned. All games aside, | wondered, had the Dark One had ahand in it? There was something
herethat | didnt likeat dl....

"Shewas born with it, 30 'tissaid.”

Fel-Holdt signaled then that the time of departure was near. Hed sent two daring young warriors down
the castle's number one secret passage—it surfaced at the foot of the cliffs on the west road circling
Glagmaron city. Their task: to contact the wardens of the king's dottle herds to the north. We'd need four
dottles per rider, for we would each ride straight through to Gortfin, a distance of over two hundred
miles. There would be a picked company of two hundred swordsmen and fifty of my best
student-warriors. Fel-Holdt, by thistime, would have aso selected some two dozen lords and knights
who were bone-loya to the king and skilled in all manner of leadership. Thelords and swordsmen, plus
haf of my students, would ride with Fel-Holdt; the rest with me.

Therefore the need of two hundred and fifty dottles on the river-road to take our people around the city
to the herds; while | and mine rode directly through it to attract the attention of whatever forces our
merchants would have had time to amass. I'd told the others that any attempt by the merchants would be
perfunctory at best; designed more to capture one or two of ours as both a present and a source of



information to Tarkiis. They would send maybe twenty or thirty; this, to attack what they would presume
to be but a dozen or so couriers—and | had a plan to upset even that.

Fdl-Holdt's sgnd had meant that his men would soon be starting out, which meant that my group too
should get ready.

A burst of hard rain literally churned the dabsin the outer courtyard, like agreat waterfall. Lackeys came
running to curtain the windows with heavy tarps. All around us the candles guttered asif touched by the
whispers of corpse-men.

Murie was saying, with acertain ill-hidden testiness, "W, then. | doubt not but that you're looking
forward to anew conquest”

"That /'// belooking? By the gods,” | said meanly inreply, " 'tisnot | who suggests that you dally here
with that buff-furred, murderous manikin. Y ou think to bend him to your wishes? Y ou've thought wrong.
Hell eat you up, my lady, and that'safact”

Damn] | wastaking again when | should be listening. What, | wondered, had happened to my Adjuster
training? A single evish eyelooked up to measure me; this, from where her cheek touched her chest. She
said demurely, moving queen to check, "Well then, my love, the joust will not lack for pleasant moments,
will it? Til tell you now that few women in al Marack would reject advances from so comely aperson.”

| went ingtantly cold and tiff, the wrong defense againgt such teasing. Shefelt it instantly. | countered.
"You aremy love, Murie. But I'll play no gameswith you. Do what you wiH when | am gone; in the
name, asyou put it, of 'saving Marack.' But spare me the details. I've no ssomach for them. In the
meantime, I'll check out your Lady Elioseen.”

One can be crud in striking back where cruelty's been used. It's agame wherein people who truly love
can rend each other bones-bare, and often do. A basic maturity's supposed to intervene before things get
critica. But theré'saways atime factor. And that's what we didn't have—time!

"By the gods, you'l not!"
"And you?'

Her small chin went up defiantly. "Fm Marack's princess. | play no games, Sr. | but do what | must No
oneinal our council but you has said me nay."

"Murie" | groaned in exagperdion, "no onein the king's council will ever say you nay."

Shegrew palea my intimation. "1 now know for sure that you're not of Marack, my lord—or Kyrie
Fern, asthose strange people caled you on that skyship. But | remain what | am, heiressto the throne of
Marack. What | do is expected, whether | wishit or not. | have no choice!”

| nodded, white-lipped, saying by rote: "My lady," and arising to bow toward the king who was using the
moment to return to his chambers and the ailing queen whom the day had in no way trested kindly.

Thetime had passed more quickly than I'd imagined. It'slike that when seriousthings are afoot | recall
battles that seemed to last dl day, but in redlity took but fifteen minutes. Many of our fifty had dready
sought their homesin the city below, or their wivesin their castle apartments. The rains had eased, only
to come roaring down again. The Lord Fel-Holdt bent to my shoulders, saying, "Callin, I've word that
my first man has reached the road below. The dottles are arrived and waiting.”



| asked curioudy, for he'd spoken again of the mgjor escape passage from Glagmaron's greet granite
pfle: "How long will it take you—to reach the road?"

"W, 'tisnarrow, poorly kept, serpentine; it winds athousand feet to go but three hundred. Ve some
two hundred and fifty men to get from hereto there. The torch smoke's a problem too. Well use but
three, with each man hooked to the belt in front of him. That way, they can at least breathe. So, I'd say at
least forty-five minutes, Callin.”

| said quickly, "Then we're off, too, my lord. If nothing's astir, therell be no problem. Well meet you
within an hour on the east road to Gleglyn. If otherwise,” | laughed, "well, welll still meet you, in hell—or
Gortfin."

Fel-Holdt hesitated. His craggy face and aged, blue-purple eyes—and they'd somehow lost their color as
aman'sfur doeswhen he grows old—were dert to danger. "Then you do think," he queried, "that our
merchantswill be awaiting?'

"l do."
"Isit wisethat you persondly oppose them? Others could as easily do the job."

"True. But they'll not expect me. And for that very reason well shout the fact of my presenceto the
heavens. A cry, asit were, to al freemen of the city and to dl of Marack, too, that the Collin has
ecaped. . . . Beieveme, my lord, if that oaf, Tarkiis, had done his businesstonight, wed dl be either
dead or taken. Thefact that he didn't showsthat he knowslittleif anything of the affairs of true men. Itis
my hopethat hell never havetimeto learn. In the meantime, to focus him on us gives respite to the
people, whom we will organize while we organize Marack's magick!"

Fel-Holdt laughed quietly. Tve oft' deemed ft, my lord, that your magick ismore of theintellect than of
‘words.' Tonight you prove meright. Well be on our way, gir, to await you on the Gleglyn road...."

Gen-Rondin had come up, as had Lors Sernas, Raw! and the huge Sir Dosh. Rondin, a strong man who
believed in action, said smply, "Therainlookslikeit'l last, Collin. What say you?"

"Why 'go'?" | replied. "Full armor and gear. Let'stoit!"

We shook hands then with those who would ride with Fel-Holdt and, went our separate ways. Murie
and Caroween had, in the meantime, gone to fetch cloaksin their chambers.

And soit began....

Of dl the partings on the stone dabs of Glagmaron Castle's great courtyard, | think that was the saddest.
Murie and Caroween joined us as the twel ve students who would ride with us brought up the dottles.
Gen-Rondin brought the four lord-ambassadors of Kelb, Ferlach, Gheese and Great Ortmund. Sir
Dosh's five swordsmen-knights were given to Caroween as her guard; each of the ambassadors had a
handful of hisown men.

At anod from me, Gen-Rondin led the others off to the shelter of the portcullis arc. Indeed the rain was
such that between the main castle entrance and the gatehouse they smply disappeared. The portcullisarc
wasinvisble, lost inthe mist of water.

Rawl, less stubborn than |, was able to forgive his Valkyrie redhead and to wrap her in histwo strong
armsfor sundry "rubbings and pattings,” as Great Ap the Vuun would say, in disgust. Such, however,



was not the case with Murie and me. We but went through the motions. Still, embracing aswe did in the
light of the burning torches, we were an appedling, romantic sight to certain castle scullery maidswho
watched us from a doorway. One even cried into her apron.

Pushing me from her, Murie said solemnly, "Y ou are my love, Collin. We should not part in anger,
especialy snce we don't know when well meet again.”

| pulled her roughly back to nip an ear and murmur, "1t need not be thisway at all. Come with me,
Murie"

"l cannot and | will not." Sheleaned her dight weight against my fursand armor. "Nor will | be cozened
intoit. | know the power of my aunt, and of your potentia, Sir, as abreeding gerd. I've a'so seen the
power of those skymenin your eyes. The road back for uswill be hard, indeed.”

"Trust me, Murie"

"Trust you!" Tears brimmed her eyes. "The godsdamn ' you, Collin. I do not trust you. With your
jedousy, you'll wreak aharmto ruin usall.”

"And yours?'
" Tisnaturd with women, but harmless.”

| thought to spin her aweb just one moretime. | couldn't help it. | even presumed that what | did was
right; that | was properly smoothing things over. "Murig," | told her, "tistrue. | wasjedous, for nothing
like this has happened to me before. But | now seeit your way. Y ou are the princess. You'll be the
queen. Y ou must do what you do for Marack, I, my lady, have smply asked that you spare me the
details, and there's nothing wrong with that.”

"You bastard!"
"Murie. Again you takeit wrong."

"Oh?You know that I'll do nothing with that perfumed thing unless| haveto. But you, my sweetest lord.
Why you, at this very moment are bound to play our Elioseen’'s game and then to blame the very deed on
me. Oh, | read you, Callin. | read you like acandled egg!”

She made to pull away. Our dottles, disturbed by her anger, whoood softly. In the near-distance, Dosh
and some of the student-warriors caused their own mounts to prance and caled out to cam them. Rawl,
that feather-topped gallant— he'd dressed for show instead of battle, saying that he doubted much that
any damn yarn-sdler would stir himsdlf on such anight—actudly™ hummed now whilewhirling his
carrot-top in alively pavane to the further tune of a brace of raingpouts.

| held Murietight. She relaxed and held metoo, but findly said, "L eave, Collin, before we say thingswe
can't take back. | love you, my lord, and that's my final word."

"I loveyou too, Murie" | bent to kissher one last time; upon which she sank her smdl white teeth into
my lower lip and hissed, "If you do it, I'll know. Never mind how, but | will. And by the gods, sir, I'll
seek you out and have you flayed and stuffed, you hear?'

| laughed doud. | couldn't help it "What if | said the sameto you?"

"Why, I'd say you mocked me." Shethen burst into tears, dapped my face hard, kissed me again,
collected Caroween from the cavorting Sir Fergis and disappeared through the great opened doors of the



main hall. All she needed was Hooli on her shouldersto convey her ultimate anger.

We crossed the bridge in ashaft of silvered moonlight from Capil the larger of Camelot-Fregisstwo
satdllites. The clouds seemed to have parted for just that little scene, ghostly dottles; ghostly riders. Then
therains came again in timely guststo hide our presence. Somehow the dottles knew that noise of any
kind was taboo this night. We skirted the sky-ship in agreat round-about curve before hitting the
hill-road. At the junction to Glagmaron, Ferlach and Saks to the south and Klimpinge to the west, we bid
godspeed to the two southern ambassadors and their men. | adjured them one last time to ask of Chitar
and Dradlich, the respective kings of those countries, that they offer no resistance and that they send their
best warl ocks post-haste to Gortfin Castle. Resistance, | said, will surely come. But it must be organized.
... And if somehow or other this could not be done; if the leading lords of these two kingdoms had
fought .and been dam by Alphiansfrom their respective ships, then the ambassadors were to do what
they could in getting their sorcerersto aid us.

Glagmaron city was sound adeep. It was not awalled city. Only the entry roads were guarded with post
houses and warriors from a centra garrison. Rawl, myself and the lord, Gen-Rondin, rode &t first to the
fore, and purposefully. We wanted the word to spread on the morrow that certain lords had fled the
castle. We knew we would be counted. We were fewer than twenty. That twenty, would be seen while
the two hundred and fifty of Marack's finest swordsmen, led by Fel-Holdt and Al Tils, would riot. It was
but asmal part of our game.

Werode on, saluting at least two groupings of adozen or so of the night watch in the town's depths. All
these king's men, of course, were now aerted asto what had happened earlier with the skyship and the
dienson thetourney field. They were wary, nervous, offering ustheir swords and begging to go with us.
Gen-Rondin told them to hide their Weapons and to be ready, for we would return!

| then sent six of my best student warriorsto the fore for bait. Two more padded on silent dottle paws at
afew hundred feet to their rear. We followed on at another hundred or so.

And then it came, what I'd expected, and in asmall square toward the west road. Asour Sx crossed it,
better than two dozen armed men attacked from the side streets—and should | mention that the rain had
stopped again? Since my six were prepared for it, none were taken. But the assault wasfierce so that we
actualy heard the clash of swords before we heard theyelsof "A Callin! A Callin!" from the centra two
who were meant to warn us....

Even aswe arosein our stirrups to unsheathe our great-swords, | wasyelling, "L et just three escapeto
carry the message—Kill the rest now, ése well beforced to kill them tomorrow or the day following.”

Within seconds we'd smashed into them. Only four of my six sudents remained, their backs againgt the
wall of aguild's harness shop. Their dottles, from which they'd either jumped or been pulled, awaited the
outcome &t the arch of the square exit. Five bodies were strewn from the fountain to where they now
fought. The two of their own who'd been lost were precisdy there. The Street-fighters, hired to do the
merchants job, were pressing in so strongly that had we not arrived ours would have been dispatched,
and soon, by fal-dirks aone.

There was nothing gallant about what we did. They hadn't achance. No Fregisan warrior ismerciless,
Though he loves afight, helovesit with an opponent who can in part match him, else wheresthe glory.
We killed them quickly, and it wasn't pretty. | cut one great hulk to the sternum and took the screaming
heads of two others. The Lord Gen-Ron-din, methodicaly, asif at atraining post, lopped off heads and
armsand laid open beer-swill bdliesto the spine. Sr Dosh did likewise. Rawl pinned but one man to the



wall, then wiped his bloody weapon on the man'sjacket and sat his mount in arrant distaste of the whole
thing. Lors Sernas joined with my students who, after each had killed his man, pursued the others down
two winding streets, roaring their war cry: "A Collin! A Callin!" to attract the proper attention. They
returned shortly with the word that, as per orders, but three had escaped. The rest were dead.....

At two miles beyond the city we drew up to face five silent figures seated on their dottles and barring the
road. Fel-Holdt and Al Tilswere with them, the remainder of our two hundred and fifty being hidden to
either side. | told them what had happened. Leathern bags of sviss were then tossed from hand to hand
and we drank deeply. For some reason, however, | was not in amood for chit-chat, so | nodded
perfunctorily; Fel-Holdt marshaed our forces and we continued on toward Gortfin.

It was dtill at two hundred milesto the east. Weld ride straight through with but asingle, four-hour dottle
browsing period; this, after anine-hour stint on the road. To force a dottle to run one second beyond the
nine hourswasimpossible. If you persisted the dottle would smply lie down, look up sadly, and refuseto
move until you either let him alone or he died. And no one, but no one, had ever done that to agentle
dottlein living memory. They would run at their heartbeat speed of twenty miles per hour. After the
browsing period they would do it for another nine hours, and another nine, and another and could
conceivably keep it up until old age cancelled them out. All of thisbeing predicated, of course, upon
Camelot-Fregiss twenty-sx hour axia spin....

Wed started out at ten p.m. It was eleven now. With the first nine hours, plus four, it would then be but
eleven am. when we started out again; and thiswas only one hour'sriding to go. In essence wed arrive
at Gortfin within the hour before lunch. Good timing, | thought, especialy since we al would have dept
through the browsing period and would therefore be fresh as newborn babes....

ToaFregisan nine hoursin adottles ssddieis no big dedl. They, like the dottles, can seemingly go on
forever. But not me. | had aproblem. | had twice the strength of a Fregisian but only half the samina. My
inability to withstand the rigors of dottle riding had long been known as "the Collin's curse.”

Nothing had changed. The contradiction remained. At the ride's end, when we'd pulled off to agrest
meadow dotted with deciduoustrees, | Smply collgpsed, swearing, amidst awave of muted laughter.
They'd chosen agood spot for me, beneath abroadleaf tree by a sparkling stream. The grass smelled
swedt, clean. The hum of stingless bees and myriad other insects was softly pervasive. | dipped
immediately into the night'sdeep I'd never had.

| awakened just once, with a deep sense of peace, lethargy and complete relaxation. It was when | dept
again that what | hoped would happen did happen.

Hooli camel

His coming was dso rdlaxing. | could even see mysdlf asif | were awake and watching him; with my
hands behind my head and leaning back against the bole of the great shade tree. His coming was dways
addight, reslly—for theway that hedid it. .Thistime, alerted to the event by some primitivetriggering
device, | know beforehand held be there. It was like opening one's eyesin a darkened theater and with
the knowledge that the actor would arrive very soon to begin his. monologue.

| was dert, though adeep; seeing, but with closed eyes. | but awaited the sound of a voice whose tone
and content would be my own.

He seemed at firgt like adot somewhere off to the left. Then abigger dot. And then, at a certain point, his
skating figure evolved into an ancient Terran interna -combustion vehicle, with himself in the driver's seet.



It was adeek ' two-seater with wire wheedls, pointed rear end and along, low, hood-covered engine.
The difference between hisfacsimile, however, and the red McCoy, was that his was custom-made to
gze, hisgzd

He did to a stop before me with a screeching of brakes and a couple of whoom, whooms fromthe
motor. He got out to leisurely pedl heavy gloves from his paws, adust coat from hisbody and huge
gogglesfrom hiseyes. Thisleft him in mortar-board cap, tweed suit of the late nineteen-hundreds and
wire glasses with heart-shaped lenses. He busied himsdlf at first with ameerschaum pipe, filling and
lighting it, and then blowing exaggerated clouds of smoke. He then deigned to notice me, saying, aswas
hisstyle: "Hey, buddy! What's happening!”

"Shit!"
"Oh? That'sno way to greet afriend.” He sat down in midair and snapped his gaiters.

"S0?'Y ou're wearing Holmes's suit, and that's his pipe. But you're in the wrong generation. That
vehicle—wadll, they used to call it abear-something...."

"Stutz, buddy. Stutz. Y our collagen's screwed up. They were the rage in your greet, greet, greet, greet,
grest, gredt, etc., etc., etc., granddaddy'stime.”

| shook my head, "Why do you do this?*
"Takesyour mind off problems; helpsto put *em in perspective.”
"Y our perspective, not mine."

"Oh?' He stood up, tossed his glasses to nowhere, fixed amonocle to one eye and grinned arodent grin.
"Did you like my death scene?'

"What death scene?'

"Camille. Onthegood ship Deneb."

"You little bastard. Why?"

"To get your attention, buddy—uwithout scaring the bloody crappola out of you."
"Y ou had my attention. Y ou were yelling like agoddamned banshee."

"Your attention span's not dl that good, Callin. I had to fixit."

"How did you know what would happen?'

"l wastrailing the sphere through the gateway.”

"But why didn't you tel me? All you did waswarn. The Deneb could have escaped, Hooli. There was no
damn reason for dl those mento die.”

"The Deneb could not have escaped.”
"Because you say 07"
"Because | say so—believe me, buddy."

| swalowed. Tell me about the sphere.”



He blew a perfect smoke ring, watched it roll. He said, "Well, | went through the gateway to check things
out, and there it was."

What?"
"The goddamned Dark Onée's uncle. Idiot! What do you think that sphereis, asoap bubble?’
| had to ask. "Where are you now, Hooli?"'

"Thissde, Collin, but barely."

"What the hell doesthat mean?"

"Just what | said. I'm sort of stuck betwixt and between. A mental matter-to-contra-terrene-converson's
not dl that easy."

"Y et you're here, now, and were in Glagmaron Castle too, with your butterfly-firefly stunt. How do you
doit, ace?'

He grinned. "It just takes more time; and there's adifferent time factor here too. It sort of draws you o,
like on ataffy whed."

"Hoali," | asked hoarsdly, "if you can, why not close that damned gateway, now!"
He sang: "Forever isalong longgg tune—" then said softly, distractedly, "It hurts, buddy.”

| sighed and shrugged mentally. "Okay. Y ou're herefor areason and I'm wasting time. What isit, Hooli?
What should | know?"

"Don't mess with the sphere, dseit'll make a nova out of the two Fomalhauts."
"Jesu's assl What else?'

"More of the same. You're on theright track. But don't, | repeat, don't involve the spherein any way,
elsewe're dead, buddy; this, until | get there.”

"How do | not involve the sphere, Pooh-bear? It's the heart of the matter.”

"Just do what you're doing, the magick and al that. Oh. And don't attempt to snatch an Alphian ship to
go after the sphere either. Y ou do and we're dead. Samething. Hear?"

"Hoadli?"
"Believe me, buddy."
| took adeep breath. "What's on the other side?’

"A three-planet system; al usdless. The sun'sverging on nova. The expansion factor'swhat killed the
planets. That'swhat | was doing, checking it out.”

"Where does the sphere get its power?'

"From the pre-nova. It's on the order of your Srius. The physics are fantastic. The power's drawn
incrementally. But any break between point ‘A" and point 'B', and that's the end. The sphere goes; the sun
goes, the gateway goes, the Foma haut's go; but not exactly in that order."



Hisvoiceinsde my head wasfading fast. | mentaly yelled, "The Alphians, Hooli! Tell me about the
Alphiand"

"Dangerous. Murderous." His voice came weakly, while the Stutz-Bearcat began to fade and his body
too sort of whisped off leaving only the head and the shoebutton eyes from which somehow the monocle
had disappeared. One of them winked at me as his voice now came from far off— "They're like children,
Collin—agang of know-nothing brats, machine-taught. Collin! | beg you. Don't attack the ships."

| screamed mentally: "Hooli! Take carel™

There came asort of murmuring answer of "1 loveyou, buddy." It was like asoughing of wind in grest
pines.

| awoketo Rawl a my shoulder, shaking me. He had an odd expression on hisface, acuriouslightin his
eyes. Beyond him was Gen-Rondin and Sernas, thefirgt, grinning, asif held caught me, the much-touted
Coallin, in aweak moment; the second dightly more sympathetic.

"A nightmare," Rawl explained his shaking. "Wed thought for sure that the Dark One had returned from
the graveto claim you."

| sat up, shook the fog from my mind. "The dooky-stew, last night,” | said. " Or maybe the new wine.
Nothing that that stream over there won't cure. Join me, comrades.”

And they did. For, as oft pointed out, Fregisians are the cleanest humanoidsin the gaaxy; a causefor
wondering, redlly, why they care so little for the sea.

The summer current was strong, still in spate; the water cold. Fully refreshed and back on thelittleriver's
bank again, we were toweling briskly when Rogas, one of the best of my student-warriors, caled softly
and pointed toward the southern horizon.

Welooked. A skyship floated low in the far distance. And even as we watched agrest fire broke out
beneath it, asif amighty grove, or town, had been touched by invisble—from where we were, that
is—laser beams.

| looked to the others. "What would you cdl that?'

"My lord," Rogas spoke up. "I was born on the Kelbian border. | know somewhat of this country. Over
thereisthe village of Hedas and beyond it an old castle, once owned by the heggle, Costin. HEsnow a
land-poor knight and spends most of histime drinking in Gleglyn. Tisnot Ibe village that's burning, Sir, but
the cadtle”

"Ah huh!" | grunted. | was aready reaching for my sword belt to press the communication's stud. It was
thefirg timethat | had ever donethisin the direct presence of Fregisans.

"ComeinKriloy," | cdled mentdly, staring into the distance. "Comein." | said it over and over again
while the castle burned and the others stared just as silently a me.

"That you, Kyrie?' Hed findly madeit Again hisvoice sounded deepy. | could even hear him yawn.
'Who dse?' | answered curtly. "Were you adeep?’
"Yep. Not much to do.”



"What about the tranamitter?’
"Dead end."

"Gog-shit! Thereé'sno such thing as adead end. On top of that, mister, those damned ships have been
landing everywhere. No warning from you; no nothing. They hit Glagmaron last night How the hell long
have you been adeep?’

He attempted to mumble an excuse. | wouldn't let him finish. "Herésagtraight order,” | said. "You'reto
move the scoutship out now! Keepitin'null’ plus'five!’ That'sthe ditortion level, in case you've
forgotten. You'l be asinvisble asyon are now. And, since you'll be making the run on the mag-lines, the
sensors can't get you either. Now hear me! Y oull fly that ship to the best spot you can find which will be
closest to Gortfin Castle,

"It'sal mapped on the quadrants; automatic on the lines. Just feed in the data, buddy, from A to B. And
if you cant do that, why then follow east from Glagmaron City to Gleglyn town and continue for a
hundred and fifty miles on the Corchoon road to Kelb. Therell be aturnoff at that point Gortfin'sto the
north at about twenty miles. Lots of mountains; heavy forest. When you land put the ship on total
null'—extended. But first call me. Y ou got it?"

"Yep. What'sit al about?"
"Just doit. Youll find out when you get there."

| relaxed, turned to the others. "L et's get to Gortfin. I've ahunch your forefathers from the skyships will
betrying to knock out al the castles wherever they find them. They can control the cities and towns;, the
villagestoo. But any castle not connected with atown or village will befair game. They're not about to
alow any points of resistance, if they can prevent it. Let'sride!™

Gortfin Castle, surrounded by mountains, had just four approaches; not roads in the accepted sense, but
rather cart paths, and damned poor ones at that: Each approach was heavily guarded. Situated on the
border with Kelb, Gortfin had dways been aredoubt against invasion from that country and had
supported at dl times asizable garrison. Until, and after, its possession by the Lady Elioseen, it was the
secondary center for al Marack'sarmies.

The army, however, had generdly been demobilized after thefall of Hish in Om and the end of wars. The
garrison was now but two hundred and fifty strong.

We came storming up the south canyon road at just before high noon. Flying the colors of theroya
house, we had clear passage. The bridge was down, the great gates were opened, and the portcullis had
been lifted. In theimmense military courtyard warrior-lackeys came running from dl directionsto take
our happily whoooing dottles and to guide our swordsmen to the extensive barracks rooms below and to
the north.

Mysdlf, the Lord Commander Fel-Holdt, Lord Jos Viins, commander of the castle for the king,
Gen-Rondin, Rawl, Sernas and the rest of Fel-Holdit's chosen leaders, marched straight from the saddle
to the council rooms.

| called to Jos Viins, awily old battler, with ahundred scarsto proveit, "Well have Elioseen up here
immediately, sr; and | do mean 'immediately'! And double the guard a once on all roads and paths. All
who comein our direction, for any reason, are to be seized. Well give them 'guest’ roomsin the caverns
below."



"As prisoners, my lord Collin?'
"For the moment, yes."

We seated ourselves around the great central table; abeauteous thing of inlaid ivory and turquoise for
which the areawas known. Wines, de and sviss came ingantly, as did tankards and cups which wefilled
and raised to each other when our cloaks had been flung to the benches lining the walls.

The clouds, | knew, had retreated to the west. Olagmaron was apparently sill being rained on, while we
a Oortfin felt sunlight through every window.

| glanced to Fel-Holdt and nodded, asign that | would continue in what had to be done. It wasa
courtesy to his age and position, redlly, sinceit was agreed that | would lead in this. He nodded
acquiescence.

| turned againto Jos Viins, "My lord," | said. "Tis best too that those wizards, witches, and the like, who
aso guard our lady, be called up with her.”

He sgnaled apage-herad to hisside. "There are twelve altogether,” heinformed us. "They work in
shifts”

| laughed. "The more the merrier snce well need dl the power we can get, and now!"
Viinsasked, "My lords, 'tis obvious there's an urgency here. Areweto beinformed asto its nature?’

| glanced at Gen-Rondin. He arose to brief them in asfew words as were needed. As heavy tureens of
steaming gog stew arrived, Jos Viins, histone somewhat querulous, said, ™Y ou must understand, my
lords, that we may have some trouble with our lady. She seldom sees anyone before the fourteenth hour."

Fel-Holdt said gternly, " Sir. The urgency's been explained. Shelll see us now, if your men haveto drag
her here.”

"Callin!" Heturned to mein horror. "She'stheking'ssger.”

"Sir," | replied. "I hold his mgjesty’s baton. For our purpose sheswhat sheis, aprisoner inthiscastle. If
she were not here, she'd otherwise be dead. Order her up, now!"

Helooked to Fel-Holdt, his officers, and to my stawarts. They gazed stonily back at him. Fel-Holdt said
flatly, "Get on with it, man. The peril mounts with each wasted moment”

Though angered, | thought to ease Jos Viin's position somewhat. "What we do,” | told him, “is not done
in pique, believe me. Tisdonefor Marack."

Thefrown dowly |eft hisface as he studied mine. He said abruptly, "I'll get her mysdlf, Collin."
"Youmay tell her," | called to hisretresting back, "that shewill lunchwith us...."

It was atrue summer's day. The council hall, asmaler replicaof the one at Glagmaron, complete with
banners, flags, tapestries and the like, wasfilled with golden dust motes, bird cals from without and the
softest of mountain breezes.

She arrived with Jos Viins, two ladies-in-waiting, her twelve "keepers'—eight sorcerers or warlocks and
four witches, dl looking stern and solemn—and afull squadron of men-at-arms. Seeing her thisfirst time,



| knew at once that her beauty had been but hinted at. . . . She was golden-furred like my Murie, but
there the resemblance ended. For there was no brightness of eye, nor did she have that certain nubile
athletic quality, or the pert sauciness and downright arrogance my princess so often displayed. Shewas,
indeed, the very oppositein form and feature,

Willowy, languid, she was dender to the point of being wraithlike. Her femininity of form, her poise, the
studied gaze of her eyes—all of it whispered, | knew, to each man who saw her, of beds and bedrooms
and intimate pleasures. Her apped, in part, was that she seemingly promised a persond surrender to any
man whose gaze she captured. She was the supplicant femal e to the dominant mae, and there wasn't a
one of uswho didn't fed that he wasthe malein question. The correctness of thiswas apparent in the
Smug expressions of my comrades.

Still, weweren't fools. We'd been briefed as to her propensities and any Marackian beyond the age of
twenty knows somewhat of the wiles of the tender-prey. The truth of the matter isthat of al thosein the
room, | wasthe most vulnerable; if for no other reason than that | wastruly curious. | aso camefroma
galaxy of worldswherein sex, as such, when the Stuation permitted, wasin no way asocid crime.
Indeed, to such inconstancy one could expect but the faintest of raised eyebrows from one's mate of the
moment.

Asfor my own jealousy? Well, nine months on Fregis-Camel ot and in the company of such aninspiring
honey-pot as Murie would cause regression in the prime graduate of a Sididion stud farm. Such was my
fate....

Fel-Holdt gestured that she be seated. She did, at the far end of the table; this, with her three ladies, all
quite young and overly conscious of the importance of their charge. Plates, platters and cups of wine
were rushed to them. Elioseen, ignoring it al, sat straight in her chair. In her eyesthe promise of love had
faded—to be replaced by the power of apatrician's hauteur.

| wasted no time. Hungry, | talked while | ate, awarrior's habit not frowned upon.

"My Lady Elioseen," | began, "1 am hewho is called the Collin, and you know our Lord Commander,
Fel-Holdt, and the king, your brother'sjudge, the Lord Gen-Rondin. . . . We are here," | said, while
dipping myself a second helping of gog stew "to ask your aid for Marack, the north, and indeed, for dl
this great and beauteous world of ours.”

| paused deliberately, ostensibly to test the temperature of the stew. She seized the moment as| knew
shewould. Her ingtant smile was appedling, her voice pure silver, thetonesdl crysta cleer likethe
tinkling of abell. "Why," she asked, "should | help you in any way who have imprisoned me, adaughter
of kings, againg my will and againgt the laws of thisland?'

"Becauseif you do not,” | smiled and waved my spoon, "why thenwewill dl dieand itisassmpleas
thet."

"Desgth,” she countered, "is not dwaysthe enemy. | ask you again: Why should | help you, my jalers?

| sighed, put my spoon down and stared straight into "her eyeg "Enough,” | said, "of protocol. Welvea
thing to do right now, my lady, ese even thisargument will be over quicker than you canimagine. The
peril's here, now, thisinstant] | therefore ask that you do two thingsimmediately. One: if ‘tiswithin your
power, and of course with the aid of these twelve good sorcerers and witches, that storm clouds be
made to come from all the horizonsto cover this castle from the borders of Kelb to the town of Gleglyn,
and to the north and south for an equa distance. Two: that magick be made so that when these clouds



retreat again, for natural causes, our castlewill continue to beinvisible from aheight of the highest treein
al thisarea. Moreover, thislast condition, if we areto survive, must be maintained for an indefinite period
of tune. Do you understand me, my lady?'

Shelooked at melong and coolly, said findly, "I understand you. But | still ask for an explanation. I've
been cozened before, sir, whether you believeit or no."

"All right. Tislikethis, my lady: Within the next two hours an enemy from the sky, seeking this castle and
finding it, will grikeit with ahdlishfire so that it and dl theland around will be destroyed, utterly. Believe
me. | speak thetruth, if for no other reason than to spur you to the task. Moreover, though the spanis
two hours, we could be hit in the next five minutes. Asto bargains, my lady, and | speak for the throne of
Marack, well well discussthem after thefact of the clouds and theinvisbility. Now do you understand
e

She laughed. She actualy laughed. And the laughter was redl. She put her wine cup to her lipsfor the
gmallest of spsand said whilerising to her feet, "What I've heard about you, Collin, my lord, seems
proven true. What you say seemstruetoo. | know this, for | can see your mind, sir. And, since I've no
desireto die ether, as apart from saving Marack and the world, well just draw those cloudsfor you, to
hide usfrom thisbeast. Asfor invishility; wdl, gr, that will comelater, when wetak again.”

| raised my cup in salute, saying, "Let'sto It then, and quickly.” Our Marackians raised theirsin courtesy.
"But remember,” | told her, "we cannot have it sorm forever, my lady.”

She stopped her movement away from the table. "Oh? And why not?"

"Because," | smiled, "this new enemy, who unfortunately is not abeast, but rather men like oursalves is
not stupid. Tisnow the end of spring; the beginning of summer. Soon therell be no cloudsto draw from.
Twould seem strange then to those who fly through the heavensin great shipsto see below them one
largefat cloud in onefdl spot, which stays and stays and ays...."

"Gresat ships, my lord? Men who fly through the heavens?'

"Afterwards," | promised. "We've no time now, remember?' The bait extended—and taken, | aroseto
accompany her and the twelve who'd followed at her nod, plus Commander Jos Viins, his men-at-arms
and her ladies.

For privacy, she chose asmall anteroom off a corridor of the council hall. Rawl came too, and
Gen-Rondin who was deeply interested in such things. Sernas and Dosh joined for our comradeship.
Fel-Holdt wisdly remained with the other lords, to keep them company and to keep them quiet. * In
courtesy to our coven, we stayed at one end of the anteroom with Jos Viins and histroupe.

A smple huddle asto the word-sounds needed, their number and continuity, and they began. It took but
asecond or so to enjoin the chorus properly. Once unleashed however, each word from each mouth
became but asingle, powerfully intoned word-sound with no meaning beyond its proven effect. This
single sound, when enjoined with othersin a continuity—I counted nine in al—became the incantation of
the moment, the Magick of Camelot-Fregis!

But wasit truly magick? Isthere such athing? Goolbie, the great sorcerer of the north has written—and
he wasthefirgt to discover the supposed basisfor it dl-—that: " 'Tis a thinge of sounds alone. And if
one do not saye the wordes aloude, the witchery -will come to nought.”

And, too, for each word or incantation there were counterspells. If one, for example, did not want the
rain clouds, counter words could be intoned. The winner would be he whose incantation was the most



perfect and the most unpermissive of other sounds. This concept of exact tona inflections, or
word-sounds, as activating specific areas of the planet's’ magnetic field for adesignated purpose, had its
originsin the early policies of the Dark One. Hed given it to the priests of the religion held created for the
people in the south—the better to hold them in thralldom.

Osmosiswise, however, the "magick™ had crept north, jumped the River Seaand come into the
possession of northern priests. The gestalt effect of five thousand years of practice was such that the
practitioners of the north, priests, warlocks, witches and the like, had surpassed in many ways the priests
of the south.

Through atedious process of tria and error, this"Magick of Camelot-Fregis' had become aviable,
growing thing. Word-sounds were collected; their effects observed and tabulated. . . . Hooli, of course,
was my informant asto how al of thishad come about. Had | accepted his rather smple explanation?
Not quite. My situation; however, wasthat | had either little or no timefor the study of abstract
problems, or used that timein more pleasurable wayswhen | did haveit. I'd hoped some day to take the
guestion of Camelot's magick to the Deneb's computers. Now even that door was closed.

One of the four witches was a peasant housewife, the others maiden ladies, daughters of thislord or that
who'd not been asked in marriage. They seemed so taken with their work that | had no doubts that in the
affairs of love their magick bad-long won out where society, Marackian style, had failed them. The
sorcerers were mostly middle-aged men; three of them priests of Ormon, Wimbely and Harris. One, a
young knight called Sir Sobstice, confessed to me later that the "stuff” actualy came easy to him. He
boasted too that he was quite good at quoits.

Noting that adoor from the anteroom opened directly to the courtyard, | stepped through it and moved
quickly to aground-floor window to observe the action further. Again | pressed the belt-stud for Kriloy,
felt the node embedded at the base of my skull grow warm and called mentdly, "Comein, bastard.”

Hisreply cameingantly. "I'm right above you."
"Why the hdll haven't you contacted me?”

"Had ablip on the screen. Still got it Could be the Glagmaron ship. It'sdirectly north of us; about twenty
miles”

"Y ou son-of-a-hitch! You in null plus? Becauseif you're not and they've got a sensor on you, I'm gonna
feed you to the goddamn kaatis—that'sa Camelot grizzly."

"I'min. Don't worry."
"What's your barometer read?”
"Thebottom just fell out. Y ou wouldn't believe how fast those clouds are coming on.”

"I'd believe," | said. "Get the ship down quick, ese you'll be coming in oninfrared. Onelast thing. Y ou
were supposed to contact me. Y ou didn't. Now listen up. Once more, for whatever reason, and you've
had it Y ou're out of the ship and into the forest, bare-assed and on your own. Y ou hear me?"

He laughed. "Hey, Kyrieea!"

"Hey, gog-shit We'rein alife-or-death deal. Y ou do your part, or I'll do you. That'sit No more talk.
Now bringitin."



“I'min"
"Where?'

"North of the castle, maybe five hundred yards. There's a big meadow, gogs, baby gogs, dottle-mounts
and thelike. Therésabig granite boulder. Y ou can't missit. I'm afew yardsto the west."

"Y ou phased out?"
"Of course”

"Good. Now keep trying to track down the other four ships. When you nail ‘em, get a sensor on ‘em and
keep it there. Work the grid-screen, the coordinates. Stay awake! Also—and thisisthe number-one
priority—keep trying for the power tap and thetieto the gdactic grid. That'sit Ciao!"

"Okay. And Kyrie?'

What?"

"Blessyou.”

He sounded contrite. An A-plus. | said, Tin coming over tomorrow morning,” and turned him off.

At which point afirs-gust of wind hit me square, in the face. Accompanying raindrops were asbig as
marbles. In seconds | was again forced into 'the anteroom to avoid a downpour that hit the great
flagstones of the courtyard with the force of awaterfall. -

"In the name of bloody Ormon!" | roared in some darm at the monotonoudy chanting coven. "Ceasel
Stop! Theré's only so much water in those damn clouds. Whenit'sgonewell again bevishble. Sow it to
adrizzle, | beg of you. Asameatter of fact, al weredly need istheclouds.. .."

And they did dow it, with the Lady Elioseen advising the others how best to proceed and dividing them
into groups of three to spell each other at the quite hypnotic task. Then, her patrician lips touched with a
soft and silent laughter, she advanced to take my arm possessively and triumphantly lead the return to the
council room and the interrupted lunch.

The ambassadors of Kelb and Great Ortmund, having been sent on their way at the end of the dottle
browsing period, ill had a hundred miles or so to go; or so | figured. With adifference of but twenty to
fifty milesat best, al four ambassadors had each to go but three hundred miles from Glagmaron to reach
their respective capitds. | figured they'd all arrive within the twentieth hour. Considering, however, | had
no choice but to check the situation myself. Thisbeing the case, I'd arranged that they bein a place of
their choice on the morrow where I'd meet them and be given the particulars asto what had happened;
providing, of course, they were il dive.

In no way had they questioned my ability to get there. They were "Collin veterans,”" space veterans, now;
for they'd been in at the death of the Deneb, plusafew other sngular oddments about which they could
now boast to their grandchildren. That they had only the foggiest idea asto what had happened was dso
the guarantee that they'd risk their fate in my hands.

The afternoon was spent in further council with Elioseen, the twelve sorcerers and witches)) Jos Viins,
Fel-Holdt and the Lords of Marack. All access roads were now heavily posted with adouble guard; this,
snce we now had* twice the strength of the usua garrison. Agreeing generdly on thetacticsto beusedin



events we expected to unfold, we had little else to do but await whatever information I'd bring- back on
the morrow.

Taking Fel-Holdt to one side, | suggested that | meet with Elioseen privatdy. "I must converse with her
under relaxed circumstances, for her sake” | told him. "I would win her wholeheartedly to our cause.” He
frowned darkly, upon which | glared just as darkly as his obvious assumption. He shrugged then, smiled
icily and agreed. It was understood, of course, that her ladies would be present.

| had a strong presentiment that even the aged Fel-Holdt was a mite jedl ous that Elioseen would meet
with methisway. A better word would be—envy.

After alate supper to the continued accompaniment of lashing rain, wind and hail—thislast the size of
ping-pong "balls—most of our party wanted nothing else but to retire to their quarters with apint or two
of de. The pervasve sound of it al was hdllish, like the soughing of agreet desth-wind through dl the
forests surrounding Gortfin.

In Elioseen's gpartments the four witches too had remained, prepared to intervene should she attempt any
shenanigans. | was shown to a comfortable upholstered chair, with ottoman, and served with a decanter
of good wine and asivered chalice. Our Lady, after changing into something more befitting the intimacy
of her rooms, chose an equaly comfortable divan and had a decanter and chalice to match my own. We
made small talk and toasted each other with raised cups, while her ladieslaid afire on astone hearth a
short distance away.

| sghed contentedly, free for the moment from the images of Murie and that bastard Tarkiisthat lurked
hauntingly just on the edge of my vision. . . . The amosphere was conducive to precisaly what | intended.
"My Lady," | began serioudly; this, as she adjusted the flimsy gossamer robe about her sheath-dip, which
was a so anything but opaque. "I deem it in the best interest of al that you be told what we know about
what is hgppening and why. The more so sSince you've lent usyour aid for which I'm sure the king, your
brother, will eventualy thank you persondly.”

| paused to breathe deeply. Her body beneath the thin stuff seemed absol utely naked, though | could not
believe sheld attempt to seduce me. The thin stuff of her robe and shegth lay on her flesh in such away as
to emphasize every curve and hollow. She exuded sex, literdly; and knowing, ignored the fact except
whereit was' reflected in my eyes.

Even the gold fur with its Silvered tints on back, arms and thighs (Fregisans are devoid of fur onface,
breast, belly, and on down to the area of the inner thigh; there is no pubic ban-), shone with an amost
trangparent rosy fire. Her hair, no bouncing, shoulder-length, page-boy—was a shimmering vell;

| sensed strongly, however, that though she knew dl this quite well, even delighted inits overal effect on
others, it was still not adeliberate design for the conquest of males. She liked herself! Her care and
dresswere therefore for herslf alone, and to hell with what others might sense or fed.

She brushed back the aureole from about her head and waited, bemused, for me to continue.

| told her everything, bluntly and without embellishment. At the beginning shewas, at best, curious. As
the tale developed, she bent to it, alert, al senses open. Then, at the end, when | described the Alphian's
arrival and the aftermath of death and destruction, | knew that 1'd captured her attention fully andina
way that nothing had done since sheld been taken captive and the Dark One driven from Marack.

Ending it aruptly, | refilled my glass, drank deeply and waited....

"So," she sad after awhile. Her large eyes were pensive, staring to nowhere, then to me, then to nowhere



again. "Why then, sir, I'm bound to think that al you say istrue. For never have | heard such thingsfrom
any living being; nor read them either.”

The blue-purple eyes grew suddenly larger till. Her parted lips showed the pinkest of tongues playing
over snow-white teeth. She sghed, said suddenly, ™Y ou are without a doubt, my lord, the Collin, asl've
imagined you to be. For, indeed, I've wondered who you were, really, and from where you really came.
Had | known—" and her accompanying, contemplative laughter was both slver-sweet and
deadly—"when | had you in my dungeon, what you'd eventually do, what you could do to me and the
dreams I'd dreamed, why, sir, 1'd have brought the very stones of this poor keep down on your head
rather than seeyou flee." Shelaughed again. "But now, I'm most pleasantly glad | didn't.”

"I, too, am 'pleasantly glad' my lady,” | told her softly. "And | do hope that thingswill never revert to
what they were 'twixt you and me. Indeed, | beg of you now, as one who'd be your friend, that you do
not dwell upon the past. | assure you, too, that al that you sought can still be gained in other ways, if not
here, then in other places. Power, my lady, isbut a passing fancy. There are machines that can destroy
both you and me and thisworld too, and all the stars! They were not created to do this, however; and so
.are, infact, controlled. In essence, power misused, from whatever source, is power wasted. Power
misused in the endavement of intdligent lifein any form isan abomination. Unfortunatdy, lifein all its
formsmust learn thisfor itself, seit will not truly mature. The road up the evolutionary ladder is
therefore in no way smooth.

"And s0? What would you, my lady? I've told you of the stars. Would you go to them? 1* 11 show you
how. | doubt methat you're so smal asto wish only to reign somewhere as queen and ruler. Tisawaste
of theyearsfor athinking person such asyou. And if that betrue, and it is, then why bother? Listen to
me, Elioseen, for | swear to you that there are some who are meant by accident or the trickeries of
history and conditioning to do these things—and some who are notl The only truelaw of lifeisto

respect lifd"

A dight glitter had cometo her eyes, perceptible but faint. Her left hand reached out across her body to
take up her cup. In so doing h touched her waist and belly ever so lightly, lingered to caress her flesh for
secondsin astrange intimacy with self. It was asif she needed no mate, no partner, but was dl thingsto
hersdf and with hersdlf, done! | knew then that she truly loved hersdlf in away unknown to others. It
seemed a0, inthislast respect, that she viewed her body as being completely gpart from her mind, sdif,
id-ego. A thought touched my mind. By the gods, she seemed like Hoali, the host-occupant of achalice
welded to her will. My reaction wasingtant revulsion. But, no! It wasn't true and | knew it and was
strangely glad for the knowledge.

"Well now," shewas saying softly, her voice as one with anight breeze that blew the curtains and smelled
redolent with morerain, "I do believe my lord Collin, that you've lectured me."

| amiled. "l have

She shrugged so that the digphanous robe dipped to expose a naked shoulder and finely moul ded breast.
Sheignored the nakedness as my Murie would when bathing in astream. " Tisthat I've never been
spoken to in exactly thisway, gr. | find it interesting, compelling even. Y ou must know that our lords of
Marack, what with their Ormon, Wimbely and Harris, know little and care lessfor such philosophy.”

"But your sorcerers do.”
"Dothey?"
"I'm minded on one. They cdled him Goolbie."



She sat up, startled. "Y ou knew him?"

"Nay. | saw only hisbody. He was dain, you know, by your compatriot”
"My competriot?'

"Aye. The Kdeen. The Dark One."

Shefrowned. "I did not know this."

"Why did you joinwith him?'

"Becausethisisafool'sworld. He would have changed it"

"Had you much tak with him?"

"l did. We spoke of many things. | could have learned a great dedl. He wanted,” shetold me,
remembering, "only to leave here, to return to hishome. Why?" she asked directly but with no rancor,
"did you kill him?"

| frowned. "My lady, if | had not killed him, he would have destroyed thisworld, and much more
besdes"

"| do not understand.”

"Hismagick," | sad, in words she could understand, "was flawed. What he sought to do would have
unleashed powers beyond his control.” | repeated again, ™Y our beauteous world would have died. |
killed him. Y our world lives as do you and al your people. They are free now, within the context of their
socid order. That too will change, my lady. The process, however, is exceedingly dow; unacceptable to
such asyoursdlf. Andrightly so. | will now tell you something else which you must hear. When I'm
finished, you'l be given achoiceto tell meyesor no." | thentold her flatly who | was, where I'd come
from and what | was doing on Camelot-Fregis. | doubt that she understood but afraction of the
particulars. But she did grasp thewhole, as | knew shewould. And that was the thing!

"My lady," | confessed, "only the coming of this new peril and the destruction of our ship dlowsmeto
speak as| do. And | say, with no intent to natter, but with open honesty, that only to you and a handful
of othershave| revealed what | have. What then do | want of you, for obvioudly | do want something.
Tisamply this: that you follow mein dl things until this deadly game is ended—one way or the other!
After? Wdll, then, you may take your choice of theroads| offer you. . . . You may go to the starsif you
wish, and return, too; or, you may stay herefredy. Thelast is offered because if you refuse the stars,
though that possibility will dways remain open, | cannot believe that you would do so for the old
'negative* reasons. The very idea of such should by then be as alien to you asthey areto us. Again—do
you understand me, my lady?"

She deliberately ignored everything I'd said to ask, "How old are you, Collin?"
"Thirty."

She amiled. "And you'd wed my niece, that bouncy-haired little vixen; that epitome of insufferable femade
arrogance. Why, sir, they tell methat she'skilled ahundred men or so; that she lives by the sword, with
you—when she's not exercising the roya prerogeative. Now how, indeed, does that meld with the
philosophy you preach?’

| smiled right back &t her. "'If you're suggesting that shein. no way compareswith you in intellect, why



yes, you'reright But there's no contradiction there. Y ou remain the samein terms of vaues. They are
samply expressed in different life styles, different needs. | spesk of basics, my lady. In that areayou're
alike astwo peasin apod. Asde from that, you're worlds apart Asto her sword-work, why she'skilled
ahundred enemies, my lady, who'd have killed her had she not nicked them first Moreover, she did this
in battle for her country, for her life, for her people, against endavement.”

"But with such relish, my lord, such enthusiasm. A princess of the roya house?"
"Why not? Because no princess heretofore has done so?

"Perhaps.” Her smile had returned. She studied me.

"Whet then of mysdf?'

"Tisknown that you've been in blood up to your neck, so they say. But youre aman, Sir; indeed, you'l
be queen's consort Y ou are and should be honored for your prowess."

| laughed. "One then is honored, the other condemned— and for the same thing. Moreover, a point
could be madethat | have four times the strength of Murie Nigaard, yet still I'm praised where sheis
not—though she. takes four times the risks. Nay, my lady, within the context of what we've done, 'tis
she who should be admired, acclaimed. 1, frankly, would ask for no other at my sidein onset or melee,
unless, perhaps, it were my lord, Sir-Fergis...."

Elioseen said, "You areloya, my lord, above an else. | do envy my niece.” She managed asmilethen so
that her beauty seemed suddenly as bright sunshine through tempestuous clouds.

| asked curioudy, "How old are you, my lady?'

"Thesameasyou. Youvesad," shereturned to the question, "that after, if wewin, I'll have my freedom
either to stay or go, asyou puit it, to the stars. But that in any event, | will befree.”

"That istrue."

"Then | ask that you free me now, for | can no longer stand the presence of my jallers. Y ou read me well,
ar, and | know it and accept your judgment and your charge. For that very reason then, you must know
that | diealittle bit each day, and will surely die completely soon. | am awoman, my lord"—and here
she stared a melong and ultimately—"but | am aso more than that. I'm a person, too, a human, asyou
so strangely put it, who needs her privacy above dl dse. | beg of you again: Release me now. Clear me
thisroom so that | may breathe air that no one el se has breathed. | would be free now, my lord!"

"Of mysdf too?"
"Yes..."

"Elioseen,” | told her softly, " Tissaid that since time began women have cozened men and vice versa,
and that thisisinevitable and that one or the other will ways prevail. . .. | tell you now that such is not
the case. Where you will go— to the starsif you choose—it isnot like that. There's an easy equdity, a
respect for life between the sexes. The differences remain, but the war isover.” | reached out, took her
hand and enfolded it in the warmth of both of mine. "Therésindeed been atruce,” | told her solemnly,
"that will last for aslong astime. Tisthe trucethat | offer you now, the one of trust. And therésan end to

it. You arefree, my lady—in every way."

| arose to bow briefly. | then called to her companions, "From now on,” | told them, "you will obey the
orders of our Lady Elioseen, sgter to Marack'sking. Sheisfree. Shewill tell you if shewishesyouto



continue here or no." | turned to our sorceress. "I will call upon you after noon tomorrow, for weve
much to do. Il try to come between two and five. I'd know better except that | must be away and then
return, and there are dways problems. Forgive methen, if I'm delayed. | can say only that what | dois
important Indeed, I'd ask you now to think also on that trick of yours wherein you lifted myself, our
princess, the good Dame Mdion and Sir Rawl Fergis from the high road southwest of Glagmaron. We
may need it al too soon. ... 1l leave you now and I'll ask our comrades, the sorcerers and witches too to
withdraw." | bowed again with the forma sweep, swirl and dip, from the hips. "My lady!"

She arose, tall and dender, to bow her golden head in turn and whisper softly, "My lord.”

I'd been in my quarters but fifteen minutes, just long enough to divest mysdlf of boots and light armor,
when the node at the base of my skull began its buzzing. | pressed the belt stud to say wesrily, "Okay.
What'sup?'

Kriloy ydled excitedly, "I finaly did it. | rigged an energy tap for the scoutship's transmitter.” Hiswords
camethick and fagt, dl jumbled with the odd admixture of euphoriaand fear. The contriteness remained
too, apoint in hisfavor. But the fear we didn't need, not with the job ahead.

Hewasydling, "But it'sal screwed up. Get this: | put a crosstie on the secondary phaser-converter
outlet from the CT geodyne fusion power-packs; you know, the outlet constant, for heat, light,
servo-mechanos, etc. Well the linkage was shaky at best, which scared the hell out of me because the
question was not so much whether it would work or not, but what would happen if it did. Wdll it
worked! And the measure of output was exactly the amount 1'd tapped for intro into the transmitter
power-pack—except no input showed on the banks. Output from the CT pack, yes. But no input to the
transmitter pack. In effect, Kyrie, old comrade, there's adrain somewhere. The question iswhere? | say
drain because there's no buildup anywhere dong the line, just output flow—enough to send the
scoutship to Alpha and back, which meansthat the flow will have alife expectancy of at best, two
weeks. Then we're dead dl around. It's crazy, Kyrie, spooky, too. I've been at it dl afternoon.”

"Why the hell haven't you caled me?!

"l wanted to get it right.”

"Y et you were afraid you'd blow us off the map, and you till didn't call...."
"Wl for bubu's sake...."

"Kriloy. Thisisn't fourth-year 'show and tell'. How do | convince you that weve no time for ego trips? So
whet did you findly do?'

"] shut it down and unhooked it."

"Well hook it up again and stay with it. Y ou're on to something. And since there's no buildup, the flow's
got to go somewhere. If anything happens, call me. And I mean anything. And no more twenty-hour
naps. And keep your damned sensors open for movement. Y ou get aline on something, lock inonit. Rig
an alarm system to wake you, if and when it happens. Y ou hear?"

"Okay. Out, Kyrie. Blessyou."

"Well, blessyou, too. But what | said till holds. Y ou screw up again and I'll give you to the kaatis."



So he must have loused it up somehow. Christo! There was Ssmply no such thing as aregistered flow of
CT energy going nowhere. . . . Then suddenly, asif Hooli himsdf were whisperingitinmy ear, |
remembered his earlier warning on the energy tap maintained by the sphere—the one extending through
the gateway to the pre-nova. If the sphere could maintain such an obvioudy impossible tap, then why not.
.. why not? Holy, bloody Og manifest! It had suddenly hit me. My heart literaly skipped two beats a the
implication. That | was aware that al matter beyond the gateway was anti-matter, goes without saying.
That the mass of the sphere wasitself quite possibly anti-matter had just never entered my head. I'd had
no reason to think about it within any meaningful context. But now? Wdll, if it was anti-matter it could
only exist in thisuniverse with ashield to protect it; ergo, the need for such afantagtic tap. The sphere, I'd
figured to be about a quarter of the size of the Deneb. That'salot of mass. If the shield weakened, was
destroyed, why then al of Marack would be blown right off the northern continent!

Gods! No wonder Hooli had begged me not to attack it. Except that though Hooli' never lied, he had a
way of not quitetdling thetruth either. Usudly | found myself manipulated by him. In effect, though we
worked, fought for the same ends, | seemed forever to be doing the job his way, despite my own plans.

Blast and damn Hooli!

Succumbing to awave of doubt, | wondered: did | dare even believe the little son-of-a-bitch was caught
somewhere within the gateway? Was it amaneuver, perhaps, so 1'd bear the full burden of tackling the
Alphians, i.e, win the secondary war, whereupon he would comein with sometrick to knock off the
sphere after warning meto stay the hell away from it?

Which led to another question. Did the sphere actualy have atap on a pre-nova sun in another universe;
which could only suggest that the sphere itsalf was anti-matter? Ho! Ho! Ho!, | mused. Nyet! No tap, no
CT sphere, no threat of massive fission and the blowing of Marack off the map—and no reason for me
not to attack it either, if | could capture 'one or more of the ships. But there was ill the
quasi-conun-drum: Hooli never lied. Hed actually said there was an energy tap of the great fisson mass
of the pre-nova; and this, by the sphere, through the gateway. Damn thelittle bastard! What had he
omitted, or had he? If his purpose was smply to immobilize me, he was succeeding. Asit stood, | dared
not attack the damned thing. If | did, and called it wrong, why then it would be me, Kyrie Fern, a Senior
Foundation Adjuster, who'd be blowing Marack to smithereens. Except that | wouldn't know that. |
wouldn't know anything....

A great jumble of questions hit me then; the ones I'd wanted to ask him before held conked out with his
"poor Hooli on therack” scene. What, indeed, was the sphere other than being the vehicle of, as he put
it, "the Dark One€'suncle"? Wasthis an actud invasion, arepeat of the origina attempt by life forms of
that other universe as represented by the original Dark One?

If so, from whence came the Alphians? Why were their snipsnot contra-terrene! Where had they been
these five thousand years? Moreover, what, precisely, was their connection with the sphere?

Onething | knew from persond observation and training: they came, from no ongoing civilization; no
milieu of adeveloping socid order. | figured them for incubator types, not cloned but bred—for a
purpose. Hooli had guessed that | knew: ergo, hiswarning.... Damn again!

My head hurt. | wastired. To hdl with it. We were till faced with the deadliest kind of peril. | had either
to believe him and win with hisway and with his ends, which were basically our ends, or to disbelieve,
ignore him—and do it my way, and risk, perhaps, the destruction of the Fomalhaut systems!

But hadn't he said, too, that what was happening to him— being stretched, asif on an antiquated
taffy-whed—hurt? Held never admitted to such athing before and he'd been in some tough Situations.



That, too, had been adirect satement—and Hooli never lied!

We left early the next morning. There had been no changes, no "discoveries' aboard the scout ship. It
was dill raining. | chose Rawl, Sir Dosh and Lors Sernas to accompany me; in full armor beneath smple
woolen cloaks.

Sincetheirresponsible Kriloy had dept through the coming to ground of both the Alphian and the blue
sphere at Glagmaron, we had no ideawhere or if the other ships had landed. There being but five
altogether, it was quite possible that one or more had chosen the continent and the cities of Om. Wed
soon .find out.

Once above the cloud bank, | saw with relief that in terms of protection it stretched northwest to asfar as
Gleglyn, and southeast to beyond Corchoon and Janblink, the capitas of Kelb and Great Ortmund,
respectively. Whatever the cloud's original mass, it had been added to so that it covered the greater part
of the northern continent. Such, apparently, was the power of Elioseen’'sincantation. Her coven had
drawn clouds from asfar east as .the great sea, and from asfar south asthe Selig Ides.

At thedrive controls, | took the scoutship directly to the westerly capital of Reen in the kingdom of
Ferlach. On arrival, we were quick to note that whatever our expectations,-the facts were more terrible
gtill. The great castle above the port city had been reduced to afew hellish acres of blasted stones and
burning ruins. The city itself was haf-destroyed, mostly deserted, with but here and there aband of
citizens atempting to flee with their belongings. Thered been littlelooting. The buildings hit had been
gutted. Indeed, wherever laser beams and heat-positers had touched there was nothing but black swaths
of destruction. Secondary fires raged everywhere.

The area of the port with its great breskwater and lighthouse was a lake of twisted, burning wreckage.
The masts of sunken coasters stood like twisted antennae above the waters. Here and there were the
bright blue and red bottoms of swamped fishing craft. The debris of Ferlach's merchant and nava fleets
filled al the harbor.

Above, on the castl€'s tournament field was the evil bulk of the Alphian invader. Nothing moved around
it. Theterrain had died the desth of the castle. Indeed, it was asif the ship had returned to Alpha. For
the very earth around it, red and black like that of the mother planet, was lifeless—and glowing.

Below the castle, | saw agrouping of ahaf-dozen Alphiansin silvered armor astride saddled dottles,
picking their way down the destroyed road toward the city. They apparently wished to observe the
effects of their work at close hand.

Swinging back, under theinvisibility distortion factor of "null” plus"five," and following the road eest at
tree-top level, we came to a small encampment. It was off the road, hidden from both traffic and the
skies by the thick branches of deciduousforest trees. / knew it was there by the accompanying presence
of small troops of riders coming and going. Hovering, and with my contacts focused at ten mags, | could
aso discern the oak-tree banners of Ferlach'sroya house flaunted bravely before asingle tent.

| landed the ship in avale some hundreds of yards from the encampment. Aswe approached it on foot,
advancing boldly between the heavy fern-clothed trunks of grest trees, we began to hear awhistling from
al around us. We interpreted the distant answering calls and the absence of zinging arrows asan
agreement to let us pass.

Nearing the tent we discerned ahuge figure in bronzed armor, together with a half-dozen others smilarly
clad, awaiting us. At fifty feet, for the tent was centered in asmall clearing, the bronzed figureroaredin a



voiceto blast the eardrums:. "If that's you, my lord Callin, then by the gods, | deem you ill-advised to
come here, and that's afact. Approach me dowly and stand when | say, for I'velittle patience with those
wholl tell me now, after the fact, of plots and plansto snatch victory from defeat. Do you understand
me, Sr?’Y ouve cometoo late—for dl I've ever loved inlife, are dead!”

Hed spotted my colors, asprig of violetson afield of gold. Asan Adjuster, there was but one way |
could meet thisbombast. | dared to risk it. | had no choice. Without bresking my stride, though Sowing
just the dightest, | shouted back, "By Ormon's breath, sire, do you think you're alonein suffering, you
damned gerd's head? Must | match you lossfor loss? A goodly portion of the flower of Marack lies
dead upon our tourney field. Moreover, | see you've escaped to fight again while our royal houseis
taken by the very scum you hide from.”

"DAMN you, Callin!"

Hewas Dradlich, King of Ferlach, and he would not be spoken to that way. He took a step forward
amidst the sound of swords being unshesthed al around us, including those of my own stalwarts who,
with bared blades, now positioned themsalves ingtantly to my left, rear and right.

"... And daammmn you, Dradich!" | matched himin voice, "for greeting abrother thudy, who'saways
held you dear; ‘een though he's come to do exactly what you've said: to plot avengeance, Sir, against
these murdering cowardsthat'll live when dl our seasare dry. Now tell me: Do you have adrink for an
old comrade, to wet histhroat—or will you turn me away?'

My roar had been such, | think, asto cause even the forest birdsto grow quiet. Therewere at least a
hundred men in that camp. All stood asif carved from stone.

Dradlich sneered, hisvoice dtill grating. ™Y ou prate of hiding, Sr. Why, then, | seeyou're free—asisour
Lord of Fergisand yon largish oaf who seemsin form and feature like my good friend Breen
Hoggle-Fitz."

Rawl, flat-faced, clashed sword againgt shield to acknowledge recognition. Sir Dosh, glowering, did
likewise. From Sernas we heard but the faintest of chuckles.

Aikon Dradich, King of Ferlach, wasindeed ahuge man. His shoulder-length mane of black hair and
curling beard matched the rampant, ebon fur of histroll-like body. He continued, raving, damning me and
al my forebears. His curseswere one prolonged blast. | let him go on, get it out of his system, satisfied
that when held finished, we'd have that drink.

Thetirade ending findly, he asked me sarcagtically how I'd gotten here this time, referring to what he
supposed was my "magick.” | replied, smiling: "Why, the same as before, Sire.” He cursed again.

"So may we now approach?’ | asked.
"Approach and be damned to you."

Wedid, after sheathing our swords, and were grudgingly invited to enter the tent. Therewas but asingle
table and ascattering of chairs, al seized from peasant homesin the vicinity. Dradich poured dedll
around. Among hissix lords, | espied onewhom | had known as a brave fighter at Dunguring. He was
Pers-Oaan, an admird of thefleet, atall red-fur with smiling eyes. | raised my cup' to him. He pledged
meinturn. | saidto theking, "You caled it right of our companion here. HES Breen'sson, Sir Altin
Dosh."

Hegrunted inritua: "A son of Breenisason of Ferlach. But who'sthat other fellow? He looks more



ring-eared pirate than northerner, to me."
| grinned. "Allow me, sirs. Our Lord Lors Sernas, Ambassador to Marack from dread Hish in Om!"

Dradich's eyesflashed. The six lords drew the circles of Ormon upon each breast and calloused hands
reached again for swords hafts. Such was gl the effect of the very name of Om.

"Why ishe here?' Dradlich demanded.

"Why, for hiscourage, sre. And why not?" | challenged. "That war'slong over. And in it he fought well
for Ormon, aswell as hisown god, Hoom-Tet." They hissed at that. "His sword is now pledged to
Marack," | continued. " Against the sky men!"

At that point the aged Gaati, king's sorcerer to Ferlach, entered with two others of hiskind. He
whispered to Dradlich, "I came asquickly as| could, sre.”" He nodded a gracious greeting to al of us.

"No need," Dradlich muttered. "But stay. Y our thinking has power beyond your magick.”
Riding on Gaati's shoulder was the Royal Ferlachian Pug-Boo, Mool!

| then described dl that had happened at Glagmaron and why wed fled to Gortfin and why we were
here: to begin the organization of a planet-wide resistance.

Theking snorted his contempt, emptied hisflagon, filled it and shouted, "What res stance? How do you
fight sky lords when they command the very lightnings? What vaues courage in the face of that! | know.
| know." Heraised ahand. "That you've a certain wizardry of your own. But how"—and | suddenly
noticed the very ghost of asmilein hisditted eyes—"indeed, can wefight such as have destroyed our
city, daughtered my knights, sank our flegt, left not astone unturned of what was once amighty
kesp—and this" he thundered again, "without ever so much asdirtying their silver lobes?!

Allowing atwinkle to appear in my contacts, | answered wryly, "Why, sire, I'll admit it'll not be easy;"
upon which Dradich and hisknights dl roared their laughter and shook their heads at such pithy defiance
inthe face of what they knew wastota disaster.

| asked serioudy. "How did you escape, sirs? I've amind to know."

Dradich, camed, settled toit. "When the thing landed,” he began, " ‘twaslike a your Glagmaron; just
before twilight. The greater part of the garrison under our lord-commander, Gen-Kols, went out to have
alook. I then heard ayeling from thewals, and al the trumpets and the drums; this, at amost the very
moment they were blown gpart asif from the blow of the fist of athousand-foot giant. Looking from the
south tower we saw the entire garrison daininarain of fire and bolts of lightning. Thetourney fied
became a smoking, reddish pit of ghost. Then, even asthe east wing of the castle was destroyed by the
same great hammer blows, we, my lords'—and Dradlich fixed us dl with achdlenging eye— "were
aready fleeing through the 'passageways.' Now, Sir Coffin, | adjure you, by Ormon's bregth, if you'vea
plan— beyond your parlor tricks of 'glowing in the dark'—why then, sir, well hear you out”

At the mention of parlor tricks, | could not help but note the wide grins on the faces of dl the Ferlachians.
They had good memories.

Stll | persgted. "And your city?'

"You've seenit. Tishdf destroyed. The sky men have caled an assembly for thismorning. They intend,
S0 'tissaid, to set up new rules under anew reigion. Ormon, they say, is overthrown. They'll now be our
godsaswell asour executioners.”



"How do you know this?’

"Stragglers. Y esterday sky men went to the city, killed some, rounded up others and told them to gather
today to hear their orders. Moreover," he smiled grimly, "we've sent men back too, and have others
watching. Now tell usyour plans, Collin."

"Therearent any," | confessed. "And Pd be aliar if | said different Hopefully well develop some; based
on yoursdf, Chitar of Gheese, Laratis of Kelb, and the privy council of Great Ortmund in the absence of
their soon-to-be-crowned queen, the Lady Caroween Hoggle-Fitz. In thislast respect al ambassadors
of these countries were sent home from Glagmaron immediately after the Alphian'sarriva to tell of what
had happened and the action we had taken. Which raises the question: whereisKd-Tiers, your
ambassador?”’

"Ah, hal" Dradich exclamed. "Thisexplainsit. A man of ours reported last night of bodies upon the road,
among them the herddry of Ka-Tiers. Wed refused to believe it was the ambassador, for there was no
proof. The face and parts of the body were incinerated by the sky men's wespons...."

Weall traced the sign of Ormon on our bressts.

Dradich went on. "If you've no plans, what then are your proposals?*

| grinned. "That you give us Gadti, for agtart, and welll be on our way.”
Theking's brow grew black again. "Y ou dare...."

"I must. We need Gaati. Y ou've three wizards here, dl of them competent Moreover, wdl return Gaati
within forty-eight hours.”

Dradich fumed. He haf arose from his seat. "Y ou've got your bloody nerve, Callin. Y ou'd take the only
real weapon | have left to me.”

"When hereturns” | explained, "hell have the plan.”

Dradich, gill fuming; angered, too, a his persond impotence, smashed hisfist upon the tableand
shouted, "All rightl Take him. What choice have we except death and davery? Well be your men, Sir
Callin, for the length of time it takes to work the miracle—and no longer. Give me your hand, sir.”

| did, and he shook it and flung it back.

| smiled. "My lord. Onething I'll tdll you: these sky men with their new religion will now set out to recruit
levies of warriors, knights and false lordsto their service, dl to control the populace. Thisbeing true, |
suggest that you begin too, to gather your levies. Send trusted men to dl villages and townsto rally the
staunchest to your standards. Tell them that dll is not logt; that Marack istaking thefield and that
warriorsfrom dl the north areralying. Y ou may tell them too that we will strike. And that when we do,
‘twill be done with the protection of all the magick of the north, inclusive of Marack's Collin!"

Thelr eyesgleamed as| spoke. Their hands inadvertently sought the hafts of their swords. Their indrawn
breath was asibilant hissing that boded no good for any Alphian. | sensed too that if there was ever to be
avictory, ft would be no quarter—without a doubt!

"Do you speak thetruth, Sir Callin?' Dradlich's pleawas dmost pathetic, so difficult was the bridge from
despair to hope.

"When havel lied?| may get you all killed, and theré's no gainsaying that. But | do not play games™



"Well then," he said, while arising to fill our flagons one moretime, "let'sdrink toit." Hewasareborn,
bright-eyed Lazarus, poised, even confident.

Our toasts were hearty, adrendine-charged, reflecting anew spirit. It was asif they'd heard the
uncompromising trumpets of fresh armies charging to the rescue of stalwarts at bay on athrice-stricken
fidd. In essence, I'd ddliberately psyched both them and oursalvesin away to spite the devil. And this
againgt an enemy who, in the face of any redlity, could easily day us al—and with perfect equanimity.

The Ferlachian-sea admiral said in more sober tones, "Y ou are ever the dark bird, Sir Callin. But | would
hope that just once, when and if you come again, ‘twill be for wassail and in atime when peace will reign,
for dl of us." He then made the intricate swirl and dip, the protocol bow of al great lords.

Rawl, ever dert to achance for whimsy, said owlishly, "Our Collin would say yea to that, for 'tishis
choice, too."

Gadti, the aged wraith-like sorcerer, smiled, asked curioudy, "Do you oppose peace, Sr?"'

"Nay, good sorcerer. 'Tisthat I'm more divein war and thus find pleasure in our Collin's contradictions.
If he had hisway, dirs, thered be no war at dl; not even the smple exchange of blows for the possession
of thisbridge or that ford, or even smal raidsfor thejoy of it. If he had his way there'd be no
tournaments either! Think on that when you frown on our Collin for the fact that hisfateis ever
opposite to hiswishes so that he seems, by personal design, as the center of every sorm. . .. That
sormsexig, isfact. They are our fated burden. But |, sirs, would haveit no other way. Tiswhy | ride
withhim!"

He got around of enthusiastic gpplause; some from outside the tent where others had gathered to listen.

Dradich, pursuing the small-talk for the pleasure of it, asked courteoudy of Sir Dosh, "And you, sir. Do
you too think thisway?"

Dosh, histhoughts elsewhere as usua, shook himsalf, aswould atrained gerd who hearsabell. He
batted his bulbous eyes, harrumphed afew times and then said testily, pompoudy, "Well now, my lords, |
hold to the theme that agog will linger where akaati will not browse." He emptied his cup and stared
around him, chdlengingly.

The statement of course required no answer except, perhaps, the observation that akaati is
carnivorous... .

Dradlich, puzzled, still had sense enough to turn to Lors Sernas as an escape from Dosh, or so he
thought. He asked of Sernas: "And what of you, my lord of Hish? What think you of our Callin's
predilections?’

That blazing worthy—his surcoat was ariotous garden of color so that his heraldry of two castleswas
logtinamyriad of painted flowers—exclaimed loudly: "Why, good king, | follow our Callin for his
humor; for the fact that he's a dancing master that | can learn from, and because he's the greatest wizard
in al the kingdoms. Why, grs, if you had been where | have been and seen what | have seen: jewels, my
lords, precious beyond al beief . . ." He shook himself. "But asto war, sirs, know this: | fight not for
trangent glory. -Tisanilluson, best ignored. | fight for love done and to stay aiveto enjoy pleasures of
theflesh. | aso deight in the savoring of foods, liquors, wines and thefed of satins, slksand velvetson
my skin. In Hoom-Tet'slove, Sre, | am atrue sybarite. | am enamored of perfumes, poetry and lewd
muras, or nakednessin al itsforms. But most of al | do treasure the soft and willing bodies and limbs
and parts of women—all women, young and old! As Hoom-Tet, our jolly master, has so succinctly put
it: When dl that's gone, what elseisleft? So, Srs. Hear mewell. | fight only for to stay diveand love. To



our Callin then!" he shouted, carried away by the wicked pictures of hismind. "To our most gracious
Coallin, whom our sweet-bellied, fat-assed Hoom-Tet truly favord™

Bloody Mohammed-Og! | looked around. All but Sernas were staring at me, aghast. 1'd no choice but to
ignoreit dl. | nodded sternly. They smiled mechanically and raised their cups, while making the sign of
Ormon on their bressts....

Dradlich aone chose to whisper, and he too had a sense of humor— "By the Gods, my lord, you do
keep strange sword companions.”

It was most certainly timeto go, elsedl I'd won would soon belost | arose, saying, "We must leave now,
sreand my lords, and go to Cheese—and with your sorcerer, Gaati, do you permit it"

"How could | not?' Dradich till chuckled inwardly. We dl bowed to each other. But then, as Gaati
plucked the Pug-Boo, Mool from his shoulder to hand him to one of hisfellows, | swear | saw thelittle
eyeswiden for just a second, long enough to catch and hold my gaze. A smal pink tongue came out to
swing loosdly back and forth. The eyes crossed. The little round head went tick-took, from one sideto
the other, aswould ametronome in a counter motion to the tongue. It lasted just two seconds. But Hooli
had had his fun. Hed announced his presence too....

Damn him!

"Screw you." | yelled mentaly, uncontrollably. "Y ou're playing games, you little bastard, while they're
scraping the rest of us off thewalls. | hope you're caught in a hype-warp, frigging taffy-machine. | hope
to bloody hell that they stretch you from hereto Antares. | hope. ..." But Dradich and Gaeti were staring
a mesrangdy. To hell with it I'd see him late—maybe.

The port city of Saksin Gheese till stood; so did its castle. There was no sign of destruction anywhere.
Stll, on the tourney field to the south of the castl€'slow hill, wasa third Alphian ship. It dl seemed 0
peaceful, we could dmost imagine that King Peres Chitar had been alowed to surrender himsdlf and the
people without the usua show of mindless destruction.

Aganwe cameto ground in asmdl clearing in the forest areato the north; right next to aherd of
browsing dottles. We whistled them over, saddled the first four in the line-up (we kept saddles aboard
the scoutship), nodded good-bye again to Kriloy and Gaati, phased out the ship and headed toward the
city.

In each case our residing ambassador had given us ameeting site. To be on the safe Side, it was dways
outside the city'swalls. In Gheese, the spot was a combo boathouse-innin asmal cove wherea
sparkling stream came down to meet the river-sea. The surrounding trees were dive with tic-tic birds,
blue-bottomed pity-docks and something akin to adaytime nightingale. Itswarbling was fantastic. The
cove, we learned shortly, was the persona property of our Gheesian ambassador, the grosdy fat,
Tils-Alden of Saks. It being aswell protected from whiter gales as was Saks harbor, hed coaxed a
smdll fishing fleet to useit; taking a percentage of their catch as pay. Theinn too was ostensibly for them.
Actudly it wasal for Tils-Alden who was agourmet lover of seafood....

He was there now, amost punctua man, having alate breskfast or early lunch of de, bok-bread, flatfish
and ahuge platter of mixed scalops, clams, oysters and certain unfamiliar mollusks. Seeing us, he arose,
beaming to cry, "My lords, the sight of you must lead meto believethat dl iswdl." Hisround face-was
awash with fish and ale, his mouth overly full of oysters. He waved aspoon, said, "Sit! Sit! Join me!™
Then he choked, gasped, grabbed histhroat and tried to swallow— which he should not have done. |



immediately saized him and began to pound his back, thinking that we'd come too far to have our man
die now of asurfeit of oysters. At apoint where hisface had turned blue, | was fortunate to hit the right
spot He hawked, spit, and regurgitated a great gollop of something. He then said weakly but promptly,
"As| was saying, Srs; be pleased to join me." He sighed deeply and drew a number of pleasurable,
happy bresths.

We needed no second invitation. Indeed, we fdl to instantly, each finishing a platter of thisand that in
short order. Fat Tils-Alden, picked up where held |eft off. His mouith filled again, he asked us what was

happening.

| told our story. "Yon clouds," | finished, "are but the edge of ablanket that extendsto far Great
Ortmund. So you can see, werewel|l protected, Sir. But what of yourselves? Tiswhy I'm here,
remember?'

He chewed mightily, waved his spoon again—and cautioudy swallowed. He then gulped, cleared his
throat " "Tisboth good and bad," he exclaimed. "Example: The dlien ship landed afull twenty-six hours
after the one at Glagmaron. | was thus able to warn our good king Chitar afull hour before the fact Our
cunning Chitar—and he's oft' been likened to the flimpl-dot who can snatch the best of ameet pie from
your mouth without your knowing—did two thingsimmediately. He | ft the castle with hisknights and
moved to a scattering of farm houses about three miles from the city; he sent heraldsto warn dl citizens
that such a ship would land and that they were to go nowhere near it on pain of death. Well acquainted
with our leader's wisdom, no, one has gone within a thousand yards of the Alphians. And they in turn
have done nothing as yet but to come out of their ship to Stare around.

"They seem oddly rdluctant,” Tils-Alden chuckled, "to go anywhere near the castle; this, though the
bridge is down, the gates yawn widely, and al-in-dl, it's deserted. | warrant, my lords, that if they'relike
those at your keep of Glagmaron, they are then so stupid as to know not what to do."

Hed put hisfinger on the Alphians weakness, though | avoided theimplication. | asked instead: Do you
have amessagefor me, Sir?"

"None, except that we be told what is happening e sewhere and what you plan as a consequence. Chitar
say’s, too, that you must understand that he knows the peril here; that this stalemate cannot |ast forever,
and that he awaits your suggestions.”

And so | told him of our meeting with Dradich, King Chitar's old enemy and "friend", and what | thought
Chitar should do to supplement our common effort. "Abovedl," | ingsted, "keep doing what you're
dong. The enemy's bound to react eventudly. | do advise that your city be evacuated; still, I'm sure that
your king will know what to do for he knows his people better than |. Asfor ourselves, well sir, wewish
theloan of your revered Plati, King Chitar's sorcerer. |11 take him with me now, for a conference, and
return him within two days." v

"Ah!" Our fat friend shook his head and sighed a corpulent sigh, redolent of basted fowls, pickled gog's
feet and flatfish soup. "Plati's dead, my lord; died of an ague while | waswith you in Marack."

| winced. Hed made it sound asif | was somehow responsible.
"Well, then,” | told him strongly, "in the absence of Plati, we'd like someone € se with equa competence.”
"It'll take a couple of hoursto reach the king, my lord."

"Why, 07"



"He's to the south. We're to the north—and we'd have to go round-about”

| arose, sgnaing my comradesto do likewise. "My lord,” | told Tils-Alden, "be pleased to inform my old
friend, Chitar, that m be here tomorrow between the eighth and tenth hoursto pick up the sorcerer of his
choosing, whom I'll return on the following day. Advise him of the urgency here—and give him my best
regards.”

"I'll do that, my lord. Rest assured. And my lord?"
| dowed my step toward the door.

He said hesitantly, "I've abaked tug-fish of some twenty pounds. Tisararity and the tasteisdelicious.
Tislike no other. Takeit with you, Sr—asagift from me."

| smiled and begged off. Not that we couldn't use atwenty pound tug-fish. It wasthelook in his
eyes—asif the gift wasredly hisright leg, basted and logged in turnip juice, and codl'd initsown jelly. |
hadn't the heart "But | do thank you deeply,” | told him. " Another time."

He gratefully returned to hisflatfish and mollusks.

Within minutes of the release of our dottleswho, as dways, were reluctant to go, we were cruising low
over the Kelbian capita of Corchoon.

Asin Ferlach, the castle was totally destroyed and the city had suffered considerably. Landing, we met
our ambassador, Rariko, at the appointed spot, together with the young king's sorcerer, Dretus. Dretus, |
must confess, looked like the very devil himsdf. He was apinto, for onething, hisfur being black, white
and strawberry. He was a so the only red-eyed man I'd ever seen on Camelot-Fregis. Moreover, he
seemed more warlock than sorcerer. And there fc adifference.

The pattern in Kelb was the same as that of Glagmaron and Ferlach: anew order, anew rdigion, and
with the Alphians asthe new gods. Only one thing was different. The young king, Laratis, who'd fought
the dead-alives so bravely in the second attack of the Dark One, had been dain with his new queen and
al thelordsof hisprivy council. The people were desolate.

Wetook the red-eyed wizard and |left the ambassador, Rariko, to organize what resistance he could.
Sensing an urgency I'd not felt until now, | ordered, too, that al professiona practitioners and teachers of
magick proceed along the highroad toward Glagmaron city. Somewhere on that road we would stop
them dl. A few would be taken to Gortfin, the remainder sent on to Glagmaron, or back to
Corchoon—where they could till be used.

It waswell after high noon when we settled to ground just afew hundred yards from the opened south
gates of Janblink City. Unlike the capitals of the previous kingdoms, inclusive of Glagmaron, Janblink was
walled. Warehouses, stables and gresat dottle pens pressed solidly against the expanse of towering stone.
Intime of war they'd be thefirst to suffer the fires and swords of abesieging army.

The ambassador from Great Ortmund had promised either to meet me persondly at the first dottle pen to
the west of the gate, or to send his substitutes. They were to watch for four unmounted knightsin brown
cloaks. Wed | ft the now quite impatient Kriloy, with the two sorcerers, in the lee of asmdl hill—safe

fromal prying eyes.



On abhill to the north of the city was great Castle Janblink. And precisdy on its military-tournament field
wasthe last of thefive Alphian warships.

We plodded our way around the hill and down the road to the clutter of wooden buildings under the
walls. Dosh had walked stumbling, with mouth agape and eyes bulging. Hed dmost falen anumber of
times and had to be rescued, such was hisintensity.

Y oung Alien Dosh was no stranger either to Janblink City or Castle; indeed, he'd been raised there when
hisfather, the Lord Breen Hoggle-Fitz, waswarlord of al Ortmund's armies under the false king, Feglyn.
When Feglyn had made his pact with the Dark One, Breen had immediately raised the flag of revolt from
hisown city of Durst. Four of his sonswerekilled in the ensuing battles aswell as many hundreds of his
household. Excepting Caroween and Dosh, his remaining children had later been captured and executed.
Dosh, the youngest, had supposedly been killed at Dunguring where held goneto join hisfather who was
then supporting Marack, Ferlach and Gheese against the Dark One's hordes who'd come swarming
acrosstheriver-sea. . . . An exceptionally hard thump to the pate—and it would have had to be that,
considering—and young Dosh was out of it; only to revive as amindless nitwit Where he went then, or
how he managed to survive until his memory returned to him, will dways be amysery. But then, just a
month before, hed appeared at Glagmaron, tattered, barefoot, but till insufferably proud, the very image
of hisfather, to demand to see hissster and to claim the Ortmundian name and heritage.

With Feglyn dain, Breen, the father, was to have been named king at the late summer harvest. His death
gave the crown to his daughter, Caroween. Dosh, being youngest, made no claims; nor could he have.
Theright of successonin al of Fregisisto the eldest child, male or female. Caroween would be the
queen.

Which was perfectly al right with Sr Dosh Since, despite his pomposity, acertain rdigious fanaticism and
an ingrained belief that he was superior by blood to most around him, hewas, in contradiction,
easy-going, generousto afault—and without guile.

"Y ou know, of course, my lord," he plucked my deeve and questioned as we walked, "that | am
knowledgeable as to Janblink's secret passages. | often played in them when aboy."”

"We're not herefor such deedstoday,” | told him. "My intent'sto chat with afew who'll meet us, then get
ot

Hiseyesglittered. "But we will return, Callin, right?"
| murmured, "Indeed we will."

At the dottle pens, and being nosed lovingly from between the pen-rails by adozen or so of the
beasts—they were apparently quite bored with the pens and sought afriend to free them from such
dullness—we found no one as yet to greet us. We petted and soothed the dottles to passthe time, while
ther fat fannieswagged in doggy happiness and ther tailsflalled theair like hairy windmills,

We continued to wait, the four of us, or rather the three of us since Sernas chose againgt my disciplineto
wander after apie-maid and to take advantage of her burdensome tray and her knapsack to maneuver
her againgt the great whedl of a potter's wagon. At that point, while we watched entranced, he began
killfully to stroke an unprotesting buttock, being amusingly indecisve the while asto which pieto
purchase. Not that the maid resented either his advances of hisuse of her time. Oh, no! Indeed, even
after the dy devil had kissed her soundly and fiercely gripped the captured buttock asif hed purchased
that too, and then left to rgoin us—her eyes had followed him hungrily.

Rawl, breathing heavily in my ear, said envioudy, "By Ormon's ass, Callin, that raunchy bastard has but



to seize their partsand they fdl to their kneesin adulation. | swear, | don't understand it.”

"Heknows," | said softly, "the secrets of womankind; that they indeed prefer such direct action; that they
arein noway built for pedestals.”

Sernas, overhearing as he approached, said bluntly, "Our Callin'sright. Tisafact that Hoom-Tet

teaches. All women are fated to be loved, my lords. They desireit, livefor it; are built for it. To waste
time with the silliness of wooing, poetry reading and thelikeis, in Hoom-Tet's eyes, plain supid. Shoot
for the target; waste not a second. That's the ticket. As our gracious wise one so blithely putsit: 'A pat on
the ass of aqueen will win acrown wheredl esefails. Benot laggardsin love, srs. Moreover—"

"My Lord Sernas," Rawl interrupted sourly, 'I've learned to didike you less as the months go by. Don't
pressyour luck, Sr."

Sernasturned ingtantly to mewith atwinklein hiseye and said, "Ah, hal Did you hear that, my lord? He's
at it again. Purejealousy, sir. And he knows I'll not be challenged, lest it be for theimmediate rightsto a
willing crotch which, when you get down to it, isnever histo defend or offer. Why, my lord—"

"Have done, Sir Omnian,” | snapped—and I, frankly, was alittle tired of his obsessons— "Save your
strength for the cause we fight for. No peasants are allowed in brothels, sir. And that's what you'll be, at
best, if our enemy hashisway.”

Sernas grinned and shrugged. His skin rivded agerd'sin thickness. Nothing could touch him. With a
lightning-like display of hisskill with the faldirk—it was his weapon, and fittingly so—he quartered the
pie and offered us each aportion.

Since the pastry was of meat and not of fruit, | deemed it quite poisonous and shrugged it away. He
grinned again, winked, and ate thefull portion in one greedy gobble. My stalwarts did likewise with
theirs, leaving not even acrumb for the diving, chattering tic-tics....

Sir Dosh, in the meantime, had been eyeing agroup of adozen or so men-at-arms led by a husky young
knight with around, stupid face, small eyes and a pronounced scar from temple to chin. He announced
suddenly, "I know that bastard. Indeed, if my memory serves me, 'tis | who am the cause of hisugliness.”

He was about to say more, but | wanted no trouble. "Then turn away,” | told him. "Don't let him see
you."

Dosh did better than that. He removed himsalf from our group for about thirty paces and gave his
attention to the dottles. If the worst should happen there would then be no connection with us, unlesshe
chose to make one.

I'd noted that the scarred knight and his dozen dl wore patches of white on their shoulder harnesses.
They passed us and Doshin ajingle of stedl, going on toward the main gate of the penswhere another
large group of citizens had gathered. At that moment, too, afoursomein cloaks of dark blue, as opposed
to our brown, came directly toward us. They paused just once on the way, ostensibly to appraise the
dottles. Then, when they were within but afew feet of us, astocky man, cowled until that moment, threw
the cloak back to reved himsdf as Gen-Digti, Ortmund's ambassador, from whom wed parted the
previous noon.

"My lords," he said without hesitation, "since | deem it that you came here by other waysthan
dottle-back, 111 assume aso that you know our enemy is here.”

"We do. Have you brought the king's sorcerer?’



Disti nodded to the oldest of his group. "We bring you Per-Teens, one of our best.”
"What isthe Stuation?’

"The same as Marack's, but with less bloodshed. They killed ahundred or so a random to prove they
could do it, then awed the townsfolk with their magick—the magick of their wegpons; this, with afew
destroyed homes and buildings. They then announced themsalves as being our new gods. And that'sit.
They held amesting this very morning. Declarations have been posted. The temples of the Trinity were
invaded, the priests and wizards killed. As of now the temples are being renovated by guildsmen as
ordered by the enemy. Their leader'saman remarkably likethelord Tarkiis."

Histones were so casud that | became darmed. | asked sharply: Do the people take this so easy then?”

Hefrowned, actualy glared at me. "They've been without aleader for sometime, Collin." He was forced
to shout the words so as to be heard above a sudden caterwaul of fighting dottles—and was then forced
to aquick whisper when the fighting ceased. "Before that they had only Feglyn and the Dark One. True,
they loved Breen Hoggle-Fitz. But Fitz is dead—and his daughter? Well who redly knows?'

"Lord Didti," | sad firmly, "the fact that 'tis you who are here rather than aguard of the sky-men to take
us suggeststhat you at least areloyd. That you've brought your sorcerer provesit. Still, the reaction, as
you describeit, isdisturbing.” * | then told them al that had happened. Disti agreed to begin the sanie
sort of operation, theralying of those loya to Ormon aswell asto Great Ortmund; the immediate
preparation to participate in whatever we deemed necessary—and the sending of additional sorcerers
and witches toward Glagmaron.

"Fear not, Collin," hetold mefirmly. "Y oull find the Ortmundians a your Sdeintheend.”

| nodded areserved satisfaction, saying, "I'll return this good sorcerer within forty-eight hours with our
conclusonsastowhattodo. . . ."

And then what 1'd least expected happened!

Riding through the city gates and with the citizenry faling back in panic in dl directions so asto make way
and keep agoodly distance from them, there came two quite resplendent Alphians on prancing dottles.

Their spotlesswhite and silken jumpsuits repelled dirt. They glowed as| had never done. They were
beautiful; too beautiful. They wereindeed "angels." Some of the crowd were dready beginning to kned.
Those beyond us, at the main dottle gate, dso began to dispersein fear of the skymen's passing. The
young knight and his men-at-arms turned back to us, and came on to offer themselvesto their, masters.

"My lord,” Gen-Digto said quietly, "we knew nought of mis, and now we are undone. Still, we will die
withyou. That | svear.”

| ignored him. Therewas no time. | could kill both the Alphianswith the belt-laser. But again, if | did I'd
draw attention to mysdlf; bring the sphere, too, into the arena. One way or the other al would be
lost—except?

"My Lord Sernas," | said softly, and he stared as parayzed as my companions, "would you risk achance
at thelove of humankind for dl eternity?"

He answered, "Why surdly, and do you mean love theway | meanit?'

| dipped my fa-dirk into hishand. "Y ou now havetwo,” | told him. "When they," | nodded, "are within
ten paces, | want these blades embedded securdly in their throats. Understood?”



Semas had gone cold sober. Hisface paed. Thevishlight in hiseyeshad dimmed. He said calmly, "I
died once, Callin. Do not think that I'm unaware that 'twas your magick and that of 'the little brown one
that returned my life to me. Just pray now, with me, to Hoom-Tet, that my hands be steady."

"You know I will," | told him.

The squadron of men-at-armswas just then passing Sir Dosh. The Alphianswere thirty feet away.
Dosh, dert to what was happening, decided on his own on atactic which proved him, at least to me, a
true son of hisfather. He stepped out boldly as the last man passed him. Hands on hips he shouted to the
young knight: "Well! By bloody ghast, you snot-nosed bastard. | knew 1'd seen you before. You're
Tostan, that burnt my father's keep when none of our name were thereto defend it. | thought I'd killed
you, turd. But no mind. I'll do it now!"

A man of absolute action, held drawn his greatsword, thrown his shield to the front and, asthe last word
passed hislips, drove awhistling blow to Tostan's head that would have sent it flying had he connected.

"Hold to the front!" Tostan roared after his dozen, who still came on toward us and the Alphians.

They hdted, turned, saw their commander attacked and moved instantly to attack the attacker. Dosh,
whirling with the weight of his own heavy blade, followed through on squat Tostan, took an arm, and
diced through cloth and meta to cut the man half-way to the spine. Not stopping there, he fell to one
knee and caught thefirst of his attackers on his shield-front} arose, threw the man over his head to crack
his neck and then literally skewered the next swordsman to reach him.

We, in the meantime, were not idle. The Alphianswere dmost upon us. | said smply: "Now!" to Sernas
who let fly with the proper deliberation so that only the sound of adouble, sbilant hissand the twin
thunk of sted inflesh disrupted the already growing chaos around us.

They fell from the dottles, the welling blood in their throats choking their cries. Their hedls beat adrumfire
tattoo on the hardened ground. | was upon them, instantly, to rip the belts and weapons from their
bodies. These | tossed to the aged Gen-Disto, saving, "Hold them.”

| think it was the pent-up frustration of al that had happened that then caused usto unleash the fury we
did. It could also have been because | raised the cry of "No quarter.” | had by accident, when handing
the wesapons to Disto, glanced to the skies—and saw that the clouds had receded toward the west.
Great patches of blue were suddenly and dangerously visible.

"No quarter!” I'd roared ingtanty, sizing up the situation. Therésno time!™

And we were on the remnants of the dozen in alashing whirl-wind of stedl, akind of berserker drive that
would normally be benesth us. | smashed the first man to the ground with my shield's edge aone, drove
my sword'stip straight through the skull of another. The back-sweep of my blade took the head of a
third, dmost by accident, so that it flew still screaming from the torso.

Rawl, disdaining his shield for mere men-at-arms, was into them with both hands on his sword's haft.
Roaring: "Marack! Collin! Marack! Collin!" hekilled four men in as many seconds. Sernas, | must say,
was no laggard when it came to bloody in-fighting. Inspired by his deed with thef a-dirksaswell asthe
company he now kept, he skillfully dropped to one knee and whirled his grestsword to sweep the feet
from off the legs of a veritable giant of a sergeant—he a so used both hands—then aroseto catch a
second man benegath the arm, the chink in the hauberk, asit were. He drove to the very heart—and was
inundated by afountain of blood that drenched his flowered surcoat.

[, in the meantime, had broken the last man's neck with my shield'sedge. | quick spun to seizethe



captured Alphian wegpons from Gen-Disto, upon which he and his companions, minusthe sorcerer who
remained with me, raced for the dubious protection of the crowd now gathering in the arch of the city
gates.

Dosh had wasted no time either. He'd run ahead to open the gates of the dottle pens, holding the beasts
'till we got there. We mounted them bareback, one by one asthey were freed, then raced with all speed
toward the hill and our ship.

Atthesite, | quick phased the craft from itsluxury of invisbility, while Rawl, Dosh and Sernas whacked
the dottles broad fannies to chase them off, and the five of us passed through the small port to confront
the awestricken Kriloy and the two amazed sorcerers, Gaati and the red-eyed Dretus.

"Takeit up!" | yelled to Kriloy. "Quick! | want it over the areaway to the south gates, now!"

Within sixty seconds I'd fathomed the smple structure of the laser and blaster guns, pressed theright
studs and was rewarded with both freed power-packsin my hands. They were the same,
interchangeable. | applied amonitor-gauge to both, pressed the input stud to my belt-packs and saw
what |'d expected take place—a noticesble risein my pack, anoticeable drain in those from the two
Alphian weapons. | figured thet at full drain it would take perhaps a half-hour to immobilize the packs
completely. | then subjected the gunsto aseries of three-dimensional, electron photography shots and
that wasit | could barely contain my joy. I'd planned some sort of acommando strike to seizeagun. It
would have had to have been done. But not now. We'd doneit! By the gods, | thought—awindfal from
old Ormon, himsalf—the war was one-third won!

| took over the drive, gave the wegponsto Kriloy. "Send *em out the gect, right in front of the gates, ya
hear? | want them to be found, quick!"

Seconds later—while | hovered, afifty-foot air-distortion to those by the gates below, Kriloy yelled,
"Bombs away!" and | knew that the guns would soon be back in Alphian hands.

Wewere homefreel

Except for the fast disappearing, double-damned clouds.. ..

From Janblink to Oortfin, the distance is just two hundred miles. Another five minutes and we were there.
The cloud cover was weaker than over Janblink city. Indeed, in dl the north, though clouds remained,
they were now piled in greet, miles-high cumulous formations of white. Blue sky was everywhere. The
rains and our protection had definitely ceased.

But now, below us, was asight to do my heart good. In al the green vales and on dl the mountain tops
of thelittle Alpine range, there was no sign whatsoever of the somber pile of greet Gortfin Castle. It was
smply gone. Vanished. Disappeared!

| breathed a sigh of rdlief and uncorked a bottle of Velas, while the rest stared bug-eyed at what they
undoubtedly viewed as the ultimate magick!

"Blagt, Kyrie," Kriloy exclaimed in awe. "Wheré's the damn castle?"

I'd had as yet neither the desire nor the patience to apprise him of the problem. 1'd figured that he'd know
it soon enough. Therest of my band seemed equaly in the dark since Rawl and Dosh had listened but
idly to our exchange with Elioseen, and the lecherous Sernas, not at all.



| played the topo-computer coordinates with my fingers. The exact contour block appeared to paralel
thevisuds. Pointing, | said to Kriloy, "Thereit is. Don't you recognizeit?"

I'd directed him to an oddly flat and barren hilltop, behind which was agreat meadow with herds of
brows ng gogs intermingling with many dottles. The hill was between two lush valleyswhich arose on
ether sdeto smal mountains covered with conifers. Streams were at the bottom of the valeysaswell as
afew hunters huts and the houses of woodsmen. ""Recognize the north meadow?" | asked Kriloy.

His eyeswidened, stared. "Bloody Jesu-Og! But what happened to the castle?”
"Not athing. Just set her down.”

Hedid. And | swear it waslike going through ewar p. One second, nothing; the next—when wed
descended past the leve of thetdlest tree—abrilliant flash, and there was Gortfin Castlein all its
medieval dark-ages splendor. On the meadow, | noted for thefirst time, there were anumber of
cavorting dottle babies, colts. It was foding time for dottles. The mares, if one could cal them such,
stared proudly and waved their fannies.

| hustled everyone out of the ship, except Kriloy, that is. | made to leave mysdlf, but he yelled, pleading:
"Hey, Kyrieee! Sheeh. Y ou've got to cue mein. Here you come staggering back to the ship like agang
of butchers fresh from the abatoir. Gortfin Castle disgppears. Wefind it again. Hell, man. You got tolet
me know what's happening.”

"I'll get back to you. | promise,” | yelled. "Work on that energy flow... And close the port, NOW!"

He dammed the entry door inward. | phased it out; this, to the puzzlement of a couple of hoary dottle
wardens. Our little band went running toward Gortfin's northern gate....

Greeted in the great hall by Fel-Holdt, Rondin and Jos-Viins, | briefed them quickly asto what had
happened and we retired to the lower rooms of the chirurgeons, Marack's court doctors, who
accompany every army and who are apart of every populated community. We luxuriated in the great
heated pool, served by cane conduits from which water flowed throughout the castle, pumped by crude
devices from the streams bel ow. Afterward, we were massaged with perfumed medicina oilsand left, to
arelaxed catnap.

I'd dso sent a quick message to Elioseen that we would meet in council at the sixteenth hour. Marack's
lords had shown no concern that 1'd freed her. Indeed, the opposite was true. There was anew fedling of
relaxation, of well-being, even, at the news; a consensus, | took it, that I'd done the right thing. Sheld
informed them too of her successwith Gortfin'sinvisibility. Another reason, | concluded, for that relaxed
gtate of mind. Without a doubt, we were on the road to recovery, in spirit a least, from the initia trauma
of heplessnessin dieface of an omnipotent enemy.

But Elioseen refused to wait for our council. My messenger returned with anote from her requesting my
urgent attendance in her old roomsin the castle's west wing. Waking Rawl, who forever dept with the
innocence of afive-year-old, we retired to my gpartment, dressed in clean linens and such and followed
the guide to our lady's chambers.

"Tisthat | thought that you should see for yoursalf what is hgppening now in Glagmaron,” shetold me
solemnly in greeting. "'l would not have been able to bridge the gap ‘twixt here and there," she confessed,



while leading me by the hand through anumber of inner chambersto afina large one which seemed like
an ancient Terran cabalist's retreat, "had | not had the help of our wizards. One's power wanes, you
know, when it's not used.”

The twelve members of the coven awaited us; joined now by the sorcerers, Gadti, Dretus and
Per-Teens. They reflected Elioseen's solemnity and concern.

There were great burning tapers everywhere. Some gave off incense; others seemed capable of noxious
fumes. Bottles, boxes and charts lined the east wall. Tables were strewn with black firepots, retorts and
all the stuff of the witches art. More. Signs and words of magic were al-pervasive, on the great
tapestries, the walls, painted upon the floor in gresat circles wherein power, Fm sure, was supposedly
gathered— and re-released. Some tables were strewn with charts and spells. One side of the room was
alibrary, with tight rolls of papyrus and heavy tombs of vellum; dl of it handprinted. ...

| was struck with asudden trepidation. It was asif something, until now hidden, were pegping out at me
from behind adarksome curtain. . . . How much of dl this, | wondered, was malarkey—and how much
of it practicd, the real McCoy? And more frightening still: Was the answer to Camelot's magick to be
truly found, as Hooli had said—in word soundsto disrupt and use the converging lines of the planet's
magnetic field? For thefirst time, | actualy questioned Hooli's description of how it was al supposed to
work. | questioned it more when Elioseen led the twelve (minus the three, who'd yet to be worked into
her schema), to atable where sat aflat pan about two feet in diameter and an inch or so in depth. It was
filled with liquid mercury.

She paused reflectively, placed me and Rawl to one side but in close view of the silvered surface and
then arranged the others. She then conducted them, literdly, asif she were the maestro and they the
orchestra, in aword incantation. ...

It sounded amost Gregorian. And it wasin three parts. The first made of the pan of mercury awindow
to whatever Elioseen wanted to see. The second created a zeroing-in effect on a particular area of
Glagmaron City. Thethird provided the audio—gave voice and sound to what was happening there. The
three incantations seemed actudly directional; apart from each other and even insulated, sound-wise,
from each other. | smply couldn't believe what was happening; though, in oneway or another it had been
with mefor al of my dayson Camelot-Fregis.

The chorus began; we saw the city. The second chorusintervened in volume; the eye of theliquid mirror
zoomed in as would a scanner so that we were actualy on acorner of the city's centra plaza, Or square,
facing the temple of worship to the gods Ormon, Wimbely and Harris. Statues of the three aswell asof a
goodly number of their apostles, had been pulled down. They lay broken; chunks of marble, legs, arms,
heads and torsos strewn about like so many plaster rgects. In the square's center abonfire roared.
Around it danced hundreds of people, while thefireitsalf wasfed by icons, tapesiries and "books of
faith" hauled from within the temple. Squads of warriors were posted around dl the entries to the streets
leading away from the square. They wore the white tab upon their swords harnesses, where they
crossed above their hearts. Knights were with them; | recognized agoodly number. . .. Andindl the
streets, being held back by the men-at-arms, were throngs of weeping citizens.

We watched as-the doors of the temple opened to alow the exit of a haf-dozen Alphians, followed at a
respectful distance by atroop of Marack'slords, knights and merchants, all dressed in their most costly
robes. A white tag was now pinned to the breast of each. The Alphians paused at the top of the steps.
A line of what appeared to be "neophytes of the new reigion” was then alowed to advance from one, of
the Sde streets. They knélt in six rows below She Alphians; upon which asingle sky-lord unsheathed the
sword from off his back and waked down the linesto touch each supplicant upon the shoulder and
thereby bestow some favor or office upon him. The Alphian, in his splendor, seemed like the " Angd of



Desgth," which he proved ultimatdly to be. For another single line of Marackian lords and knights was
then thrust forward from a side street. Their arms bound, they were forced to their knees and made to
wait while the .same Alphian with his shining sword waked dowly behind them to ddiberately strike off
each shrieking head as he went.

The bodies were thrown hagtily into waiting wagons, only to have their places taken by another line, and
yet .another; the last being made up of students, some of whom | had known and liked.

The executions continued, with now and then a change in executioners so that each Alphian had his
chance to show his sword work....

Then Elioseen spoke softly to her coven. The directiona group changed tond inflections but dighty—and
the scene shifted—lifted from the square to soar up and away to a sylvan glade to the south of the castle.
Two tents were pitched. A picket line of saddle dottles browsed unhappily on what they could reach
from their strangely, to them, confined circumstances. No one ever tied adottle to anything. Penned them
up, yes. Stabled them, yes. But tied? Absolutely not!

Therewere at least adozen Alphians present, and with them adozen or so of the prettiest daughters of
Marack’s court. Our magick mirror enlarged upon the scene so that we saw Tarkiis and Marquest, his
adjutant, in dl their splendor. Seated next to the two of them were Murie and Caroween. Unlike the sad
dottles, our two lovelieswere not tied and seemed in no way to be unhappy....

| heard Murie say—and her voice came strangely durred asif from under water—"Well, my lord, what
think you of our courtesy now? Does it compare well with your far land?'

He leaned across from where he lay quite close to her, against huge pillows benegth atreg's protecting
limbs. "Nothing comparesto our fair land, asyou cal it. For we have no land' as such. We smply have
what we need; what we want. For dl we can imagineis given us by the elder gods of whom we're apart.
Example: This scene. If wethink it and want it, we can have it"

Muriewasin no way nonplussed by thisanswer. She actudly teased: "If you think me, can you then have
ame for your own?' Her accompanying smile, the small fingersthat traced aline down hisarm, nigh
drove meto hurl the mirror to the floor. But the watchful eyes of Elioseen cautioned and forced my
control.

Tarkiisreplied, "Since| could never imagine you, | could not create you. We know of the two sexes. But
in my land thereis only one, oursalves, such asyou see. We confess,”" he smiled mechanicaly, "that we
are strangely touched by you. 'Tis an example of the atavistic urge, no doubt, about which we've been
told."”

"Would you give way to it?"
"We do what wewish to do."
"Do you know how?"'

In asense shewas making afool of him, if the concept fit at al, and if hedd but known it. But in no way
did this observation lessen my rage.

Tarkiisreplied, "What's there to know? All animas and most lower life, for that matter, couple in some
way. If | thought it would be pleasurable, | would useyouto do it.”

"But how will you know if you don't?" Murie asked softly. Her voice was husky, her lipsjust inchesfrom
hisown, her eyeswide, staring steadily into his. Gods! For Tarkiis not to react was adamned insult. I'd



kill the bastard twice—for the contradiction.

And Caroween: | could not help but see that that bold vixen, for whatever purpose, was pressed against
her accompanying Alphian lord and was actudly waking her dender fingers up the slvery stuff of his
pantaoonsto histhigh top. A vague glitter shonein her eyes. The newness of what he was obvioudy
experiencing caused him to shudder inadvertently.

Murie said, and her voice was huskier till, "Would you do it now, my lord—if | asked?"

Takiissad, "If you asked? | don't understand. It is, not for you to ask anything. Y ou are here, my lady,
because | wish it. All of yoursremain dive, as doesthisworld, because we wish it. We have atask to
perform here. That isall. If there are accompanying things of pleasure that are as yet unknown to us, and
if you are somehow a part of that, I'll surely use you. But not, my lady, because you ask.”

Murie, without batting an eye and with the same bol dness displayed by Caroween, placed ahand directly
on him and began a caress, ever so Softly....

He frowned, watching the hand. His eyes became troubled.
And the mirror went dead and cold.

Elioseen said—and it had been her raised hand that had stopped the chorus and thus the mirro—"Be
angry, drs, with what you have seen in the square and e sewhere, but not with your ladies. | think | know
what they're attempting to do, and it's not for you or me to judge them. Earlier on there was a chant in the
square that the 'Collin' was dead; thisto a question and a statement of defiance by a student who was
promptly taken. ... Whatever. Y ou now know what is happening. The sky lords move fast; too fast,
perhaps. Indeed, | fear me, Callin, that even now we may betoo late.”

My earswereringing. My body literaly thrummed with the tenson of what | had seen. My brain seemed
to boil with afever of rage and unbridled hatred. I'd become an animd, the kind that the likes of Tarkiis
could not easly dismiss. | fought for control, feding the hot sweet over dl my body. My eyes, sans
contacts, would have looked like the pits of hell.

My shidddman stood with fists clenched and eyes unblinking while blood from hisbitten lipsrolled down
his chin. Whatever happened, | knew that Tarkiiswould never survive the both of us. | grasped Rawl's
shoulder, saying softly to Elioseen, "Mayhap you're right, my lady. But, on the other hand, we just might
be able to change it back. I'll ask you for just one thing: Can you-repeat what you did once before when
you plucked mysdlf, the Princess Murie Nigaard and two others from the kings road and brought us here
to Gortfin?'

"Possibly.”

"Thistime, my lady, we must reverse, the process and with as many asten. The destination isthe square
in Glagmaron city. Moreover, you must be able to maintain contact and to bring us back on signa. Again:
Canyoudoit?

Thistime her reply wasdow in coming. She said finaly, "Therewas atime when I'd say yes, and
ingtantly. But | can't guaranteeit, Collin. To send you, yes; | think so. But to maintain contact, asyou call
it—and return you safely—the risk would be gredt...."

"My lady," Rawl Fergis said hoarsely before | could spesk, "1 know our Collini Well take that risk, €en
though it be just the two of us. Prepare your magick!”

Her eyesflew to me. | nodded, asked smply, "When?"



"When do you wish it?'

"Asmy comrade said. Now."

"l need an hour."

"Well be herethen. My lady." | bowed my head and led off toward the exits....

Therewas till an hour or so of daylight. We held our meeting in the council room, told al that had
happened in more detail, how it wasin the other kingdoms and the like. A few additional sorcerersand
teachers had arrived from Glagmaron. They served to substantiate what Rawl, mysdlf and the Lady
Elioseen had seen. They emphasized further that in al of Glagmaron and the towns and villagesaround it,
it was thought that the Collin, Sir Rawl Fergis and the battle commander, the Lord Fel-Holdt of Svoss,
had been dain. It was dso told that the Pug-Boos had |eft the |and, were nowhere to be found....

"One more reason for usto prove them liarswith our presence,” | announced. | then told the council
what | intended doing and asked the aid of Dosh and Sernas. Sir Dosh rai sed a pained eyebrow that his
name should even be mentioned, since where | went, he went. He even arose to announce—for he had
need of acertain bravo image—that he, personally, would rebuild Ormon's temple with the heads of the
apostates who'd pulled it down.

Sernas but rolled his eyes and nodded while keeping ,up arunning patter of foolishments with one of
Elioseen'sladieswho, oddly enough, found his company—he'd plunked himself down beside her
unasked—quite entertaining.

Therewasn't aknight or lord who didn't volunteer. But Fel-Holdt, knowing our limitations and the risks
as stated by Elioseen, dlowed only Gen-Rondin plus three student warriors of my choice to accompany
us

Our now avowed objective? To day dl in thetemplein the name of the Trinity, the Roya House and the
"very much dive Collin," as representing the Lord-Commander Fel-Holdt—in the field with the core of
Marack's reborn armies!

Fel-Holdt, the ever-practica, asked bluntly if | thought Sernasstrick with the fal-dirks would suffice to
cancel the weaponry of the sky-lords asthey'd done at Janblink City. "My lord,” | told him, "there are
more waysthan oneto skinaflimpl. Trust me...."

| then excused mysdlf and left the meeting for some extracurricular business. In the greet hdl | buzzed
Kriloy and ordered him outside to await a guide and guards who'd take him to the cadtle. ... On his
arrivd, | told him that it would be he on the morrow who'd pick up the Gheesian sorcerer and that it
would be he who'd return them all to their respective kingdoms on the day after; this, depending on
whether our raid came a cropper and we were either taken or killed.

We'd seated ourselves on adivan in that marvelous "hall of lords," which he, I'll add, looked at with
wonder, even awe. It was hisfirst time outside the ship and inside a Camel otian-Fregisian stronghold. He
was deeply impressed.

A carafe of svissand cups had been brought and placed before us on asmall table. His guide and guards
awaited him at some distance.

Hedidn't taketoit well at al. I'd known he wouldn't. Kriloy, to me, had become a complete surprise.
On the single occasion when I'd belabored him for what he hadn't done, 1'd been oppressed with a



feding of diendtion; that | wasfailing completely to get through to him. A Kriloy aboard the Deneb was
onething. There, he was within his own element, apart of it dl, asit were. But aKriloy on Fregis, with
me, was something e se. The desth of the Deneb had been the cataly, | think. Now, with the others
dead, | was no longer Kyrie Fern to him, but rather a Fregisian—aMarackian Overlord. To Kriloy my
fur wasasred asit wasto Murie; so were my blue-purple eyes. To him, the fact that in the spans of nine
months I'd killed more men than he would ever personaly know was just unacceptable. He simply could
no longer relate to me as Kyrie Fern, Senior Adjuster of the Galactic Foundation Center. Whatever his
studies at the academy, | was now an aien, even amonster, perhaps.

Thinking about it, | wasinclined to agree with him. The old cliche that ""aman has to do what aman has
todo," held true. In sdlf-pity | even alowed my eyesto brim.

When | told him what was happening, explained it to himin detail, he asked soberly, "Well, what
becomes of meif you'rekilled, Kyrie?'

| replied just as soberly: "Well, you can take my place for one thing. Or, you can keep trying to break
through to the Foundation for arescue. Y ou can even try for Holbein. Theresasmall base there. Take
you twenty years without warp, and even then | doubt if you'd makeit. Gotta have full tanks. Lastly, you
could just hole up; get yoursdlf asex partner for those dull eveningsand pray that al the crap that's
coming down, won'; or at least that it won't touch you."

"Y ou think the Foundation will check out the missing Deneb?"

"Certainly. But dowly and cautioudy. Y ou don't move into the area of agtarship's destruction in the usua
way, Kriloy. Remember the skuuls! It take afew years, maybefive, ten.”

"Why doesit haveto beyou?' He couldn't help himself.

"Wl take agood look at me, buddy. I'm what | think you think I am. | could walk away from dl this
easly. But I'd die of abroken heart if | did. I'm reminded of one of our old Terran poets, Burns, | think.
He had something that began with: 'If ye ha been where | ha been,’ and like that. But you, Kriloy, will
never bewherel have been, becauseit'sdl in the past. Anyhow, buddy, the players are ill out there.
Andit'sthelast act, thefind curtain. It'slike Ragnarok; the Gotterdammerung! There's something
happening, too, that | can't put my finger on, likethe old 'play within aplay.' Whatever. Myserieshave a
way of disclosing themselvesintime. Inthislast act, well either makeit or wewont. . . . Theonly role
you can play isthe one you're playing. Y ou wannabe a hero? Find the drain. Correct it Break in on the
goddamn grid and tell 'em to get their bloody asses over here. That way, buddy, if either of uswins, well
both win. Think about that. There ain't no other way...."

Hesad, quoting: "So let it be written, so let it be done.” The haf-puzzled frown till touched the pale
forehead. He said, "It'sbeginning to gdl. | even had apang of sympathy.”

| laughed. "Heyyyy! That's progress. Keep trying for the matrix. If | don't buzz you at eight tomorrow,
then come out of that skyship in ahurry and present yourself to Fel-Holdt to take my place—or elserun
for it; whichever you please.”

The frown had deepened. A few beads of sweat had appeared. "Don't lose any deep, Kyrie. I'll know
whét to do before that screwing Fomalhaut starts waking your fauna. Don't worry."

"Meworry?' | grinned. "Forget it." | then whistled up his guide and the two men-at-armsto walk himto
the ship. It was now dark outside. "So the kaatiswon't get you," | called after him.



Wed stripped, bathed, oiled oursalveslightly with a curative substance with antiseptic qualities, put on
fresh linen long shots, light-padded jupons, hauberks, plates and our best surcoats. Thistime the world
would fully note just who we were. | dlowed my three studentsto wear my colors, the sprig of violets
againg a'field of gold. Rawl'sthree scarlet bars on an azure field was now known to dl the north; so too
wasthe Dernim tulip of Sir Dosh. Hisfather had carried it with vaor from one end of Fregisto the other.
The book and sword of Rondin against awhite field was splendiferous, to say the least. An odd herddry,
hisfamily had aways been either judges or warriors, and so thelogo. . . . And then, of course, there was
the thick-lipped and lecherous L ors Sernas. His blazonry would be long remembered when al of ours
were dust. For the north had no paint potsto equa the brilliantly permanent colors of hisshield and
surcodt.

We gathered quietly in Elioseen's great room of witchery.

Shed limited the viewers to ten, what with al the sorcerers, witches and warlocks present, and most of
them involved. Fel-Holdt and Jos Viinsled the viewers, ten knights and lords. They were forced to stand
wdll back from where | and my eight were positioned. There was only candlelight to see by— an eerie
atmosphere. The smdll of incense wasthick around us. Thesignson dl thewalls, the floor, the tapestries
now seemed familiar, like ancient tombs I'd seen of the protective pentagrams of Earth'swarlocksin that
far-ago time. Again | wondered, where did the science begin and the fol-de-rol |eave off ?

The chanting began. Word sounds well spaced; each vowe hard and fully pronounced. Within seconds |
fdt thetingling I'd experienced in that far time of nine months before when the then "wicked Elioseen” had
seized Murie and me from the king's road to begin the saga. ...

Suddenly then it was as if we were encased in asilvered, trand ucent bubble. There Was no sound,
nothing; indeed, al was an instant ebon-black so that | thought that perhapswe'd died. But | had not lost
consciousness, nor had any of my comrades. Thistime, to interrupt the great thrumming that had set dl
our musclesto quivering to itstune, there came asimple brilliant flash of light, and therewe were, at the
very center of the square and directly before the great temple.

A celebration wastaking place; the aftermath of the day's destruction and killing. The scene wasriotous.
Great tuns and tubs of wine, beer and sviss had been laid out on long tables. Food, too, was everywhere
with, at the squar€'s four cardind points, whole gogs being turned on roasting spits over hugefires.
Before the series of stepsleading to the templ€'s entrance was adouble line of as many as two dozen
men-at-arms. Behind them, sill on the flat entry space before the doors, were two chairsin which sat
two Alphians. They, apparently, were the appointed "watchers' for the evening.

As could be expected, our coming elicited some surprise. | pressed theion control a my belt, fingered it
ingtantly to alow radiation so that the high-sulfur content of Fregiss stedl would thus be ectivated,. We
began to glow, phosphorescently, with abeautiful golden aura. We then quickly formed arough circle
with mysdlf a point and marched in cadence to stand directly before the double line of warriors and the
two seated Alphians. ... | surreptitioudy pressed the stud at my belt to effect the power-pack drain of our
enemies blaster and laser guns.

The roar of the crowd ceased. The ensuing quiet moved like atactile encompassing wave, rolling out
from those around us to the furthermost limits of the square. Even the roisterers on the Sde streets were
affected. The Alphians arose, walked gracefully to the edge of the daisto peer down at our smal ring of
swords.

One of the roisterers, a huge bearded warrior with the white tab on his harness, chose to step forward to



touch Rawl's shield with his own drawn sword and roar: "' Say your name, fellow, for | think | recognize
that shiddfront.” Then he blanched, crying, "By thefalen gods, 'tis Sir Fergis, the king's nephew. And
there'sthe Collin. And the Justice, Gen-Rondin! Y ou're dead, dl of you," he shouted in drunken terror.
"Y ou should have stayed s0." He tripped then and fell and had to be restored to hisfeet by his comrades.

Ignoring him, | yelled up to the Alphians, "Hey, now. Sky-men. Here's a man who says were dead.
What say you to that? Indeed, who is there among you murdering scum who can say he killed the Collin,
or any one of us?| cal you liars, cowards. Would you be gods? I'll show you the way. Come taste my
stedl you sons of hitches; the road to immortality lies through these shields, these swords.”

Nothing.

| cdled insultingly again: "'l see you wear greatswords across your backs. | challenge you to use them,
and tell you now that if you do, in fair fight, that | alone, or with but one of my companions, will strike
your heads from off your bodies and feed your entrailsto the beasts. What say you, sirs?' | called
cheerfully. | drew my well-honed beauty from its sheath, advanced two paces, whirled it twice around
my head—and waited.

Nothing.

One of the Alphians now rested a hand upon the butt of hisblaster, but that was dl. If held tried to useiit,
Sernas and one of my students, aso adevil with the fa-dirk, would have driven two blades hilt-degp in
histhroat. ... As of the moment, | played for tune; timefor my belt to drain the power-packs of their
wegpons. |. figured we'd need twenty minutes, at least.

And then, at asigna from the Alphian leader, two husky Marackian sergeants stepped forward. |
recognized them as castle teachers, swordmasters. | caled lightly, " Stand back, Srs. Tisnot your lives|
want, despite your treason. Tis that scum that hides behind you. Throw down your weapons.”

But they came on, so we met them square, with a sparkling kaleidoscope of blade-work plus but the
dightest movements of the shield. Five secondsand | had thefirst one. An arm severed and my blade
straight between histeeth so that it stuck out a hand's breadth from his skull's base. The grim Rawl Fergis
had smply couched his shield beneath arain of frenzied blows and then casudly, but with tremendous
strength, thrust his heavy point right up through the double fold of hauberk; through the living heart and
out the shoulder. ...

The gasps of horror, even from that semi-drunken mab, at such afeat swept out to the streets and
beyond.

"Wasthat, drs, ablow from aghost?' | shouted. "How many more will die, oh lords of the sky, before
you who dare call yourselves our gods, will take our chalenge?'

The white-clad dmogt angdlic figure of the Alphian who'd toyed with his blaster now moved quickly to
draw. But his eyes were on me as|'d known they would be; indeed, it was another reason for my yeling.
Two whistling silvered streaks, as close together asto be dmost indistinguishable, hissed past my ear to
appear asfd-dirks, buried to the very hilt in the Alphian'sthroat. He dropped the blaster. His hands flew
up. Hisingtant high-pitched scream was that of achild who'srun asplinter into hisfinger. Bright blood
fountained out over the double line of men-at-arms.

A gasp arose from the crowd.

"Well,, now," | yelled again, my voice even louder, "we are not ghosts. But our gods are mortd. They
bleed aswe and can bekilled aswe. ... But you, my most cautious and cowardly dubot,” | called to the



last Alphian, "have still not answered my chalenge. | ask it again. Come down, sir, and show us how
you'd use that sword you so brazenly wear upon your back."

Slence

I'd half expected it would be this way; indeed, 1'd had doubts he even understood the niceties of the
"chalenge" withits cultura implications. To wear asword isonething; to know how to useit does not
necessarily mean that oneis acquainted with its socid lore.

Stll he hesitated, but for different reasons. HeE had his chance and failed. He could have drawn when
the first man drew and thrown himself for protection behind hiswall of warriors and from there wasted
thelot of us. Now he stood alone and exposed. To reach for either laser or blaster now, or to yell for his
men to attack, was smply to invite not one or even two fa-dirksin histhroat—but seven!

| took thefirst step mysdlf, called sternly, "Hey, you Marackian dolts, 'tis |, your Collin. And | ask that
you stand aside while | dicetheliver from thismewling zotl. If you do not, I'll have yoursfirst and then
his. I've chdlenged him properly. Y ou've no right to interfere.”

Conditioned to protocol, they murmured and began to make a path. But | didn't have to mount those
steps. The Alphian had made up his mind. He came down them.

Tdl, hewasmy height. Beautifully muscled, he was built like me, like Rawl, Rondin, Dosh—like any
Fregidan fighting man. His eyeswere clear and bright; his expresson calm, confident. One thing was
ingtantly apparent. He was not afrad!

The double row of warriors closed behind him as he stepped down upon thefirst date dabs of the
sguare below the steps. Great torches, ablaze before the temple's entrance and in mounted sconces al
around us, illumined alarge area before the temple. The scarce-breathing crowd kept well back from my
intimidating seven. Asthe Alphian drew his great-sword, | handed my shield to Rawl. The sky-lord had
no shield. In all fairness, therefore, | could not use my own. Because of who | was, 1'd no choice but to
be responsible to the mores of the land; even in the face of those Marackians who'd betrayed us.

Need | say that my heart was pounding? It surely was! | had no fear of the man's swordsmanship. It was
hissword that scared me. It glowed as did our armor, with ayellow, golden shimmer. Why? Was it what
it seemed to be, just asharpened, metal weapon? 1'd soon find out. . . . We began to circle, to measure
each other. Beyond him, ghostlike, more warriors with the white tab filtered through to join the lines
before thetemple. Thetask, | knew would not be easy.

But then, we'd never expected it to be so.

Thereisatriple art to the fighting with two hands on asword's haft. Thefirstisthe art of thetrue
greatsword, that clumsy, giant bar of heavy stedl reputedly used by the Terran Arthur in histime. The
second isthe art of the somewhat smdler greatsword, but still a greatsword, asit continuesto be used
on Fregis. Thelagt isthe art of the double-handed sword which is neither great nor small; asit had been
used inthelong ago by Terrasfamed samurai. ... | wasamaster of al three!

| hoped to learn his style before | killed him and, at the same time, to show my stalwarts what they too
could expect these last watched tense, their breathing deep and studied, asthey prepared for violent
action. Indeed, in the light of the many torchestheir eyes were aready red-rimmed.



He attacked, slently, fiercely, skillfully. It waslike no other attack I'd ever experienced. Whatever the
trueweight of hislight armor, to him it mattered no more than the woolen hose, shirt and shoon of a
dancing master. And that is exactly what he was, adancing magter. . . . Though | was a better
swordsman than he, it was gtill al | could do to fend his blows; indeed, the single thing that saved mewas
that he'd been wholly unaware of my strength. Moreover, | quickly concluded that our average
Marackian swordsman was a'so stronger.

| would |et the advantage work for me.

At one point he diced through the mesh of my hauberk to cut my left arm; upon which my foot dipped.
Laughing wildly like aten-year-old, herushed in for thekill. | rolled easly away from the sweep of his
blade—and dipped again, but thistime, deliberately. Again he camein, blade held back as an extension
of the length of hisarm. Since | was haf down, the sweep of it, if hed connected, would have taken my
head. But my dip being afeint, | wasfully in control. | arose suddenly up and directly into hisswing,
caught it at my waist and on my own close-held blade, then literdly threw mysdlf againgt his off-baance
body—and pinned him to the stone of the square with the heavy point of my own weapon. The crowd
roared, but | didn't know whether their yells were for me or against me. No matter. | knew what | had to
do, if for no other reason than to establish firmly in the minds of dl that the true arms of Marack werein
thefield, that the sky-lordswould be opposed. | held up ahand to silence them, to focus their attention
on me, on my sword—and on the creature at the other end of it. Achieving my endsin part, | gavethe
Alphian the coup de grace with aquick reflex thrugt.

Crud? Unworthy of an Adjuster? Right on both counts. But | was a Fregisian now, atrue son of
Camelot-Fregis and a prince consort of Marack. And this screaming thing, this lab-crested anima had,
just afew short days before, killed hundreds of ours, ruthlessly; for no purpose other than to show that
he could do it.

Unfortunately, Marackians have strong loydties even to their own errors, including the act of treason.
The lines of men-at-arms above us—and there were four now instead of two—swarmed yelling down
the last stepsto avenge their lords and to save themsalves, if possible. I'd hardly timeto grab the enemy's
laser and blaster guns and to shove them into my belt, when they were on us.

With rare exceptions, battles fought on Camel ot-Fregis are crystal-clear in my memory. Especidly the
fight for the temple of the Trinity of Ormon, Wimbely and Harris.

They were sixty to our eight.. I'd expected such odds; known, too, that despite them, what with our
prowess, we were still quite evenly matched. The Alphians, the source of my greatest concern, had been
dain. Thething now wasto prevent ourselves from being overwhelmed by the press of numbers. We
would gtrike for the proverbia "high-ground,” the daisitsdlf, and quick!

Our tight circle had become a phalanxed diamond. Asthey rushed down upon us, we each went to one
knee, caught their plunging bodiesfull on our shields and came up to fling them over our headsand into
the watching crowds around us. We utilized, in thisway, the full force of their own momentum. Weadso
chopped legs, thighs and groins, while smashing forward and up through the melee of writhing, screaming
bodies.

The daiswasforty feet from the dabs of the square. With mysdlf at point and Rawl and Gen-Rondin to
ather sde, we achieved it in as many seconds. In the fina sword-swinging, raging surge of sled—and in

averitable spindrift of sweat and gore—weKkilled at least adozen and | eft twice that many hors de
combat. When we'd attained the top we turned on them. .. . And it was precisely then, with hardly a



pause for bresth, that we wreaked such bloody havoc among them as to destroy completely what
combativenessthey Hill retained.

It must be understood that those who attacked us were men-at-arms, whereas we, excepting our
student-warriors, were among the finest swordsmenin al the north.

With the main flurry over, we rested our weight on our swords and gazed down through the bloody mists
to the enemy’'s remnant thirty. The scene was achaos of bodies, severed limbs and bloodied stones. The
oily smoke from the torches plus ared glow from the incense pots made of it dl ablazing inferno. The
crowds of gaping watchers beyond the prime circle of light had become gargoyles, distorted, grotesque,
half-beasts and humans. For those with weak stomachs, it was a collage of purest nightmare.

And, too, the crowd, no longer contained by the men-at-arms who'd joined the origina twenty-four,
pressed even beyond the il laden tables to stare hypnoticaly at those blood-drenched stairs. The dead
Alphians, their falen, would-be "death angels' for the new god, Diis, till glowed. with afaint and
shimmering aura akin to our own. Two of my students, Rogas and Kodder, went to them and took their
swords. No hand was raised to prevent them.

Then, and I'd asked that it be timed this way should we succeed, there appeared on the dais, indeed, in
our very midgt, athree-statue ensemble, life-szed, dso glowing. It was of Ormon, Wimbely and
Harris—courtesy of our lady-enchantress, Elioseen.

A groan swept the ranks of the would-be turncoats. Somefell to their kneesin terror. Others, fearful,
made the sign of Ormon upon their breasts. There were still afew, however, who looked around them
cannily for what might now come from the other sde. They could not believe that the sky-lordswould
take such adefeat 0 easlly....

Then achant began; came rolling across the square. At first awhisper, it swelled, grew: "Ormon!
Marack! Ormon!— Marack!"

| & once shouted above this new obeisance to the white-faced throng beneath me, and especidly to
those thirty who il clung to their arms. "'If you lovelife," | told them, “then throw down your asams and
address yoursalvesimmediately to Marack and to Ormon's grace." The crowd did, but the thirty
swordsmen who'd accepted the white tab refused. Though trembling, they were still Fregisian warriors
and they could not, for their honor's sake.

It made no difference. Indeed, it was dready too late. One by one they were seized, beaten; knives
thrust to their bodies—and this by the very sycophants of the erstwhile Diisand his sky-lords.

Some had appeared, however, who were not sycophants. From two side streets and rallying, apparently,
to the voices that had shouted that the Collin and the Lord, Gen-Rondin, the king'sjudge, were leading
warriors against the debasers of Marack's gods, there came at |east two hundred swordsmen, warriors,
armed students, smple people, ready to place themselves at our sides, though they'd not known of our
amdl victory.

They split the wavering crowd like so much jdly, to arrive below us and to shout: " Collin! Rondin! Callin!
Rondin! Marack! Marack!" and to kill instantly any who so much as looked at them cross-eyed, or
dared to curse them.

But it had to end, and quick. Sooner or later, and more likely sooner, our Tarkiiswould certainly get
wind of what had happened and descend upon the city.

And s0 | yelled once morefor their atention. "Hold!" | cried. "1 speak now to dl of you, whether you be



followers of the new god, or of the gods of Marack and Marack's king. Know this: The war of Marack
and of Ormon, Wimbely and Harris againgt the sky-lords, 'has just begun. We of Marack will win this
war. But the enemy's <till strong. | ask you al therefore to gather your belongings and to flee this city
now. Warn your friends and neighborsto do likewise. The enemy will most certainly return to wresk
such vengeance and destruction asto leave the house of neither friend nor foe till standing . . . Leave
therefore. Leave now for the countryside. For those who would fight this enemy, why then | ask that you
organize yoursalvesin bands and companies and under your chosen knights and lords. Do not seek us!
When you are organized, well cometo you. | promiseit! Now. | repeat. They'll be coming shortly. We
cannot prevent this. But we will return! And when we do, why | say to you that these sky-lordswill be
destroyed onceand for alL . .. Put your trust in Ormon and Marack, vrho have never betrayed
your'

And they cheered us, all of them. There were no supporters of the Alphians now. Already, on the
crowd's fringes, people were running for the street exitsto carry out our bidding.

| then handed my sword and shield to Rawl, asked that he step back from me a bit, raised both my fists
over my head— and gave the prearranged signal to Elioseen.

At once our three students disappeared, to the ooohs and aaahs of the throng. | raised my fists again.
Lors Sernas and Gen-Rondin vanished in aburst of golden light Again | raised my hands, and Sir Dosh
was but a cloud of dust motes against the now billowing smoke from the untended torches. | then threw
an arm around my sword-companion's shoulders, gave one last wave—and fell into the blackness of an
abyss which was uncomfortable, to say the least.

| remained in the witches room of Elioseen just long enough for her to check Glagmaron Castleto seeiif
Tarkiis was aware as to what had happened in the temple square. He wasn't like the D.O. before him, he
lacked perceptive abilities, had no experiences from which to draw and, having been conditioned to the
limitations of arrogance, his ability to anayze anything was but a mishmash of non sequiturs. Hewas
al-powerful; therefore none could stand againgt him; therefore none would ever try, etc., etc.

| thought then to have alook in on the king and Melylystoo, but Elioseen would have none of it.. She
told me abruptly, and with some hest that it was obviousthat | had little or no understanding of the price
paid to do what she had done. She showed me—in the persons of those who'd participated in the three
covens. They werelistless, hardly conscious and with awan and deethlike visage. It was asif the very life
itself had been drained from them. And no wonder, when you think onit. They had participated in a
meatter-to-energy conversion process and back again; had even been forced to hold to their origina
package throughout the period, with dl that that meant in complexities. In essence, it was not just the
sound and itsvarioustond, vibratory qualitiesthat did the job with the magnetic field. Another energy
source was first needed to impose the sound at the right places and in a proper continuity—and to keep
it there. This could only come from the humanoid body itsdlf.... | had alot to learn. | gpologized sincerdly.

But dl thewhilein thewitchesroom, I'd felt strangely weary mysdif. It was atiredness not shared by my
comrades. They remained boisterous, loud and ebullient in our victory.

| mentioned my condition to Rawl, saying, "Hey, old comrade, I'm strangely weary. When weve been
released from the baths and the ministrations of our good chirurgeons, I'd ask you as afavor to seeto it
that I'm left doneto deep through 'till tomorrow morning—unless, of course, the enemy's burning the
castle around our ears.”

Helooked a me with afrowning concern. "'I'm minded you're cut” he said, "from that damned sky-lord's



blade, too. Weld best call Elioseen, for there may have been magick init.”
| shrugged. "Nay. If ‘twas from that blade, it would have taken me completely long before now."
But hiseyes grew dark. The concern remained. He said curtly, "I'll cal her anyway.”

"Seetoit," | changed the subject, "that our own "sky-lord" from our little ship is accompanied on his
rounds tomorrow by perhaps yourself and Sernas. And do not worry him too much,” | winked, "for, as
you must know, he's not of Fregis, and is somewhat fearful of our ways."

He grimaced at my mention of Sernas but agreed. He did, however, ask me of Kriloy which normally he
would not do, respecting my private matters. He knew, | think, that | wasredly sick. ... | explained what
| could, finished with the suggestion that if anything did happen to me, he wasto watch over Kriloy.
"Because," asl put it, "that poor lad's aflatfish without an ocean...."

It wasin the room of the chirurgeonsthat | lost consciousness. | scarce remember even being there. All |
can honestly swesr to isthat for sometime| was aware only of dreams, one following another intime
and space so that al that had ever happened to me again passed before my eyes. There then seemed to
be a gray period. The dreams became fewer and mixed up; nothing ever redlly began or ended. And
suddenly, with an accompanying chill to my deeping spine, therewasjust nothing at al; only atwilight
landscape that stretched away forever. It wasaplain of sand, low loess hills at adistance of amile, or
maybe athousand miles, then nothing.... Findly, even that grew faint, opague.

It wasthen, | think, that | knew | had left my body, but not quite. It was something, perhaps, like Hooli's
predicament of being betwixt and between. | was actudly experiencing the act of dying, and knew it. It
was not all that unpleasant. Indeed, the only shadow of unpleasantness was when Hooli showed up....

Thistime his sense of humor was absolutely macabre, gauche. And since he forever chose to associate
what he did, hisvarious guises, his gping of this supposed character or that, his speech (with my voice),
itsidiom and the like, he was way off base. Indeed, he was even amight tacky, asit were.

He came gtrolling across the sand plain in amonk's black robe and carrying a monstrous scythe. He was
Degth, coming to get me. The apparition was so ghastly, so utterly terrifying under the
circumstances—and mind you, | didn't actudly know it was Hooli—that he could easily have pushed me
thefina few millimeters over the edge. | was saved by the fact that at the very last moment | spotted the
mortarboard on top of his cowl. Moreover, as he drew closer till, | was able to see inside the cowl and
to note with somerrelief that he dso had on his purple, heart-shaped glasses. He dowed, did a
buck-and-wing, switched to a knee-knocking dance, and halted. Leaning directly into my line of vision,

heydled: "Heeeeeeyyyyy, Buuuuddyyy! What's happenin'?”

| took adeep breath. "Y ou know what's happening, you little bastard, or you wouldn't be here.”
"Not true."

"Itistrue”

"Well," he asked, hislittle black eyes beaming behind M| shades, "where do you think you areright
now?'

"Where dse? Gortfin."
"Mais non, man petit." Hooli shook hislittle fat head sorrowfully. "But you soon will be." He reached



out asmall paw to touch me. He had the power, amongst other things, to rearrange every cell in one's
body; he could make you brand new again, from top to bottom—cure you of every disease.

| couldn't fed the actud touch. What | did fed was an ingtant, alover shock, plusthe ensuing cam of a
burgeoning peace and well-being. Moreover, | had the sudden presentiment that an approaching doom
had somehow been avoided. | felt solid things again, such asacurrent of air against my face; the bulk of
pillows behind my neck, head and shoulders; the warmth of bed furs and the actud flow of that sweet air
into and out of my lungs.

Beyond Hooli in his cowl and robe, | could now see a shadowy square of latticed window through which
therays of Fomahaut | poured in beams of amillion dancing dust motes.

"Wadl," | told him, intending to answer hisfirst question, "hereswhat's happening. Y ou ask aquestion,
you get an answer. Theway | seeit, up to afew minutes ago, | was dead and on my way to that great
‘black hole' in Cygnusl |, to be refloobled and returned as a Farkelian white ape. As of now, however,
and as anyone can plainly see, I've been returned to Gortfin Castle, courtesy of one, Hooli, the Universa
Adjudter.

"Now don't go away," | pleaded—he'd begun to fade somewhat. "And don't wake me either,
brown-bag. Weve still sometalking to do.”

"Freaway."

He grew solid again while struggling out of the clumsy robe and cowl; careful to hold his mortarboard so
it wouldn't be crumpled in the process. His scythe had wavered and disappeared completely, areaction,
| think, to my unhappy reaction at the sight of it. Stripped of the robe, he now wore beach shorts, a
webbed tank top and open-toed booties.

"Firgt question: When last we talked, you were supposedly caught in the gateway—in some
four-dimensiond taffy-stretch. Y et the Ferlachian Pug-Boo, Mooal, distinctly winked at me with your
eyes. What have you to say to that, plus the obvious fact that you are out of the gateway now?"

"Why, obvious? How would you know, doo-doo-head?’

"Was that you?' | ignored his attempt at dissmulation. "Or must | conclude that the host occupants of
Jindil, Chuuk, Dahkti, Pawbi and Mool are back again?' I'd named the various Boos of the northern
kingdoms.

He said solemnly, "Rephrase the question.”
"Gog-shitl"

"Oh, my!"

"Hooli. Thisisno goddamn timefor games.”

"How right you are. How'd you like to be sent back across the Styx right now, buddy-boy? 1 can do it,
you know."

"How?'
"By just leaving you done. Something'll get you then, or my nameaint Aunt Jemima.”

"But you couldn't do that. Y ou're an Adjuster, too, remember? Y ou can't take life above molluscs and



anemones.”

"Nothing in the book says| haveto giveit. Y ou were dready dead, Collin. Me? | saved you, with three
ounces of 'ol Doc Mandelbaum's 'lie-forever-cocktail' Y ou want me to restopper the bottle? | can do it"

"Screw you, Hooli."

We stared at each other. He said suddenly, lightly, changing the subject. "It was the sword that did it, you
know."

"Y ou mean the cut?"

"I mean the sword in the cut. The aloy's agrabber. It breaks down just a bit at the touch of some kinds
of humanoid blood—your kind, not Alphian or Fregisian types. It screws up the hemoglobin. You 'had
indant leukemia, buddy."

"Godd!" | shook my head in both thanks and exasperation at my little Florence Nightingale. "What do |
oweyou?"'

"How's about a big wet kiss?'

| started to laugh, then stopped. Held done it again, shunted me off into some backwash area of
nonsense and repartee. "Okay," | said meanly, "if that wasn't you winking through Mool's eyes, then
where were you when we did battle with the Alphians, and how did you escape the gateway ?'

He countered sadly, "Y ou know I'm not permitted to fight, to kill. Y ou know, too, that if my powers
were used in any way, especidly in the sphere's proximity, that it would know. And if it did, buddy, well,
asl'vesad: that'sit, theend of the bal game. Besides," and hislittle eyestwinkled, "you didn't need me

anyway."

"Yeah," | said grudgingly. "Perhaps not for fighting. But | do need to know what's happening. However
many victorieswe win, me and the Marackians, that screwing blue marble could still have thefina word.
| need to know itstrue strength, Hooli; what it isand how it operates. Y ou have the answers. | don't.
And, Hooli, that's a Stuation with which | damn well can't be satisfied.”

"Wl be satisfied, bird-brain," he answered coldly, in tones he'd never used before. "It's out of your
hands, I'm telling you, so don't make waves. Just keep doing what you're doing." A sudden conciliatory
grin swept across hisround little face, for | think he knew that held come on amite too strong. He said,
"It'sthe big one, buddy. | mean it. So please, coal it. Stay the hell out of it."

"Andwho'sgoing to end it? Y ou?'
"l can't answer that."
"Y ou mean you wont."

"All right, Kyrie, I'll tell you this much: It can go two ways, oneway, I'll call you in; the other way, no. |
loveyou, Kyrie"

"Thanks for nothing. In the meantime you've set me up to believe that the sphere is anti-meatter. 1sit?"
"No comment, except | didn't set you up.”

"What of the energy tap through the gateway to the pre-novasun?'



"No comment.”
"Okay, tel me about the Alphians.”
He countered my question with a question. "What have you deduced?"

| Ssighed. "That they are not clones,; that they are most likely lab-birthed from mae and fema e humanoid
sperm and ova; that they have but alimited knowledge of themsdlves,; that they lack even the dightest
understanding of any theory about the socio-economic aspects of the evolutionary' processes. . . I'm
bound to conclude, Hooli, that the Dark One's uncle, as you've so pithily described the occupant of the
sphere, was dsoin that first aien ship to penetrate the gateway; that he, she or it escaped to itsown
universe, taking with it whatever was necessary to recreate Alphian life. In effect, Hoali, I've deduced the
obvious: That our Alphians are the products of the dien's effortsto create alife-form subservient to its
needs. As apart from those needs and as creature-humanoids, the Alphians are amirrored caricature of a
medley of tape banksfilled with mogtly fictional history and smple disc-lectures with more of the same.
They are absolutely unaware of the peripherd areas of any supposed redity, what it is, how it got that
way, what one can expect it to do. Example: An act of magick as practiced in front of an Alphian—and |
spotted thisat our first meeting—is accepted by him as equd to the results of, say, a servo-mechanism
showing up at dinnertime with a platter of gog steeks. He hasn't the dightest idea of how ether works,
and is not motivated to find out. If he were, the contradiction would manifest itself eventudly in
independent thinking and a consequent inevitable rejection of the sphere as god and mentor.

"Our Alphians are dopes, and meant to be so, Hooli. The occupant of your sphereisindeed the Dark
One's'uncle inthat just asthe D.O. before him, he too isincapable of organizing his power. He knows
nothing of humankind; indeed, nothing of life. His very arrogance, the inability in this case to understand
the periphera but absolutely basic details of the logical development of any species, is hisown death
warrant!

"Do you understand me, Hooli? | tell you now that if that goddamned sphere and its occupant is not
anti-matter, then by the vulva of the grest mother, I'll end thiswar right where it arted—on the military
field of Glagmaron Cadtle, and on that hilltop where the dien rests his ship.”

Hooli was so silent that | feared that he'd left his host and gone on to greener pastures. But then he
said—and I'd never heard so soft avoice from him before, nor such a contemplative sadness—"Kyrie, in
your own way, the humanoid way, you've come pretty close; indeed, you've grasped the particularsthe
aien overlooks when tackling you. Y es, Great Coallin, and | call you that serioudy, for you are now as
much of Camelot-Fregis asyou ever were of your Foundation. Y ou've guessed it right The sphere and
its occupant are not antimatter, and can, with luck in al areas, be destroyed by you. The other sde of the
coin, however, isdill the catastrophic disaster if youfail."

"So?It'sachancel'll haveto take."
"Not true."

"Hooli. You givemeapainintheassliketheorigind D.O. never did. | don't know what you know
because you won't tell me; can't tell me. | do know what | sense, see, fed and hear each hour of the
day—which isthat agang of test-tube freakos have been unleashed upon this atogether beautiful world
and have introduced a wanton destruction and davery upon the inhabitants of same. And al thisunder
the protection of an gpparently amora, unconscionable life-form with dmost infinite powers. I, too, am
an Adjuster, Hooli. Remember? I've ajob to do the same as you. Though | can't, for the moment, hit the
source of evil, | can atend to its periphera manifestations, preparatory for afind denouement. The
moment those preparations are completed, | will attack the sphere. Believe me, Hooli. Y ou can count on



it
He said suddenly, solemnly, "Would you believe that to do nothing is the best thing?"
Tdl mewhy and I'll think about it" "'l can't, Kyrie."

"Then .screw you, you miserable little raisinless brownie. All you're showing meisthat when the chipsare
down, you offer amonkey wrench plusarefusd to help. | haven't forgotten the Deneb ether, Hooli."

"What you say isnot true and you are very unfair.”

| laughed dramaticaly, bitterly. "Which part isnot true? Y ou never speek to the ‘whol€e of anything if you
can possibly avoid it"

Heglared at me, shook his head and said, "Well, | did snatch you out of old Charon's boat. That'saplus,
or don't you think so?If | say that for you to do nothing is best, then ddliberately alow youtolive,
knowing that you'll try to stampede these poor bastards into a bloody holocaust with damn little chance
of winning your way, | most certainly have helped you. ... To have dlowed you to die would have been
one hdluvalot easier, buddy. For me, you would be one problem less.”

| grunted. Who could counter that?"Y ou did say that | could attack the sphere and, with luck, win.
Right?"

"Sure. With alittle luck you could dso paddie across alavalake in a paper boat"
"Would you prevent me from attacking it?"
"I will not answer that.”

| Ssighed, drew the obvious conclusions; to me, that is. "Oh, ho, my little gog's bladder,” | said accusingly,
"were beginning to see adottle of adifferent color.”

"Yup," hedichedinturn—"awhole new kettle of fish."
"So you'd prevent me?"
"| didn't say that"

| quickly retreated to the origind question. "But you did say the sphere had an energy tap through the
gateway to apre-nova?'

"Increments, buddy. No steady flow. He sucks up what he needs. Think of the converters aboard the
Deneb. Took up space, right? Well there are no converters aboard the sphere. Just packs; batteries, if
youwill."

"Soundsarchaic.”

"Depends”

"Onwha?'

"On whaose foxhole you're working out of."

"In other words, our D.O. in the sphere has no persond pipeineto the pre-nova, but can plug into a
pipeline when he wishes. And thisend of said pipeline—ison Alpha?’



"You got it, buddy."
| then asked smoothly, "Well then, Pooh Bear, other than saving my life, what else are you herefor?!

He grinned hisrodent grin, said silkily, 'To suggest, in the words of your ancient carpenter philosopher,
that you'd better 'pick up your bed and walk' and in ahurry. Get amove on. Timesawastin' and al that
What I'm saying, buddy, isthat if you don't get your ass movin' in the direction of Glagmaron your
fairy-tae princess and her companion will be lost to you forever."

| laughed. "To that moron, Tarkiis? Hooli, whatever Murie would do or has done, shed never belost to
that."

"Not logt, buddy. Hell eventudly kill her and Caroween too. The signs are there. Which meansyoulll
have to get both of them out of there, quick.”

"But | saw them through Elioseen's mirror just afew hours ago. There was no indication of anything like
that.”

"You saw her two, weeks ago, Kyrie. That'show long you've beenill.” .
"Y ou knew | was dying, and you waited two weeks? Why, Hooli?*
Hegrinned. "Priorities.” .

"But why would he do that?"

"Wadl, held thought to keep them as bait for you, snce the whole world knows now that the 'Collin' lives.
But she's begun to mock him—among other things.”

"Damn!"

"Y ou've got forty-eight hours, at best. And remember what | told you before, too. If | haveto call youin,
it'll haveto be quick; everything else to one side and no questions asked.” He got up, stretched and
straightened his mortarboard.

"Areyou leaving?'

'I've donewhat | came to do; saved your life and thereby, hopefully, saved the lives of our two pretty
princesses who deserve better than alaser inthe belly, ‘just for fun." Asfor your posturings and al thet,
well, I've got better thingsto do, buddy.”

"Why isit, Hooli, that I'm | eft with the feding that you've actudly told me nothing at al?"
He was beginning to fade.

"Whereyou going?'

"Actudly, nowhere. Watch, Kyrie."

And just like that the plain disappeared aong with Hooli, and | was awake and scrabbling to Sit up
againg thefamiliar pillows of my bed in the apartment in Gortfin Castle.

| looked wide-eyed around me. It was midmorning. The windows were full open. A wanning sun flooded



in to touch the furniture and to 'ha o' the Well coiffed heads of a half-dozen lords and knights, along with
my usud stawarts, plusthelovely Lady Elioseen....

Seeing the absolutely pop-eyed looks on then- startled faces since I'd returned from the dead, | said
ingtantly aloud and strongly, "The one thing, comrades, that | could use above dl eseisawash bowl full
of gog stew, two loaves of bread and sufficient beer to wash it down. Now what say you dl to that?"

Crying joyoudy, "By the gods, Callin, youredivel" Rawl Fergisleaped ingantly to hisfeet. Sir Dosh, on
the other hand, went straight to his knees to begin a hoarse braying of prayersto Ormon, Wimbley and
Harris, learned, no doubt, at hisfather's knee. The dark Lors Sernas—he'd had ajeweled flagon of wine
to hislips—gripped it hard and stared over itsrim in awe. Gen-Rondin but shook his head in a paroxysm
of persona joy, then covered his eyes while my students who'd survived the flight before the temple,
smply held up their hands and waved at me. Happy grins split their faces. The Lord Fel-Holdt stood
stern, proud—and grateful.

Only Elioseen wept, softly and slently. Then she smiled through her tears so prettily in her joy that | lived,
that | could not help but smile back and shed atear or two mysdlf.

And lastly; on apillow at the foot of my bed, and with the pillow on asmal stool, | spotted little round
Hooali, the Marackian Court Pug-Boo. | now knew what he meant when held said that he wasn't going

anywhere.

"Where," | demanded loudly, "did that comefrom?' | pointed to him deliberately, while he, unseen,
crossed his eyes and dangled histongue at me. *

Gen-Rondin aroseto say, "Why, we found him in the hdl, my lord; just afew minutes ago. I'm reminded,
gr, that inthe great war of Dunguring, all court Pug-Boos | eft those countries with traitorous kings and
cameto Marack. 'Tisagood omen."

Oh, ho. I shook my head a Hooli. Hed done something e se for our cause. Hed insnuated himself into
the sceneasamora factor....

The best tactic, | decided, wasto ignore him. "What of my food?" | asked. .

But they brought me broth instead, dl crying and making over mein such away that | knew that I'd
indeed been dead for sure. ... When | finished the bowl, quaffing it as| would atankard of beer, |
alowed them to lead me down to the great room of the chirurgeons, this, though being ten pounds lighter
asaresult of my illness, | was of the opinion that | could have Sown the distance myself. Asfor strength.
Well, with any encouragement, I'd have walked right through the apartment door without opening it
Moreover, | was as clear-headed as I'd ever been in my life before.

What had Hooli said? That | must return to Glagmaron and seize Murie and Caroween from the jaws of
their would-be murders? Wdll, why not? Other than Hooli's own reasons—the 'play within a play'—I
would damned well do it because | loved her. I'd dso do it asapart of our own plan to prevent the
stabilization of Alphian power. After dl, asl'd told Hoali, I, too, was an Adjuster!

On no singleworld of any | had ever visited had T ever found the equa of Camelot's 'room of the
chirurgeons.’ Gaactic science can do many things, but the chiros, masseurs and gnostics of Fregiss
curing rooms are in their own way, and for the purposes they serve, incomparable.

We made aparty of it. Fel-Holdt joined aswell asagoodly half of .the off-duty officersand lords at



Gortfin. All of ustogether in the great pool-bath, to be pleasured and relaxed by its warmth and cleansed
inits curative waters. Wine, sviss and beer were served to make the camaraderie atrue celebration of
my return from ghast (the Fregisan hell) and, asamatter of fact, to be the only one on record to do this.
They'd thought me dead. To aman, they wept in their" cupsfor joy to find meliving.

The chiropractic, the massage with heated oils and curative salvesthat followed, brought such additiona
euphoriathat my Rawl was prompted to remark that my weight loss had given my profile ahawkish cast
to drike fear into the hearts of my enemies. He vowed to follow suit, to make himself lean and mean, as
did Sir Dosh. But not just yet, they agreed hadtily. After thewar, perhaps. As of the moment they had a
serious need to build their strength for the struggle at hand. And, too, it waswell known that both of them
dearly loved their seats at table and the pleasures of the platter and bottle.

More broth, somefruit, and | dept again for four hours. Thistime when | awvakened it was asif I'd never
had anillnessin my life. In the vernacular of an older time: 1'd truly been born again.

In the solarium and in the company of most of those who'd joined mein the bath, | was briefed on what
had happened during my two weeks hiatus. Fel-Holdt was proud to report that atruly competent
resistance had been organized throughout the north, dong lines previoudy agreed upon. Moreover, the
last of the thirty thousand Marackians who had fought againgt Hish in Om had findly made it from that far
continent to the area of Corchoon in Kelb. Our sailors, aert to their coming, had contacted their fleet of
coasters some hundreds of miles off shore and had then guided them to safety in the various inlets and
lagoons of Kelb. From there they were being filtered in to Fel-Holdt's ever growing forces.

In thislast respect the enemy too had had some success. He had created in each kingdom a subject army
large enough to dominate the populace, a least in the mgjor cities and towns.

The new temples, however, with their promise, was th« prime enemy wesgpon. . . . The priests,
interestingly enough, were drawn mainly from renegade sorcerers and warlocks, men whom wed been
unable to recruit. They'd been given abook, supposedly of holy writ. This book told of the one god, the
only-god, Diis, to be called by dl, the Unseen One. Diis, it was explained, was everywhereand in al
things (the pattern was all too familiar). He was the creator and the taker of life. To worship Diiswasto
accept the concept that Fregisans could again aspire to the heights from which then forefathers had falen
asthe result of some great and unmentionable sin. The promise was that the day would come when their
piety and service to Diiswould grant them areturn—if not collectively, then a least individually—to that
pantheon of greatness. In the meantime the priest-sorcerers of Diiswould be the purveyors of his word;
though the true go-betweens would be the immorta angels, the sky lords; i.e., the Alphiang!

The centra temple, of course—and it was now under congtruction—would bein Glagmaron City in
Marack. It wasto be the dte of the physicd body of Diis—the abode of the blue sphere!

On the plus sde, and despite this apparent consolidation of Alphian power, there had been many
victoriesfor thefive kingdoms. A singular part of these, | wastold, had been inspired, by the"Callin's’
return and his seizure of the temple of Ormon in the very heart of Glagmaron City. More! The villages
and towns now rang with the name of Fel-Holdt, Marack's Lord Commander of the armies, and the
enchantress, the Lady Elioseen, sster to King Caronne. And, to fur-flier plague the Alphians, it was now
known everywhere that Fel-Holdt's H.Q., great Castle Gortfin, had smply vanished from Marack and
the world, though the enemy sought it every day, and failed.

Fel-Holdt himsdlf outlined the implementation of the strategy o far, and the tactics used.

With rare exception al villageswere hed by us. Traffic, in the form of merchants caravans and the like,
plus the entourages of those lords who'd taken the "white tab", even companies of the sky lord's troops,



were generaly denied the high roads. All were attacked. A goodly hah’ had already been destroyed.
Moreover, those who would camp at night to await the day for travel, would find themsalves magicked
and terrorized by the phantom images of wraith-like dead-dlives—al ringing themin!

Asfor the Alphians themsalves, well, wherever they rode, to ingpect their domain, asit were, there
cloudsformed and rain, snow and hail fell in prodigious quantities. Wherever sky lords camped to picnic,
adank mist came. Thewater of aprevioudy sparkling stream would turn brackish, itstaste akin to raw
sewage. No birdswould sing for the sky lords; nor was there game for their weapons. Food, too, in any
town or village, could only sicken them. What they had thought to enjoy had, in essence, become
anathema,

| learned too that of the five ships, just three seemed active. Thisdid not mean that the remaining two
were incgpable of lift-off, though the possibility of such wasthere. AsHooli's description of them had
indicated, they obvioudy knew how to operate a ship. But, if a servo-mechanism failed for whatever
reason, and was incapable of repairing itself, well, that was the end of the mechanism. The Alphians
knew absolutely nothing asto the actua workings of anything. . . . Which led me to wonder about the
possibility of disabling al of the shipswithout actudly doing so—jugt turning them off, as it were.
Matter-to-energy conversons, alaElioseen, should work as easily in putting aman insde askyship asit
didin putting usin asquarein Glagmaron City.

Thekey toit dl was ill the question of the sphere and its relationship to the Alphians. Since Hooli had
essentialy refused any solid datain this respect, | had no recourse but to continue to do everything ina
way not to attract the sphere's attention. At the last moment, of course, we would do what we had to do;
hopefully, we would knock out the Alphians and the spherel

For the moment, then, we would continue to do only that which seemed feasible, while continuing to
study the weak pointsthat the struggle would surely disclose. As Fel-Holdt put it: We were halfway
there. The sky lords controlled haf the country by day. Marack and its magick controlled al of it a

night!

While listening with pleasure to these facts, 1'd noted aface in the group which, though familiar, il
seemed abit odd. His clothes were like those of most young lords, excepting that he wore apurple
flat-cap to jauntily cover one eye. It was precisdly that eye, merrily winking, that caught me as| turned to
make some remark to Rawl. . . . The eye was brown!

| hesitated, peered sharply. Bloody Jesu! | arose and with hands on hips and a grin wide enough to span
atappimelon, said, "Well, now. | see, drs, that with my degth, you've at least recruited agood man to
take my place. May | greet my good friend of the lost ship Deneb? | promptly stepped down to grasp
Kriloy in afirm embrace; for it was Kriloy! Hed dared to follow through, so | later learned; had actudly
picked up and delivered the Ferlachian and Gheesian sorcerers, aswell asthose of Kelb on hisown and,
in the face of my possible death, had volunteered the scoutship in certain other tasks.

| said smply, "Good to have you aboard, junior.”
He shrugged, grinned. "Something to do on arainy day.’

Prior to dinner, and with most of my well-wishers drifting away so that, excepting Fel-Holdt, Kriloy and
Elioseen, the only ones|eft were my companions of the attack on thetemple, | quietly broached the
subject of the danger to Murie and Caroween and the need to free them immediately. Not a one of them



guestioned me asto my sources, excepting Kriloy, who did so with his eyes.
Rawl grew pae at my words, and actualy ground histeeth in rage.

"l propose,” | told them bluntly, "to move on thisa once and with aminimum of fanfare. To attack a
templewithin acity isonething. To attack within acastle is another. Secrecy, under the tightest of
circumstances, is seldom kept for long. Aswe have spies within the ranks of the enemy, be sure that he
has spiesin ours. There are ways those who will sdll themsalves or their country for money or power.

Fd-Holdt, that grim old warrior, frowned darkly at this, telling mein swift rebuttd that security was
tighter than it had ever been.

"Agreed,” | told him. "Among those you control. But | spesk of witches, warlocks and sorcerers, who
are abreed apart What of your magick workers, my lady?' | asked of Elioseen. "Can you honestly
vouch for them dl?'

Shefrowned. "Nay, Callin, | cannot But if magick of any kind isat work upon these premises, I'll surely
know it"

| took the opportunity, to question her. "What of Glagmaron Castle? Does it function in an orderly way?
Aretherenightly feasts, a gathering where the new dlite can mingle with the sky lords? And isthere any
kind of court held during the day?"

Her reply held the dightest trace of anger. ™Y ou areindeed recovered, my lord. Y ou ask too much. To
watch them that closely isnot an easy task."

"But you do check from timeto time?"

"l do."

"Then my question?'

"Therésfeadting every night asusud. Asfor holding court, theré's no such formaity.”
"Not even council ?*

"If 'tisdone, it takes place within their ship. They have been seen to take Marackians and priests
aboard.”

"What of your mirror? Isthe ship safefromits prying eye?'

"There's an aura beyond which we cannot penetrate. And we've yet to come up with the proper sounds.”
She laughed then, amused, sensing my unspoken thoughts. *Nor will we be able to spirit you aboard until
we do. The problem'sahard one."

"But you can put usin the castle?’ The question wasrhetorical, or so | thought.

"Nay, Collin. We cannot Werisked too much thefirst time. Y ou saw the condition of those of our coven
before you, yoursdlf, were struck down. Two died, sir, while you wereill. Also, and thisisthe more
important since we've accepted the risks as soldiers of Marack: At the time of the temple attack, we
amod faled thelot of you, twice! To fail now, when there's a chance to hold and then to win, would be
terrible indeed. For you and your comrades to be lost now, to say nothing of the royd family who would
perish with you, would be a disaster the like of which | doubt we'd survive.”

"Well now," | exclaimed glumly, "there spesks an objective mind. | sdlute you my lady."



Her great eyes had filmed with tears so that | marveled at her intensity. But even as1'd spoken, asudden
strobe flash of the hidden tunnel down the three-hundred-foot cliff of Glagmaron's base prompted meto
say, "But therés gill away, my lady, if you can do just two things: keep uswithin your mirror'ssight from
the first moment of sup and wassall to thelast; and, a agiven sgnd, materidize as many swordsand
shiddsinmidair aswewill need. If you fal inthis, ‘tistrue that well most likely die. But if wewin, why
then, my lady, I'm bound to think that Marack will soon berid of al its pestiferous 'angels.”

All of them seemed ecstatic.

"Y ou think to use the passageway?' Fel-Holdt, his eyes dight with the adventure he immediately
envisoned, seemed suddenly haf hisage. | knew held give his soul to go with us.

"l do."

"Both ways, coming and going,” Gen-Rondin put in solidly. For heknew, asdid we dl, that that wasthe
only way it could be....

Except that it wasn'.

Rawl—nhis honest eyes had been screwed up painfully so that | knew hed been thinking hard—spoke
swiftly to Fel-Holdt. "My lord," he said, "our Kelbian ambassador reported three armed parties of
merchants, new priests and the like to be on the road for Glagmaron. They no doubt ride with the
permission of the sky lords, and will thus be received within the castle on arrival. Asthe ambassador put
it, thefirst group should arrive a Glagmaron tonight. The second, with luck, will makeit at the fifteenth
hour tomorrow; the third and last, tomorrow night. "Now how would it be," and he turned to mewith a
hard gleam in his eyes—blood till flecked hislips where héd silently bitten them at my news of
Caroween's peril—"if our men in the area are ordered to attack the second group, and to day them dl?
Then we, old comrade, will join thethird and last group as the sole survivors of the second, the brave
merchant remnants who dared defend themsalves againgt the bandits and murderersled by the evil Collin
and the mad Gen-Rondin."

His suggestion got asolid round of applause.

| joined in their enthusiasm. "It'sgood,” | said, exuberantly, ddiberately building on their fervor. "WEell do
itt Welll need to disguise oursalves, in any event. And what better way than to adopt the faces and the
purses of those dready expected? WEell take their gear, dottles and goods—along with the guild blazonry
of those we most resemble.”

Elioseen had yet to reply to my request that she supply uswith wegpons. | chose the moment to again
dwell upon the danger to Murie and Caroween. Again, none questioned me asto how | knew this, for I,
too, in their minds, was a wizard; though my magick, inclusive of that of my new surrogate, the friendly
sky lord, Kriloy, was smply but totaly beyond their ken.

I'd sensed that Elioseen did know somewhat of the plight of our two ladies; for when I'd described the
need and the form such arescue should take, | could not help but fed that knowledge in her steady gaze.

She sad findly to my previous question: "Ther€ll be no problem with your swords and such, Lord Coallin.
But there could be problems elsewhere. Y ou may gain entry to the castle, win your battle, and even flee
safely with my niece and her friend. But, sirsl How will you return to Gortfin within an acceptable period?
Y ou must admit, Collin, that thisis not the time to absent yoursdf from council. There's heavy fighting
now in al the kingdoms. Dradlich, Chitar, thelords of Kelb and Great Ortmund, depend upon you. Y ou



must know that we had not, indeed, dared not tell them of what we thought was your impending desth.
Obvioudy, had you died, we would have told them; tonight, as amatter of fact, if such had been the
case. But surely you can see the problem.”

Fel-Holdt said strongly, "Tistrue, my lord. Our friendly enemies have done and will do thingsin thefield
{ hat they would not do if they knew that you were somehow no longer at the helm with the rest of us.
And, asour lady says, the next few days can be critical.”

Elioseen picked it up. "Marack, Sir Collin, can scarce afford to have you wandering in the foret, or
anywheredse at such atime.”

Puzzled, | objected, "But my lady, you have the mirror. | can be contacted.”

"Agan, 'tisnot that smple. Onefinds Glagmaron City with the mirror, and then moves from there. One
tracestheline of aroad to find those who ride oniit. To find someonejust anywhereis at best extremely
difficult. What we need, my lord, isapoint of departure, agenera plan—amap of the course youll
take...."

| smiled wryly. "Andif | know not that course?'

"Well, there'sthe problem.”

But there was no problem, redlly; at least the kind they were concerned with. | turned to Kriloy, winked
and sad, " Tisthat my comrade here will do the job. WEell use our own skyship to pick us up, the one
we would have used to get usthere and back had we not decided to travel with Kelb's merchants.”

| stared solemnly at Kriloy, and waited.

Startled, caught off balance, he could only nod and mumble. "Hell, Kyrie. Of course. Why not?' But held
swallowed hard. The shadow of fear again touched his eyes. Sir Dosh, and he'd been looking straight at
Kriloy, saw it, and turned ingtantly to me. But | ignored hiswarning eyes, pretending that 1'd seen nothing.

"What our Lord Fel-Holdt and our Lady Elioseen are suggesting,” | said soberly, "and rightly so, isthat
therisk may betoo big for the effort. Normally, I'd agree. In this case, however, | sense the presence of
an outside force that has aided usin the past. I've astrong feeling that parallel developments beyond our
knowledge require out being precisaly there and engaged in exactly such an attempt so asto exploit our
potentia victory in other ways—should these devel opments mature. In dl of this, comrades, you will
have to trust me. For one thing, you must know by now that | am not afool. | will, however, snce my
reasons may gtill seem more persond than objective, ask only those with asimilar interest in the matter to
accompany me. ... Theseare: Sr Fergis, Caroween's betrothed, Sir Alten Dosh, her brother. And," |
smiled grimly, "Sir Lors Seraas, to keep him from any serious trouble during our absence.”

"My lord," Gen-Rondin ingtantly spoke up, hisblue eyes .. twinkling in his heavy, florid face, "1'm not to
be put aside, sir, like aused but ugly chambermaid. Moreover, other than your suggested force' and its
supposed actions on our behaf—and, might | add that I'm pleased to learn of its existence—I say that
thereés till sufficient priority for such an attempt. Y ou yoursdlf, my lord Callin, together with our Princess
Murie Nigaard Caronne, will eventualy be the roya house. None can deny that. So I, too, will come
with you—to guarantee that fact.”

Our three students—they'd been dlowed a my death-watch, and had been with us al the afternoon—fell
to their knees before Fel-Hol dt. These were Rogas and Tadee, both excellent swordsmen, dottle



handlers and trainers, and Kodder, a young would-be warrior-chief, for he dearly admired the many
ways to prepare and serve gog steaks and chitty-greens. At five-by-five feet of solid bone and muscle,
hisfighting style was the strangest ever; indeed, it had been Kodder's fal-dirk that had joined with
Sernassto dicethe sky lord's throat in the square of the temple. Now they piteously beseeched
Fel-Holdt that they be dlowed to accompany us, pleading that they had fought hard at the temple and
had damned well earned the honor.

Fel-Holdt, glowering at firgt like an unamused head waiter, shrugged finaly, winked and agreed. He then
turned to me.

"A last question in two parts, my lord: How can you possibly counter those wegpons that the sky lords
carry; epecidly since there will not be just two thistune, but aroomful; and now can eight swordswin
againg such odds as you will find there?

| smiled. "Hopefully, it will belikethis: Firdt, I've ameansto canced the power of their weapons. Second,
we have two of their weapons which can be used, though asalast resort only since I've no desire to
taunt the real power, the sphere into action. That we are but eight, well, so beit. Tisnot my purpose,
grs, to take on the whole garrison. Well seat ourselves as closaly as possible to the exit corridor for the
roya chambers. It iswithin that corridor, so | understand, that the door to the secret passage can be
found. It isthere too that the diding door, built to block al accessto the king's chambers, can be used to
block pursuit. Depending upon the time and the circumstances, we have but to take our ladies, and the
king and queen, too, if they so desire, and make arunning fight for that corridor.... Tisnot impossible”

"Noitisnot,” Fel-Holdt said. He crossed the room to embrace me. "I would but ask, my lord, that you
take good care.”

Hoali, of course, had listened to it al and without so much asablink of an eydlid, or the twitch of an ear.
I'd mentioned the "outside force” deliberately; it wasthefirst time | had done so, the first time ever that
his presence had been hinted at beyond the hypnotic powers of his flute. Moreover, my little rodentius
drusiss lidded eyes seemed dull as dull could be—except that thistime, | knew better.

Thereisno stronghold of any kind on Camelot-Fregis without its secret passageways. Some have more
than one. Indeed, depending upon the owner-lord's degree of resulting guilt-paranoiafrom mistreating his
peasants and such, he may have as many as Six, ten or even adozen. Most, however, are satisfied with
two.

| knew that Gortfin had one, at least. For I'd hardly retired after a hearty dinner and more table talk of
new victorieswon in the south and west when that particular passage was put to use. In no way deepy,
I'd first opened the draped, stoneworked windows to the night breeze and wafted perfumes of flowers
plusthe smdl of water from far below. In my bed again, I'd lain back againgt the propped-up pillows, the
better to watch the ghostly moons of Capil and Ripple wending their liquid way acrossthe star-filed
skies. My mind was at ease with asort of Zen contemplation when | sensed movement in the far corner
next to astairwell. The arlight, touching softly on the area, seemed suddenly then to withdraw; indeed,
dissolved to ayawning blackness.

My spinetingled. A doorway of sorts had been opened by someone. Seizing my sword, | drew it dowly
and slently to me while unsheathing it in away S0 asto make no sound.

"Stay your hand, my lord." The softly imperious though hardly audible words were those of Elioseen.

"Wdl, now," | murmured just as softly, "herésawitchery | hadn't counted on.”



My body thrilled throughout to the exciting sensation of aquas dgavu, atingling feding of repetition.
For Murie, too, had come to me once in exactly thisway, and with amost the same words.

Wasting not asecond, Elioseen came swiftly across the few pacesto my bed. Her form, dender, slver in
the starlight, gleamed with a phantom shining. | threw back the furred deeping robes, though | was quite
naked. Shein turn shrugged her single garment, agossamer thigh-length shift, from her body. She bent to
kiss me, lips and breath warm against my own. She then moved to lay beside me, but | took her
completely in my arms so that her head was against my chest benesth my chin. One dim leg sought
immediately to encircle my body.

| welcomed her as| would an expected, familiar lover. For some things are preordained, and thiswas
one of them.

She knew it, too. She said huskily, her mouth searching my flesh, "Last night | truly believed you'd never
seethe sun again, Callin. Tonight—waell to meit's as an extrafew hours of life for which neither you nor
mysealf need ever account to anyone." She spoke matter-of-factly, but with a certain sadness.

| laughed, squirmed into a more comfortable position above the heady warmth of her body. "Y ou
confuse me, my lady. If there's an ambiva ence to your pleasure, why s0?"

But sheld chosen the moment to run her lips over the muscles of my chest. The caress completed, she
looked up. "Why, if you were dead,” she said, "I'd not then be betraying my niece like this—" Her wet
mouth roamed il further.

| told her hoarsdly, "Elioseen, twixt you and me therés no betraya of anyone.”
"Oh?Why not?"

"Because as of thismoment we are not of thisworld'sredlity. | am again truly from somewhere ese; and
you, too, for what you've become. This night and hour has nothing, to do, therefore, with any part of the
world of Fregis."

Her laughter came silver-sweet, mocking. "Hey, Collin? Tm bound to think from what you've said that
things are not so advanced among the stars as you'd have me believe. Your rationdefor illicit loveis
most interesting.”

"It may sound s0, on thisworld. Not out there. There, if I've chosen amate, and she me, well, we may
gtill enjoy the body of another if we so desire. There's neither guilt nor blame. Tis but a pleasant
exchange, no more."

"But you are now in the kingdom of Marack."

"Nay. | amin thisroom with you."

"So what of my niece?"

"Why, that | love her. Nothing will change.

"Doyou love me?!

"Certainly. But not in the same way; nor," | grinned, "do you love me, my lady."

"How" do you know that?" She sat up to grasp my shoulders and to stare deep into my eyes. | winked
immediately, phasing my contacts ever so dightly so asto avoid what | thought might be a quick attempt



a hypnosis.

"If youdid," | ~murmured, putting my hands upon the softness of her inner thighsto spread them, "I
doubt you'd be here."

"By the godd" she exclamed at my movements, gasped as my hands touched further. "I'll most certainly
take that option, to vidt the sars—when thisisover.”

| rolled her gently to her back, raised myself to look down upon that soft female body of melded golds
and slvers; her asams reaching, her legs wide-spread, her eyes so wide in the starlight asto seem likea
Terran painting of achild I'd seen in thelong ago.

"If Murieknew of us—" | said confidently. "If she knew that thiswasthe way it truly was, this mutua but
quite undemanding act of pleasure, | doubt that sheld be dl that unhappy.”

"Oh, ho. Y ou but say now what you wish to hear. If my niece knew of this—" and she seized mein such
an embrace of legs and arms as to make my eyes bulge—"why then, sir, | swear sheld have us both to
the dungeons. And that'safact A last point, Collin, isthat you talk too much...."

"Perhaps” | said. "But ill—"

Andthat isasfar as| ever got.

The hours of anight such asthat are long remembered; indeed, are set aside by some selective natural
mechanism of the human mind for the later, dreaming years of age. Thewhole of it was a collage of flesh
and limbs, tossed bedclothes, and a swesating, writhing, gasping; to be repeated and repeated with each
denouement, until thefina exhaustion of two bodies holding hands and with limbs spread to the cooling
night breeze. . . . Then &fter, the exploring and the sustained intimacies of the tastes of flesh that last
intermingbly. ...

Thereisusudly, on such anight, and there was then, alast raging against one's ultimate end; afina
melding of fleshin glorious battle. And that wasit And that, to those who achieve it—for those who can
participate and still be free— well, let ussay that it istruly they who have aright to the sars.

In the early hours, asasimple act of understood comradeship, she laid ahand upon my cheek. | touched
each finger with my lips. And S0 sheleft me.

The attack went well the following morning, despite the fact that the Kelbian merchants and would-be

priests were accompanied by two full companies of white-tabbed warriors and led by six knights. The
order for battle was given with the use of the mirror and an accompanying audio effect The voice was
Fel-Holdt's own, to hismen.

We watched the fighting. The enemy, ambushed and thus surprised, and with our numbers being twice
theirs, was literally destroyed. The battle was short, bloody and brutd. In the midst of it al, when | saw
that we were surely winning, | caled to my volunteers, including one of our sorcerers, reputedly a master
of disguises, shook the hands of all those who knew we were leaving and went quickly to the meadow in
back of Gortfin, and the scoutship.

I'd kissed Elioseen's hand, asmple act Gen-Rondin did too. For luck, he said. A smdl glance of
friendship and love then passed between the three of us....



Another glance from me to that miserable Hooli, who'd appeared unannounced in the same
magick-room, dicited awink and ahead bobble, from where he leaned on amonstrous, bubbling retort.
Why wasit, I'd time to wonder, that though | truly loved Hooli, usually, when | thought of him at al, my
one desirewasto boot hislittle ass over the nearest conifer?

Even as| pondered thistransent riddle, asmall voice said, " Screw you, too, Henry."

How, indeed, could | not love him?

Kriloy, taking the scoutship back to the protection of Gortfin'sinvigibility, left us at the scene of the battle.
Later, two warrior students, familiar with the environs of Glagmaron Castle, would accompany him to our
trysting spot on the river road below the cliff. That held be within three short miles of the dreaded sphere
had brought no pink to the pallor of his cheeks.

"Don't swest it," | told him. "No one ever takestheriver road at night. Well be there. | promise you.
Moreover, those who'll be with you are fine swordsmen. A last thing: If we're not there, well, wait 'till the
fa se dawn only—then get the hell out.”

He said serioudly, unhappily, "For Og's sake, Kyrie, don't be afool. Use those goddamned blasters at
thefirst Sgn of trouble, not the last. Y ou know what | mean?’

| laughed. "I'll think about it"
"You've got anew admirer.”
"Who?'

"Me. | confessthat before, when | was aboard the Deneb and we'd get your reports, see you even, in
this battle or that, well, it al seemed like avideo—Captain Universe and dl that crap, it's not that way
anymore. Actudly, for meit'stoo redl. It scaresthe hell out of me."

"You'll get usedtoit." | dapped his shoulder;

"Kyrie. | don't want to get used to it. By the way, how come you no longer mention the drain on the CT
tap, or that I'vefailed to contact the gaactic grid? Change your mind?*

"I think I know where the suffsgoing. I'll explain it later—on the river road.”
"Hey, Kyrieeee"
"Notime" | sad gruffly. "Redly."

| stepped away, watched the ship phase out and then trotted off through the trees and the sun-dappled
undergrowth to the ambush site. Our waiting Marackian svordsmen were led by a haf-dozen knights,
among them the brothers, Sir Chat and Sir VVos-Agin, both good friends to Rawl. They'd expected us, no
more. We had to tell them of our purpose.

"Well then,” Chat-Agin said. "Y ou'rein luck. One Kelbian party was from the town of Hertz, just afew
milesfrom the border. Take their robes and dottles with the heraldry blankets and saddles. Y ou're nine,
right?Y ou match up perfectly. There was apriest, aknight, four merchants and three ostlers.”

"We're eight. Our good sorcerer here will return with you. Hell aid usin looking like those we replace.”



The swordsmen of the four knights and the Agin brothers then propped up the bodies of the
Kebian-Hertsan mendicants, with their accompanying knight and priest so that our sorcerer, Ter-abs,
could match us up properly, and then sat down dl around usto lunch.

Amidst encouraging remarks, catcalls and much head-shaking from those around him, Ter-Abs sat each
of us next to his appointed likeness and went to work with paste, colors, hah- and sticky putty-glue.
When it was over and we were bidding each other good-bye, we were no longer recognizable.
Gen-Rondin, the oldest and most portly, had become the merchant leader. Sr Rawl wasthe Kelbian
knight, Rettish. | was the red-eyed, ascetic warlock priest and our students were the three ostlers, or
dottle handlers. Other than riding dottles we also had a dozen |oaded with bags of sea salt and dried fish.
These were for the trade-mart in Glagmaron City which we would supposedly visit the next day—to buy
and =l

It went so smoothly, we could hardly believe our luck. Wed arrived at the site of the ambush at noon.
The battleitself had taken place at e even am. At the sixteenth hour the third Kelbian caravan came
wending itsway toward Glagmaron—to be met by mysdlf, adistraught priest who moaned and cried of
ambush, daughter and the fact that so few had survived. | then whistled the others out of the trees. With
the exception of the unbending Dosh—he was now a merchant, as was Lors Sernas—they did aright
good job of crying and bemoaning their fate.

| begged the leaders of the new caravan to dlow usto ride with them as protection against more forays
by the "Callin bandits." They agreed, but sneeringly, noting the interesting fact that whereas dl other
trading dottles with heavy packs, bales and the like of merchandise had seemingly disappeared into the
forests, ours were still with us. The cost of their protection, they told me, would be one haf the vaue of
our goods.

Y oung Sernas—he was a born trader, or so we found out—became furious at this and actualy dared to
challenge the knight-captain of their troop of one hundred warriors so as to defend our goods, until |
managed to calm both him and the captain down.

Gen-Rondin, in an asdeto me later, was for demanding that the irresponsible, money-grubbing Sernas
lose, himsdlf in the forest immediatdy. But Sernas, hearing, gpologized profusdly for hisoutburst and was
given asecond chance.

"Callin," Rawl said to me while wetrotted aong through the lazy afternoon—I'd known he felt queasily
uncomfortable at theideaof parting with hiswegpons before entering the great hal—"to enter thudy, into
the very heart of our enemy's camp, does my heart no good. I'm bound to think, old comrade, that
should we be discovered, welll be stuck like so many gog babies.”

"Theresdwaysyour fa-dirk," 1 told him grimly. "1'd concentrate on our purpose, sir. Caroween, |
swear, will be most happy to seeyou.”

"Not s0," he remonstrated sadly. "For I'm thinking, too, that the head shell see whenit's been parted
from this pinto body, will bethat of astranger. Mind you, Callin, I've nothing againgt big noses and
pendulum ears. But in no way can my dearest associ ate these attributes with the well-loved profile of her
true love. I'd not thought to die a buffoon playactor, and that's afact.”

He carried on thisway until we were dowed by the ford of ariver crossing. | said, as our dottles
bounced their big fat paws and waited their turnsimpatiently, "1've amind to agree with you, my old
companion. But | do assure you that if we are found out, ther€lll still be time for the weapons to appesr;
time, too, for you to rid yoursdlf of that nose and those pancake earsto disclose your true self to your



lady. | must confess, however, that I'm bound to think—and perhaps you should ponder this—that your
new nose and ears are not al that unsightly. Given free choice, our Caroween might well choose the man
she sees rather than the one that was."

"By the gods, Collin," he hissed in reply, glancing about him the while, "you do most certainly choose the
wrong place and time for such ajoke, though in your caseit could betrue. Those quivering jowls and
puffy cheeks, ar, do resemble aHimpl's ass after mating. Y et I'm bound to believe that for our Murie the
change could indeed be welcome, if the truth be known."

Sir Dosh, an inadvertent party to our conversation, felt aneed to enter thelists at this point. He said, as
an act of serious mediation—and at that point we were waist-deep in the waters of the river—"My lords,
asmy lord of Fergissays, thisisno timefor differences. Stll, if | must judge the two of you as you now
are and have been, I'd have to say that both .have gained some points and lost others; this, with your new
guises. |, on the other hand, have been most foully tampered with. I've been made to appear aclown,
grs; given around, red nose akin to adeformed plum-wit, in place of the great and generous one passed
on to me by my glorious father. Hiswas a stately nose, sirs, before which al of Ortmund was wont to
tremble. | do pray the godsthat I'll not be made to suffer long.”

Aswe rode up the cleft of the far bank, drenched and mud-spattered, Sernas, our Hishian lover, could
not help but seize the chance to enter the arena. . . . "For such obvious clownsto boast of pointson
ether sde" he muttered loudly so that dl could hear, "isan insult to the name of beauty. A man's beauty
liesin theworkings of hisbrain, awell-kept lean and supple body, and alance and ballocks in proportion
to make agerdess kick her hedswith joy. Why I've alowed mysdlf to be cozened into such an
adventure for lovesick schoolboys I'll never know. If ever you doubt your manhood, sirs, | challenge you:
Run not lo your mirrors, but rather, reach down, grasp your partsfirmly and pray that our good and
gracious Hoom-Tet will get thejuices churning. That's what the ladies want—a constant and deep,
gut-level reassurance that they are forever desired, wanted; now. RIGHT NOW! They'd care not afig if
your heads werefern pots; for al the primping and tweezang in the world will never subgtitute for the
vigbly aroused male who's coming at them, doodle in hand, to have hisway with them. Enough! You tire
me. Theworld of Hoom-Tet isadmittedly smal. Itsrewards, however, for the use of Smple common
sense exceed those of all other gods."”

| report thisas atypica Marackian conversation while on the way to battle....

Asthe twentieth hour, with great Fomalhaut setting fast behind the range of forested hillsto the
southwest, we entered Glagmaron City from the east road. We were one hundred Kelbian warriors, at
least hdf again that many merchants, ostlers, pack-men—and oursaves. Glagmaron had changed. Two
things especialy were more than disturbing. The center of the city, the great square and temple for which
we had fought, had been completely destroyed, along with at least ten square blocks of buildings,
warehouses, inns and dwelling places. In the enlarged "square of destruction"—and it covered agood
twelve acres now—there was nothing but blackened, stone-like lava, from the heat no doubt of the
cruisng ship'sgresat laser guns.

People, watching our passing from semi-ruined buildings, seemed hungry, disorganized, but till fiercey
independent. Children played or searched through the ruins for whatever they could find. Some shops
were open; guildsmen il practiced their various trades. Inns and hostelries did a thriving business. For
Glagmaron City was gill the capital of Marack.

Onething I'd noted, too. Construction was beginning in the destroyed square; a new temple to house the
sphere, the house of Diis, the Unseen.



Sending our goods-laden dottles with the pack animals of the other merchants, and under the care of
their ostlers, we proceeded on up the familiar castle road to the great mound of stonesthat al of usknew
sowell. Rawl, & my shoulder, could barely contain himsdlf. Tearswet his cheeks.

The greet plateau of the jousting field was barren to the very entry of thefirst stones of the mighty bridge.
Indl thetime I'd known or frequented Glagmaron Castle theréd not been aday, winter or summer,
without some half-dozen pavilions, tents or the like, present for the testing of the skills of thislord or that
On asummer day there would easily be as many as a hundred tents, and the field would be green. There
was no color now. It was dl bare earth, stone, dirt. Alive to wassail and constant tourney to lighten the
hearts of the most martia in splendor and deeds, and the most gallant in minstralry and poetry—and most
true warriors were proficient in both—our field was a desert now; agraveyard....

The Alphian ship sat silently, somberly, two or three hundred yards to the south. We eyed it askance, as
did the others of our Kelbian troop. For though they now swore alegiance to the sky lords, wed
gathered, in the bit of conversation wed had with them, that they feared them more than they'd ever
feared the Dark One.

Normally at any facsmile spaceport—which this military field was assuredly not—there were afew
servo-mechanisms for loading, off-loading and the like, aswell as a spate of ground carsto take
passengers and crew wherever they wished to go. Not so with the Alphians and their ship. The Dark
One's"uncle," as shortsighted as his predecessor, had not provided for such. The Alphians, with no
previous experience at anything, were unaware of their loss.

The incongruity then—to one who had known the complexities of astarship and athousand ports—was
the 9ght of adottle pen within afew tens of feet of the skyship.

We then saw that which fully endorsed the concept of thefidld asa"graveyard.” At afew feet to theright
of the entry to the bridge was the beginning of adouble line of sharpened stakes upon which as. many as
forty bodies had been impaled! 1 had heard nothing of such an act, nor had Gen-Rondin, Rawl, or any
of ours. Still, they had obvioudy been there for some tune, since most were shrunken, dried by the sun
and wind. Scavenger birds sat on collarbones or stake tips. Whitened ribs were exposed where the flesh
had been torn away. Skullswere picked clean. Over it dl wasthe sick, sweet, cloying stench of rotting
death. We raised our deeves before our noses as we passed.

Among the bodies, according to the tattered signs of heraldry remaining, were those of the lords Rekisto
of Gleglyn, Gen-Giaos of Feglyn and Per-Ka s of Longyen; al with their ladies, knights and squires. |
also noted the cabdistic rags of the aged sorcerer Per-Looris. Rawl, Gen-Rondin, Dosh and our three
studentsraged silently, fighting the tears that brimmed their eyes. After asinglelook, | rode straight onto
the bridge and then to the wall gatesto turn left dong the inner wall.

Only afew white-tabbed guards had been at the bridge; a handful more were on thewalls. Lessthan a
dozen were at the gates of theinner wall, hardly enough to man the great ocks and the portcullis. No
trumpets sounded at our entry; no kettledrums. All was qui€t, silent. The very atmosphere seemed dead.

Insde, with our dottles somping the flagstones of the familiar courtyard, we were hit by thefirgt faint
amnellsof adifferent decay . . . Having killed agoodly half of the castle help, and frightened off the greater
part of the remainder, the new rulerswere just now getting things back to some degree of normalcy.
Dour ostlerstook our dottles. They didn't want to leave. Indeed, sensing something awry, they wheeed
and whoooed doloroudy asthey were led away to the stables.

With twilight already setting in, we were taken a once to one of the many, now empty, apartments. Since
it was large enough to house the five of us comfortably, | asked that our ostlers stay with usto act as our



persond pages a sup. The castle page guides shrugged. They couldn't have cared less. Indeed, their
attitude and generd dovenliness made me wonder just who they were responsible to these days. For I'd
aso noted the colors of poor Dors-Riis, the castle steward under Caronne, as having been one of those
on the stakes....

Our gpartment being half way up the southwest tower, we were dso in adirect line with the hill of the
sphere. | went to the balcony to view it, shifting my contacts to ten mags and to infrared, too, to have a
closelook in the fast-growing darkness.

Gen-Rondin, to my rear, declaimed upon the manner of execution of those without the gates. His past as
ajurist and interpreter of the king's law lay heavy on his shoulders.

"Never," he said with some heet, "in the written history of thisland, has a prisoner of war or aplain
criminal been treated thudy. Marackians" he cried. "Nay! Fregisansof dl stripes, though admittedly
ferociousin battle, smply have no history of such cruel punishment...."

My eyes on the sphere, | whistled the others out to join me on the balcony. "' Tisthat | wish to check my
eyesagang yours" | exclaimed. "To methat damned blue-bubble seems dive, even, breathing. What do
you see?' Actudly, the spherés activity was more apulsation, agiving off of heat with aresultant
digtortion effect, or so | told mysdif.

Sir Dosh, the first to speak up, cried, "My lord, you've named it exactly. That'swhat it's doing,
breathing." Like the others, he had fantastic eyesight The others agreed, staring hard, as curious as| but
for different reasons. In truth, they were not far off the mark, for in previous conversations they'd spoken
or referred to the sphere asthe "creature,” not viewing it asthey did the Alphian ship, as somekind of
vehicle, but asathing in itsdlf. ... | glanced across to the skyship. Its sensor pods, fore and aft, were
aso aglow. | wondered: Were they communicating? Obvioudy the pods had such a capability, but that
was not their purpose. A communications System was much more direct; except that the sphere might be
different—mental, perhaps. | sudied it some more. No, by the gods! It wasn't breathing, not even
pulsing. The damn thing was actualy sort of bouncing up and down, but within just afoot or two of
ground-zero.

The hell with it. It was tomorrow's problem. In the gpartment again, we broke into our various packsto
see what raiment our Kelbians had brought to impressthe sky lords. My erstwhile priest, | found, had
been the recipient of one of the Alphian garments that went with the office. Apparently the robes had
been made beforehand. The stuff was silken and of an unknown weave, of a shining azure blue trimmed
inwhite. The dressitsalf conssted of ajumpsuit, asurplice-like surcoat with flowing deavesand a
brimless kepi for one's head. The kepi had a precious stonefitted to its center. The legs of the jumpsuit
were designed to be shoved into metalic half-boots. ... | found the "book," too; indeed, | took it with me
asameasure of my devotion.

Sinceit was dready late, | was not surprised when we were dmost immediately called to sup.

Not knowing quite what we'd find, we'd steeled ourselvesin more ways than one for our entry. The stedl
referred to was of the finest mesh. It had also been hardened in the best of Marackian smithies. We wore
it beneath the borrowed finery. It would stand us ,in good stead. As alast point beforeleaving, |

snatched up the ponderous new bible and diced its guts out with my fal-dirk so'sto make anesting place
for the two weapons captured at the temple, | then placed the "book™ in the center of alarge pillow and
cariedit as| would avotive offering.



It isone thing to come home again in the accepted sense, to family and fireside. It isanother toreturnto a
home that is occupied, desecrated and despoiled by strangers, aliend

Glagmaron Castle was now my home, our home. My family was Murie, our fireside, the huge, indented
stone crypts sunk into the walls on each side of the great hall. Built to hold whole tree trunks, they were
banked now because of the heat of summer.

Though we were the last to arrive, our smdl section of the Kelbian caravan—aknight, a priest, three
merchants and three squires (I'd elevated our studentsin rank)—earned us a seat but two tables from the
dill-existing "high tables’ of Caronne's court. These high tables consisted of aline of three placed ona
raised section of sone dabs at the hal's north end. At right and left angles from the high tables, two
additiond lines of from four to five tables each extended the length of the hall.

At the height of the summer—holidays, marriages, feast days, tournaments and the like—the lineson
either sde were doubled o that the great hal could actudly seat some six hundred all told, a quarter of
whom would be below the proverbid salt.

On thisnight, though it was the height of summer, there were fewer than two hundred. And, too, the
gathering seemed more a Wal purgis Eve than happy wassail.

The three high tables were occupied by twenty Alphians, an equa number of lords and knights from the
five kingdoms, with their ladies and two priest-sorcerers, one for each of the tablesflanking that of the
sky lords. The center Alphiantablewasasight to see. . . . Tarkiis, Marquest and the others had evidently
taken to the pleasures of the flesh quite rapidly (1'd long forced the pictures of their first sampling of this
delicacy from my mind), for there were at least forty of the most beauteous daughters of the erstwhile
Court of Marack with them, dl in various stages of quasi-nudity, and seeming to be quite happy about it.
The overflow from the Alphian table, in terms of girl flesh, wound up a the adjoining tables of lords and
ladies. The result was a study in the maintenance of poisein the face of the obliteration of al accepted
Fregisan mores.

Therows of tablesat right and left angles to those on the daiswere more or lessfilled with otherslike
oursalves. New visitors from the kingdoms around, or lords from Marack's countryside, al cometo
make their peace with the sky lords and to give obeisance to Diis, their new god.

A smdl thing but important: Whereas, in the court of King Caronne, those who had cometo dine and
take their pleasure had occupied both sides of the long tables, now they occupied but one. This,
apparently was a better way to see and be seen. It was also agood security measure. As of the moment,
and thiswithin the open-ended rectangle between the tables, atrio of sad-eyed young harpistswas
playing. Their instruments were deliberately muted so as not to interfere with the pleasure of the
company. The result lent an oddball balance to the sometimes wild laughter and shrill screams from the
high teble.

The decay, | think, was manifest in the care—or lack of it—of the hah itsdlf. A few shidlds and pikes had
fallen here and there and had not been replaced. The discolored blank spots cried for attention. The
varied flags and banners now seemed unkempt, faded, though it was difficult to believe that such could
happen in so short atime. But the most glaring Sign of the absolute contempt of the new rulersfor the old,
wasthe great laser burns on walls, ceiling and floors.

These, | wastold, were the result of the playful Alphians shooting wantonly at frightened bats whenever
these poor beasts would wander in out of the night- The sky lords thought it great sport. No matter that a
number of humanoid casudties were aso the result; no matter the searing of aged polished wood or the
burning of this thousand-year-old tapestry or that....



Normdly, asan Adjuster, | would be acutely aert to the reactions of the newly invited merchants, etc.,
aswdl asto those who'd by now become acclimated to the modus vivendi of their guardian angels.
Now, except for an on-the-gpot eva uation and an automatically pigeonholed analysis, | lent most of my
effortsto checking the hal for our own purposes; the prime one being the rescue of Murie and
Caroween.

Neither had made an appearance, and if they failed to show atogether it would be, as Hooli had quaintly
put it, "awhole .new kettle of fish."

The heavier and older of the two priests then made alengthy speech on the potential wonders of Diis,
which few listened to, and the medl began. We ate, talked and socidized. Those at the high table, the
Alphian-tablethat is, talked only to each other and sociaized only with the girls; their socidizing being the
kind that one would find in any cathouse from Terrato Assinell.

Asthe meal tapered off and the effects of the wines, sviss and beer grew, the fat priest would arise from
timeto timeto introduce the name of thisvigting lord, priest or merchant, and that worthy, in turn, would
arise, go to stand before the Alphians, bow obsequioudly, say anedt little piece and retire to histable.
Sddomiif ever did the Alphians say anything in reply.

Studying this quite gauche phenomenon in how not to win friends and influence people, or creatures, |
devised aquick and smple paragraph of greeting and obeisance for when it came my turn, which we
could dl agreeto use, and upon which we could elaborate if necessary.

The occasiond shriek from the girls, the constant chatter and murmuring from al other areas became a
sort of in thing with each group. | wondered at it, but took advantage too. In thisway our closenessto
each other was not considered suspect From time to time new guests came, others'left. The new arrivas
from the city below disclosed drenched furs and cloaks. The audible degp rumblings from without had
brought anaturd rain again.

Sir Rawl, being our Kelbian knight, Sir Rettish, was cdled , first. He went dutifully and soberly to stand
before the Alphians while his status and background were described. 1'd clicked my contactsto sSix mags,
the better to observe Tarkiis while thiswent on. The Alphian overlord hardly listened, at least not to the
priest's description of Rawl. His ear was rather cocked to a series of ooohs, aaahs, and titters from one
of three silken couches placed to the rear of the high tables. On this particular couch an Alphian had
stripped agirl of her quite digphanous shift and was engaged in an act of frenzied copulation in full view
of al. Tarkiis seemed only amused by the sounds he heard. . . . Rawl, watching bug-eyed, failed
completely to respond when it came histurn to speak and had to be reminded.

Gen-Rondin was next, as our chief merchant, Dos-Dreglan. By the time his brochure had been read,
there were three naked pairs, al coupling on the couches. When prompted, Gen-Rondin woodenly
spoke hispiece and retired. ... | could not help but note that those who had |eft the hall so far ssemed to
have been from the two flanking high tables on the dais. Both were mostly empty now so that only the
Alphiansand their girlsremained.

When it was my turn the cries from the girls on the couches, plus accompanying shouts from the quite
uninhibited Alphians—and they had no reason to be otherwise, consdering—fairly drowned my
introduction. Thefat priest ended it smultaneoudy with the climatic fulfillment of the copulators. They
were, for the moment, exhausted and their moans tapered off. Since their performance had been the
centra attraction, avacuum-like silence ensued.

| took advantage of thisto bow to the priest and to the overlord, Tarkiis. | then said my words of
gredting.



Finished, | waited the few seconds of protocol lest there were questions from any source. Tarkiis, so
aware of the vacuum, was finally prompted to say something.

"Why, priest," he asked disnterestedly, "do you have red eyes when dl the rest have blue?’

A good question. | hadn't the dightest idea. So | improvised. "My lord," | said, "before | became apriest
of our new and gracious god, Diis, | wasfirst awarlock. Warlocks, the better to work their magick,
make use of thetistle-weed. Tissmoked, inhded into the lungs. Thisresultsin dreams and freedom from
al worry. With thisweed, my lord, we fed no restraints, no ties—no nothing! The price we pay for this
pleasureisthat the weed makes our eyesred.”

He thought about that, then said, "We of the Kentii have no restraints; and thiswithout your weed. Still
our eyesremain blue. But we, of course, are superior to you. What magick did you work, Warlock?!

| hesitated. He gpparently now knew the word but not its meaning. " Small things," | told him. "Our work
in no way comparesto yours."

He accepted my compliment contemptuoudy, as Td known he would. He said sneering, " Show us one of
your tricks."

| bowed, pressed my belt stud for the ionizing effect, careful to widen the beam but still keep it directiona
for focusing. | then pointed at the nearest table where sat alarge metal tureen—and the tureen glowed. |
doused the beam, turned, pointed to another tureen. And of course nothing happened. | shrugged in
deprecation of my own abilities.

Thisact of fallurein so smdl athing dicited exactly what | wanted. A ripple of laughter came from the
Alphians, to bejoined by the snickers of everyone else. Good. One seldom fears that which he despises.
| was waved away by thelanguid hand of Tarkiis. | bowed low, backed away and returned to our table.

Sr Dosh, amazingly thick at times, wasthe first to comment, but in commiseration. He said stoutly, " Pay
them no heed, my lord. A bit more practice and well come at them again, turn the tables, asit were."

| smiled. | couldn't helpit.

Then, from the king's corridor that led to the room of the privy council and the erstwhile roya quarters,
there came a, tramping of feet. The doors opened, the drapes were pulled aside and the king and queen
were ushered in by armed guards, aong with Murie and Caroween, and four daughters of certain dain
Marackian lords, al quite young and fair. The four, as opposed to our two princesses, were white-faced,
regd—and terrified.

Murie and Caroween in pantsuits, deeveless blouses and |eathern half-boots, were as beautiful as ever,
except for onething. Thelr faces were naming red and a splash of black dotsranging in Sze from apeato
apenny covered their fore-. heads, cheeks, arms and throats. These blemishes continued, obvioudy, to
belly, breasts and loins. By the looks of them, | could only assume that they had some sort of pox....

The king and queen were till arrayed in what was once roya garb. Unfortunately the clotheswere the
same as those worn on the night of the coming of the Alphians. They'd been alowed no accessto thelr
wardrobe; ill, the cloth of shirt, pants, gown and stockings was neet, though frayed; clean, though
faded.

The Alphians were applauding the sweeting, red-faced threesome who had returned to the tables from
the couches. A smattering of additional applause circled the tables. Some of thislast may have been for
the king, himself, we couldn't tell. That hewas dive at al was asurprise to our Kelbian contingent. A



place had been kept for them at the upper part of that table which was at right anglesto the high tables,
the angle nearest the corridor to the roya chambers, which they apparently till occupied....

Good. | relaxed somewhat. It wasthe ided setup.

Thefour daughters of the former lords of Marack were marched to the center of the open rectangle and
forced to stand before the sky lords. Hearing the hissing of indrawn breeths from some tables and seeing
the glittering eyes and florid faces of certain lords and merchants, | had the presentiment that what we
were about to see was nothing new in this Alphian court.

The priest-gpokesman—and I'd aready marked him as one to whom I'd devote some serious attention if
the opportunity arose—cried out, "Well, now! The mounts have arrived. Where are the riders? Who
among you, Srs, hasawish to play tonight? Our sky lords, who dearly love the game, have called for
three races to be run, the winner to receive—" and he held up a great diamond on agolden chain for all
to see—"this princdly bauble. This to the man who's ill aboard when al others havefailed! What say
you al?Wholl bethefirst to volunteer his prowess?'

Four mattresses with sundry silken, down-stuffed pillows bad been brought by as many lackeys and
placed directly before the center high table. Tarkiis, Marques and another whose name I'd heard shouted
as Coriad dl leaned forward in unbridled anticipation of what could only be a coupling of thefour girls
with whomever would volunteer themsdlves,

| was not amused. Theinitiation of the likes of Tarkiisto sex was like introducing candy to aspoiled brat,
honey to a Terran grizzly, or red mest to piranhas. There was no controlling it. | was reminded of a
Terran historical work having to do with the inmates of an asylum taking over the asylum. The Alphians
were not rationd; ergo, there would be nothing rationa in anything they did. The D.O.'s"uncl€" had
neither known nor cared that asmattering of knowledge derived of infantile tapes and discs"does not a
human make"; especidly when the clay itsalf haslong been spoiled.

Somethings arelike character and ethics: asocid morality isnot just talked about. It must be lived,
nurtured across amillennium of time. The truism of the relationship of theory to practice crossed my
mind.

Watching the developing tableau, | also wondered about the two hundred guests from the five kingdoms.
There were some, I'm sure, who would accept a Tarkiis asthey would along lost brother; for just as
there are changelings, bad seeds and those who can destroy aman, acity, or aworld without aqualm,
s0 are there wesklings who but wait for someone to follow. Still, whatever they thought, they were here
now and had little choice but to play dong with Tarkiiss game.

Thefour young ladiesin their white virgina shiftswere thrust forward to await their would-be lovers.
Tearswet their cheeks; this, despite their gplomb, poise and their downright contempt for the murderers
of their fathers.

A young Ferlachian had arisen, stocky, heavily muscled, brutd. "I'll have atry, my lords," he cried, while
eyeing thefour lewdly. "Jugt let me pick minefirg"

Tarkiissface grew instantly red. "Y ou will take the one nearest you, scum,” he shouted, "and ready
yoursdlf."

Two more then legped the tables to join thefirst; a heavy shouldered, black-furred rascal from Ortmund,
and asmdll red-fur from Gleglyn who licked hislipsand found it hard to keep hiseyesfrom the

well-rounded bottom of his gppointed victim. A fourth man then came running from around the last table
ontheleft. Heydled, "Wl now, by Diis, since I've made up my mind, let no one deny me aright to the



joud.”

The burly priest, satisfied with these first four, cried out: ™Y ou will strip and present yourselves, dirs. All
bets," he announced to those at the tables, "must be down and covered ere the race begins." The twenty
Alphianswere dready examining the four asthey would pit-bulldogs or pure-bred stalionsin an elder
time

Then Murie called out. And oddly enough, I'd haf expected her to do something. "It would seem to me,
Sr-Tarkiis" shesad clearly and loudly, "that sky men too should compete in thisgame whichisyours
alone. Not that the bastards would win," she laughed. "Oh, no! But we of Fregis, who are true men and
women, would at least see some comedy—in acharadethat islacking in anything dse”

She stood alonein arrant defiance, eyesglaring. And at all the tablesthe "guests' had arisen to thelr fedt.
Whatever their reason, the action honored her.

"Woman!" Tarkiisraged back. "Do you redly seek your death so soon? Take your foulnessfrom this
hal, and now! Lest you contaminate usdl.”

Shelaughed again. "Thisfoulness, | got from you, Sr. Soyou, & leest, are safe”
Tarkiiswent white. He reached for his blagter, yelling, "By our greet Diis, you bitch, you do tempt me."

"Oh? But not enough, apparently, for | fill live. Ceaseyour lies, gr. | and my companion are divefor
but one reason—and dl the castle knowsit. Y ou hold us as bait for my lord the Collin and his sword
companion, my cousin, Sir Rawl Fergis. Y our god ordersit. So much for your persona anger.” And she
dared to snap her fingers.

There was quite amuittering at thisforthrightness. And there were some, I'm sure, who, sensing the
direction things were taking, would have liked to have gotten the hdll out of there. Thelir fear, however, of
what would happen if they tried was greater. | sensed too aresentment against Murie. Her very defiance
was athreat to their own possibilities for power and riches as offered by the new god, Diis, and the sky
lords.

I'd felt the first tingling when Rawl was introduced and had gone to spesk. It had been with me dl this
while, the sign that Elioseen waswatching. . . . We had no set plan asto when | wasto begin our move.
Actudly, | have dways believed—indeed, been taught—that eventswill unfold of themselvesandin
certain ways, dependent of course, upon the objective and subjective conditions of the moment—plus
one's ahility to insert the proper fulcrum and/or monkey wrench at theright time. An Adjuster'steaching
begins with the hoary Machiavelli—but moves on to greater things.

And then the unexpected; though not necessarily for me. Gen-Rondin, our paragon of legal and mora
virtue, arose to walk around the tables and to say directly to Tarkiis, "Oh, great lord, if you would indeed
rulein thisland and world, think then on what you do. It is not right to prey on the children of the unjustly
dam, who have no sword to spesk for them. Nor isit meet, Ssr—"

Tarkiis, in one liquid movement, drew hislaser, leveled and fired. Nothing! He fired again. Nothing!
Angered, he threw the weapon from him, drew his blaster and fired that—still nothing.

My bdt had long drawn the power from every energy pack of every weapon in the hal, save two: those
captured weapons ingde my bible from which the packs had been withdrawn and were no longer in
positive negative contact.

Others of the twenty white-robed angels had also drawn and fired; with the same results. They stared in



puzzled wonder at the usdess metal in their hands.

Then it wastruly the proper moment so that | too stepped out and took my place at Gen-Rondin's sSide,
while sgnding my companionsto stay where they were. To orchedirate it property was the thing.

The Alphian called Coriad looked haughtily down at me and fingered his usaless weapon. Ignoring him, |
cdled bluntly to Tarkiis. Tell your men,” | said, "to sheathe then-weapons, for your day, sr, isover. And
what you have done to thisworld of Fregisyou can no longer do.”

| spoke more for the ears of those at the tables than for the Alphians. To hear a chalenge such asmine
go unanswered, or a the very least to hear it and see me dive and preparing to fight, could only point up
the potentialy "clay feet" of their new gods. ... | would immobilize them if | could.

The Alphians answer wasto look at each other and laugh; Tarkiis, especidly. Hisbrow a storm cloud,
he shouted, "Well, now, you red-eyed beast, you've played atrick on usfor sure.” He threw hisblaster
at me. | dodged it. He raised a hand and snapped hisfingers.

And from dl sidesto the rear of the tables, from vestibules and corridors, there stepped more and more
fully armed Marackians with the white-tab of the new god Diis upon their harness. There were at least
two hundred, al led by burly sergeants and priests. I'd not thought there would be so many. Whatever.
My prime concern was still limited to those swords that would place themsd ves between my group, with
Murie, Caroween, and the king and queen; for it was obvious now that al must escape simultaneoudly,
and to the corridor to the roya chambers. In that direction, | counted but fifty.

"Hold!" My roar to the gathering warriors was sufficient to shake the wall tapedtries. At the sametimel
signaed the othersto me. They came, inalineto elither sde. "Hear me, dl of you. Y ou were men of
Marack before ever you raised your blades to defend this mewling scum in white. | tell you now that they
are not angdls, and that their god's an abomination. Look on us! We are but eight. Still will we dareto
defy these murderers of the hel pless; these despoilers of temples. Wewill do this. And we will take the
king and queen and our two princesses from this place. But we, sirs, will return. For | spoke the truth.
The days of the sky men are truly numbered. | therefore ask you to either stand aside or die with them,
asyou o please—or to return, now, to Marack and your rightful king."

On my signal, we then retreated some ten paces from the high tables; upon which | called, "Now!" and
we held our handswidein front of us. . . . Almost ingtantly there came atingling and aroaring al around
usasof agreat wind from without. It was quite red: agusty screaming across the courtyard to torture the
very eardrums; ablasting and shrieking as of Terra's fabled Erl-King, tearing at the mighty towersand
crendlated battlements. Inside, a blackness grew to damp the glow of the torches, to weaken one's
vision. Like amonstrous distortion, great shadows marched down thewalls, evil, grotesque, deformed.
They appeared to reach out to touch the amazed Alphians with phantom fingers of ebon-blackness. Then
there was a great keening so that the wind suddenly died and the shadows, too. The torches blazed up,
sun-bright!

And there, suspended before each of us, was agleaming sword and shield. ... A whistling sound of
indrawn breaths circled the tables like the rustling of autumn leavesin agraveyard.

Being basicaly practica, we snatched at them quickly lest Elioseen’'s magick weaken and they fdl to the
floor. From the corner of an eye I'd spotted two smaller swords and shields appearing in the area of the
king'stable. These were grabbed just as quickly by two pairs of dender hands. A couple of graceful
leaps and the owners had joined us, Caroween and Murie, to take their rightful placein our small shield
front.

Tarkiis, his eyes bulging more with amazement than fear, ydled out, "Who are you, you red-eyed



bastard?"

"I'mwho you'relooking for,” | yelled back. "And among these with me are the Lord Gen-Rondin, King's
Justice for Marack, and Sir Rawl Fergis, our King's Champion. Well test those weapons you still wear,
my Lord Tarkiis, if you've the courage for area game. But | warn you, though we are ten and you are
twenty"—I'd deliberately omitted the two hundred Marackians in the hope that phychologicaly they
would then omit themsaves—"we deem it that you've been rightly judged by our good Gen-Rondin and
have been found wanting in every way. His sentence is desth. We intend, Sirs, to carry it out right here
and now. | therefore ask you to come down.”

Ah, the bravado of it. And al of Camelot-Fregis|loved bravado. No matter that he who had taken the
mask for hisvery own, me, was beginning to swest the wrong kind of swest, i.e., the swest of fear, they
loved it. How now, indeed, could our Marackians take the Alphian side? Unfortunately, | knew the
answer to that, too. We'd win some and lose some. The question was—how many would we lose?

But Tarkiishad falen strangely silent, staring; his brows knit at something he apparently saw beyond my
shoulders. The remaining Alphians, some with swords half drawn, stared, too. Indeed, dl the court,
including the many white-tabbed men-at-arms, were gazing hypnoticaly to our rear.

| turned to risk alook. | had to.

The gresat iron-bound doors had been flung open, wide. Little whirlwinds, zephyrs and arain-washed
breeze tore past us, bringing leaves from somewhere and a spate of perfumed raindrops. Touched by
these seemingly disparate wind gusts, the candles and torches on every side now truly guttered, and the
black shadows, as created by the downright witchery of Elioseen's magick, returned, abeit thistime quite
ominous. Now they were possessed of life. In the entrance al was dark except for anumber of guards
straining to close the doors. They could not. The ponderous double weight of timber seemed wedged,
and this by no human hand.

And then | saw him as|'d so often seen bun in my dreams. He came strolling toward us with aquite
natura aplomb; two feet, three inches of warm brown fur. His shades were gone. He wore no booties,
no clothing of any kind. He held asingle item in one paw—rhisflute. | thought, my god, would he dareto
play it now? Hedid and he didn't. He but placed it to hislips once as he walked and blew one small,
mel odious, ululating note—and the flute disappeared.

I'd long known that one of its purposes was to trigger previousy implanted suggestions, smilar to the
post-hypnoatic kind. But what that single note had keyed in the Marackian's subconsciousthistime, |
didn't know. Damn Hooli!

Making hisway around our sternly martia group, he paused for the briefest of seconds, to stare owlishly
at me. Hethen continued on to climb the table leg where the royd family sat and to deposit himsalf into
the lap of King Olith Caronne. He then ddliberately extended a small paw to touch the hand of poor
Queen Tindil; this, with asoft and loving pat. Already | could fedl the "goodness' spreading.

The question, however, was why? Why was he here? Why now?

He had never in the past gone anywhere near the action. Hed even created the mind dogan which al
northernerslearned to repesat asif it were gospd: " Gentle Pug-Boos do not go to war.”

Whatever the signa, most of the two hundred men-at-arms had got it; hard and clear. Some two dozen
or S0, for reasons of black deeds aready committed with and for the Alphians, moved woodenly to aign
themsdaves with the sky men. The handful of merchants and such till & the tables flanking Tarkiiss made
haste to withdraw to the tables below. They dared not fleethe hall entirely.



Another twenty of the white-tabbed swordsmen filtered through to us. If Hooli'ssigna and presence, like
my bravado, had been to neutralize the mgjority and to intimidate the minority that choseto stay with
Tarkiis, well he, or we, had partially succeeded....

The ensuing baitle insde the great hal of Glagmaron Castle was as none in which 1'd ever fought before.
We actually maneuvered, exchanged insults and glared at each other for some minutes before the first
sword was ever raised. The Alphians, though unafraid for reasons of pure stupidity, were till reluctant to
come down from behind their table. | think that they actualy had such contempt for usthat evento
contempl ate a mano-amano engagement turned their somachs. ...

Saizing thetimeto take Murieinto my arms, | said lightly of the sted long-shirt which | felt beneath her
blouse and pants, "I see you came prepared, my love."

Hearing, she kissed me again and shoved me back to stare into my eyes. She said, "Gods, Callin. Did
you think I didn't know?'

"Know what?' | used the moment to rip the fatty paste of my disguise from off my face, while she wiped
at me with aswatch of pocket cloth.

"That you would be here, great fool. Elioseen ismy father's sster. She's of my blood. Gods, Callin, | am
the heiressto Marack's throne. Do you think she'd do what she's done, and I'd not kno?"

| frowned, suddenly angered at | knew not quite what. " She never told me.”

"I will be Marack's queen, Callin." My anger had grown. "Whatever you'll be, my dear, is dependent
upon what happens now and after. Which meanswe have first awar to win, in which I've been named
your leader. Would you change that too, without informing me? If so, why then, when thisimmediate
bickering's over, you may have my sword."

There was some shouting then to our left, but nothing happened. Murie was saying, "Hey, love. I'm truly
sorry, and my prideis oft like your own, aburden I'd dispense with. There was no time. She told me but
short hours ago. Y ou were dready here.”

What with the winds and the guttering candles, the hal had darkened further. A few bats had flown in,
too, and an Alphian, seeing them, got off two more empty "clicks" then hurled the usdless weapon a my
student-warrior, Tadee— who picked it up and hurled it back.

"My lord,” Murie continued, "you are Marack's commander, and there's not a one of uswho'd have it
another way." She squeezed metight, kissed me one last time, snatched Caroween from Rawl's arms and
both of them ran to the four proud daughters who stood shivering beneath the high tablesto pull them
away to safety.

It was at that point that first blood was drawn. An Alphian, seeing the prey being taken, made some
laughing remark to the grimly glaring Marques, vaulted the table and seized the last girl'sarm. She
screamed and struck back; upon which, with one quick, raging move, he cut the poor girl's throat.

Whether he would have grabbed for a second girl, | do not know. He wasn't given that chance. Rawl
Fergis covered the intervening space in one mighty leap and before ever the sky lord could make his
move to escape, whirled his great blade and split him straight through the skull and collarbone.

In the ensuing awful silence, while he cleansed hisblade ddiberately on the "angd's' robe, Rawl shouted
to the ill-raging Marques, "As heis, so will you be, you bastard. For | tell you now, sir, that whatever



happens here tonight, 'tis you who will not leavethishdl divel™

Marques stayed where he was and Rawl returned to our ranks where thered been an instant drawing
together. Murie and Rawl's redhead—they'd given the girls over to the king and queen—had returned
too. Tarkiis, watching it dl, hiseyes smouldering, still held back for whatever reasons—and | would not
be baited to attack them.

Of the twenty white-tabs who'd placed their swordswith us, | directed ten to the service of theking and
queen. "Y ou will escort them immediately,” | ordered, "to yon exit to the corridor which leadsto the roya
quarters, and await us exactly there. If we are dain, they will then tell you what to do.”

If we had tried to make such amove ourselves, which | would have preferred, Tarkiiswould have
attacked, ingtantly. Thisway, he dared not strike, lest we take him in the rear. The question then was.
What would the uncommitted white-tabs do who till barred the way?

A sergeant of the ten saluted me briskly ... At the king's side, he made known my instructions. Caronne

arose, Hooli riding his shoulders, to wave ahand in acknowledgment. Then, with hissmal band of the
gueen and the three daughters, and protected at front and rear by our white-tabs, he moved toward the
exit.

The uncommitted white-tabs, and there were at least fifty of theseto the rear of Caronne'stable, till
barred the way. | roared ingtantly and in my most menacing tones—and my voice was amplified by
Hooli, you can bet—for a path to be cleared, and for swordsto remain in their sheaths....

And they stepped aside, muttering.

Indeed, to aman, when the king and his guard had passed, they began dowly to make their way toward
the south end of the hall to stand around in small groups, watching. Asis so often true of people when
given any kind of leadership, many choseingtantly to duplicate the act. The two hundred or SO merchants,
priests and the like fled amost precipitoudy toward the great opened doors through which the night wind
gtill blew, and with an occasiond mist of rain. And after them, though at adower pace, went the
remaining hundred white-tabs.

Odd paradox. Though fleeing the proximity of bloody battle, the lot of them—and they were now a great
haf-circle of frightened faces—were still afraid to leave the castle; to trust that somehow they could
makeit past that ship out there. They stayed, hypnotized by what they watched, and terrified by what
they knew would happen—either way.

| asked suddenly of Murie, "My love, have you been aboard the sky ship?"
"Indeed, | have."

"How many men, then, would you say are there?'

"Perhaps forty, no more.”

"Surely they have some means to communicate. It makes no sense that these here must fight alone,
without the others knowing."

"Well | know, Callin, that they can speak from ship to ship, but not from man to man except by voice."

| shook my head in disbdief. It truly made no sense. | was again sweating profusaly. My menta picture
was of the Alphian ship ending this entire charade of posturings and threats by smply blowing ourselves
and the castle to hdl in asingle second—it was by no means pleasant.



"What?' | asked curioudy, "isthis god-awful pox upon yours and Caroween's faces?'
"Nothing, my lord," she smiled, "that won't come off with afew crigp latherings.”

| shook my head again. It was unbelievable, their stupidity. But then, they had nothing at all to relaeto.
Even anativeintelligence must have some experience.

Wed been scomping our feet, shaking our shoulders and dressing our shieldsfor what we knew was
coming. Stedl mesh settlesthat way, and will not, thereafter, bunch and prevent the free movement of
oneslimbs; especialy the sword arm. To our front the thirty or so Marackians who'd chosen to remain
with the Alphians had been ordered to the fore. They'd dressed aline directly opposite us. But then the
Alphians decided to move down too, forcing the thirty to split so that they could take the center position.

Tarkiis caled out something which became unintdligible for the sound of agreat wind which suddenly
raced through the hdl. Half the torcheswereimmediately blown out. We wereleft, all of us, with
illumination scarcely better than bright moonlight.

But again Tarkiis called out. Thistime his words were a shouted command. "On them!" he shrieked . ..
"Kill me this scumwho dares oppose our almighty Diist"

Only twenty feet separated us. They came acrossit like asurfer's dream of the "perfect wave'—and
broke to aboiling foam againgt our shield-front. The Alphians, without a doubt, were fine swordsmen. It
was probably the single thing they'd honestly worked at; been truly trained to do. Aswith everything ese
connected with the original Dark One and this hew facsimile, however, their knowledge, like their
weapons, was flawed. They fought asindividuas. A duel between Alphianswould, I'm sure, beasight to
see. But that was the extent of it. They hadn't the dightest understanding of the coordinated attack,
mutua protection and the like. Their greatswords, though devilishly sharp, were of so light an dloy that
there was Smply no weight behind their blows. They carried no shields. But ashidd isnot just for
defense. It is aso aweapon to supplement the prime weapon, the sword!

So When | say that they "boiled against our shield-front,” | mean just that. They landed twenty blowsto
our one—and accomplished absolutely nothing. We killed two sky men and seven white-tabsin the first
assault. | killed an Alphian with asmple thrust from between Muri€s shidld and mine,

The left wing of their front, made up mostly of white-tabs under a damned good sergeant, then drove
around usto turn, and smash back againgt Gen-Rondin, Sernas, Kodder and five of our new
Marackians. They were met with an unbelievablefury, asisusudly true of defenders who have dready
consigned themselves to death. The oppositeistrue of an attacker under the same circumstances. He, as
arule, knowing he hasthe edge in numbers, holds back, confident of victory, but wanting to be around to
enjoy it. ... After aminute or so of this, and we were dmost acomplete circle now, we smply locked our
shieldstighter and marched thisway and that, driving the enemy before us and stepping over the bodies
of thedain.

Tarkiisfinaly had sense enough to call them off. And, Snce we werein the exact spot where thefighting
had begun, | whistled our men to stop, too, not to pursue. There were now twenty-nine bodies on the
bloodied tile of the great hall. Just two of them were ours, brave Tadee and one of our white-tabs. Of the
other twenty-seven, ten were ky lords.

Sweat, blood, and soot from the torches made dl of us as ghastly gargoyles where we stood panting and
leaning upon our weapons. A quick glance around me reveded that what with the wind whistling through
the eaves, an occasiona mist of driven rain, and torches reduced to but a quarter of those we'd started



with, Glagmaron Castlés grest hall looked now like some hdllish inferno. More bats had joined us, their
shadows a grotesquerie of flapping corpse-shrouds.

Tarkiis" | yelled. "I repeat what | said before: Lay down your arms, gir, for your day istruly over. You
may even survive aFregisian Court, though I'll not guarantee it. Surrender your men—or we will kill you
ai"

"To you, you damned animd?' Tarkiis screamed his hatred; actudly ground his snow-white teeth in rage.
Hewaslike aboy of ten or twelve, spoiled rotten; accustomed to having his every word obeyed. "Weve
forty comrades on our ship, with wegponsthat do work. We have four more shipswith full crews, and
you ask me to surrender?”

"My Lord Marques," Rawl intruded suddenly to Tarkiiss companion, and | could not help but note that
hisfestureswere dl twisted in the flickering torchlight, "whereas our Collin offersyoullife, I, sir, have
nothing but desath to give you. Hey, now?' Heraised on histoesto squint. "There's no use hiding, for |
see you there behind your betters. Come out, Sir, now, and face me, for 'tis said mat you've given my
lady some hurt, you craven bastard, and | will not let youlive”

Marques stepped forward, pale, resolute; hisfear in part conquered by his hatred of the taunting and the
taunter. He whirled his sword but once around his head, to hear the whistle of it, and said proudly, "Y ou
haveit wrong, Sir Animal. No man of the grest race of Kentii duelswith that which isborn of filthand
dime. Will | deignto day you? Certainly—as | would agog in the pens...."

Rawl loosed hisshidld from hisleft arm. The AlpWan amiled. | caled with some darm, "Hey, comrade..
Y ouregiving him the advantage.”

But my sword companion, brash, unheeding, angry, stepped from our ranksto whistle his own great
blade in an arc made shimmering by the torches. He stamped hisfeet on thetilesand said bluntly,

And Marques came. And he, like Rawl's sword, was dso aglittering whirlwind of light, aliving bladeto
touch my stawart five timesfor each glancing blow returned. Watching, | thanked the gods that my men
had not been forced to fight them individualy. For when given room, Marques, likethe AlphianI'd dain
in the temple square, was a veritable death machine,

Rawl was no fool. He knew what | knew in the first few seconds. He therefore wasted no more effortsin
parrying or swinging wildly in the hope of alucky hit. He smply stood solidly, turning dwaysto face his
enemy, accepting cuts on shoulders, arms, and thighs—and waiting tolidly for the error. Hetold me later
that unless he bled to death firgt, which would have taken some time, since Marques's cuts were shallow,
the only way he could be killed was by astraight thrust right through the mest of his hauberk. And that,
he said, could not be done. One: The Alphian hadn't the strength to deliver. Two: It was the one blow he
could parry, and with ease.

And hewasright. Indeed, thefirst time the Alphian tried was hislast time. Thethrust came. Rawl, his
shield-hand used but lightly in atwo-hand grip on his greastsword, |ft the grip to deliver ingtantly a
smashing blow to the Alphian's sword-flat, catching it on hisforearm. The sword went flying. The
Alphian, off balance, could only turn to hisright; upon which Rawl plunged forward to seizehimin, as
Hooli would put it, "a Terran, double hammer-lock” (he'd dropped his own blade). In but seconds, aswe
all watched with something akin to awe, we heard the snap of Marques's neck, and that was the end of
that.... But not quite.

A second Alphian, enraged, came boiling out to avenge him (acasein point of adeveloping loyaty—or
smplefrugration). My quite heavy-handed Sir Dosh—hed persondly dain four of the white



tabs—stepped pompoudy out to greet him, and like afool aso threw down hisshield.

Within what, seemed like seconds the Alphian had accomplished what Marques had failed to do. Hed
run Dosh through the midriff by throwing hisfull weight behind the thrust. Dosh, apuzzled look in his
bulbous eyes, fell, skewered to the hilt like some stricken giant kaati.

Gen-Rondin then moved to go to hisad. But our lewd and lecherous Lors Sernas, putting his heavy
shield to one side and snatching Muriesfrom her arm, himsalf legpt out to straddle Dosh's body.

"Hey, now!" heydled to the Alphian victor. "I know you, you bastard who've dain my friend. And I've
noted, Sir, that you are one who profanes our Hoom-Tet laws of love by abusing such plessuresfor
sport and money. Now, |, sir, intend to take your parts, once and for al; for you truly don't deserve them
..." Hewent onin thisvein. And the Alphian} having not the dightest idea as to what he wastalking
about, was gill sufficiently confident because of the success of what he thought was hisfirg killing, to
seize Marquess sword and come at Sernas....

Our Hishian who now had a protective device but haf the weight of his own, danced his opponent
measure for measure. He brought it al to astunning hdt, finaly, by the use of the Omnian dirty-trick
expedient of kicking his opponent square in the groin and then taking his head when held dropped his
weapon to double over in screaming pain. Two of ours, Kodder and a White-Tab, then rushed out to
seize Dosh's body and pull him to our circle. He was il breathing. Indeed, he looked up to bat hiseyes
at me and say huffily, "By the gods, Callin, I've astomachache to end them al. Would you have apotion
onyou, Sir, or perhaps afa-dirk to the jugular?' | knew hewasin grest pain. | said, "Let be, old
comrade. WEIl tend you shortly. Believe me." But he was again unconscious, which eased my own
fedings of inadequecy.

All thewhile, in this mad and sulfurous atmaosphere of hell-fire, duellos, whistling winds, graveyard
shadows and a cold redlity of bloodied tiles and sword-dashed bodies, | too, was shuffling my feet and
shrugging my harness, preparing for my personal challenge of Tarkiiswhich, since | was Marack's
champion, was as fated as the orbits of Capil and Ripple.

It was more than a question of personal revenge for Murie. If | could strike Tarkiis down, day him, well,
what with al that had happened, that could be the end of it. With the Over-lord dead, no white-tab
would oppose us. | doubted that the remaining Alphianswould either. But even as| procrastinated, for
that'swhat my hesitation amounted to, a couple of thingsintruded. The first was Hooli. The second was
Tarkiis, himsdf....

Theréd been such aroar of wind tearing at the battlements that 1'd thought a sudden buzzing in my head
was apart of it. Not so. Nor wasit a product of the communications node buried at the base of my skull.
Only the Deneb and Kriloy had accessto that The Deneb was long gone, and Kriloy used adit-da-da
warning. | turned toward the king and Hooli—and Hooli's voice exploded insde my head with full
amplification—"Damn, Callin! Stay open. Y ouve anaturad blanking ability you know."

And at that exact moment, Tarkiis led his remaining sviwrdsmen in a sort of kamikaze chargel
| yelled mentdly: "Hooli! Not now!"
"Yes, now. It cant wait, Collin."

. "' Get—out—of—my—bloody—head!" All around me, | could sense and vaguely hear, but not see, that
afight wasraging, ahowling, screaming melee of flesh and stedl. " Just coal it, Kyrie. Theré's something
I'vegot tosay." "Say it."



"Usethe bt laser. Take 'em out now. If there's areaction from the sphere, I'll handleit. Weve got to
get you back to Gortfin, have Elioseen put you aboard the skyship where you can then sei ze the controls.
After which, youreto blast anything of metdlic dloy that comeswithin scanning distance.”

"Judt likethat?'
"Yup. | told you, Kyrie. | warned you that thiswould be a possibility.”

"You warned me." In my ingtant anger, |, too, had begun to ignore the no-quarter fighting around me.
"I'm suddenly thinking, Hooli, that it never wasjust a"possbility,” but rather thet it's been afact al dong,
just waiting to happen. The only question, brown-bag, was when? How's about the sphere? Will | be
blagting that, too?!

My mind, caught in the crazy maglstrom of Hooli's making, was a awhite-hot heat. Thelittle bastard had
used me again, every step of the way. Sure we were winning; we'd aso been dying al over thefive
kingdoms of the northern continent for the last three weeks. Even now, though others wererisking their
livesto protect me, Hooli's robot, standing like some overstaffed scarecrow in their midst, was unable
eventolift asword arm.

Hewas saying strongly, "Y ou go after the sphere and we're dead, Kyrie. I'll handle the sphere. If | fall,
thenwevedl had it, and you'll till be dead. For theres simply no goddamn way in the world that you
or any combination of forces on Fregis can take the sphere!”

"But you sid—"
"I lied—"

| said coldly, "Wdll, now. It'sawhole new ballgame. Y ou adso said that asa Universal Adjuster you were

incgpableof lying. ..."

"Attend to your lady, Sr. | think she needsyou.”
"Damn you!"

"Timésawadtin', buddy. | ill loveyou."

"I've aman over herewho'sdying.”

"Not toworry...."

And he cut me off, and | staggered and fell, disoriented at the release. I'd fallen on poor Dosh. Struggling
to my feet with the help of Caroween, | saw that we were the center of aprotective circle. Around usthe
fighting had died again except for a clash of weapons beyond our group. Caroween, shoving my rescued
sword back into my hand, and with her shield's edge to my back to steady me, said concernedly, "Are
you al right now, my lord? For afew seconds there, we thought you were gone."

Seeing five newly dam bodiesto our front, | mumbled, "This, injust afew seconds?' Our lovely redhead
shrugged. Except for her fur and hair she could have been acloneto Murie, in every way. Blood dripped
from her cheek and chin now; her own or someone e se's.

Immediately beyond our circle Gen-Rondin and Murie each fought separate battles, Gen-Rondin with the
largest of the Alphians, Muriewith Tarkiis.

Even as| wasintroduced to what was happening, Rondin, that veritable gerd of awarrior, literaly drove



his shield ahead against amyriad of blows from his defending opponent—and stopped, deliberately to
throw his man off balance. Indeed, the fellow had to stand stock-till for the briefest of secondsjust to
keep from falling. When he did, Rondin brought his own great weapon around in a.one-handed blow of
such strength and power that he actualy cut the Alphian in half. Before ever the torso toppled, the man's
eyes had seen the severing of his one part from the other. Then, mercifully, he was dead. The cry of
horror arising from the throats of friend and foe dike a such astroke, was something we no desireto
hear again.

Murie and Tarkiis, caught up in the fury of Rondin's attack, had paused to watch, leaning on their
swords. With the sky lord's desth cry, however, another "angel” leaped from his group to the aid of
Takiis

I'd been facing them directly. There was no time to reach the book with the hidden weapons. But | did
have the belt. | positioned mysdlf to fire, my finger poised over thelaser stud. | froze! | couldn't doiit.
And it was no longer a question of what the cregture within the sphere would do—if he actualy could
know of the act, and | was beginning to doubt that serioudy. The deed would be un-Fregisian. In
essence, northern chivalry would accept it—but never understand it For | wastheir Collin, sans peur et
sans reproche!

I'd used the laser beam but twice before in al my time on Camelot-Fregis. Once, to blast the sorcerer
Fairwyn from off his high tower. But that had been understood, for Fairwyn had been directing lightning
bolts at us. The second time was when I'd imploded the Dark Onein the eyrie of hisdread pyramid
templein Hish.

With twice the strength of any Fregisian, and with a certain practiced agility, too, | cleared theintervening
gpacein one giant leap. I'd have aimed mysdalf at Tarkiis, but Muriewasin theway. So | came down
sguare on the chdlenger, knocking him flat to thetile. He never had a chance. | bent, seized his
half-conscious body by the feet, whirled it—and flung it straight at the sword-swinging, cursing Overlord.

Thetime consumed wasfive seconds at best. Infighting is like that. There was then atableau which | will
remember al. the days of my life. The Alphian I'd tossed at Tarkiiswas out of it—unconscious or dead;
apooal of blood was rapidly forming benegath his head.

Tarkiis, though down, wasin asitting position, supporting himsalf with histwo hands. Hisexpresson
conveyed tota terror, and with good reason. For Murie, eyes blazing hdll-fire, sood over him. Inan
atogether beautiful five-feet-two of splendidly coordinated bone and muscle, her pose wasthat of a
dancer, her legs apart for balance and purchase. Her left hand was raised. Her sword arm, from shoulder
to sword-haft to point, where it touched on Tarkiissthroat, was one single, rigid line....

Theentire hdl, asif in response, seemed enveloped in a sudden cold shroud of silence. Even thewind
had ceased. The torches no longer wavered. The encroaching shadows were now immobile, lifeless.

Tarkiis, eyes bulging, managed awhisper, ahiss, redly, that caromed, ricocheted, rebounded from &l the
walls, like some voice from awitch's caba in an ancient Terran play. Tell mewhat it isthat you want, my
lady," heforced thewords, "and I'll giveit, that | may live." Spittle damped hischin. Therewasa
trembling in dl hislimbs. Helooked |ess than agod now; indeed, less even than aman.

Muri€'s gaze had turned flat-eyed; her face expressionless, except for the faintest of curlsat her lip. She
murmured, at-most swestly, "But you've nought elseto givethat | want— but your life."

He screamed. "But | must live"



"Thet, you shdl not"
Hisface went ashen. He pleaded. "'Tisthat | know so little of death....”
"For onewho's given it to so many, I'd have thought you knew agreat ded.”

His voice became sickeningly servile then, obsequious. "Let melive," he begged; tears even coursed
down his cheeks, "and | promisethat | shal surdly study it."

Histhroat was so constricted now that he could scarcely speaks and | marveled at him as athing not
truly human. 1'd seen robots, servos, and "droids’ more sengitive, more understanding.

"Murig" | cdled suddenly, for athought had insidioudy touched my mind. "I intend seizing his ship. | may
need him."

She turned to observe me calmly and to say, "Well now, my lord, if that's the case, I'm sure you do. But
why not those?" She pointed with her free hand to the remnant sky men who till held bloodied swords.
"Now hear me, Collin," she continued, "and | say this before my mother and my father, who still rulein
Marack; and | say it before all of you who have fought so bravely, and before dl thosein our northern
kingdoms who have done likewise: Though you remain my love, Collin—and wewill surely be wed, and
soon—you, too, areasky lord. I know this now. And though you've risked much and fought well for dl
of us, gtill, you've fought your battlesin part for other reasons.

"And s0 I'm obliged to tell you now that it isnot you who has been harmed here in the castle of our
fathers, nor in thisland and world of Fregis. Itisour people, Sir, and me. For |, too, have been harmed
by thisthing who dared to call itsef agod. | have been harmed both as awoman and as Marack's future
queen. And o | say for dl that he shdl not live. And that'safact.”

And she dispatched him with one deft dash of the blade.

She cameto methen, her cheeksal wet with tears. | held her, and al | could think of wasthe Deneb,
and the hundred of our crew, and Ragan, my comrade, and the starship's commander, Drelas
Nial—none of whom had ever thought to die so soon, and in so strange a circumstance.

Which snapped me back to the till existent sphere.

"What you did wasright," | consoled her. "And Gen-Rondin, too, will agree. Y our father offered peace.
Tarkiis gave him not even war, but murder. There are some things, Murie, which are beyond the pale;
for though they seem as human, or aslife-respecting, as we would say, they are not... Not alow me," |
told her softly. "I must end this" | gently broke away, retrieved the blaster and laser from the bible, fired
asingle blue beam at alarger than usua bat and missed, then ordered the remaining Alphiansto lay down
their swords. They did. The ten white-tabs had aready done s0. They stood now, heads bowed,
awaiting their death.

| put them to work instead; firgt to collect the useless blaster and laser guns; second, to strip the dead
Alphians of their clothing and to seeto it that the bodies were taken to the courtyard and the hall
immediately cleansed of its battle scars. Assembling the power packsfor arecharge, and my belt was
capable of this potentia, | showed Kodder and Rogas how to use the Alphian guns and sent them to the
turret towers above the bridge gates to stop any Alphian effort to enter the castle, should they attempt to
do so.

Gen-Rondin, in the meantime, went to those merchants, priests, white-tabs and the like till gathered at
the hdl's, south end. Their fear of the skyship had held them there. He told them that from now on they



would be judged by what they did and how they conducted themsalves. All who had castle gpartments
weretold to go to them and await his orders. The white-tabs, other than those not on clean-up duty,
were sent to the barracks. The worst that could happen, he told these last, wasthat at their future trial
those who had killed for the sky lords and the false god, Diis, would be imprisoned, while most others
would smply be banished to the countryside and dropped forever from servicein theroya army. The
last was agreater blow than one might imagine.

Rondin then joined the king and his party, who'd returned to his table and was now surrounded by my
origina handful, including a somewhat shaky Sir Alten Dosh. Dosh refused to accept the fact that hewas
aive, ingsting rather, that we, too, had obvioudly been dain, and that somehow this castle and the scenes
around us were but aview of Ormon's heaven whereon wed actualy won instead of lost our battle. The
idea of aHooli dispensing aspecid kind of cure-al goodness would have made less sense to Dosh than
his own bizarre conclusions. | therefore allowed him to cling to his nonsense.

Time continued to run out, Hooli'stime. | quickly buzzed Kriloy before joining the king, hoping to catch
him before he/d moved to the secret passage exit on the river-road below. | got him—if for no other
reason than that held delayed leaving the safety of the ship until the last moment. Considering our victory,
| forgave him without ever accusing him.

"New orders,” | told him bluntly. "Return to Gortfin immediately. Inform Fel-Holdt that we have seized
the castle, dain Tarkiis and that our next moveisto capture the Alphian skyship, the details to be worked
out when he gets here. For thislast, you will pick up Elioseen, Fel-Holdt, and a haf-dozen of our best
swordsmen. Tdl Elioseen, too, to prepare six of her wizardsfor trangit Y oulll bring these last to
Glagmaron on your second trip, dong with an additiond ten svordsmen...."

"Chrigto!" Kriloy audibly sucked in his bresth. He asked hesitantly, and | could sense the guilt of hisown
procragtination, "Was it—difficult, Kyrie?"

"Yesand no. You'l be briefed with the others. Now move."

At theking'stable, | told them that Elioseen and Fel-Holdt would arrive shortly and that | had informed
the two of them that | intended to move againgt the Alphian warship without delay .

Rondin asked sharply but straightforwardly, "And just how, exactly, do you proposeto do this, my
lord?!

| poured mysdlf acup of wine, drank it, sghed my pleasure and poured another. Hooli wasagainin
Murie's delectable lap, but by no means adeep. | sensed an aertness, a sharp awareness of me and what
| was up to. Good! | had a couple of surprisesfor him.

"Well, for onething,” | said, "werein luck. A sky lord hastold me, though I've yet to question him at
length, that his comrades have devel oped such a penchant for love these daysthat they now have a
gtable of lovelies aboard their craft with them. So. 'Tissmple. We have twenty sky-lord uniformsfrom
which the blood is being cleansed. With Fel-Holdt's swordsmen, plus oursalves and two guides, well
amply enter the ship and take them prisoner. The assault, whatever the resistance, will, | assureyou, bea
great ded easier than the melee welve fought here tonight The true test will come efter: .."

"Whichis??

My eyesfixed hard on Hooli. That | intended entering the Alphian ship with laser and blaster wegpons
and in sky-lord uniforms hadn't phased him a bit. He even dared to do his pendulum tonguetrick asa
sign of hisacquiescence.



"What ese?Wewill attack the remaining ships.”

And now camethered chdlenge, for | intended telling them everything that would happen while
withholding the source of my information. Hooli would either interfere, or hewouldn't "It goes” | told
them, "like this Tomorrow, and at any time after sunrise, we can expect at least two if not al of the
remaining skyshipsto cometo Glagmaron field, at which point it ismy intention to destroy them with the
ad of the skyship which wewill capture. We must achieve their destruction asrapidly as possible, for
tomorrow, too, the sphere will move. What it will do isbeyond my knowledge. | would remind you,
however, and dl who were there will verify this, that the sphere was capable of destroying the great ship
of my comrades. Thatisdl | cantdl you."

Gen-Rondin scratched his nose, sniffed and poured us both another drink. Sighing loudly, he said dyly,
"It would seem to me that you've said enough. Still, if we cannot win againgt thislast and obvioudy most
dangerous of our enemies, then | suggest that we fall back to our origind strategy: disperse, Stay dive,
and patiently continue to study the enemy for hisweak points; this, though it might easly take the rest of
our lives. In essence, Callin, other than yoursdlf and those you choose to fight with you, there's no reason
for therest of oursto remainin Glagmaron. The city, too, should be emptied lest the sphere take
vengeance for his shipsand men." "Except for the onething I've yet to tell you.”

"Oh, ho?Tdl it then."

"I speak now of the force that I've only hinted at so far. If, asaresult of our destruction of the Kentiin
fleet (I'd ddiberately used the Alphian name for themsdlves), the sphere decidesto attack us, this force
will then enter the arena. Hopefully," and | sared hard into Hooli'slittle bright eyes, "it will win. If not,
wel we, mysdf, dl thosein the ship; indeed, an in thisworld could conceivably die. Sill, I've no way of
knowing thisfor sure. Asfor an evacuation, well | serioudy doubt that it'll make any difference now."

| bowed then to the king and queen. The latter had indeed been touched by Hooli's hedling paws. She
looked aert. And though she wasn't dl that "chipper,” shewas at least "with , us,” whereas before this
was smply not the case. The problem was that though he could cure her physicaly, it would take time for
the brain to avall itsdf of the cleanaing.

Theroya family retired to the roya chambers and to the royd wardrobe that had been denied them for
s0 long. Murie and Caroween went with them, "to cleanse themselves of the pox,” asthey so merrily put
it. Therest of usretired to the great room of the chirurgeons below, hoping to get oursalvesin shape for
the coming of Fel-Holdt and Elioseen. They arrived, unfortunately, while we were dill in the baths, so we
were not present a the meeting of the king with hissigter. I'm told it "was more of afamilia love scene
than one of strain and accusation. | was scarcely concerned with that anyway, being more intent on
observing mysdf criticaly inthe mirro—in ray new attireasasky lord.

Our ablutions completed, we were ready; and | now wanted it over as soon as possble. Arriving inthe
hall of the privy council, | found that the second shuttle of swordsmen and sorcerers had been safely
delivered. And, too, Elioseen, wasting no time, had made amenta contact with the main resistance
forcesin Glagmaron City, so that a couple of hundred of our best would shortly arrive through the secret
passageway to aid in holding the castle for the king—or so they thought. One thing was certain: If dl
went well tonight and tomorrow, why then, except for the many dain by the Alphians, thingswould be
back to normd in short order.

In the council room, | greeted Fel-Holdt warmly with the Marackian abrazo and handclasp. | also
embraced our beauteous Lady of Gortfin and received a kiss on the cheek and a glance of love from wet
eyesas.my reward—all this under the stony glare of my dearly beloved. Fortunately, Gen-Rondin's quite
passionate embrace of our lady took the edge off somewhat, as did her response which was equally



unrestrained and effusive.

But, as ated, there was no time and those who had begun our little saga were destined to end this part
of it now. Thesewere: Mysdlf, Rawl, Gen-Rondin, Sernas, Dosh, Rogas and Kodder, caled in from the
wall; our two vakyries, who'd have it no other way, nine of the newly shuttled swordsmen, and two of
~the captured sky lords as guides. We were twenty, dressed in sky-lord uniforms and carrying sky-lord
weapons. With everyone around along-table in the great hdl, | explained the smple mechanisms of the
Alphian wegpons. Each had a safety, an intensity gauge and an automaticaly synched scope. While il
ingdel had them do alittle dry firing to accustom them to the trigger. | also promised eternd hell-fire if
they didn't keep then: fingers out of the guard unlessthey were actualy drawing down on someone.

Outside, in the great courtyard, | set their laser beamsto burn and let them fire off afew practice rounds
at thewdls. They were pleased as punch with the new toy and would have seared every brick in the
battlementshad | not called ahalt to it Their enthusiasm being what it was, | feared for what they would
do ingdethe Alphian ship if there was the dightest resstance. All blasters, | concluded, would be | eft
behind. Anything that might harm or even immohilize the ship was out!

Whilethey practiced, under the care of Kriloy, | had time to question our two chosen Alphian guides
further.

"What," | asked, "can we expect in terms of anight watch?"

The Alphian who had previoudy volunteered information wrinkled his brow at that "What," he asked, "is
anight watch?'

"A commander and ahandful of men, in the command room."

Our particularly limited sky lord with avideo star's features, then said in puzzlement, "But the ship isat
rest. Thereis nothing for anyoneto do... So we do what we please.”

Probing further and somewhat stunned by hisanswers, | asked, "How many officers have you, other than
Takiis?'

“None"

"l see. And he was your commander?’

"Wes"

"And if he had been killed?'

"Someone e se would be. Perhaps Diiswould say.” | jumped on that "And how is Diis contacted?"
"He contacts us, through the god communicator.”

"But how would you contact him?"

"The sameway. But it isnever done.”

"Why nat, if heisyour god?"

Hie speaker looked at me blankly. "Why heisagod. Thereisno reason. It is not done.”

"When were you last contacted?" | was onto something, though | didn't quite know what if was.



"Thismorning."

"What did Diissay?'

"That the others of the fleet would Join us here, for afew days."
Oh, ho. Hooli'd tapped the god communicator. "Why?" | asked.
"Hedidn't say."

"Well didn't hetell you anything ese?' My exasperation was atingling anger. What little respect I'd had
for them as sperm-bank types with an extremely limited education was fast dipping down the drain.

"He said that he would talk to usthen.”
"When?' | grated the word.

"When the shipscome." '

"But can he not speak to the ships wherever they are, a any time?"
"es"

| tried another approach. "Did he speak of trouble? Did he warn you of—other ships?'

"We arefully warned of that All ships other than our own will befought when he is near—and givesthe
word."

"Andif heisnot?"

"If he'son the other side we are not to bother unlesswe are attacked.”

"That iswhy you attacked our ship?'

"Others of ours attacked your ship and were lost; that was before we came through the mists to here.”

The"migts' | took to mean the warp. | shook my head. Gods! What did it look like through his eyes,
redly?"And onthisside?" | continued. "When you attacked us on this Sde, too; what of that?"

"But we didn't attack you on thisside.”

"But Diis, the sphere did. Were you not ordered then to attack ustoo?

"No."

"Because Diis attacked for you, right?'

"No. Diisdidn't attack, and we were not ordered to attack."

A hot chill shot down the length of my spind cord. ™Y ou mean that our ship was not destroyed?”
Helooked at me curioudy. "Not by us. Wefled fromit. Diislet it live."

"Where did you go?"

"To the south of here. To that other land beyond the water."



| was sweeting al over, but | got back to the origina problem. "So he now thinksthat other shipswill
come tomorrow, right? And that is why the others have been summoned?”

"No. Hedidn't say that."
"But he wantsthem here, just in case—of danger?"

"I don't know. He will talk to ustomorrow." | chanced it. | asked, "If he talks to you tomorrow, what do
you think hell say asto what has happened here tonight?*

By now the man was exceedingly uncomfortable. | warrant hed never been asked to think, to reason on
anything before. I'm sure his head was hurting. "I do not know."

"But evenif | dlow youto tel him, what then?'

"But no onetalksto Diis"

"Do you think he aready knows?'

"Yes. Heisagod."

"But do you know he dready knows?"

He shook his head and repeated again: "Heisagod."

The practicefiring over, Kriloy. the only true dien among us, had sat slently, stolidly by my sde and
heard nothing. Hissingle desire, it seemed, was to make himsdlf invisible. | sympathized with him. | redlly
did. I'd long categorized him asthe basic intellectua clerk, the kind who'd chooseto livein asmal
Anglicized cottage not far from hisjob, have arose garden to dawdlein, alibrary with al the right books,
the best of sound equipment and season'stickets for everything worthwhile. He hadn't changed across
ten centuries. He was what he was—and | liked him for it. Hed been given aroom not too far from my
own, though I'm sure he'd have preferred the scout ship.

| dismissed him and we moved to go about our business.

Bright moonlight and thetail end of Ripple just making it over the horizon. The sky boots we wore were
like those worn by the Deneby's crew, light, silent, and feather-soft We passed like so many wraiths over
the great bridge; phantoms, racing the coming sun, drained by the excesses of some grand Walpurgis
Eve. From the bridge it was but afew hundred yardsto the ship.

Its design, as stated, was almost standard; which saysagreat ded for the effects of the paralle
technologica evolution among al sentients. The main body was aduel-level ovoid, with control room,
sensor pods, deeping and recreationa quarters and the like. To the rear on corridored shaft appendages
werethe great CT converters. The nuclear engine was suspended below, something on the order of the
leaded kedl of asailing ship.

We seized it without a shot being fired, and it was as Smple asthat. | used Tarkiiss pack to open the
prime exit, asmple device, dso on the sound-vibratory principle. A door swung out, the ladder-platform
mechanism came out and down. We climbed it and entered....

It took myself and Rawl just thirty secondsto find the control room and to witnessthat it was just as our



Alphian said it would be—empty!

Then we split, Gen-Rondin with nine of us going down the right haf-circle corridor, and myself with the
remaining nine going down the left half-circle corridor. We found our first Alphian and hislady, en
flagrante sexualis extremis; which, in this case, meant in die act, asit were. We disarmed him, then
marched them down the corridor to the next deeping pod, collected our second man, etc. | hardly need
add that my comrades, together with the half-dozen or so Marackian swordsmen given us by Fel-Holdt
could scarce contain their hilarity after thefirst two. It was like asurpriseraid in abrothdl; what would
we find behind the next door? And we were surprised. For inthisarea, at least, the sperm samples of the
great race of Kentii had been quick to learn.

The two corridors met in the rec-room to the rear. We arrived amost s multaneoudly with our forty
naked Alphians, and their forty naked ladies; upon which Murie demanded furioudy that al of them be
sent immediately back to get their clothes, though she hadn't been dl that modest during their capture.

Not aone of them had put up afight or asked aquestion. They were unhappy, however; though irritated
ismore theword, for what ,was happening to them. Their ladies exhibited asimilar irritation. | was
prompted to remark to Murie upon this most interesting phenomenon, saying that even though our
Marackian lovelies were here because they'd been brought here and had no choice in' the matter; ill,
that very lack of choice had aso relieved them of a proper responsibility. In effect, | told her, grinning the
while, the old adage, relax and enjoy, seemsto have been on the order of the day. | even reminded her
that, as she herself had put it, the standard sky lord as opposed to the standard Marackian, well there
was just no comparing. One was perfection; the other, a ploughboy. Why not then enjoy them, while
they had them?

Rawl, listening solemnly to what | had to say, could not help but agree, profusdy—and got adap inthe
face from Caroween to equa the one | got from Murie at the undeniable correctness of my anadysis....

And that wasthat And if one dared to think about it, he could only conclude that Murie, who'd
introduced this Achilles hedl of smple sex to the Alphians, had been quite knowledgesble of its potency
as aweapon to be used against them....

Kriloy, as my surrogate, dept aboard the ship. He was fresh. | was dead on my feet. He was instructed
to familiarize himsdf with its armament, since on the morrow it would be him and me at the wegpons
controls. Asalast point before tearing mysdlf away from his unhappy visage, | suggested softly that he
cheer up—that from now on we had nothing to fear from the sphere.

He grew very solemn; screwed up his eyes and sudied my face. He smply couldn't accept my statement
asafact asany Marackian would. He had to ask, "Why, Kyrie? Just why the hell do we suddenly have
nothing to fear from the sphere?!

"Because | say s0, buddy. The missing pieces are coming together. And that'sdl you're going to hear,
except that with abit of luck, by thistime tomorrow therell be alot of snging in Marack and perhaps
some dancing in the dreets.”

| bedded with Muriein her apartment high in the east tower. We didn't make love. We were too drawn
out, too drained. That would come later. Bathed-and relaxed, she just sort of put hersalf within my arms,
both of us propped against the pillows and mother-naked against the soft and oh, so sweetly perfumed
night breeze.

She said just once againgt my chest, "Well, my lord, would you like to hear now of dl the thingsthat have



happened?’ | grimaced. "Another time. I'm still mae enough to pass on that for now. Still, thereisa
paralel from my far world, of alady caled Godivawho rode the streets of her capital, naked, to free her
people from unjust taxes. Her fame, my love, lived on in sagalong after those with little minds and
priest-ridden souls had gone then- way..."

"Why, now." Murie sat up, pleased with thetale. "That one seems a queen as she should truly be. But
dill, my lord, there are things| must tell you.”

"Nay," | begged. "L ater—mayhap when this pdlt of yoursis more gray than gold.”
"But therésathing, greeat fool, that | must say.” « "Must?"

""Tisthat I'm pregnant, Collin."

"Thehel you are

"By god!" Shereached to grab my ears and to Stareinto my eyes. "What, my lord, do you mean by
thet?'

"Just that | hadn't thought it would be so soon.”
"Y ou are disturbed, you bastard?’
"Nay, my lady." | grinned wickedly. "But you might be."

"Explan yoursdf."

"Well. I'm reminded that you showed distaste for those of my comrades aboard the Deneb for thair lack
of fur.”

"But you havefur.”

"Indeed | do. But 'tisathing of science-witchcraft. A child of ours could very well befurless. Moreover,
their eyes were generdly brown, or dark. Remember?'

"But yours are purple-blue, like my own."
"Nay, my love." | passed a hand before my eyes and dropped the contacts. "Voila!" | sad. "Brown!"

"By Ormon'sgrace!" she exclaimed, peering closdly. And then, "They are sort of pretty, my lord. Indeed,
one senses a softness, akindness not too much visible before. There's even ahint of understanding, too,
which | swear has been hidden al these months. Well! So you have blue-purple and brown. Y ou must
make me apair of brown, too, my lord. It isnot well for aqueen to lack that which her consort has." She
amiled happily. "Well beapair. And if dl goeswell tomorrow; well, 'tis till summer. The height of the
'season’ lies before us, what with our brown eyes—and our marriage, well betherage.”

| sighed, said, "Come. Sleep. There are still afew thingsleft to do...."

We breakfasted aboard the Al phian ship, now christened Ormon's Bliss, sinceit had had no name of its
own. The naming came from our stout student-warrior, Kodder, and was abit of a double entendre,
referring to afamed brothel, now destroyed, which had held forth for many yearsright next to the king's
collegium.

Great Foma haut | arose and nothing happened. It climbed the eastern sky until the tenth hour, and ill
nothing happened. To the southwest the sphere's surface continued bluely iridescent. Nothing had



changed there except that it aso seemed, for whatever reason, to be growing ever smaller.

To say that nothing was happening, however, is not exactly correct. Something totally unexpected was
happening. For purdy Marackian reasons—though Rondin and Elioseen, joining us on the Alphian ship,
said not to worry since it would in no way interfere in what we had to do—the king and queen, plusa
few of the remaining lords of Marack who had not been dain and were filtering back, were making a
festive occasion out of the engagement to be; of oursaves with the dlien ships. This savoir-faire of the
roya house, consdering, was remarkable; their trust in me, unconscionable, sinceif | lost, and survived,
I'd then have no other recourse but the Terran anachronism of hara-kiri.

The Alphian weaponswere: CT pencil-shdlls, which became clouds and could only be used in deep
gpace. Two batteries of laser beams with arange of ahundred thousand miles or better. Two batteries of
ion-projectors with atremendous implosion potential, and a double bank of heavy wegponswith plain
old nuclear warheads.

Thelaser and ion beams were at speed of light. They were, therefore, in terms of in-atmosphere fighting,
unobservable by any scanner until after the fact In essence, at speed of light in an atmosphere, release
and impact are Smultaneous.

| knew this. Hooli knew it. Even my unhappy, and therefore quite dopey Kriloy knew it. If the Alphians
knew it, well that was the extent of it. They presupposed nothing and were therefore prepared for
nothing.. . . Their two ships—and the rumor of amafunctioning on the part of the remaining two was
apparently correct—came sailing in on anti-gravs around high noon, at about two thousand fet.

I'd had dl bridge communications switched direct to weapons control—so that if either or both of the
ships made contact it would be with me. They did, but only to appear on the viewer to say that they were
coming in. That | didn't reply bothered them not abit. It was asif they hadn't expected meto.

Kriloy was at one wesapons computer bank, | was at the other. Each bank fed two heavy lasers. On
target, we hit the data-fire bars d most smultaneoudy. Four great laser beams, two to each ship, instantly
destroyed the enemy anti-gravs and all of his sensor pods.

They hadn't achance. Their automatics cut in with an attempt to switch to mag-line power, or
CT-nuclear. But at two thousand feet, no way. Before ever they got a positive wobble, they'd smashed
into the ground through the thick foliage of the forest southeast of Glagmaron City.

And that wasit.

Crowds from the city had gathered on the far edge of the field to watch. They cheered hysterically. King
Olith Caronne and his sigter, the Lady Elioseen, with Queen Tyndil and sundry lordsled by Commander
Fel-Holdt, then came down from the bridge towers to advance toward our ship. Their intent? To salute
us personally and with the proper accolades.

Hooli—and this was another firs—rode with the king. He had areason. It was made known
immediately; to me, thet is. At the skirt of the bridge where it was anchored on the plateau side of the
chasm or ravine splitting the field from the castle, the king's dottle halted—seemingly of its own accord.
Those of Garonne's entourage immediately followed suit; though with puzzled, frowning expressions.

Caronne, seeing that the dottle would respond to neither his verba nor his physica commands, baton,
spurs, and the like, smply shrugged and relaxed againgt his saddle's high cantle. He then awaited the
outcome of whatever the dottle had in mind, with a purely Fregisian form of patience.



The dottle bowed its head asif in an act of genuflection. Its saver mane covered its great blue eyes.

Hoali then tight-roped out from where hed been clinging to the saddle horn to position himsdlf a the
point of the animal's descending neck. Again he held the silver flute.... | switched my contactsto ten mags
sothat | wasbut afew feet short of eyebal contact. | received no friendly wink, nor even the dightest
attempt at fun and games. Thelittle black eyes were wide, solemn. Again he blew but asingle note. .To
meit lasted scarcely a second. To the others? Well, apparently he'd gone far beyond my frequency, for
they till listened. Odd that 1. would learn precisely then that Fregisian hearing could approximate that of
aTerran dog....

Nothing happened. | mean that, literally. Everything smply stopped, dead. Even the usua midday breeze
from the west was just suddenly, gone.

All those around me seemed in some form of stasis. Everything and every one, singly or in groups, were
asasariesof dlent tableausin amonstrous wax museum that stretched to infinity. Were our dottlesand
Marackians even bresthing, | wondered? They were; dowly, imperceptibly. Were then* hearts beating?
Y ep. At five beats per minute. Those nearest me on the smdll platform remained as they had been,
standing, relaxed, and staring straight ahead. ... All except Kriloy who hadn't dept for afull twenty-six
hours. Coming up from weapons control he'd fortunately collapsed on a couch in the rec-oom. One of
the ladies still aboard—and why this'was | do not know—was then sent by Gen-Rondin to attend him.
Shedid so, holding his hands, massaging his neck, shoulders and body, and bringing cool clothsfor his
brow. Murie, an inadvertent witness to the more intimate aspects of the body massage, frowned her
disgpproval and complained to me of agrowing "looseness.” " Sooner or later, my lord,” she said, "well
haveto attend to it."

| was frankly glad he was adeep. For like mysdlf, Kriloy was not subject to the balm of Hooli'sflute. I'd
fully earned my front row center, and I'd no desire to share this very persond thing | had with Hooli, and
he with his sphere-opponent, with anyone.

Asfor what would happen now, well, whatever it was, Hooli would handleit. HEd dready left the
genuflecting dottle to make hisway acrossthe field to me. He did. this, | might add, at amuch greater
gpeed than hislittle legswould ordinarily prope him.

He climbed the sairsto the platform, looked me square in the eyes and said, "W, it's about that time,
old buddy; the end of theline. Tell me, have you guessed any of it?

| grinned. " Surely you must know. Y ou do have mind control.”

"I do. But with you, Great Collin Adjuster, what with our being friendsand dl thet, | useit aslittleas
possible. Again—what have you learned?"

| Sghed. "That you are dike, just as you and the Dark One were dike." Even saying it mentally caused a
chill of sheer terror to dice a my spind nerve ganglia. Still, | could not have said it if | didn't believein his
essentid goodness.

Henodded. "Y ep. All true, buddy. And it'stime, too, to grab the old tiger by thetail. Y ou won't like
what you're going to see" he cautioned serioudy. "And | adjure you, tovarich, that it could easily make
azombie out of you for aweek or s0. | can changethat if you wish, enter your mind and makeit likea
couple of boxersgoing &t it; or maybe acouple of lady wrestlers?*

"Cut the crap. Am | the only onewho'll seethis, Hooli? The only one in the whole damn universe?’

"YOU a.e.ll



"Then let er tip, brown bag. Lay on," | quoted, "And damned to him that firg cries, hold, enough?'

Hisbeady eyesglittered, hisrea way of smiling. He said, "Wdll, then, I'll be leaving thisfor ahbit,” (he
meant the host Pug-Boo). "But it shouldn't take too long.”

"A last thing," | asked deliberately.
"What?'
| grinned. "Wheré'sthe Deneb?"

"In orbit, where its always been. You'll seeit—after." And hewas gone. And thelittle rodentius
drusis sat, kerplunk, upon the platform and went instantly to deep.

| swept the horizon,searching. The blue sphere remained whereit was, asif it neither knew nor cared
what happened to the two Alphian ships...Nothing, nothing, nothing. Except, unh-huh, just there and
above the great forest to the southwest was a second hovering sphere. Why that little bastard. It had
arisen from amost the exact spot where 1'd first damped the Deneb scoutship.

Without the dightest hesitation it came directly toward our tournament field, afitting place, perhaps, for
whatever it had in mind. It landed between the bridge with its mass of unseeing viewers, and mysdlf on
the platform of the Kentii warship. . ..

| looked toward the south hill. Thefirst blue sphere was dready airborne, asif surprised; caught off base,
but heading quickly toward its brightly shimmering companion. Its bulk, for whatever reason, had
decreased till further. Both were now but haf the size of the Alphian ship.'

For therecord, thefirst ship, from the hill, was, asHooli had put it, the Dark One's uncle. The second
was Hooli, himsdf; thered Hooli. They were entities, living organisms; | knew that now. They needed no
ships, just ashimmering shield, a part, actudly, of their own substance to ward off meteorites, or sunburn,
perhaps—the kind you get when you're but afew thousand miles from sun-surface. No doubt the shield
could aso keep mosquitoes away, or even Fregiss ubiquitous thousand-legged bugger-bugs....

It cameto ground just thirty feet from Hooli.

There was nothing then for quite sometime. Indeed, thirsty, | even took a chance on missng something
by running to fetch mysdf adrink from the command room.

And then—and then there occurred atingling in the air and a sudden darkening of al the heavens around
us. It wasasif some great dectrica disturbance were building; but without clouds. The very horizon itself
seemed suddenly to shift, to blur. Checking Fomahaut |, and it was now approaching high-noon, | wasin
no way surprised to see that it, too, seemed but haf its usual size. There was an obvious and most
powerful digtortion factor present. Looking toward the castle, | saw that its battlements were now
rounded in al the wrong places; itsfour towers, twisting, melting, aswould a butter frieze beneath a
brace of candelabra.

Thetingling became audible, tactile, even. The skies grew darker gtill so that the stars and congtdllations
werefantly visble. With the enveloping darkness there came a. flashing everywhere, awhirling
kaleidoscope of pyrotechnics resembling warp. . . . And suddenly, it was asif wed fdlen straight through
from somewhere, to another set of valuesin another place, in another time. The sky now was apurple



black, and there were no longer any blue spheres. In their place; and thison ared sand plain that
sparkled with amillion varied crystd jewdl s, there were two entities. | saw them through amyriad of
bursting, dying, color points....

Thereisno way to truly describe what then ensued. Extra-dimensiona factors were obvioudy present.
They had to be. For where the entities, or beings were, one could till see the spheres as being vaguely
superimposed upon them, and vice versa. The very Sght of this changing, of dl things becoming
something else and back again, forced avertigo that made me physicaly ill. The entity-beings grew and
diminished and grew again while | watched, and retched—and vomited the contents of my stomach. |
could not, would not take my eyes from them. And | would have sold my soul to every
humanoid-worshipped devil in al the sysems for a potential to get the stuff on videotape. But such was
not to be....

Therewas till no sound beyond the sound, and I'm not even sure now that it was such, of thetactile
tingling. | looked just once at my arms—and saw atransparency of cloth, mest, bones and vernd
sructure. | dared not look at the rest of me. Instead | forced my gaze to hold on the two beings; to
watch what now was amingling of tentacular gppendages, whole groupings of them, like untoa
monstrous snake pit! Moreover. To see them fully was aso to see them from theinside out! For that is
precisaly one of theways | saw them; this, while | was outsde looking in! Unknown internd organs, a
series of great hearts begting and pumping everywhere, juices, effluvia, intestinal tubings, amyriad of eyes
looking both in and out. a me. ... To view it dl at any length was to guarantee madness. To hasten the
process was the ingdious knowledge that one of the two was diseased, its parts atotting corruption
which but clung to life by the sheer will of its owner. Oné's olfactory senses could attest to thisladt, as
well as one's eyes could attest to the four-dimensiona qualities of the beings. It wasthis ultimate
knowledge, | think, that finaly pushed me over the edge. | Smply gagged one last time, and faulted.

How long | wasout,. | don't know. Hooli said later that it was only for seconds. And that may be so. But
when | revived it wasto see that once again there were two spheres. The one, agray-blue-silver now,
was lifting, lifting, to shoot suddenly like adying star toward that section of sky—and it wasall blueand
beautiful again—which led directly to Fomahaut |1 and the Alphian gateway. . . .

The second, smaller sphere, gleaming with hard diamond points of white within the shimmering luster of
itsiridescent blue, appeared to be watching; to be saying alast good-bye.

After awhile hisvoice asked softly inside my heed, "Areyou dl right, Kyrie Fern?'

"Il live," | answered weskly. "Where did your uncle go?'

"Hometo die. He was dying anyway, you know."

"l see. And about the Deneb? What—"

"No problem. It'sup there. Just give'em abuzz."

"It'sredly beentheredl thistime?'

"Y ep. It thought it was somewhere e se, and so did you. But no mind, buddy. It'sdl right now."
"Isit redly—dl right?"

"Well, yesss—except that—"

"Hooli! For fucking Buddah's sscke—"



"Calma, hijo. It's just that | thought you'd like a certain memory erased. | could make it so that every
time you thought on the little scene you've just witnessed, well maybe your mind would switch to
Christmastrees and candles.”

"I'm an adult, Hooli. I'm an Adjuster! Moreover, I'm asurvivor type. It'saprint for my old age. | might
even learn something. Old age. That'salaugh. I'm thirty, Hooli. With luck I'll make it to ahundred and
fifty—and you're dready five thousand.”

"Ten thousand."
"Oh, bloody Magus.”

"I must leave you now, Callin. There are somethings| must do.”

"So soon? Will | seeyou again?'
"Of course. | oweyou."

And the shimmering sphere with the crisp diamond-point lights rose negtly and disappeared over the
southern haorizon.

At the exact nano-second of Hooli's disgppearance, things sprang to life dl around me. The pardld
image of adead video screen and atape suddenly clearing, did across my mind's eye.

| wasn't ready for it, realy. But ill | held them al for the brief seconds necessary to ask that they look
toward the south hill. "Thelast great enemy of theworld of Fregis, and of the land of Marack,” | told
them, "isgone forever. Our world isnow at peace. "Twill be our duty to maintain it. Hail Marack!" |
roared. "Hail Ferlach! Hail Gheese! Hail Kelb! Hail Great Ortmund! And hail al those of our brotherson
the great continent of Om!*"

And they did 0, raising their voices enthusiagtically for the northern kingdoms, and woodenly for Om.
For after dl, they were and would continue to be, men and women of afighting race who had still to get
their feet truly planted on thefirst rung of the ladder.

To me, other than the peace of Murie and the close companionship of Rawl, Caroween, Sir Dosh, Sir
Sernas, Gen-Rondin and now, Elioseen, it was anticlimax. | felt drained, tired, old. | knew something, or
rather | knew just asmdl bit of something that few in dl our galaxy would ever know. It was il difficult
to accept; especidly, sinceit remained unclear. Hed said he would explain it when he returned. | could
only hope—and wait.

And so there was a great and sustained singing and dancing in the streets of dl the northern cities; this, of
course, after Td aso done afly-over of the remaining two Alphian ships and blew the both of them to
hell. We took as many asfifty additiona prisonerswho'd not been aboard and tossed .them into
Glagmaron's dungeons along with their buddies. The celebrations went on for days.

Kriloy and | dso visited the Deneb-3, our comrade Adjuster, Ragan Orr, Admira Drelas Nidl and the
hundred-member crew. Asthey told it, they had been living inagray mist for dl thistime. They said that
no singleinstrument aboard the Deneb had worked except servos and those needed for the maintenance
of food, heat, and (Hooli's humor), aworking video mechanism for the running of old movietapes. This
last, Commander Nidl told me, was amost interesting phenomenon, while sill being a part of the
insoluble problem.

[, inturn, told them what had happened, which was little enough when you get right down toiit. |
promised a more complete report, hopefully when Hooli returned.



Kriloy washisold sdf. All was most definitely right again in hisworld. Indeed, ashesaw it, to coina
cliche from the past, he'd been reborn. He even volunteered to shuttle the kings, Dradich and Chitar,
from Ferlach and Gheese, respectively, plus the appointed regents of Kelb and Great Ortmund to
Glagmaron for the mgor victory celebrations. Each of them had atrain of at least fifty lords and knights,
together with their ladies. No small task at dl. Krfloy was roundly praised.

Hievictory feadting lasted afull week, and culminated in the marriage of mysdf, Kyrie Fern of the

Gad actic Foundation, known for al timein Marack asthe Callin, to the Princess Murie Nigaard Caronne,
soon to be queen in Marack. We were wed simultaneoudy with the young Baron Rawl Fergis, cousinto
the queen, and his betrothed, the Princess Caroween Cey Hoggle-Fitz, soon to be queen in Great
Ortmund ... And al this with the one-hundred man crew of the Deneb-3, and her Commander, Drelas
Nial, in attendance.

There had never been anything likeit | doubt that thered ever be anything like it again; not with that
feudd splendor.

| hadn't given up on Hooali returning. In away, | think, he was smply alowing both of usabresther. |
appreciated that. |'d fought through two great wars, a hundred battles, the recent and quite bloody little
conflict; and with a degp-space war tossed into the pot; and then witnessed the denouement of Hooli and
the sphere. I'd indeed had it for awhile. My thoughts were on aleave of absence—two years, perhaps,
of absolute relaxation, and in a Camelot-Fregis at peace. I'd introduce the game of chess; perhaps,
fly-casting, too. Maybe the Terran game of baseball. It was till being played, so | understood; a proof of
its staying power. | aso wanted to visit and spend some time with Great Ap and the Vuuns again. And
findly, I wanted afew hundred hours of sack-time with Murie. What else? Oh, yes. Despitebeing a
vegetarian, Td become addicted to gog-meat stew....

And there was one fina and very important thing. But only Hooli had the answer to that.

It wasn't until autumn that he came again. Hed waited afull three months. The leaves had dready
changed, werefdling, covering the surface of the Cyr and being blown in swaths by soft zephyrs over the
gresat flagstones of the castle courtyard. ... It was indeed that time again. Even the greater part of the
dottle herds were being released into the forests to seek their winter forage. It was quite a ceremony, and
onein which the dottles themselves participated. To watch it would make a Druid out of anyone, if he
was haf aman.

I'd been hawking with Murie at the time, aport both of us dearly loved. Indeed, we were fortunate in
that we dearly loved doing many things together, especidly now, since Rawl, Dosh and Caroween had
gone off to ingpect their kingdom, get things set up for avisit by us on Wimbely's Night before the coming
of thesoldtice. . . . Even Lors Sernas had finally departed. Hed pledged me his undying friendship, but
explained, too, that Hish needed him; that he'd recelved a message that the worshipers of Dark Tuums,
an evil god of sacrifice, was attacking his Hoom-Tet, with the help of certain greedy lords and willing
priests. He hinted, too, that he'd been too long from his well-rounded and oh, so willing, Buusti. Thetae
wasdl too familiar. | bid him amost affectionate good-bye....

Our hawks, grown much too fat and lazy for the fantastic amount of poor pitty-docks they'd knocked
down and eaten, had lost their enthusiasm for the hunt. And so we lunched, and Fat Henery, my court
dottle, broused dongside Murieslittle Tarditi, named for acourt seductress of olden times. After lunch
we dozed. Murie with her golden head on adowny pillow, myself with my head on her thighs, my second
favorite spot, the tummy having been taken over by a small stranger.....



The warmth of the sun and Murie'sthighs, the sound of insects, dl of it was conduciveto atota
relaxation. Except that suddenly | heard aboat whistle. Nothing shrill, mind you. It was more of an
inoffengive "toot,” the kind one might hear on the upper Thames at the height of the boating season. |
squinted without squinting, with my eyes closed. Sure enough, there was the river and there were the
boats. And there, coming around a bend of rushes and the branches of overhanging English ems, was
himself, avery familiar figure. He was working a one-man scull, wore a brimmed beany and had on a
shirt inthe colors of avery famous English boy's school. He deftly maneuvered the little craft to the river
bank which was directly in front of me, rested the oars, pulled it up abit so the current wouldn't carry it
off, looked up, waved, and caled, "Hellooo, buddy!"

| waved back, said straight-faced as he approached me, "More of the post-Victorian, right,
nougat-head? Y ou do have your predilections. But you're entitled.”

"Y ou're forgetting the source, buddy; to wit, you. Still the milieu, gadights, bowlersand Doctor Jekylls,
hasitsattractions. ..."

"Touche"

"Wdll, buddy." He took a seat on the grass and fired up his Holmes pipe. "What can | do to put your
mind at ess=?"

"Jugt tell me the story, round-ball, about who did what to whom, and why."
"Y ou figureit's about thet time, huh?'

"Y ep. It's about that time."

"No matter how dull?'

"Hooli—Get onwithit."

He grinned his Cheshire grin, made the pipe disappear, adjusted his purple shades and placed hispawsin
back of hishead BO'Sto rest both head and paws against the bole of an English oak.... He said, "Wéll.
It goeslikethis, Kyrie:

"Once upon atime, two beings from a universe beyond the comprehension of intdlligent lifein your galaxy
were sent as watchers to another, dying universe; specificaly, the one beyond the gateway. Their
purpose? To observe and record the process of its death. The objective? To eventually control that
process, to be ableto reverseit, to keep it in stasis, or to speed it up, depending upon the requirements
of itsvaried lifeforms. | generdizein this case, buddy, since there were no life formsin the universe
beyond the gateway.”

"Magus Og!" | couldn't help exclaming aoud.

"Bear with me, buddy. There are many such universes. Too many, perhaps. But dl must have their
watchers. In the case of the two beings, however, the single small gaaxy of that quite Smple universe was
possessed initsfina stages of an inordinate amount of pulsars and collapsars—theselagt, if you
remember correctly, Kyrie, are the black holes of dl your warp-punching nightmares.

"The years passed, eons of your time. The smple phenomenon of beta-decay, indigenousto the intensely
powerful magnetic fields of pulsars and collapsars, had an insidious effect upon our two beings; the more
S0 because of an un-awareness on their part of its overdl potentia as gpplied to themsaves. Their lives,



bordering on immortdity, were shortened; their minds, ruined beyond al hope of repair. Indeed, the
creeping totality of the effect was such that they could no longer remember from where they came, or
who and what they were. One of them, however, and for whatever reasons, experienced aremisson
aufficiently strong so asto alow him to grasp for a short span the vague outlines of his glorious past With
thissole bit of knowledge, and knowing, too, that the process of their decay wasirreversible, he
prevailed upon the other to join in two things: To produce athird entity of their kind and then to fleewith
it to asafe universe, dong with the data so long collected.

"Ill asthey were, and we are androgynous, by the way, though thisis not as smple asit sounds, they
produced me, and then began to create the gateway. Allow me at this point to state that normaly, for
such entities, no gateway is needed. In this case, however, he who was wholly mad could no longer
project himsdlf; thus the need. Thefirst, who was but partly mad, was bound by unimaginabletiesto save
him.

"We succeeded—and by thistimeit was we, for | had aready achieved my first five thousand years, in
your time sense. Indeed, we succeeded, but only to find oursalvesin the very heart of that greatest of
humanoid tragedies, war; and thistimein its ultimate and most destructive form, aboiling holocaust of
nuclear obliteration. To pargphrase your Bard with but one dight change: We werethevictimsof a
tragedy of errors....

"Hewho was but partly mad escaped back through the gateway. He who was completely mad escaped
to Fregisin an Alphian hogt; physicdly, | mean; and I'll not go into the details. He did this, of course, in
one of the very shipsthat | had renovated for the rescue of the Alphian remnants.

"Unbdievable asit may sound, | did not know for tens of decades that he who was wholly mad still lived.
And then, anew phenomenon. . . . Though his madnesswasirreversible, free of beta-decay, he was
regaining health—and power. | could only watch the process fearfully. A monster was being born on
Fregis, the like of which this galaxy, even thisuniverse, if not protected, would long remember. And |, by
the very nature of my being, could not destroy him; whereas he could, and most assuredly would,
destroy me—if heknew | lived.

Then you came, Kyrie. And both of us, working together for disparate reasons, but mostly for the same
goal, destroyed him. Unbeknownst to you, however, the first being had again come through the gateway.
His purpose? To live and to search for me; this, though in his mind he was convinced that both | and the
other were surely dead. Sick, and more so than ever now, he created his humanoid-servos from Alphian
sperm and ovum banks; rebuilt and renovated the Alphian shipsthat have lain so long in the buried ruins
of underground cities. They would work for him, protect him, provide that which he could no longer
provide. . . . Might | suggest that he and they were truly 'the blind leading the blind? | knew he had
returned. For as you have seen me, Kyrie, | need no spaceship to crossthe void, any void. | had hoped
to prevent him from leaving Alpha; to accost him just there With the fact that | wasdive. And then to
demand my right of maturity! But he, too, was not sane. Remember? He'd searched the planets of
Fomalhaut 11. 1 was not there. He would therefore go to Fomalhaut 1. Hisfirst choice, without a doubt,
was Fregis. And he found the still living Alphian-Fregisans there. Remember the two-day hiatus? It
alowed for abriefing of his 'robots asto who they were and why they were here....

"But though he sought me, Kyrie, | still feared him. | repesat, he was not sane; indeed, could easily be
more dangerous than our Dark One. My intent, therefore, was the same: to present myself to him only at
thetime of my maturity, whichisaperiodin thelife of such aswethat lastsfor hours only, but which
must be used for amelding with another of our specieswho isaready mature. A part of the mature one
is then passed to the immature one so that he becomes a complete being—abl e to fully reproduce
himself!



"And s0, whether on Alphaor Fregis, | had but to wait for my maturity; indeed, it iswhat I've been
waiting for dl thistime. The act of melding, astep higher than merging, cannot be refused. Itisan
inherited, conditioned, must. It isthe priority; the only priority of al our race. In this case, by presenting
mysdf then and only then, I would .achieve the following: He .could not refuse me; nor could he harm
me. | would become a complete being. He, because of what he had become across the eons of
beta-decay, would not survive the mesting...."

He paused to observe me through a pair of merry, self-confident, Pug-Boo eyes. He then snatched his
Holmes pipe from nowhere, knocked out the ash, filled it and fired up again.

| said, "Hoali. Y ou're sure the onefor detail ."
"Oh, well, look, | just wanted to hit the high points."

"l mean that pipe, brown-bag. So that'sthe way it was. Y ou were fooling around on Alpha, decided to
check me out, and found yourself in the Pug-Boo aboard the Deneb-W

He grinned and blew a perfect ring.
"Scared the shit out of you didn't it?"

"Suredid. | had to do that business with the Deneb to keep your admird from blowing my boy into
dust-bunnies. But first, | had to get you to get the Deneb back to Fregis; get you out of the ship and
down to Marack. Without your being there, Kyrie, things could have been a helluvalot rougher—for the
Fregisans, | mean—when my boy and his surrogates landed.”

"W, thank you."
"On the other hand, if you had just let up when | told you to. ..."

"Gog shit! You saved my ass, true; and I'm sure you would have done that anyway. But then you touted
me back to Glagmaron to rescue Murie, so you said. Inredity, | wasyour ace in the hole, to keep the
Alphiansfrom zapping you in case your boy had gone sufficiently nutsto ignore your maturity
syndrome. Even with them out of the way, you still couldnt come down on him if he came at you. But
you damn well knew I'd have to, and would! You had it al worked out, brown-bag."

Thistime hisgrin of pleasure literdly split hishairy littleface. "Y ou hit it, Collin. | confess. Hehad a
presentiment of peril. He knew I'd be coming. He just couldn't believeit A contradiction. He distrusted
hisown, limited sanity. Y ou see, like me, he knew the very hour and minute of my birthing; therefore, he
aso knew the hours and minutes of my maturity....”

"Wow!" | said, in contemplation.
"l oweyou, Kyrie"

| switched. " So you put a power dram on my poor Kriloy's bypassto back up that weird story of a
pre-nova CT sun being tapped through the gateway. . . Y ou are the one, Hooli."

"I had to, otherwise, you'd have been screwing things up al over the place. Besides, no one got hurt
beyond the usud.”

| asked, curious, "What is your energy source?'

"For just everyday living? Solar power. Any sunwithin abillion or so miles. All | haveto do is breathe.



Anything beyond that, well, I'd have to go to work. | don't store dl that energy.”
"Likethe Dark One did?'

"Yesand no."

"We're back to 'no comment'?"

"Not redly. It'sjust too damn complicated to explain.”

"And the Deneb could have destroyed our boy?"

"Yep.

"And you, too?'

"Only during the hours of my maturity period; when the Alphians could have got me—when you could
have got me—otherwise, it would have had to pin me down and that's next to impossible. I've got mind
control, Kyrie, and not just over minds. And when you get right down to it, that's about ninety-nine
percent of the bdl game."

"Hooli. What would have happened if 1'd not been there to take out the Alphians, etc., and you had been
killed? Give me adraight answer."

He said solemnly, "Barring the quick death of the remaining being, | cannot imagine asurvivd of this
system, or of that of the binary. And he would have gone on, too. For when | say hewasdying, I'm
thinking within our time sense, Kyrie, not yours. He could have been around for another thousand or so
of your years."

"Question, and I'm just hitting around now: If you are your own space vehicle—and even our most recent
vistor madeit to Fregis from Alphaon his own—even considering a space-warp jump—why then
couldn't thefirst D.O. return to Alphaand the gateway on hisown?'

"l honestly don't know. My conclusion isthat since he wasthe craziest of our trio and had automatically
assumed our degaths, that he/d smply extended this conceptual flaw to the gateway, too.”

"Waeird."
"Elementary. Hewas as mad as a hatter."

"Weve dumped the Alphians, you know. Dropped them off in avalley in upper Om. We left food,
clothing and shelter for ayear or S0, plusthe toolsto survive. But there are no women. None would
volunteer.”

Hoali shrugged.

| decided to hit him with the big one. "What," | asked dyly, "of the powers of the Lady Elioseen, of
Goolbie, Fairwyn, Gati? It seemsto methat their witchcraft, their sorcery went somewhat beyond the

ordinary.”
"Theordinary?'
"Y ou know what | mean."

I'd caught him again. And if | hadn't asked, held never have told me. | wasn't so sure he'd tell me now.



He made noises, frowned, blew alot of smoke ringsand findly said, "Well magick, Kyrie, that isin the
accepted sense of the word, is unacceptableto al you straights, right?”

"Yup."

"Well. Look at it thisway: What would be true magick to you is not true magick to me—or to the D.O.
and hisuncle. And thereissmply no way to explain that.”

"Try, Hooli: Red hard.”

"Wl | can cast areal spell. | canturnyouinto aflimpl or adust mop. | can put you into a sound deep,
and with my persond guarantee that only a princess with one blue eye and one red and weighing
one-hundred-seven-and-one-half pounds can wake you up, €tc., etc. . . To you, that's magic. To meitis
not. It'sal apart of the same big picture. Y ou see, even with yourself as an undevel oped humanoid, the
potentid for an understanding of what I'm saying isthere. This being true, the potentia for doing it isthere
too. All one hasto do with that inactivized frontal brain massisto—"

| was staring at him in absolute awe, it had hit me that hard. | whispered hoarsely, "Hooli? Y ou didn't do
that, did you? Y ou didn't mess around with Elioseen, Goolbie, and those others?’

Helooked as sheepish, then, asa rodentius drusis could possibly look. He said, "I'm afraid | did, but
only alittlebit"

"To how many, across the years?'

"Maybe athousand or so. | had to give the north aweapon, Kyrie; something that my insaner third
couldn't traceto me. Then, given time, and if he got to mefirst, and if they developed it properly, well,
then they could beet him on their own. They werejust beginning to redly learn...."

"That wasn't very adult of you, Hooli."

"Who the hell ever said | was an adult? And I'm not sorry, either.”

"You canreverseit, right?'

"Nope. It'sirreversble. Not only that, it inevitably becomes an hereditary factor.”

| sghed. "Bloody Jesus! And this isyour gift to us before you go off to play among the stars?’

"Kyrie," hethen said flatly, and | could see he was dead serious. "L ook at it positively. With magick you
can't implode a sun or vaporize aworld; nor can you poison a planetary ocean, or make a desert out of
teeming forest lands. There are serious, naturd limitations to magick. | wouldn't worry al that much.
Indeed, from what I've seen inside your head and those of some of your congtituents, if | wereyou, I'd
prefer the magick any day to what you have...."

| Sghed again. "But the greater part of it istill dependent upon sound and the mag-field and its use,
right?’

"Right," and hewinked. "Fregis's mag-fidd."

"Good enough. 111 stick to that as your story. Hopefully, our Elioseen who, with the Lord Oen-Rondin, is
going to Foundation Center and from there to other places, will play ft cool."

He grinned again. "Not to worry. Mot of it will belinked forever to Fregis anyway."



| brightened. "Hey! | likethat. A World of Magick, unlike any other. And it will awaysbethat way . . .
What will you do now, Hooli?"

"Relax. Observe. Go galaxy hopping for the next few thousand years. After that, well, I've got to find my
roots. That means universe hopping. They're out there you know, those from whom | came. | must find
them.”

| Sghed again.

He got up and stretched, and | saw that one of hislegs was missing. Hed aready begun to fade.
Hesad, "l loveyou, Kyrie"

"I love you, too, Hooli. Will | ever seeyou again?'

"Sure." Hiseyesglittered. He hobbled his head and his tongue came out to do its pendulum swing. He
dearly loved to make me laugh.

Then he sraightened his jacket and his brimmed beanie and said softly, "Tell yawhat, buddy. If you ever
want me, | mean really want me for something, well dl you have to do isto say these numbers...."

And he cameto where | sat, dso leaning againgt atree bole, stood on his one visible tippy-toe, put his
small paws on my shoulder—and whispered them inmy ear.



