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—One —

for old times' sake

KEDRI GERN AWOKE TO a gl ori ous gol den nmorning. The air was bright as crysta

and heady as wine, with a gentle rem nder of the turning season in its mld
and not unpl easant touch of chill. He breathed deeply, stretched | uxuriously,
and wi thout turning, |ooked out in benevol ence at the innocent pale sky. This
was a day to be enjoyed; a day for a picnic, or a long walk in the wods, amd
the reds and gol ds and tawny browns of autumm. Princess would enjoy such a
day, he thought, and this day would be theirs: no work, no worry, no spells,
just a pleasant holiday for the two of them

He turned, to wake her gently, and found her already awake, propped up
agai nst her pillow The little green book of vocabul ary-buil di ng exercises
t hat had been her constant study in recent nonths [ay face down on the
coverl et, beneath her fol ded hands. She was | ooking thoughtfully out the far
wi ndow.

"Good norning, ny dear,'
nmorning, isn't it?"

"Yes, lovely," she said, without shifting her eyes.

"A perfect day for a picnic, I was thinking. We could have Spot make up a
basket, and go to the top of the mountain for the day. Magnificent prospects
fromup there."

"I thought you had work to do."

"Not hi ng pressing,"” he said, pushing hinself up into a sitting position at

her side. "It's nuch too nice a day to spend

sai d Kedrigern, laying his hand on hers. "Lovely

in my study when we might be on Silent Thunder Peak, just the two of us, with
the world at our feet."
"Yes," said Princess, and sighed.

"I's everything all right, ny dear? You sound | ess than delighted."

"Ch, no, Keddie, everything is fine. It's lovely up there this tinme of year
and | do enjoy picnics. Very nice of you to think of it. Only ..."

"Only . . . ?"

"Only every time we go anywhere, or do anything, it's always just the two of
us. Aren't we ever going to have conpany, callers, visitors, or guests? Wn't
we ever do any traveling, journeying, or wayfaring, or go on a tour, quest, or
pil gri mage?"

"OfF course we'll entertain, ny dear. W' ve already invited Bess to di nner
twce."

"But she didn't cone either time."
"And we took that long trip to Castle G odzik."
"That was a business trip, Keddie."

"Well . . . yes, | suppose it was. But it was a trip. You can't say | never
t ake you anywhere."

"We returned from Castl e G odzi k weeks and weeks ago, Keddie, and we haven't
gone anywhere since then, and no one's cone here except people to see you on
busi ness. "

Kedri gern shook his head benusedly and scratched his chin. "Has it really
been that | ong?"

"Yes," said Princess enphatically.
"I lose track of time when |I'm busy."
"You haven't been that busy, Keddie."

"I haven't, have I? Well, | lose track of tine when I'm not busy, too. But

truthfully, nmy dear, |'ve been thinking of taking a little trip to sonme new



pl ace where we mght neet interesting people, see new things, enjoy a conplete
change of scene. Sonething like that would do us both a Iot of good."

"Keddi e, what a nice surprise! Wen are we |eaving?" said Princess, at once
lively and ani mat ed.

"Ch, | thought ... the sumer is a good tine to travel. The roads are—
"The sunmer? Next summer?"

"That's right, ny dear. W'll have plenty of tine to plan our trip, and make
some—

"Keddie, it's autumm. It's early autum. Summer has just ended. You're
asking ne to wait a year."
"Not quite a year. Hardly nore than a half a year, actually. And this way,

everything will be leisurely and unhurried."

Princess fixed himw th her blue eyes. Her sweet voice was decidedly chilly
as she said, "Keddie, for an unknown nunber of years | sat on alily pad in a
bog. | went nowhere, saw no one, and did nothing. My life was |leisurely and

unhurried, and | hated every minute of it. You restored ne to my human form
married nme in honorable fashion, and brought ne to this small but charning
cottage remote fromthe stress, struggle, and turmoil of the world. | now I ook
and speak like ny former self, | have a gorgeous wardrobe, and have taught
Spot how to prepare and serve exquisite dinners. And still | go nowhere, see
no one, and do nothing. | mght as well have remained a toad."

The room was silent as Kedrigern drew a succession of deep slow breaths and
nodded his head. "You'd rather not wait until summer,” he said at |ast.
"l would not."

"I understand, ny dear. | really do. But spring is a bad tinme to travel, and
winter is worse."

"W can go now. Autumm is a lovely time to travel, and you're not busy. It's
t he perfect chance to get away, Keddie."

"But | can't just go. It's true | don't have pressing business, but | do
have a few small matters. . . . And sonmething could turn up at any nonent."

Princess took his hand. "Do you really want to stay here all winter?" He
| ooked at her uncertainly, and she went on, "Wuldn't it be nice to get away
fromthe cold, and the snow, and the barbarians? W could go south, where
there are no blizzards, and the days are |ong and sunny and warm and peopl e
sing, and smile, and drink w ne."
"I"ve never been south,"” Kedrigern adnitted thoughtfully.

"You coul d gather fresh herbs. There are herbs in the south that don't grow
here. They coul d open up a whole new field for you."

"I"ve always |iked working with herbs. It's a good clean kind of magic. N ce
for cooking, too. But what would you do, ny dear?"

"For one thing, 1'd stay warm | could sit under the fruit trees during the
heat of the day and work on my vocabul ary

and ny spelling. | have dozens of spells | want to practice. Evenings we woul d
entertain. Oh, Keddie, let's do it! You can settle everything here in a few
weeks, and we'll spend the whole winter in the sun. What a wonderful idea!"

she said, throwi ng her arns around his neck and ki ssing himenthusiastically.
By afternoon, Kedrigern had convinced hinself that going south for the

wi nter actually was a wonderful idea, and wondered why it had never occurred

to himbefore. He reclined on a cushioned bench in his front yard, sheltered

fromthe breeze. A book lay at his side. Hi s face was upturned to the autumm

sun; his eyes were closed; a sleepy half-snmle was on his face. Fall had

al ways been his favorite season, marred only by the inescapable arrival of

winter, his |least favorite season. Now, by the sinple expedient of going south

late in the fall, he could enjoy his pleasure to the full and escape his

di spl easure conpletely. True, it required travel; but one could not expect to

get one's way without paying the price, as he had, on occasion, reninded a



client.

A soft fluttering of wings broke his reverie. He opened his eyes a slit and
saw, to his surprise, a pair of white doves hovering in the air just beyond
the foot O the bench. In their beaks they held a broad gol den ribbon. He
raised a hand slowy, so as not to frighten the timd birds, and rubbed his
eyes. Something was witten on the ribbon. Shielding his vision fromthe glare
of the descending sun, Kedrigern read the nmessage printed in great scarl et
letters:

W ZCON VEELCOVES WONDERFUL W SE W ZARDS

The doves abruptly wheeled and flew off, trailing their nmessage, and
Kedri gern watched, smiling. A soft footfall made himturn, and he saw Princess
standing cl ose by. In one hand was her vocabul ary book; the other was raised
in a picturesque gesture, shading her eyes as she peered after the doves.

"What was that about, Keddie?" she asked.

"Just a reninder about Wzcon, ny dear. The committee is pronmoting it very
aggressively."

"Hadn't you planned on attendi ng?"

"Not exactly planned, no. | had thought of it, but it was all very
indefinite. It's out of the question now. "

"But shouldn't you go to such things? |'msure they're a great help to you
professionally. If you really think you should go, we can always | eave for the
south a bit later.”

"No, my dear. Wzcon has its attractions, but 1'd rather be seated by your
side on a sunny terrace, |ooking out over the sea and drinking good red wi ne,
than putting up with noise and crowds."

She laid her hand on his shoulder. "As long as it's your choice, election
and volition, Keddie, that's fine. But |I'msure you' d enjoy seeing sone of
your old friends, comnpani ons, consoci ates, colleagues, and mates, and hearing
what they're all doing, and | earning of new devel opnents in the profession
It's thoughtful of you to pass it up for ny sake, but if you want to go, I'm
willing."

He took her hand and drew her down beside him where he could | ook at her
wi thout twisting his neck. She was in a snmooth gown of dark green. Her bl ack
hair was plaited in a single long braid, tied with red and gold ribbons, and a
sinmple golden circlet ringed her brow Princess was a beautiful woman, and the
t hought of having her seen by his old friends and col | eagues was a tenpting
one; particularly tenpting now that she could speak with a voice befitting her
appear ance, and was naki ng such progress in her studies.

But Wzcon nmeant crowds. There woul d be wel cone faces anong them guild
menbers he knew by nane and reputation but had never net, old conpanions too
l ong unseen: all this was true. But crowds are crowds. Even nice crowds are
still crowds, and Kedrigern found crowds unsettling.

If the crowdi ng were not enough to di scourage him he had only to think of
the horror of accommodations. At this late date it would be inpossible to get
a decent room and the price of even a hovel would be exorbitant.

And then there was the traveling. Kedrigern disliked travel alnobst as nuch
as he disliked crowds; but he consol ed hinmself that his planned trip south
with Princess would find no mob waiting at journey's end. That traveling, at
| east, would take himto repose.

Wth a sigh, he said, "No, ny dear. W night have a bit of fun at Wzcon,
but we'd only end up starting our vacation trip exhausted. 1'd sooner stay at
hone and work on the counter-spell against night visitations. |'ve pronfsed it
to old Bremborn before the solstice, and | want to get it out of the way."

"\What ever you like, Keddie. Are you ready for lunch?" Princess asked.
"I"'mstarving. This air does give one an appetite. Wiy don't we eat out
her e?"



She nodded in agreenment with his suggestion, and he picked up a dainty
silver bell and rang it lightly. As he waited for the house-troll to appear
he slipped his hand inside his tunic and touched his fingertips to the
nmedal | i on that hung around his neck. H s expression grew thoughtf ul

Spot cane bounding into view on huge flapping feet, ears and hands wavi ng
wildly in the speed of his passage. "Yah, yah!" the little creature cried,
bounci ng up and down eagerly.

Absently, as if his mind were busy el sewhere, Kedrigern said, "W will |unch
out here, Spot. But stay a monent before you bring it."

"I's something wong, awy, or am ss?" Princess asked.

"We're going to have a visitor. A nenber of the guild, | think, though
can't inmagi ne why anyone fromthe guild would be visiting us."
"I't nust be inportant.”

"Not to me. | withdrew fromguild affairs | ong ago."
"Yah?" Spot inquired.
"Be patient, Spot. I'Il tell you when," Kedrigern said. He drew out the

medal | ion, and raising it to his eye he peered thorough the small hole at its
center, the Aperture of True Vision. He | ooked all around, then upward, and
fixed his gaze on a distant speck in the sky. "It's Tristaver!" he cried.
"Spot, bring an extra tankard. And nore cheese. And fill the large pitcher."

The troll went careening off, and Kedrigern explained to Princess, "Tris has
al ways been good at shape-changing. He |oves to have an excuse to fly."
"Can he really beconme a bird? It nmust be wonderfulI'"

"It's not all that difficult. | didit nyself, a fewtines, when | was
starting out. It's a lovely way to travel, if you don't get airsick. | wonder
what brings himhere. "

A small falcon circled overhead. Kedrigern waved, and the bird answered with
a sharp cry and shot off to disappear in the nearby woods.

"Tris will be joining us directly. He's shy about having people see him
land. He's always been a bit clunsy, and landing is the hardest part,"

Kedri gern said.

"Why does he turn into a merlin? Wuldn't a peregrine be faster?"
"Just sentimental, | guess.”

Spot arrived with a silver tray on which stood a brinmrng, frost-coated
pitcher, three tankards, a generous platter of dark bread and soft pale
cheese. As the little troll departed, a slender, elegant figure enmerged from
the trees, brushing vigorously at the |eaves and dirt that clung to his
garments. He waved to Kedrigern and Princess, and approached themw th rapid
strides. Kedrigern rose to greet him

"Tris, how are you? It's been a long tine!" he said heartily.

"Too | ong, Keddie!" the other w zard replied, throwing his arm around

Kedri gern's shoul der. "Everyone's al ways aski ng about you. | mnust say, you
ook well. And is this Princess?"

"I'"'mhappy to nmeet you, Master Tristaver," Princess said denmurely, extending
her hand.

"And such a lovely voice! |I'mso pleased for you both. |I had heard
Conhoon mentioned sonething . . . about a ... a croaking problem" Tristaver
sai d unconfortably.

"That's all in the past. Wll, come, sit down and join us for lunch, Tris.

What brings you here?"

"Ch, a few of us were talking the other night, and your nane cane up, and
realized howlong it's been since | saw you, so | decided to fly over first
chance | had. Thank you," Tristaver said, taking the foam capped tankard
Kedri gern passed to him "Actually, we were tal king about that affair at
Castl e Grodzik. Everyone's inpressed with the way you handl ed Grodz. He was a
danger ous man."

"As a matter of fact, Tris, it was Princess's spell that did for G odz.
She's rat her good."



"I learned it all fromyou, dear," Princess said, |laying her hand on his.

"Well, we're all proud of you both. It's good to have this little visit, and
a chance to chat."
"Purely a social call. |I see," Kedrigern said, intently filling a tankard

for Princess.

Tristaver smled and snoothed his | ong snow beard, but did not respond
further. Instead, he toasted Princess, and then Kedrigern, and after refilling
his tankard and breaking off a bit of bread he turned to the subject of the
guild to which he

and Kedrigern bel onged. He spoke of old friends and old tines, and Kedrigern
joined in the rem niscences.

"I's Krillicane still active in guild affairs? She was one of the great
ones," he said fondly.

"She retired shortly after you . . . withdrew fromactive participation,"
said Tristaver discreetly.

"Krillicane could do just about anything she put her nmnd to. Once, she

actually made a street speak.”
"Why woul d anyone nake a street speak?" Princess asked.

"Urgent request fromsone infatuated prince, as | recall. Krillie took it as
a challenge. It wasn't a street, actually. Mre like an alley: a little narrow
passage runni ng behind one of the prince's stables. It took awhile, but she
made it talk."

"What did it say?" Tristaver asked.

"It said, '"We are not a mews.' She shut it up on the spot and never worked
that spell again." Kedrigern sighed. "W had real w zards in those days, Tris.
They' Il never be forgotten."

"People still speak of you frequently, Kedrigern," Tristaver said. "l never
chat with another guild menber but your nane cones up. People keep asking
what's becone of Kedrigern."

Kedrigern gave a little sel f-deprecating |augh. Waving off the remark with a
gesture, he refilled his tankard. Princess, |looking on in silence, could sense
his pleasure at their visitor's words.

"I mean it sincerely. You really ought to be nore active in guild affairs
again. W need people like you," Tristaver said earnestly.

"I've done mny share, Tris."

"No one can deny that. Still, it's been a few years. You nust miss it
sonmetines. . . . The involvenent ... the sense of being in touch with events
the feeling of using your abilities to the full. . . . You' re nmuch too

young to retire like this. You' re not even close to two hundred."

"I don't think about the guild nuch these days, Tris," Kedrigern said
cheerfully. "I still pay ny dues, and | support its activities, but this is
the life | prefer.”

"You don't bear any grudge over that Quintrindus affair, do you? Everyone
adnmts that you were absolutely right, and the rest of us—=
"No grudges, Tris. Let's just forget the whole thing."

"OfF course, of course, Keddie. Anything you like. If it were up to nme, |
woul dn't say anot her word. But "

Kedrigern sighed. "But the guild wants sonmething, and it's your job to ask

for it. | thought so."
"It's a very small favor. A matter of a few days' time, and no effort at
all. Probably a bit of fun for you both. You see, Hthernils has vanished."

"I knew that was going to happen,” Kedrigern said hotly. "He | et everyone in
creati on know where he kept the guild' s treasure. Some barbarian nmust have—
"No, no, no, it was nothing like that," Tristaver broke in. "No barbarians.
Hthernils is perfectly safe. He's at hone now, in his study."
"You said he vanished."



"He did. He's invisible."
" How?"

"Someone on the Wzcon programcomittee asked Hithernils if he knew anyone
in the guild who mght be willing to offer a workshop on invisibility. Well,
you know Hithernils."

Kedri gern nodded eagerly, and gave a low, involuntarily chuckle of
anticipation. Tristaver was primy silent until his host urged himon

"Hithernils doesn't know any nore about invisibility than | do about
chi romancy, but he | oves an audi ence. So he gave them his own name, and then
he went madly to work to | earn something about invisibility spells. It seemns
he got one wong."

Kedrigern stared at his visitor for a nmonent, then gave a whoop and doubl ed
over, helpless with laughter. Princess and Tristaver |ooked on, exchangi ng
awkward little smles, as he struggled to regain his conposure. The process
took some tinme. At last, with one final giggle and a backhanded swi pe at his
tear-filled eyes, Kedrigern managed to ask, "And the guild wants ne to work a
counterspell and keep it all quiet, is that it?"

Tri staver |eaned back and gazed off thougthfully into the forest. "Well,
actually, Keddie ... no. It's the sense of the nenbership that Hthernils
m ght benefit, in the long run, fromthis experience, and so we don't believe
that it should end too soon."

"What do you want from me, then?"

"We wondered it you'd be willing to replace Hthernils at Wzcon. The
program conmittee would | ove to have a panel on counterspells, and you're the
obvi ous choice to lead it."

Kedrigern frowned thoughtfully and scratched his neck. "I hadn't planned on
going to this one, Tris. Couldn't | just make Hithernils visible again, with a
war ni ng?"

"That might help Hithernils, but it wouldn't do much for the guild. The
W zcon peopl e expect us to send a representative, and obviously we can't send
Hithernils. He wouldn't dare show his face now. "

"Way not? No one could see it."

"Well, of course, that's the whole problemright there. It sinple wouldn't
do. The mood at such conferences is very . . . very playful . . . and now that
everyone knows of his unfortunate accident . . . No, Hithernils woul d never
do. That's painfully obvious," Tristaver said.

"A lot nore obvious than Hithernils," Kedrigern said, grinning broadly.

"Quite so. WIIl you do it, for the guild? For old tinmes' sake?"

"Well. . . Princess and | were planning to head south. '

"I don't see how you can refuse, Keddie. Your friends need you,"-said
Princess sol emmly.

"Don't you think we should talk it over?" he asked. He felt trapped.

"I't would be a nice thing to do, and it woul d probably be fun besides. You
could clear up a lot of misconceptions about counterspells. Everyone knows
that you're the best there is when it comes to counterspells,"” she said.
"That's true," he admitted.

Tri staver added, "And, of course, you' d be honored guests of Wzcon. And
you'd stay in the suite Hithernils reserved for hinmself."

"A whol e suite?"

Stiffly, Tristaver said, "Anyone who represents the guild has to make a good
showi ng. W can't have | egendary wi zards and beautiful princesses sl eeping six
to a bed in sonme fleabag."

"No, of course not."

"Besides, it's already paid for and the inn won't refund the noney."

"Al'l right, then, Tris—ae'll go," Kedrigern said, rising and extending his
hand whil e Princess | ooked on happily.

Two



wel cone to wi zcon
KEDRI GERN SAT ON the big |unpy bed, sulking. Princess seenmed oblivious to his
nmood as she bustled about the room humming a nmerry tune. She had del oused and
defl eaed the entire wing of the inn with a short-termspell, and was now
engaged in nore customary donestic undertakings. Here she arranged w | dfl owers
in a chipped vase; there she shifted a threadbare doily. She plunped the
cushions on the big benches by the fireplace, checked the water level in the
fire buckets, tested the rushes on the floor for springiness. Her housekeepi ng
done, she stood before the w ndow, hands on her hips, and surveyed the room
with a satisfied | ook.

"I don't want to give a party," said Kedrigern for perhaps the twentieth
tinme since their arrival

"OfF course you do, Keddie," Princess said absently, |ooking into the other
room
"l don't."

"The guild has provided us with this nice big suite. W'd be terribly
selfish not to give other people a chance to enjoy it."
"I won't enjoy it very nuch if it's jamed full of strangers.”

"Just leave it tonme. I'll invite a few people—the really interesting ones
that 1 know you'll want to talk with—and we'll have a civilized evening."
Wth a scornful |augh, Kedrigern rose fromthe bed. "Do

you really think you can have a nice cozy party—a civilized eveni ng—at a
convention? You've never been to one of these, ny dear. You don't know what
the parties are like. Loud singing, everyone shouting back and forth
cromds . . . pushing . . . spells. Renenber the spells."

"What's wong with spells? W both use themall the time. And this is a
Wi zards' convention," said Princess conplacently, snoothing the runpled
coverl et.

"There's nothing wong with spells. But when people get into a party nood
and then start showing off, there's bound to be trouble. At the conference in
G yphon Rock, for example, the stable boys at the inn were surly, and someone
turned all the help into pigs. Believe me, there was a |l ot of explaining to be
done when that got out. And a few years earlier, at Chateau Ravet, soneone—

"Just because there's been sone rowdy behavior in the past, we needn't
tolerate it here.”

"I"mtal ki ng about the present, my dear. R ght now. There's a whol e new
el ement getting into the profession these days. Sone of them wouldn't even
make good al chemi sts."

"Listen to yourself, Keddie. You're not even 170, and you're talking |like an

old fogy."

"Then maybe |I'm a young fogy," he said sullenly. "All | knowis that | don't
want to be in a roomfull of people Iike that."

"W will set a respectable tone, and people will sinply have to behave

t hensel ves. "
"Ordinarily, that mght work. But this is Wzcon."

Princess drew herself up. Her blue eyes flashed, and she said with a hauteur
that woul d have snuffed the flame of an angry dragon, "This may be Wzcon, but
you are a respected senior w zard, representing the nmost prestigious guild in
the west, and / ama princess. There will be no rowdyi sm boorishness, or
i ndecorum "

Kedrigern sensed that the final word on this particular topic had been
spoken. He nodded, and said no nore.

Princess was nollified. She smled and said, "Good. It's getting late. Pul
your boots on, so we can get to dinner. You have to prepare your renmarks for
tomorrow, and you'll want a decent night's sleep."

As he tugged his boots on, Kedrigern nmuttered, "I'd better get my sleep
tonight. Wn't get a wink of it tonorrow night,



not with a nmob carousing through here until dawn. W'll head south | ooking
i ke sonmet hing dragged out of a necromancer's rubbish heap.”

"Don't be mpbody. You might at least try to have a good time," said Princess
patiently.

Kedrigern sighed. He knew that he was being selfish; even a bit childish. He
knew t hat Princess had been longing to give a big party and that there was no
opportunity for such things at honme, and that this would make her very happy.
He knew that it would be a good thing for the guild if everyone went honme from
W zcon tal ki ng about what splendid hosts these wi zards were. He even suspected
that despite all his determination to the contrary, he mght have a good tine.
Al'l the same, he hated noise and crowds.

About a dozen people were seated in the dining room Kedrigern did not
recogni ze a single one. They | ooked up as he and Princess entered, and their
gazes lingered on Princess. She was resplendent in a close-fitting pale green
gown, with a cloak of darker green thrown over her shoul ders. Kedrigern
cl ean-shaven, in nondescript tunic and trousers of homespun stuff and a plain
dark cl oak, was given scarcely a glance. He found a corner table, small but
relatively steady and | ess stained than the rest, and they seated thensel ves.

"Probably not a wizard in the place. | certainly don't see anyone who | ooks
like a wizard," Kedrigern said norosely.

"You don't look like a wi zard yourself," Princess pointed out.

"Well, of course not. It's just inviting trouble to go around |ooking like a
wi zard t hese days."

"Then why should other people do it?"

Kedrigern grunted, munbled sonething, and took to staring at the tabletop
They dined well on grilled carp, nutton, and pheasant, plenty of fresh bread,
fruit for dessert, and a good ale to wash it all down. The neal |eft Kedrigern
in much better spirits. He and Princess were sniling at one another before
t hey reached the dessert.

"You'll have a good time tonorrow night,'
his in reassurance.

"l suppose so. It's been so long since |I've been to a party that |'ve | ost
all taste for them" Kedrigern said listlessly.

Princess said, |aying her hand on

Princess patted his hand. "All the nore reason to have one of our own. You
just leave it all up to ne."

They left the dining room which was a bit nore crowded now as the late

arrivals hurried to dine before the best food was gone. A | ow buzz of subdued
conversation filled the air, |ouder as they stepped into the busy hall
Baggage was piled haphazard, and little groups stood about in lively dial ogue.
A nunber of people were standing near the stairway, and as he passed,
Kedri gern heard, " party in Ctollo's room. . . tell the others . . . see
you there," shouted contrapuntually by eager voices. Before he could comrent
triunphantly on this to Princess, a young man dashed up and stepped in front
of them

"I beg your pardon, are you Master Kedrigern? The wi zard of Silent Thunder
Mount ai n?" he asked.

"I am he," Kedrigern replied.

"Are you here representing the guild, Master Kedrigern? |I'mon the
conmttee. W were told there'd be a replacenent for Master Hithemls
that he'd had some sort of accident.”

"Yes, ny wife and | are here for the guild."

"This is really exciting for us, Master Kedrigern! W' ve heard so nuch about
you—your petrification of Buroc is a | egend!"

A very pretty girl took Kedrigern's arm "And the way you handl ed
Fi ngard—that was the nost courageous deed |'ve ever heard of!" she said.
"Fingard wasn't so terrible," Kedrigern said coolly.



"He was a fire-breathing dragon! And he was injured!" the girl said.

"You just have to show themwho's naster,” Kedrigern said, smling w sely.

"And Grodz—s it true you turned Godz into a toad?" she asked eagerly.

"It was my wife who did that. Her first really nmajor spell, actually, and it
cane off perfectly.”

"No one el se saw through Quintrindus's nachi nati ons. He fool ed the whol e
gui | d—except you. Isn't that so, Master Kedrigern?" broke in a thin, intense
young man at his other side.

"Well . . . Quintrindus was a clever man. He's deceived a great nany
peopl e," Kedrigern said.

"But not you," the girl pointed out.

"No, not nme," Kedrigern admtted with an easy shrug.

"Master Kedrigern, | know you have an early panel, but if you could spare a
bit of time, we're having a little party tonight, and—= the first young nman
began.

Princess's firmvoice broke in, and her grip closed on Kedrigern's free arm
"We're terribly sorry, but Master Kedrigern has a ot of work to do for his
panel tonorrow, and he sinply must have a good night's sleep,"” she said,

soundi ng very nuch |ike the keeper of an absent-minded invalid. "If you'l
excuse us, we'd best be getting to our roons."
"Maybe tomorrow night . . . ?"

"We'| | be hosting the guild' s party tonmorrow night. | hope you'll all be
able to attend," Kedrigern blurted. "In our suite. Everyone will be there."

H s voice rose on the last syllable, as Princess's fingertips dug into his
bi ceps.

As they entered the suite, Princess said in a frosty voice, "For a man who's
lost all taste for parties, you ve certainly turned into a jovial host."

"They seened |ike such nice people,” Kedrigern said guilelessly. "Not the
kind of riffraff that trails around after al chem sts. N ce decent young
peopl e. They had some sense. You could tell right away." He paused, and when
no response came, he said, "Do you know, ny dear, it m ght be a gracious

gesture if we dropped in on their . . . party. "
Princess | ooked at himicily, and said nothing. He scratched his chin,
cleared his throat, and said, "I think I'll work on ny opening remarks."

The panel went smoothly, all things considered. Only one panelist was
totally incoherent, and he munbled so | ow that not one in the audience could
make out what he was saying. The others were well spoken, witty, and in good
rapport with the sizeable crowd.

The only sour note of the morning' s proceedi ngs was the behavior of a short,
pudgy, obstreperous man who kept interrupting the panelists with flatul ent
nmonol ogues thinly disguised as questions. After the man's fourth turgid
di splay, Kedrigern ignored his wildly waving hand and perenptory cries for
recognition, and the rest of the session was quite decorous.

Afterwards, one of his fellow panelists, a | ean, swarthy sorcerer fromthe
east naned Abrazoul, conplinented

Kedrigern on his handling of the noisy man, remarking that the fell ow had the
manners of an al chemist.

"He did, didn't he?" Kedrigern replied. "I wonder if there are any
al chensits here."

"Afew, I'msure. They want to see what they can steal fromus," said
Abr azoul .

A third panelist, Jaquinta, doyenne of the southern sorceresses, brushed
back a |l ock of snowy hair and | aughed contenptuously. "It would be like a
nmonkey stealing an astrol abe: he can take it, but he'll never learn to use it
properly."

"Well put, Jaquinta," said Abrazoul



"Yes, very well said. By the way, | hope you'll both be able to cone to the
party in our suite this evening. It should get going just about noonrise, so

if you—=

"I"ve received an invitation already," said Jaquinta.
"So have |I. It was slipped under ny door this norning," Abrazoul said.
"That expl ai ns what Princess has been doing all day," Kedrigern nurmnured.
Jaquinta smiled. "I do | ook forward to neeting her. Fromwhat | hear, she is

aliving testinmony to the efficacy of your counterspells.”
"And very beautiful besides," said Abrazoul

Beam ng, Kedrigern added, "She also has a definite gift for magic. She's
| earning at a great rate."

"I"mcurious, Kedrigern: why didn't you have Princess speak at the pane
this norning? She woul d have been a sensation. One doesn't often neet a
princess who's been a toad."

"She's still a bit reluctant to tal k about her past. After all, she spent a
good many years sitting in a bog, snapping at flies, worrying about storks and
snakes and cruel boys. . . . She wants to put all that behind her."

"I understand perfectly,’
nost mat ernal way.

Kedri gern passed a pl easant day exchangi ng news and gossip with old friends
and neeting several people he had | ong been hoping to nmeet. A hurried note
fromPrincess urged himto dine without her, as she was busy with last nminute
party preparations. He dined with Abrazoul, the three com

Jaqui nta said, squeezing Kedrigern's hand in a

mttee nenbers he had nmet the previous evening, and two clever young
conj urers.

Di nner was delightful, and they lingered long at table. It was close to
nmoonri se when Kedrigern at last returned to his suite, in high spirits,
whi stling an elvish | aughi ng-song. He found the roons netanorphosed and
Princess | ooking triunmphant.

Fl owers were everywhere, filling the suite with fragrance. Lanterngl ow and
candl elight glinted off freshly polished wooden surfaces, and a fire sent
hi ghl i ghts and shadows dancing in pursuit of one another. Near one wall stood
a tabl e on which were two kegs of ale, an assortment of stone jars containing
| ocal w nes, and enough nugs and tankards for everyone at Wzcon.

"Well?" Princess asked expectantly.

Kedrigern took her hand and raised it to his lips. "My dear, you're a
wonder. | rmust apol ogi ze for ny peevish obstructionism | should have known
all along that you'd do everything to perfection."

"That's very sweet of you, Keddie."

"And you | ook absolutely marvel ous, ny dear! One would think that after
working so hard all day ..." He stepped back to admire her green and yell ow
robe, her glistening high-piled hair bound by the golden circlet. "Sinply

beautiful,"” he said reverently.

"Just a small spell here and there, Keddie. The staff did all the heavy
wor k. They were very helpful. If it hadn't been for—=

Three sharp knocks at the door announced the first arrivals. They were soon
foll owed by others, and still others. Before the nbon was above the treetops,

the roomwas filled with people and the air was thick with talk and | aughter
There were wi zards fromall parts of the known world; there were magicians,
wi tches and warl ocks, conjurers and seers; there were followers of the subtle
arts who had studi ed everything avail abl e about the subject and took advantage
of this opportunity to neet the masters in person. Kedrigern dutifully made
his way anong the eddies of conversation. He came to rest with a trio of
students from Rottingen, who were discussing the Iron Man that had rmade their
city so fanous.
"I't's run by clockwork, isn't it?" he inquired.
"Correct, Master Kedrigern. Wien it's fully wound, it can do the work of six
men in one day," said a dark-haired girl.



"That's very inpressive. Does it do much work in Rottingen?"

"Unfortunately, it takes eight nen two days to get it fully wound, so it's
not yet practical," a young man said.

A second young rman added, "But the inventor is working on another Iron Man.
When it's done, they can wi nd each other."

Kedrigern paused for a nonent's reflection, then nodded. "I see,"’
"I ngeni ous. "

"The main problemis rust,” the girl said. "After a day of rain, the Iron
Man is bright orange. It still works, but it's bright orange."

"I'n Rottingen, we've given it a nicknane," the second young man began. "W
call it The d ockwork—

"Ch, dear," Kedrigern broke in at the sight of a new arrival and her
entourage. "I'mterribly sorry, but |I rnust see soneone right away," he said,
wor ki ng his way through the crowd.

The wood-wi tch stood just inside the doorway, |ooking around the roomwith a
muzzy grin and slightly glazed eyes. Two of the inn staff were at her side,
strai ning under their burden of a huge stone jar which they bore between t hem
on alitter.

"Keddi e, ne love!" the newconer shrieked at the sight of Kedrigern, and gave
a wild cackle of glee that silenced the other party-goers in an instant.
"You're throwing a party! Bloody miracle, that's what | calls it!"

"Hell o, Bess. It's good to— Kedrigern started to say, but was silenced by
her strenuous bear hug and the wet kiss she loudly planted on his cheek

"Now, where's Princess, so's old Bess can thank her proper for the
invitation? | knows all this is her doing."

Princess glided to their side, aglow with the success of her party. "You
nmust be Bess, the Wod-witch!" she exclainmed, giving the newconer's ruddy
cheek a quick peck. "Kedrigern's told me so rmuch about you."

he said,

"Has he, now? Well, the worse it sounds, the truer it is, love," said Bess.
She brushed back a | oose, lank strand of hair and gave another unearthly
| augh.

"We're so glad you could make it," Princess said ganely.
"I't was good of you to invite old Bess, after all the trouble

you had with that bloody crystal | sold to Keddie. | feels terrible about
that, love."

"Now, don't you give it another thought. You're here to enjoy yourself,"
Princess said.

"Just to help things along, | brought a jar of ne best. 'dd Fenny Snake,'’
calls it." Wth surprising deftness, Bess plucked an enpty nmug fromthe hand
of a conjurer and with a qui ck backhanded sw pe, dipped a sanple fromthe
stone jar. "Here, now, you |lads get that over to the table so's people can get
their nugs into it," she ordered the two bearers. Turning to Princess, she
ext ended the mug and said, "Have a sip, love. It'll do you good. G ve you
curly teeth and nice white hair, it will," and | aughed once nore.

Princess unsuspectingly raised the mug while Kedrigern, torn between
politeness toward a guest and solicitude for his wife's well-being, |ooked on
anxiously. At the first whiff of bouquet, Princess's head snapped back; her
eyes crossed and began to water; she took two unsteady steps backward, gasping
for air. Kedrigern snatched the rmug from her shaking hands, lest it spill on
her dress and eat through to the skin.

"Princess never drinks anything stronger than wine," he explained, putting a
supporting arm around her wai st.

"Sorry, love," said Bess, rubbing Princess's hands vigorously. "I keeps
forgetting that it's an acquired taste."

Princess gasped, coughed, and tried to speak, but could manage no nore than
a strangul ated squeak. Kedrigern hel ped her outside, where they wal ked for a



time in the cool night air. Before long, her voice returned, and Kedrigern was
surprised by her words.
"You once drank that stuff—for ny sake," she said.
Kedri gern shuddered at the nenory. "I did, ny dear."

"And | was so unkind, ungrateful, and unappreciative the next day, when you
felt so awful ."

"As | recall, | botched things up a bit that day."
"I'"'m amazed that you could nove and speak.”
They wal ked once around the inn, and then Kedrigern said, "I think we ought

to get back inside. W don't want to | eave our guests on their own for too
[ ong. "
"There's no hurry, Keddie. Everyone's behaving very well."

"They were before we had ajar of A d Fenny Snake on the premi ses. By now
they may all be behaving like ogres."

Princess gl anced at hi m apprehensively. Wthout another word, they hurried
i nsi de.

The atnosphere in the suite was subtly different. No one was actually
spraw ed prostrate on the floor, or swinging fromthe beans, but the nood was
now one in which such behavi or woul d not seem i nappropriate. Kedrigern checked
the stone jar and saw, to his horror, that it was nearly enpty. He knew t hat
t he danger point was near; he hoped that it had not yet arrived.

As he stood by the jar, trying to decide what to do, an armwent around his
shoul der and a nunbi ng breath swept over him It was the noisy little man of
this norning, and he was well along to oblivion

"Din'" have a chance t' introduce nyself *s norning," he said. "Nane's
Smarmax. Doc Smarmax, A.D., Univers'y of Unmleitung." Pausing to burp
delicately, he nurnured, "Great stuff in that stone jar. Won' ful bouquet."

Here was a begi nning, Kedrigern thought. "I do hope we'll have a chance to
chat when you're recovered," he said, taking Smarmax's armand steering himto
t he door.

He eased out a reeling conjurer and a trio of young men who had just begun
singi ng very indecent songs, and then his attention was caught by | oud voices.
They came fromthe center of the room

"I know your type. You don't do any magic all year long, then you conme here
and try to pass yourself off as a big wizard. You' re a phony!" one cried.

"Listen to boy conjurer," a second voice said scornfully in a heavy accent.
"Check record, sonny boy—four spells and five counterspells |ast year | did,
and am wor ki ng now on seven-spell contract with | ocal margrave.”
"Wnmp w zard!"

"Creep conjurer!”
"You couldn't spell your way out of a gunny sack!"

"Have never had to, creep. Am not dunb enough to getting into gunny sack in
first places," the second speaker said. Suddenly there was a nmuffled cry,
foll owed by triunphant |aughter. Kedrigern pushed through the crowd in tine to
see a | arge gunny sack thrash about on the floor for an instant and then
di sappear. A stocky young man, swarthy and heavy-browed, his thick features
scarlet with rage, junmped to his feet.

"Al'l right, creep! You sneak-spell me, | show you what real w zard can do,"
he said, gesturing at the one who stood opposite him | aughing.

The | aughi ng conj urer dodged. An el derly nmgician standi ng behind him deep
in conversation with a veil ed seeress, sprouted a huge pair of antlers. The
conjurer, nmeanwhile, made a conplicated figure in the air, and the w zard
roared in pain as a beehive materialized in his pants. The magi ci an, becomn ng
aware of his altered state, turned. The seeress stepped to his side. Their
expr essi ons were om nous.

Kedrigern worked a quick short-termimmunity spell for hinmself, prepratory



to stepping in and putting things in order. As he spoke the final phrase,
Princess appeared, hands raised, at the center of the four figures. "That will
be enough! | insist— she decl ared.

Then she vani shed.

"You bl oody lot of nits! Look what you' ve gone and done to Princess!" Bess
the Wood-wi tch shrieked in a bl oodcurdling voice. The conjurer and the w zard
di sappeared. The antl ered magi cian and his veil ed conpani on turned on Bess
menaci ngly, and Kedrigern quickly turned themto stone—tenporarily.

The remai ni ng guests departed in silent haste, w thout goodbyes. Kedrigern
remai ned with Bess and two lifelike stone figures.

"What happened to Princess, Bess? Did you see?" he asked.

"One of themsilly amateurs hit her with a spell when she stepped in between
them Maybe they both got her. Anyway, old Bess fixed them Turned theminto
flies, that's what | did."

"Thanks, Bess."

"It's Bess should do the thanking, Keddie. Od Antlers and his lady friend
were about to do nme in."

"I think it was just a nervous reaction on their part. Understandabl e,

certainly."
Bess nodded. "They had a drop or two of A d Fenny Snake. That makes sone
peopl e junpy."

Kedrigern thought that that was probably all to the good. Wen the magician
and the seeress awoke fromhis spell the next day, they would remenber
not hi ng. Neither would the

rest of the guests, in all likelihood. Ad Fenny Snake had that effect on
peopl e.

"l botched it, didn't |, Keddie?"

"What ?"

" d Bess botched it. Brought along a jar of her best, and spoilt your
lovely party," the wood-witch said. A tear trickled down her puffy red cheek
"Don't cry, Bess. It wasn't your fault."

" d Bess always does it," she wailed. "Never |earns her |esson, not Bess.
There's some as can handle O d Fenny Snake and sone as can't, and | keeps
encountering the second category everywhere | goes." She sniffed and w ped her
eyes on a griny sleeve.

"There, there, Bess," Kedrigern said, giving her a consoling hug. "W don't
want to think about that now. What we have to do is find Princess."

"And it's about tine, too," said a tiny voice.
"Princess! Were are you, ny |ove?"

"Where | won't be stepped on by anyone's clunsy feet. Is it safe to cone
out ?'

"There's only Bess and |, dear."

"And two statues," Bess added. "They won't hurt you, |ove,"

From behi nd an overturned stool near the fireplace hopped an elegant little
green toad with a tiny gold circlet on its head. Kedrigern covered his eyes,
shook his head, and groaned, "Ch, dear ne."

"Stop nmoaning and give ne a hand," the wee voice said angrily.

Kedri gern stooped and extended his hand. Princess hopped to his palm and he
raised it to eye-level. She was a very attractive toad, as toads go.

"The inmportant thing is not to get excited, ny dear," he said. "W'll work
this out. Everything will be all right."

"I"'mnot excited. |I'mbeing very calm Just get me back to human again as
qui ck as you can."

"OfF course | shall, ny dear. Depend on it."

"Use the counterspell you used when we net. Just one nore tine. Hurry."

"Ah. That counterspell. Yes. Well, you see, ny dear, that was a one-tine
counterspell. As a rule, that's all the situation requires."



"Are you saying you can't use it on me a second tine?"
"I"'mafraid not, ny dear."
"Then get another one!" said Princess, sounding a bit nore excited.

"Of course. I'lIl have to find the young man who enchanted you, and | earn
what spell he used. I'msure | know a counter for it. Bess will help us al
she can."

"I willl Ch, I will, love!" Bess said fervently.

"Well, where is he? What did you do to hin®"

"Did you say you turned theminto flies, Bess?" Kedrigern inquired.

"I did. It was the first thing came to me mnd."
"Flies? Flies?!'" Princess shrilled.

"That's right, ny dear. So all we have to do—~
"Keddie, | ate them"

"Ate then?" Kedrigern repeated nunbly.

"Al'l of a sudden | was a toad again, and here were two fat flies buzzing
right in front of ne, practically asking to be eaten. So | snapped t hem up
was instinctive."

"This may conplicate things a bit."
"Ch, Keddie!" Princess |amented in her tiny voice.

"Now, my dear, be brave. W've been through worse than this,"” Kedrigern sa
gently.
"He's right, I ove. Look on the bright side," Bess urged.
"There's isn't any bright side. I1'ma toad again!"

"But you're speaking, ny dear. Can you sing?"
In response to Kedrigern's inquiry, she ran through the scale. It canme out

It

id

sounding high and a bit tinny, but it was undeniably singing of a fair order

"Well, now, you can speak and sing as well as ever. That's a good sign,"
Kedrigern said with forced heartiness.

"But 1'ma toad, a paddock, a batrachian!"
"And 1'ma w zard. Trust nme, ny dear."

"I hates to butt in, but I think you' d be wise to slip away quietly before
sunrise," Bess said. "What with the di sappearances and the statues and the
runors that are bound to spring up, that's the best way."

"I think Bess is right," Kedrigern said.

"Well, you'll have to pack. | can't pack."

"Il pack, ny dear."

"But why bot her packi ng? What's the use? What need

have | of dresses and cl oaks and slippers? All | need fromnowonis alily
pad and a few flies."

"I shall pack every single itemin your wardrobe, down to the last button
You' || be yourself again, Princess, | prom se you." Kedrigern surveyed the
roomthoughtfully. "I imagine the best thing to do is nmove these statues out
into the hall, and then tidy the place up a bit."

"I"ll do the tidying," Bess vol unteered.

"I"ll nmove the statues, and then start packing," said Kedrigern

Princess gave a tiny disconsolate sigh. "I'Il ook for a nice dank spot
where 1'll be out of everyone's way."

Three as handsone does
THE DAYS WERE getting shorter, and so was Princess's patience. Two weeks had

passed since her mishap, and Kedrigern had not yet found the counterspell. But

one evening after dinner, he reveal ed his pl ans.

"The man to see is Fraigus o' the Murk. He wote the standard text on
transformation spells,” he announced.
"Are you sure he'll help you?" Princess asked.

"He can't refuse, ny dear. | was one of his best students. W were very
close in those days, before he got so deeply involved in tenporal nagic.



Fraigus was a legend in his own time, and now ..
"I never heard of him" Princess pointed out.

"Well, he wasn't a universal |egend. More of a local |egend. Those of us who
knew hi m consi dered hi mone of the greats."
"That's not nmuch of a |egend.”

Kedrigern shrugged. "It's better than nothing. Poor old Fraigus. Life has
not been kind to him fromwhat |'ve heard. He's said to have gone quite to
seed. | kept telling nyself that | ought to pay a visit, try to cheer himup
but I put it off, and put it off. ..."

"Ch, fine,'" said Princess caustically. "You're going to turn my case over to
some washed-up old—' In m dsentence she snapped a careless fly out of the air
in front of her, then

went on, "—w zard who can't even help hinself. | nust say, Keddie, | sonetines
think you don't take this very seriously. It's not just inconvenient, it's
extrenel y unpl easant."

The wi zard | ooked down on his tiny green wife, seated on the table before
himin a gol den bow of danp nobss, and felt an upwelling of pity. He had never
personal |y experienced the sensation of being turned into a toad, but he was

willing to believe that it was not a pleasing one. Particularly for a
beauti ful princess |like Princess.

"My dear, | do understand, and | deeply synpathize. But you nmust admt, your
case is nmost unusual. It's not every day that a wonan who's been turned into a

toad and then turned back into a wonan is turned into a toad a second tine. It
may be unique in the annals of sorcery," he said.

"Maybe 1'lIl be a legend in my own time. Like Fraigus."

"Don't let it make you bitter."

"It's just that nothing is being done, Keddie. You' re a w zard, and a
| eadi ng authority on counterspells. So why am| still a a toad?"

"My dear, | know ny field nmuch too well to take these things lightly. Magic
is a very tricky business. Wiy, we still don't know exactly who placed the
spell on you, nuch less the details of the spell itself. If | just nmade a wild
guess, you might end up as ... well, as sonething nuch worse than a toad."

"There is nothing worse. Especially with winter coning. Wnter is a very bad
time to be a toad, Keddie," she said in a sad, tiny voice that tugged at his
heart.

"Wnter is still weeks away. 1'll be off to see Fraigus in the norning, and
back before the first hard frost. Spot can | ook after things until | return.”

"Are you sure Spot understands? If he gets confused, | mght end ny days in
a ragout."

"No need for concern. |'ve made it clear to Spot that you are not an
ordinary toad. And in case he should forget, |1've placed a Sphere of
Protection around you. You'll be perfectly safe.”

She sighed an al nost inaudible sigh. "All this waiting," she said
di sconsol ately. "I really don't see why | can't try one of my own spells on

nmyself. You told me | was conming along at an amazing rate."
"Bani sh the thought!" Kedrigern said with alarm "Even

the greatest w zards don't unspell thenselves. 'She who unspells
herself has a fool for a wizard may be an old saying, but it's
true.”

"Al'l right, Keddie. I'Il wait. But please hurry.”
"I will. I"lIl leave at dawn, and be back at the earliest
possi bl e monent, | prom se you."

The hovel wherein dwelt Kedrigern's old friend and teacher, Fraigus o' the
Murk, lay west of the Dismal Bog. A fine high road, snooth and straight,
skirted the bog and passed near Fraigus's dwelling. But at the first fork



Kedri gern turned aside and took the | ow road that passed through the heart of
t he bog.

This was the short cut, but that was not Kedrigern's reason for choosing it.
He woul d never have adnitted to the charge, but Kedrigern was a sentinental
man. \Wen he realized that he was so near the place where he had net his
| ovely Princess and won her heart, he could not resist the chance to revisit
t he happy scene.

At alittle knoll that rose between the road and the edge of the bog, he
reined in his shaggy bl ack steed. Setting the horse to graze, the wizard
hunkered down by the knoll and gazed on it fondly. On this very spot, he had
freed Princess froma cruel enchantment. Looking nore closely, he could make
out faint traces of his work. Here were the inpressions of the stones that had
formed his pentacle, and a snudge of the powder he had used to mark the
necessary runic figure. He smled wistfully at the recollection

Inalittle while he rose, went to his horse, and took his scrip and water
bag. Settling down confortably by the knoll, he began to chew thoughtfully on
a thickly-buttered slab of gol den bread, and sip cold water. The thought of
Princess had made hi m honesi ck, and he |l onged to be back in his cozy house on
Sil ent Thunder Mount ai n.

But love and | oyalty won out over homnesickness. O all his w zardly
acquai ntances, only Fraigus was likely to know the proper solution to this
conplicated re-enchantment. He owed it to Princess to make this journey. And
Frai gus hinself was in need of a friend.

If runor was true—and it sonetinmes is—Fraigus was in a bad way and steadily
worsening. It is a sad thing to see a man go downhill. Wen the nan is a great
wi zard, it is even

sadder, and al so unnerving. Kedrigern had indeed thought once or tw ce of
visiting poor old Fraigus and attenpting to bring himaround. When he began to
hear runors of spells cast in anger, and capricious enchantnments, he knew he
must nmake his visit soon. Princess's present difficulty had provided the fina
i ncentive.

As Kedrigern sat thinking of his absent wife and hearth, and recalling
Frai gus at the peak of his power, he heard a small voice nearby. At once he
was alert.
"Alas," said the voice. "Al ack and wel | aday."
"I's someone addressing ne?" Kedrigern said al oud.

"We is me," the voice went on, trailing off in a tiny sigh

Kedrigern had an overwhel mi ng sensation of deja vu. It was under such
circunmst ances as these that he net Princess. But surely there could not be two
enchant ed mai dens sharing this bog. It was too great a coinci dence.

"Ch, that | was ever born to suffer such a fate," said the voice

"I'f you'll stop lanenting for a monent and explain your problem | may be
able to help,"” Kedrigern said. "No promises, nind you, but I'mwlling to
listen."”

A toad | eaped out of the bog, landing squarely in the nmiddl e of the knoll.
"Rel ease ne fromthis foul enchantnent! Make me a prince once nore!" it cried.
"Are you really a prince?"

"OfF course |'ma prince. Don't | look like a prince?" the toad retorted
angrily.

"No. You look like a toad."
The little creature was silent for a tinme, and then it said petulantly, "I

suppose | do. I'mnot accustomed to this sort of thing, you know "
"That's under standabl e. "
"Well, are you going to do something? You'll be well rewarded, 1 assure you.

My father is the King of Kallopane. He is a generous man."

Kedrigern had heard that sort of thing before, and did not pay it heed. He
was not doing this for profit, but out of pure sentinment. There were a few
facts he had to know before he coul d begin, and he dropped to one knee before



the toad, who seened pleased with the gesture.
"You nmust tell nme the circunstances of the enchantnent.

It's particularly inportant that | know whether it was a spur of the noment
act, or was planned ahead of tine," he said.

"It was definitely extenpore. My oldest brother's child was being
christened, and we were very careful to invite all the local fairies, wtches,
and wi zards. We know what happens when they're left off the guast |ist.
Everyone was having a very pleasant tine, and then ny father, the king,

t hought he'd have a bit of fun with one of the bog-fairies."

Stunned, Kedrigern said, "Don't tell me your father teased a bog-fairy!"

"My father, the king, has a fanmous sense of hunor," said the toad huffily.

"Bog-fairies, as a rule, do not. But go on with your story."

"I don't remenmber much. My father, the king, nmade a witty observation about
how f arsi ghted he and nmy not her, the queen, were to have had all sons, and
never have to worry about having a daughter turned into a toad. | |aughed
along with the rest, and suddenly everything seemed to flicker for a nonent.
And there | was, little and green and clamy."

Kedrigern rose and nodded confidently. "That's an on-the-spot spell, al
right. There seens to be a lot of it going around lately."

"Can you hel p me?"

"I think so. Just stay right there. Don't nove, and don't say another word."

Kedrigern quickly prepared the ground, then circled the knoll in the
prescri bed manner. That done, he began to recite the counterspell. At the |ast
word, he brought his hands together. A great peal of thunder rolled over the
bog, and an instant of darkness envel oped them

When the |ight returned, a handsone prince stood poised on the knoll, his
gol den hair gleaming in the sun. Considering the circunstances, he was
remarkably sel f-possessed. He was dressed in pale green tights, a green silk
doubl et gorgeously enbroidered in gold, a dark green cloak lined in white, and
close-fitting white boots. He turned languidly to Kedrigern and said, "Fetch
me a mrror, there's a good fellow "

Kedrigern, frowning, said, "lIt's customary to express one's gratitude when
one is freed froman enchantnent."
"My father, the king, will see to that. A mrror, fellow,

and quickly. It's been ages since |I've been able to adnmire mysel f."

"There is no mrror within six days' riding. If you want to | ook at
yoursel f, look in the bog."

The prince, flicking unseen dust particles fromhis arns and shoul ders,
said, "Very well. Lay down your cloak. | would not soil ny knees."

"1 would not soil ny cloak, either," said the w zard.

The prince's deep-set dark eyes flashed angrily under |ong | ashes. The cleft
in his chin deepened, and his el egant nostrils flared. "You are saucy, fellow.
Know that | amnot only the handsomest prince in all the world, but also the
qui ckest to anger. Wen | express a wish, it is obeyed."

"Sure, Prince," Kedrigern said. He picked up his water bottle and whistled
for his horse. The shaggy bl ack steed came to his side and the w zard nount ed.
"What is the nmeaning of this?" the prince demanded, arching a magnificent

eyebr ow.

"I"'mleaving, Prince. Your kingdomis back the way | cane, then off to the
east, | think. If you start wal king, you can be there in a few weeks. Just
don't tease any bog-fairies on the way."

"A prince does not wal k!"

"Then run. O hop. | don't care. I'"'msorry | ever bothered to help you."

"Surly knave! Dismount at once, and give nme that horse!" the prince
commanded.

Kedrigern held back the phrase that he was tenpted to shout. The prince was



probably as inpenetrable by insults as he was by reason or sinple gratitude.
Per haps a good | ong hi ke woul d teach hi m manners, though the w zard had his
doubt s about that.

"Have a pl easant journey. Prince,’
"The horse, you churlish mscreant!"”

Kedrigern reined the horse to the westward path. He had proceeded about a

he said with a parting wave.

hal f - dozen paces when a painful light burst into fragnents inside his head;
turf and treetops whirled around him and he pitched over and fell heavily to
t he ground.

He awoke at dusk, with an agonizing throb in his head. The prince was gone.
The horse was gone. Food, and pack, and water bottle were gone.

He sat up cautiously, and felt the back of his head. He wi nced as his
fingertips brushed a bl ood-encrusted |lunp behind his Ieft ear. The handsone
prince had a good eye and a strong throw ng arm

Kedrigern stood, swaying a little, gulping at the nausea that surged through
himwith the notion. He murmured a quick spell against headache, and at once
felt better.

Frai gus's hovel was a good many days' walk to the west. The bog water was
drinkabl e, provided one did not examine it too closely. Berries, nuts, and
nmushroons woul d allay his hunger. The | ong wal k woul d cl ear his head.

Kedri gern had no desire to squander magic on a traveling spell, or enchanted
refection. He wanted to have every bit of his power ready for his next neeting
wi th the handsone prince.

He took a deep breath and started wal ki ng.

Declining and despairing he may have been; bl oodshot of eye and rubi cund of
nose he certainly was; but Fraigus o' the Mirk was a goodly host. When
Kedrigern arrived at his hovel one day at sundown, footsore and weary, sick to
death of foraging, Fraigus welcomed himlike a long-lost brother. Wthin
m nut es Kedrigern was seated before a fire, his boots off, feet up on a
cushioned stool, with a tall tankard of cold ale in his hand.

Fraigus, in an arnchair facing him beamed and raised his tankard. "CGood it
is to see you, lad, after all these years. It's long and hard you' ve travel ed
to see your old teacher. Drink deep, now, and refresh yourself."

The ale was delicious. Kedrigern wiped his lips and said, "It's long since
we sat and tal ked together, Fraigus. A lot has happened in all the years,"
"Aye, lad, a lot. | hear that you' ve gone and got yourself married to a

bonni e princess, and you live in a wee cottage on a nountaintop."”

"Yes. Princess and | are very happy together," Kedrigern said. He judged it
best to keep his problemto hinmself for a time, until the proper nonent
presented itself.

"And do you keep up your tenporal nmagic, Keddie? You had a real knack for
filching goods out of the future."

"I don't do it anynore. It was easy to bring the things back, but I could
never figure out what they were for. The house was getting cluttered with
junk."

"Ah, now you talk Iike a married man, Keddie," said the old wi zard. He drank
deeply, and both were silent for a tinme, gazing into the fire.

After a while, Kedrigern asked, "Are you keeping up with your own magic.
Frai gus? 1 haven't heard anything about you for some tine."

"I"ve done nae nagic at all these thirty years, lad," said Fraigus. "Aside
fromthe small necessities.”

"The last thing | recall hearing," Kedrigern said, frowming with the effort
to remenber, "was that you had changed the whol e ai mof your magic. You were
still reaching into the future, but you weren't bringing objects back
anynore."

"Aye, that's right, lad. | got weary of handling bits and pieces. | wanted



to see howthey all fit together. I wanted a good | ook at what the future
hel d. "

Frai gus raised his tankard. Finding it enpty, he hurled it across the room
where it landed with a thunp on a disgusting pile of trash and rags. To
Kedri gern's amazenent, the pile gave a cry, a sort of bleating, mewing,
syrupy gurgle, and noved.

"Stir yourself, you filthie staunrel knurlin!" Fraigus cried. "Fetch nore
ale or I'll whang your hurdies!"

The pile rose on hi deous m sshapen stunps and scuttled out of the roomwth
a lurching, crablike motion. It snuffled and whined as it went.

"What's that?" Kedrigern asked in a subdued voi ce.

"I't's my new servant. They're always trouble at first. This one's | earning,
but I'm footsore from ki cking the donsie thing," said Fraigus.
"\What happened to the house-troll you used to have?"

Frai gus glanced at hi munconfortably and said, "He's nae use to ne now,
Keddi e. "

Kedrigern did not press his host. He enptied his own tankard just as the
servant made its erratic, sidelong way back into the roomwith two fresh
tankards of ale. Fraigus rewarded the creature with a wallop, and snarl ed,
"You'll be quicker than that if you know what's good for you, you cankrie wee
coof I'"

They drank in silence for a tine, Kedrigern sipping while his host gul ped
his ale down noisily, and at |ast Kedrigern asked, "Did you ever manage to get
a glinpse of the future, Fraigus?"

The ol d wi zard sighed, drank deeply, and said, "Aye, lad, | did. Thirty
years ago, it was."

“"And . . . ?"
"I'"ve been drunk nost of the tine since then, Keddie. | thought it would
hel p. But it does nae good at all. | still renenber what's to cone."

Kedri gern shuddered and enptied his tankard. The ghastly little servant was
qui cker this tine, and was spared a blow fromits nmaster, though Fraigus
abused it with nore unintelligible ternms fromhis native highlands.

They ate, and drank considerabl e amounts of ale, and Kedrigern awoke the
next afternoon on the floor of the main room before a dying fire. He sat up
made a wy face at the taste of his tongue, and started at the sight of the
servant near at hand. The thing seened, by its attitude, to be | ooking at him
intently, but it was difficult to be sure. Its features, grotesque in
t hensel ves, were so scranbl ed about that its expressions were indeci pherable.
"Go away. Please," Kedrigern said hoarsely.

The creature lurched, quivered, and hobbled off, groaning wetly. Kedrigern
| ooked after it, fascinated. It was the nost hi deous object he had ever seen
He could not make up his mnd whether it was aninmal, vegetable, mneral, or
mani f estati on. Whatever it was, it was the quintessence of ugliness.

It was not a very good servant, either, Kedrigern wondered what had becone
of Pudnox, the troll who had served Fraigus so faithfully for close to two
centuries. The old wizard had been evasive when asked about him and
Kedri gern, though he was puzzled, did not press the matter. He had ot her
concer ns.

He did his best to exert a good influence on his old teacher w thout acting
like an insufferable prig. And whether it was as a result of Kedrigern's
efforts, or enmbarrassment, or a surfeit of ale, or the know edge that his
wi sdom and | ong experience was still respected, Fraigus o' the Miurk began to
behave nore like his former self.

In a few days, Kedrigern noticed a definite physical inprovenment in his
host. Fraigus's eyeballs no | onger appeared like egg yol ks draped with fine
red lace; his nose bore |ess resenblance to a carbuncle. H s voice softened.
He drank | ess and less ale, and talked nore and nore, and Kedrigern re-



joiced that his presence had had such a healing effect on the unhappy old
wi zar d.

Over dinner on the tenth day of his stay Kedrigern broached the subject of
Princess's retransformati on. Fraigus |listened without speaking, and when
Kedri gern was finished, shook his head in a sol etm manner,
" Tis a serious business, lad," he said darkly.

"Very serious. That's why |'ve conme to you. If anyone in the world knows
what to do, it's you, Fraigus."

"I must ponder it for atine. It's long since |I've dealt with such matters."

"OfF course, Fraigus. | wouldn't try to rush you."

"You' ve handl ed your part well, you and the bonnie |ady both. You were
sensi bl e enough to try nae honme renedies."

"I know enough about renedial magic to use it cautiously. 1'd never try a

counterspell w thout at |east some know edge of the spell and who cast it."
"You do know sonet hing of counterspells, then, do you. Keddie?"
"I have a small practice," said Kedrigern nodestly.

"Aye. Aye," Fraigus said thoughtfully. He was silent for a tine, nodding,
and then he rose. "I must consult ny books. Make yourself confortable, Keddie,
and rest assured I'lIl do ny best to nake your wife a bonnie | ady once again."

Kedrigern saw no nore of his host until the second noming follow ng, when
Fraigus settled at the breakfast table weary and worn, but triunphant.

Kedri gern | ooked to himeagerly, and the el der w zard nodded.

"I'"ve found what you must do, Keddie," he said. "It's a chancy business, and
you'll have to do some long traveling in nasty weather through places you'd
nae choose to be. But if you follow it through, you'll find someone who can

hel p bring your Princess back to what she was, and nae have her a wee toad."
Kedrigern gul ped |l oudly and reached across the table to clasp Fraigus's
gnarled hand. "I don't know how to thank you, old master. If there's anything
anything at all ... any way | can show ny gratitude ..."
"There is a wc small favor you might do nme." Fraigus said, staring down at
t he tabl et op.
“"Name it."

"Well, you nmentioned a knowl edge of counterspells,
Kedri gern's eyes.
"That's my speciality."”

"Aye. Well, you renenber Pudnox, my old house-troll. ... A gawsie
aul df arrant swankie it was, Pudnox," said the w zard, shaking his head
wi stfully. Kedrigern, uncertain whether the troll was being prai sed or dammed,
waited for further information. "I put a spell on it, Keddie," Fraigus
blurted, looking at himw th guilt-haunted eyes. "My fine, loyal old troll,
who's served ne faithfully for near two centuries, and |I've annihiliated it.
The poor creature dropped a keg of ny best ale, and in nmy boozie rage | turned
it into a handful of dust!"™ He buried his face in his hands and began to weep
pi t eously.

Kedrigern laid his hands on the old wi zard's shoulders. "Let ne have a | ook

sai d Fraigus, avoiding

Fraigus. | think 1 can do sonething for Pudnox."

"Cch. that's nae all, Keddie. After | turned it into dust ... | sneezed! |
bl ew the poor old troll all over nmy workshop!"

"Ch, dear." Kedrigern murmured. "That may conplicate things. But I'Il do

what | can. Let's go to your workshop and have a | ook."

Wth an occasional sniffle, Fraigus led the way to a roomat the rear of the
hovel . It contained all the customary apparatus of a w zard' s workshop, but
was much negl ected. Dust lay thickly on every surface.

"It was here | destroyed the poor faithful creature," said Fraigus gloonily.

Kedrigern | ooked the room over, shaking his head. "Have you dusted the place



si nce then?" he asked.
"Dusted? |'ve nae dusted since | cane here, lad."

"Then we'll dust. Let's get all the dust in this roominto a heap, right in
the center of the floor."

Proceeding with great care and caution, they did exactly that. Wth the
assi stance of the hideous little servant—which was just the thing for getting
at confined spaces and the undersides of things—they soon had a nmound of dust
inthe mddle of the floor, and the rest of the room spotl ess.

"Ni ce workshop you have here." Kedrigern observed.

"It is, lad. 1've forgotten how nice."

"You coul d do some good things in a workshop like this."
Frai gus shook his head decisively. "Nae mair spells for

me, Keddie. |'ve abused ny talents, and | don't deserve to practice."
"You could start working on renmedial magic. There's a real need for it these
days."

"I'f you can bring Pudnox back, Keddie, I'll have faith in your renedial
magi c. "

"Fair enough. |I'll need a few ingredients for the counterspell. How are your
suppl i es?"

"I"'mfully stocked, lad, and it's all at your disposal."

"Al'l right, then. Sit over there, Fraigus, and don't say a word."

"What about this thing?" Fraigus asked, nudging the little servant with his
f oot .

"It can stay, as long as it behaves."

The thing gave a bubbly sigh and scuttled under a bench. Kedrigern set about
preparing the counterspell, a brief task, and then took up his position before
the nmound of dust. It was all over in a matter of nmonments: a brilliant burst
of light, a slight trenor, and there was Pudnox, as squat, knobby, warty, and
ugly as ever, blinking its tiny eyes, its gap-toothed nouth w de in
ast oni shnent .

"Pudnox, you're back!" cried Fraigus, bounding to his feet. "Och, you've put
on weight!"

"It couldn't be hel ped. There was no way of telling which was Pudnox and
whi ch was only dust, so | used it all," Kedrigern said apol ogetically.

"Say nae mair, Keddie. It'Il be stronger than ever with a bit nore bulk to
it."

Pudnmox prepared a superb dinner that evening in celebration of its return.
Kedri gern ate sunptuously, drank noderately, and was ready to depart early the
next norning. He felt very good. The trip had been an unqualified success. The
only sour note of the entire journey was his encounter at the Di smal Bog, and
he was so pleased with Fraigus's rehabilitation and the prom se of help for
Princess that he was alnost willing to forgive the vain and ungrateful prince.
The small likelihood of their ever meeting again nade it still easier to be
magani nous.

As they said their final farewells at the door of the hovel, Fraigus grinned
broadly and knowi ngly and said, " 'Tis a |long wal k you have ahead of you,

Keddi e. "
"Il be all right, Fraigus. |I'mused to wal king."

"Cch, now, | can't send you home to your bonnie |lady all footsore and
frazzl ed. You nust go home in proper style.™

"Really, Fraigus. | don't nmind— Kedrigern started to say. He fell silent at

a fam liar clopping sound com ng fromaround the comer of the hovel. He turned
intine to see Pudnox, a happy snmile on its barrellike face, |eading a shaggy
bl ack steed to his side. It was Kedrigern's own stolen horse The scrip was
filled with cheese and bread, and the water bottle was full.

"*Afine creature, isn't he. Keddi e?" said Fraigus proudly. "He cane into ny



possessi on just before you arrived, and 1 forgot all about himin ny pleasure
at seeing you. Now he's my parting gift, to show ny gratitude for your | oyal
assistance to me in ny hour of need."

The horse had stepped to Kedrigern's side, and was rubbing his nmaster's
shoul der fondly. Kedrigern turned to stroke the steed's rmuzzle and murnur a
greeting.

"Look how he's taken to you, Keddie!" Fraigus crowed. "Gad | amto see it."

"How di d you happen to get hin?" Kedrigern asked casually.

"He just . . . came by one day," Fraigus said
"No rider? Al alone? A fine horse like that?"

"CQch, now, Keddie, here | am holding you up with ny prattle and you anxi ous
to be on your way honme," said Fraigus, bustling about with a great display of
concern. "Make a back, Pudnox, so ny good friend can nount up and be off to
hi s bonnie Princess. There's a good troll."

Kedrigern knew that he would | earn nothing nore fromFraigus. He turned to
mount, and stepped in sonething squishy. Wth a cry of disgust, he drew back
The hideous little servant wanbl ed aside with a croupy nmpban, narrowy escapi ng
a kick from Frai gus.

"Gowing wee blastie! Always hangi ng about and getting stepped on," Fraigus
said angrily. The creature hopped back and forth, maki ng eager gl uey noi ses.

"I think it likes you," said Fraigus. "Do you want the glaikit thing? |I've nae
use for it since you brought ny Pudnox back."

The little nonstrosity throbbed with excitement at Fraigus's words.

Kedri gern was begi nning to put things together, and he had suspicions. He
accepted the offer. Pudnox picked the

creature up, stuffed it into a sack, and fastened it to the saddle, and
Kedri gern was on his way.

He did not renove the thing fromits sack, despite its whining and burbling,
until he was back in the Dismal Bog, at the very spot where he had net the
prince. Here he di smounted, took down the throbbing sack, and dunped its
contents on the knoll. Stepping back, he folded his arnms and addressed the
nm sshapen heap.

"I have a few questions, and it would be well for you to answer truthfully,"
he said in a stern vaoice.

The creature seemed to understand. It quivered a little, but did not nmake a
sound.

"You needn't try to speak. If the answer is yes, nove one of your
wel I, nove sonething twice. Once for no. Do you understand?"

A m sshapen claw i ke linb noved twi ce

"l suspect that you're the erstwhile handsonme prince—and forner toad—who
bashed nme on the head and stole ny horse. Is that correct?"

The thing shrank in upon itself. Feebly and reluctantly, it waved a stunp,
twi ce.

"Aha. And you followed the wong road, to the hovel of Fraigus, where you
demanded food, shelter, and obsequious service . . . and when Frai gus was
reluctant to obey your commands, you insulted and threatened him Correct?"
An indescribable lunp on the thing's back noved tw ce.

"So Fraigus turned you into that. O course. | should have known at once.
Frai gus never did |like handsome princes." Kedrigern | ooked down, shaking his
head. The thing on the knoll jiggled excitedly. "And now | suppose you want me

to di senchant you."

The thing stopped jiggling. It nmoved a flabby protuberance, sonething like a
linp eggplant, twice, and then it froze in expectation

"You don't deserve a bit of synpathy, you know. You deserve to be exactly
what you are ... whatever that is," Kedrigern said. But he knew in his heart
that nothing on earth deserved to be that ugly, and he hoped that the
experi ence m ght have taught the handsone prince a valuable | esson. As for
hi nsel f, he had no desire for revenge. Fraigus had outdone anything he m ght



have contenplated. Wth a resigned sigh, he said, "Al right, 1'll see if I
can do sormet hing. But

m nd you, now-eh stop bouncing—ind you, | can't be sure what's going to cone
of it. You' ve been enchanted, and di senchanted, and re-enchanted. That

conplicates your situation. I'lIl try to make you a handsome prince again, but
| can't guarantee what you'll turn into, only that you won't be what you are.

I s that acceptabl e?"

The t hing waved an appendage twi ce, decisively and enthusiastically, and
then was still. Kedrigern prepared the knoll, using an all-purpose rune this
time, and stepped well back to intone a generalized detransformational spell
He cl apped his hands. Treetops and waters quivered under a blast of sound, and
a darkness passed over all. The horrid thing was gone. Kedrigern | ooked down
on the knoll.

"At |least you' re a handsone toad," he said. "That's sonething."

The toad glared up at himw th baleful eye. It puffed up, then with a single
graceful bound it soared fromthe knoll to land with a | oud plop and di sappear
in the dark water.

Kedri gern shook his head ruefully and wal ked to where his horse waited. He
patted the big steed's neck and said, "That's princes for you, old friend.
Arrogant and ungrateful to the end. Not even a brereep for ny troubles."

He rode hone under a lowering sky. Wnter was closing in. Snow began to fal
as he reached the foot of Silent Thunder Mountain, and he barely nmade it to
his cottage before the full force of the blizzard struck. There would be no
traveling for a time; and until he could travel, Princess would remain a toad.
Al the sanme, it was good to be hone.

Four a name to conjure with
A LATE W NTER storm assail ed the cottage, hurling hail and sleet and rain
agai nst the wi ndows, ruffling the thatch, nmaking woeful mpan in the upper
reaches of the chimey. Its efforts were wasted. Wt hindoors warnth and
cozi ness prevail ed.

Kedrigern sat by the fire in slippered confort, thinking kindly thoughts
about Vosconu the Openhanded, whose vi neyards produced wine fit for kings and
enperors and nost pleasing to the palate of a tired, thirsty wizard. A
bri mmi ng gobl et of Vosconu's finest stood near at hand. The fire crackl ed.
Shadows swayed and swooped gracefully about the room Kedrigern reached out
| anguidly for the goblet.

"Go ahead, drink yourself into a stupor. Don't think about me," said a tiny
voi ce.

Kedrigern drew his hand back quickly. "My dear, | think of you incessantly,"
he sai d.

"Fine way you have of showing it. You stay |locked up in your study all day
I ong, and you don't say two words to ne at dinner, and as soon as dinner is
over you can't wait to guzzle wne."

"One small goblet of wine is hardly 'guzzling,'
i njured.

"If you really cared for nme at all, you'd be working day and night to
despell me," said the wee voice righteously.

Kedrigern said, sounding

Kedrigern turned to the table, where Princess sat daintily on a clunp of
danp nmoss in her golden bow, her lustrous eyes glinting in the firelight. It
was difficult to interpret her expression, but Kedrigern caught the suggestion
of inpatience in her voice.

"I"mmoving as quickly as | can under the circunstances,"” he assured her
"The next step requires traveling, and | nmust have sone information before
can set out."



"I appreciate, condone, and approve of your being careful, concerned, and
solicitous. | just want you to be a bit quicker, speedier, and nore
expedi tious."

"I"mglad you're keeping up your vocabul ary exercises, ny dear. It's good to
keep your m nd occupied at a time like this," Princess sighed softly, but said
no nmore, and Kedrigern went on, "Caution nust be our watchword. You have a
conplicated history. The nore one is spelled and unspelled and respell ed and
despell ed, the nore sensitive one beconmes to side effects. | told you what
befell that obnoxious prince | despelled on ny way to visit Fraigus. W don't
want such things happening to you. That would be terrible."

"Aterrible thing has al ready happened to ne, Keddie. I'ma toad," said
Princess coldly.

"Only tenporarily."

"So you keep telling me. Wnter is nearly over, you've gone to see Fraigus,
and I'mstill a toad. Meanwhile, you're working away at spells for strangers
while I sit in nmy bow of noss and wait for flies to pass.”

"Pangl under is not a conplete stranger, my dear. And there's no one el se who
can help him Believe me, I'mnot happy with his case, but | can't turn him
away. "

Princess gave an inpatient little sniff of the sort to which a sensible nman
attenpts no reply. Kedrigern gazed into the fire and reflected on the problem
Pangl under had saddled himw th. Qutwardly, the wi zard was the picture of
repose, but he was actually quite annoyed and angry at having been called in
on this affair when he had such pressing concerns of his own.

Kedrigern was an easygoi ng man, even for a wizard. He disliked few things,
and hated scarcely any at all. Chief anong his antipathies were travel, urgent
deadl i nes, and ni ght work. Pangl under had brought down all three upon him at
once.

Pangl under the Unyiel ding, Lord Paranount of the Dark Wod, dwelt in a
gl oony castle some nine days' unpl easant travel fromthe confortable cottage
on Silent Thunder Muntain. Kedrigern was not particularly fond of Pangl under,
but he owed hima favor and the Lord Paranount had sent to denmand inmedi ate
paynment of a kind that required the w zard' s personal attention. Kedrigern had
been working hard, with very little sleep and no noticeable results, since the
messenger's arrival three days past, and was nearing the end of his patience.

He rubbed his weary, burning eyes and sighed. Wy did Pangl under have to be
bot h i mpetuous and unyielding? If he'd only used his head, none of this would
have happened. When a man has reached an understanding with an enchantress,
that man shoul d not suddenly get hinmself betrothed to a princess—not even if
she's a beautiful, nubile princess with a dowy exceeding the wil dest
fantasies of avarice, and he's a powerful |ord accustoned to having his will
in all things. Sorceresses are not the kind of people to take rivalry in good
hunor .

Despite his nmood, Kedrigern smled. There was a lighter side to this, though
Pangl under might not find much in it to anmuse him Memanesha had a sly sense
of humor unusual in a sorceress. Inprisoning the beautiful Princess Lalloree
behind a barrier of fire was a distinctive touch. The | overs could exchange
si ghs, ardent words, and passionate gl ances, but nothing else. If they cane
within arms length of one another, they woul d be singed. A genuine
mast er stroke, Kedrigern thought, just a bit enviously.

He had a counterneasure in mnd, but it was going to be a delicate and
touchy business. A Celtic water spirit could pass through the fiery barrier
and renmove Princess Lalloree unharned. But afancs were hideous things, and
easily upset. Lalloree would have to be warned not to start scream ng at the
sight of her rescuer. Afancs did not take kindly to threats, either
Pangl under woul d have to hold his tenmper, even if they treated Lalloree |ess
than gently. And there was Memanesha to consider, too. Kedrigern had no w sh
to antagoni ze a col | eague. Memanesha woul d just have to accept the fact that



busi ness is business; the customer calls the tune; sonetinmes you cast a spell
sometines you lift one. The nore he recalled

about Memanesha, the less likely it seened that she would accept his
counterspell with good grace.

He groaned in frustration. Exhausted though he was, he could not relax. Too
much on his mnd. Yet it was reckless to work on spells—particularly
unfam liar spells—hen one was not at one's peak. This whole affair was
becom ng a source of great bother
"Are you all right, Keddie?" Princess asked.
"Yes. Just thinking."

"What about ?"
"Spell's. Enchantments. Beautiful princesses.”
"I was a beautiful princess . . . once," said Princess with a sigh

"And shall be again. Wien | net you, you were a toad, but before that, and
t hen when | despelled you. " Kedrigern fell silent, gazing thoughtfully
into the flanmes, frowning slightly.

"Keddi e? Don't doze off."

"Somet hing just occurred to ne. Odd that | never thought of it before."
"What is it?"

"You did start out as a beautiful princess, didn't you? | nean, there's no
possibility that you were turned into a beautiful princess sonewhere al ong the
line, but were originally—=

"I was born a beautiful princess!" Princess cried indignhantly. "How dare you
i nsi nuate otherw se! O all the nerve!”

"My dear, | insinuate nothing. | nmust ask these questions in ny professiona
capacity. Despclling an enchantee wi thout full know edge of her background can
have awkward consequences. | renmenber the time | —=
"No digressions, please. Stick to the problem™

"I shall, ny dear. Well, then. You were a beautiful princess until your

twenty-first birthday, when a—
"Ei ghteenth. My eighteenth birthday," Princess corrected himsharply.
"Ah, yes, your eighteenth birthday. On which sad occasion the curse of
Bertha the Bog-fairy turned you into a toad, which you remained until |
rel eased you fromthe spell."

"Partially."

"It was a very conplicated spell. And in a short time 1 had you back to
yoursel f."

"Yes," Princess admitted. "But | spent altogether too rmuch time |ooking |ike

a beautiful princess and croaking like a toad."

"As | have pointed out, it was a conplicated spell. Bog-fairies are as
nmet hodi cal as they are malicious. In any event, you were thoroughly despelled
at last," Kedrigern said brightly.
"Al'l too briefly."

That observation brought on a profound silence, in which Kedrigern took up
hi s gobl et and si pped noiselessly. At length Princess sighed and said, "Ch, if
only we hadn't gone to Wzcon."

"No point in crying over a spilt potion, nmy dear. 1'll have you back on two
feet soon," Kedrigern said, setting down the goblet on the opposite side of
his chair. "At |least we can still hold a conversation."

Princess | ooked up at himfromthe bow of danp nbss in which she sat. She
was a pretty little creature, as toads go. She did not nove, and her
expression did not alter in any way that Kedrigern could discern, but a large
tear ran fromeach glittering eye

"I was doing so nicely. . . . Building ny vocabulary . . . learning magic

," she said in a small sad voice
"Your progress was nost inpressive."



"I was better off with the body of a beautiful princess, even when | could
only croak like a toad. At least | could read. Now | can't even turn a page."
"Spot m ght be of sonme help there."

"Not really. Spot tends to get excited. It tears out the pages and starts
eating them™

"I'd forgotten. Trolls will be trolls.™
"What does it matter? What good is a rich vocabulary to a toad?"
"You can still speak, my dear."
"Who wants to listen to a toad?"
"I do. And | should think your nagic would be even nore useful to ... to one

in your present condition."

Princess sighed, but said no nore. Kedrigern, his fund of encouragi ng
observations depleted, sat silent. Qutside, the stormraged on, its ferocity
unabated. The | ogs settled with a gentle crunch and a spray of sparks,
accentuating the snug donesticity of the scene.

"I"d be better off back in the bog, even on a night like

this," Princess nmuttered. "At least in the bog | had plenty of conpany, even
if | was a toad."
"You were a very nice little toad," Kedrigern pointed out.

"Don't be patronizing. This is bad enough wi thout your being patronizing."
"Merely trying to el evate your spirits.”

"The difference between a very nice toad and a beautiful princess is
consi derabl e, Keddi e. Handsone princes don't set out on perilous quests, nor
do valiant knights slay dragons and inflict grievous bodily harm on one
another to win smles froma very nice toad. Even her own husband doesn't do
anyt hing for a woman when she's a toad."

"My dear, |I'magathering information. It takes tine."
"It certainly does," said Princess sullenly.

"Fraigus could only tell nme where to | ook. He couldn't give ne nanes. And to
wander aimessly, especially in this weather "
"You hate to travel in any weather."

"True," he conceded, "but | find it particularly repellent in weather |ike
this. It's not a fit night out for man nor beast."

Even as Kedrigern spoke these words, there cane a | oud pounding at the door.
Kedri gern and Princess both | ooked up sharply.

"Who can that be?" Princess asked.

"Probably an ogre, asking the way. Ogres get restless in this kind of
weat her, and they have no sense of direction."

"I don't want ogres in the house, Keddie," said Princess as Kedrigern rose
fromhis chair and straightened his robe.

"I won't let it in, ny dear. 1'll just give it directions and send it on its
way. "

As Kedrigern reached the door, his house-troll scooted into the room and
began bounci ng up and down, eagerly crying, "Yah, yah!"

"It's all right, Spot. I'Il take it," Kedrigern said.
"Yah?"

"You mght put another log on the fire. Lay it on gently, please. Don't hurl
it across the room"

Working a quick short-termall-purpose protective spell, Kedrigern reached
for the latch. The poundi ng cane again, not the sound of knuckles but of wood
on wood. Bl asted pushy ogres, he thought; but he realized at once that the
door

was not shaking as it woul d under the blows of an ogre's cudgel. Soneone was
rapping with sonmething lighter; a stick, nost likely. Wth a shout of wel cone,
Kedrigern flung the door wide. He was bespattered by a wet blast, and barely
escaped a hard bl ow on the forehead.



"Bess! Cone in, Bess," he said to the wet and w ndbl own figure who stood on
his threshold, broomstick in hand, poised for a resounding thunmp on the door

"Ah, bless you, Keddie, it's a bad night to be up. 1 was able to keep above
the storm nost of the way, but |anding was awful. I'mafraid | ruined your
bl ackberry bushes," Bess said as she entered.

"What on earth brings you out in such weather? Here, let nme take your
broom "

"No need, Keddie," said Bess. Standing the broom at her side, she said,
"Wait for me in the corner. Behave yourself, now "

The broom gave a little shake, turned, and obediently waddl ed to the corner
of the hall, where it |eaned against the wall. A puddle began to spread on the
flagstones around its base.

"'You don't mnd, do you, Keddie? | hates to | eave me broom out on such a
night. It gets soggy and hard to nanage."

"No trouble at all, Bess. Cone inside. Princess will be glad to see you. She
| oves to have conpany."

"WIl she, now, or are you just being polite? | could understand her being
angry with me and bl anming ne for her troubles."

"She doesn't blame you, Bess. Cone on."

"Well, it's good news | bring. |I've been asking around all this tine,
Keddie, and | finally | earned sonething useful. That's why | flew right over,"
Bess said as they made their way to the fireside. "Have you ever heard of an
old wi zard named Arl ebar?"

"The nane is not familiar. Wiat's his field?"

"Ch, he does a little of this and a little of that. He's been retired for
the last eighty years. Lately he's been doing a bit of private instruction—n
transformation spells,” Bess said with a knowi ng snile
"l see. And where can | find Arlebar?"

"You'll have a long trip to do that, Keddie."
"Does Arlebar by any chance dwell over the Barren Mun-

tai ns, past the Dismal Bog, through the Dark Wod, across the River of Msery
and the Desol ation of the Loser Kings, and a harsh and peril ous journey beyond
the Inn on the Quter Edge into the heart of the Dragonback range?"

Bess stopped in her tracks, astonished. "The very place! But you told nme you
didn't know the man!"

"I don't. | didn't know his name until you mentioned it, or the fact that
he's a wizard. 1 wasn't even sure he'd be human. But | knew that somewhere out
there I'd find help for Princess."

"You' ve been doing sone fancy mmgi c, have you?"

"Well, actually, sonmeone told me. | went to visit ny old teacher, Fraigus."
"Fraigus o' the Mirk?"

"Hi nsel f. Cone al ong, Bess, you're soaking the carpet."

"Fraigus o' the Murk," Bess repeated, shaking her head slowy in wonder. "I
t hought the poor old soul was dead and buried these thirty years."

"He's kept to himself," Kedrigern said as they entered the room "Princess,
it's Bess the Whod-witch, conme to bring good news."

"Wl come, Bess. Make yourself at home," Princess said sweetly.

"Ah, that's good of you, love, after all the trouble old Bess has caused."
"Now, don't talk that way, Bess, dear. Keddie, pull up a chair for Bess."
"Sit right here by the fire and dry off, Bess," the w zard said.

"I'f you don't mind, love, I'll stand over here and dry neself off with a
ttle spell. | gets nervous when |'mtoo close to a fire."

"OfF course, Bess." Kedrigern carried the chair to the far side of the table,
where Bess was al ready enveloped in a cloud of frowsty steam She settled into
the soft cushions with a | ong sigh, extended her feet before her, and | ooked
fromPrincess to Kedrigern and back again to Princess, smling maternally.

The fresh log was slowto catch fire, and the light in the roomwas subdued.
Bess was transfigured. Her cheeks, which tine, w nd, and weather had worn to



the color and texture of an oxhide jerkin, were softened by the gentle light.
Her warts and the whi skers that nade her resenble an agi ng tontat

scarcely showed, and the tracery of rufous veins that covered her noise was
i nvisible. Even her nose appeared | ess bul bous. She | ooked like a kindly old
peasant woman deep in thoughts of home and famly.

Wt hout warning, Bess threw her head back and gave a hair-raising cackle of
| aughter. Kedrigern straightened in his chair, and a |oud splash cane fromthe
gol den bow .

"So you knew about Arlebar all along. You re a deep one, Keddie, that you
are." she said.

"I don't know rmuch, Bess. Not really "

"Don't you, now? Sounds to me as if you could find his house in the dark."

"Hardly that. Even if 1 can nake it to the Inn on the Quter Edge, Arlebar's
hone is still a harsh and peril ous journey away. Just how | ong a journey, |
can't say."

"You'll find him Keddie. You have to. Arlebar's the man who can help
Princess."

"What makes you so sure?"

"d d Bess has been busy tal king to people and aski ng questions of them as

knows things. That pair of young rowdi es as caused the trouble at Wzcon each

spent some time studying transformation spells with Arlebar," said Bess,
wi nking wisely and laying a finger to the side of her nose.
"Then Arlebar will know what spell is on me, and Keddie can renove it
wi t hout any danger of side effects!" Princess said happily.
"Well done, Bess," Kedrigern said. "I'Il finish up here tonorrow, and be on
my way by . . ."He paused, then said, "Bess, do you know anythi ng about

sunmmoni ng up water spirits?"

"It's a part of me education that's totally |acking. Sorry, |love."

"Just thought |'d ask. Panglunder of the Dark Wod needs a water spirit
fast, and since | have to pass through the Dark Wod on nmy way to the River of

Msery . . . Ch, well, I'll work on it along the way."
"When do we | eave?" Princess asked excitedly.
"I leave tonmorrow. Alone. | wouldn't think of bringing you, ny dear. It's

much too dangerous."
"You can protect us with your magic."
"I"'mnot made of magic. | could burn up all mnmy power

protecting us along the way, and have none left when |I find Arlebar.'

"You won't burn up any nore protecting the two of us than you wll
protecting yourself," she pointed out.

"That's just it, ny dear: traveling alone, | can take risks |I wouldn't dream
of taking if you were with me. Meanwhile, you'll be conpletely safe here.
won't be worrying about you. | can concentrate on the task at hand."

"And what will | concentrate on as | sit here in a bow of danp npbss?"
Princess denmanded. "Don't you think I worry? What if you get yourself killed?"
"At least one of us will still be alive."

"One of us will still be a toad!" Princess cried in a shrill angry voice.
"Keddie, either I go with you, or I go back to the bog."

"My dear, be reasonable.”

"She's being reasonable,” Bess said. "She wants to go with you, and not
spend the next few nmonths sitting in a bow, waiting."

Princess said nothing, but an indignant little splash cane from her bow .
Kedri gern rose and paced the length of the room Flinging out his arms, he
said, "But it will be dangerous! Doesn't anyone understand that? Very
dangerous!"

"She don't care, Keddie," said Bess.
"Let her speak for herself," Kedrigern snapped.



"I don't care if it's dangerous. | want to go," said a brave little voice
fromthe bow .
"There you are," said Bess, sniling benignly.

Kedrigern sank into his chair and sat staring up into the darkness with a
martyred expression. "Onh, dear," he said softly. "Ch, dear ne."

"Now that everything's settled, 1'Il be on ny way. You'll be wanting to get
an early start, | expect."
"Yes," Kedrigern said dully.

"No need to go up in this weather, Bess. Spend the night here and we can al
| eave together in the norning," Princess said.

"That's kind of you, love, but I've got sonething on the fire and I don't
dare leave it unwatched for long," said Bess, rising fromher chair and
rubbing the small of her back
"You could leave first thing in the norning."

"The dear knows what 1'll find if I'mnot home within the

hour. It's terrible flying weather, but there's no help for it, love."
"Il get your broom" Kedrigern offered.

He went into the hall where Bess had parked her broom There was a puddle in
the corner, but no broomto be seen. Kedrigern noticed a wet track | eading
into the kitchen. He followed it to the broomcloset. The door was ajar, and
he heard soft rustling within, followed by a giggle.

"Al'l right, out of there, all of you," he commanded, flinging the door wi de.

There was a subdued scuffling sound, and Bess's broom cane forth, followed
by a sl ender nop, somewhat tousled. An aged, nuch-worn besom swept out at a
tilt behind them | ooking very di sapproving.

"A fine way to behave," Kedrigern said scathingly. "You have a perfectly
nice dry corner all to yourself, and you had to trail water all over ny
floors— At this, the little nop tried surreptitiously to wi pe up the track of
puddl es. Kedrigern put a stop to this with a wathful |ook. "And | ead ny
househol d astray. Not that they put up rmuch resistance." he continued, and the
mop shrank back to the stolid conpanionship of the old besom "Wll, cone
along. Bess is waiting. Back in the closet, you two."

The broom waddl ed across the kitchen and into the hall, swaggering a little.
At the sight of Bess, standing with arns folded and a stern expression on her
form dabl e face, the broom sl owed and edged its way to the wall, out of her
i mredi ate reach.

"Up to your old tricks, are you?" she denanded.

The broom shrank into the corner, sagging and trying to | ook small. Bess
glowered at it. Kedrigern, at her side, added his own cold | ook of censure.
"In the broom cl oset, was he?" Bess asked.

"Yes."

Turning to the broom Bess chided, "Couldn't behave yourself in a decent
wi zard's house for ten mnutes, could you? It's ashamed you should be. Go on,
get outside and wait for me. And don't get yourself all wet."

Kedrigern unl at ched the door, and the broom skul ked through the narrow
openi ng. When the door was shut, Bess said ruefully, "l1'd get rid of himin a
m nute, only that he's the snmoothest ride |I've ever had. And fast. too.
There's no ot her

brooml1'd trust on a night like this. But he's a terrible one for fooling with
t he young nops, he is."
"He did no harm Bess. Just a bit of flirting."

"No harm here, maybe, but | can't keep another broom or a nop, in the house
for the goings on of him |'ve got me reputation to think of.'
"I can see how it mght be awkward."

Bess si ghed and nodded. Brightening, she said, "It has its conpensations,
Keddie. He'll get me honme doubl e quick now, to get back on ne good side, and



gi ve the house a nice sweeping tonight, while |'masleep. It's just that | has
to keep an eye on him™"
"I understand perfectly.”

"So you'll be leaving tomorrow, you and Princess?"

"W will, Bess. | really wish | could persuade her to stay here. Perhaps if
you spoke =

"I will not," Bess said flatly. "Her little heart is set on going, and |I'd

not thwart her."
"But the danger!"

"Ah, Keddie, you're a grand wi zard but you know not hi ng about women. She has
no wi sh to be safe while you face perils of all sorts for her sake. No woman
does. "

"She doesn't?"

"No. And renenber, Keddie. Princess isn't your ordinary princess. She knows
a bit of magic herself. You might be glad she's along."

"I hadn't thought of that," Kedrigern admtted.

"Men never do. And while | think of it, here's something el se you m ght be
glad to have along," Bess said, groping about under her frazzled shaw and
extracting a securely stoppered flask. "Od Fenny Snake. It's a fresh batch.”

"I really don't think I should," Kedrigern said, raising his hands, shaking
hi s head, and backi ng away.

"I't's cold and wet and raw where you'll be going, and a couple of swallows
of Ad Fenny Snake will put the heart in you. And there's nothing like it for
lighting a fire," said Bess, pressing the flask on him "Just don't let it get
on your skin."

"I'I'l be careful. Thanks, Bess."

The wood-witch made a snooth takeoff, then circled and set out for home at a
great clip, assisted by a lusty tail wind. |Inside the house, Kedrigern shook
hi nsel f dry, |atched and

barred the door, and returned to the welcome warnth of the fireside. Princess
was sl eepi ng soundly on her bed of danmp nobss, and the house was still.

He | ooked | ongingly at the goblet of Vosconu's excellent w ne, scarcely
touched. But the spell for Panglunder needed nore work, and spell research
called for a clear head. And after that, there was packing to be done.
Princess could not help, and Spot would only mash everything into a small wad.
And tonorrow, the journey.

Fi ve when | overs prove unkind
UNDER A BRI GHT sun and cl ear blue skies, the crossing of the Barren Muntains
was easy; indeed, to Kedrigern's great annoyance, it was al nost pleasant. The
trails were dry and free of snow, the wind was nild, the air bracing.
Kedrigern did not have occasion to utter a single cross word or voice a
solitary conplaint on this leg of the journey.

The | owl ands were quite a different thing. The forest air was heavy and dank
and smelled of the death of winter. In sheltered hollows |ay speckled patches
of rotting snow, exhaling cold mist. Water dripped fromthe black trees, and
the patter of the drops was a background to the splash and sucki ng wi thdrawal
of their great horse's hooves as he plodded down the nuddy trail

"I'sn't this exhilarating?" Princess asked from her perch on Kedrigern's
shoul der.

He answered with an indeterm nate grunt.

"It's wonderful to travel. We don't travel enough, Keddie. If we're not

careful, we'll becone dull. "
He did not respond to that observation
"Just snell that air!" Princess said brightly.

In a sudden outburst of frustration Kedrigern cried. "This is the worst
pl ace |1've ever been, and this is the worst tinme of the year to travel! W
could be at home, by a nice fire, wearing dry clothes, and | ook where we are!"



Coolly, Princess replied, "You mght be sitting by the fire in nice dry
clothes. / would be hunkered down on a clunp of danp npss, trying not to think
of flies. I do wish you' d show sonme consideration for nme, Keddie. "

"My dear, I'monly making this filthy trip for your sake. But it's still the
worst tine in the year to travel. "

"You think every season is an awful time to travel

"I do, because they are. But the end of winter is the worst. All that
danpness. And the nud, " said the wi zard wth | oathing.

"And what's wong wth dampness and nud? Some of us happen to think they're

very nice
"They're not for everyone, mny dear. "
"Well, they're for me until |I'mdespelled, and it appears that that's a | ong

time off. Whiy can't we go right to Arlebar? Wy nmust we stop off at
Pangl under ' s?"

"I't's on our way. We needn't stay long. | only have to rel ease Lalloree from
the flames and we can | eave the next day. It'll be a relief to sleep indoors
again. "

"For you, maybe.
"I"ll see that you have a nice bow of noss.
"Thank you very much, " said Princess.

They proceeded in silence for a distance, coning at last to the edge of the

Di smal Bog. The air was chill and msty. Barren |inbless trunks |ooned eerily
anong the wi sps of whiteness.

"Keddie, let's stop here for a while. 1'd Iike to splash around and have a
good soak, " Princess said.

"Certainly, ny dear. Capital idea. 1'll take a snack and wal k about a bit

whi |l e you' re spl ashi ng.

Kedrigern di snounted carefully, so as not to dislodge Princess fromhis
shoul der, and stooped to facilitate her descent. She hopped headl ong into the
bog, splashing like a child in a tub and making nerry little sounds of sheer
batrachi an bli ss.

Kedrigern seated hinself on a relatively dry stunp, took a piece of bread
fromhis scrip, and nibbled on it as he | ooked on affectionately. Princess was
atidy, graceful little toad, quite different fromthe gross and sullen
creatures squatting notionless along the edge of the bog. A common lot, they
were. Breeding shows, he reflected, even in a toad.

Hi s collation finished, Kedrigern rose, stretched, and began to pace slowy
al ong the edge of the bog. Toads of all sizes plopped into the water as he
passed, making little squonki ng noi ses of alarm and di spl easure. Kedrigern
smled on them placing his feet carefully to avoid injury to the unwary and
t he preoccupi ed.

He cane to a famliar knoll and paused for a nonment. A large toad was seated
squarely on it, glaring at him

"Good day to you, toad, " said the w zard ami cably. \Wen he received no
response but an uninterrupted cold stare, he went on, "You' ve chosen a
historic place to rest, though I'm sure you don't know a thing about it. On
that very knoll | freed a beautiful princess froma spell that had turned her
into a toad. And only last fall, | did the sane for a handsone prince. "

The toad did not nove or nake a sound. It fixed a glittering eye on
Kedri gern, and sat.

"Poor prince, " said the wizard with a synpathetic sigh. "I had to turn him
back into a toad not long after. At that, | think the poor fell ow cane out
ahead. If you had seen what Fraigus had made of him you' d—=

At the name of Fraigus, the toad let, out an enraged "Brereep!" and began to
hop furiously up and down on the knoll. Kedrigern gave a start at the



out burst, and then recognition came upon him

"Prince! Poor fellow, | didn't nean to rub it in. Ch, dear, Kedrigern said
as the toad, with one last irate "Brereep, " leapt fromhis station and
described a | ong graceful arc not bogward but into the |ong grass by the
roadsi de, where the great black steed browsed serenely. Kedrigern | ooked after
the toad for some time, but could find no trace of his progress. Shaking his
head sadly, he returned in a sonmber nood to where he had |l eft Princess.

She hopped fromthe bog to meet him and her high spirits lifted his own.
She suspected not hing, and he made no reference to his encounter with the
unhappy prince.

"How absol utely delightful! How refreshing!" she gushed. "I nust say,

Keddie, the life of a toad does have its nmonents. Just being able to splash
about, and frisk and frolic and plop—+t's wonderful!"

". Surely a princess can frisk and frolic. Even plop, if she's so inclined.

"Ch, my, no. Not at all. A princess can't just hop into the water and enjoy
herself. A princess doesn't swm she bathes. It's an el aborate cerenony. |
used to have attendants everywhere to make sure no one coul d peek, and there'd
be wonen to help nme undress, and others to lather ne up and rinse ne down and
towel ne dry, and sone to scent nme afterwards, and brush ny hair, and attire
me in fine rainent. "

"I't sounds very | uxurious, Kedri gern observed.

"Well, yes, | suppose it was. But it was always so crowded, It's nice to
have privacy. "

"You had privacy at our cottage,"” he could not resist pointing out.

"That was in a bathtub, Keddie. It just isn't the sane thing as a bog."

"Tell me, ny dear, what else to you renmenber about the old days in your
father's kingdon?" he asked.

"Well, | remenber bathing. And |I remenber ny eighteenth birthday. | won't
forget that in a hurry. And | remenber the jugglers Daddy used to bring in for
t he hol i days."

"Do you know, mny dear, you've always been reticent about your famly.
don't believe you ever told ne your father's nane."
Princess was profoundly silent for a tinme and at last, in a subdued voi ce,

said, "To be perfectly honest, Keddie, | still don't renenmber."
"How about your nother's nanme?"

"I can't renmenber that, either. | don't even renenber what they ook |ike."
"Regal ?" he suggested.

"Certainly. She was . . . very beautiful, and he ... he had a bl ack beard.
renmenber that much. A scratchy black beard. But if they came and sat down
besi de you now, | wouldn't recognize them"
"They probably woul dn't recogni ze you, either."

"Keddi e, have | lost my menory forever? Is that part of the spell?" Princess

cried in alarm

"No, my dear. A transformation spell doesn't incur menory |oss, as a rule.
That woul d undercut the entire point of it."

"Maybe | was m sspell ed sonehow. Or nmaybe this conmes of all the other magic
that's been used on ne. It's all gotten m xed up together, and gone bad."

"Don't get upset. W can work on your nmenory once you're back in your proper
shape, " said Kedrigern

Princess was not ready to be conforted. "Bad enough to be a toad, but a toad
wi thout nmenories . . . ," she npaned.

"You haven't forgotten our life together. You recogni zed Bess the other
ni ght."
"That's true."

"And you nust remenber Tristaver. And Grodz. And Conhoon, and Buroc, and



Rhys ap Gmal lter. You can't have forgotten Rhys ap Gaallter.™

"I remenber themall. | can remenber the day you canme to the bog, and how
sad and lonely you | ooked when | first saw you. | didn't know who you were,
but 1 thought you were a very pl easant |ooking man."

"Well, there you are,"” Kedrigern said cheerfully.

"Not what one would call stylish, or dapper, mnd you," she continued. "As 1
recall, you were wearing the very same outfit you' re wearing now But you had
an honest, pleasant face."

"Your menmory seens perfectly intact, ny dear."
"It doesn't go back very far. Before you, it's all bog."

"We'll work on that when we have you despelled," Kedrigern assured her. "Are
you ready to go now?"
"Are we | eaving the bog?"

"We'|| be traveling along the edge for a few days. You'll be able to get
nore good swi ns. "

She hopped to his outstretched hand, thence to his shoul der, and when she
was confortably settled, he renmpbunted. The road rose a bit at this point, and
was consequently a bit drier and firmer. The horse kept up a steady canter
Nei t her Kedrigern nor Princess spoke for a time, and then a thought occured to
the w zard.

"Have you any idea how | ong you were in the bog, ny dear?" he asked.

"Ch, it must have been . . . well, it was quite sone tine. Perhaps as much
as a year. Maybe a few years."

"Could it have been | onger?"

She pondered for a noment, then said, "1 suppose it could. One day is pretty

much |i ke another in a bog. Wiy do you ask?"

"Just curious, ny dear."

As they continued to skirt the bog, Kedrigern was daily remn nded of
Princess's observation on the uniformty of quotidian life in such a setting.
After a few days, he had the feeling that he had been here half a lifetineg,
waiting for sonmething interesting to happen. Whatever it nmight offer in the
way of aquatic recreation, a bog was not a place that attracted or pleased
hi m

They left the Disnmal Bog at last, and entered the Dark Wod, a gl oony pl ace,
but less dank than the bog's environs and very quiet. They slept soundly at
ni ght, secure behind a warning spell that extended about a furlong in every
direction. There were patches of tender new grass for their horse, and an
abundance of clear cold springs for their water supply and Princess's
frisking. Kedrigern found the rich soil a good source of rare and useful
sinmples. The road was firm and travel was easy and confortable. There were no
alarns; not the slightest hint of a threat. And yet, for all the undeniable
advant ages the woods offered the travel er, Kedrigern and Princess found
t hensel ves uneasy in this place.

They saw a few birds, but heard no song. Now and again a squirrel blurred
around a tree trunk, but there was no other sign of aninmal life, and not a
trace of man. The silence that had been lulling at first grew oppressive and
at last foreboding. Kedrigern tried reciting verses to raise their spirits,
but the sound of a solitary voice in that inmrense stillness was funereal in
its effect, and he did not get past the first stanza of "The Jolly Juggler."
After that, they both kept silent for a long tine.

"Keddi e, how much farther is Panglunder's castle?" Princess asked as they
rested of an afternoon.

"It's not far now. We should be there by tonmorrow at this tine."

"Thank heaven for that. This is a depressing place. 1 can al nost feel the
sadness in the air," said Princess with a tiny shiver

"It is rather cheerless here," Kedrigern agreed. "This place was nmuch
livelier a few years ago. It was worth your life to travel through Dark Wod
in those days. There were thieves, brigands, robbers, wild nen, outlaws,



barbarians ... a famly of trolls ... an ogre ... all 'of themvery nasty."

"At | east there was sonething going on."

"I ndeed there was. Miurder, robbery, rape, nutilation, torture, pillage,
orgies, massacres . . . never a dull day in Dark Wod. Pangl under stopped al
that, though."

"He seens to have stopped everything."
"Pangl under is a very thorough man."

They passed a tinme in reflective silence, then Princess said, "It seens |like
nore than just the absence of noise and crowds. It's as though the place
itself is saturated in gl oomand depressi on and unhappi ness. "

"Odd you should say that. There's a | egend about Dark Wod. There's a | egend
about everything in these parts.”

"What's the | egend?"

"The usual thing. Handsome king and beautiful queen and w cked spell on
their only child and desperation and grief and Finally everything falling to
pi eces and not hi ng but wi nd over crunbling ruins and m sery all around. You
know. "

"You mght try to be a little synmpathetic," Princess said with mld
vexati on.

"My dear, one hears the sane story everywhere. Pass by a coll apsed cowshed
and there's sure to be a peasant near at hand to blanme it all on a w cked
spell. Sonetimes it's sinply a question of poor construction and shoddy
wor kmanshi p, but you'd never think so to hear the | egends. Everything that
goes bad is the fault of a wizard or a sorcerer with a wi cked spell."

"Why do you think Dark Whod is such a m serabl e place?"

Kedri gern wei ghed her question. He rose and brushed his cl oak, frowning

thoughtfully all the while, and knelt to take up Princess. They renounted, and

rode for atinme, and still he was silent.
"Wl | ?" she demanded
"Probably a wicked spell,"” he said.

She gave hima wi thering glance, but he kept his eyes innocently fixed on
t he roadsi de.

They camped on hi gher ground that night, and next day the road ascended
steadily, at a shallow angle. That afternoon, fromthe top of a rise, they saw
Pangl under's castle on a hilltop to the north.

It was a grim businesslike pile of dark stone, square and bl ocky, with a
wat cht ower at each corner and a keep rising in

the center. As a stronghold it was form dable; as a residence, even for a
single night, it was uninviting, at least in Princess's opinion

"It looks Iike a place where you'd send people to be inpaled,"” she said.

"It wasn't designed as a pl easure donme, ny dear.”

"That's obvious. | can imagi ne what Pangl under nust be like."

"He's a decent sort. A bit unpolished, perhaps, but a good fellow"

"I can picture himnow Red face, barrel chest, hairy nostrils, no neck
Ful | of strange oaths. Swilling ale by the potful and singing war songs, then
col l apsing into sodden sentinentality about dear friends far away.

Di sgusting. "
"I's that what they did at your father's castle?"
"That was uncalled for, Keddie," she said frostily.

"You gave such a graphic description, ny dear, | was certain it had been
drawn fromthe life."

Princess gave a very superior sniff and was silent for a tine. Wen they
were back on the forest trail once again, and Panglunder's castle was lost to
view, she said, "Actually, | was describing a neighbor of ours, a great brute
of a fellow Wenever Daddy got angry at me, he'd threaten to marry nme off to
him"



"Your menmory seenms to be coming along nicely, my dear."

"Not all that nicely. I can't recall his nane."
"I shouldn't think you'd want to."
"That really isn't the point."

"No, | suppose not. But you needn't expect to nmeet such a brute in
Pangl under. | think you'll be pleasantly surprised."

"I"ll be pleasantly surprised if he has a neck," said Princess.

When they cane to the clearing in which it stood, Mon Chagrin, the castle of
Pangl under, | ooked even nore forbidding, loomng granitically over themat the
crest of a long upward sl ope. Kedrigern reined in his big black horse at the
edge of the wood. For a tine he studied the castle with his unaided eyes, and
then he drew out the nmedallion of his fell owship and peered through the tiny
hole at its center, the Aperture of True Vision. He replaced the nmedallion in
his tunic and continued to gaze on the castle.

"Something's wong. | know it," said Princess.
"No, nothing's wong. Odd, but not wrong."
"What's odd?"
"It looks . . . well, it looks nice. There are pots of flowers by the gate.

The tower hoardi ngs have been painted. There's a very pretty ground cover at
the base of the towers; it brings out the natural color of the stone. About
the only thing missing is a welcome sign."

"Maybe it's under new ownership."

"Couldn't be. Not this quickly. It wasn't three weeks ago that | had the
nmessage from Pangl under, and a seige takes . . . now, what in the world .

?" said Kedrigern, funmbling in his tunic for the nedallion and raising it to
his eye.
"What ' s happeni ng?"

"Two of Panglunder's nen are putting out a welcone sign. | nust say,

Pangl under has gotten very gracious since | was here last. |I'minpressed.”
"Cbviously a wonan's influence,"” Princess said airily.

They started up the long broad road that led to the castle. Scarcely had
they energed fromthe wood when a figure on horseback burst fromthe castle
gate and rode toward themat a great clip, waving exuberantly as he cane
nearer.

Kedrigern returned the wave. "It's Panglunder. He's com ng out to neet us
hi nsel f," he expl ai ned.

"I"'mjust going to junp into your hood."

"No need for that, my dear. Panglunder will be glad to see you."
"Keddie, I'mnot |ooking my best."
"He'll wunderstand. I'Il tell him=

"Keddie, I"'ma toad\ | don't want to neet anyone while I'ma toad!" she

cried, and hopped gracefully into his hood.
"As you wi sh, ny dear."
"And don't tell anyone I'mwth you," said Princess, her tiny voice nuffled.
Pangl under pulled up at his side in a great billow of dust, and Kedrigern
wi shed that Princess had stayed for a glinpse of him for he was quite
different fromthe neckless brute she had antici pated. For one
known—usti fiabl y—as the Unyielding; for a man who had earned the title of
Lord Paramount of the Dark Wod and held it against a score of chall enges;
Pangl under was an unprepossessing figure. He was short, and

slight of frame. H s hands were snall, and the fingers that were not smashed
out of shape or missing altogether were long and delicate. H s eyes were blue
and watery, and he blinked a lot, as if continually surprised by what nmet his
gaze. His hair, a nondescript brownish thatch, was unruly on the sides and
thinning on top. He had a | ong, narrow, high-bridged nose and a rather weak
chin. Al in all, Panglunder did not |ook nuch |ike a successful warlord, but



it was unlikely that anyone had ever pointed out the fact to him

H s wel come was boi sterous and hearty. "Ch, | say, it's good to see you,
Kedrigern, old fellow" he cried in a voice that filled the clearing and
echoed off the castle walls. "What a delightful surprise! \Watever brings you
to Dark Wod, old chap?" Before Kedrigern could respond to his surprising
greeting, Panglunder added in a hoarse undertone, "Not a word about being sent
for, whatever you do. You just happen to be passing by, that's all," and then
roared, "You nust stop for dinner. Stay the night, honored master! Stay the
sumer! It's a pleasure to see you."

Through the dust of Panglunder's arrival, Kedrigern could see a palfrey
approachi ng. He could just make out the rider, a woman of dignified men. She
| ooked familiar, but the dust made it hard to be certain.

"Memanesha?" he asked.

"Yes. She nustn't know," was the whispered reply, followed by a boom ng
"Best surprise |I've had all year! \Wat are you doing up this way, naster?"

"I just happened to be passing," Kedrigern replied loudly. "I'mon nmy way
across the river to see a nman about a spell. Howis everything with you,

Pangl under ?"
"Wonderful . Absolutely marvel ous. Never better."
"I"'mglad to hear it."

"Ch, yes, things are going well. Isn't that so, my Memanesha?" Pangl under
sai d, addressing the wonman who had just joined them
"Quite well, Pannie dear," said Menmanesha. She fixed her dark eyes on the

wi zard. "l expect they will continue to go well, as long as no one interferes
in our affairs.”
"No fear of that," said Pangl under heartily.

"I do hope so. You're looking quite well, Kedrigern. Are you stil
specializing in counterspells?" she asked with a sweet snile

"I work a small counterspell fromtine to tine, Lady Menmanesha. Now and
then. Here and there. You know how it goes."
"Here?" she repeated, with enphasis. "Now?"

"Ch, no, nothing here or now. |'mtraveling on a purely personal matter. |
have to find an old wi zard who dwells somewhere beyond the Inn on the Quter
Edge. "

"I see. Just passing through," said Memanesha.
"Just passing through, | assure you, ny lady."

"Then we nmust make you as confortable as we can during your all too brief
stay, and send you on your way refreshed. Cone along, Pannie," said the
sorceress.

She turned her palfrey toward the gate. Pangl under rode to her side, tipping
a quick wink of relief and gratitude to the wi zard, who fell in behind the
pair and followed themto Mon Chagrin in silence.

After a warm bath and a refreshing nap, in garnents vigorously brushed and
boots brightly polished, Kedrigern partook of a |eisurely dinner superbly
prepared and acconpani ed by w nes approachi ng Vosconu's in quality. He sat
long at table with his host and hostess, and found them an attractive coupl e.
The centuries had been kind to Menmanesha. Her skin was unlined, her figure
svelte, her hair a lustrous crown of anmber flecked with gold. The only
evi dence of a long and eventful life lay in her snoldering dark eyes. The nan
who | ooked unguarded into those eyes might |ose hinmself forever. Even
Kedri gern, forewarned and protected, felt vague stirrings within himat each
lingering glance, and did his best to keep his eyes busy el sewhere.

Pangl under, for that reason, received closer scrutiny than m ght otherw se
have been given him

He | ooked no nore form dable than he had on greeting his guest; indeed, in a
| oose fur-trinmmed robe that was nuch too big for him he | ooked al nost like a
child en dishabille, not soneone who would be characterized in earnest as "The
Unyi el di ng. " But unyiel ding he nost certainly was. Wat Pangl under said he



woul d do, and set out to do, he did.

It nust be this force of character, Kedrigern thought, that made Pangl under
so attractive to a worman |i ke Mermanesha, who in her tine had been the consort
of kings. Panglunder had attracted ot her wonmen, too—the as yet unnentioned

Princess Lalloree, for one. It had to be his character that attracted them
Kedrigern judged. It wasn't his good | ooks, or witty conversation.

During a lull in the table talk his thoughts turned to Lalloree. Her nane
still had not come up, and he found the silence om nous. Perhaps Memanesha's
enchanted fire had flared up, and the unfortunate girl was now a heap of
ashes. That was unpl easant to contenplate, particularly in view of the cheery
nmood that prevailed in the castle. Panglunder was unyiel ding, but not
heart| ess.

It m ght be that Menanesha had sinply effaced all menmory of the young
princess from Pangl under's mnd. But if that were so, why had the Lord
Par amount hastened forth to enjoin Kedrigern to silence? It was all very
puzzli ng.

"Panni e and | have been wondering about your journey, Kedrigern. Did you say
you were going to seek a wi zard?" Memanesha asked, breaking abruptly into his
nmusi ngs.

"That's correct. | have to get sonme information about a spell | nean to
counter."

"You did say that this wi zard dwelt somewhere beyond the Inn on the Quter
Edge, didn't you?"

"I did. 1'mnot exactly sure where, but 1'Il make inquiries at the inn."

"I say, Kedrigern, what sort of place is this inn?" Pangl under asked.

The wi zard and the sorceress exchanged a guarded gl ance of professiona
concern. Memanesha nodded, deferring to Kedrigern, and he said cautiously,
"It's a very . . . interesting place. Not |ike your ordinary inn."

"Do you mean it's clean?" Panglunder said, and | aughed loudly at this sally
of wit.

"It's very clean," Menmanesha assured him

"That's an odd nane, Inn on the Quter Edge. Quter Edge of what? The edge of
the world is hundreds of |eagues fromhere. |I know Mt a man once who'd seen
it. Looked over and got dizzy. Nearly fell off. Wat's this inn on the edge
of , anyway?"

"It's sort of on the edge of ... things,'
"What things? Rocks? A river?"

"No, nothing like that."

Kedrigern said uneasily.

"Wods, then? A forest? Is it at the edge of the Sea?"
"It's at the edge of reality,"” Kedrigern said. Wen
Pangl under nerely blinked, a bit nore rapidly than was his
custom the w zard explained, "It's a sort of crossing point
for what is, and what m ght have been but wasn't, and what
.wasn't but should have been."
"And for what nust never be," Menanesha added.
"Yes. And what will be."

"It sounds like a very strange place," said the Lord Paranount.

"It is, sonetinmes. And sonmetines it's just a nice clean inn anmd the
Desol ation of the Loser Kings on the way to the Dragonback Muntains. But
under certain conditions, unusual things happen. | stayed there once when 1
was a student. That was awhil e back. Ch, ny, yes, quite awhile back,"
Kedri gern said, |looking off into a shadow corner in a mellow, reniniscent
nmood. "Another student and | decided we'd go and see for ourselves if all the
stories we'd heard were true. Poor old Derrigash. | haven't seen himfor
ages. "

When Kedrigern had been silent for a time, Panglunder cried, "What happened



to hin?"

"Derrigash? He washed out, poor fellow He was never confortable around
spells. Used to get nervous and stamer in the niddle of them and sumron up
things that were not at all what he intended. Couldn't have that, of course. |
think he finally went into al cheny."

"I mean at the inn. \What happened at the inn?"

"Ch, the inn. Not nuch, actually. A man down the hall clained that Arthur's
last weird battle in the west had been fought in his roomduring the night,
and one of the servants turned to glass while we were having breakfast, but
that was all. Everyone said it was a quiet tine."

"Turned to gl ass? Real glass?"

"Yes. Unfortunately, another servant bunped into himand knocked hi mover,

right on the flagstone floor." Kedrigern shook his head sadly at the nenory of

this mschance, and fell into a nel ancholy sil ence.
"Who is the wi zard you seek?" Memanesha asked after a polite interval
"All I knowis his name. It's Arlebar."

"I see. And is it inmportant that you find hinP"

"Very."
Memanesha favored himwith a smle that would have brought a statue to its
knees whinpering with desire, and turned a subdued version of that smile on

Pangl under. "Pannie, | think we've found a solution to our little difficulty,"
she said.
"You nmean . . . that unhappy child?"

"Exactly what | mean, Pannie." She returned her attention to the w zard.
"You see, dear Kedrigern, | know Arlebar. Qur acquai ntance was brief, but
close," she said, denurely |lowering her eyes. "I'msure he has tender nenories
of me still, and would outdo hinself for one who cane to himbearing nmy letter
of introduction."”

"My | ady Mermanesha, | don't know how to thank you for such kindness," said
Kedri gern.

"I can easily tell you. W have with us at Mon Chagrin a young | ady—a child,
an infant, really—who nmust be returned to her famly. They dwell on the plain
south of the Dragonback Mountains. It is likely that your quest will bring you
near her parents' kingdom and you will be able to return her to her famly
and claima suitable reward,"” said the sorceress.

"I's Arlebar's home near this kingdon®"

"Unfortunately, | know Arlebar's exact whereabouts no better than you do.
It's been some tinme since we were ... in conversation, and he is sonething of
a wanderer. But he's sure to be in the general area."

"You' d be doing us a great service," said Pangl under
"W woul d be deeply grateful,"” Memanesha purred

“I'"ll help you all | can. Horses. An arned guard to the bridge," Pangl under
eagerly offered.

"1 will weave a protective spell to bring you safely across the Desol ation,"
Memanesha added.

"That's very good of you," said Kedrigern warily. "lI'd love to help. |

really woul d. But—=

"I"mprepared to be generous, Kedrigern. And her father absolutely dotes on
the girl. He'll give you her weight in gold. Maybe even di anonds."

"A not inconsiderable anbunt. She's a buxomlittle baggage,” Menmanesha
poi nted out.

"As | said, I'd love to help. It's rather out of nmy way, though. It could
make for a long journey."

"It need not be an unpl easant one," said Memanesha, sniling and gl ancing
sidewi se at the wizard. "There arc those who consider the child conmely, in a
call ow sort of way, and on a |ong journey—'



"Now, just one minute!" cried a tiny, irate voice fromKedrigern's pocket.
An instant later, Princess hopped to the table. "That's quite enough of that
tal k!"

"What's the neaning of this? You're a toad!" said Memanesha with | oat hing.

"Politeness prevents nme from sayi ng what yew are, nadam but it happens that
| ama princess, presently enchanted, and the wife of Kedrigern."

"Ch, | say . . . Congratulations to you both," Panglunder said nunbly. He
shrank back in his chair, blinking quite a |lot.

Memanesha | ooked down on Princess for a tine, then glanced at Kedrigern, who
nodded in affirmati on of Princess's words. The sorceress flashed a radiant
smle, and in a voice of transcendent sweetness said, "My dear, forgive nme! |
didn't know. How thoughtl ess of our Kedrigern not to share the wonderful news
with us. But surely now you see what | was thinking. A man |ike our Kedrigern
really nmust have a wife, and there is no better wife for a wizard than a
beauti ful princess."

"That's true enough,” Princess conceded distantly.

"OfF course it is, dear. And yet they're always throw ng themnmsel ves away on
handsome princes, expecting to live happily ever after. Wll, we all know what
happens when you marry a handsone prince. Hopel ess.”

"So |'ve heard," said Princess.

"It's absolutely true, dear. | confess it, | was matchmaki ng. But now it
turns out that Kedrigern has already married a princess, and that makes
everyt hing perfect.”

"It does?" said Kedrigern, |ooking around in perplexity.

"It renmoves the | ast possible objection. Now it will be quite respectable.
Princess Lalloree will return hone properly chaperoned, in the conpany of a
decent narried couple.™

The nention, at last, of the girl's nane answered one pressing question
Lalloree was alive, and fit to travel. There remmined only the question of her
wi | i ngness.

"Wuld it be possible for us to speak to the young | ady?" Kedrigern asked.

"Not at present, |'mafraid,” Memancsha replied. "She's in an enchanted
sl eep behind a curtain of magic fire. For her own protection.”
"But she's well."

"Ch, perfectly. It's very restful, actually."
"And she's willing to return to her famly."

"Quite willing. One m ght even say eager. The only thing delaying her is the
problem of finding a suitable escort. We can't just send the silly little
thing off by herself. And Pannie and | are far too busy with matters here in
Dark Wod to spare the tinme for a long journey. That's why | put her in the
enchanted sl eep, you see—t makes the waiting easier.”

"How did Lalloree cone to be here, anyway?" Kedrigern asked.

Pangl under pal ed and | ooked suddenly ill. Mermanesha, with a quick sidel ong
gl ance at him gave the w zard one of her nobst incapacitating smles and
| aughed lightly and merrily. "Dear Kedrigern, it's such a mix-up! I'lIl have to
tell you the whole story sonmeday, but I'msure you're tired after all the
traveling you' ve done, and you'll want to get an early start tonorrow, " she
said, rising gracefully fromher chair. "Pannie will show you to your room 1Is

everything quite all right?"
"Ch, yes. Fine," Kedrigern said, rising.

"And you, Princess—s there anything you require? A basin of nud. perhaps?
Sone flies?" the sorceress asked.

Princess's tiny voice was icy. "Nothing, thank you, madam"

"How wonderful it must be to have such sinple needs," Memanesha said sweetly
as she turned to make her departure.

When the door cl osed behind her, Panglunder |eaned across the table, clasped
Kedrigern's hands in his, and said hoarsely, "Kedrigern, get that princess out
of here, please. | can't stand this rmuch | onger!"



"What' s goi ng on, anyway?"

"It's all a m sunderstanding. The narriage woul d have been a purely
political arrangenment, but try to tell that to a sorceress. Now | don't know
what to do. | can't take her back to old Brindomnyself, and | can't just keep
her on here indefinitely."

"Why not? She's in a trance," Princess pointed out.
"There's no telling what Memanesha's |liable to do. She

mght wither Lalloree up into a crone. O turn her into a ... into sonething
| oat hsone. "

"Into a toad! You were going to say 'into a toad'!" Princess cried in a
rage.

"No! | was going to say 'into a monster.' | |ike toads. W have | ots of
t oads around Mon Chagrin."
"Well, | haven't seen any."

"They keep to thensel ves."

"You're asking a lot, Panglunder," Kedrigern said. "W're going on a |long
and peril ous quest, and having a | ovesick, honesick princess on our hands is
not going to nmake things easier tor us."

"Lalloree's not the |least bit lovesick, | assure you, old fellow And she's
quite a good traveler. Knows hundreds of songs. Riddles. Wrd games. She'll be
| oads of fun. The journey will be over before you know it."

"And what does this whinsical Lalloree |ook |ike?" Princess asked.

"Ch . . . attractive, | suppose, in a kind of juvenile way."

"' Buxomi was the word your lady friend used when she suggested sweet
dal liance en route. Hardly a word one applies to tots."

"My dear," said Kedrigern in a wounded voice, "surely you don't for a noment
think that | could . . . Princess, you wong me grievously."

"When a woman suddenly finds herself little and green, Keddie, she is not
anxi ous to have her husband thrust into the conpany of a buxom young princess.
| accuse no one. | wish to wong no one. | nerely—=

"You coul d keep her in a trance!" Panglunder broke in with great enthusiasm
"That's it! Just pack up so she gets a little air, and she won't be any
trouble at all. I'Il give you a cart."

"I ama w zard, not a delivery man," said Kedrigern with great dignity.

"Then do sonet hing nmagi cal and get her out of here! I'Il take good care of
you, | swear. Two of ny best horses for each of you, an armed escort to the
bri dge, and a bag of gold. Menmanesha will guard you with a spell until you
reach the inn."

Kedri gern scratched his chin thoughtfully. He raised Prin-

cess to his shoulder, so they could confer privately, and said, "I'minclined
to do it. The child won't be any trouble, really, and Mermanesha's spell will
enable ne to save ny magic until it's needed. Besides, | do owe Pangl under a
favor."
"You don't owe his lady friend anything. | don't trust her. Keddie."
"Neither do I, but | trust Panglunder. He'll take good care of our horse,
and a bag of gold nmay cone in handy."
"Well ... if you think so," said Princess dubiously.

"I do. And you nustn't give a thought to Lalloree, my dear. No ot her woman,
however buxomor merry, could interest me for a nonment."

Si x

t he desol ation of the |oser kings

"Ni nety-ni ne knights went a-riding;
They spied a lady fair, Wth dainty foot and cherry lip
And | ovely gol den hair. The seventy-third brave kni ght did speak
He spoke out bold and free: Oh, nerry, nmerry maiden



Wul dst deign to marry me? Wth a hey! And a ho! and a lully-lully-1Io0o0,
And a fa-la-la-l1a-1a all the day!"
"AND MOST OF the night, too," said Princess acidly. "She hasn't shut up since
we | eft Mon Chagrin.”

"Yout hf ul exuberance nmy dear. We nust remenber, she's been in a trance for
weeks," Kedrigern replied.
"Now | understand why," Princess mnuttered.
"Ni nety-ni ne knights went a-riding;

They spied a lady fair, Wth dainty foot and cherry lip

And | ovely gol den hair. The seventy-fourth brave knight did speak

He spoke out bold and free: Oh, nerry, nmerry maiden
Wul dst deign to marry ne?"

Lall oree turned to the nmen-at-arns escorting them and said, pouting,
"You're not singing along. You re supposed to join in the chorus, but you're
not singing."

"Qut of breath, my lady," said the nearest. "W sung along with the first
sixty choruses."

"Aye, and we was singing all yesterday and night,
ot her side.

"Ch, you're no fun, any of you. Everyone in ny father's ki ngdom si ngs al
the tine," said Lalloree with a toss of her head.

Kedrigern heard the words with revul sion. He pictured nmerry peasants,
bri ght -eyed and appl e-checked, going about their toil with a lully-lully-1o0
and a fa-la-la-la-la while good King Brindom beamed and twi nkl ed and beat tine
with his scepter and the courtiers clapped their hands and tapped their toes
in perfect tine. It was an appalling prospect. He began to synpathize wth
Pangl under and even, though very slightly, with Memanesha.

"Well, if nobody will sing along, 1'll sing for myself," said Lalloree
defiantly, and began to hey, and ho, and lully-lully-loo with renewed vigor,
The nen-at-arnms exchanged agoni zed gl ances and began to edge slowy away from
her hor se.

Princess endured for a tinme, and finally said, "Keddie, have some conpassion
for the men. Put her back into an enchanted sl eep.”

"That woul d not be practical.”

"Well, this is inmpossible. 1'"'mgoing into your hood and try to get sone
peace and quiet."'"

As Lall oree was about to repeat the inquiry made by the seventy-seventh
brave knight, Kedrigern relented. He called out to her, "May | have a word
with you, ny lady?" and pulled his horse up beside hers.

"OfF course you can, Uncle Keddie. Then we'll sing together."

Ignoring the muffled |aughter frominside his hood, the w zard said, "W'I
be making canp in a little while, and for safety's sake, we must travel in
silence fromthis point on."

"Do you mean | nustn't sing anynore?"

"I"'mafraid not. It mght attract a | am ess el enent."
"But we have nen to protect us."

"Only six nen, Lalloree. They can't fight off an arned

added the man at her

band. W must be silent.’
so?"

A chorus of varied but heartfelt affirmatives arose fromthe weary sol diers.
Kedri gern | ooked at the crestfallen Lalloree and shrugged.
"You could shield us with your magic," she said.

"I must save nmy magic. W'll need it later. No singing, Lalloree."
"But it's so boring when | can't sing," she conpl ai ned.
"You m ght observe the birds and w | dfl owers."

Turning to the nmen-at-arnms, he asked, "lsn't that



"That's dull."

"Do intricate nental cal cul ations."”
"Ugh. "

"Practice conjugations and decl ensions."

"That's all so boring, Uncle Keddie! 1 |like to sing, and to hear stories of
bol d kni ghts and handsone princes and how they struggle and wander all over
the world and suffer untold agony and die horrible deaths just to win one kind
gl ance froma beautiful princess."

"Why don't you nake up your own story as we go? Just do it quietly. In your
head. "

"That's too hard," she whined.
"Sorry, Lalloree, but that's howit has to be."

"I"ll sing very softly. 1'll just sing to nyself, and nobody will hear it
but us."

"No," said Kedrigern firmy.

They rode on for a tinme, and Lalloree, sullen and silent, did not |ook at
the wizard riding by her side. At length she said, "I won't sing if you tel
me sonet hing. "

"What is it?"

"That little frog that rides on your shoul der sometinmes—s it really your

wi fe?"

"It is."
"And was she really a beautiful princess?"
"She was, and will be again."

"Way is she a little frog?"

From Kedrigern's hood cane a tiny voice, trunpet-clear. "Because | sang when
| should have been quiet."

Lal |l oree's eyes wi dened. Kedrigern nodded solemly. They rode on in bl essed
si | ence.
Pangl under's nmen-at-arns left themat the entrance to the

great arched bridge over the River of Msery. After crossing, the three
travelers rested at the far bank. Princess had a good soak while Kedrigern
napped and Lall oree paced up and down the path, enunerating the ways in which
everyt hing around them was bori ng.

Her compl aint was not wholly unjustified. The Desol ati on of the Loser Kings
was a great senmicircle of flat dreariness, fromthe msts of its northern
reaches to the foothills of the Dragonback range far to the south. The Dark
Wod was a carnival of diversion in conparison

Lall oree's murmurs and deep sighs went unheeded. Princess splashed happily
in the shallows at the river's edge, while Kedrigern dozed in the shade of a
stunted tree on the bank. Suddenly Princess let out a startled cry and cane
hoppi ng headl ong toward their canp. Kedrigern sat bolt upright and | ooked
wi | dl'y about, nomentarily befuddl ed.

"Keddie, it's enchantnment! He's enchanted! He spoke to ne!" Princess cried
in great agitation.

"Who? Where? Who spoke?"

"The toad! The big toad! Him" Princess shouted as a | arge green toad
| ooki ng sonewhat the worse for wear bounded into view and squatted down about
five paces fromthem
"He spoke to you?" Kedrigern asked.

"He did. He asked ne to help him™"
"If that's all, why did you panic?"

"I was surprised. One doesn't expect a toad to strike up a conversation,"
Princess said with dignity. "A/ly situation is rather unusual ."

Bef ore Kedrigern could respond, the visiting toad took a cautious hop toward
himand in a nellow, resonant voice said, "Kedrigern, great w zard, master of
all the gentle arts, aid me, | inplore you." The voice was faniliar
"W've net sonewhere," Kedrigern said.



"I ndeed we have, gentle master. You once took pity on nme and freed me froma
cruel enchantnment. But |, alas, was ungrateful —
"The handsone prince of Kallopane!" Kedrigern exclai med.
"A handsone prince? \Were?" said Lalloree, suddenly interested in the
pr oceedi ngs.
"Right here," said Kedrigern, pointing.
Lalloree hurried to his side, |ooked in the indicated direc-

tion, and turned on himwith a moue of elegant distaste. "That's a wad."
"He used to be a handsone prince."

After a reflective pause, Lalloree stooped and asked the toad, "Is that
true?"

"Indeed it is, fair dansel. And by the power and compassi on of the great
wi zard Kedrigern, | hope | nmay be so again,” the toad replied in a rich

bari t one.

Lall oree turned to Kedrigern, her blue eyes bright with excitenment, her
features ani mated. O appi ng her hands together, she cried, "Oh, Uncle Keddie,
do it, please! Change hi mback! Onh, please, please change hi m back!"

"Not the renotest chance, ny child," said the w zard.

"I's this the handsone prince you nmet on your way to see Fraigus o' the

Mur k?" Princess asked.
"The very same."
"Pl ease, Uncl e Keddie! Ch, pleased

"No! The last time | changed himback into a handsome prince, he tried to
knock ny brains out."

"Ch, kind wizard, nerciful mage, be as forgiving as you are wise. | was
confused and upset. | had | ong been a toad. One forgets the finer points of
civilized behavior when one is ampng toads,"” said the erstwhile handsone
prince.

"That's true, Keddie," Princess softly said. "lIt's terribly difficult to
keep up the graces. |'ve slipped a bit myself."

"You didn't hit me on the head with a rock. You didn't steal ny horse, and
nmy food, and ny water. You didn't insult a w zard," Kedrigern rem nded her
"I may have had a better upbringing."

"No doubt, my dear. Whatever the—=

"Pl ease, Uncl e Keddie! Please, please, please\ I won't sing. | won't even
hum 1'll nake up a story in ny head, like you said, all about a kind,
generous, wonderful w zard who finds an enchanted toad and turns himinto a
handsome prince who—

"Back into a handsone prince," the toad at her feet corrected her

"Ch, yes, yes, back into a handsone prince, and he neets a beautiful
princess and is smitten by her grace and her lovely voice and vows to return
her to her father's kingdom and beg for her hand in marriage, and he does bold
deeds and

faces great danger but in the end everything works out and everyone is happy,"
said Lalloree, pausing to gasp for breath.

"Lalloree, ny child, let me nake a fewthings clear,"” said the wizard. "Sit.
Be confortable. Listen." Wen Lalloree was seated demurely beneath the tree,
the princely toad at her side, Kedrigern said, "First of all, you nust learn
that a responsible wi zard does not sinply di senchant people upon request. Sone
spel I s have nasty aftereffects, and hasty di sen-chantments can lead to very
unpl easant surprises. The prince is already well aware of that fact."

"I amindeed, gentle and nost w se nmage. You warned ne fairly, and | am nost
grateful for it," said the newly arrived toad.

"Secondly, you nust never think that this sort of thing is easily done. It
is not. If I could disenchant an enchanted toad with a few words and a wave of
the hand, nmy wife would now be a beautiful princess," Kedrigern went on



"Thirdly, | nean to use no magic at all on this portion of the trip except in
energenci es of the nost dire nature, because | nmay need all |I've got once we
reach the Inn on the Quter Edge and pass beyond. And fourthly, ny wife takes
precedence over all others. When there's a despelling or a di senchant nent
done, it will be done first to Princess."

"But couldn't you please just make hima handsone prince, Uncle Keddi e,
couldn't you, please? He could protect us against ogres and m screants, and do
great feats of arms and—

"Lalloree, ny sweet child, the last thing | want on this journey is bold
deeds and feats of arms. They're noisy, and they take up altogether too much
time. And soneone always gets hurt."

Lalioree's pretty face fell. She bowed her head, and her |ong gol den tresses
curtai ned her features. Her shoul ders shook. Kedrigern reached over to her
lifted her chin, and | ooked into big blue eyes that glittered with tears.

"Now, now, Lalloree ... oh dear, oh dear ... oh dear ne," he said at the
sight of her tear-stained cheeks.

"Pl ease, Uncle Keddie. Just this one bit of magic," she said softly, her
sweetly dinpled chin a-trenble.

"It's inpossible at the nmonent, Lalloree. However

"Yes? What ?" she excl ained, brightening as quickly as the sky after a sunmer
shower .

"Well, nmaybe when our quest is over, and Princess is herself again, and
you're safe at home, | mght possibly be able to do sonething for this
unfortunate prince. Mnd you, | pronmise nothing. It's all very—=

"Ch, you will do it, Uncle Keddie, | know you will! Tell me, is he really
handsone?"

"As | recall, he's quite well proportioned, clean-featured . . . piercing
eyes, square jaw, golden hair . . . all the usual."

"My deepest and nost heartfelt thanks to you, kind mage," said the toad
"I haven't done anything yet."

"You have given nme hope, and for that | ameternally and sincerely grateful
goodly wi zard. You have al so described ne very accurately.”

"He can ride with me, Uncle Keddie, right on nmy shoul der, the way Princess

rides on yours. | can make hima little cloak out of ny green hankie, and make
a pad for himout of a |eaf, and at night he can sleep on ny—'
"At night he will sleep in ny saddl ebag. | am your chaper-one, Lalloree, and

your sl eeping arrangenents are ny responsibilty,"” said Kedrigern firmy.
"It shall be as you say, gentle master," said the toad, adding with a sigh
"I have grown accustoned to sleeping in a saddl ebag. One m ght do worse."
Kedrigern | ooked at himthoughtfully. "That's how you cane to be here. When

| saw you at the Dismal Bog, you . . . the saddlebag ..."

"I't was the inmpulse of a nonment, ny benevol ent benefactor. Wen | spied you
at the bog, | wished to beg your forgiveness and inplore your aid, but at the
cruci al nmonment ny courage—and ny voice—failed me. In desperation, | leapt into

your saddl ebag. "
"A bol d and decisive nove. Well done."
"Thank you, good Kedrigern."

"What's your nane? If we're going to be traveling together, we ought to know
your name."

"I was known everywhere as the handsone prince of Kallopane. No nane was
ever necessary."

" "Handsonme' will do, | think. Well, Handsonme, this is Lalloree, daughter of
King Brindom You've met ny wife, Princess."

"Charmed, |adies," said Handsonme, bowi ng as gracefully as his configuration
permtted.
"I'sn't he wonderful, Uncle Keddie?" Lalloree gushed, clapping her hands.



"Hi s manners have certainly inproved since our first neeting," Kedrigern
conceded, pulling hinself to his feet and stretching. To his little conpany,
he said, "And now, | think we'd best be noving on. It's not yet m dday, and we
have a long way to go."

In the Desol ation of the Loser Kings, all ways seemed |ong and all days
dreary. As the travel ers headed eastward, and the river vani shed fromsight, a
| angui shi ng came over them and they progressed in noody silence. Late in the
aft ernoon, when a broken wall |oomed on the horizon ahead, Kedrigern reined
his horse to a halt. Princess |left her shelter in his hood to perch on his
shoul der, and Lall oree drew up beside them

"It's so desolate out there. Terribly depressing," Princess said.

"This place has a sad history, ny dear." Kedrigern | ooked out over the bleak
fl at ness, shaking his head ruefully. The few trees in sight were gaunt and
| eafl ess, nore like twisted gallows than trees. Skeletal ruins stood near the
broken wall directly before them There were no other signs of past, and none
at all of present life. "A very sad history," the w zard repeat ed.

"History is so boring," Lalloree decl ared.

"I know not hing of the subject, but if you say so, | accept it as proven,
graci ous |l ady," said Handsone.

"This bit of history is nmpost instructive, particularly to those of royal
bl ood, " Kedrigern said sternly. He nudged his horse into notion, and as they
rode toward the ruin, he related the story of their surroundings. "The first
of the true Loser Kings was Karl the Listless. He reigned for sixteen years
and achi eved al nbst nothing. Hs son, Wat's-his-name the Apathetic, ruled
even | onger and acconplished far less. He's the only king | ever heard of
whose subjects kept forgetting his name. When they finally realized that he
was dead, a collateral line assuned the throne. They were no inprovenent.
Hrunk the Unnecessary was followed by Hrunk the Incapable and his son Hrunk
the Bewi | dered. When that |ine died out, there was no king for el even years.
Hardl y

anyone noticed. At last the crown was forced on a distant cousin, Edward the
Terrified, but by then there was no kingdomleft, only the desol ati on you now
see. The peasants who hadn't slipped away had given up and died of sheer
msery. "

"For a man who doesn't care for politics, you know a | ot about it," Princess
obser ved.

"Politics had nothing to do with it. You'd hardly think so now, my dear, but
this was once lovely countryside . . . fertile, picturesque, full of happy
peasants, working and pl ayi ng. "

"Did they sing?" Lalloree asked eagerly.

"Not that |'maware of. They preferred dancing. Hardly a week passed wi thout
some kind of merry festival." Kedrigern sighed deeply and nmade a vague
enconpassi ng gesture. "And | ook at it now "

"What befell them mghty master of those who know? Tell us, that we m ght
be forewarned. W will be nost grateful,"” said Handsone.

"It was a war of magics. Karl the Listless took no interest in affairs of
state, but he liked magic. He filled his court with sorcerers, w zards,
magi ci ans, wi tches, warlocks, all of themjockeying for his attention and his
favor. Now, you take that kind of rivalry, and add the usual court intrique,
and it's only a question of time before the nasty spells and w cked
enchantnents are flying around like hail. By the tinme the rivals had exhausted
all their magic, there was nothing left to fight over. The |l and was blighted.
Spel |l s of every kind had been placed on it, and denpons from every corner of
the earth had been summoned to it. Even now, there are deadly pockets of
enchantnent here and there. You still hear of careless travel ers disappearing,
or turning into sonething unpleasant. It's a bad business," Kedrigern said
si ghi ng once agai n.

They rode on for a tinme, all of themthoughtful, no one speaking, their eyes



on the | ong shadows that went before them Abruptly, Kedrigern blurted
"Sometines | think | should just give it all up—break ny staff, drown ny

books, clean out ny study—and take up sonething constructive, I|ike
woodwor ki ng, or pottery."
"That's a fine way to talk," said Princess inpatiently. "If you abjure

magi c, what's to becone of me? |'ve been enchanted and di senchanted so many
times there's no telling

what | might turn into. And what about poor Handsome? \Wat about yoursel f?"
"What do you nean?"
"You're over a hundred and sixty, Keddie."
"My dear, for a wizard that's practically boyhood."
"What if you stop being a wizard? Wn't it all catch up with you?"

After a profound pause, Kedrigern said in a subdued voice. "I hadn't thought
of that."
"Think of it."

"I"d still like to be in a field that doesn't have such a terrible potential
for doing harmto people."

"I'f I can think of one, Keddie, I1'll let you know," Princess said.

"Meanwhil e, why don't you just try to be a good wi zard?"

Kedri gern spoke no nore about abandoning his nmagic, and the others were
silent out of uneasiness at the gathering dark and the cheerl ess surroundings.
They camped for the night in the shelter of the broken wall. Kedrigern laid a
small quieting spell on the i mediate area, to discourage the curiosity of any
i nsects, field mce, and other small creatures that m ght be about. He used no
further magic. For protection against |arger creatures and residual spells, he
trusted to Memanesha's promi sed protection. To conserve magic, he built a fire
and erected Lalloree's tent with his own hands. The tent was a shaky and
somewhat asymmetrical structure, but it served as adequate shelter fromthe
ni ght chill.

The little band of travelers ate a quiet, thoughtful meal as the noonl ess
ni ght cl osed over them Wen Lalloree had entered her tent and tied the flap
shut, Kedrigern placed Handsome in a saddl ebag and secured it. Fixing a
bedroll for hinmself near a cozy puddl e where Princess could rest in confort,
he banked the fire and turned in.

He was awakened tw ce during the night by disquieting sounds, but they were
far off and did not cone closer. Toward dawn the ground trenbled, as if under
heavy footsteps, but the vibration dimnished steadily. Watever had been
passi ng was novi ng away. Just as Kedrigern was getting back to sleep, a light
drizzle began. He tried to ignore it, but at |ast gave up in disgust and
dragged hinself fromthe bedroll.

It turned out that no one had slept well. There had been

nore ni ght noi ses and pecul i ar phenonmena than Kedrigern had been aware of —sl ow
breat hi ng sounds, nenaci ng | aughter, the flapping of w ngs, words and phrases
muttered just below the threshold of intelligibility, wet plops and sharp
crunches and ot her sounds | ess easily described—and they started on their way
sl eepy and dull-spirited. Kedrigern's repeated reassurances that they were
under Memanesha's protection, and that sounds had never hurt anyone, did
nothing to Iighten anyone's gloom They were all wondering how many such
ni ghts they woul d have to pass before arriving at the inn

In mdnorning they halted by a gnarled and stunted oak tree. It stood in
i ncongruous solitude, the only tree to be seen in all directions over the
enpty plain.

"This place feels funny, Uncle Keddie," said Lalloree uneasily as soon as
her feet touched the ground.
"She's right, Keddie," Princess said.

"It's the only shady spot we're likely to find. Let's try to enjoy it,"'

sai d



the wi zard as he took down the saddl ebags.
"But it's, funny. The air is all tingly."

"Perhaps it's going to rain, Lallaoree. There was a bit of a sprinkle this
nmorni ng, you recall."

Lal l oree and Princess said nothing nore, but did not appear reassured. As
Kedri gern busied hinself kindling a very small fire fromthe available bits of
wood, Handsome hopped to his side and said in a |ow, confidential voice, "Am]l
in error, or is there sonething odd about this place, great w zard?"

"There's somet hing odd about every bit of the Desolation," Kedrigern replied
i npatiently. "It's probably just the weather. Maybe a vestige of old nagic.
Don't worry about it. W have Memanesha's spell to protect us until we reach
the inn."

A thread of snoke arose, and Kedrigern prepared to nurse it gently into
flame. As he bent forward, a terrified shriek rent the air and he very nearly
pitched into the little pyramid of kindling. He scranbled to his feet to see a
gi ant gray-green hand and forearm emerging fromthe ground before Lalloree.
Anot her hand burst fromthe earth as he watched, and then a third.

Lal | oree stood frozen with fear, scream ng uncontrollably as the hands
groped in the air around her, com ng ever closer. Kedrigern frantically
uncorked his water bottle and ran to the

writhing hands, splashing each with water and uttering a phrase of power as he
did so.

Forearms stilled. Fingers twitched, then froze in position. As the travelers
| ooked on in awe, the arns swelled into trunks, the fingers stretched into
branches, and in the space of a few noments the single oak had becone a grove
of four, all equally stunted and twi sted.

"It's all right now, Lalloree. Just a residual spell. You nust have set it
of f somehow,” he said in a soft, consoling voice.

"It was awful I "

"Well, no harm done,"’
wonder why—eh dear!"

The ground had heaved violently under his feet. As he sprang back, dragging
Lalloree with him a jet of sooty black snoke shot forth, spreading and
billow ng, thickening as it rose, formng into a giant figure in distorted
human form Its legs were stunpy and bowed, its arns huge, ending in hooked
talons of red horn. Its chest was massive, and on top of the chest was not a
head but a | ow hunp slit by a many-toothed sl obbering mouth. The head was
studded with small red eyes set in no discernible pattern

Kedri gern worked an energency protective spell for hinself and his
conpani ons, then stepped in front of Lalloree, raised his arns, and nade a
sign that forced the apparition to regard him

"How dare you nenace travelers protected by a spell!"” he cried. "Begone, or
suffer a wizard' s wath!"

The dark shape hunched forward a little, studying him and then turned
several of its hot red eyes on Lalloree. Kedrigern stood his ground
confidently, arns folded. The thing placed its hands fiat on the ground,
|owered its head, and stared at him

Kedrigern picked the largest eye and glared angrily intoit. "I won't tel
you agai n," he said.

"You cone not protected. Little spell now. No spell when | appear," said the
crouching thing. Its voice was deep and slow, its breath sul phurous and hot as
a furnace bl ast.

"That's inpossi ble. Memanesha prom sed that she' d— Kedrigern stopped
abruptly at the realization that he and his conpani ons had been properly had.
Mermanesha had deceived them and they had suspected nothing.

he said, patting Lalloree's trenbling hand. "But I

"No spell. No protected,"” said the sooty, slobbering, red-eyed nonstrosity



| oomi ng hungrily before them

This was a serious turn of events. Kedrigern's protective spell was a quick
light-duty affair neant only to suppl ement Menmanesha's nore conprehensive
magi c. But there was nothing to supplement, and all by itself, Kedrigern's
spell could barely hold a small fiend at bay, |let alone a towering cacodenon.
There was no time to work a proper full-strength protective magic. Flight was
i npossi ble. Bribery was absurd. Kedrigern bit his lip and concentrated. He
felt a soft hand on his armand turned to see Lalloree smling expectantly.

"Are you going to nmake hi m di sappear now, Uncle Keddi e?" she asked. She
spoke as calmy as if she were anticipating a clever card trick

"Not right this minute, my child. Trust me," he said. Returning his
attention to the thing, he said, "I suppose you mean to eat us."

The cacodenon responded with a burst of hot, |oud, foul-snelling | aughter
and | eered at them

"I see," said Kedrigern. "Well, there's one thing I will not pernmit. You
must not eat ny nedallion. It would only make you sick, anyway."

"Medal lion?" the thing roared, |aboring over the syllables.

"Yes. It's the source of all my power and wi sdom but it wouldn't do you any
good at all. It's no use even thinking about it." Reaching into his tunic,
Kedrigern drew forth the nedallion of his guild, displaying it with an
el aborate gesture. Stooping, he scratched a shallow hole in the earth at his
feet and laid the nmedallion in it, loosely covering it again. He straightened,
brushi ng his hands, and said, "There. You nust not touch it, you understand.
Above all, never think of swallowing it."

The thing | ooked at himwi th nmost of its eyes. "No swal |l ow nedal | ion
Swal | ow you," it said

"Just a minute, now Don't you want to swall ow ny nedallion?"

"You say, nmke sick."
"Must you believe everything | say?"
"Wzard always full of tricks," the cacodenon runbl ed suspiciously.

"I's everything all right, Uncle Keddie? It's still here," Lalloree
whi sper ed.

"OfF course everything is all right. The thing is stupid, that's all. Don't
worry," Kedrigern said, doing his best to sound suprenely confident while
i nwardly cal culating how I ong his spell would hold. Then inspiration burst
upon him "Sing, Lalloree! Sing the song about the ninety-nine knights! Go
ahead, good and | oud!"

Lal | oree sang. Her voice was sweet and clear, and very enthusiastic:
"Ni nety-ni ne knights went a-riding;

They spied a lady fair, Wth dainty foot and cherry lip

And | ovely golden hair. The very first brave knight did speak ..

The apparition turned all its glowing red eyes on her and stood as if
hypnoti zed. Once Kedrigern was certain of its preoccupation, he dug into
various pouches and pockets and set about a conplicated but sure-fire
anti dermon spell, while Lalloree sang blithely on

He was a fast worker. Before Lalloree had cone to the forty-first brave
kni ght's endearnents, the spell was ready. Wping his hands on his cloak, the
wi zard gestured for her to cease. As soon as she stopped singing, the thing
turned on him runbling in a nasty way.

Kedrigern tried to be fair, even to denons. He raised a hand for attention

"I must warn you, thing, that we are now protected by a spell that will make
it very unpleasant for anyone who tries to devour us. You had your chance, but
you missed it. | suggest you go back underground for another mlleniumor two,

and learn to concentrate. There's nothing for you here," he said.

The cacodenon reared up and flailed its long, taloned arnms in a terrifying
di spl ay of rage. Kedrigern, who knew t he ways of these creatures, did not
budge. Hi s expression grew severe.

"Devour! Devour everybody!" the thing roared.



"Don't be so obtuse. We didn't cone here to be devoured."
The thing settled on its haunches, sniffed the air, and said, "Big spel
now. Protected plenty."

"That's exactly what | just told you." )l
"No devour today," it said sadly. AT

"I should hope not. Well, go on. Be off -.ith you!" said the wizard with a
wave of his hand. ---'

The thing swelled into a fornl ess sooty cloud speckled with darting red
lights, |ike popping sparks on a hearthstone. Wth a roar that dimnished to a
whoosh and then to a whistle it flowed rapidly back into the earth, dw ndling
and fading and finally vani shing.

"That was wonderful, Uncle Keddie!" Lalloree cried, clapping her hands
delightedly.

"It certainly was," said the wizard, patting at his forehead with his cl oak
"I only hope that thing doesn't have friends and relatives all along the way
to the inn. 1'll be out of magic before we're halfway there."

"Is it really gone?" said a tiny voice froma puddle a few paces away.

"OfF course it is, ny dear. Are you all right?"

"Yes. | junped in here when that thing appeared. So did Handsone, | think,"
said Princess. "Ch, Keddie, if anything had happened to you ..."

Anot her small voice fromthe puddl e added, "Dear master, do be careful —for
all our sakes."

"I"'mafraid | have sone bad news," Kedrigern said to his compani ons. "W've
been tricked. Memanesha didn't put a protective spell on us. She did nothing
at all —ahich nmeans that we have a | ong and dangerous journey ahead."

"You'll protect us with your magic, won't you, Uncle Keddie?"

Kedrigern seated hinmself with his back to a tree and stretched out his arns
wearily. "My dear child, if every day requires as much magic as |'ve just
used, I'Il be conpletely out of power by the time we reach the inn," he said.
"And that's if we're very lucky. | mght run out a | ot sooner."

"But you're a wizard! You're a great w zard!"

"That's true, but even the greatest wi zard doesn't draw his magic froma
bottom ess well. It's nore like drawing froma cistern. One nmust allow tine
for refilling."

Princess and Handsone hopped fromthe puddl e. They and Lall oree exchanged
| ooks of serious concern. All three drew closer to the w zard.

"We could gallop all the way to the inn. That would save tinme," Princess
suggest ed.

"An excel |l ent suggestion, ny dear. Just give nme a few mnutes to rest up
and 1"l
"Uncl e Keddi e, the horses—they're gone!"

Kedrigern | ooked to where the horses had been tethered and | et out a groan
They had broken free and run off, taking nost of the supplies with them All
that remained was the scrip of food that hung at the wizard' s belt, and a pair
of water bottles.

"Are you going to bring them back by magi c nmeans?" Lall oree asked.

"Not if | can help it. | hate working magic on horses. They're too
hi gh-strung,” the wi zard replied, clinbing to his feet.

He reached into his tunic and drew out the nedallion of the guild. Raising
it to his eye, he peered through the Aperture of True Vision, slowy turning
to scan the surrounding wasteland in all directions. Scowing, he replaced the
nmedal | i on inside his tunic and rubbed his eye with the heel of his hand.

"Not a trace of them" he nuttered. "They' ve probably been devoured by
somet hi ng. "

"Ch, Uncle Keddie, this is turning out to be a real adventurer' said
Lal | oree, cl apping her hands and smiling brightly.



"There's no need to be ebullient,” Kedrigern said sourly.

"I"ll dress up like a boy! Don't you think that's a good idea? I'll snudge
nmy face, and tuck ny golden tresses under a rude cap, and no one wl|
suspect —=

"You will do no such thing," Kedrigern broke in inpatiently. "That sort of

trick only works on the stage, and only if one starts with a girl who | ooks
like a boy. You do not. You would fool no one, Lalloree.”

"But howw Il | guard my virtue?"

"At present it's not in danger. The things you're liable to nmeet out here
are interested in you as an article of diet, not as an object of illicit
dal liance. Still, you raise a good point. Once we reach the inn, there's no
telling ..."

He fell silent, rubbing his chin slowy and thoughtfully, and after a tine
he broke into a nel ancholy smile and shook his head. The others watched, and
finally Princess asked, "Wat arc you thinking about?"

"I mberwi ck, ny dear. A wi zard | used to know," he replied absently.
"I'"ve never heard you nmention him"

"There's not much to say about |nberw ck. He specialized narrowy, and
became absolutely expert at one thing: he could turn a beautiful young mai den
into a fat ugly old man."

"Not much call for that sort of thing, is there?"

"As a rule, there isn't, but during the War of the Six Princes, |nmberw ck
had nmore work than he could handle. It was a tine when beautiful young nmai dens
were not safe and ugly fat old men were. O course, once the war was over

The spell was irreversible, you see, and I don't think Inmberw ck always t ook
the tine to explain that to anxious parents.”

Kedrigern sank into a reverie, fromwhich Lalloree roused himwith a timd

guestion. "Uncle Keddie . . . you're not going to turn ne into a fat ugly old
man, are you?"
"OfF course not, child. I'lIl think of sonething el se once we get to the inn

Qur main problemright now*

"I's thatl" Princess shrieked, and nmade a great |eap for her puddle. Handsone
foll owed instantly.
"What ? Where? Not anot her denon!"

"There, Uncle Keddie!" Lalloree said, pointing up into the clouded sky.

Kedrigern beheld a distant speck that circled and cavorted in a nmanner that
could only be playful. He foresaw no threat. But in the very instant of his
scrutiny, all frolicking ceased. Swift and straight as the flight of an arrow,
the flying object cane directly at the wizard and hi s conpani ons.

Seven the inn on the outer edge

"RUN, KEDDIE! H DE!" Princess cried, her tiny voice strained with fear.

When the wi zard did not nove, she bounded back to his side, hopping up and
down in extreme agitation, and at |ast described a headlong arc into his hood.

Whil e Princess thrashed anxi ously about, Kedrigern groped for his nedallion
He drew it out and sighted through the Aperture of True Vision. The activity
in his hood made it difficult to hold the nedallion steady, but once he had a
clear view the wizard let out a burst of happy |aughter and began to wave his
ar ns.

"Keddi e, what are you doing? Stand still or they'll see us!" cried Princess.
"It's all right, nmy dear. |I know one of them"
"One of then? How nany are there? And what are they?"
"Dragons. Only two."

"Dragons'. Oh, what an adventure'
handsome prince to slay them"

"Fortunately, the only handsonme prince currently available is hiding in
yonder puddl e. One of these dragons happens to be an ol d acquai ntance of nine
| renoved an arrow fromhis claw "

Lal l oree squealed. "If only there were a



"There are two of them"™ Princess pointed out.
"And one is female. | think old Fingard has settled down,"
88

sai d Kedrigern, waving furiously, chuckling expectantly as the two dragons
sped toward them
"Keddi e, dragons eat princesses!”

"Uncl e Keddie, don't let themeat us!" Lalloree cried as the negative
possibilities of this glorious adventure dawned upon her

"Ladi es, your fears are groundl ess. Dragons have no special fondness for
princesses."

"But | read it, Uncle Keddie! Whenever people wanted to attract a dragon
they'd chain a maiden to a rock, and a dragon would cone for her!"

"Lalloree, ny child, they used to chain the naiden to a rock to attract a
cromd. It was the crowd that caught the dragon's attention. Please stop your

worrying."

"Keddie, I"'mterrified! 1've never seen a dragon."
"Just stay in nmy hood and keep very still. You'll be as safe as a spell."
"What about me, Uncl e Keddi e?" Lalloree asked, her manner much subdued. "Is

there anything | should do? Should I sing?"
"By no neans. Stay next to ne. Be denure.”

"\What about Handsone?" she whi spered, though the dragons were still well
beyond earshot.

"He's safe in his puddle.™”

There was no nore novenent in Kedrigern's hood. He stood patiently, waving
to the approaching pair with one arm Lalloree clung desperately to the other
pal e, her blue eyes wide with fear and awe. The approach of dragons was an
i mpressive sight.

Fingard and his mate circled once, lazily, then cane to earth, touching down
simul taneously with a picturesque upward sweep of wing that snoothed into a
graceful folding notion. So |light and expert was their |anding that scarcely a
puf f of dust was raised.

"Well met, Fingard," Kedrigern greeted the |larger dragon. "You're | ooking
quite splendid. How s the forecl aw?"

The dragon booned:
"W zard worked wonders, Heal ed hurt done by hunters, So foreclaw feels fine
again, Better than before."

"I"'mglad to hear it, Fingard. WIIl you introduce ne to your charm ng
conpani on?"

Fingard puffed hinself up, gave a flirt of his wings that sent dust swirling
about the little group, and said proudly:

"Wzard, neet wife, Lovely, lissomTi Lung, Dearest and daintiest of dragons.
Wfe, neet wizard, Wrker of wonders, Kedrigern the clever, the kindly,
Magnani nous man mghty in magic."

Bowi ng deeply, Kedrigern said, "I amhonored to neet the beautiful Ti Lung."

Ti Lung was slender and sinuous, a lithe figure clad in iridescent scal es of
the palest gold that glittered as she noved. Her willow grace was a charm ng
contrast to her husband's inposing bul k, her brightness all the brighter
besi de Fingard's tarnished-brass hue. She ducked her head, and | ooked up at
Kedri gern shyly out of eyes |like emerald | ozenges.

"The master of all w zards is too generous to this unworthy person,"” she
said in a voice like crystal bells in the gentlest breeze of the spring.
"Truly all honor is mne, to be noticed by hi mwhose nane is heard with dread
and veneration wherever the sun shines and the rain falls."

A tiny snort of inpatience came from Kedrigern's hood. He cleared his throat
loudly to cover the sound and said, "Ti Lung is as gracious as she is |ovely.
May | present Princess Lalloree? |I'mescorting her back to her father's



ki ngdom far to the south.™

Lal |l oree curtseyed rather stiffly and in a hushed unsteady voice said, "I'm
very pleased to neet you."
The two dragons bowed their heads politely, and Kedrigern went on: "I rmust

congratul ate you on your good fortune, Fingard, and wi sh you ten thousand
years of happi ness together. You nmake a nost attractive couple.™

"Wfe works with water: Running rills, rapid rivers, Lochs, |agoons, and
linpid | akes; Can force forth fierce fl oods

O dry up with dreadful draught. Fingard favors fire, Breathes burning
bri mst one, Spews sul phurous snoke. Together, make terrific twosone."

"I"'msure you do. No fire and flood near settled areas, though, | hope. You
did prom se nme, Fingard."

"Fingard faithful to friend; Gatefully gave H's word to wi zard, Bond of
behavior. "'

"Very good, Fingard. That shows adnmirable self-control. I'mvery proud of
you. "

The dragons exchanged a meani ngful |ook. Fingard gave a steany sigh and
added in an undertone:

"Sometines slip slightly, But wife is watchful —Fl oods flanes forthw th,
Qui ckl'y quenchi ng."

"They do say that opposites attract," Lalloree said, smling nervously.

"Al'l the nore reason to rejoice in your marriage, Fingard. And ny profound
thanks to the vigilant Ti Lung, on behalf of flammble creatures everywhere,"
sai d Kedrigern, bowi ng once again to the gol den dragon. Wth these courtesies
attended to, he asked Fingard, "Wat brings you to the Desol ation of the Loser
Ki ngs? Honeynooni ng? Visiting the fam|y?"

"Taking Ti Lung On sightseeing sojurn—NMgnificent mountains, Col ossa
cataracts, Rushing river, South's splendid spectacles."

"Sout h? You're going south? Past the Inn on the Quter Edge?" Kedrigern asked
excitedly.

Ti Lung softly replied, "Honored nmaster, this unworthy one has |ong yearned
to acquaint herself with the fabled nagnificance of your land, and is already
awed to nunbness by the beauty of this desolation in which we stand. Noble
husband has prom sed even greater spectacles one day's flight to the south,
and this lowy person palpitates with anticipation of wonders that await her
undeservi ng eyes."

"You won't be disappointed, Ti Lung, | assure you. There's sone mnighty
i npressive scenery to the south. You'll |ove the Dragonback Mountains, |'m
sure. | wonder if ... oh, no, 1 nustn't inpose on you," said Kedrigern

rai sing his hands in a gesture of renunciation.
"What ever wi zard wishes It pleases this pair to perform—Ask favor freely,
friend of Fingard."

"Well, you see, we're heading south ourselves, to the Inn on the Quter Edge,
and we've run into some difficulty," Kedrigern began. He proceeded to
summari ze their adventures, assisted by vigorous noddi ng and eager

excl amations of an affirmative nature by Lalloree, and concluded, "In short,
Fingard, we could use a lift, and since you're passing the inn, if you
wouldn't mind ... | realize it's an inposition, and if we weren't in such

straits | wouldn't dream of asking ..
The dragon replied grandly:
"Passengers no problem Fingard feels flattered, Happy he can help."

"Passengers," Lalloree repeated weakly, turning to the wizard with stark
terror in her eyes. Kedrigern felt a sudden stirring in his hood. He knew t hat
he must act with dispatch, before the first shock wore off and Princess and
Lalloree flatly refused to budge fromthis spot.

"We' || just get our things together and be ready to leave in a nonment," he



sai d. Tugging Lalloree aside, he instructed her in an undertone, "Get Handsone
out of the puddle and stick himin your hood. Tell himnot to stay a word, and
don't you let slip that he's a handsone prince. Dragons don't |ike handsone
princes. Go on, look to it." Reaching back to give

his hood a conforting pat, he said softly, "Relax, my dear. W'Ill be at the
inn before dinner tine."
"Keddie, I'Il die of fright," cane a tiny whisper

"There's nothing to fear. Just stay in ny hood and keep your eyes closed."

"Princesses don't fly!l"
"Dragons do, and very well."
"What if we fall off?"

"W won't."
"What if we do!"

"Fingard will catch us before we hit the ground. |I've seen himfly, ny dear
He's one of the best."”

Princess said no nore, but Kedrigern could feel her trenbling inside his
hood. Lalloree returned fromthe puddl e, drying her hands on her cloak, and
with a quick nod assured the wizard that all was well w th Handsome. There was
not hi ng nore to pack, and no reason to delay. Kedrigern handed a water bottle
to Lalloree, took the other one for hinself, and announced their readiness to
depart.

Ti Lung made a confortable cradle of her foreclaws, and Lalloree nestled
snugly inside, |ooking slightly less fearful than she had been. Kedrigern was
rem nded of a child in a swing. He opted for a better view, and seated hinself
on Fingard's back, near the dragon's head, in the depression between the two
great hunps of shoul der nuscle.

Wth a sound like the snap of a pennant in a sharp gust, Fingard unfol ded
his wings. One mghty, whooshing beat, and then another, and up they rose from
a ring of dust into the gray sky, Kedrigern holding his breath and clinging
tightly to one of the hornlike protuberances that jutted from Fingard' s skull.

The dead | and fell away beneath them The horizons opened. Of to the right,
Kedrigern saw the River of Msery, widening as it flowed south; beyond it was
t he deep nassed green of Dark Wod, and beyond that the cold gray of the
Barren Mountains. Far ahead, on this side of the river, |ooned the |ower,
| onger range known as the Dragonback Muntains. Lalloree's hone lay on the
ot her side of those jagged peaks, and one day soon he would take her there.
But Princess cane first, and Lalloree would just have to wait until he had
found Arl ebar.

The panorama was so vast, the ride itself so exhilarating,

that Kedrigern forgot all else in the sheer delight of the journey. He had
done sone flying in his younger days, but it had all been very businesslike
and net hodi cal: short-range, |owlevel, point-to-point heats as a nerlin or
kestrel, strictly to denonstrate his shape-changing skills. Now he was free to
enj oy the experience of being airborne for its own sake, and he loved it. Once
this quest was over, he prom sed hinmself, he and Princess would take a | ong
trip. Ordinarily, he loathed travel, but it was quite different by air. They
woul d go as sonething big and sturdy. Al batrosses, say. It would not require
an excessive amount of nagic, and it was really a nmarvel ous way to see the
count rysi de.

The t hought of Princess's metanorphosis jolted Kedrigern out of his innocent
wool gat hering. He was getting ahead of hinmself. There were problens to be
sol ved before any trips could be taken, and the problens were of a nature that
m ght preclude any future shape-changing on the part of his w fe. Having been
turned froma beautiful princess into a toad, then back into a beautiful
princess, and now back to a toad, she m ght understandably be reluctant to
attenpt any further transformations. And he hinself, for all his skill and



know edge, could take warning fromher variegated history. Perhaps it was best
to let well enough alone. If nmen were neant to fly, they would have been given
dr agons.

There had been no sound or nmotion fromhis hood for some time. Turning his
head, he said, "Are you all right back there, mny dear?"
"Are we | andi ng?" said a wee, frightened voice.
"Not quite yet. Soon."
"Ask me when we've | anded."

Kedrigern perceived that his enthusiasmfor flying was not shared. O
course, traveling in a hood is not the height of confort, and deprives one of
the chief joy of flight, namely the grand vista of the world at one's feet.
Real i zing this, he asked, "My dear, have you | ooked out?"
"“No!
"You'd feel different if you did, |I'msure."
"I'd feel nauseous."
"It's really quite striking. Marvel ous view"

"I don't want to |l ook down and see a ot of enptiness. | want to be on solid
ground. Preferably danp ground. Can't you nake Fingard hurry?"

"He's flying as fast as he can. It won't be nuch longer." And indeed it was
not, for even as Kedrigern spoke, he saw the snmoke rising fromthe chi meys of
the Inn on the Quter Edge. Fingard and Ti Lung nade a snooth descent to a

| evel stretch of ground across the road fromthe main entrance. Wth a

t hought f ul ness sel dom encountered i n dragons, and which Kedrigern credited to
the gentling influence of Ti Lung, they circled so as to avoid an overflight
of the stables, thus sparing the domestic |ivestock some anxi ous nonents.

"Thank you, Fingard. It was a delightful trip," Kedrigern said as soon as
his feet touched the ground.

"Fi ngard good friend—Happy to help Wzard in want, Serve stranded sorcerer
Pl ease pretty princess."

Lall oree sprang lightly to the ground, and at once turned to plant a kiss on
her mount's cool gol den cheek, saying, "Thank you, Ti Lung. That was
wonderful]" She turned to Fingard, as if to bestow on hima sinmlar token of
appreci ation, but hesitated at the sight of his spiny, prickly, bristling hide
and finally settled for a friendly pat on the snooth | eadi ng edge of his wing.
Uneasy at the display of gratitude, the dragon said awkwardly:

"Tinme to travel on
Swiftly speed sout hward
Seeki ng sceni c splendors. ™"

"This unworthy one is overwhelmed by joy to have been of use to such
paragons of wi sdom and beauty,"” Ti Lung added. "And now is tine to renbve our
hunbl e sel ves and seek the wonders of your nagnificent |and."

Wthout further ado they lifted off, described a great lazy half-circle, and
with a farewell dipping of w ngs, headed for the mountains to the south.
Kedrigern and Lalloree returned the salute and stood watching until the
dragons had vani shed, then the wi zard turned and took a good | ook at the Inn
on the CQuter Edge.

It was a sizeable establishnent, with a large main building

and several outbuildings, all in decent repair. For all the tales that were
told of it, the inn | ooked surprisingly ordinary and very quiet. Wile the
ordi nari ness was reassuring to Kedrigern, the quiet was not. He reasoned that
anypl ace where a pair of dragons could | and, discharge passengers, and take
of f again w thout so much as one curious glance froma slavey or stable boy
was bound to be accustoned to the unusual. It behooved himto be prudent, he
t hought, until he knew the situation better

Lalloree jarred his reflections with a question. "Uncle Keddie, why do they
tal k that way?"



"What way? Who, the dragons?"
"Yes. They tal k funny, don't they?"

"Not for dragons. Ti Lung is a bit nmore courteous in her speech than nost
peopl e you nmeet, | suppose, but | wouldn't say she tal ks funny."
"Fi ngard does."

"That's just his alliteration. He's fromthe north."
"Does everyone talk that way in the north?"
"Only dragons and poets."

"Are we down? |Is it safe to come out?" asked a small voice from Kedrigern's
hood.

"Yes, ny dear, we're safe and sound. There's the inn,
doze of f?"

"I fainted," Princess said indignantly.

"I regret any disconfort you' ve suffered, ny dear. At least it's all over,
and we're safely here. I'll see about getting us a meal and soneplace to
sleep. We'll need horses, too. And supplies.”

"I"d I'i ke some danp noss," Princess said.

In a nuffl ed voice fromthe recesses of Lalloree's hood, Handsone added, "So
would I."

"I'"ll do ny best to nmake confortable arrangenments for all of us," Kedrigern
said. "I think our best course is to tell the truth, but not too much of it."

"I prefer that you say nothing about nme. | don't want to nmeet new people
| ooking like this,"” Princess said.

"I feel the same way," said Handsone.

"Al'l right. Just stay in the hoods and don't speak, that's all. I'mgoing to
tell the innkeeper who | am and say that |'ve been asked to escort a young
| ady back to her famly after a tragic betrothal. You'll have to | ook tragic,
Lal |l oree. ™

he replied. "Did you

"Il try, Uncle Keddie," she said brightly.

"Start now. I'lIl say that | want to neet with nmy renowned col | eague Arl ebar
while I'min the nei ghborhood. Soneone here is sure to know the way to his
hone. Renenber, now. silence and a tragic deneanor, and all wll be well."

The i nnkeeper was not obliging. Harry was his name, and he was a bal d,
bearded, serious-mannered fellow with a nose |like a soft roseate gourd. He
listened with respectful attention to the wi zard' s account of his travels,
adding a nod or a synpathetic grunt at the proper intervals. Wen Kedrigern
was finished, Harry thoughtfully rubbed the bul bous tip of his nose between
thunb and forefinger for a time before observing, "Busy journey you' ve had,
Mast er Kedrigern."

"I't was rather taxing," the wi zard all owed.

"Ch, aye, taxing. You'll be wanting clean confortable beds and sonme good

food after such a journey."

"We' ve been thinking of nothing else.”

"Ch, aye. | wish | could help you."

"Surely, Harry, in an establishnment this size ..

"Ah, well, you see, Master Kedrigern, it's the height of the questing
season. W've got little bands and troops and fell owships fromall over
creation, not to nmention those as cones fromthe Qther Places. And there's the
roons that up and di sappear on us every now and then. It's no easy thing
running a place like this, I tell you."

"I don't require a suite, Harry. As long as the young | ady has safe and
confortable lodging, | can put up with the nost austere accommopdations.”

"Well, I'll see what | can do, Master Kedrigern. If it was anyone but a
great wizard like yourself, I'd tell himit's a pile of clean straw in the
stable or nothing," the innkeeper said. "But | don't think it's good busi ness
to treat wizards like that."

"You're right, Harry. It isn't,"” Kedrigern said, smling pleasantly.

"While | |1ook around, you and the young | ady night want to go and have a



good tuck in. Rabbit stew today, hot and spicy. Al natural ingredients, too,
no magi ¢ added. Plenty of fresh bread. Best ale east of the river."
"An excell ent suggestion, Harry. W will dine, and await your news."

Kedrigern and Lalloree entered the spacious dining roomof the inn by a
smal | side door, their arrival noticed by only a few of those within. The
wi zard guided Lallorcc to a table in a shadow corner, and seated her where
she was shielded fromthe general view. He placed his own chair so as to be
able to inspect the room unobtrusively.

The occupants of the dining roomwere odd and varied. Mst of themwere
ordi nary human bei ngs—archers, woodsnen, thieves, swordsmen, and a few cl oaked
figures whom Kedrigern recogni zed as fellow practitioners, though none of any
standi ng. Here and there, surrounded by a faint glow or a vague shimering in
the air, were others not so ordinary.

Kedrigern's exam nation of his fellow diners was interrupted by a tiny
whi sper fromhis hood. "You didn't ask about Arlebar," Princess said.

"Al'l in good tine, my dear," he responded softly.

"Well, he's our only reason for conming here, isn't he? | nean, why cone al
this way and not even nmention his nane?"

"In dealing with wizards, it's usually best to—talloree, don't stare!l"

Kedri gern said sharply.

Lal | oree's head snapped around to face him her eyes still wi de in stunned
amazement. "Uncle Keddie . . . those . . . those creatures,"” she said dazedly.
At a table along the side of the roomnear the hearth, a man envel oped in
blue flame was conversing earnestly with a yell owed skeleton clad in rotting
silks. A nuscular giant with rough brown skin and gl ossy green hair and beard

sat between them listening intently. On his shoul der was perched a
transl ucent |ady about a hand' s-breadth tall, with iridescent wings. Little
dots of light swarned and swirled in the air above her head.

"Ch, they're just sone questing fellowship. As Harry said, it's the peak of
t he questing season right now. "

"But they're strange,"”

"You may see stranger things before we | eave. This place borders on the
i mpossi ble, and there's a lot of crossing back and forth."

"Uncl e Keddie, |I'mscared."

"Fear not, fair maid," cane a bold little voice fromher hood. "Though I am
but a toad, ny strength and devotion are at your service."

"Not so | oud, Handsomne," Kedrigern adnoni shed hi m

"I merely wished the lady to know that she is not without a willing
chanpi on. "

"Chival rous of you, Handsone, but it's not necessary. There's no danger as
long as Lalloree doesn't stare, doesn't point, doesn't cry out in
ast oni shment, and doesn't talk to anyone.™

"What' Il | do, Uncle Keddie?" she nobaned. "It'll be so boring\"

"Once you get a room stay in it. Keep the door |ocked. If you get too
bored, sing to yourself."

The barmai d placed a steami ng bow of thick rabbit stew before them and
left a loaf of bread and a jug of ale. They fell to at once. The stew was
delicious, the bread crisp and no nore than a day old, the ale excellent, and
their appetites ravenous. To dine well at an inn was a rare feat in
Kedrigern's experience; to dine in any public place was entirely new to
Lal | oree; consequently, they ate in appreciative silence, their attention
focused on the bow before them

As Kedrigern nmopped up the last of his stew, Princess asked sotto voce,
"What about us? What are Handsone and | supposed to eat?"

"I"ll save sonme bread and nake little pellets.™
"That's hardly a feast."



"I can't order a dish of flies. If you' re patient, I'mcertain that once we

have a room you'll have all the flies you could ask for."
"Harry said there were no roons."
"Never fear. He'll find sonething for us," Kedrigern whispered over his

shoul der. d ancing out over the dimy lit room he saw a famliar figure
approaching their table and said, "Here he conmes now. Not another word unti
we're settled.”

Harry stood before the table for a nonent, massagi ng his nose. Kedrigern
invited himto join them but the host declined the offer, saying, "Ah, thank
you, Master Kedrigern, but | have too nuch work waiting. |I'm having trouble
finding a roomfor you."

"That's not good, Harry."

"But | think I may have found something suitable for the young | ady," the
i nnkeeper qui ckly added.

"Much better."

"I't's a wagon what |'ve had on hand since last fall. Perfect accomvbdati ons
for alady, it is, too. It belonged to that nice little princess what got
herself carried off by the afreet. You nmust know all about it, being a w zard
and all."

"I haven't heard a word, Harry. News travels slowy in Dark Wod. An afreet,
you say? They don't generally operate in these parts, do they?"

Harry pulled up a chair, seated hinself, and | eaning forward over the table
said in a low confidential voice, "It's the first afreet anyone in this place
ever saw, Master Kedrigern. Mist have been brought in here during the Wzards'
Wars and never used, and then just forgotten. The poor little princess was
sitting over there, by the wi ndow, when she nust have set off the spell. All
of a sudden, there was this big afreet leering at her—fair filled the room he
di d—and then they both vani shed."

"Amazi ng. Has anyone tried to bring her back?"

"There was one young lad tried his hand at it, but he didn't have nuch | uck
As a matter of fact, we lost him too."

"Ch dear."

"After that, | discouraged further attenpts. Especially by the wild young
| ot you' ve got working magic these days. Anyway, Master Kedrigern, the nice
little wagon she was traveling in, that didn't vanish. Her servants all ran
off in a panic and took the horses, but |'ve got the wagon out back in a shed.
| keeps it nice and clean, just in case she gets back sonehow, but | don't
much expect to see her again."

"It's unlikely you will. Afreets are a possessive lot."

"Well, then, maybe the young | ady would consider staying init. It's very
confortable, and snug as a nitten."

Kedrigern turned to Lalloree. "Shall we inspect this wagon, ny |ady?"

"I'f you wish, Uncle Keddie," she said denurely.

"Anot her good feature about this wagon," Harry informed them as they nade
their way fromthe room "It's got a mice wide driver's seat, all cushioned,
wi th a canopy overhead. Even has a curtain, against the rain. If you don't
m nd sl eepi ng outside, you could keep right close to the young | ady and nake
sure she's absolutely safe during the night."

"We'| | see, Harry," said the wi zard cautiously.

The host paused at the bar to light a lantern. Taking the | ead, he started

across the spacious innyard. As they passed

the stables, Kedrigern noticed a particularly fine warhorse. He asked Harry to
stop so he mght have a cl oser | ook

"A splendid animal, Master Kedrigern," the innkeeper said warnmy, raising
the Iantern higher. "Belongs to Conrad Coeur du Per de |la Tour Bris6e, he
does. This whole string of horses is all his."



"Do you think Sir Conrad mght be willing to sell us a pair?"

"Ch, no, Master Kedrigern. He's on a great guest, Sir Conrad is. He cane
here sone days ago, himand his squire and cook, and a minstrel, and a brute
of a swordsman. He still needs three nore people to fill out his band, and
he's been holding interviews every day. Once he gets themall together, he'l
need every one of these horses."

"Too bad. We need horses ourselves."

"I'f you was to go on quest with Sir Conrad, he'd give you the horses."

"I"'malready conmitted to a quest, Harry, and it's very inportant to ne.
Per haps there are other horses about."

"Ch, aye, plenty of horses. But none for sale.”

"I'n that case, we may be with you for a while. Let's see that wagon."

The wagon of the unfortunate princess turned out to be a charnm ng
conveyance, expertly designed to be twice as roony inside as it appeared to be
fromoutside. It had been kept spotlessly tidy. The cushi ons were plunp, the
linen was clean, and there were fresh flowers in a crystal vase on the neat
little dressing table. Lalloree was delighted, and declared for it at once.
Leavi ng her to poke about inside, Kedrigern and Harry wi thdrew to exami ne the
driver's seat. It was indeed spacious, confortable, and sheltered fromthe
weat her.

"It has its points, Harry," the wizard said. "Still, | was hoping for a
room"

"It's not as if | was charging for it, Master Kedrigern. There'd be no
charge, not to a wizard |ike yourself."

"Ah. But what if the princess returns? Wrse yet, what if the afreet cones
back for the wagon? It's risky."

"Ch, but you could put a spell on it to protect the pair of you. That'd be
nothing to you, Mster Kedrigern."

"l suppose | could do sonmething like that."

"You' d be doing my establishnent a great honor, Master Kedrigern. I'll throw

in meals, if you take the wagon."

"Ale, too?"
"Al'l you want."
"Done," said the wi zard, extending his hand.

Even as the two nen clasped to seal the agreenent, cries of delighted
surprise were coming fromw thin as Lalloree acquainted herself with the
contents of drawers, chests, and cupboards. When Harry had | eft, Kedrigern
clinmbed inside. He found Lalloree flushed w th excitement, gorgeous robes
pi |l ed about, and Handsone seated in a shallow bow on the tiny wash stand,
| ooking on foldly.

"Ch, Uncle Keddie, |look at all these wonderful gowns! And there's a whole
drawer of lovely slippers, and a cupboard full of cloaks! Wat a grand pl ace
you found! It's a thousand times nicer than that dreary old Mon Chagrin! Thank
you, Uncle Keddie," Lalloree babbled as she dashed about, picking up a gown,
tossing the first aside for a second, holding up first one, then another
mat chi ng slippers to gowns to robes to cloaks and generally behaving like a
child on a particularly successful birthday. Princess hopped to Kedrigern's

shoul der, watched for a time, and gave a small, sad sigh
"Alas! WII | ever be a beautiful princess again?" she said.

"Before you know it, nmy dear. |I'lIl start asking about Arlebar in the
nmorni ng. Wy don't you have a good splash, and then we'll all turn in."

"Not that | doubt your power, oh mghty mage," said Handsone, "but what if
the afreet really does decide to come back for the wagon?"

"I'f the afreet, or anything el se, cones near this wagon, he, she, it, or
they will regret it. Trust ne, Handsonme, and get a good night's sleep. You and
I will sleep on the driver's bench, and let the | adies enjoy the privacy of
t he wagon. Hop to it, my boy."



Ei ght
swordsman, giant, squire, knight, mnstrel, wastrel, sorcerer, sprite
LALLOREE WAS CONTENT to spend the next day reveling in the contents of the
wagon, every item of which seened to fit as if nmade to her neasure. Kedrigern
brought her a generous breakfast, picked two |arge clunps of sopping wet npss
for Princess and Handsome, and left the trio in the wagon under the protection
of a spell. He had work to do.

The inn was surprisingly busy. It seemed even nore crowded than it had the
day before, though Kedrigern had heard no new arrivals in the night. As he
| ooked around, he saw that the newconmers were not of the kind whose arrival
was heral ded by hoof beats or creaking wheels. They were all from QG her Pl aces.

The ghosts were the | east troubl esome of the lot. They did cause sonething
of a chill when they passed, or when he passed through them but they took up
no roomat all, being quite insubstantial. The pixies, elves, and | eprechauns
were decent little folk, but their dimnutive size nade it necessary for him
to watch his step, and the fairies darting about in the air had himblinking
and ducking his head until he realized that they were being playful, and that
there was no danger of a collision. He ceased flinching at their near m sses,
and they soon left him al one.

The green-haired giant and his gossaner conpani on were seated by thensel ves
in a corner. The skeleton and the bUrn-

i ng man were nowhere in sight. The other tables were occupied by ordinary
humans. Kedrigern made his way through the crowded roomto the bar, where
Harry was filling a large piggin with ale. Wien it was filled to brinmng, he
placed it on the w ndow | edge beside two others, and started filling a fourth.
A huge hand appeared at the wi ndow and took two of the piggins.

"Good norning, Master Kedrigern," said the i nnkeeper w thout pausing in his
| abors. "I trust you slept well."

"A nost relaxing night, Harry. | see you're busy this norning."

"Ch, | amindeed. Those giants do have a thirst," Harry said, placing the
fourth piggin on the window | edge just in tinme for a pair of enornpbus hands to
snatch up both. "Drowning their sorrows, so to speak."

"One seldom thinks of giants as being sentinmental,"” Kedrigern observed.

"This |l ot have had a hard blow, " said Harry, taking up another piggin. "Lost
someone very close to them they have."

"Sorry to hear it."

"Ch, base ingratitude!" a deep voice outside the w ndow runbled, and a
di fferent but equally reverberant basso profundo added, "Thoughtl ess,

t hankl ess, heartless minx!"

"It's that Snow White," the innkeeper said indignantly. "She up and wal ked
out on them after all they've done for her. Took her in when she was running
for her life, they did, and hid her fromthat w cked stepnother of hers, and
all they asked in return was a little help in keeping the place tidy. A bit of
cl eani ng and dusting and washi ng, sone cooki ng and nmendi ng, a spot of
gardening—+tittle enough to ask of a healthy girl. But she clainmed that keeping
house for seven giants was taking up all her time and wearing her to a
frazzle. Said she hadn't a free nmoment to keep a | ookout for a handsone
prince, and if one should happen to come by he wouldn't | ook at her tw ce, she
being so worn out and bedraggled with all the work."

Kedri gern shook his head and nade a little clucking sound of disapproval.
"That's your biggest problemw th princesses. They all expect a handsone
prince to come along and marry them and live happily ever after.”

"Aye, that's true enough, Master Kedrigern."
"There are some pretty sorry speci nens of handsonme prince

out there, too. | heard of one king's son who kissed a beautiful princess and



sent her and her entire household into a deep sleep. Soneone finally had to
send for an old witch to come and prick everyone's finger with a spindle in
order to get them noving again. By then, the king's son was a | aughi ngstock in
all the neighboring kingdons. Poor fellow wandered of f and becane a hermt.
Handsone princes are not what they used to be, Harry."

"Indeed they are not. Nor are the princesses, either. This Snow Wite,
now—what did she do but go off and find herself a position with seven dwarfs."

Kedrigern rai sed an eyebrow and nodded thoughtfully. "I imagine that cuts
her wor kl oad consi derably."
"Well, there's no denying that it's easier to keep house for seven dwarfs

than for seven giants, Master Kedrigern, but all the sanme, it's a shocking
di splay of ingratitude," Harry said, placing another piggin on the w ndow
| edge. "But that's howit is these days. People are all out for thenselves."
"I"'mafraid so, Harry."

"And cruel, too. You wouldn't believe the cruelty that's about. It's a
terrible world."

"It is indeed. Al the nore reason for us to performwhatever little
ki ndnesses cone to hand. Wi ch remnds me, Harry, do you know the way to
Arl ebar's house?"
"Arl ebar?" the innkeeper repeated with an expression of bew | dernent.
"Arlebar the venerable wi zard. He |lives somewhere to the south, and since
m headed that way, 1'd like to pay a call and wish himwell."
"That's decent of you, Master Kedrigern. Let nme think, now Arlebar ... is
it Arlebar what does the transnutati on of base nmetal s?"

"I"mal nbst certain he doesn't. That sort of thing is strictly for the
al chem sts. Arlebar is a respected elder w zard. Very elder."
"Does he conjure up denpbns?"

"Not to my know edge. Last | heard, he was retired, giving | essons now and
then. Transformation spells, nostly."

Harry rubbed the rounded tip of his nose thoughtfully. "Arlebar
Arl ebar the elder wi zard. Transformation spells,” he repeated, frowning in the
effort of concentration.
Kedri gern was aware of soneone beside him He turned

and found hinself eye to eye with a heavy-browed scowing nman in a dusty
traveling cloak. The man took a step back and with his hands on his hips,

| ooked fromw zard to i nnkeeper, then fixed his steady gaze on the wi zard. As
t he cl oak opened, Kedrigern glinpsed a richly enbroidered tunic and the handl e
of a dagger.

"l heard the nane of Arlebar,"’
accusati on.

"You did, ny lord, you did indeed," said Harry cauti ously.

Slipping his hand into his tunic and resting his fingertips on his
nmedal | i on, just as a precaution, Kedrigern said, "I've been making inquiries
about Arlebar. Is he a friend of yours?"

"Never saw himin ny life. Mean to, though, and soon. Wio are you?"

The man was confoundedly pushy, Kedrigern thought. A sharp reply seened
war rant ed, but he checked his tongue. The man had done not hi ng threatening; he
was nmerely rude. And if he knew anything at all about Arlebar, it would be
foolish to offend him
"I am Kedrigern of Silent Thunder Muntain," he announced.

The reaction was astoni shing. The scow disappeared fromthe stranger's
face, giving way in an instant to a | ook of delight. "Kedrigern . . . Master
Kedrigern ... the great sorcerer of Dark Wod!" said the nan.

"Wzard, actually," Kedrigern said, smling
"But that's the sane thing as a sorcerer, isn't it?"
"It's fairly close.”

"Master Kedrigern, forgive my brusque manner. |'m under sonething of a

strain these days. Can you spare nme a few nonments?"

said the stranger, as if he were naking an



"Of course,” said the w zard

He foll owed the stranger to a corner of the roomwhere they could speak
wi t hout being overheard. As they seated thensel ves, a nuscul ar swordsman with
bul gi ng shoul ders and a shaven head took up a stance between them and the rest
of the patrons.

"Rospax will see that no one disturbs us," the man expl ai ned.

"I don't doubt it," said Kedrigern, glancing at the huge bl ade that hung in
a plain scabbard at the swordsman's back. It was alnost as tall as he was.

"I am Conrad Cocur du Per de la Tour Brisee, and | amon a quest. | seek the
Magic Fly," said the man.

Kedrigern scratched his chin. "I don't believe | ever heard . . . Mgic fly,
you say?"

"Correct, Master. Actually it is no fly, but a distant cousin under an
enchantnent. She is a very beautiful |ady of noble birth. I nust find her and
free her."

"I see.”
"The wi zard Arlebar, 1 have heard, knows the spell to disenchant her.'
"An interesting coincidence, Conrad. |I'm |l ooking for Arlebar nyself."

"Then you will join ny quest!" Conrad said, reaching across the table and
clasping Kedrigern's forearmin a manly
grinp.

"I"d be glad to ride along, but | don't see any real need for ny services if
Arl ebar knows—

Conrad, with vigorous manual gestures and nuch head-shaki ng, silenced the

wi zard and said intently, "There is a need, Master. | nust have you as part of
the quest. It's all in the spell. | can't change it."
"Perhaps if you could explain ..."

"Under the ternms of the spell, ny cousin Lazica must be sought by a picked

band of eight questers, constituted as follows: swordsman, giant, squire,
knight, minstrel, wastrel, sorcerer, sprite," said Conrad, counting off each
title on a finger. "OF course, | ama knight, and have a squire. My cook,
fortunately, is a wastrel. | know Rospax from a nunber of canpai gns we fought
together, so he is ny swordsman. On the very day we left, a minstrel turned up
at ny gates, seeking a place in my service." Conrad paused, then said, "He's
not much of a minstrel, but I was pressed for tine."

"Your quest was off to an auspicious start."

"I ran into trouble imediately. It's a lot easier to find mnstrels and
swordsnen than it is to find giants, sorcerers, and sprites. | wandered for
weeks, searching, and was beginning to grow desperate. Then | net an old
friend who told me of the Inn on the Quter Edge. He said I1'd be likely to find
anything | needed here."

"And have you?"

"Only yesterday, | signed up a giant and a sprite, and now |I've found ny

sorcerer."

"Wzard, actually," Kedrigern corrected him

"C ose enough. And since you, too, seek Arlebar, we'll be doing each other a

favor."

"Do you know where to find Arl ebar?"

"l have clear directions to his house."
"He's said to nove around a lot."

"But he always returns hone."

Kedri gern nodded. He wanted time to wei gh the proposition. Conrad, seeing
his hesitation, |eaned forward and said, "Though a wastrel, nmy cook is a
master of the culinary arts. You'll eat like a prince. And | have the best
horses in six kingdons."

"lI've seen them Marvel ous animals."



"You'll have your pick—ay own steed excepted, of course.”

It was a fair offer. Conrad had a point about their both being after the
same goal. He al so had directions and horses. And supplies and a good cook
Still, it never hurt to bargain.

"I must make a few things clear, Conrad," the wi zard said. "Once |'ve
| earned what | seek from Arlebar, it may be necessary for me to | eave the
conmpany to pursue nmy own quest."

"No problemthere. A certain anmount of attrition is normal. What's inportant
is to start out with the full conplenment as called for in the spell."

"Good. There is also the question of Princess Lalloree. |'ve promsed to
conduct her safely to her father's kingdom once nmy quest is done."

Wth a dismssive wave of his hand, Conrad said, "Wat you do when the quest
is over is no concern of mine."

"Yes, but she's with me now, here at the inn, and | nmust bring her along."
"A princess? On ny quest?"

"It's been done."
"Not by Conrad Coeur du Ferde la Tour Brisee, it hasn't."

"She's a very small princess. Hardly nore than a child. Beautiful singing
voi ce. Loads of fun," Kedrigern said.

Conrad appeared to soften. "Sings, does she?" he asked.
"Incessantly. And sweetly."
"I love to hear a woman sing," Conrad said softly.

"Then Lalloree will nmake you very happy. It's good to have a princess al ong

on a quest, Conrad. Keeps people on

their best behavior. CGets themto wash a bit nore often. Beneficial al
around. "
"Al'l right, Mster Kedrigern. She can cone."
"Can you provide a horse and a tent for her?"
"Horse, yes. Tent, no."
"She must have her privacy, Conrad.”
"l don't have a tent."

They pondered the problemin silence for a time, Kedrigern growi ng steadily
nore annoyed at the conplications that had intruded into a perfectly
strai ghtforward quest. He should never have agreed to take Lall oree hone.
Conrad shoul d have thought of tents. Wat kind of man goes on a | ong quest
wi thout tents? What el se had Conrad overl ooked?

"The baggage wagon! 1 could rearrange the baggage wagon so Princess Lalloree
can stay in it. Wuld that do?" Conrad asked.
"I think it mght. Yes, it would, Conrad."
"Good, then it's settled. There's nothing else, is there?"
"There's only the pet toads."
"Pet toadsT
"She's very attached to them"

"What kind of princess keeps pet toads? What is this Lalloree like, anyway?
She sounds odd to ne," Conrad said uneasily.

"She's a charming little creature. Fond of animals, that's all."

"I like animals nyself, but pet toads . . . What if one of the toads spots
the Magic Fly before | do?

"Il assune full responsibility for their good behavior. They're very quiet
and cl ean. They have the manners of a prince and a princess."

"Al'l right, Master Kedrigern, if you'll vouch for them | take it we're
agreed, and you're joining us?"
"I am When do we | eave?"

"You're the last one | need. I'll be ready to leave in the norning, if that
suits you."

"Excellent. No point in dawdling. Is there any chance of meeting the others
bef ore departure?”

Conrad scratched his cl ose-cropped head. "Well, Rospax is right here. Not



much for tal king, Rospax, but you won't find a mghtier swordsman. And Gyl ore
and Anlorel are over there at the corner table. 1'Il take you over and
i ntroduce you.

And you' ve already net nme. That |eaves Ponttry, Mheen, and Smeak. |'ll need
Ponttry to get ny things in order, and Sneak will be seeing to the supplies.
"Il send Maheen to give you a hand with your baggage. How s that?"

"Very generous, but we're traveling light. There's really no need."

"\What ever you say. But I'll be glad to send himif you should think of
somet hing. Just get word to ne," Conrad said, rising. "Cone and neet Rospax."
At Conrad's conmand, the swordsman who had been standing guard turned to
face them Wth thick, scarred arnms fol ded across his broad chest, he | ooked
at the wizard with objective professional antagonism Hi s eyes were as col d,

hard, and enotionl ess as stones, and Kedrigern felt a chill at contact.
"Rospax, this is Kedrigern, the great wizard of Silent Thunder Mbuntain.

He's coming with us on the quest. He's a friend," said Conrad slowy.
"Friend," Rospax repeated in a |ow grow, nodding his scarred, shaven head.
"I'"ve taught himnot to shake hands. Had to, really. He kept crushing

peopl e's fingers," Conrad expl ai ned.
At Conrad's words, a monmentary glimer of nostalgia lit up the swordsman's

icy eyes, but it died at once. To Kedrigern, he said, "If anyone hurt ny
friend, | smte hima great blow"
"Thank you, Rospax. I'll remenber that, in case a smiting situation should

arise," Kedrigern said, smling.
"Pleasure all mine," Rospax grow ed.

As Conrad led the way to the corner table, he said over his shoul der, "I
t hi nk Rospax l|ikes you. He generally has to know soneone for a while before he
offers to smite people for him"

"Fortunate. | don't get on that well with swordsmen, as a rule.”

"Just don't show fear, and you'll be all right. Here we are," Conrad said,
stopping before a table in the corner where the green-bearded giant sat with
the sprite perched on his shoulder. "Gylorel and Anlorel, neet Kedrigern the
great wi zard. He's joined our quest."

Since the giant was at eye-level with themwhile seated, he did not rise.
The sprite rose fromher perch and circled them

| eaving the men haloed in glittering notes of light. Returning to her place,
she said in a sweet tinkling voice, "W are pleased to neet the w zard
Kedrigern."
"And |I'm happy to neet you, ny lady."

At his words, she gave a little silvery laugh, and the giant shifted in his
seat with a soft rustling sound and snmiled at them "This is no lady, this is

my sprite. Call her Anlorcl," he said in a deep voice. "I amGylorel. | take
it you are to be the quest's sorcerer.”

"I am |I'ma w zard, actually, but for purposes of this quest | count as a
sorcerer.” There was an awkward silence as the four |ooked at one anot her

politely smling, and Kedrigern broke it by asking, "Wat's becone of the two
gentl emen you were with last evening, if | may ask?"

"They' ve gone on a quest for elvish gold. W tried to talk themout of it,
but it's no use talking to a skeleton. And a burning nman is even worse. They
t hi nk they know everything, those burning nen," said Gyl orel
"Bl ue ones, especially,"” Anlorel added.

"I avoid elvish gold, nyself. It's tricky stuff,"” said Kedrigern

"Exactly what we tried to tell those two. But would they listen?" Gylore
said with m|d annoyance.

"M ght as well teach good nmanners to a troll," said Anlorel

Bri skly rubbing his hands together, Conrad said, "Wll, we have our

guesters, so there's no need to hang about here any |onger. W | eave tonorrow.



W' || assenmble in the courtyard at dawn."

"Good. This place is too snmall," Gylorel said.
Conrad and Kedrigern left the roomtogether. As they passed the bar, the
wi zard observed Harry still busy filling piggin after piggin and having them

vani sh out the wi ndow as soon as he put themon the | edge.

"You were fortunate to get Gylorel. He's a nice size of giant,'
said to Conrad

"Ch, yes. Those other fellows are nuch too big. Just imagi ne keeping them
fed! And they insist on working as a group—they wanted ne to hire all seven.
Well, | can't have that. And hiring Gylorel, | got ny sprite, too, without a
| ot of searching.”
"A stroke of luck," Kedrigern said.
Conrad frowned. He gripped the wi zard' s arm and shook

the w zard

his head sharply. "Please, Master Kedrigern—ever use that word if there's a
chance of their overhearing. Wrds like 'stroke' or 'chop' upset them
terribly. So does the sight of an axe. Wen they're not traveling, Gylorel is
atree, and Anlorel is his dryad."
"I see. Thank you for the warning, Conrad. 1'll be careful."

"Sst! Master Kedrigern!" said the innkeeper in a strained whisper. He
gestured for the wizard to cone to the bar

Wth a parting salute to Conrad, Kedrigern went to Harry, who was still
putting piggins of ale on the wi ndow | edge, from which they di sappeared as
fast as he replaced them He |ooked harrassed and anxi ous.
"I's everything all right?" Kedrigern asked.

"It's these giants, Master Kedrigern," Harry answered in a hushed voice.
"I"mbeginning to worry. They're drinking a terrible ot of ale.™

"I imagine giants have a greater capacity than nost people, Harry."

"What if they turn nmean? Or get sick? |Inmagine seven sick giants staggering
about here, Master Kedrigern!"

"Ch dear. Yes, | see what you nean."
"Can you do anything to help? I'"'mnot a rich man, but |I'll pay you a fair
price."

Kedri gern nodded tolerantly. He was by now accustoned to the convention that
when it comes to discussing paynent, there are no rich men.

"I can do sonething for you, Harry. Al | want in return is a couple of good
heavy quilts and a pair of pillows for Lalloree. Cean ones, mnd you."

"Done, Master Kedrigern."

"Il just go to the wagon and m x sonmething up, and 1'll be right back."

As he crossed the innyard, Kedrigern heard a |oud thud from behind the
stables and felt the ground shudder under him The giants were further al ong
than Harry had expected. Di smayed by the thought of one of them collapsing
onto the wagon in which his conpanions waited, he stepped out briskly. The
potion he had in mnd was a sinple one, and he could have thrown it together
easily at the bar, but he preferred to work in privacy. In his profession, it
did not do to denystify.

The interior of the wagon | ooked |ike the aftermath of a hurricane in a
clothes press. Lalloree stood in the mddle of a

chaos of shoes, gowns, cloaks, and linens, wearing a sinple blue gown that

accented her youthful figure and fairly illum nated the gold of her hair. She
smled radiantly upon the w zard.

"Isn't it lovely, Uncle Keddie? Don't | | ook absol utely gorgeous?" she
excl ai med.

"It's her color, Keddie," Princess said. "I wish | could wear blue."

"You | ook very nice, Lalloree. Listen, everyone—+ have sonme very good news,"
said the w zard
"I can keep it! That's the good news, isn't it, Uncle Keddie? | can keep



this beautiful gown, and the black slippers, and—=

"My news is of sonmewhat nore i medi ate rel evance to our original purpose
Lal loree. |'ve becone acquainted with a gentl eman nanmed Conrad Coeur du Per de
la Tour Brisee, who knows where to find Arlebar. |1've joined this fellow s
qgquest, and he's agreed to provide all our supplies, plus a wagon for you and a
horse for ne. It's an excellent proposition. W |eave in the norning."
"What about us?" Princess asked.

"1 informed Conrad that Princess Lalloree would wish to keep her pet toads
safely in the wagon, and they were not to be disturbed.”
"Pet toad? |'ma princess!" Princess cried.

"And |, w se master—though |I'mcertain you had excellent reasons for doing
as you di d—am a handsone prince," added Handsone.

"You both told ne to say nothing about you. | distinctly remenber that,"
said the w zard

In a mld pique, Princess replied, "Well, | certainly didn't tell you to

refer to me as soneone's pet toad. / distinctly renenber that."

"My dear, we mnust be realistic about the dangers that surround us on al
sides. Surely you—and you, too, Handsone—are aware of how val uabl e you are.
Certain powerful spells require an enchanted toad as a key ingredient, and
there are sorcerers and necromancers who would go to any lengths to acquire
one."

"What spells, |earned master?" Handsonme asked after a brief apprehensive
pause.

"Chiefly spells for reanimating the dead."

"And what role does the toad . . . play?"

Kedrigern averted his eyes and | ooked unconfortable. "A very nasty one. It
is always fatal, and quite unpleasantly so."

There was a nonent of solemn silence, and then Princess asked, "How is a pet
toad expected to act, Keddie?"

"Just be a toad. Sit on your danp npss, go 'brereep' every once in a while,
and don't call attention to yourself. Above all, don't say a word to anyone.
That would give it all away."

"How | ong woul d this go on, Keddie? It's bad enough | ooking |like a toad, but
having to act |ike one as well "

"Wth good horses, and barring m schance, we could be at Arlebar's in about
ten days. If he can tell ne the spell those characters at Wzcon used, I'lI
have you back in proper formthe day we neet him™"

"And then, kindly wizard ... if you would spare a noment . . . ?" Handsone
asked.

"Ch, yes, Uncle Keddie, please nake Handsone a handsome prince again,
pl ease'." Lalloree cried.

"I'f I can, I will, but I make no prom ses and | don't want to hear anything
nmore about it until we reach Arlebar's. Right now, | have a bit of work to do,
and you'd better start putting things back in place. W | eave at dawn."

"Uncl e Keddie, I'"'ma princess. | don't know how to put things back in
pl ace," Lalloree said plaintively.

"Now s your chance to learn."
"But | don't want to learn! It's so boringl"

Kedrigern closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then said in a calm
qui et voice, "Lalloree, this wagon and everything in it are the property of a
young | ady who was carried off by an afreet. Afreets are nean, ugly denobns
whose only saving quality is a devotion to their spouses bordering on
uxoriousncss. |If either the young | ady or the afreet should return to a scene
of such disorder, | doubt that all ny magic could save us from severe
i nconveni ence. Get to work, Lalloree,” he concluded, fixing her with a cold
gl are.

"But Uncle Keddie, you could do it so easily, and it's so hard for nme. Al
you have to do is work a little spell, but I'Il be at it all day\"



"Lall oree, ny msguided child, nmagic is not sonmething to be used casually,
as a substitute for work or study. This is why w zards require servants and
libraries. Magic has a spe-

cial purpose, and to use it indiscrimnately has brought many a foolish w zard
to grief. I nyself, when | was young, very nearly . . . well, no need to go
into that. You'll just have to do it yourself," said the w zard. Seeing her
lip start to trenble and her blue eyes brimover, he added gently, "And I'|
see about getting that blue dress for you if you do a good job."

"And the slippers, too, the black slippers? Ch, please, Uncle Keddie!" she
cried, clapping her hands together in an outburst of anticipation

"The slippers, too. But the place has to be in perfect shape.”

"It will be, | pronmise," said Lalloree, gathering up an arnful of cloaks and
headi ng for the closet.

Kedrigern cleared a workspace on the little dressing table, drew pouches and
vials fromvarious pockets, and proceeded to mx a potion for Harry to use on
t he bi bul ous giants. Despite the size and nunber of the intended recipients,

t he amount he prepared was quite small; Kedrigern used only the best
ingredients, and was a firmbeliever in quality over mere quantity.

The potion required only a few m nutes, but by the time Kedrigern was ready
to | eave, Lalloree had made great headway in restoring order to the wagon. As
he left, she rem nded himof his prom se. Hi s reassurance spurred her to new
efforts.

Crossing the innyard, he was assailed by |oud voices singing a nmaudlin song,
all out of key and in total disharnony. Just over the rooftop of the farthest
out bui I di ng was a huddl e of shaggy heads, and the singing came fromt hat
direction. At least the giants were not reeling about and crashing into
things, he told hinmself; although that stage could not be far off.

Harry greeted himlike a castaway sighting a sail. His face lit up and his
eyes glittered as Kedrigern held out a small vial. Harry took it gingerly and
cradled it in his dripping hands.

"It's a honesickness potion, Harry," the wi zard explained in a | owered
voi ce. "Five drops in each piggin, and they'll be out of here by afternoon
all seven of them"™

"Bl ess you, Master Kedrigern," said the innkeeper fervidly. "You ve saved
the establishment, and no mistake. Now, if only | can get this into them
bef ore they col |l apse on one of the buil dings. "

"Enpty the whole vial into a barrel and wheel it out to them"

"I"ll do it directly! But here—help yourself while |I'mgone," said Harry,
pl acing a pitcher and a nug before the w zard.

Harry trundled the barrel, properly doctored, out to the singing giants. In
hi s absence, Kedrigern sipped Harry's very good al e and thought of his own
cozy cottage, far away on Silent Thunder Mountain. He longed to be there. He
needed no potion to make hi m homesi ck. He |oved his cottage; his dark, dusty,
cozy study; the storny winter evenings spent a deux, just Princess and hinsel f
before a crackling fire; afternoon naps in the sunny shelter of his front
yard; he missed all these things. He even mi ssed Spot—grotesque, ear-splitting
Spot with its flapping ears and one-word vocabul ary and knack of sudden and
i nopportune appear ances.

He wondered if Spot were really capable of caring for the cottage in his
protracted absence. He wei ghed the wi sdomof a very snmall magic to all ow
hinsel f a glinpse of the building and grounds; just a safety check, no nore.

He t hought of the days of travel still ahead, days that might stretch into
nmont hs, and he sighed gloomly. Travel was a wetched business.

Still, home is not nuch fun when one's wife is a toad. If Princess was to be
herself again, truly and fully, voice and formand all, they had to find

Arlebar. He could only hope that Arlebar would be the end of their search, and



not just the beginning. This business was hard on Princess. Not nuch fun for
me, either, Kedrigern thought sourly. Lalloree was getting to be an inferna
nui sance, and Handsonme was going to be one nore drain on the reserves of
magi c. There was really no question about hel pi ng poor Handsone. The fell ow
had apparently |l earned his | esson; though it was hard to tell with a toad.
Probl ems, al ways probl ems. Never should have gone to Wzcon. O trusted
Mermanesha. Never should have left home in the first place. Nothing but
probl ems once you | eave hone. Shoul d have stayed on Silent Thunder Mountain
and worked it out by nyself, he brooded, instead of dragging about in these
dreary wastes, collecting other people's troubles. People see a w zard and
right away they expect himto work a bit of magi c and make everything just
right for them Nobody stops to think that w zards have problenms, too. Lots of
t hem

He was frowning into his enpty mug when Harry returned, fairly bouncing wth
relief. "All done, Master Kedrigern, and well done, too. They hadn't fi nished
t he second round before they started sniveling about hone and hearth."

"Don't denmean honest sentinent, Harry," Kedrigern said crustily.

"Not my intention at all. It's just that the sight of a giant blubbering ..
It's not what you expect of them"

"Show a little synpathy, Harry."

"I do sympathize, Master Kedrigern, but | don't want them around the inn
They' re dangerous, they are. And now that they don't have anyone doing their
washi ng, they're getting a bit nasty to be near, if you take ny neaning."

"I know," Kedrigern said. "I caught a whiff as | crossed the courtyard. They
need a housekeeper badly."

"It won't be easy to get one. | can't think of anyone I'd wi sh the job on,"
Harry said.

Kedrigern | ooked up thoughtfully, and a slow snmile spread across his face at
the i mage of Memanesha hip deep in the dirty linen of giants. "I can," he said
softly. "In fact, when this business' is over, | may do sonething about it."

"You' d be doing themand us a great service, Master Kedrigern. Not that you
haven't done a great service for us already. |I'm al nbst ashamed to be paying
you in quilts and pillows."

"There's sonething el se you can do, Harry. 1'd like a gown and a pair of
slippers fromthe wagon for Princess Lalloree."

"Fromthe wagon? Well, now, that's sonmething of a tricky situation," said
Harry, |ooking suddenly unconfortable. "It's not my wagon, you see, and if
that afreet cones hunting for it . . ."He shook his head and | ooked pai ned

"Afreets arc not nethodical. He won't know anything is m ssing," Kedrigern
sai d confidently.
"What if the princess is with hinP"

"Princesses are even | ess nethodi cal than afreets. You won't have any
probl ems. Besi des, you deserve conpensation for storing the wagon and keepi ng
it in condition."

Harry's face lit up. "I do, don't I? I've been so fearful of that big afreet
that | clean forgot ny rights. Gving up space in one of ny best sheds
cl eaning and dusting ... the

constant worry and concern . . . that ought to be worth nore than a gown and a
pair of slippers. Alot nore."
"Don't be greedy, Harry. Not with an afreet."”
"It could be ny big chance, Master Kedrigern."

The wi zard nodded. "Your big chance to end up sealed in a brass bottle in an
iron chest at the bottom of the sea.”

Harry's eyes wi dened and his jaw dropped. In the sudden profound silence, a
deep runbling voice fromoutside howed, "I want to go hone!" Qther cries of
simlar inport and even greater volune soon joined the first. The jugs and



mugs and tankards on the bar began to dance, and tables and chairs to jiggle,
under the earth-shaking tread of determi ned giant feet headi ng homeward over
the border to Ot her Places.

Harry rushed to the doorway, where he stood until the footsteps faded and
all withindoors had settled back into place. He turned to the w zard, shaking
his head in wondernent, vigorously rubbing the tip of his nose.

"They're gone, Master Kedrigern. It worked. Your charm worked!" he said
happi | y.

Kedrigern shrugged and sniled with idle, casual grace. "Sonetimnmes the magic
works |ike magic, Harry," he said.

Ni ne the quest for the magic fly

BY THE MURKY |ight of dawn and the feeble help of a few snoky torches,
Kedri gern and his conpanions had their first look at their fellows on the
quest. Princess and Handsone, who would risk only stealthy peeks fromthe
hoods of Kedrigern and Lalloree, respectively, w thheld comment until they
could speak in private. The wi zard observed and apprai sed the other questers,
but kept his opinions to hinmself. Lalloree stared, did el aborate doubl e-takes,
muf f1 ed her |aughter behind a delicate hand, and guided her palfrey to the
side of the wizard' s gray mare, where she began to delivery her assessnents in
a stage whi sper.

"I's that the wagon |'m supposed to sleep in? It's so klunky, Uncle Keddie!"
she said with a wy expression
"You needn't ride init. It's just a place to sleep."
"It needs painting."
"There's no time to paint it now, Lalloree.™

"Look at those wheels," she said unhappily. Kedrigern obligingly |ooked, but
even close scrutiny reveal ed no peculiarities. Wen he told this to Lalloree,
she nerely sighed and was silent for nearly a full minute before directing her
critical faculties el sewhere.

"The big one with the scar is so ugly, Uncle Keddie! |'ve never seen anyone
so ugly. My father has swordsnen, but
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they're not ugly. And the scars] He's practically covered with scars, and
they're all so ug/y!" she said of Rospax.

"Swordsnen do acquire the occasional scar," Kedrigern rem nded her. "They're
none of them perfect."

"But these are such ugly scars. And the minstrel and the cook are sick
Uncl e Keddi e. Have you noticed how they keep groaning and falling off their
horses? They can't even wal k straight. They could have some terribl e disease,
and we could all get it and die\"

"It's a tenporary condition, my child. They contracted it last night, at the
bar. It isn't catching."

"Are you sure? That weasely little squire seens to have a touch of it. He's
practically green."”

"The young feel it nore, but he'll get over it, too. Don't worry about him
And pl ease keep your voice down."

"The big fellow is very pleasant, Uncle Keddie," she went on. |owering her
voi ce very slightly, "but he's so strange looking! H's hair is green, and his
skin is all brown and rough. He looks like a tree that's decided to pull up
its roots and go wal ki ng!"

"He is, Lalloree. He's a tree. Areal tree.”

"But trees don't go on quests'. Wiy would he go on a quest?"

"I don't know the whole story. Perhaps it's just a tradition in his part of
the forest. O he may be rel ocating."

After a judicious pause, Lalloree said, "He seens nice enough. He's very
polite and easygoing."

"Trees are generally good-natured."



"The little lady who sits on his shoulder and flies around his head is cute,
isn'"t she? | like the way she sheds little flecks of |ight wherever she goes.
| wish 1 could do that. Could you help nme do that, Uncle Keddie?"

"You have to be a dryad to do that,"” the wi zard said. Lalloree fell silent,
pouting at this bit of information, and he took the opportunity to excuse
hi rsel f and check the situation with Conrad.

"Ready or not, we're leaving in three mnutes," Conrad said, scowing nore
fiercely than ever, not at Kedrigern but at the world in general. "If Sneak
and Maheen fall off their horses, they' |l just have to wal k. The giant's
wal ki ng—+f he can do it, they can do it."

"Gyl orel has longer |egs than they do," Kedrigern pointed out.

Conrad stared at himbenusedly for a nonent, then said, "OfF course he does.
He's a giant."

"My point exactly. He's a giant. The other two aren't."

"Well, that's their problem They knew we were | eaving early." Conrad
bestowed a scow on the assenbl ed questers and added, "At |east they got the
baggage wagon tidied up before they went out and got thensel ves besotted. Has
your princess had a look at it?"

"Only fromthe outside. It's not the kind of accomvbdati ons she's used to,
but it will do."

Conrad nade an unhappy noise in his throat, sonething between a snarl and a
groan, as the gaunt cook, Sneak, began to slide fromhis mount, saving hinself
froma nasty fall by a wild grab at the saddle horn. Ponttry, the shifty-eyed
little squire, slouched back from being sick beside one of the outbuil dings
and dragged hinmself into the saddl e. Maheen swayed a bit, but kept his bul ky
formupright. Rospax stood like a vandalized statue beside a great bay
stallion, his thick arns fol ded across his broad chest, awaiting Conrad's
command. Gylorel, with Anlorel glittering on his shoul der, |ooked on the scene
i mpassi vel y.

Conrad, with another grunting noise, vaulted into the saddle of the white
war horse. Just as he was about to give the order to start, the innkeeper
dashed out, waving his arms wildly and calling to him

"What is it, Harry?" Conrad demanded wi th visible annoyance. "You' ve been
wel | paid, and we've broken nothing. What's the shouting about ?"

Rospax stepped to his master's side. In a cold voice, he warned the
i nnkeeper, "Speak with respect or I will smte you a great blow"

"No disrespect at all, ny dear Sir Conrad," Harry said, bowing |low "Mrely
an idea that cane to nme at the sight of this goodly conmpany—a way to make the
guest nore enjoyable."

"We're not on this quest for pleasure,” Conrad grow ed.

"Alittle harm ess diversion never hurt anyone, ny |lord. Hear my suggestion
on the way out, and again on the way back, let each quester tell two stories.
They mi ght be tales of chivalry and adventure, of courtly romance, |egends and
fa-

bles, merry tales of wit and bawdry-—whatever they wi sh. The one who tells the

best tale will be guest of honor at a great dinner here upon our return.”
"Who's to pay?" Conrad asked suspiciously.

"All will contribute equally, except the one who tells the best tale."
"And who's to decide which tale is best?"

"I will, my lord!"™ Harry announced, flinging his arms wi de and beam ng at
the conpany. "I'Il travel along, at ny own expense, and be the judge."

Conrad glared down at him "That's the dunbest idea |I've ever heard of. Do
you think we're going to ride all bunched up, so we can hear each other tel
stories?"

"I don't know any stories," said squire Ponttry in a thin, whiny voice.

Mahcen, the minstrel, edged his nount forward and focused his red-rimed



eyes on the innkeeper. "Dog of a tapster, you insult the honor of ny calling!"
he thundered in an A ynpian voice. "Am| to bawl out ny finest tales in hopes
of a free neal ?"

"I"d rather sing," said Lalloree to no one in particular. "I don't want to
hear a lot of boring old stories, | want to sing."

"Shall | snmite hima great bl ow?" Rospax asked, |ooking up at Conrad
hopeful | y.

"Cet himout of here!"™ cried the cook in a slurred voi ce.
"A good kick will suffice,"Rospax," said Conrad.

The i nnkeeper was gone before the swordsman coul d draw back his foot. The
| oud sl anming of the inn door echoed around the yard. Servants ducked out of
sight as the questers exchanged ill-natured remarks about the innkeeper's
proposal . Conrad, glowering in all directions, abruptly di smounted and wal ked
to Lalloree's side. He bowed, and his voice and manner softened as he raised
his eyes and sniled at her

"My | ady has expressed a wish to sing. Wuld it please ny lady to ride at ny
side, and lead us on our quest with a song?" he asked. H s manner was al nost

char m ng

She turned to Kedrigern with a hauteur that astonished the wizard, and in a
cool and el egant voice replied, "If ny guardian and protector permts, | wll
ride with you. You must ask Master Kedrigern, my lord."

Wth a bow and a flourish to Kedrigern, Conrad said, "I will protect her

with nmy life, honored mage."

"No need for that, | hope. Lalloree may ride with you if she so desires, and
sing to her heart's content,"

Conrad bowed once again, and Lalloree flashed the wizard a placid snile

Kedrigern waited while Conrad renopunted and gave the command, and when the
| ast wagon trundled by, he fell in behind it. The wheel s creaked; the norning
breeze fluttered the canvas; the sound of hooves on the hard-packed ground
settled into a regular drumm ng; but even so, Kedrigern could hear Lalloree's
voi ce, clear and sweet in the distance, singing:

"Ni nety-ni ne knights went a-riding; They spied a lady fair.

Wth wagons to conceal themfromthe others, and no one riding behind them
Kedrigern and Princess were free to talk, albeit with caution. She slipped
fromhis hood and sat on his shoul der, ready to pop back into the hood at the
first sign of conpany.

"What do you think of the quest so far?" she asked.

After a reflective pause, Kedrigern answered, "lI'mnot inpressed. Wth our
horses and supplies gone, we were lucky to be able to join up with soneone,
but I do wi sh Conrad had chosen his conpany nmore carefully.”

"They don't exactly inspire confidence, do they?" said Princess with little
enthusiasm "I had a few quick glinpses of them and | wish | hadn't. Is that
cook really a master chef?"

"So Conrad said."

She gave a little disbelieving sniff. "He | ooks Iike sonething that died in
the last famine. A cook should be fat."
"That's stereotyped thinking, my dear."

"It is not, it's plain good sense. If a cook isn't fat, he's not eating his
own cooking, and if he doesn't, why should 1? Sneak ought to | ook like the
mnstrel. He's the fattest minstrel |'ve ever seen.”

"Probably good for his resonance."

Wth another little sniff, Princess said, "Or his thirst. He and the cook
and that sniveling squire . . . heavens, what a crew Three drunks, a
brute—two brutes, if you count Conrad-a giant and a sprite.”

"Anl orel and Gyl orel seempretty decent.”

"Yes, they're all right. Lalloree approves of them at any rate," said



Princess, and they |aughed quietly at the nmenmory of Lalloree's observations on
her fellow travelers. After a tinme, Princess asked, "Speaking of Lalloree,
what do you think of her arid Conrad?"
Kedri gern | ooked sharply around at her. "Wat about then®?"

"Ch, really, Keddie, for a wizard you' re not very observant. | only heard
their voices, but | could tell right away that he Iikes her."
"Aside from her singing, she's a pleasant child."
"She's a young worman, Keddie. A very pretty one.”

"And you think that Conrad . . . ? Oh, the rogue! The scoundrel!"

"He hasn't done anything to her," Princess said coolly. "He'll probably be
on his best behavior now, and see to it that everyone else is, too. It may

turn out that Lalloree will nake this quest tolerable."
"Yes, but she's under ny protection. | gave ny word to bring her safely to
her father's kingdom |'mnot going to |l et sone swaggering warlord . . . sone

fly-questing adventurer

"Ch, Keddie, relax. Just relax," said Princess inpatiently. "Her father
bundl ed her off to marry Panglunder, didn't he? Even Conrad's a better-1|ooking
man t han Pangl under. Especially when he's not scowing."

"Well, yes . . . but what do we know about Conrad?"
"He dresses nicely. He's generous. Accustoned to command. Firm but not
tyrannical . "

"And possibly married," Kedrigern added.
"Certainly not."
"What makes you so sure?"

"I may be a toad for the nonment, Keddie, but I'ma woman, and women know
these things. Conrad is not married, and | suspect that Lalloree's father
woul d | ook upon himas a good match."

Kedrigern wei ghed the possibility for a nonent and then said, "I suppose he
m ght at that. But where does all this | eave Handsone? He and Lall oree seened
to be getting on so well."

"I'd forgotten all about Handsone!" Princess confessed with sudden al arm
"That coul d nake for unpleasantness. | hope he doesn't fly into a jeal ous rage
and chal |l enge Conrad. That wouldn't help things at all."

"Do you think Conrad will try anything? If he lays a hand on that poor
child, I"I'l turn him=

"I wouldn't worry about Conrad. It's Lalloree who nay upset Handsone. She's
a dear little thing, Keddie, and I've grown fond of her, but she's a bit of a
flirt."

"l never noticed."

"Well, she doesn't flirt with you," said Princess, as if the very notion of
anyone's wishing to flirt with Kedrigern were absurd and outrageous, "but she
started flirting with Handsone as soon as she | earned he was a handsone
prince. And you saw how she behaved when Conrad asked her to ride with him™"
"Yes, that's true ... but Conrad's not a handsone prince."

"He's not a toad, either. Whnen appreciate such things."
"Il take your word for that, my dear."
"Lalloree's just beginning to realize that she's going to be a very

beautiful woman. | could see it dawning on her in the wagon, when she was
trying on all those lovely clothes. It's a very heady experience. | renmenber
when | was her age . . . back at ny father's castle ..." Princess fell silent,
and then, with a great sob, cried, "Ch, Keddie, it was so nice being a
beautiful princess! I'll never be a beautiful princess again, never, | just
know it!"

"There, there, ny dear," said the wizard softly, reaching up to stroke her
"We're on our way in earnest now W'Il find Arlebar and | earn exactly what
spell is on you. It may be only a matter of days until you're quite yourself
again."

"But it mght be years!"



"My dear, ny dear, you know I'Ill |eave no stone unturned, no avenue
unexpl ored, no spell unwoven to bring my lovely princess back. Trust in ne—and
get back in the hood, quick! Soneone's com ng!" Kedrigern whispered urgently.
Princess made a graceful twisting dive into the hood of the traveling cloak
Morments | ater a horseman appeared, his nmount waiting by the road for the wagon
to pass. It was Maheen, the nminstrel, and he smled and rai sed a pudgy hand in
greeting.
"May | ride with you for a tine, sorcerer?" he asked.
"I"'ma wi zard, actually. But yes, you may."
The minstrel guided his horse to Kedrigern's side and confided, "Everyone's
listening to that little girl of yours. |

thought I'd slip away and take it easy until her voice gives out."

"It doesn't," said Kedrigern

Maheen grunted and shrugged his portly shoulders. "All the I ess work for ne,
then. Ordinarily, 1'd ride al one and observe the scenery. | appreciate
scenery. But this is the worst countryside |'ve ever seen. | passed this way

once before, in my youth. It was ugly then, and it hasn't changed."

Kedrigern | ooked off to the side, and was forced to agree with Maheen's
eval uation of the landscape. Flat, treeless, with only a tumble of broken
stone here and there to vary the desolation, it was a sight to danpen the npst
exuberant sensibility. Low jagged hills ringed the horizon and the ques-ters
rode in a shall ow bow between them
"It is rather uninteresting," the w zard said.

"Besides, 1'd like a bit of intelligent conversation. The others are a
dreary lot. Anything but a bawdy song or a racy story, and they're yawning in
your face."

Kedri gern nodded synpathetically. "It nust be trying."

"It is. But it was not always so. Is this your first quest, w zard?"

"I went on quite a fewin ny early years. Hard to avoid it in ny field.
Things were different in those days, though.”

Maheen rai sed a hand. "No need to say nore. This is a sorry quest for those
of us who have known the real thing. Oh, wizard, | could tell a tale ..."

The minstrel shook his head sadly and rode on in silence for atine. Hs
expression was troubled. He | ooked like a man engaged in a difficult interior
struggle. At last he turned to Kedrigern and began to speak in a solemm
manner, and yet sinply and straightforwardly.

"It was my destiny to join in a great quest. Having had the foresight to
enroll in the Questers' League during ny youth, | was permitted to take part
in a journey the like of which had not been attenpted since the days of |egend
and fable. Unfortunately, all who join the League are required to take an oath
of secrecy about its activities, its menbership, its books, and its journeys,
and the man who dares break it is disgraced forever. He becones an outcast and
atraitor. His nane is stricken fron the annals of the League for all time. |
woul d suffer any puni shment, endure any death, rather than betray

my vow and huniliate nyself before nmy brothers," said Maheen gravely.

"I'f you' d prefer to talk about sonmething else . . ." "No. | nust tell you of

t he League, and our great quest. Perhaps the greatest difficulty facing ne,
aside fromthe solermm vow of secrecy which | have taken, is the very nature of
t he deeds and events which | hope to relate. They were of so fantastic and
wondrous a nature, so gossaner in texture and subtile in substance, that
anyone hearing ny attenpt at describing the indescribable will surely find a
great deal, perhaps all of it, absurd and inconprehensible. The paradox of the
necessity to express and the simultaneous inpossibility of any rea

conmuni cati on was | ong ago expressed in a verse conposed by an early historian
of the League:

"\What has been apprehended



but not fully understood
May be uttered, but will never be clearly expressed;
What is not grasped.
And is only partially and confusedly perceived,
Can, perhaps,
Under certain unusual circunstances,
Be vaguely articul ated .
But no one will understand.
Those who have never felt or heard or seen the
unf at homabl e
Can never hope for illumnation
From t hose who have experienced the indescribable.

"That historian was a man ni sunderstood by al nbst everyone he spoke to,"
Maheen concl uded thoughtfully.

"And no wonder," whi spered Princess, just loudly enough for Kedrigern to
hear .

"Ah, wizard, well do | remenber the day | was accepted into the League as a
novi ce, and the | eader revealed to me the threefold secret, the four great
| aws, the five-sided oath of fidelity, the six indissoluble obligations of the
soj ourner, and the seven unforgiveabl e transgressions. W set off that very
day. and in no tine at all we were traveling in far |lands and visiting people
and places | had |long believed i magi nary, or lost, or abandoned." Maheen
paused, nodding his head in retrospection, then turned to Kedrigern and said,
"l soon

wi tnessed the first of the many incredible, even mracul ous sights that | was
to see on this quest, and it left an indelible mark upon ny consci ousness.

"We had entered a snall but dense forest and cone to a fork in the road. The
signpost offered us three alternatives, none of them pleasant. Qur |eaders
di ffered anong t hensel ves as to which of the paths should be foll owed. One of
them consul ted the stars and advi sed that we take the uphill path. The second
cast the yarrow sticks and found that the | evel path was the one that prom sed
the fastest and safest progress. The third, studying the entrails of a
chi cken, urged the downhill road upon us, assuring us that the others would
only lead us to confusion and | ong wandering in the trackless forest. As the
| eaders disputed in voices that grew | ouder and nore acrinmonious, a giant with
a beard of ancient noss burst fromthe forest, tore the signpost fromthe
ground, and used it to knock all three of them unconscious. He then
di sappeared into the woods, and was seen no nore. W decided to retrace our
steps so as to avoid this intersection entirely. So clear an onen could be
i gnored only at great peril."

A deep runbling voice asked, "I beg your pardon—did soneone speak of a giant
with a beard of ancient npss?"

Kedrigern turned and found hinself |ooking Gylorel in the eye. The giant had
dropped back from his place behind Conrad to wal k cl ose beside them matching
the canter of the horses with his long strides. Absorbed in the minstrel's
tale, neither rider had noticed him Anlorel reclined on the top of Gylorel's
head, glimering through the thick green tangle |ike a crown of dianonds.

"I spoke of such a being," Maheen announced. "It was | ong ago, on ny first
quest, that | saw him but | have never forgotten."

"May | inquire further—did the giant resenble nme in any way?" Gylorel asked

Maheen pursed his |lips and inspected the giant fromhead to foot, stroking
his short untidy beard thoughtfully. "He was taller, 1 believe, and very
nossy. You are scarcely nossy at all."

"I amstill young," said Gylorel. "In time |, too, will be npbssy."
"I wish you luck. And now, if | may, | will return to nmy tale," said Maheen
When the others expressed their willingness for himto continue, he cleared

his throat and said, "MW



task on the journey was the amusenent and diversion of my fellow questers. The
nost appreciative of all my listeners, and the one of whom | have thought nost
often since the fateful day of the crossing of Mnte Inbroglio, was our
hel pful porter and errand boy, Fleon. He was a cheerful |ad who worked harder
than any of the others and took all the unpleasant, burdensone, nasty jobs
upon hinsel f, performng themw th zest and great cheer, seeking no thanks and
happy to be of service. W were glad to have hi m al ong.

"On and on through tinme and space we travel ed, noving now to the past, now
to the far future, sonetines in the real world, sonetimes in Laputa or
Cockai gne, but always toward our abstruse, ineffable, and recondite goal. |
particularly recall one beautiful summer evening in the picturesque little
village of El Durado. It was a time of unsurpassed beauty and spl endor. Al
t he uni verse seenmed poised and still, trenbling in expectation, hushed,
waiting. Fromfar off under a great brooding oak tree came the soft sounds of
Fl eon's gentle sweet yodeling in a serenade to the nynphs of the wood, the
pure nel ody broken only by the occasional snort of a restless centaur. Little
did | dreamin those golden days with their hazy, gauzy gl ow of otherworldly
contentnent that soon all would be lost, nearly forgotten, and in sone cases,
t hought of, if at all, as a delusion. Oten, as the evening faded, the
Jabberwocky burbled fromthe nearby wood to play with ne, and we ronped,
carefree as children, in the gathering dark. It was a time of great and qui et
j oy, peace, and conpani onship, and yet even as we enjoyed it, we could fee
t he sense of approaching calamty."'
"Way didn't you try to do sonething?" Kedrigern asked

Maheen did not respond. He paused for a nonent, gazing noodily into the
di stance. Kedrigern and Gylorel |ooked expectantly at one another. Anlore
glittered excitedly, and deep in the w zard' s hood, Princess gave an inpatient
little hop.

Maheen si ghed, then sighed again, and went on, "At last the mighty Mnte
I mbroglio | ooned before us. W nmade our way slowy up the nountain's sheer
face, clutching at tiny crevices in the rock. Al around us the wi nd how ed.
Bursts of snow and icy blasts tore at us, and w sps of tattered cloud and mi st
hid us fromone another. But always there was the warm inspiring yodel of
Fl eon to draw us on and keep us in

good cheer. And then his yodel began to fade, to grow faint and distant, as if
he were pulling away fromus into another world, another sphere of being. W
heard his yodel, fainter and fainter, nmore and nore distant, until our ears
strained for the last nuted echo of a yodel and heard nothing but the bitter
nmocki ng wind. We clutched the rock fearfully, dreading the future

"Sormehow, we made it through the msts and the snow and the buffeting w nd
and found ourselves in the sunny countryside bel ow. But already a nmal ai se had
cone upon us. The future seened a threat and the good menories of the past
were soured and enbittered. We soon fell to bickering and petty
recrimnations. We blamed our predi canent on one another, and then on the
| eaders and the League itself. At last, since he was not there to defend
hi nsel f, we turned on Fleon and placed all the blame for our confusion and
di sconfort on his shoulders. Wth his disappearance, the cohesive force that
had hel d us together through our long journey in tine and space seened to
di ssol ve, leaving us uncertain, suspicious, filled with doubts and hesitant to
act .

"This single incident, so small and apparently insignificant in itself, has
been the great calamty of ny life. | have attenpted to tell, sinply and
clearly, what happened to ne and ny conpanions, but | find myself strangely
unable to continue," said Maheen, and bowi ng his head, he spoke no nore.

They proceeded for a tinme, without a word being spoken. Kedrigern caught an
i nqui sitive sidelong glance fromGylorel, to which he responded with a
restrai ned shrug. At length, when the protracted silence had begun to wear on



everyone's nerves, Kedrigern, with nuted voice, asked, "Wat happened?”
"I have no idea," said the minstrel wi thout |ooking at him
"You mean that's it? That's the whole story?"

"Al as, yes."
"But it has no ending."

"Of course it has an ending," said Maheen. "It's over, isn't it? It nust
have had an ending, or I'd still be telling it."

"I mean a proper ending. An ending in the Aristotelian sense.”
Maheen's eyebrows rose. In a voice dripping with nockery, he said, "Ch, you
want an Aristotelian ending. Well,

I'"'mso dreadfully sorry |I didn't provide an Aristotelian ending. | do beg your
pardon. | suppose you want an Aristotelian beginning and mddle, too. And the
nmusi ¢ of the spheres playing in the background.™"

"That m ght help," said Kedrigern coolly.

The minstrel grow ed and nmuttered, "Critic!™

Kedrigern gave an irritable little grunt of inpatience and said no nore. In
time, Gylorel broke the peevish silence.

"The nmpssy gi ant—do you recall where you encountered hinP"

"I do indeed, sir. That part is very clear in ny menory. The place is in
fact not far fromhere. Aroad leads to the left, between two fens. About a
day's ride along, you conme to the forest, and another day or two brings you to
the triple signpost. The giant cane out of the forest to the left of the
road."

"Do you know this giant, Gylorel?" Kedrigern asked,
"I think he is ny father, whom| have |ong sought."
"Ah, then you may be |eaving us."

"Yes. | must find himand bring himback to Dark Wod. He has been too |ong
absent . "

"What if he doesn't want to return?" the w zard asked.

Gyl orel raised nassive rough-skinned brown arns and in a voice |like a high
wind in the pines, cried, "Then | amthe King of the Forest!" and Anl orel
with a shower of light, added, "And | amthe queen!"

"I see. Well, | certainly hope things work out for you," said Kedrigern
Turning to Maheen, he said, "And you, | presune, are seeking your | ost
conpani on. "

"I seek nothing. | have forsaken all goals. | drift aimessly through life,

an enpty man."
"And a rotten storyteller,"” whispered Princess.
"Why did you seek service with Conrad?"

"I did not. I was looking for the kitchen, to offer the slaveys a few jokes
i n exchange for a neal, when Conrad saw ne. As soon as he learned that | was a
mnstrel, he urged me to conme on his quest." Wth a negligent little gesture,
Maheen concl uded, "I had nothing better to do, so | cane along."

"I can't take it anynore!" cried a slurred voice. "I can't stand it, do you
hear ?!'"

At the shoul der of the road, swaying fromside to side on his patient,
noti onl ess horse, the cook Sneak stared at them

wi th bl eary unfocused eyes. They nodded a greeting and rode on, expecting him

to join them They had gone only a short way when Smeak how ed, "I don't have
to take this kind of treatnment! I'ma master chef!" and toppled fromhis
hor se.

"Pay no attention," said Maheen

They had not gone far before Sneak caught up to them rubbing his bony hip
and nuttering to hinself. Before |ong, he gave vent to another outburst.
"Exactly what's the problem Sneak?" the w zard asked.

"That song! She's a pretty little child, and she has a sweet voice, but that



song]" Smeak cried thickly. "She's gone all the way down to kni ght nunber one,
and then she started to work her way back up, and when she reached ninety-nine
and started back down again, that's when | broke and ran. | can't stand it
anynore!"

"How is Conrad taking it?"

"He just gazes into her eyes and says, 'How lovely!' and ' How sweet!' and
"Pray continue, fair Princess Lalloral-lorall
"Lalloree," the wi zard corrected him
"\What ever you say. | can't stand it."

Maheen | ooked about gloonily and said, "Cbviously, ny services will not be
in great denand."

"What are you going to do?" Kedrigern asked him

"For the present, nothing. At least | have ny nmeals, and a decent horse, and
no denmands on ny tine."

"There won't be any neals if she doesn't stop singing about those
ni nety-ni ne knights. I couldn't even boil water with that song going on,"
Srmeak sai d.

"Perhaps | ought to speak to Lalloree," Kedrigern said. The others agreed
unani nously with this suggestion, and he urged his horse forward. As he passed
t he baggage wagon, out of earshot of the others, he said, "An unfortunate turn
of events, ny dear. My own fault, actually. | should have foreseen the
reaction.”

Peeping from his hood. Princess asked, "Wat are you going to say?"

"I"'mnot sure. It's rather a delicate sitution. If Conrad is as |ove-struck
as he seens to be, there mght be an unpl easant scene.™

"Keddie ... | know a spell for laryngitis."
"You do?"
"It's only a twenty-four-hour spell, but at least it will give us time to

t hi nk. And Sneak can get us our dinner."

"My dear, you're wonderful. Can you cast it fromthis distance?"
"I think so."
"Pray do."

There was silence, but considerable activity, in the wi zard' s hood, and
eventual ly Princess, panting from her exertions, gasped, "Done."

Kedrigern proceeded to the head of the colum. As he noved forward, he heard
Lal loree's sweet voice crack and falter. She cleared her throat, tried again,
and again fail ed.

"Uncl e Keddie, ny voice!" she said in a rasping squeak as he appeared. "It's
gone! "

"Poor child, you've strained it," said Kedrigern. Turning to Conrad, his
expression severe, he coldly asked, "Is this the way you care for ny ward?
You' ve |l et her sing herself hoarse, just for your amusenent."

"But she sings so sweetly. ... | never imagined. . . . She was fine until a
nmonent ago, | swear it, Master Kedrigern," said Conrad earnestly.

"That's as may be. She's hoarse now. "

Lalloree tried to speak. She emtted a noise like a rusty hinge, but no
intelligible speech. Kedrigern patted her hand confortingly.

"Not another word, Lalloree. You'll have to remain absolutely silent for
oh, for at least three days. After that, we'll see,"” he said. "Now | think
you' d best retire to the wagon. W'll be stopping soon, | assune.”

"I had hoped to get to the other side before stopping,"” said Conrad.

"The ot her side of what?"

"That." Conrad pointed to a sooty gray mi st that lay well ahead of them
filling the shallow valley fromside to side, obscuring the encircling
nount ai ns.

Wthout a word, Kedrigern drew out his nmedallion and sighted through the
Aperture of True Vision. The mist took on a different aspect. Dense and thick,
opaque as a bl anket, it nmoved slowy, circling and folding in upon itself. In



its upper reaches, it bubbled sluggishly, like a thick porridge, and fromthe
bursting bubbles floated wi sps of gray that drifted a short distance and then
sank back into the viscid mass. O her

things rose out of the m st that were unpl easant to see and disturbing to
contenpl ate. Kedrigern replaced the nedallion in his tunic and blinked,
mur muri ng, "Ch dear. Ch dear ne."

"What's the matter?" Conrad demanded.

"Stop the colum inmediately. W nust go no farther."

"Way not? There's plenty of daylight left.”

"Not for that. It might take days to get through. It night take forever."

Conrad, reddening, cried, "lIt's only a mst! Wuat's there to fear in a
m st ?"

"It is not "only a mst,"" Kedrigern replied, raising his voice to match
Conrad's volunme. "G ve the order to stop, and give it now "

Rospax turned and cast a bal eful eye on the wizard. H s hand noved to his
sword hilt, but at a gesture from Conrad, he relaxed. Conrad | ooked sul ky for
a nonent, then said, "It's getting late. W'll stop here for the night. Tel
the others, Rospax." The swordsman rode off to pass the word, and when he was
out of earshot, Conrad said, "All right, we've stopped. Now, what's wong with
that mst?"

"That thing ahead of us is a,cloud of residual nagic. There nust have been a
consi derabl e battle here during the wi zards' wars."

"The | ast great battle was fought here. That's what ny grandfather tojd ne,"
Conr ad sai d.

"That explains it. They must have thrown every nagic they knew at each
other. There are things in there ..." Kedrigern swallowed |oudly and
shudder ed.

"But that battle was | ong ago! My grandfather heard about it fromhis
grandfather. Surely after all that time the magi c has dissipated.”

"Surely is not a word to use when speaking of magic. It has not dissipated.
It seens to have undergone a very nasty netanorphosis. That thing—the mist, if
you like—+s alive, but not as we're alive. It's intelligent, but not in any
way we can hope to understand. It's a junble of entirely different things, and
yet it's all one entity. 1've heard of such things, but |I've never seen one
before. "
"I's it friendly?" Conrad asked hopefully.

"I npossible to say, but | certainly wouldn't take any chances. Its concept
of friendship may not be even remptely |ike ours.

W might be able to ride right through it unscathed, but on the other hand, we
could be devoured or immolated or turned into little piles of barley at the

first touch. Maybe worse. There's sinply no telling. The only certain thing is
that it's unpredictable,” the wi zard said. A peculiar creaking sound rmade hi m

turn, he saw Lalloree, eyes wide, lips parted, pale with fear, trying
fruitlessly to speak. "Go back to the wagon, please, Lalloree,” he said
softly, smling to reassure her. "You'll be safe there."

"Can you do sonet hing?" Conrad asked.
"I"'ma wi zard, aml not? O course | can do sonething," Kedrigern replied
grandly. "First | nmust see to the confort and well-being of ny ward, and then

when we've dined, |I'Il concentrate on a solution. Cheer up, Conrad. Trust ne."
The baggage wagon had been drawn apart fromthe others to afford Lalloree a
nmeasure of privacy. As they approached it, Princess said, "Keddie, | fee

awful . That was a nean spell to put on Lalloree.”
"No tw nges of conscience, please, ny dear. You did exactly the right
t hi ng. "
"But she wasn't hurting anybody."
"She was distracting, and distraction is the last thing | need right now



What's up ahead is going to require sone pretty fancy magic."
"Is it that bad?"

"Much worse than we can imagine, probably. | hope | can get us through
wi t hout burning up every bit of magic I've got."
"You sounded confident with Conrad."

"Conrad is a client. One is always confident in the presence of clients,"
said the wizard. "But | don't expect to get nuch sleep tonight."

He did not. Wth Lalloree incapable of speech and Handsone sul king silent in
a corner, there was an unconfortable air of tension in the wagon. Leaving
Princess to deal with themas arbiter and chaperone, the w zard slipped off
behind a lowrise to evaluate the situation

He badly needed the resources of his library. Wth his books at hand, he
woul d find a proper spell within mnutes. But his books, and his cottage, were
far away. Much too far, he thought glumy.
This was a great mstake. Al travel was a mstake, a |ot of

rush and di sconfort and bad food and enchantnments and nasty strangers and
trick spells and fleas. It always took | onger and cost nore than you had
anticipated, and it always turned out, once you were hone again, that you had
m ssed the best things.

O course, this particular trip could not have been avoided if Princess were
to regain her proper form But he had certainly chosen a poor route. Going
north, through Pan-glunder's |ands, and then across the bridge, had been a way
of saving magic; fat ot of good it had done. Getting through that swirling
stew of old rancid sorcerous by-products could take all the nagic at his
conmand, and even that night not be enough to protect them Far better to have
used a bit of his power right off to get them across the inpassable R ver of
Msery and direct to Arlebar's doorstep. Wuldn't be in this spot now if |
hadn't been so stingy with ny magi c, he thought, sighing.

A soft rustling sound nearby brought himout of his reverie. He sprang to
his feet, alert and on guard for whatever creature of this grisly waste m ght
be stal king him Before he spoke the first phrase of a protective spell, he
recogni zed the outline of Gylorel as the giant stepped fromthe shadow of the
rise and stood in the faint noonlight.

"I did not mean to alarmyou, w zard," Gylorel said in a subdued voi ce.
"I"'mjust a bit tense, thinking about tonorrow "

"I understand. The mist is filled with danger. | can feel it even at this
di stance. "

"The uncertainty is the worst part. W m ght conceivably come through it
unharned, or even be helped in some way. The thing is totally unpredictable,"”
sai d Kedrigern

"Not so for us. If we enter the mst, we will shrivel and die. That is why
we are | eaving."

"But we haven't cone to the road between the fens. It nust lie beyond the
mst."

Gyl orel gave a deep runbling laugh, rich and drumike, and Anlorel's
| aughter joined it in a crystalline chimng

"We can find our way to a forest, w zard, as easily as you can sense an
enchantnent. Do not fear for us,"” Anlorel said.

"Can | assist you in any way? A spell of some kind?"

"You are generous, w zard, but we need no help. Before the third sunrise,

our quest will be over. It will be good to get

back to ny roots," said Gylorel. Wth a farewell wave of his |ong brown arm
he turned and made his way into the wastes. Anlorel's light flickered for a
time, ever fainter, and then passed from sight.

Kedrigern seated hinself and | eaned back agai nst the sl ope, hands behind his
head. There was al ways sonet hing sad about good-byes. In a purely selfish way



it was all to the good to have two fewer to worry about, but he knew that he
woul d worry about Gylorel and Anlorel all the same. They were far and away the
ni cest pair anong this sorry |lot of boozers, babblers, and brutes. The thought
of Gylorel striding across that naked desolation with Anlorel perched in his
hair and no friendly conpany for |eagues around depressed his spirits.

But there was no tinme to dwell on that. He had to concentrate on a good
solid protective spell that would bring themall through that mass of curdled
magi c: questers, horses, wagons, everything. And he had to keep power in
reserve for the unexpected. He coul d guard agai nst the usual magics, but that
thing awaiting themwas not usual, ordinary, or normal in any way.

Kedrigern was famliar with the sort of spells that had been used in that
| ast great battle in the wastes. They were bad enough in thensel ves, but when
one destructive spell is hurled agai nst another, and magi c of even greater
potency is sent after them the end result is certain to be a situation of
consummat e nastiness. Wzards and sorcerers, wtches, warlocks, conjurers and
necr onancers had destroyed one another and everything east of the River of
M sery to the Mournful Muntains, and fromthe near slopes of the Dragonbacks
to the fog-enshrouded ice fields of the far north. But the magi c endured. It
charged the air, and poisoned the water, and sank its roots deep into the
earth. In tine, spell mngled with spell to form magi cs unforeseen by the
frenzied enchanters who had cast their originals. As the nmagic simered and
stewed, commi ngling and interbreedi ng, new and ever stranger powers devel oped
in the blasted | and, and the dark m st that was at once alive and nonli ving,

i nsensate and intelligent, maleficent and benign, rose up to claimthe sway
over the territory its creators had ravaged.

The potential was sinply awful, especially for soneone |ike Princess, who
had al ready been spelled and unspelled nore

ti mes than was advi sabl e. Handsome, too, had been through too much magic to
face nore in safety. The |onger Kedrigern pondered over what might befall them
if they entered the mist, the | ess confident he felt. There had to be a way to
go around it. Even if it added days to their traveling tinme, they would have
to find sone alternate route to Arlebar's home, whether Conrad liked it or

not .

He lay |l ooking up at the stars. Not many could be seen in the nmoonlight, but
a few were visible. Then, suddenly, they began to go out as bl ackness spread
fromeast to west.

The wi zard blinked. He raised hinmself on an el bow, drew out his nedallion
and peered through the aperture of True Vision. Loom ng high overhead and
enfol ding themon three sides was a great darkness, rolling slowy westward.

Kedrigern's skin tingled at the chill touch of magic. He scranbled to his
feet, intoning a protective spell, and ran headlong for the canpsite to give
t he war ni ng.

The mist had not waited. It was closing in on themfast, and in a very short
time they would be inits grip.

Ten

t he quest interrupted

"THE M ST is conming! The mist is comng!" Kedrigern cried as he raced through
the silent canp.

Maheen and Srmeak lay by the dying fire in sodden oblivion, rattling snores
their only sign of life. Squire Ponttry was being noisily ill by the side of
the road. None of them paid heed to Kedrigern's warning.

Reachi ng the wagon where Lalloree was quartered, the w zard found Rospax
standi ng before him arnms fol ded, face expressionless. The w zard halted,
panting fromhis exertions. Rospax did not nmove or speak, but when Kedrigern
started for the wagon, the swordsnman stepped forward to bar his way.

"I must sec Lalloree," Kedrigern said.
"My naster is with her. He is not to be disturbed.”



"Your master, and all of us, are about to be very badly disturbed, Rospax.
The mist is closing in. They nmust be warned."
"My master is not to be disturbed."

"Rospax, | must get into the wagon. Please step aside," the w zard said
politely.
"I'f you cone a step closer, I will be obliged to snite you a great blow "

the swordsman said, reaching for the hilt of his mghty bl ade.

"There's no time for this sort of thing, Rospax, and | really don't want to
squander magi c on— Kedri gern began
139

Wth a soft whin, Rospax drew his sword and cocked his thick arns for a
sideward slash. His thews bulged and the corded forearns swelled. "Now | nust
smte you a great blow, " he grow ed.

"Ch, shut up, Rospax," said the wizard with an inpatient gesture.

The sword fell to the ground. A white kitten | ooked up at Kedrigern wth
wi de astoni shed eyes and enitted a plaintive nmew

"Sorry, Rospax. | did try to reason with you," said Kedrigern

He had his foot on the first step | eading to the wagon when the door flew
open. Conrad stood in the doorway, silhouetted by candlelight. The kitten
bounded up the steps and scooted between his feet. Kedrigern was cl ose behind
him He ran full tilt into Conrad, sending himstunbling back into the wagon,
and then he shut and bolted the door. For a nonment he stood with his head
bowed, both hands flat against the door, speaking in an undertone, his words
unintelligible. Wien he turned to face Conrad and Lalloree, his face was pale
and strai ned.

"What's goi ng on? What do you nmean, bursting in here, pushing me about |ike
a sack of neal ?" Conrad demanded

"The mst is moving in on us. It may be all around us even now, " said
Kedrigern wearily.

Lal | oree made an inarticul ate squeaki ng noi se, Conrad cried, "M st? What
m st are you tal king about ?"

"That cloud of ancient nagic that was down the road. It's come up the road.
I've warned the others, and laid a protective spell on this wagon, but | don't

knowif it will be enough.™
"Then do nore!"

"I can't. | don't even know what |'m protecting against. |'ve used the
strongest all-purpose spell | know Al we can do now is hope."

Conrad slammed a fist into his palmand snarled, "W'll fight! \Were's
Rospax' . 1"
"He's beside the washstand, |icking his paw "
"That's a kitten!"

"That's Rospax. I'msorry 1 had to do it, Conrad, but he refused to lei ne

enter the wagon. Listen, now, all of you. W have to be prepared for
anything," the wizard said. He took a step to the washstand, upon which
Princess sat. "Prin-

cess will get into ny hood. She'll be safe there. Handsome, you get into
Lal l oree's hood."
"I won't," said Handsome sulkily from his corner

"Do as he says, Handsone," said Princess sharply.

Conrad started back, pale. H's jaw worked soundl essly for a nmoment, then he
said faintly, "They talk."

"Of course we tal k. What do you think we are, toads?" Handsone said with
asperity.

"They are toads! Aren't they toads?" Conrad asked, | ooking nervously back
and forth fromKedrigern to Lalloree. "Qoviously they're toads!"

"Stop babbling, Conrad," Princess said. She hopped to Kedrigern's shoul der



and went on, "You can't fight or bluster your way out of this. You have to do
exactly as Keddie tells you, or you haven't a chance."

"She's absolutely right. Handsone, get into that hood!" Kedrigern ordered.
"Al'l right," Handsone replied.

He hopped listlessly fromthe corner. Rospax froze in the mdst of his paw
washi ng, eyes fixed on Handsome. The kitten's head went down. Hi s runp
twitched with the eagerness of the stal k. Kedrigern noticed his interest and
qui ckly snatched hi mup as Handsone sprang to the bed and thence into
Lal | oree' s hood.

"Now you, Princess," the wi zard said. Princess turned and dove gracefully
into his hood. "The three of us nust now join hands, and no matter—

A trenmendous bl ow shook the wagon, staggering the w zard. Conrad and
Lalloree fell in a heap, clinging to one another in terror. "Take ny hands!"
Kedri gern cried, but another blow sent himsprawing.

One side of the wagon was wrenched away, and the top tore off with a grating
screech. Kedrigern reached for Lalloree's wildly flailing hand, but he gripped
sonmething tepid and slimy that darted up his arm He tried to say a spell, but
an icy wind tore at his breath and left himgasping. He felt his power being
sucked from him

A greeni sh gl ow surrounded Conrad and Lalloree. It flared and sparkled wth
unknown magi cs, and Kedrigern could only | ook on helplessly. A blob of purple
| ight appeared before him It held steady for a noment, as if studying him
and then spread out to engulf him

There was only one hope. Kedrigern grasped his nedallion and silently
i nvoked the | ast desperate spell of escape.

He found hinmself sitting on a grassy sward at twilight of a mld spring day.
Not far away, huge brightly colored things swept by himat great speed with a
rush of air and a whoosh of sound. Their nunber was beyond counting, and al
were in headlong flight in the same direction. Kedrigern wondered if he had
et Princess and hinmself in for sonething no better than the enchanted m st.

But the rushing things did not attack, or pay himany heed at all. They
ner el y whooshed on to their unfathomabl e destination. He stood, brushed
hi nsel f off, and saw that beyond them was another army of simlar things
rushing just as fast and noisily in the opposite direction. This pu/zled him
Looki ng nore closely, using the Aperture of True Vision, he sawto his
surprise that the speeding things held people, and that the people seened
unafrai d and unhar ned.

"Keddi e? Keddi e, where are we?" Princess whi spered, peeping fromhis hood.
"El sewhere," he replied.

"Yes, but where?"

"I have no idea. | used the last-ditch escape spell. It's instantaneous, but
unpredictable. | think we're in the future, but exactly when, and where,
can't begin to guess."

"Look, Keddi e—eentaurs!”

A smal |l herd of dark centaurs whooshed noisily by, weaving their way in and
out among the larger creatures. They nmoved too quickly for himto get a good
| ook, but he took reassurance fromtheir presence. Wiere there are centaurs,
there may be magic.

"They're awfully loud for centaurs, aren't they?" Princess asked.

"Ch, you know centaurs. Noisy lot."

Anot her herd roared past, and this tinme Kedrigern had the nmedal lion raised
for an accurate |l ook. He followed them for a nonment, and as they droned out of
sight, he murrmured, "They have whrfis."

' Wheel s? Maybe they're a new breed.”

"Maybe they are. Centaurs with wheels ... a strange place this is,"

Kedri gern marvel ed, shaking his head.
"W can get back, can't we?"



"Ch, certainly. The spell is exactly reversible. But it takes a |ot of
magi ¢, and |I'mrunning very low. We may be here for a while."

"But we will get back, won't we?"

"OfF course we will, ny dear," Kedrigern said, with nore assurance than he
felt. This was a very tricky situation. If he had |anded in a nonnagi cai age.
or worse still, an antinagieal time, he could be in for a long stay. At the
very worst, he could be nmarooned here permanently, his magic dw ndling
steadily until it was entirely gone, and Princess would remain a toad for the

rest of her days.
"What are you thinking about, Keddie?" Princess asked.

"Just wondering about . . . about Rospax, ny dear. He was clinging to ne
when we ... ah, there he is."

Rospax was a white blur in the grass, in darting ineffectual pursuit of a
grasshopper. Kedrigern scooped himup, and the kitten began to purr
contentedly.

"He's much nicer as a kitten," Princess observed.
"He nust be hungry. 1 certainly am"
"I wouldn't say no to a few flies."

The wi zard pointed to a gaudy, busy building on the horizon. "Let's head
that way. There nmust be an inn sonewhere near, along the roadside."
"WIl you be able to speak to peopl e?"

He nodded confidently. "The medal lion takes care of that. Good thing, too.
don't think I have enough magic left for a conprehension spell."
"Do you have enough magic to get us some food?"

"Never fear, ny dear."

Darkness was falling as they reached the bright building. The roaring things

had all sprouted glaring eyes that alarmed Kedrigern when they first appeared,

but whi ch hel ped light his path. The creatures still showed no sign of
hostility, or even mld interest, so he concentrated his attention on the
bui I di ng.

The roaring things, too, seened to be heading for it; a few of them in any
case. As he drew nearer, Kedrigern was astoni shed to see the sides of the
t hi ngs open, and people get out. The people did not run, or shout, or act in
any way |ike escapees; it occurred to Kedrigern that the roaring things were a
ki nd of wagon that noved w thout the aid of a horse.
He breathed a sigh of relief and snmiled. He had cone to a

time of magic, after all. That brightened the picture considerably. Depositing
t he sl eeping Rospax safely inside his tunic, Kedrigern entered this building.

The interior was sonmething like an inn, but nuch brighter and busier
Children were everywhere. Unlike nmost inns, it snelled of nothing but food.
Kedri gern considered that all to the good.

He loitered on the fringes of the crowd, observing their nmode of behavior
until he felt ready to proceed further. He had feared that his attire m ght
set himapart and attract attention, but his fears were unfounded. The people
around himwere dressed in garnments unli ke any he had ever seen before. The
younger ones—by far the nmajority—were nostly ragged and barefoot, yet they
| ooked sleek and well fed, with the sun-baked skins of healthy primtives. Al
wore a simlar upper garnent, a kind of singlet. These garnments were in an
array of colors, and each bore words and synbols that appeared to be either a
charmor a heraldic device. In his plain homespun tunic and trousers and his
wel | -worn boots, Kedrigern was in fact one of the nost conservatively attired
within those glass walls. His traveling cloak drew a few gl ances, but they
seened to be of an admiring, rather than a critical nature.

He joined a line and shuffled forward until he reached a barrier. Behind it
stood an auburn-haired girl about Lalloree's age, with astonishingly while
teeth and | arge bl ue eyes.

"Hi, 1'mRonni! What would you |like to order today?" she said in a chirpy



voi ce.

"I am Kedrigern of Silent Thunder Muntain, and | wish to order a
cheeseburger and a doubl e-t hick chocolate nalted,'' he replied.
"Any trench fries'"

The question took himby surprise. "If you think it advisable,” he said
cautiously.

W thin monents, he was handed a tray containing assorted containers in vivid
tropi cal hues. Speaking a brief phrase under his breath, he handed Ronni two
pebbl es he had picked up on the way. She took inem and gave himcoins in
return, bidding him "Have a nice day " He left the counter and sought out a
booth in a renote corner

The cheeseburger, despite its name, turned out to be nostly neat and very
tasty, prepared with unfamliar spices and dripping with rich, tatty juices.
The trench tries and doubl e-

t hi ck chocol ate malted he approached cautiously. He found them deli ci ous.

Rospax began to stir inside his tunic, digging his tiny claws into
Kedrigern's side. The wi zard gave hima bit of cheeseburger, and the kitten
was still.

"Can | come out now?" Princess whispered.

Kedrigern | ooked carefully around. No one could see him here. "Conme on out,"
he sai d.

She hopped to his shoulder, then to the tabletop. Al npbst at once she caught
a fly. A second quickly foll owed.

"Delicious," she said contentedly, "the service here is very good. Now, if
only I could have a good soak. . . .Ch, Keddie, |ook at that! Wat a |ovely
traveling case it would nmake!"

Kedrigern gl anced down at the little box in which his cheeseburger had been
given him It was nmade of a light pliable substance unfamliar to him of a
size to fit confortably in his hand or his hood.

"There's a bit of grease on the side here, ny dear," he said.

"You can easily wipe it away. Ch, it's perfect, Keddie! You can put a little
danp nmoss on the bottom and then close the lid so I'll have ny privacy."

"It's certainly a good size for you," Kedrigern said, covering a yawn.
"Keddi e, you're looking tired."

"I"'mfeeling a bit tired. All this exertion ... | haven't got much magic
left. That foul mist drewit right out of ne."

He felt eyes upon them Turning, he saw three portly nen in shiny suits,
with shiny faces, and shiny rings on their clean pink hands, staring intently
at Princess and hinmself. As soon as he | ooked up, they gave three very shiny
smles fromunder thin black noustaches and slid into the booth across from
hi m

"That's pretty good, mister, you know that? You're pretty good," said one,
gesturing with a large green object that appeared to be a stubby wand.

"Yeah, the way you yawn and the frog keeps on tal king, that's good," said
anot her.

"What's so inpressive about ny talking while Keddie yawms? | can talk while
he's whistling, or drinking wi ne, or when he's asleep,"” Princess said.

"She ran? How do you do that, mster?" the first shiny-faced man asked.
"I have nothing to do with it. Princess can talk wi thout ny help,"
' Yeah, sure, we know. A talking frog." the third man said scornfully.

"fin not a frog. I'"'ma toad. Actually, |I'ma beautiful princess. My present
appearance is only tenporary,'' Princess said.

"' What happened? Wait- -don't tell me—you got /appcd by a bad fairy, right?"
asked the third nan.

"How el se would | beconme a toad? You don't think it was mny idea, do you?"

The three shiny nmen seened very pleased by the outburst. They sniled shiny



snmi | es and nodded their shiny heads and waved their green wands in glittering
many-ringed hands. "That's good material. You wite it yourself1" the first
one asked Kedri gern.

"1 don't approve of your attitude one bit.'
out of the air

"Ckay, okay, play it straight," said the third nman, raising his hands in a
gesture of surrender. "But if you was really a talking frog, we could nmake you
a star."

Kedrigern | ooked at himin awe. "You could? | know only one man who even
attenpted such a thing, and it nearly killed him"

"W do it al! the tine. Hey, listen, mister, you're talking to the Barry
brothers. I"'mHarry, this is Larry, and that's Gary. W're tal ent devel opers.
How can you be in the business and not know the Barry brothers?"

"We're new around here. Just arrived today."
"Where you fronP" asked Larry, or perhaps Gary.
"A long way from here."
"Who's handling youl'" asked Gary, or perhaps Larry.
"We do not permit ourselves to be handled," said Princess coldly.
"Ckay. okay. My mistake,"” said the one who had spoken. He exchanged a gl ance

said Princess, snatching a fly

and a nod with his brothers. Turning to Kedrigern, he said, "Look, mister, |I'd
really appreciate seeing you do |ike she says, and drink sonethi ng down while
she's tal king. Wuld you do that for us? Just a favor, I|ike?"

"It's easy enough. But ny double-thick chocolate malted is all gone."

Harry snapped his fingers and Gary—er perhaps Larry—handed Kedrigern a
pi ece of paper covered with a fine design in green "CGet yourself another one,
pal. My treat," said Harry.

"Thank you." Kedrigern said, rising.

"Cet yourself another burger, too. Live it up," Harry called after him

The Iine to the barrier was | ong. The green paper ivas a hundred doll ar
bill, which required a search for the proper change. \Wen Kedrigern returned,
t he booth was enpty

He was thunderstruck. The enormty of his folly burst upon him Harry,
Larry, and Gary Barry were brigands, abductors, snooth-tal king rogues who had
t aken advantage of his trusting nature and innocent good will to carry off
Princess. What was a tal ent devel oper'1l What would they do to Princess? How
could he find then? And nore to the point. with his magic al nost gone, what
could he do if he did |l ocate thenf

He sat down in the booth and buried his face in his hands, cursing his own
foolishness. Hs wits had failed him as well as his magic. Perhaps he should
have stayed put and tried to spell his way out of that foul mst, But that
woul d have been suicidal. Princess would not have had a chance of survival.

The thing to do now was to build up his power. That was step one. Wth his
magi c at full strength, he could rescue Princess and then return to save the
others. He yawned again, and stretched wearily. He felt very tired.

The second hel pi ng of food restored hi msonmewhat, and he determined to set
about his work at once. He knew exactly what he needed, and had only to learn
where the ingredient” mght be found.

A slender black girl in livery identical to that worn by Ronni and the other
servi ng wenches was wi ping clean a nearby table. She noticed Kedrigern, sniled
at him and said. "Have a nice day. Pops,"

oviously this was the local greeting. Raising his hand in salutation,

Kedri gern said, "Have a nice day, ny child. Can you tell ne where | m ght
pur chase sinpl es?"

She st opped wi ping, cocked her head to one side, and stared at himfor a
tinme. "Simle whatsT she asked.

"Just sinples. Herbs. Mandrake, belladonna, henbane, thyne ..



"Thynme? Li ke you put in stuffing?"
"One nmight do that."

"You can buy all that at the supermarket. It's right in the shopping center
You can see it through that w ndow "

Kedrigern foll owed her pointing finger and saw a bastion of glaring light.
"It doesn't look like a long wal k," he said.

She | ooked at himin nonentary alarm then said, "I suppose you could wal k.
|'ve never heard of anybody doing it, though. You feel all right, Pops?"
"I"'mfine, my child, thank you."

Kedrigern rose and started for the exit. As he reached the gl ass door, he
saw his reflected i mage and gave a soft gasp of dismay. H s hair was streaked
with white.

He left the building hurriedly, and wal ked with brisk steps toward the place
of simples. Things were nore serious than he had inagined. Wth his magic
depl eted and his normal sources of renewal far away, tine was rapidly catching
up with him

Kedrigern was 166 years old, give or take a few years; he did not keep
careful track anynore. For a wizard, this was no age at all. Wzards neasured
life expectancy in centuries, not decades. But a w zard of 166 cut off from
his magi ¢ was anot her case altogether. He was a very old man, and he woul d
soon | ook and feel like one. Princess had said sonething about that when they
were crossing the Desolation . . . or was it on the way to ... what was that
fellow s nanme?

Hair turning white, nmenory failing; it would not be | ong. Kedrigern
realized, until he was a doddering old stick, useless to Princess or anyone
el se. He had to act quickly.

The sight of the supermarket raised his spirits. Surely there was magic in a
place like this. He traced his way to the herbs, and found rows and racks of
them-all in jars or tiny canisters, all dried and powdery, all nobst probably
wort hl ess for his purposes. They had no aura of potency. They were dry and
dead as ashes. Wth a sinking heart he picked out the basic ingredients of an
el ementary sustaining spell, paid for themw th change from Larry's hundred
dol lar bill, and hurried outside.

Under a bright light in a far corner of the parking field he m xed the
her bs, gobbl ed the concoction down, and waited

for it to take effect. He felt like a man dying of thirst who has been given a
single drop of water. These enfeebl ed herbs—+f he devoured them by the
bucket ful — ght enable himto hang on for a few extra days. They coul d not
gi ve himback his magic or his bodily strength.

He flung the usel ess containers aside and wal ked ainml essly into the dark
woods beyond the parking field. That night he slept under a tree, rolled up in
his traveling cl oak. He awoke to the |oud purring of Rospax, who was curled in
a ball just under his chin. The kitten's serenity was not infectious.

Kedri gern was scarcely awake before the desperation of his plight was fully
upon him To nake matters worse, he was hopel essly lost, and very hungry.

He wandered all that day and the next, Rospax ronping at his side. The
kitten found food and water. Kedrigern shared the water, but not the noles and
field mce. He grew weaker and hungrier, and ever nore confused.

He stunmbled on in a daze, unaware of his surroundi ngs and uncertain anynore
of how and why he had conme there. His eyesight failed, and things becane
blurry. His hands began to trenmble, and his |legs could scarcely hold himup
At | ast, when he could go no farther, he lay down under a bush and sank into a
cona.

He had strange dreanms, from which he awoke in a narrow bed in a plain room
He had no idea where he was, or whether he was alive or dead. He felt very
weak, but his mnd was clear

As he lay staring at the ceiling, someone entered. Kedrigern turned his head
and saw a nonk, carrying Rospax in the crook of his arm He closed his eyes



and despaired. This was truly the end. The nonks, no friends to w zards, had
taken himin to burn him

"Am | disturbing you? | thought you mght like to sec your kitten. He led us
to you.""'

It was cruel of the nmonks to gloat over a helpless victim Kedrigern opened
his eyes. The nmonk smiled and pl aced Roxpax at Kedrigern's side. The kitten at
once began to reverberate with purring.

"He's happy to see you feeling better. May 1 bring you sonethi ng? You mnust
be very hungry." said the nonk.

That was an unexpected offer. Perhaps the nmonks of this

time were different. "Haven't eaten for days. Lost," Kedrigern said weakly.

"We thought that was the case. W aren't far fromthe highway, but it's easy
to lose one's way in the woods."
"Lost nmy way. Lost . . . everything."

"Perhaps we can help you. First, you nmust regain your strength. 1'll bring
you sonme soup."

This was not the talk of a man about to drag one to the stake. Kedrigern
felt slightly hopeful. At |east he mght be allowed to wther away peacefully.
And usel essly. What had beeome of Princessl' He sighed mserably and scratched
Rospax under the chin.

"One of us is happy, anyway," he said glumy.

The nonk entered with a tray bearing a steaming bow and a plate with two
thick slices of dark, buttered bread. The soup snelled delicious and tasted
even better than it snelled, and the bread was al nost as good as Spot baked at
hone. Kedrigern finished the soup and asked for a second bow , which he also
fini shed.

"I"'mglad you like it. Creamof sorrel is one of Brother Gegory's
specialties. It's the chervil that adds the real flavor, | think. Nothing |like
good herbs for flavor, is there?"

"Nothing in the world. Can't get them now, though."

"Ch, ny, no. That's why we're so lucky to grow our own."

"You grow your own'.'" Kedrigern said. He propped hinself up on an el bow and
| ooked eagerly at the friar

"Yes. It's a very traditional garden, just like the ones in the old European
nonasteries, centuries ago. W use all the nodern technol ogy in naking our
wi ne and our preserves, because that's what people seemto want, but the herb
garden is for our own use, so we're very old-fashioned in our nethods."

"1 wonder "
"Yes?"

"I"ve always been a believer in herbal nedicines. If | were to list a few
herbs, would it be possible for you ... to bring themto nme?" Kedrigern asked.
"Why of course! | nyself use anise regularly, for ny digestion. And | find
that sage truly docs strengthen my menory."

"I"d I'i ke sone sage. And a few others."

"I'"ll have themfor you this afternoon, it's so good to see you inproving!"
said the nonk.

"‘I"mfeeling better every minute," Kedrigern said. H s voice was a bit
stronger, and there was a touch of color in his cheeks.

Kedrigern received a generous daily portion of herbs, and at the end of a
week he was up and about. The infirniarer. Brother Alfred, was utterly
ast ounded by the recovery.

"But you | ook as though you've | ost decades, ny dear Kedrigern!" he
exclaimed as they strolled in the vineyard of an evening. "Wen you cane here,
your hair was white. your eyes were rheuny, you were al nost a skeleton—'d
have said you were a hundred years old. And now there's scarcely a white hair
to be seen. You're full of energy. Practically robust!"



"It's the good food and the rest. And plenty of fresh herbs."

"I"mamazed. We're all ammzed. You're actually getting younger every day!"

"Stronger, too," Kedrigern said cheerfully. "The climate is a great help.
Al'l this sunshine."

"You are stronger," Brother Alfred marveled. "I can scarcely keep up with
you. "

"I think I"mback to my old strength. In another few days. 1'll be ready."
" Ready?"

"Ready to leave. Tell me. Brother Alfred, have you ever heard of the Barry
brot hers? They call thenselves 'talent devel opers.' ™

"The nane is unfamliar to me. 'Tal ent devel oper' sounds |ike sonmething to
do with entertainnent. Brother Donald mght know of them He was in show
busi ness before he joined us."

At Kedrigern's request they sought Brother Donald, and found himin the
library. He was a husky young man, with the brilliant white teeth that seened
native to 'his time. He was indeed acquainted with the Barry brothers, and the
sudden change in his expression at the nention of their name suggested a
rel ati onship | ess than cordi al

"They inade ne an unknown, M. Kedrigern," he said grimy, setting his
square jaw. "They signed ne to a rotten contract and swi ndled me out of the
m serable salary [ got."

"Do you know where | night find then®"

"I"ll never forget their address. But if | were you, |I'd have nothing to do
with them"

"I'"ll have as little as possible to do with them Brother Donald, | assure
you. | only want to find out about someone | know. "

"They'l|l probably lie."

"I"mprepared for that. Tell me, would you, just what a talent devel oper is.
I've never encountered one before."

"I"'mtenpted to say 'a rotten swindler,' but that would be uncharitable.
They may not all be like the Barry brothers. Supposedly, they're experienced
managers who take talented amateurs and groomthem for the big time. If
they're good, they get you on The Jerry Fagin Show or 'Have A Nice Day,
America,' where mllions of people can see you."

"And if they're not good?"

"Then they | eave you stranded on the Interstate with $1.87 to your nane,"
said Brother Donald grimy. "It brought me to ny senses, so | suppose | should
be grateful to them But it was a very unpl easant experience at the tine."

"I see. And do they really have the power to nmake soneone into a star?"

Brot her Donal d gave a soft, sad |augh and shook his head. "You have to make
yourself into a star, M. Kedrigern. No one can do it for you. It's a nmatter
of inborn talent, and drive ... of star quality. 1 don't deny that others can
be very hel pful, and snmooth the way, but it's the individual who makes hinself
a star these days."

"Do many peopl e becone stars?" Kedrigern asked, fascinated.

"Very few. Star quality is a rare gift."
Kedri gern nodded. "It's probably better that way."

He spent the next few days alternating between the herb garden, the
di spensary, and the kitchen, preparing ever nore potent conpounds. He
extracted, pounded, and pulverized, blending sinples skilfully so that their
virtues woul d enrich and enhance one another. Sone he ground to powders, to
mx in wine;, others he blended with honey, to formelectuaries pleasant to the
taste. Over each preparation he spoke words of power and nade intricate and
subtl e gestures. He could feel the magic building within himuntil it fairly
tingled in his

bl ood and he was bursting with eagerness to confront the shiny perfidy of the



Barry brothers and rescue Princess.

Brot her Donal d had given himtheir address. Kedrigern soon |earned that
Prior Martin traveled to the city every other Thursday. Accordingly, when the
eve of the proper day arrived, he presented hinmself to the prior, thanked him
for the generosity he and the others at the nonastery had shown, and asked to
be taken to the city in the norning.

"I"1l be happy to oblige you, M. Kedrigern," said the prior with a broad

smle. "I must say, you've made an anmazing recovery. You |look like the
grandson—o, the great-grandson—ef the nman we carried in here only a few weeks
ago. "

"Brother Alfred was nost conscientious in caring for ne.

"I hear that you helped in your own recovery, with nmedications fromthe herb
garden. "

"1 did, Prior Martin. And 1've left ny recipes with Brother Alfred. You may
notice an inprovenent in the general well-being of the community in a very
short time. It's the least | can do to repay your kindness."

Kedrigern said his farewells that evening, all but one. In the norning he
sought out Brother Alfred and presented himw th Rospax.

"M. Kedrigern, this is so generous of you! I've always wanted a white
kitten, ever since | was a boy," said Brother Alfred, deeply noved.

"I could see how he took to you. Listen to himpurr."

"W do get on well, Rospax and |I. But he nust nmean a great deal to you. If
it weren't for him we mght not have found you."

"Maybe he'll help you to find others. He's better off here than where he
cane from Brother Al fred. Please accept him"

"Ch, | do. M. Kedrigern. | accept himgladly. Tell me—+s he a nouser'' W
can use a good nouser."
"If Rospax sees a nouse, he will snmite it a great blow You can count on

that." Kedrigern said confidently.
He left shortly after eight with Prior Martin and Brother Daniel in one of
t he wagons he had seen in such noisy and unnerving profusion upon his arrival.
Thi s wagon was not brightly colored. It was black
Kedri gern hopped in jauntily and settled back in the soft

seat. He felt very nmuch at home. From his conversations in the nonastery, he
had determned that magic was a significant force in this society, every bit
as inportant as it was in his own. For sone reason, these people referred to
their magic as 'technol ogy,' but the w zard was not deceived. Magic is magic,
call it what you will, he thought conplacently.
As their journey proceeded, and nore and nore of the wagons began to gather
around them Brother Daniel became visibly strained. H's jaw was tightly set,
and his knuckles were white. Prior Martin sat with his eyes closed, praying
feverishly. He was very pale. The drain of magic, Kedrigern thought, must be
enornous. He was gl ad they had not asked himto assist.
After hours of travel, with much stopping and starting and | urching short
di stances, the wagon cane to rest. Brother Daniel gave a great sigh and lolled
hi s head back |ike a wounded man. Prior Martin ceased his praying and smled
wanl y upon Kedri gern.
"This is the address you wanted, M. Kedrigern. It's along our way, SO

t hought we'd take you to the door," he said.

"Thank you. You've been nost kind to ne."
"We could do no less. Tell me, M. Kedrigern, do you have enough noney?"
"Money? Onh, the green paper! Yes, yes—+n fact, | won't be needing it. Here,

you take it," Kedrigern said, digging into his tunic and bringing out a wad of
bills.

"Are you quite certain? There's nore than eighty dollars here.'
"I assure you, Prior Martin, | won't be needing it."

"Ah, | see. You're going to collect sonmething fromthese gentl enen."

Ginning broadly, expectantly, Kedrigern said, "Indeed | am"



Accustonmed to this world' s nmagic by now, Kedrigern was able to enjoy the
ascent to the fifteenth floor with a professional's aplonb. Flying boxes were
certainly an inprovenent over a dragon's back when it came to protection from
the el ements, but the view was sacrificed. On the whole, he preferred Fingard
for long trips, although these boxes seened quite well suited to quick
vertical jaunts.

Reaching the fifteenth floor he quickly deci phered the nunbering system and
made his way to 1522, where bold letters

on the door proclainmed, "Barry Brothers. Talent Devel opers: W nake the stars
of tomorrow.” He took a step toward the door, but paused, smiling at an idea
that occurred to him At a wave of his hand, everything but the Barry

brot hers' nane vani shed. A second wave, and the words "vil e nendaci ous

m screant s" appeared. Pausing only a second to check his handi work, Kedrigern
entered, closing the door behind him

At a desk facing himsat a spectacul arly beautiful young lady in a bright
pi nk garnent that seened just about to fall from her superbly forned,
sun- bronzed body. Her hair was a tunble of strawcolored curls; her w de-set
bright eyes were a deep violet; her nose was exquisitely scul pted and her ful
pouting lips were a pale coral. She snmled to reveal the whitest teeth the
wi zard had yet seen in this |l and of dental splendor.

"Good norning," she said in a soft, breathy voice
"Are the brothers Barry in their office?" Kedrigern asked.

"Yes, sir, they are. They're waiting for you. You are the man from UTM
Enterprises about the Princess Froggy contract, aren't you?"

"I'"ve come about Princess, ny child, yes."

"Then you may go right in. Have a nice day," she aspirated sweetly.

"I plan to have a marvel ous day," Kedrigern said, returning her smle

He seal ed the door behind himwith a word, and | ooked at the shiny faces of
the Barry brothers, seated behind a large table of gleanming netal with a gl ass
top. On the table stood a golden cage, and in the cage sat Princess.

"Keddi e, you've cone at last!" she cried.

"Yes, nmy dear. It's all right now," he said. He stepped to the table, took
up the cage, and rel eased her. She hopped to his shoulder. "Did they treat you
properly, ny dear?" he asked.

"Hey! Hey, what is this?" a Barry brother demanded

"They were very unpl easant, Keddie. They threatened ne," said Princess.
"Thr eat ened you?"

"You're not the UTM | awer." another Barry brother said accusingly, and the
third cried, "It's the creep fromthe fast food!"

"It is 1, Kedrigern of Silent Thunder MNbuntain,'’

the wi zard announced.

"He's been out in the sun.”
"He got a face lift."
"And a great hairpiece!"

"You have mistreated Princess. You threatened her," said the w zard.

"They said they'd feed ne to a snake if | didn't sing, Keddie. They made ne
get up on a table with a lot of bright lights around nme, and peopl e shouti ng,
and | had to sing," Princess said, her indignation grow ng.

"Now, | ook, creep, before you try to nmake any troubl e here, remenber
somet hing," said a Barry brother, rising and waving his green wand. It was
gl owi ng at one end, giving off a faint snoke, but Kedrigern sensed no magic.
"You sold us that frog. | gave you a hundred bucks for it, in front of
Wit nesses. "

"That's right. W saw you take the noney," said another Barry.

"You just took the noney and wal ked away. W never saw you again," the third
added.

"They called nme 'Princess Froggy.' They were going to sell me to a |lot of



men who' d nake ne sing every week to strangers, and tell people to buy
repul sive food."

"Sweet heart, you got it wong. W wouldn't dream of selling you. W got you
a beautiful contract—your own show, The Princess Froggy Hour.' W' re naking
you into a star,"” the first Barry said.

"You' ve never made anyone into a star," said Kedrigern scornfully. "You
couldn't even turn soneone into a pile of stone.”

"Now, |isten, creep—

"Wait a minute, wait a mnute," another Barry cut in. "W don't want to | ose
our tenpers. We can afford to be generous." Turning to Kedrigern, smling a
shiny smle, he went on, "W know what's bothering you, and we're going to set
things right. W'll have Sue Anne type up a little agreenment, just to make
sure everything's perfectly legal, and when you sign it, we'll give you
anot her five hundred. The Barry brothers are always willing to go the extra
step to nmake everybody happy."

"Don't believe a word they say, Keddie. They're terrible nmen," Princess
whi sper ed.

"We don't have to give the creep nothing. All we got to do

for himis throw himout and nmake sure he don't conme back and bother us no
nore," said the biggest of the brothers. The other two pondered that for a
nmonent, then rose decisively fromtheir chairs. "Yeah, that's a better idea,"
said one. "Just watch out for the frog, that's all."

"So now you threaten ne, as well," Kedrigern said.

The big one laughed sharply. "This ain't a threat, creep. You're going to
get it."

Kedri gern extended his hands before him noved themin a snooth gesture, and
uttered a sibilant phrase. The shiny Barry brothers vanished. In their places,
three shiny garter snakes lay on the thick rug, hissing in astonished rage.
"Hiss off," Kedrigern said raising his foot menacingly.

They slithered in quick alarmto the farthest corner, where they piled into
a tangl ed heap. Settling his hands on his hips, the wi zard | ooked down on them
with satisfaction.

"Thank you, Keddie. It's exactly what they deserve," Princess said.

"A pleasure, nmy dear. I'msorry you had to wait so long. Was it very bad?"
"I't was unpl easant. But | knew you'd cone for ne."

"l came as soon as | could."

"You | ook remarkably fit and well, Keddie. The last time | saw you, you
seened to be aging fast, but now you | ook younger than |'ve ever seen you. And
your magic is working splendidly!" Princess said with considerabl e enthusiasm

"I owe it all to herbs. You can always trust herbs—provi ded you can find

nice fresh ones, grown in the traditional manner. | was fortunate to find a
whol e garden whose nagic potential had never been tapped. It's been buil ding
for centuries. |1've never felt so strong, my dear. | think | can face that

filthy m st now "
"Are you quite certain?"

"Wth magic, one is never certain. | feel confident, though. 1'mgoing to go
back and hit it with everything I've got."

"What ever you think best, Keddie," said Princess dubiously. Suddenly she
cried, "Wuere's Rospax? You can't abandon himin this awful place!"

"I"ve found a good home for Rospax. He's anobng people who like himand will
treat himwell. | think he'll be very happy here. He was purring quite |oudly
when | left him"

"What if he turns back into Rospax, and wants to smite people?"

"He won't, ny dear. He was subjected to so nmuch magic in so short a tine
that he's frozen in his present formforever."
"What about ne, then?" Princess asked, al arned.



"Your situation is quite different. You' ve been under the influence of nagic

for much | onger, and you' ve even worked a few spells yourself. You'll be far
| ess susceptible. And | can protect you now, | think."
"Keddie, let's go hone right now If we wait, 1'll |ose heart."

"Hop into ny hood and hold tight, ny dear."

As soon as Princess was settled, Kedrigern laid the fingertips of both hands
on his nedallion and recited the spell of escape, this time in reverse. He
felt himself whirled away. There was a great roar that shook the earth, then
si | ence.

He was aware of sonething soft gently stroking his forehead and caressing
his cheek. A hand. A woman's hand. He opened his eyes and | ooked into the
| ovel i est face he had ever seen, the face he had so sorely missed these | ong
nont hs.

"Princess!" he cried.

"Ch, Keddie, I'mall right again! | can talk, and | feel better than ever!"
she said, bending over to kiss him

"You | ook better than ever to ne,
ki ss ent husi astically.

he said, pulling her close, returning her

"How do you feel, Keddie? You were unconscious for a tine. | was begi nning
to worry."
"I'mfine, ny dear.”i little tired, that's all. 1've worked a |l ot of nagic

in a very short tine," he said, enbracing her warmy. After a tender silence,
he asked, "My dear, does your back feel all right to you?"

"Yes. No. It doesn't hurt, Keddie. But it does feel as though something is
pul ling at ny shoul ders."

"Something is. You seemto have wings. They're very nice little wings," he
qui ckly assured her. "Gau/.y. Iridescent. Quite lovely, actually. They're
rather like Anlorel's."

"W ngx?!"
"Wngs. Do they work?"
"I didn't even know | had them Keddie."

"We came back right smack into that m st and conpletely scattered it. A lot
of odd things happen when you do sonic-

thing like thai. Magic goes flying in all directions. | inmagine that's how you
got your form back, and w ngs besides. Wy don't you give thema try'.""

"l don't know how "

"Just concentrate."

Princess rose, clenched her delicate fists, furrowed her snooth brow, shut
her eyes tightly, conpressed her lips, and concentrated. The wi ngs gave a
twitch, then a flutter, and then settled into a graceful regular notion
Slowy but steadily, with a faint hum Princess rose fromthe ground.

Kedri gern | ooked on, much inpressed, until her feet were just above his head.

"Perhaps you'd better not go too high until you're a bit nore experienced,
nmy dear," he suggested.

She opened her eyes, gave a little startled cry, and dropped slightly, but
recovered al nost at once, and rose to a higher altitude. She seened quite at
horme in the air.

"Keddie, it's wonderful!" she exclained. "Wat a delightful surprise—t's
much ni cer than being a toad!"

She rose a bit higher. Her posture becane nore rel axed as she | eaned
forward, reclining on the air.

"Don't tire yourself, my dear."

"It's no effort at all. It's easier than wal king," she called down to him
"Keddie, it's fun!"

"Can you see any sign of the others?"

She clinbed still higher and then hovered, peering in all directions.
Suddenly, excitedly, she cried, "Keddie, the canp! The wagon! They're just
over this hill! Come on!"



El even the quest conpl eted
KEDRI GERN ARRI VED ON foot just as Princess touched gently down, |ooking very
pl eased with her first aerial excursion. The scene itself, though, offered
little scope for pleasure. They reached instinctively for one another's hands
as they surveyed the devastati on wought by the magic mst.

Lal | oree's wagon had been smashed flat, as if giant feet had tranpled it
into the ground. Nearby, gleam ng white under the early norning sun. stood the
cook's wagon. It had been turned to al abaster: food, pots, pans, everything
was now |lifel ess al abaster.

They heard a | ow snort of breath, turned quickly, and saw three of the
horses | ooking at them curiously. They returned the | ooks with equa
curiosity, for the horses, too, had been transnogrified. One had grown a | ong
bl ue trunk, with which he was picking up bits of food fromthe weckage and
inserting themin his mouth. H's coat was a dizzying pattern of green and
yel | ow checks. The second was a ni ghtmare apparition: glossy black, with eyes
red as bl own coals, silver hooves and a spiral silver horn jutting an arm s
length fromhis forehead. The third had becone transparent. He noved about in
a vague shimer, sonetines —as when he passed before the al abaster wagon—
di sappearing from sight conpletely.

"At least we won't have to wal k," Kedrigern said.

"That big black one is perfect for you. That's a wizard's nount if | ever

saw one." said Princess appreciatively.

"He's certainly an inposing beast," the wi zard said, stroking the black's
muzzl e and eying the long shining horn. "I've always been uneasy about riding
anything with horns. | keep renmenbering poor King Yunarian."

"I don't recall your nentioning the name before.”

"Yunarian had a nice little kingdomoff to the west. A decent man, but too
fond of spectacle. He always wanted to i npress his neighbors. He got the
noti on of having a crack cavalry troop mounted on uni corns, and spent a small
fortune acquiring the beasts and outfitting his finest horsenen. \Wen they
were all ready, he invited the neighboring kings to cone and see his wonderful
unicomriders. They rmust have | ooked splendid . . . pennants flying, horns
gleam ng in the sun, lavish saddl es. " Kedrigern paused, then turned to
Princess and said, "I wonder if there are any saddles |ying about. W have a
| ong way to go."

"Keddi e, what about Yunarian?"

"Ah, yes. He had his unicomriders do a feat he'd heard of from sone Eastern
potentate: a headl ong charge at the review ng stand that comes to a dead stop
just a handsbreadth short of tranpling everyone. Very dramatic effect it is,
too. They'd practiced and practiced, and had it all down pat. But what no one
realized was that when unicorns get excited, they run faster and stop nore
abruptly than anything el se on earth. And, of course, with the trunpets, and

the flags, and the crowds, the unicorns were very excited that day." Kedrigern
shook his head, "Inpaled, to a man. It was a terrible enbarrassnent to poor
Yunari an. Worse still, his neighbors took advantage of the situation to invade

hi s ki ngdom and carve it up anong thensel ves."

"As long as you don't make any sudden stops, you should be all right,"
Princess said.

"Yes. And I'll try not to get himexcited. Wich one would you like, ny
dear ?"

"The transparent one. He matches ny wings."

Kedrigern dug in the debris until he found enough rope to tie up the horses.
Furt her rummagi ng rewarded himw th saddl es and bridles. There was no trace
what soever of the other nenbers of the quest, except for three curiously
shaped vessels by the remains of the fire. They were sort of jugs, or pots,
and if one held themproperly to the light, they each bore a suggestion of a



human f ace.

"This |l ong skinny one | ooks very much |ike Sneak." said Princess, setting
t he vessel down carefully.

"The round one is a good |ikeness of Maheen. It's hard to nake out the
features on the tiny one, but I'malnost certain it's Ponttry," Kedrigern
sai d.

They | ooked down on the three jugs for a noment, thoughtfully silent. At
| encth Princess asked. "Can you brinu i hem back?"

"I wouldn't dare try. There's no telling what kind of magic they were
exposed to in that mst." The wizard smiled reluctantly, and shaking his head,
said, "Whatever its negative attributes, the m st seenms to have had a wy
sense of hunor,"

"Perhaps Arlebar can do sonething. | don't require his services anynore, but
his house is on our way."
"That's true, ny dear. W still have to deliver Lailorce. "

"And you prom sed Handsome ..." Princess began, but her voice faltered. She
turned to Kedrigern with brinmng eyes and said. "Oh, Keddie, just thinking of
them. . . of what may have becone of them. . . and Conrad, too."

Kedrigern's expression became severe. "l have a few things to say to Conrad
when we do find him Forcing his attentions on Lalloree |like that, and posting
Rospax outside the wagon to make sure he woul dn't be interrupted! He won't
behave |ike that toward ny ward and get away with it. | prom se you.'

"Keddi e, she invited himin, just as soon as you were out of sight."

"But she couldn't talk."

"She could smle, and wink, and ogle. Speech was quite unnecessary."
Kedri gern grunted thoughtfully. "How did Conrad behavel'"

"Li ke a | ovesick boy. And Handsome just hopped into a corner and sul ked. It
was all very unconfortable."

"Perhaps |'d better speak to Lalloree. too.

"I'f we ever see either of themagain, ' Princess added in a subdued voi ce.
"I"'msure we'll see them ny dear Unfortunately, there's no telling what
they'Il look like. | only hope we recogni ze them"'"'

"Poor little things," said Princess. "They're so innocent, Keddie. Even
Conrad, for all his bluster. It's sad to think of them caught up in somnething
like this."

Kedrigern took her in his arnms, and they clung close to one

another for a time wthout speaking. "I'll do all | can to help them" he said
softly, "and what | can't do, Arlebar will. He's been around far |onger than I
have, and he has enornmous power "
"But you don't even know him Keddie."

"Well. no. But I'"'msure he's heard of me. O us both. And wi zards do help
one another out. W're a kindly lot, for all that people sa\ about us."
"You can be kindly. Arlebar m ght be a nean old bu.?. zard."

"Frai gus and Bess woul d never send us to a nmean old buzzard, would they, ny
dear ?"
"Memanesha woul d. "

"Ah. but Memanesha didn't expect us to reach Arlebar. She probably doesn't

even know him | think she was lying right fromthe beginning. W'd be wse. |
think, not to nention her nane. Don't worry yourself, ny dear. 1'll saddle up
t hese horses, and we'll start |ooking for the others."

Wth Princess nounted on the transparent horse, Kedrigern on the horned
bl ack, and the notley creature with the blue trunk trotting behind them they
set off in a southerly direction. The land was generally flat, with an
occasional shallow dip or lowrise thai served to accentuate rather than break
t he nonotony. As they rode on, Princess got into the practice of taking flight
at the base of each rise to scout out the way, and delivering a brief



description of the topography ahead. Toward eveni ng, as she rose on one of her
reconnai ssance m ssions, she gave an excited cry.

"Keddi e, there's a man up ahead!"

"I's it Conrad? Where's Lall oree?"

"It's not Conrad. Conrad was wearing a maroon cloak, and this fellow s cl oak
is green. He's all alone,"” Princess called down.

Groping for his medallion, Kedrigern galloped to the top of the rise and
reined his mount in. Peering through the Aperture of True Vision, he saw a
solitary figure trudging across the wastes, his head bowed in a posture of
dejection. Htx dark green cloak was lined in white. He wore pale green tights
and close-fitting white boots. As the w zard watched, the wayfarer paused and
| ooked around, and Kedrigern had a glinpse of his profile. It was magnificent.
It was. in truth, Handsone, and Kedrigern called his name, waved to him
wi ldly, and urged the black horse to his side.

"You | ook wonderful, my boy! You're quite yourself again. \Wat happened?
Where are the others?" the wi zard greeted himas he sprang from his horse.

"Where's Lalloree? Is Lalloree all right? Wo are you, anyway?" Princess
asked, alighting beside Kedrigern.

"I am Handsone," said the young man in a rich, resonant voice, bow ng
deeply. Brushing back the wayward gol den | ocks fromhis splendid forehead, he
added, "And you, | assune, are Princess."

"I am D d the m st change you back, too?"
"It did indeed, fair lady."

"And give you w ngs?"

"Alas, no wings. Not even a mrror."

"You | ook as good as ever, Handsone," Kedrigern assured him "Wat
happened?"

"I have no idea," Handsome confessed. "The last thing | recall was the wagon
being torn to pieces. | awoke in the night as you see ne. The wagon was in
ruins, and anot her wagon stood nearby, turned to al abaster. Flight seenmed the
safest course, so | fled."

"And what about the others? \Wat of Lalloree?"

"Al as, poor Lalloree," said the handsonme prince, lowering his head. H's |ong
| ashes drooped, and he wiped a tear fromhis cheek. He held out his hand.
Seated on it was a tiny toad.

"Lal | oree?" Kedrigern asked faintly.
"Yes, Uncle Keddie," the little toad replied.
"Conrad is in nmy hood," Handsome said.

Kedrigern | ooked at the creature in the prince's hand, sighed, and slowy
nodded his head. "Well, well," he said. "Dear ne. Ch dear ne."

"You'll change ne back now, won't you, Uncle Keddi e? And Conrad, too?"
Lal | oree asked.

"I dare not, poor child. There's no telling what magi c you' ve been exposed
to. 1'mgoing to wait and seek Arlebar's advice."

"Then hurry!" cried a wee voi ce from Handsone's hood.

Kedrigern reached in and drew forth a toad slightly larger than the one
Handsone held. This toad was a bit darker, and appeared angry. "I think you'd
better ride with me, Conrad," said the wizard. "And Lalloree can travel wth
Princess."

"I"d like a nice splash. Is there a puddl e anywhere near?" Conrad asked.
"It's dry in that hood, you know. "

"Right by the rock over there. Be very careful. You're the only one who
knows the way to Arlebar's house."

As Conrad hopped of f, Handsome sank to the ground and sat with his head
buried in the crook of his elbow Princess took Lalloree to the puddle for a
qui ck dip, and when the two nen were al one, Kedrigern said, "Cheer up



Handsome. Your ordeal is over.'

"Alas, good wi zard, all is over for ne. . . . Life, and love, and all hope
of happi ness."

"But you're a handsone prince again."

"And Lall oree—talloree the fair, the sweet-voiced, Lalloree the |Iovely—+s a
toad!"

Kedrigern laid a consoling hand on the prince's shoulder. "Don't give up
hope. Arlebar may know somet hi ng about such cases."

Handsome | ooked up, and the pain of loss was in his deep-set dark eyes. "I
know your intentions are kindly, good mage, but you forget that | have sone
personal experience with spells of this kind. | can tell when I'min the
presence of irrevocabl e enchantnent."

Kedrigern dropped his consoling hand. He was silent for a nmoment, then he
said, "lrrevocable, eh? Are you sure'""

"Positive," said Handsonme in an enotion-choked voi ce.

Kedrigern sat at his side and put his arm around Handsome's shoul der. "This
is tough, I know, but it mght be saving you fromworse later on. You're a
prince. You have responsibilities. Your famly probably has a wife all picked
out for you."

"I had no responsibilities at all, Master Kedrigern."
"You didn't?"

"I was the youngest of twelve sons. No one cared whom1 married. | did as |

pl eased. | was spoiled rotten. It was wonderful ."
"But surely this experience has changed you, Handsone.™"
"1 ama new prince. You have taught ne to be hunble and grateful, and

Lal | oree has taught nme the neaning of true love. | intend to return to ny
father, the King, and dedicate ny life to quiet suffering and the service of
others. Hence, vain deluding joys! Farewell, vanity! Oh, hollow, hollow,

hol  ow al |l delight!"

Kedrigern was nmoved by the speech. "Good man. But try to keep up a brave
front when the others are around. There's a chance that Arlebar mi ght be able
to do something."

"You have great faith in this man. Do you know hi m wel | ?"

"Never net himin ny life, but he's been highly prai sed by-people I trust.
He's very old, and he's said to be a very great wi zard. So perhaps there's
some hope after all," Kedrigern said, clapping the prince on the back and
climbing to his feet "Now let's mount up and get out of this place. There
shoul dn't be any danger fromrnagic, That mist used it all up."

"What becane of the mst?"

"I took care of it," the wi/ard said coolly. "I also managed to find a few
horses. The one with the long blue trunk is yours."

Handsome gave a start at his first sight of the trunked and parti-col ored
horse, but when he saw the others he accepted w thout question the one
assigned him Wth Lalloree and Conrad properly stored, the little party
mounted arid set off to the west, toward the | ooni ng Dragonback Munt ai ns.

As Kedrigern had predicted, they had no further encounters with magic. The
Desol ati on of the Loser Kings was purged at |last, and their main struggle
al ong the way was agai nst boredom at the nonotony of the surroundings. A solid
day and night of fine steady rain cane alnost as a relief, and greatly raised
the spirits of Lalloree and Conrad, who frisked and hopped and spl ashed
merrily about at every pause in the journey. By the tinme they reached the
foothills, faint traces of green could be seen where they had passed. The
Desol ati on was desol ate no nore

Kedrigern felt rather proud of hinself. It was difficult not to feel a touch
of arrogance riding that great fire-eyed, silver-horned black stallion, and
even though there were no crowds to see him he sat erect, cloak thrown back
head hi gh, one hand aristocratically on his hip while he held the reins
| oosely in the other.



Qui ded by Conrad, they followed an intricate path through the nountain
passes, with Princess doing scouting flights where the going was especially
conplicated. She returned fromone of these flights at great speed, breathless
with haste and excitenent.

"Keddie . . . soneone ahead ... a man. | think," she said even before
t ouchi ng down.

"lI's he al one?"

"Yes. Carrying sone kind of spear . . . bent at the end ... his horse is a

bag of bones."

"Poor fellow may be lost. 1'll ride ahead and see if he needs help," said
the wizard. "You wait here with Handsone."
"\What about me?" piped Conrad.

"You'd better wait here, too." Kedrigern said, removing himfrom his hood
and placing himin Handsone's hand. "' won't be long,"

"Be careful, Keddie. That spear... it |ooked dangerous "

"Al'l spears are dangerous, my dear. Don't worry I'll put on a protective
spel | ."

Wth a jaunty wave of farewell, Kedrigern urged his black steed ahead at a

good pace. As he rounded a turn in the path, he saw the horseman bl ocking his
way, and reined in hastily.

The horse was a pale and sickly white, thin as a skeleton The rider was
cl oaked in black, with his hood pulled forward to conceal his face. In one
pal e hand he clutched a scythi-Wth the other, he pointed at Kedrigern. In a
hol | ow tonel ess voice, he said, "I have cone for you, w zard."

"Just a minute, now | think there may be sone m stake," said Kedrigern
wor ki ng a qui ck back-up for his protective spell
"Your magic is of no avail against nme, wzard."
"Who arc you, anyway?"

"Al'l men know ny nane, though few dare speak it,"
his scythe.

"Ch dear. You're not Death, are you?"

"I am And your allotted tinme is over, wizard," said the pale rider, raising
an hourglass in his other hand. There was scarcely a trace of sand in the
upper half. "You have enjoyed many centuries of power. Now it must end."

"What are you tal king about? | haven't lived centuries, I'monly 166. Maybe
167, but no nore."

"Do not mock me, Arlebar! Your time has cone!" Deal h roared, draw ng back
his scythe.

said the other, hefting

"I"'mnot Arlebar! |I'mKedrigern of Silent Thunder Muntai h—you' ve st opped
the wong w zard!"
Death | owered his scythe. "I have?" he asked nervously.

"You certainly have. You ought to check nmore carefully. You gave nme quite a
start."”
"I"'mterribly sorry. Master Kedrigern. | really am™

"You should show a little consideration. Popping up in front of a man |ike
that, and waving that scythe around. Really, Death, it's too much."

"Ch, | amsorry. | haven't nmade a nmistake like this in centuries. | sinmply
had no idea that there was another w zard about," Death fretted.

Kedrigern was in no nmood to be pleasant. He disliked sl oppy worknmanshi p and
carel essness in all forns, but particularly those forns that threatened to

shorten his life. "Well, there is another w zard about, and he's very angry,"
he said huffily.
"Ch, this is so enbarrassing," said Death. "You see, | tried at Arlebar's

house—+t's only a few m nutes from here—and he was out. So when | sensed a
wi zard comng this way, naturally | assumed it was he."
"You shoul d have asked before you started waving that scythe around."



"Pl ease accept ny apologies. To my certain know edge, you' re the first
full-fledged wizard to visit Arlebar in sixteen years. It's sheer coincidence
that you happened to arrive today, of all days."

Kedrigern grunted. Hi s expression did not soften, and he sat a bit taller in
t he saddl e.

"You will forgive ne, won't you, Master Kedrigern?" Death wheedl ed.
"Wl .o
"And you won't nention this to anyone, will you? If it should get around ..
My work is difficult as it is, and if people even suspect that |'m not
conpl etely dependable . . . |I'msure you understand."
"l think | do."

"I'"d be very grateful."
Kedrigern smled faintly. "How grateful ?"
"Anything within reason—ene thing excepted, of course.™
"Of course. | don't want to live forever, anyway. Al | want is the chance
to speak to Arl ebar before you take himoff."
"How | ong do you want ?"
"Ten minutes should do it."
Death held his hourglass up to the light and exami ned it closely. "Arlebar
doesn't have ten mnutes left. 1'd really love to oblige you, but |I'm afraid—=
"Whose fault is it that his time is up?" Kedrigern demanded. "Who nissed him
at his house and then stopped the wong wi zard? |'ve been traveling over hard
country for a

long tinme, and to m ss seeing Arlcbar because of your silly clumsiness is
really insupportable. Believe me, Death," he went on, wagging his finger at
the sepulchral form "if 1 don't get to speak to Arlebar, every w zard,
sorcerer, innkeeper—

"Al'l right, ten mnutes,"” Death blurted. "But not a second nore."

"Ten minutes fromthe tine he returns to his house. Ten full mi nutes,
uni nterrupted.”
"Agreed," Death said hurriedly.

"Good. Now, if you'll just give me directions to Arlebar's house, I'll go
back for ny compani ons and neet you there."

It took all Kedrigern's persuasive powers and nore el oquence then he knew he
possessed, but he finally got the others to ride with himto Arlebar's house.
The sight of the pale horse and its pale rider waiting in the dooryard put
them of f anew, but Death took the initiative, introducing hinself and assuring
them that his business was with Arl ebar al one. Death had regai ned his
conposure by this tine, and was actually quite gracious to his new
acquai ntances. At his suggestion they dismounted and sat in the garden to
await the master's return.

Handsome quietly slipped away to pine and nope in a shadowy corner, while
Lal | oree and Conrad hopped directly into the fountain. Only Princess and
Kedrigern remai ned with Death, seated under an apple tree.

"So this is Princess," Death said. "How |l ovely you are, mny dear |ady. What
an enchanting couple you two nake'"

"Sonetines you enchant, sonetinmes you di senchant,’
shrug. "It's a living."

"How very nice it is to be anong healthy people for a change, and not hear a
| ot of npani ng and groaning. My dears, you wouldn't believe the things I'm
forced to put up with," Death said. "It's just rush, rush, rush, and never a
mnute to nysel f."

"You're | ooking very fit," Princess observed, smling pleasantly at Death
"l expected you to be much thinner."

"Do you know. Princess, a great many people say thai ! don't believe there's
a single decent picture of me to bo found. And the statues . . . Well, the
| ess said about them the better."

said Kedrigern with a



"Most of the tine they portray you as a skeleton," said Princess, |ooking
very synpat hetic.

"Isn't that the silliest thing? | do try to keep trim but 1 ask you, could
a skeleton carry this heavy scythe around? It's ridiculous. And yet everywhere
you go, there I am hony old Death on his bony old nag. Sonetines | feel I|ike
giving it all up," Death said with a petulant little toss of his head.

"On the other hand, you wouldn't want themto picture you as fat," Kedrigern
poi nted out.

"Ch, no fear of that, not the way | have to dash about. If it isn't a
pl ague, it's a famne, and then there's always war. And you woul dn't believe
the accidents. ... 1 do wish people would learn to | ook after thensel ves
better. It would make—ah. the master of the house has returned," said Death,
ri sing and straightening his dark cloak, and taking up his scythe and
hour gl ass. "Back to work for ne. You have ten minutes," he added, sotto voce,
to Kedri gern.

A very tall, very thin, very old man with a very |l ong white beard was
wal king slowy toward them sighing as if each step were a great and pai nful
ordeal . He stopped, peered at Death, then at Princess and Kedrigern, then back
at Death, slowy chewing on his enpty guns all the while.

"So you finally got here. Took your sweet tine about it, didn't you?" he
said in a thin, raspy treble

Lowering his voice a few octaves, Death said, "I have cone for you,

Arl ebar."

"About tinme, too. Who are all these people? I thought you worked al one."
"They are visitors, Arlebar."

"Visitors," the old wizard nmuttered in disgust. "No time for that now Let's
go, Death. How do we work this? Do you carry me? Do we have to ride double on
t hat bony ol d nag of yours?"

"Before we go, | will allowyou tine to speak to these people. They have
traveled far to see you," said Death. Aside, to Kedrigern, he added, "Nine
m nutes. "

"Well, they can turn right back. Come on, Death, get a nove on," said
Arl ebar.

"Pl ease, master—' m Kedrigern of Silent Thunder Mountain, and this is ny
wife, Princess. I'"'ma brother wi zard, and she's a student of our art. W seek

your help, but not for ourselves,"”

"Not for yourselves?"
"No," they both said.
"Who needs ny hel p, then, lad? Be quick about it."

"W're on a quest for a magic fly. Oiginally, she was a young | ady naned
Lazica, and we set out with her cousin and a picked group of questers—

"Lazica? She's inside. | think she's good and sick of being a fly by this
time. I'lIl turn her back before | go, if she's willing. Anything el se?"

"Yes. Her cousin Conrad, and a young Princess, Lalloree—they've been turned
into toads."

"Ei ght m nutes,” Death announced.

"Toads? You don't need ny help for that, lad. Turn them back yourself."

"But it happened in the magic mst, in the Desolation of the Loser Kings."

Arlebar's thick white eyebrows went up and he | ooked at Kedrigern wth
dawni ng respect. ."You canme through that just to see ne?"

"We didn't just cone through it, we overcane it!" Princess blurted. "Keddie
scattered the mst with his nagic. The Desolation is starting to bl oom again,"

"You overcane the mist?" Arlebar's thin voice was faint with awe.

"Yes. It nearly got us at first, though. | could feel nyself slipping, and
used the escape spell. Princess and | landed far in the future. She was a toad
at the tinme, but when we came back, she becane herself, and even got a nice
pair of wings."



"See?" Princess said, fluttering her wings and rising a few inches fromthe
ground.

"Handsone was a toad, too, but he stayed behind in the mst," Kedrigern
continued. "Wen we returned, we cane right back into the nmist at full power,
and we just blew it apart. Al the magic went off at once. Handsone becane
handsome again, but Lalloree and Conrad, who had been people, were turned into
toads. And the others became jars. And | guess you noticed the horses."

Arl ebar stared at him nodding slowy. "Maybe it would be best if you just
told me what you'd like me to do. | know about Lazica. Wat about the toads?"

"Lal | oree and Conrad were transfornmed when the nmi st was coning apart.
didn't dare try a spell on them because

didn't know what had been done to them That mist was a junble of all sorts of
old magic, and sone new stuff |'d never seen before. | was hoping you'd be
abl e to suggest sonething."
"Six mnutes,"” said Death.
"Be quiet, you. I'mtrying to think," Arlebar snapped.

Death gave a little sniff. Munbling, "Well, the nmanners of sone people .
," he wal ked off to take a seat under the apple tree.

Arl ebar stroked his beard, frowning and shaking his head all the while. He
finally gave a deep sigh and said, "There's nothing to be done for them I ad.
| had a brush with that rnist nyself, about a century ago, when it wasn't half
as bad as it becane, but it was full of tricks even then. If the m st made

your conpanions into toads with its |last strength, then toads they'll stay. On
t he other hand," he added, his expression brightening, "Princess and Handsone
won't have to worry about transformation spells anynore. They'll be i mune.
And Princess will keep those nice little wi ngs."

"Poor Handsonme. He was so fond of Lallorcc," said Princess.

Kedri gern nodded. "We were bringing Lalloree back to her parents, Brindom of
the Bright Plain and the kindly Lady Toonmeera. They had sent her off to marry,
but it fell through. W thought perhaps they'd agree to a marriage with
Handsome—if he wasn't a toad. But now ..."

"Let her marry the other toad. They seemto get on well enough," said
Arl ebar, pointing to the fountain where Lalloree and Conrad were frisking and
spl ashing |ike happy children
"That doesn't hel p poor Handsome, though.™

Arlebar smled a wise old snle. "I may be able to do sonething for him
Princess. Did you say that other toad' s nanme was Conrad? Conrad Coeur du Per
de la Tour Brisee, by any chance?"

"Yes, it is! How did you know?"

Arl ebar chuckled. It was a thin, wheezing chuckle, but it bespoke genuine
anusement. "Lucky guess, dear |ady. Just follow ne inside, both of you, and
"Il see if | can't fix something that will make everyone happy. One | ast
little bit of magic as a farewell gesture."

"Five minutes!" Death called to them

They ignored himand wal ked a few steps to Arlebar's tiny sway-backed

cottage, with its sagging shutters and tilting

chi mey and general air of dilapidation. Stooping to pass through the |ow
door, they entered a spacious gallery fromwhich roons and corridors went off
in all directions. The old wizard led themto his study, rolling back the

sl eeves of his robe as he wal ked. Once inside, he closed the door and extended
hi s hand before his face.

"Lazica!" he called in a reedy voi ce.

Wth a flash of light and a soft buzz of sound, a fly came fromthe high
shadows and | anded on his fingertip. It was a thing of gold and ruby and
sapphire, with wings |like etched crystal. Arlebar raised his hand close to his
face and spoke softly to the fly, who grooned herself while |istening.



"Lazica, it's time to lift the spell. You' re safe now, and I have to go
away. These people are friends. You can trust them Are you ready?"

The fly stopped grooning and took off, landing on the floor in front of
Arlebar. The old wi zard extended his hands, murmured a brief spell, and
gestured gently, and a |lovely young worman appeared before him She reni nded
Kedri gern of Lalloree, but a Lalloree no I onger on the brink of wormanhood. In
Lazica, the promi se of beauty had been richly fulfilled. Hair the col or of
sunstruck honey hung to her waist, swaying as she turned to cast her deep
anber eyes on Princess and Kedrigern, and finally rest themon Arlebar.

"Am | truly safe? Has he ceased to pursue ne?" she asked in a soft nmel odi ous
voi ce.

"He will never bother you again, child. Now | rust ask you to go outside and
find a young man with golden hair. Bring himhere at once. Hurry, child, our
time is short!" As soon as she was gone, he took up a decanter and filled two
smal | crystal cups. "Wen they return, have themdrink this. It's a |ove
potion. Never fails."

"Who was after the poor girl?" Princess asked.

"She'll explain everything. What el se do you want ne to do?"

"The vessels!" Princess cried. "Three of the questers were lying by the fire
drunk when the mist closed in. They were turned into enpty clay vessels."

"Fill themwith wine. That'll keep them happy. Anything el se?"

"That's all, Arlebar. Thank you for everything," Kedrigern said.

"It's been a pleasure. Took a lot out of me, all this excitenent, but it was

worth it." The aged wi zard gumed silently and thoughtfully for a time, then
went on, "Listen, now+this place will hold together for an hour or two once
I'mgone, but after that it will start to disappear. If there's anything here
you can use, take it. 1've got sone fine old books of spells, and | think a

bri ght young couple like yourselves could do a bit of good with them And
there's a very old book on flight that might interest you, Princess. Take
them and take anything else you want, only get out of here before it al
goes, understand? Qtherwi se, you'll go with it."
"Where, Master?" Princess asked.

"Where the flame on the candl e goes when you blow it out," said Arlebar.

"We' || be gone. Thank you, master. You're very kind," Kedrigern said.

"I"'mglad | net you, sonny. | had just about given up on the young w zards.
|'ve seen too many sorry specinens |ately. But you' ve got the stuff.
Overcoming that mist ..." Arlebar shook his head slowy and appreciatively.
"Didn't think there were any good ones left. Thought it was all over for the
pr of essi on."

"I"'ve felt that way nyself once or twice, Master, but | feel a lot better
now that we've had a glinpse of the future."
"Does it | ook good, |ad?"

Deat h appeared in the doorway, his scythe at the ready. He | ooked very
busi nessl i ke.
"One mnute," he said in a deep booni ng voi ce.

"AI'l right, all right," said Arlebar inpatiently. "Wat about it, [ad?"

"Well, in the future it will be possible to become a star. Isn't that
wonder f ul ?"

"Incredible, my boy!" Arlebar said, his voice hushed. "I heard once of a
wi zard who al nost turned herself into a conet . . . but a star . . .!I"

"Some peopl e even becone superstars. There are great days coining, Master."
"Are you ready?" Death asked.
"Don't have to bring anything, do I?"
"Nothing at all. Conme as you are."
"Good. Let's go," said Arlebar. At the doorway, he turned,

waved, and said, "Remenber—get out before it all disappears.” Then, spurning



Death's offered arm he shuffled slowy off at the dark figure's side

"What a sweet old man," Princess said. "He called you 'sonny."' "

"I guess | look like a boy to him He nmust be close to six hundred."

"He |liked you. He was really inpressed by the way you conquered the magic
mst."
"So was |. But | wouldn't want to try it again."

Lazi ca returned, |eading a dazed and sil ent Handsone by the hand. "Is this
the man 1 was to bring? | didn't see anyone el se," she said.
"He's the one," said Princess.

"Are you friends of Arlebar? Who are you? \Were has he gone?"

"I am Kedrigern of Silent Thunder Muntain, and this is Princess, ny wife."

"He's a very prominent wizard. | do a bit of magic too. And | fly," said
Princess, rising gracefully and circling the little group

"I used to do that," said Lazica. "1 was a fly for ever so long."

"I used to be a toad, nyself. This is rmuch nicer," said Princess, com ng
lightly to ground at Kedrigern's side.

"I"'mglad we didn't neet when | was a fly and you were a toad," Lazica said
with a merry little | augh.

Princess, too, laughed at this sally, and Kedrigern smled along with them
Handsone merely stood silent and pale, his eyes fixed adoringly on Lazica.
While the ladies chatted |ike old friends, Kedrigern drew Handsone asi de.

"Still planning to lead a life of quiet suffering and service to others?" he
asked.

As if he had not heard, Handsone said, "What a wonderful wonman! Magnificent!
Those eyes . . . that figure . . . that soft sweet voice ..."

"Beginning to think you can live w thout Lalloree?"

Handsome turned on the wi zard indignantly. "That silly girl? Lalloree is a
mere child. Lazica is a woman. A very beautiful woman."
"I noticed. Do you |ike her?"

"Ch, good mage, you nust help me to win her heart | cannot |ive w thout the

fair Lazica. Help ne, | inplore you!"

"Al'l right. Handsone. You do exactly as | say, and | think there's a good
chance that you and Lazica may |live happily ever after ... for a while,
anyway. '

As the two nen conferred by the doorway, Princess and Lazica exchanged
menories of their time as toad and fly, respectively. Princess told of the
spell placed on her, and of the conmplicated and frustrating series of events
that had followed, ending with their final neeting with Arlebar. Wen her tale
was done, she asked Lazica what kind of spell, curse, or enchantnent had
caused her to be a fly.

"Dear me, Princess, it was nothing like that. It was rny own idea."

"You wanted to be a fly?"

"Well, not specifically a fly. | wanted to be sonething that ny dreadful
cousin woul d never think of marrying. He hounded nme unmerciful |l y—kept sending
me jewels, and dwarfs, and captured enemies to do ne tribute, and he wote ne
awf ul poens, and sang beneath nmy wi ndow, | was always finding |ove notes in ny
food. He sinply would not | eave me alone. And ny sisters were all after nme to
marry him because | was the ol dest and had to marry first. And ny parents
never stopped telling rue how lucky I was to have a man |i ke Conrad Coeur du
Per de la Tour Brisee panting after nme, and all in all—=
"Conrad? Your cousin is Conrad?" Princess broke in.

"Yes. Have you net hinP"
"We've travel ed together. Do go on, Lazica."

"In desperation, 1 sought the help of Arlebar, and he prom sed ne | need
flee from Conrad no | onger. \Wat's happened to hin? | didn't want Arlebar to
hurt himor anything like that, | just wanted to be left alone."

"Conrad has found another."
"Well, that's a relief." Lazica smled nostalgically and said, "Poor old



Conrad. He wasn't a bad sort, really, under all that brag and bluster, but he
had the clammi est hands |'ve ever touched."

"He still does. He's a toad," Princess inforned her

"He is? What sort of woman would marry a toad?"

"She's a toad, too. It's a perfect match."

"How sweet. Well, I'"'mglad for Conrad. And |I'm gl ad

don't have to be a fly anynore. But | suppose as soon as | return home, ny

sisters will be after ne to marry soneone el se," Lazica said resignedly.
"How about hin?" Princess asked, indicating Handsone by a twitch of her left
Wi ng.

"He's very ornanental ," Lazica conceded, w thout enthusiasm
"He's a prince."

"Everyone's a prince these days. He's not very tal kative, is he?" said
Lazi ca dubi ously.

"Handsone has been through some very difficult nagic. You have a lot in
common. "

Lazi ca | ooked thoughtfully across the room at Handsome. "Hi s hands aren't
the least bit clamry. | noticed that right away."

"Well, there you are, Lazica. He's handsone, he's a prince, and he has nice
dry hands. And obviously he's mad about you. What nore could you ask?"

"I was hoping to fall wildly and passionately in | ove—ust once in nmy life,
before |I settle down. | don't think there's nmuch chance of that with him"
said Lazica wistfully.

"You never know," said Princess, patting her hand in a sisterly fashion
"I"ll get himover here. You can have a little sip of cordial together and get
better acquainted. |I'msure you'll feel different about himin no tinme."

At Princess's sunmons, Kedrigern | ed Handsone to Lazica's side, where the
prince stood blushing and | ooking fixedly at the floor. Princess took up the
cups that Arlebar had filled, and held themout to the young couple. The ruby
liquid contents glowed hotly through the facets of the crystal

"Drink this. It will warmyou up," she said, with a surreptitious w nk at
Kedri gern.

They took the cups and sipped politely. Their eyes met and held. Their
br eat hi ng becanme audi bl e. They enptied the potion simltaneously, |let the cups
fall fromtheir hands, and extended their arns to each other
"Lazica, ny love, ny angel . . . ny beautiful one!"

"Handsone, ny rescuer . . . ny hero ... ny love!"

They flew to one another and | ocked in a passionate enbrace. Am d panting
and heavy breathing and deep shuddering sighs, in the intervals between
lingering hungry kisses, could be heard nurnurs of "Away together |,
eternal |ove

your slave forever . . . Princess of Kallopane . . . lord and naster

gueen of ny heart," and simlar highly charged phrases.

"Good stuff, that," Kedrigern said appreciatively, eyeing the decanter.
"Fast, too," Princess added.

Handsome swept Lazica up in his arms and carried her through the doorway.
Qut side, he turned and said, "I ride to Kallopane with the fairest of al
worren. There shall we be wed, and there shall we live in ever-growing | ove and
happi ness, with the bl essings and good wi shes of nmy father, the King!"

"My prince, ny life, ny Handsone, let us away!" cried Lazica.
"Have a pleasant trip," said Princess, waving.

Kedrigern stepped to the doorway, whispered a few words, and gestured toward
t he departing couple, who had halted for a torrid enbrace under the apple
tree. He stood watching until they had mounted the gaudy, blue-trunked horse,
then turned to Princess, sniling benevolently.

"I put alittle spell on them They' |l be invisible to all enem es along the



way and find friends by sunset every day. It's nmy wedding present,"” he said.

"They seened very preoccupied. | hope they remenber to invite all the right
fairies to the wedding."

"Apparently Handsone's family are good that way. | only hope his father
behaves hinsel f. That's how Handsone's troubles started, you know. "

They turned their attention to Arlebar's bookshel ves, and enmerged fromthe
house a bit later with several volunmes under their arns, |ooking quite pleased
with their acquisitions. Conrad and Lalloree were perched on the rimof the
fountain, awaiting them
Conrad at once asked, "What about us?"

"Yes, Uncl e Keddi e-when are you going to make us human agai n?" Lall oree
asked.

"How about right now?" Conrad denanded.

The wi zard put his books down, folded his arns, and said, "lI'mafraid | have
some bad news. Perhaps you'd better sit down."

"W are sitting down. W're always sitting down," said Conrad irritably.

"So you are. Sorry. |'ve spoken to Arlcbar, and he verified nmy suspi cions.
It would be deadly to tanper with any nagic worked by that mst."

"I thought you were a wizard. Some wi zard, if you're afraid to undo a
spel | ."
"I work magic, not nmiracles."

Conrad gave a contenptuous little sniff and hopped back into the fountain.
Lal | oree | ooked sadly at Kedrigern.
"Can't you do anything, Uncle Keddie?"
"I"'mafraid not."
"What will we doT

"Il bring you honme to your parents. |'msure they'|ll approve of your
marrying Conrad . . . under the circunstances.”

"They'll just nag and say that they warned nme sonmething like this would
happen to me."
"Did they?"

"All the time," she adnmitted with a sigh

Princess sat on the edge of the fountain at Lalloree's side and said gently,
"It isn't really such a bad life, once you get used to it. You can be outdoors
in the noat all summer, and spend the winter in the castle. And you can have
all the children you want. Thousands, if you |like. Toads have ever so many
children, and they're no bother at all."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely."

"It really isn't so bad ... but to think of the rest of ny life ... a toad.

" Lalloree said thoughtfully. "It could be so awfully boring."

"But you have someone to share it with, Lalloree. That's the secret."

Lall oree was silent for a time, and then she hopped into Princess's |lap
"Take us hone," she said.

Twel ve perfect matches

THEY STOPPED ON the nearest peak to watch as Arlebar's house and grounds, the
gardens, fountain, arbor, pond and all, slowy faded and vani shed from si ght,
| eaving not a rack behind. Wen the shimering air was once nore still, and
the site was a grassy dell sprinkled with clusters of daisies, they urged
their horses southward, toward the pass that led to Brindom s realm

The way was snooth, and free of vile enchantnents. The air was warm and
fragrant with early sunmmer. Once they left the mountains, flowers and bright
butterflies were everywhere, and they awoke each nmorning to birdsong. The
journey becane al nost pleasant. Best of all, they knew that after delivering
Lal loree they would turn their steps toward hone.

The Ki ngdom of the Bright Plain was a very large kingdomwith a very small
popul ation, all of it crowded together at the geographical center. That was



where the good |land |ay, and where Brindom s forebears had built their castle.
Their subjects had settled nearby and left the forests and rocky hills of the
outl ands to such unsoci able souls as chose to dwell there. Here in the rich
green mdl ands they produced all the necessities of life, and enough extra to
trade for the luxuries so essential to the happiness and well-being of a
respectable ruling famly.

The defenders of the ki ngdom were twel ve plunp, slow

nmovi ng, good-natured guardsnmen. They carried swords and shining pikes, but had
only a vague notion of their proper use and no wish to increase their
know edge. The real defense of the ki ngdomwas its borders.

To the east was forest, dense, dark, and inpenetrable. To the south and west
was the inpassable River of Msery and the Terrible Falls, whose ceasel ess
t hunder could be heard fromthe turrets of Brindoms own pal ace when the wi nd
was right. To the north, beyond the Dragonback Muntains, |lay the Desol ation
of the Loser Kings. Nothing and no one had eonme that way in living nmenory, and
it was believed that anything or anyone that mght cone fromthe north would
not be deterred by nere pikenen.

Thus it was that when Kedrigern and Princess were seen on the north road,
they were first shunned, and then greeted with stupefied stares. The sight of
their horses did not do much to encourage a hearty welconme. It was a
guardsman, pal e and displaying nuch white of eye, who first spoke to them He
approached at a slow, reluctant pace, trailing his pike in the dust, waving
furiously and snmling a ghastly smle

"Hail, friends! Geetings! Wl come to the Kingdomof the Bright Plain!" the
guardsman cried. "W greet you in peace. W are a friendly people. Really, we
are. W love to have visitors. W mean no harm"

"Neither do we," Kedrigern replied. "W wish to see Brindom W bring news
of his daughter."

"Yes, yes, of course. |I'll take you to H's Majesty at once. Have you cone
from. . . from... the north?"

"Cbvi ously we have."

"Across the Desol ati on?" the guardsman asked, his voice hushed. The peasants
at the roadside inched closer to hear the reply.

"We have crossed the Desol ation of the Loser Kings," Kedrigern said with
cool indifference. H s black horse snorted and flashed its silver horn in a
menaci ng gesture.

"Then you nust be great w zards!" cried the guardsman, dropping his pike and
st eppi ng back.

"We are,"” Princess said. "This is Kedrigern of Silent Thunder Mbountain.
There is no wi zard greater."

"And this is ny wife, Princess, herself a wi zard of no snall
acconpl i shrent . "

"I fly, too," Princess cheerfully announced, rising from

the saddl e of the transparent horse to circle the guardsman and wave to the
dunbstruck crowd. A few children returned her salute enthusiastically, but the
mai n body sinply stood with their heads back and their nouths open

When the guardsman had collected his wits and his pi ke, he |l ed the newoners
to the pal ace. The road wi dened, and the crowds grew, and by the tinme they
reached t he pal ace gates, nost of the popul ation was gathered to see the
m ghty wi zards fromthe north.

Bri ndom had been advised of their coming, and was at the gate to greet them
He was as round as his guardsnen, white-haired, rather short, and red of
cheek. He was sniling bravely. \Wat he expected, they did not know His relief
when the fearsonme pair turned out to be a beautiful dark-haired lady in a
close-fitting green and yellow robe, with a circlet on her brows, and a



sl ender cl ean-shaven man in plain honespun garnents and worn boots, was
unm st akeabl e. He beaned at them took their hands warmy, and placed his
pal ace and servants at their pleasure.

"But pl ease, nmy honored guests,"” he said as they entered the castle armin
arm "I amtold you have word of ny daughter. Forgive me ny eagerness, but
Lal | oree has been long away fromus and we hunger for news of her."

A tiny giggle escaped from Princess's hood. She and Kedrigern exchanged a
qui ck gl ance over Brindom s head and said nothing of it.

"Perhaps it would be best to deliver our news to you and your gracious queen
t oget her," Kedrigern suggest ed.

"Yes, yes, of course, it would indeed," said Brindom rubbing his pudgy
hands together briskly. "You are thoughtful, w zard. In ny eagerness | forgot
nmy bel oved Tooneera's anxiety. She awaits us even now. "

Snot hered | aughter erupted in Princess's hood. To cover the sound, she had a
coughing fit, which sent Brindominto a flutter of solicitude, eliciting nore
snot hered | aughter and | ouder coughing. In this way they wal ked the I ength of
the throne room and passed through a door behind the two inposing thrones.

They entered a cheery sunlit chanber holding six plunp cushioned chairs, al
with footstools. The woodwork was painted in bright colors, and the walls held
pi ctures of dogs and cats and children cutely posing. A pitcher of nmlk and a

pl ate of cookies rested on the |ow tabl e around which the chairs were grouped.

"I'"ve brought the wi zards, Momma!" Brindom called, explaining, "W prefer to
conduct business of state here. It's so nuch nore confortable than the throne
room We can all relax. Take some milk and cookies, please. Take all you
want." He took up the pitcher and proceeded to fill four nugs that stood
beside it on the table. As he was filling the fourth nug, a plunp and very
sweet - | ooki ng worman bustled into the room drying her red hands on her apron
and nmaking anxious little clucking sounds.

"Here you are, Momma! Just in time to join us for some nice mlk and
cooki es," Brindom said. "These are the wi zards fromthe north, Princess and
Kedrigern."

"I must look a fright," said the queen, untying her apron and folding it
neatly, patting her hair into place, smling nervously at the visitors. "Daddy
didn't say you were coming until just alittle while ago, and | thought to
nmysel f, well, mercy me, they' |l be starved to death after all that travel, so
| went right into the kitchen to put a nice little supper on."

"Your Majesty is too kind," said Kedrigern with a bow.

"Ch, | know all about you wi zards. Al ways on the go. A bite here, and a sip
there, and never a decent neal two days running. That's why you're all so
thin. And there's no call to be fancy. Just call ne 'Auntie Toonmie,' sane as
everyone el se does," said the queen

"Momma! Daddy!" cried Lalloree, her wee voice charged with feeling. As
Bri ndom and Tooneera | ooked about the roomin bew | dernent, Lalloree struggled
from her place of conceal nent and hopped to the tabletop, narrowy m ssing the
pl ate of cookies. "It's Lalloree! I've come honme again! Aren't you glad to see
ne?"

"That's a toad, Monmm," Brindom said warily.
"It's our Lalloree's voice, Daddy."

"Il grant you that, Momma, but |I'd know our Lalloree anywhere, and that's
a toad."

"But | amLalloree, Daddy, | really am" the toad cried, hopping up and down
anxi ously.

"Qur Lalloree is safely married to Pangl under the Unyiel ding. She's
somewhere way up north, across the river. You're a toad," Brindomsaid flatly,
folding his plunp little arnms and | ooki ng grave.

"She sounds |ike our Lalloree, Daddy," Tooneera said.



"I am | am Pangl under was funny |ooking, and there was an awful old |ady
in his castle and they put me to sleep but Uncle Keddie pronmised to bring ne
back to you and then we net Handsone and joi ned a quest but the nist came and
turned Conrad and nme into toads and even Arlebar couldn't help us but it
doesn't matter because we |ove each other. Can't we get married, please?

Pl ease, Daddy! Momma, please let Conrad marry nel" the little toad blurted,
then sat panting for breath.
"Who's Conrad?" Tooneera asked, bewi | dered

"She's in trouble, Monma. | was afraid of something like this."

"Now, daddy, it was all your idea to marry our little girl to a warlord. |
was all set—=

Fromthe recesses of Kedrigern's hood a small voice rang out. "It is |
Conrad Coeur du Per de |la Tour Brisee, Count of Elberance and Mrfoi, Earl of
Bexxforde, Hesel down, and Tarncrofts, Gand Marshal to Al norac Col denbeard of
Cossi nghans, who seek the hand of your fair daughter!" Cinbing to the
wi zard's shoul der, Conrad made a great leap directly into the cookie dish,
scattering bits of broken cookie in all directions. He extricated hinself,
muttering peevishly, and took his place at Lalloree's side.

"Anot her toad," Brindomsaid dimy.

"He has a lovely nane, Daddy. And a nice clear voice. And he wants to marry
our little girl," Tooneera said, her interest quickening.

Bri ndom sighed. "I was sort of hoping she'd marry a warlord, or a petty
tyrant, or maybe a nice prince."

"This little fellow has all sorts of titles, Daddy."

"Don't suppose a prince would be rmuch interested in a toad," Brindom said
glunmy.

Conrad puffed up. "Hear me, Your Majesties. | was born to a noble famly,
and won great honor in the service of nmy king. When | first laid eyes on your
fair daughter, | knew | could |ove no other, and vowed that | would nake
nmysel f worthy of her hand. But then . " He paused and si ghed before going
on, "I fell victimto magic so powerful that even the greatest wi zard in al
the worl d cannot disenchant ne."

Bri ndom sat down heavily and drumed on the arm of the

chair with his plunp fingers. "Is that so, Kedrigern?" he asked.
"It is, Your Majesty."

"Lal | oree, too?"

"I"'mafraid so."

"Ch, let's give themour perm ssion, Daddy," Toomeera said, patting her
husband' s hand. "W can have a nice little wedding right here in the castle.
You can bake one of your special cakes."

"We could live in the noat!" Lalloree cried excitedly.

"Wwuldn't last very long. There's pike in the noat," said Brindom

"We have that lovely fountain in the garden. Daddy. They could set up
housekeepi ng there."

"Pl ease. Daddy, please!"
"1 inplore you, Your Mjesty!"

"Ch, all right, you have our perm ssion," Brindom said wearily.

Kedrigern and Princess sniled at the rejoicing toads and the beani ng
Tooneera. Brindom snatched up a handful of the broken cookies and nunched on
them noi sily. Tooneera unfol ded the apron she had been carrying since her
entrance, tied it on, and took up the pitcher and cookie dish

"I"'mjust going to get some nore mlk and cookies. Supper won't be ready for
anot her hour, and you nust all be sinply starved,"” she said.

"May we have a few flies, Momm?" Lalloree asked.

"Gracious sakes alive, child, whatever do you . . . 2 Ch . . . Well, I'lI
see if | can rustle up a fewnice flies for the two of you."
"Thank you, Your Majesty,"” said Conrad.

"Call us Mormma and Dadd”“son. You'd better get used to it."



Supper was a heapi ng di sh of chicken and dunplings in a rich gravy, with
Tooneera's own honey-gl azed spice cake for dessert. The w zards and the royal
couple ate in the small dining al cove off the kitchen. Lalloree and Conrad
t ook supper at the fountain.

Kedrigern and Princess spent the night in the castle's guest room where
everything seemed to be snothered under pink ruffles. They departed the next
nor ni ng. Bri ndom and

Tooneera t hanked them profusely and presented themwi th a thousand gol d pi eces
and a dozen sweet buns still warmfromthe oven

They rode in silence, enjoying the bright sunmer norning and each other's
conpany, and when the |ast house was out of sight and the sun directly
overhead they stopped to rest. Kedrigern took two of the buns and gave one to
Princess. They reclined in the shade of a maple and slowy ate.

"Very tasty, isn't it, ny dear?" said Kedrigern
"Delicious. So was that spice cake |ast night."

"And the cookies. Excellent cookies. Well, I'mnot surprised.”

Princess | ooked at himcuriously. "I am 1've been in pal aces where the
breads and pastries were practically inedible."

"No danger of that in Brindom and Tooneera's pal ace."
"And why not ?"

"Before they becanme king and queen, they ran a little pastry shop just a
short walk fromthe castle."

"I's that the customin this kingdon? |I've never heard of heirs to a throne
running a pastry shop."

"It's quite unusual, actually. The last ruler here, Jarantra, was 122 when
she died, and had outlived all her known descendents. It took nonths of
searching to discover that Tooneera, on her nother's side, was a distant
cousin of Jarantra's great-grandfather's aunt. She and Brindomdidn't want to
give up the pastry shop. They had built a ot of good will, and busi ness was
thriving. They only did it for Lalloree's sake, so she could marry soneone of
station."

"Pity it didn't work out," said Princess sadly.
"Well, Conrad's not all that bad."
"Do you think they'll be happy, Keddie?"

"I"'mcertain they will, my dear," said the wizard, smling serenely. "Before
we left this norning, | poured a cupful of Arlebar's |love potion into the
fountain."”

Sone days later, fromthe foothills of the Dragonback Muntains, they |ooked
down on the |lush green expanse that had once been the Desol ati on of the Loser
Kings. Tall grass and berry bushes and trees newy | eaved waved in the breeze,
and | akes and ponds forned by the reawakened springs glittered under the
norni ng sun
"It's quite lovely, isn't it?" Kedrigern called up to Princess.

"It's even nore beautiful fromup here. You nmust be very proud of yourself,"
she said, lazily circling the horses in a slow descent.

"Those good nonks and their herbs deserve a lot of the credit, ny dear,"

"But it was you who canme back here and despelled the place. Just think
Keddie . . . people will cone and settle here and be happy and prosper, and
they' Il never know that they owe it all to you."

He raised a hand in a benign gesture. "I don't seek praise, ny dear. Just
t he satisfaction of good work well done, and the occasional fat purse of
gold.”

"Still, it seems hard," she said, settling lightly down on the transparent
horse's saddle. "This place should be called 'Kedrigern's Bounty' and not The
Desol ation of the Loser Kings.' You really ought to get the credit you
deserve."



"I"ll pass it up. Getting a place naned after you is a sure way of being

dragged into politics. | prefer to stick to magic.'
Princess reached out to pat his hand. "Whatever you like, Keddie," she said
sweet | y.
"I'"ll name it after you, ny dear. Wuld that please you?"
"No, thanks. | prefer to stick to magic, too."

The earth so long held barren by nmagic now thrust forth its pent-up
fecundity. Even at this early point in sumrer, the bushes, and the tiny pear
and apple trees, were bowed under their weight of fruit. The horses feasted on
juicy sweet grass. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers and somnol ent
with the drone of bees. Bright birds flashed and swooped around the princess
and the wi zard as they passed, adding their song to the ground bass of the
i nsects and the burble and plash of ever-swelling streans.

They camped for one night by the al abaster scul pture that once had been a
cook's wagon. Already its outlines were softened by clinbing vines, brightened
by flowers. Birds nested in every cranny, and field mce dwelt beneath its
unnovi ng wheel s. There was barely a trace of the other wagon, and no sign at
all of their passing only a short time earlier. The scene was |ovely, but
fraught with nel ancholy menories, and they did not linger but resunmed their
travels at first light, nmoving north wthout a backward | ook

At the Inn on the Quter Edge, Harry cane out tc greet the wizard with
unfeigned joy. The host, inured to peculiar sights,

scarcely noticed their horses. He offered Kedrigern and Princess his finest

sl eepi ng chanber all to thensel ves, and promi sed a di nner of wel come that very
night. As the trenbling stable boy, having been cuffed and ki cked and cursed
into notion by his master, fearfully led their horses off, Harry shook the

wi zard's hand vi gorously.

"It's grand to see you again, Master Kedrigern—and this lovely |ady you' ve
brought with you. Ah, when we saw the mi st gathering over the Desol ation, we
all thought that was the end of you, but here you are, |ooking better than
ever, and in the conpany of the loveliest |ady who's ever graced these halls."
"This is Princess, my wife." said the w zard.

Harry bowed | ow. "Honored to neet you, ny lady." He straightened and | ooked
at Kedrigern. "Wat's becone of the others? Is there any hope for then? Here,
Master Kedrigern, let ne carry themvessels for you."

"Careful, Harry. You're carrying three of our conpanions."

Harry started, nearly dropping the Iong, slender vessel. "Conpanions? From
t he quest? These jars?" he asked, gaping.

"This little one is Ponttry, the squire. The round one is Maheen."

"And ... | nearly dropped one," Harry said in a nunbed undertone.

"That was Sneak," Princess inforned him

"I'f you | ook very closely, you can just make out their faces," Kedrigern
said, taking Sneak and holding himto the light, allow ng the host to inspect
hi m
"He's smling!" Harry cried.

"Well, | filled himwith wine. | imagine he'll keep snmling as long as he's
full. Shall we go in? I'"'msure Princess would like to freshen up, and we could
both use a good rest in a real bed."

Refreshed and rested, they cane down to di nner that evening and found the
i nn unusual ly quiet, but filled with an undercurrent of joyous anticipation
like a city on the eve of some great festival. The air shimered, as desert
air does under the unabated sun, and faint shadows seemed to pass to and fro
around them form ess and colorless, often no nore than the faintest flicker
at the corner of the eye, but all radiating an unm stakeabl e aura of happi ness
and good will. Kedrigern did not remark on the phenonenon, but as they

took their places at the table Harry had laid for them Princess gave a little



flirt of her wings, rose slightly fromthe floor and turned about, sniling
beatifically and cl aspi ng her hands on her breast.

"Keddie, it's all the lost travelers—they're free fromthe spells that held
them and they're so happyl Can't you feel the happi ness?" she said.
"I can, my dear. Very pleasant it is, too."
"And they know they owe it to you. They can sense it."

As Princess descended to take her seat, Kedrigern felt the circumanbi ent
spirits press closer around him It was an odd sensation, not at al
unpl easant or confining, rather |ike having a garnment of gossamer |aid over
one's shoulders against a nild breeze; he felt enfolded in a cloak of
t hanksgi vi ng.
"You | ook very confortable, Keddie," Princess observed.

"It's quite cozy. It appears that we'll be having conpany for dinner, ny
dear. Do you m nd?"
"Not at all. They're very friendly."

Maheen rested on the table, replenished with Harry's best wi ne. A peaceful
sm |l e suffused his dimnished ceramc features.

"Do you have qual ms about using an acquai ntance as a decanter?" Kedrigern
asked.
"None what soever, Keddie. You may pour."

The wi ne was rich and robust, a perfect acconpaninent to the juicy tender
sl abs of beef that Harry served them and they consumed with gusto, As they sat
sighing with repletion over their last bits of cheese and fresh fruit,
Princess rose.
"Are you all right, ny dear?" Kedrigern asked.

"Just a bit warm Don't get up, Keddie. |I'mgoing over to the wi ndow for a
breath of air."
"Now that you mention it, the atnmosphere is a bit close.™

Kedri gern pushed back his chair, preparatory to rising and joining Princess
at the window He was full and confortable and surrounded by grateful spirits,
and was in no hurry at all to nove, so he was still at the table when Princess
sat in a chair by the window and with a great whoosh and crackle of air, an
afreet appeared in the room

It was a very large afreet. Its flattened green head nearly touched the
ceiling beans and its bloated body splintered a table and thrust benches
aside. Its left armwas brilliant red, its right gleaned black, and its hands
were pale blue with

long curving silver talons. The walls shook and the plates danced as its deep
mal evol ent | aughter reverberated through the room It pointed a | ong
silver-tal oned finger at Princess.

"Pretty princess set off spell. Afreet take her away!" he cried, |aughing
even nore wi ckedly than before.

Coming to her feet with a quick gesture, Princess said, "You will do nothing
of the kind."

The afreet lunged forward. There was a loud clong, like the sound of a spoon

t apped agai nst a crystal bow, and the afreet |eapt back, winging his hands
and naking little pained noises. Aowering with his red-rinmed yell ow eyes, he

hurl ed hinself forward a second tine, emitting a shrill how, and again
rebounded to the sound of a deep-toned crystalline knell

"That will be enough of that, | think," Kedrigern said, rising to face the
afreet.

"You make spell?" the afreet denanded in a rage, his eyes dilating and
darting fl ane.

"Not yet. That spell was entirely ny wife's," Kedrigern said proudly. "But
if you don't disappear right away ..."

At that noment, all around them the air began to tingle eagerly. He felt
t he pent-up anger and the wish to pay old debts. Laughing loudly, he said, "Go
right ahead, ny friends. He's all yours."



A slight breeze brushed past him and at once the afreet was envel oped in
ghostly presences. As Kedrigern | ooked on, arns fol ded, chew ng the |ast
norsel of apricot, the afreet winced under a bl ow, then another, and in no
time at all was rolling and withing on the floor, giving off great cries and
groans and caterwaul s of pain as an invisible nmob pounded, pinched, poked, and
punmrel ed himfromall sides. He begged for nercy; he shouted apol ogi es; he
i mpl ored Princess to intercede for himand Kedrigern to rescue him he began
to shrink. When he was down to just under hunman size, Kedrigern raised his
hands. The pummel i ng stopped.

"What do you think, ny dear? Has he had enough?" the w zard asked.

"He deserves everything he gets," Princess replied angrily. "The col ossa
nerve of these afreets! Take ne away, indeed!’

The afreet clanbered to his knees, blubbering huge pink-and-orange tears
that rolled around the floor |ike nelon balls.

"Pl ease, pretty princess, forgive afreet! H mwas beside self for grieving!"

"\What have you got to grieve about? Al you do is cause grief to others.
Just last fall, you carried off a poor little princess fromthis very room
you heartless wetch."

The afreet gave a wail of anguish and sent forth a volley of dichromatic
tears. "Little princess gone away!" he how ed. "One day, all gone away—tittle
princess, other people afreet catch, all nice magics hidden everywhere, all go
away qui ck sudden. Afreet cone back here to | ook for new pretty,"

"I"'mnot the least bit interested in being your pretty,"” Princess said.

The afreet let out a fresh wail. Kedrigern snapped, "Be quiet, you. You're
lucky to get off with a thrashing, after all the trouble you' ve given people
these last few centuries.”

"Afreet just try to do job right."
"That's what they always say."

"Afreet supposed to carry people off, do nasty things,
sel f-righteously.

"That will be quite enough of that kind of talk. The evil magic is gone from
this region now, and there's no nore place for you. Do you understand?"

Kedri gern demanded sternly. "In a little while there'll be decent people
com ng here to settle, and I won't have the likes of you bursting in on them
and getting everyone upset."

Leering, the afreet said, "You give afreet pretty princess, himago."

Wth an accuracy and force that Kedrigern found as inpressive as it was
unexpected, Princess hurled a joint-stool that caught the afreet just behind
hi s pointed, |ong-lobed purple ear and sent him spraw ing. He crouched on the
floor, arns over his head, blubbering, "Afreet nust carry off pretty. Any
pretty be fine, then afreet go away and be good."

Kedrigern | ooked at Princess and smled. "N ce work. That was a very neat
shield you raised, too."

"Thank you, Keddie. It's good to know that | haven't |ost the touch."

"What about this big crybaby? W can't just let himgo, or he'll grab the
first woman he sees.”

"W can't allow that. Do you think Harry . . . ?"
"No. "
They stood | ooking at the weeping, wailing afreet, each of

said the afreet

them deep in thought. After a time, Kedrigern said, "Actually, it would be al

to the good if we could find a wonan willing to put up with him Once he has a

good sensible wife to keep himin check, an afreet can behave al nost decently.

This fellow s problemis that the little princess was too young and

i nexperienced to manage him Wat he really needs is sonmeone like ..
He gl anced aside, smling faintly, and his eyes net Princess's. She was

smling the sane quiet, knowing snmle, and they nodded in unison. They stepped



closer to the sniveling heap. The pale light of the liberated spirits hung al
about the afreet.

"By your |eave, friends," Kedrigern said softly. "I think there's a
constructive way to deal with this fellow "

The cloud of spirits noved, sone parts of it becom ng very' agitated,

sparking and crackling, while other portions swirled slowy and placidly, like
peripatetic phil osophers deep in neditation. After sone minutes it settled,
was still, and then slowy faded, and Kedrigern knew that the matter of the

afreet had been placed in his hands. He murrmured his thanks to the departing
wi sps, and prodded the afreet with the toe of his boot.

"Swear by the ring of Solonobn, Lord of the Djinn and Afreet, that you will
obey me and behave yoursel f, and you may rise in safety," he said.

A yel l ow eye peeked cautiously through blue Fingers. "Afreet no nore be

t hunped?"
"Not if you do as | say. Swear."
"Afreet swear by ring of Solonpbn. Afreet will obey w zard and behave sel f,"

said the creature abjectly.
"You may rise."
Bouncing to his feet, leering, the afreet said, "Now you give afreet pretty,
and himgo, yes? Wiere his pretty?"
"He's incorrigible," said Princess with distaste.

"Afreets will be afreets, ny dear. It's a matter of training. Al this chap
needs is a sensible woman who can teach himcivilized manners, and in a very
short time he can be a suave, polished afreet about town. | can see the
potential ."

Princess cupped her chin in her hand and studied the gaudy figure. "An
ordi nary worman couldn't do it," she said thoughtfully. "She'd have to be very
speci al . "
"Extraordinarily gifted. ldeally, a sorceress.”

Eagerly, the afreet said, "She be pretty, too, yes? You find afreet nice

pretty?"
"She'd have to be beautiful. That goes without saying."
"A mature, voluptuous kind of beauty, 1'd say."

"A mxture of passion and nelting tenderness."

"Where this nice pretty? Where her be?" the afreet cried excitedly, rubbing
hi s hands together with a loud clattering of talons.

"Ah, there's the problem ny notley fellow " said Kedrigern gravely.

"You don't find a wonan |ike that in your typical peasant hovel," Princess
poi nted out.
"Nor in your ordinary manor house."
"Nor in nmost pal aces, for that matter."

"In fact, | doubt that one could find a score of such wonen in the whole

world."

"A score?" Princess repeated dubiously. "There can't be nmore than three, at
nost . "

"Three? | can only think of one, and she ... No, it's inpossible," said
Kedri gern, shaking his head.

"Where this pretty? You tell afreet, himgo get her. Afreet want to be suave

and polished. You tell, afreet pronise to behave all tine forever," the
creature begged.
"Well . . . it's a few days' journey fromhere," Kedrigern said reluctantly.

"She's living in a very nice castle. She may not want to go with you,"
Princess added.

"And if she doesn't want to go, it will be hard to force her. She's a
power ful sorceress. Besides being a vol uptuous beauty."
"Afreet fix. You show afreet castle."

"That's another problem | don't have a map, and |I'mterrible at giving
directions. Wait a minute, now. . . afreets can fly, can't they?"



"Afreet fly like bird, only faster."
"Could you carry the two of us, and our horses?"
"W don't have nuch baggage," Princess said.
"You woul dn't have to carry us all the way there. You could drop us off a
fewnles fromthe place and go on ahead."
"Afreet take you and horses. Al so baggage. You ready?"
"Not now, ny inpetuous fellow | couldn't find the way in the dark. W'l
| eave after breakfast. Meanwhil e—as ear-

nest of your good intentions—you mght tidy up the dining room You' ve made an
awful mess of things."

"Afreet fix, make tidy. You be ready, we |eave after breakfast, horses and
all," the afreet said, rubbing his hands together with a great jangling.

"We' || be ready," said Kedrigern, taking Princess's arm and turning toward
the door. Just as they were leaving the dining room the afreet called to
t hem
"You tell afreet name of nice pretty in castle?" he asked.

"Al'l in good tine. We'll tell you before we arrive there," Kedrigern
replied.
"Pretty |l ady have pretty name? Afreet |ike pretty nane."

"You'll adore her, and her nane," Princess said, smling her nost radiant

smle. "You were made for each other."

Epi | ogue honeconi ng

PANGLUNDER STOOD AT the main gate of Mon Chagrin in his nightshirt, | ooking
bewi | dered. In one hand he held a wi cked-1ooking battl e-ax. He was blinking at
a phenonenal rate, and his words came with difficulty.

"I say, Kedrigern ... the npst extraordinary ... the npbst amazing ... |
don't expect you to believe . . . hardly believe it nyself . . . nost
extraordi nary," he jabbered, acconmpanying his words with vague gestures of his
free hand.

"I's somet hing wong?" Kedrigern asked, disnounting.

"Ch, yes, extrenely wong. Mst outrageously wong. G eat apparition, right
inthe mddle of ... oh, |I say!" Panglunder cried, dropping his battle-ax, as
Princess rose fromher transparent nount and lighted softly at Kedrigern's
side, her little wings hunming merrily. He noticed the horses for the first
time, and shut his eyes tightly.

"It's all right, Panglunder. The horses are real,’
"This is Princess, my wife. You ve net."

"I was a toad at the tine," Princess expl ai ned.

"Yes, of course. You're . . . looking nmuch better, | nust say."

"And how is everything at Mon Chagrin? You seema bit ill at ease, if | may
say so. Been beseiged by sonmeone? Any enchantnents | should know about? How s
dear Menmanesha these days?" Kedrigern asked, clapping the blinking warlord on
t he shoul der.

Kedrigern assured him

"It's Memanesha. She's gone . . . carried off... snatched fromny side
only nonents ago!"

"W saw no arny, Panglunder. Surely such a daring raid woul d—"

"It was no arny, it was an apparition. A great blubbery yell ow eyed thing,
skin all red and black and blue, with great talons . . . ghastly-Ilooking thing
to have pop into one's bedroom of a norning."

"Sounds like an afreet to ne," Princess said, |ooking sonber.

"I"'mafraid so," Kedrigern said. They exchanged a gl ance, and shook their
heads gravely.

"The nmost extraordinary thing was, it knew her nanme\ It burst into the room
shouting her name. ' Menanesha! Where ny pretty?' it cried, and then it scooped



her up, and they both vani shed. "
"Definitely an afreet," said Princess. "They're very quick."

"Very possessive, too. I'mafraid you' ve seen the | ast of Memanesha, ny
friend. Buck up," said Kedrigern

Pangl under drew a deep breath, threw his shoul ders back, raised his head
high, set his jaw, and gazed off to the east with narrowed eyes. Except for
the fact that he was in his nightshirt, the effect was quite heroic. "Then
I'"ve found ny quest,"” he said, his voice steely. "A long and peril ous road

lies before me, but | will rise up, and arm and go forth. | shall not sleep
under a roof, nor drink wine, until | have ny bel oved back."

"You're being rash. You'll never see Menanesha again," Kedrigern told him
firmy.

"That's marvel ous news, old chap. | was referring to Lalloree,"” Pangl under
sai d cheerily.
"Lal | oree?"

"Of course. Dear little thing, Lalloree. A man could spend a lifetime with
Lal | oree and never once have to worry about having her |ose her tenper and
turn himinto . . . into something |oathsone."

"Li ke a toad?" Princess said tartly. "I thought your arrangenent with
Lal l oree was purely political."

"That's how it started. But the noment | saw the dear creature ..
Pangl under paused and heaved a great sigh. "Menmanesha noticed at once, and
envel oped her in flane. | had to pretend indifference, for Lalloree's sake.
But now ..."

Princess slipped her armthrough Pangl undefs and gave his hand a conforting
pat. Kedrigern, on his other side, put his armaround the warlord s shoul der

"I think we ought to go inside, Panglunder, so we can tell you our whole
story before you do anything rash," he said
"I't would be best if you were seated,"” Princess added.

It was with a warminner feeling of acconplishnent that Kedrigern and
Princess ascended the last steep slope of Silent Thunder Muntain |leading to
their cottage. They had done what they set out to do, and a great dea
besi des.

Princess was a | ovely wonan once again, and certain to remain so. She had
gai ned an attractive and useful pair of w ngs. Handsome, too, was permanently
i berated fromtoadhood, and passionately in |love with Lazica, herself a fly
no | onger, Lalloree and Conrad, though toads, at |east had each other, a
pl easant fountain to live in, the synpathy and understandi ng of her parents,
and the val uabl e assi stance of Arlebar's love potion. Arlebar had his rest at
| ast, and Death had Arlebar. Rospax had a good hone, and was bei ng useful

Even Smeak, Mahecn, and Ponttry seemed to have a tolerable future. Harry had
kindly offered to retain themat the Inn on the Quter Edge as decanters. Their
expressions, when filled and stoppered, suggested conplete satisfaction with
this arrangenent. The Desol ation of the Loser Kings was bursting with life and
purged of its heritage of vile enchantments. All had indeed turned out well.

Kedrigern picked his way through the naze of false trails and blind byways
in the silence of concentrated attention. He and Princess exchanged words only
when he shouted up questions and she called down directions. Wen they reached
the last long curving stretch before the cottage, Princess swooped gracefully
down and settled on her linpid steed.

"I feel sorry for poor Panglunder," she said after a tine. "I'mnot the
| east bit sorry for Memanesha or the afreet, but | hate to think of Pangl under
all alone in that gloomy castle.'1
"He'll get over the loss, ny dear. Al for the best, actually."

"That sounds a bit callous, Keddie, 1 must say."

"Well, you saw what a flirt Lalloree was with Conrad. And she flirted with
Handsone even when he was a toad. Think what m ght have happened if she'd
becone chat el ai ne



of Mon Chagrin and a handsome prince had stayed for the night. Wars have
started over less," said the wi zard soberly.
Princess rode in thoughtful silence for a bit |onger, then said, "Perhaps

you're right. Still, poor Panglunder ... | hope he doesn't take to drink."
"He won't, ny dear. | gave himny flask of Od Fenny Snake just before we
left. One sip of that will cure himof any desire for further inbibing. Ever."

They decided to walk the rest of the way home. At the end of the |ong curve
t hey stopped, hand in hand, to gaze upon their cottage. It was a warm and
wel cone sight. The evening sun struck gold fromthe western wi ndows. Long
shadows deepened on the lawn and fell on the little dooryard where Kedrigern
took his nap on sunny afternoons in the cool weather. To the east rose the
sun-fl ooded peak of Silent Thunder Muntain, still crowned in white. Of to
the west of the house stood the arbor, shaded by two majestic oaks that spread
i ke great green nmushroons over the space beneath. And that was very odd, for
when they had left, in early spring, only one oak had stood in the arbor

"My dear . . . does everything look right?" the w zard asked.

"It's lovely, Keddie. I'mso happy to be back hone."

"But does it ook right?" he persisted.
"The garden coul d stand weedi ng."

"How about the arbor?"

"It |ooks lovely and cool. Those oaks..
"Keddi e, wasn't there one oak when we [eft?"

"There was, ny dear."

"And we've only been gone a few nmonths; not enough tine for an acorn to grow
that size. Ch, | hope this isn't an enchantnent, Keddie. Really, I'"'min no
nmood to cope with an enchantment after all the traveling we've done. | just
want to take a nice bath, and have a light supper, and get to bed early. |
don't want to have to deal with an enchanted tree; not until 1've rested up
at any rate," Princess said inpatiently.

"Well, let's just see what we have to deal with," Kedrigern said, reaching
in his tunic for the nedallion and raising it to his eye to peer through the
Aperture of True Vision. He gazed for a nonment, then turned to her, smling.
"Nothing to worry about, ny dear. It's someone we know. "

She paused and furrowed her brow.

"I don't know any trees."

"It's Anlorel and Gylorel. It would appear that their quest was successful."
He waved to the oaks. Though the evening was still, the top of the |arger
tree swayed in response. A corona of sparkling lights encircled both, w nking

like a legion of fireflies in the upper branches.

"Wl come home, good wi zard!" a deep voi ce booned, to the acconpani nent of
nmel | ow chi m ng.

"This is a pleasant surprise. Allow ne to present Princess, ny wife. She was
with us on the quest, but she remai ned conceal ed.”

"We are honored," said the voice, and the chines rang nmerrily while
pi npoints of light flickered overhead.

"But what are you doing here? | thought that once your quest was over, you'd
return to Dark Wod. How did your quest turn out, anyway?"

"We found our father. The evil m st had petrified him" said Gylorel, while
Anlorel tolled a slow knell.

Princess patted the trunk of the oak gently in sympathy. murmuring, "W're
sorry to hear that . . . after all the searching and the journeying. "

"The m st disappeared the day after we left you. W had great hopes of
finding him But when we did, he had already been turned to stone," said
Gyl orel.

"If it's any consolation, the mst is gone forever. Keddie destroyed it,"
Pri ncess announced, taking the wizard's arm and beam ng at the trees.

Wth much runbling and ringing, the air was filled with the response, "Then



he is a great w zard indeed, and we did right to come to him"
"Just why did you conme?" Kedrigern asked.

"W seek wi sdom "

"I don't teach, | do magic."

"But you are a wi se and good man, and know rmuch about the world. W would
learn fromyou."

"You do me honor. But even the wi sest man can't teach you how to be a good
tree."”

Wth an agitated rustle of his upper branches, Gylorel said, "W nust |learn
to rule over the forest. Qur father cannot teach us. W ask only that you
allow us to remain here to listen and observe until we feel ready to return to
Dar k Wod."'

"W will not trouble you," Anlorel chinmed in. "Let us stay, and we wl|
shade you fromthe afternoon sun and shelter you fromthe wind. Birds will
nest in our branches and fill the air with sweet sound and gl orious color."

"I't would be nice to have soneone to talk to if you're called away. It does
get lonely here with no one around but Spot," Princess said.

"You're welcome to stay as long as you wi sh, and listen and observe and
| earn what ever you can," Kedrigern announced, | ooking up into the green nass
| oonmi ng over him

"W thank you, kindly wi zard, and ask one further boon: may we have your
perm ssion to wed this lovely oak that stands at our side?"

"Isn't this charm ng, Keddie? What a wonderful home-coming!" Princess
excl ai med.

"Indeed it is, ny dear. O course you may, ny friends, and | w sh you great
happi ness," the w zard said.

Scarcely had he spoken when the evening was filled with soft rustling and
chimng and the creak of branches gently rubbing one another in tender
arboreal caresses. Wth a farewell wave, Princess and Kedrigern turned and
made their way armin armtoward the cottage, quite content. Their horses
grazed placidly on the twilit lawn, and they paused to | ook upon the peacef ul
scene.

"Keddie ... do you hear the voices?" Princess asked.
"Voi ces? What sort of voices?"

"Littl e happy voices. Like children playing far away," she said, cupping a
hand besi de her ear.

Kedrigern foll owed her exanple. Sure enough, he heard faint cries and tiny
shouts of glee. "O course, ny dear—how silly of ne to forget—t's M dsumer
Ni ght!" he excl ai ned.

"The fairy ring!"

Hand in hand they hurried to the eastern slope. There, bent forward, alert,
they made their way slowy, scanning the ground, closing in on the source of
the nerry wee voi ces.

"There it is, Keddie!" Princess cried.

No sooner had she spoken than the fairy voices were stilled. But in an
instant, a chorus called out, "It's Princess and the wi zard! They're hone
again!" and a small circular patch of the lawn at their feet cane aglow wth
the Iight of scores of tiny lanterns. In twos and threes, dinminutive figures
stepped forward to of fer greeting.

"Wl comre home, sweet Princess and wi se Kedrigern!" "Thank you, Peasbl ossom and
Miust ardseed, " said Princess. "Well net by twilight, good wi zard and | ovely
[ady!" "We thank you, Tansy and Sanphire, and you, Zi ngi ber and Col tsfoot,"
said the wi zard, bowing low. "Qur blessings on your hone and hearth, kind

fol k!" "Thank you. Coriander and Lovage. Thank you, Cobweb," said Princess,
seating herself on the grass and smling down on the little people. Kedrigern
took his place at her side, and together they received and gratefully



acknow edged the wel comes and good w shes of the fairy band. Wen all the rest
had greeted them their chief stepped forward and with a flourish of his
glittering wings and a spray of tiny notes of |ight, bowed profoundly and
announced:
"W are happy, every one, That your anxious quest is done, And Princess, whom
all adore, Is alittle toad no nore."

"Wy, thank you, Puck. That's very sweet of you," said Princess.
"Qur relief is nost profound: Seeing you honme safe and sound Much increases
our delight On this sweet Mdsunmmer Night. As we gaily dance and sing Here
within our fairy ring W will pause, fromtinme to time, To pronounce a
grateful rhyne For the fortunate return O Princess and Kedrigern."

"You're nore than gracious, Puck, and we appreciate this kind wel cone," said

the wizard, rising and assisting his wife to her feet. "If you'll excuse us,
we'll go inside now and let you resune the revelry."

"Good night, Puck. Good night, everyone," Princess said, waving to the
assenbl y.

A chorus of tiny voices echoed her farewell, and then at once, with cries of

"Over here, Cobweb!" and "Conme on

Mot h, dance with Scamery and Mustardseed!" and "Melilot and Mstletoe are
going to sing a conmic song!" the little folk returned to their festivities.
"Dear little things, " said Princess as they started for the cottage. "That
was thoughtful of them "
"Wodl and fairies are a decent sort. M schievous now and then, but there's
not a bit of malice in them It's the water fairies you have to watch out for

"I know, said Princess. "And bog-fairies are the worst of all.

"No need to think of such things ever again, ny dear. Bertha's spell is
br oken forever. "

"Yes. It was a successful trip, Keddie, in every way. But I'mglad to be
home. "

While they were still sonme distance away, the front door swung wi de and a
smal |, grotesque figure appeared in the doorway. It stood transfixed for a
nmonent, then it began to bounce up and down on its great flat feet, clapping
its huge hands and wiggling its saillike ears ecstatically. "Yah, yah!" it
cried joyously, a smile splitting its knobbed and warty face.

"We're honme, Spot!" Princess called, waving to it.

It raced to themin great bounds, shouting, "Yah! Yah!" at each bound. Wen
it reached them it skidded to a halt and began to bounce up and down eagerly.
At the sight of Princess rising into the air with a soft hum of her dainty
wi ngs, Spot fell to the ground astonished and | ay supine, its tiny eyes agape.
"That's right, Spot. Princess can fly now, " said Kedrigern
"Yah?" the house-troll inquired faintly.

"She won't go far. We're honme to stay,

the wi zard assured it.



